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FOREWORD
THE VALUE OF INTER-RELIGIOUS
STUDIES IN INDONESIA
Alwi Shihab
It is indeed a great honour for me to write this foreword to a dialogue
between academicians, scholars and religious leaders about how
Indonesians deal with religious diversity and the value and importance
of inter-religious studies in Indonesia.
It is worthwhile to observe that the Qur’an states that among God’s
important signs is the creation of heaven and earth with all the diversity
and plurality of human tongues and races. The Qur’an thus accepts
religious pluralism not as an evil flaw in humanity, but as a sign of
God’s wisdom in His creation.
Indeed, the Qur’an, far more than most Muslims have recognized,
accepts the multiplicity of religions and affirms the unity of faith. It
expresses in a number of ways a fundamental tolerance of earlier
religions whose faith is similar to that of Islam and centres on the one
and only God. Thus one of the doctrinal principles enunciated in the
Qur’an is that of religious plurality. From the beginning the Qur’an
suggests that it is God who permits more than one religious community
in the world. If God had willed otherwise, He would have made
humankind one single community. This idea is repeated on several
occasions in the Qur’an. “And if God had so willed, He could surely
have made you all one single community” (5: 48; 11: 118, and 16: 93).
In all these Qur’anic passages there is a purpose adduced to religious
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diversity that is inherent in the divine scheme of things. Thus each of
those Qur’anic verses continues with a clear indication of this purpose
by saying. “… but (He willed it otherwise than there should be only one
religion) in order to test you by means of what He has vouchsafed unto
you” (5: 48). However, the Qur’an goes on to point out that there is
human accountability with regard to religious pluralism when it says:
“And you will surely be called to account for all that you ever did” (16:
93).
The Qur’an also says that all humans were once members of a single
community (2: 213, and 10: 19), yet it recognizes the divergent human
views that have appeared in history by God’s will, and that these have
eventually led to religious diversity. God’s decree in this regard was to
permit such differences, as is alluded to by the Qur’an when it says:
“And had it not been for a decree that had already gone forth from your
sustainer, all their differences would indeed have been settled [from the
outset]” (10: 19). Thus, although human beings have been divided into
diverse religious communities, they have not been left without divine
guidance. Addressing the various communities, the Qur’an further
asserts that “To everyone have we appointed a (different) way and a
course to follow” (5: 48). Immediately following this verse there is a
command: “Vie therefore, with one another in doing good works” (2:
148). In other words, the Qur’an urges every religious community to
strive and compete as in a race for all virtues and good deeds. This
strongly suggests that there should be competition, not against one
another but rather in a concerted effort leading toward all that is good. It
is abundantly clear that the aforementioned verses that contain religious
toleration reveal the manifest Qur’anic principle of inter-faith relations,
based on a harmonious religious diversity. This principle is also in tune
with other Qur’anic verses that state that God’s purpose in creating the
diversity of humankind is that people might come to know and interact
with one another despite their different tongues and colours. The Qur’an
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makes this point emphatically: “O men! Behold, We have created you
all out of a male and a female, and have made you into nations and
tribes, so you might come to one another. Verily, the noblest of you in
the sight of God is the one who is most deeply conscious of Him” (49:
13). There is another important principle set forth by the Qur’an, namely
the recognition of the existence of righteous people within each
monotheistic community and, as such, deserving of divine reward.
Again this principle strengthens the idea of religious pluralism and
rejects the notion of exclusivity. This fact led Muslim historians,
scientists and theologians to begin what we now call the scientific study
or the comparative study of world religions.
Among the earliest scholars in Islam to give proper attention to this
science was Abu Raihan al-Bairuni, who lived in the Quznawaite state,
in modern day Afghanistan and Pakistan; he was from the beginning
very interested in the study of religions and cultures, particularly the
religion of India. To that end, he himself went to India and learned
Sanskrit directly from the Brahmin priests and wrote his famous book on
India that remains an important source of information to this day. 1
After Al-Bairuni, the renowned Andalusian jurist Ibn Hazm AlAndalusi (994-1064 AD) directed his efforts toward intellectual
activities in exploring religions, and wrote a monumental book titled
Kitab al-Fisaal fil Milal wal Nihal (The Division of Religions and
Sects). 2 Although Ibn Hazm was hostile to Christianity because of his
situation in Spain, he nevertheless left us important information on the
Christianity of his time. In the Islamic world he is considered an expert

1
See M.M. Qurashi and S.S.H. Risvi, History and Philosophy of Muslim
Contribution to Science and Technology (Pakistan Academy of Sciences, 1996);
Bruce B. Lawrence, "BĪRŪNĪ, ABŪ RAYḤĀN viii. Indology", in
Encyclopædia Iranica online: www.iranicaonline.org/articles/biruni-aburayhan-viii
2
For many, this book represents one of the most forceful works in discrediting
Christianity in the history of Muslim-Christian interaction.
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on comparative religions, while in Christian world he is known as
polemicist skilled in anti-Christian thought.
Among the most important scholars of religions was Abdul Karim
Al-Shahrestani, who lived in the 13th century. He wrote his famous
book Al-Milal Wal-Nihal (Religions and Sects). Shahrestani, like AlBairuni, sought to study religions with objectivity and honesty. His
work remains an important source for understanding of Islam and other
religions in his time. In the late 20th century, Sheikh Abu Zahrah of AlAzhar is considered one of the most highly renowned scholars of the
study of religions. He was a man who followed in the footsteps of
scholars from the past.
It is on these important foundations that the West built its own
disciplines in the scientific study of religions, beginning in earnest after
the Enlightenment of the 18th century. However, the study of religions
really flourished in the West in the late 19th and early 20th century with
such figures as Max Muller, Sidar Blum, the Swedish Bishop and
scholar of comparative religion, as well as the German scholar Joachim
Wach and later Mircea Eliade, and Wilfred C. Smith who contributed to
the study of comparative religion, and many others. Indeed, the study of
religions has become an important aspect of our study of humanity. It is
in this context that we must view with interest the development of the
comparative study of religion in Indonesia.
It goes without saying that in a very real sense Indonesia typifies the
world, in that it contains expressions and followers of all the major
religions of the world. Although the majority of Indonesians are
Muslim,

Christianity,

Hinduism,

Buddhism,

Confucianism

and

indigenous religions are present in Indonesian society. This, of course,
makes the study of religion in Indonesia a natural and important area in
the pursuit of knowledge, as well as social harmony and integration.
The interest of the study of religion in modern Indonesia began in
earnest with the important works of scholars like Prof. Mukti Ali, who
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became at one point in his career the Minister of Religious Affairs of
Indonesia. He was an important personality and helped create a cultural
centre in Yogyakarta that represents Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism, as
a centre of dialogue and tolerance.
This book grew out of a conference of a distinguished group of
scholars who gathered in Yogyakarta to witness the birth of the
Indonesian Consortium for Religious Studies (ICRS). At this conference
there was an engaging exchange of ideas aimed at creating a harmonious
religious society in a pluralistic setting in Indonesia. The papers
presented eventually issued in the book you are now reading. However
the history that led to this book is over 20 years in the making.
In 1990 Prof. Mahmud Ayoub, an Islamic Studies Professor at
Temple University was able to attract students from Indonesia to come
to study at Temple. Among them were Dr Yusni Sabi of Aceh, Dr
Ahmad Haris of Jambi, Dr Soraya IT of Aceh, and myself. Prof. Ayoub
recognized that his students would play an important role in the
development of the study of religions in Indonesia.
In 1996, I suggested to the minister of Religious Affairs, Mr Tarmizi
Taher, that we hold a conference in Jakarta on comparative religion.
Prof. Amin Abdullah was named as the chairman of the organizing
committee. To that end Prof. Ayoub prepared three drafts for an MA
programme in religious study in Indonesia. It was to be a study of
comparative religion at IAIN (State Islamic Studies Institute), as part of
the faculty of Da’wah; the study of comparative religion in Yogyakarta
at Interfidei, and a programme of the comparative religious studies at a
regular university level. This draft eventually became the nucleus for the
MA programme in the comparative study of religion at Universitas
Gadjah Mada (UGM) called the Center for Religious and Cross-Cultural
Studies (CRCS). CRCS was established in the year 2000 and developed
with advice from Prof. John Raines, Prof. Ahmad Mursyidi and myself
along with a number of scholars from Gadjah Mada. We all shared a
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sense of urgency to establish the programme because Indonesia was
experiencing a difficult period of transition that gave rise to many
conflicts between religious groups.
With strong enthusiasm we started with initial expenses of US$
30,000, shared by three cabinet ministers of the Abdurrahman Wahid
government (Dr Yahya Muhaimin, Minister of National Education, Mr
Johan Effendi, Minister of State Cabinet and Dr Alwi Shihab, Minister
of Foreign Affairs). In January 2007 we were all delighted to witness the
beginning of a new and major step in the programme, namely the
launching

of

ICRS,

a

joint

inter-religious,

interdisciplinary,

international, PhD programme consisting of a consortium among three
important institutions in Yogyakarta – Universitas Gadjah Mada, Sunan
Kalijaga State Islamic University and Duta Wacana Christian
University.
This programme is an ambitious doctoral programme that is meant
not only to prepare Indonesian students for important careers in religion
and general education in Indonesia, but it is an international programme
that recruit and accepts students from other countries. At present ICRS
has accepted over 60 doctoral students from 12 different countries,
including countries in Asia, Europe, North America and Africa.
The comparative study of religion cannot at this juncture of our
modern history be studied simply from books. The best approach is one
that combines academic research and on-the-ground observation of how
diverse religious communities live and interact. In that regard we all
hope and will do everything we can to make this programme in interreligious and cross cultural studies in Yogyakarta an important resource
for the study of religions, not only in Indonesia, but for the world at
large.
ICRS is still in its infancy, only five year old, but grew very quickly
under the leadership of the founding Director, Prof. Bernard AdeneyRisakotta, who is now a full time professor at ICRS and its International
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Representative. Dr Siti Syamsiyatun and Dr Wening Udasmoro are the
current Director and Associate Director of ICRS, who are leading ICRS
into impressive new areas of activity, especially in the area of research.
Many organizations from different parts of the world are now
cooperating with the leadership and Board of Trustees of ICRS to
develop this programme into an international centre of academic
excellence. ICRS has become a social laboratory, as it were, made up of
the different religious communities in this important city.
Yogyakarta has an ancient history as a city of tolerance. Yogyakarta
is the centre of Javanese culture and is proud of the rich development of
Javanese expressions of Islam, centred around the Sultan’s palace
(kraton). Yogyakarta was also the birth place and is the national
headquarters of Muhammadiyah. Yogyakarta also includes many
Christian churches, both Protestant and Catholic, and is famous for the
most important, ancient Buddhist monument in the world, Borobudur,
which was built in the 9th century CE and is surrounded with many,
equally ancient Hindu temples, such as the well-known Prambanan.
Yogyakarta is indeed a natural place for a first rate programme in interreligious studies.
As we all know, the study of religion may be approached differently
depending where it is being conducted. In an Islamic Seminary or
university like Al-Azhar the emphasis is on the arguments in the study of
religion in favour of Islam. Similarly a Christian or Jewish or Hindu
university will also highlight its own religion or theology.
We can see from the history of Christian-Muslim relations that the
negative aspects of this encounter, for the most part, stemmed from the
deliberate accentuation of certain exclusive scriptural texts of the Bible
and the Qur’an on the part of adherents of both. Some of the early
church fathers argued forcefully for religious exclusivism, as expressed
in the well-known formula, extra ecclesiam nulla salus (there is no
salvation outside the Church), referring to the words of Christ in
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Matthew 12: 30) – “He who is not with me is against me, and he who
does not gather with me scatters.” We find it equally true in a number of
verses in the Qur’an that seem to promote exclusivism and rejection.
The Qur’an says “O you who have faith, do not take the Jews and
Christians as allies. They are allies of one another” (5: 51). These words,
which in fact referred to political alliances in a specific time of war,
ironically, became normative for many Muslims in spite of numerous
other Qur’anic injunctions to seek amity and cooperation between
Muslims and the People of the Book. Another good example of the
failure of some to grasp the subtlety of the meaning of the word “Islam”,
and hence take it to legitimize religious exclusiveness, following the
Qur’anic verses “Surely the (true) religion with God is Islam” and “…
Whoever seeks a religion other than Islam, it shall not be accepted from
him, and in the hereafter he shall be among the losers” (3: 19 and 3: 85).
As a result of both parties’ positions (Christian and Muslim) in
opting for an exclusivist outlook in determining their relationship,
misconceptions and distortions have continued to blight perceptions of
one another to the present day. Beside the doctrinal disputes that have
marred Muslim-Christian relations through the centuries, the failure of
leaders of both communities of faith to control the excesses of religious
fanaticism among their followers also constitute a potential source of
tension. Undoubtedly it is true that the absolutist claim of truth from
both communities had many and often tragic ramifications. It was out of
this doctrine that the First Crusade was justified. Pope Urban the Second
proclaimed a crusade before a large audience in the Council of Clement
in November of 1095 “to exterminate the pagan, to free the Holy Land
and to aid the Christian inhabitants”. To add a greater stress to this
proclamation the Pope declared that “Christ commands it”. 3 It was only
natural that the Christian fighters would fiercely assault Muslim cities
3

See Matthew E. Bunson, OSV’s Encyclopedia of Catholic History, Revised
(OSV, 2004); Peter Frankopan, First Crusade: The Call from the East (Belknap
Press of Harvard University Press, 2012).

Foreword 15
with great religious fervour. The First Crusade, which was followed by
several others, was instrumental in providing the pattern for the long
history of hostility and mistrust between Muslims and Christians. The
spirit of Christian hostility against Muslims generated by the crusades
has been crucial in arousing suspicion regarding every sphere of
Christian activity in the Muslim world.
On the other hand, a university setting demands academic objectivity
and integrity, in that what we are studying are not arguments or
advocacy for one religion over another or all others. We are actually
studying religious phenomena as they appear in the different religions of
the world. Our study of religion is the phenomenology of religion as a
subject. This is to be understood broadly and differently from the
beginnings of this discipline.
One of the early proponents of this approach is the philosopher and
phenomenologist of religion Edmund Husserl, who argued as did those
who came after him and continued this tradition – that in the study of
religion one must “bracket” his beliefs and ideas and let the religious
phenomena speak for themselves. This tradition came as a reaction to
those who see their beliefs as absolutely true. 4
People have argued at length whether this is possible or even
desirable. Since we live together in one country and often in one city as
followers of different religions, we must study the religions of the others
objectively and with academic integrity, as well as with great interest.
Indeed, we ought to move from the dispassionate study of religion to
the tolerant study of religion, that is to say, I must not only know the
religion of my neighbour, but I must tolerate it and respect it. But even
this is often not enough, I must further accept the faith of my neighbour
and learn from it, without in any way affecting or endangering my own
faith and commitment.
4
See Donn Welton, The Essential Husserl: Basic Writings in Transcendental
Phenomenology (Indiana University Press, 1999).
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We must therefore accept the other as one of us in humanity and
dignity. So in a sense, the comparative study of religion must always
end in what we now call inter-religious dialogue. However, we must be
careful to make inter-religious dialogue a serious academic study and
not simply a kind of platitude or courteous pleasantries. For example, as
we discuss the history of Christianity, it must be history as Christians
see it. The Muslim, for instance, must enter into dialogue with his/her
Christian neighbours on issues of common interests, issues of faith,
issues of justice and harmony in society; issues of historical
developments in Muslim-Christian relationships and on ways that we
can work together to make our situation better. We have only this world
to live in and we can make it a world of peace and harmony. The other
option is to destroy it and in the process destroy ourselves. Let us hope
that the former choice will be what we will choose and work together
toward realizing it.
If we can see clearly and work to realize this, it will undoubtedly be
of significant value to inter-religious studies in Indonesia.
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INTRODUCTION
DEALING WITH DIVERSITY
Bernard Adeney-Risakotta
The Meanings of Dealing with Diversity
This book is about how we should deal with diversity. Hannah
Arendt argued that true power is the ability of ordinary people to work
together to actually change the world (Arendt, 1970, Adeney-Risakotta,
2005). Contrary to Max Weber, who saw power as domination, or Mao
Zedong who famously said “political power grows out of the barrel of a
gun”, Arendt’s insight was that real change comes from below, from
people working together. Dominating power, which is one response to
diversity, often creates more negative destruction than it does positive
change. Diversity is a great barrier (in addition to all the normal vices),
to working together. There are many kinds of diversity: religious,
cultural, ideological, social, political, economic, etc. People are different
from each other. A businessman commented, “Just staying together is
success.” The ongoing splits and divisions in our religious and other
civil society organizations is a testimony to the difficulty of dealing with
diversity. This book focuses on religious diversity as one of the most
vexing phenomena of our times. Religious diversity encompasses both
diversity between different religions and diversity within religions.
Diversity between people of the same religious or non-religious
community, is often even more conflict laden than diversity between
people of different religions. Dealing with diversity in a positive way
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creates endless possibilities for change. Dealing with diversity badly
often leads to the destruction of our greatest achievements.
The term “dealing” has at least four meanings. The first is that we
need to face and come to terms with reality, as in the slang expression,
“Deal with it!” or more seriously, “dealing with grief”. Diversity is a
reality that is impossible to escape in our pluralistic societies. Whether
we like it or not, we have to deal with it. We have to put up with it,
come to terms with it and adjust to this reality of the diverse worlds in
which we live. We have to deal with unpleasant realities as well as those
that are fine and good. Some of the essays concern how we deal with
unpleasant

realities,

like

violence

between

diverse

groups,

discrimination based on gender, or disasters that demolish the worlds we
have struggled to build. We didn’t choose these realities, but we cannot
escape them. The book examines diverse ways in which we may face
these challenges. Many of the realities we face are not necessarily bad,
but they are complex, like globalization, competing religious
communities and dizzying social change. The following chapters
consider how we should deal with the complex social realities that arise
from religious diversity.
A second meaning of dealing is to lay the cards out on the table in an
orderly manner. We cannot determine what are in the cards or in what
order they will fall, but we deal them out and see where they land. In
this meaning, we give everyone in the game their cards and order the
entire deck of cards in a way that makes sense. Dealing with diversity in
this sense means to lay out the complexity of our diversity and try to
make sense of it. We order the cards and see who the players are. This is
an essentially hermeneutic task. It is the task of interpretation. Diversity
may seem like chaos, but the chapters in this book try to make sense of
it, not by proposing one master meaning that everyone must accept, but
by exploring multiple meanings, some of which are in conflict with
other meanings. The authors of this book do not all agree with each
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other (or with the editor), but all of them hold some of the cards and all
of them propose diverse ways of making sense of them that are valuable
contributions to the “game”.
The third meaning of dealing is negotiation. A dealer is one who
negotiates with people of different interests. Dealing in the marketplace
means exchange. Different people have different “products” with which
to deal. People need each other, but they don’t always share the same
interests, ideas or goals. If there is uniformity, there is no need to deal.
Everyone thinks, sees and understands the same thing. But diversity
forces us to deal with each other in creative ways. Dealing in this sense
is an essentially political task. It is related to power, and to the challenge
of negotiating reasonable exchanges that are “win-win” solutions that
take into account everyone’s interests. Dealing with diversity means to
take into consideration the commitments of many different groups and
individuals and negotiate for solutions to our common problems. Above
all, the political task is to prevent diversity from devolving into chaos or
violence. Many of the chapters in this book are concerned with how to
prevent conflict and learn from each other, rather than destroy each
other. However diversity is not just a problem, it is also a resource.
Many of the problems the world faces need the insights of people from
different backgrounds, cultures and religions. We need to deal with each
other because we all have something that the other person needs and we
all face problems that we cannot solve alone.
The fourth meaning of dealing is to manage diversity. Human
communities need to deal with diversity in the sense of managing it.
How different communities manage diversity has a long history. Every
community has its own repertoire of strategies, some of them more
effective than others. Part of the goal of this book is to expand our
repertoire of strategies with which people manage diversity.
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Repertoires for Dealing with Diversity
At one extreme is the strategy of annihilating the enemy. The last
hundred years gave rise to two world wars and countless conflicts in
which those who were defined as the enemy were mercilessly
exterminated. The Holocaust against Jews in Germany, Stalin’s Gulag,
Mao’s Cultural Revolution, the massacre of communists in Indonesia,
Pol Pot’s killing fields in Cambodia, slaughter of Tutsis and Hutus in
Rwanda, ethnic cleansing in Bosnia, atrocities in East Timor, 9/11,
shock and awe bombings in Iraq, are just a few of humankind’s
repertoire of death. And the list goes on…
At the other end of the spectrum of repertoires for dealing with
diversity is the strategy of denying the reality of difference and
pretending that we are all, at base, the same. “Make love, not war.”
Unfortunately denying diversity is sometimes as devastating as trying to
physically annihilate it. Hegemonic attempts to create unity can lead to
the destruction of cultures and elimination of the rich diversity of human
communities. Even ideologies of liberal pluralism can lead to the
“McDonaldization” of religion in which differences are smoothed out
into a mild and tasteless uniformity of liberal beliefs, under the mistaken
assumption that all religions are fundamentally the same.
The authors of this book all take seriously the diversity of religions
and cultures. Managing diversity should not mean either annihilating it
or denying its existence. These essays all propose strategies for dealing
with diversity. Some take a historical approach, examining how people
have dealt with diversity in the past. Some are more political, focusing
on different political strategies, particularly in the relations between
religion and the state, in the context of multiple modernities. Some are
more empirical, trying to lay the cards on the table, so to speak, to see
the actual realities of religious diversity in relation to, for example,
globalization, class and gender. Some chapters are more theological,
showing how certain religious beliefs affirm or deny diversity. Some
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chapters compare diverse ways in which people make sense of the crises
we face together. Other chapters focus on education and the role of
inter-religious studies in helping find positive ways to deal with
diversity.
The Indonesian Experience of Dealing with Diversity
Most of the chapters have a special focus on Indonesia. There are
several reasons for this focus. One is that Indonesia is the fourth largest
country in the world and includes the largest Muslim population (more
than the whole Middle East put together) yet is severely underrepresented in international discourse about religion. Ironically,
according to a recent Gallop poll, Indonesia is the third most religious
nation in the world. 1 Yet its voice is seldom heard internationally, in
discussions of religion. We need a book that includes leading Indonesian
perceptions on how to deal with diversity.
Secondly, Indonesia is one of the most diverse countries in the
world, both religiously and culturally. With 17,000 islands, Indonesia
includes hundreds of languages, cultures and religions. Religious
diversity in Indonesia is an under-rated national treasure that is still
waiting to be appreciated. Not only is there a great diversity of different
religions, Indonesia also includes the greatest diversity among practicing
Muslims in the world. A tradition of tolerance and constitutional
guarantees of religious freedom provide structural protection for the
growth of many different ways of interpreting and practicing Islam in
Indonesia. Those who are tempted by a monolithic view of Islamicate
civilization should read this book.

1

See www.realclearworld.com/lists/top_5_most_religious_countries/indonesia.html.
An earlier Pew Foundation study placed Indonesia as the most religious country
in the world, with 99% of the population saying that religion was important or
very important to them in their daily lives.
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Thirdly, Indonesia has a long and ancient history of dealing with
diversity. Indonesians have had relative success in managing great
cultural and religious diversity for two thousand years. This long
experience is rich social capital, which bodes well for the future. It has
given rise to many institutional mechanisms for dealing with diversity
that are strikingly different from Western institutions. The authors of
this book include some of Indonesia’s leading religious thinkers as well
as foreign experts in religious studies. This book provides evidence that
Indonesian experience is an important resource for the whole world, in
learning to deal with diversity.
Fourthly, most of the chapters in this book were originally presented
at a conference in honour of the launching of the Indonesian Consortium
for Religious Studies (ICRS), held in Yogyakarta Indonesia in January
2007. 2 ICRS is itself evidence that Indonesia is an important voice to be
heard in discussions of diversity. Based at Universitas Gadjah Mada
(UGM), 3 ICRS is a unique consortium of “secular”, 4 Muslim and
Christian universities, including UGM, the State Islamic University
2

Most chapters have been revised and some are new. The original conference on
the theme of “The Challenge and Promise of Religious Studies in Indonesia”
was held at the Graduate School of UGM in Yogyakarta on January 14-16,
2007. The chapter by Gerry van Klinken was first presented at an ICRS
conference on the resurgence of religions in Southeast Asia on January 4-8,
2011 at Gadjah Mada University in Yogyakarta and has been extensively revised
since. A version of Bernard Adeney-Risakotta’s chapter on social imaginaries
was first presented at a conference on religion and business in Southeast Asia at
the University of Malaya in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, on July 27-28, 2012.
3
Universitas Gadjah Mada (UGM) is the largest and oldest national university
in Indonesia, with 41,000 active students. In 2012, it was the top ranked
university in Indonesia in the Arts and Humanities. See:
www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings/asian-universityrankings/2012/faculty-area-rankings/arts-humanities. Overall it is among the
top three universities in Indonesia and is rated seventh among the top ten
universities in Southeast Asia. See: worldranking.blogspot.com/2009/04/topuniversities-in-south-east-asia.html
4
“Secular” is used here in the sense of religiously neutral or multireligious.
Indonesians generally reject the idea of a secular public sphere (including
universities) from which religions are excluded. National, state universities are
better thought of as multi-religious rather than secular.
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Sunan Kalijaga and Duta Wacana Christian University. This consortium,
which offers an interdisciplinary PhD programme in inter-religious
studies, is the only one of its kind in the world. In the West, as well as in
most Muslim countries, it is difficult to imagine a consortium of leading
secular, Muslim and Christian universities, jointly sponsoring a graduate
programme in inter-religious studies. ICRS is international: it accepts
students from many other countries; it includes visiting lecturers from
all over the world; and it sends students to spend part of their
programme at leading universities in many different countries. 5
The task of building an inter-religious consortium is aided and
abetted by Yogyakarta, “The City of Tolerance”. The Sultan of the
ancient, Javanese, Muslim Kingdom of Mataram, which is centred in
Yogyakarta, cooperated in the opening of ICRS. He saw the urgency of
establishing a world centre of excellence in the study of religions that
was neither dominated by one religion nor isolated (secularized) from
the religious experience and convictions of the great majority of
Indonesians. ICRS is neither mono-religious nor a-religious, neither a
theological nor a secular religious studies programme. It is not based on
a particular theological understanding of religion, nor is it committed to
“methodological atheism”. Rather it is founded on the simple insight
that we can all learn from each other, no matter what is our particular
religious or non-religious practices, beliefs and community. The faculty
and students of ICRS are diverse. They come from many different
streams (mazhab) of Islam and Christianity, as well as from other
religions and belief systems. They also come from many different
academic disciplines, including anthropology, theology, political
science, Islamic studies, literature, ethics, philosophy, history, biblical
studies, sociology, etc. 6 ICRS is a laboratory for dealing with diversity.

5
6

For more information see www.icrs.ugm.ac.id
See: www.icrs.ugm.ac.id
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It is an institution that is structured by mutual respect and tolerance for
difference.
The Organization and Logic of the Book
The following 18 chapters are divided into six sections. The first
section considers “Asian Ways of Dealing with Diversity” with special
attention to Indonesia. In the provocative opening chapter, Anthony
Reid argues that religious pluralism is an Asian tradition. In contrast
with Europe, where religious wars raged on and off for centuries,
devastating their societies, Asians dealt with religious and cultural
diversity in a much more peaceful manner. In particular, according to
Reid, Indonesia has a long history of religious toleration that was
unheard of in Europe. Reid’s analysis raises many questions. Although I
am persuaded by most of his argument, we may question whether or not
Indonesia was any more peaceful than Europe. While people did not
apparently go to war in the name of religion, that does not imply there
were no wars. Rival empires, kingdoms, tribes and ethnic groups
experienced frequent warfare. Nevertheless, apparently Hinduism,
Buddhism, Islam and Catholicism and Protestantism did not spread
primarily by force of arms. People of different religions have lived side
by side for millennia in Indonesia, often as members of the same family
In the second chapter, Mark Woodward responds to Reid’s chapter,
by locating Indonesian structures for relations between religion and the
state, within a broad spectrum of options. Whereas Reid’s analysis is
primarily historical, Woodward provides us with a comparative
perspective on religion-state relations in the modern world. Woodward’s
typology is a helpful conceptual scheme for understanding a nuanced
range of options that he places between two poles. At one extreme are
totalitarian states that either impose one religion or try to eliminate all
religion. At the other extreme are secular states who grant complete
freedom to all religions through a strict separation of religion from the
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state. Woodward places Indonesia in the middle, or third type out of six
in his typology, i.e. states that recognize multiple religions. Fair enough.
But I found myself thinking that, in terms of the complexity of its
practices with regard to religions and depending on your angle of vision,
Indonesia might fit into any or all of the six types! Perhaps that is a
unique way of dealing with diversity depending on the context.
The third chapter by Syafi’i Ma’arif, the former head of
Muhammadiyah, 7 continues the discussion of the nature of “pluralism”,
by arguing that pluralism must first be considered a fact of history,
rather than as an attitude, ideology, or even a political structure for
dealing with diversity. Pluralism is a reality both of history and of
present modernity. Ma’arif then turns to a theological-historical analysis
to explain why most Muslims in Indonesia are tolerant and open to
diversity. The implication of his theological argument, later echoed by
Alwi Shihab in Chapter 7, is that the Qur’an affirms religious diversity
as the will of God. Indonesia has been better able to practice tolerance of
diversity, in comparison with some other Muslim states, because of the
peaceful manner in which Islam penetrated Indonesian society. One
question that is raised by this argument is whether or not Ma’arif’s
historical analysis, which echoes Reid, is overly influenced by his
theological convictions. The fact that Hindus and Buddhists had to flee
to the mountains or to Bali seems to indicate that the spread of Islam
may not have been as peaceful as portrayed in popular Indonesian
narratives of the peaceful spread of Islam. Of course even if the
historical analysis of the spread of Islam in Indonesia is questioned, that
would not negate the normative interpretation that Islam legitimates
religious diversity.
7

Muhammadiyah is one of the most influential religious organizations in the
world. It includes around 30 million members and has started thousands of
social institutions such as schools, universities, hospitals and NGOs.
Muhammadiyah is generally considered a “modernist” Islamic mass
organization that aims to reform and purify Islam with the aid of reason. Many
Muhammadiyah members are theologically quite conservative.
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Part II of the book considers “Multiple Modernities, Globalization
and Religion. If there is an Asian, or Indonesian way of dealing with
diversity (Part I), how has it been affected by modernity? The section
begins with Chapter 4 by Bernard Adeney-Risakotta, which compares
Indonesian and Western “social imaginaries”. Social imaginaries
(Charles Taylor) are the ways in which whole peoples understand the
fundamental meaning and purpose of their societies. Using ideal type
analysis, Adeney-Risakotta suggests that Indonesians generally imagine
the meaning and purpose of society differently from people in the West.
This has a profound effect on how they think the state should deal with
diversity. However Indonesians are also influenced by Western, Middle
Eastern, Indian and other social imaginaries, to the extent that
Indonesian society has become a diverse habitus (Bourdieu, 1977) of
competing modernities with sharply contrasting imaginations about how
society should deal with diversity. Adeney-Risakotta’s analysis raises
the question of how fundamentally different social imaginaries can exist
side by side, not only in society, but even in a single person. Are the
fabled Indonesian powers of synthesis up to the task of negotiating
competing voices? Will one of the narratives overthrow the others, as
happened in 1965-66? Will Indonesia’s social capital of experience in
dealing with diversity continue to empower society to live in relative
harmony, in face of the onslaught of multiple modernities? These are all
questions that many people are asking, and not only about Indonesia.
In Chapter 5, Vincent Miller asks this question in a different form:
“What does Globalization do to Religion?” Miller’s rich analysis refutes
the simple thesis that globalization leads to greater and greater
homogenization. It is true that great cities appear more and more alike,
dominated by the same corporate logos. The hegemonic power of mass
media seems to condition diverse societies into thinking, consuming and
entertaining themselves in ways that resemble the practices of people in
cities all over the world. But Miller argues that there is another process
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going on which he calls heterogenization. Many communities react to
globalization by “circling their wagons”. 8 They make a sharp division
between themselves and groups that appear to threaten them. In other
words, they strongly assert their unique religious and cultural identity
over against the foreign agents who threaten their way of life. One might
think this is a good thing, since it preserves cultural and religious
diversity over against the “McDonaldization” of the world. But Miller
shows that this too can be a dangerous way to deal with diversity. So
called “low level” or “small scale” conflicts are going on all over the
world between groups that feel threatened by each other. An obvious
question raised by Miller’s chapter is, how can we strengthen internal
solidarity over against the hegemonic power of global capitalism,
without becoming exclusive communities whose primary identity is
antagonistic to those who are different?
The last chapter in this section uses empirical data to measure the
impact of class on attitudes to religion. Gerry van Klinken, in Chapter 6,
moves us from the realm of qualitative, theoretical analysis into the
realm of hard statistics to see how Indonesians actually think about how
we should deal with diversity, based on the World Values Survey. 9 In
general his findings are reassuring. For example, the great majority are
strongly committed to democratic government, human rights and
tolerance of diversity. As suggested by his title, “Religion, Politics and
Class Divisions in Indonesia”, van Klinken argues that there is a
correlation between economic class and religious attitudes. Apparently,
progressive religious attitudes correlate with middle to upper class,
educated people, while conservative, or Islamist attitudes correlate with
lower class, uneducated people. Not surprisingly, the comfortable,
Muslim progressives hold leadership in most institutions, while the
8

This metaphor is taken from cowboy movies. When the settlers are traveling
by covered wagons and are attacked by Indians (Native Americans), they move
their wagons into a circle to defend themselves from the attackers.
9
www.worldvaluessurvey.org
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majority of the poorer Muslim conservatives hold few positions of
influence.
These findings seem to suggest that how people deal with diversity
may be more related to their social and economic condition than to their
dogmatic religious beliefs. However the chapter does not address the
issue of in which direction, if any, is the causation. Are people poor
because they are religious conservatives, because, for example, their
religion does not help them adapt to a rapidly changing world? Or are
people religiously conservative because they are poor, for example, the
victims of an unjust system who seek meaning for their lives in pious
practices? Of course correlation does not prove causation in either
direction, but these are interesting questions for further research. Those
who are radically dissatisfied and alienated from mainstream society
may well adopt radical ideologies, including ones that sharply
differentiate their religious identity from the society around them. That
leads to the question of whether influencing people’s religious beliefs is
of any use, or if their beliefs are just a result of their being victimized by
a globalized, modern, capitalist economy that has no place for them?
Part III of the book turns directly to the problem of Inter-religious
Conflict and Violence. The section starts with Chapter 7 by Alwi
Shihab, the former Foreign Minister (Secretary of State) of Indonesia
who is also a leading Islamic scholar and one of the founders of interreligious studies in Indonesia. Shihab’s chapter is a reflection on the
reasons why Islam has become associated with violence and terror in the
minds of many people in the Western world. The context of his
reflection is also the rise of radicalism in Indonesia, which he believes is
a perversion of Islamic faith. Shihab views religious radicalism as the
theological root of terrorism. Radicalism is the product of a painful
history of misunderstanding and prejudice between Muslims and the
West. Shihab denies that that there is a “clash of civilizations” or some
kind of fundamental incompatibility between Islam and the West.
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Rather, both sides hurt each other through distorted images and practices
that demean the other and break down the possibility of trust. The best
way to deal with our diversities, according to Shihab, is not just
tolerance, but rather active and respectful dialogue, so that true
understanding can replace the distorted images of radicalism. A question
that arises from Shihab’s analysis is, whether he has neglected structural
factors, such as those suggested by van Klinken’s research. Are the
violent actions of radicals primarily based on misunderstanding,
prejudice, and the perversion of Islam, or rather a reaction to an unjust
world order? Of course these choices are too stark. Both factors may be
involved. However which factors are given priority will influence what
strategies are chosen for dealing with diversity. Is dialogue or social
activism the best way forward? Perhaps a fruitful compromise would be
to focus on dialogue, not primarily about the normative teachings of our
religions, but about how, together we can address the economic
injustices that lead people to despair.
Chapter 8 continues on the same theme, but with a different vantage
point. Whereas Shihab’s reflection is apologetic and normative,
defending Islam from misunderstanding and condemning both sides for
acting out of prejudice and hatred, Jim Veitch’s chapter takes a more
sociological approach, trying to understand how and why people
become terrorists and then proposing a basic change in theological
orientation as the best way to eliminate fundamentalism and terrorism.
Veitch assumes that there are two main categories of religion that are
incompatible with each other. On the one side is religious pluralism and
on the other side is religious fundamentalism. Religious pluralism leads
to constructive ways to deal with diversity, while religious
fundamentalism, “more often than not”, leads to violence. Veitch shows
an admirable commitment to understanding the mentality and pressures
that lead a person to adopt radical religion or fundamentalism. His basic
assumption is that there is good religion (non-realist, liberal) and bad
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religion (realist, fundamentalist). If so, then the best strategy for dealing
with diversity and protecting us from terrorists, is to convert as many
people as possible to a more enlightened understanding of religion.
Veitch condemns the use of excessive violence against Muslims and
argues for persuasion and dialogue rather than violence, as the best way
to combat terrorism. There are a number of things I would question from
Veitch’s argument, some of which are discussed in the following
chapters. One is the assumption that Muslims move in a logical manner
from religious nominalism at one extreme to religious extremism at the
other. It appears from Veitch’s narration, that the deeper a person
believes and is committed to their religion, then the closer he or she is to
becoming a terrorist. In contrast, Miller’s analysis of globalization
suggests that those who have deeper and more profound understanding
of their religious tradition are less likely to become extremists.
Sometimes the terrorists are not recruited from highly committed, well
educated believers, but rather from alienated and impoverished youth
who move directly from petty crime directly into religious extremist
groups. 10
Responding to Veitch, Chapter 9, on “Religiously Linked Violence
and Terrorism” is written by Azumardi Azra, the well known Islamic
historian and former Rector of the State Islamic University in Jakarta.
Azra objects to the term “radical religion”, arguing that religions are not
radical or violence prone, only people are apt to become radical if they
misunderstand religion. But unlike Shihab and Ma’arif, Azra does not
concentrate on a theological defence of Islam but rather suggests that
religion, even the misunderstanding of religion, is not the main cause of
10
I don’t have any hard evidence to support this claim. However it is suggested
by van Klinken’s empirical analysis of the World Values Survey in this volume.
There is good evidence that those who instigated the religiously related violence
in Ambon in 1999 included gangsters (premen) flown in from Jakarta.
According to some of my friends who were close to people within the Laskar
Jihad during the volitile period between 1998 and 2002, many of their recruits
were poor and alienated premen (young toughs), recruited from Yogyakarta.
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terrorism. In fact, he says, all religious communities have given birth to
terrorists, who are often formed by non-religious factors. Azra also
focuses on practical strategies that Indonesian Muslim leaders have used
in combating terrorism. He recounts the shock they felt when Muslim
leaders first became aware that there were indeed Indonesian Muslims
who were carrying out acts of terror in the name of jihad and Islam. This
led to an Anti-Terrorism Team that devised strategies for educating
young Muslims about fatwas from the Council of Indonesian Ulamas
(MUI) that vigorously condemn all acts of violence and terror, as well as
suicide bombs. Although Azra identifies non-religious factors as the
primary cause of terrorism, the strategies he recounts for responding to
the problem is a religious one, i.e. education of young people about the
true teaching of religion. We may ask if religious leaders may find more
integrated strategies for dealing with violence that combine religious and
non-religious strategies for dealing with diversity.
In Chapter 10 Haidar Bagir, the Chief Editor of Mizan, a prominent
Muslim publishing house, also responds to Veitch. Bagir’s first point is
to question the identification of fundamentalism with terrorism.
According to Bagir, most fundamentalists are not terrorists. Even
fundamentalists who might be termed radical are not necessarily violent.
In fact many fundamentalists strongly condemn violence and are
committed to peaceful activism within the framework of democratic
institutions. Bagir also questions the Western hegemonic monopoly on
who are termed terrorists. By mislabelling non-violent, Muslim,
religious activists as terrorists, the West alienates potential allies and
drives them towards sympathy with similarly outlawed groups. Bagir
suggests that a wiser and more truly pluralistic way to deal with
diversity is to respect the views of so-called fundamentalists, without
assuming that they should convert to our more liberal faith. Bagir’s
insightful comments raise the vexing question of how tolerant should
society be towards those who are intolerant? This is particularly
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problematic in Indonesia where intolerant radicals try to silence, bar
from the public sphere and even threaten to kill those with whom they
disagree. In asserting their democratic freedom of expression, they try to
silence others. What tactics should society use for dealing with the
intolerant? In general I agree with Bagir that affirming diversity implies
respecting all people with whom we differ, including “radicals” or
“fundamentalists”. Like all citizens they are required to follow the law
and should be arrested if they break the law by attacking people with
whom they disapprove. But they are fellow human beings with whom
we share this planet. As Judith Butler argues, we need an ethic of “cohabitation”, based on the idea that in pluralistic societies we do not
choose the people with whom we share this planet (Butler in Mendieta
& Vanantwerpen, 2011). We owe them our respect just by virtue of their
being our neighbours.
Gender relations are one of the most volatile topics in dealing with
diversity. Part IV of the book considers the difficult topic of how
different religions deal with issues of gender justice. Chapter 11, by Rita
Gross, asks the provocative question in her title: “No Girls Allowed?
Are the World’s Religions Inevitably Sexist?” Her answer is not terribly
reassuring. Gross shows why all the world’s religions are plagued by
legitimations of gender injustice, even though each religion claims to be
better than the others. Gross’s analysis of religious texts shows how
religious hierarchies have tended to legitimate male dominance over
women. This has led to a debate among feminists about whether the
world religions are hopelessly sexist, or capable of reform from within.
Feminists who see religions as irredeemably sexist suggest that women
who are religiously inclined should either create their own, non-sexist
religion or abandon religions altogether. In contrast, other Feminists are
deeply committed to their religious traditions and believe their religions
can be reformed from within. Gross does not give a definitive answer to
which side is right, although it appears, as a practicing Buddhist, Gross
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is committed to reform within her own tradition. Indeed, we might ask if
the idea of religion as inherently and hopelessly patriarchal is not rooted
in an “essentialist” view of religion that does not acknowledge the fact
that religions are in a constant state of interaction and negotiation within
societies regarding their identity and meaning in response to specific
contexts. Religions often reflect, as well as shape, the social inequalities
that already exist in the wider society. As societies change, so do
religions.
Chapter 12 is a reflection by Siti Syamsiyatun, the current Director
of ICRS-Yogya and a feminist faculty member of the State Islamic
University Sunan Kalijaga, in response to Rita Gross’ chapter.
Syamsiyatun reflects on the differences and similarities between
feminist approaches to religion in the West and in Indonesia. She
identifies herself as strongly in the “reformist” camp of those who work
for gender justice from within a religious tradition. Syamsiyatun’s
reflection shows how different assumptions about the nature of Scripture
lead to different ways of “Rediscovering Gender Inclusive Religious
Interpretations and Practices”. As an Islamic studies scholar,
Syamsiyatun respects the historical commitments of her religion to
submitting to God’s will as stated in the Qur’an. However she also
shows how there are many new avenues of interpretation, which lead to
greater gender equality, that have been ignored by male scholars. The
rise of a new generation of highly educated women religious scholars in
Indonesia has led to new insights about Islam’s support for the rights of
women.
Chapter 13, by Nawal H. Ammar, provides concrete evidence of the
cogency of Syamsiyatun’s argument. Ammar takes up the “hard case” of
“Wife Battery in Islam” and shows how a variety of readings are
possible for interpreting the primary Qur’anic passage that seems to
justify wife beating. Ammar addresses this issue as a legal scholar, to
show how appeal to religious freedom and the authority of the Qur’an in
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Muslim life, should not be used to provide shelter for domestic abuse of
women. Ammar outlines four alternative interpretations of the passage
that seems to suggest that disobedient wives should be beaten. She
herself favours the fourth interpretation, that the word that is sometimes
translated as “beat”, in fact is used in the Qur’an and Arabic literature to
mean many different things. She suggests that the most logical use of the
word in the context of the verses in question is “to separate from”. An
interesting aspect of Ammar’s argument is that the fourth school of
interpretation is not a new innovation stemming from greater
secularization and awareness of women’s rights. Rather it is an ancient
interpretation that is conveniently ignored by modern scholars who wish
to defend the legitimacy of male dominance over women.
Both Ammar and Syamsiyatun suggest that there are rich avenues
for a feminist interpretation of the Qur’an and Sunnah. However neither
of them directly addresses the problem that in many places the Qur’an
and Sunnah reflect a society that assumes the inferior position of women
in relation to men. No doubt male interpreters have made the situation
worse by stating patriarchal interpretations of some passages and
inventing stories to support male dominance. However this approach
does not eliminate the problem. Abdullahi An Na’im suggests that a
reformation of Syari’ah will require new principles of interpretation that
distinguish universal teachings of the Qur’an from contextual
interpretations that might have once been appropriate but are no longer
relevant (An Na’im, 1990).
Part V of the book turns to the problem of Religion and Disaster. In
recent years, many parts of the world have been struck by natural and
human made disasters, some of which are related to climate change and
environmental destruction. Perhaps nowhere have people experienced
more suffering than in Indonesia. Earthquakes and tsunamis in North
Sumatra killed as many as 200,000 people in Aceh alone. Earthquakes
also struck Yogyakarta, killing over 6,000 people in a few minutes
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(double the amount of the 9/11 tragedy), and leaving hundreds of
thousands homeless. Earthquakes are reoccurring in many parts of
Indonesia, along with volcanic eruptions, mud flows, landslides, floods,
etc. The three chapters in this section consider differences of religious
responses to disasters in Indonesia.
In Chapter 14, John Campbell-Nelson provides us with a case study
of how religious leaders interpreted an earthquake on the small island of
Alor. Campbell-Nelson suggests that there are three different competing
explanations that are apparently incompatible. One views the disaster as
a response of local powers, such as a witch or a dragon, whose
displeasure with human activities causes the earthquake. Secondly, some
religious leaders see the earthquake as God’s almighty hand, reminding,
warning and punishing human kind for their sins. Thirdly, scientific
theory suggests that plate tectonics is the cause of earthquakes, which
are the result of pressures within the earth’s crust that have been
building for thousands or even millions of years. Campbell-Nelson leans
towards the scientific explanation but suggests some possible ways to
bring in a theological interpretation of continuous creation, such that
science tells us how the earthquake occurs, but theology gives it
meaning in God’s gracious care for the earth. I am impressed with
Campbell-Nelson’s argument, especially in attempting to integrate
religious symbols with science. However I wonder if he is actually
opting for the scientific explanation with a kind of religious gloss to give
people comfort. Campbell-Nelson’s analysis suggests, but fails to
explore the possibility that there are deep resources of wisdom within
local mythology that have to do with rituals of reverence for the earth.
The following Chapter 15, by Muhammad Machasin, the title of his
chapter asks the painful question that Campbell-Nelson fails to resolve:
“Where is God the Merciful when Disaster Strikes His Servants?”
Machasin, the former Director of Islamic Higher Education in Indonesia,
was one of the founders of ICRS and is now the head of research for the
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Department of Religion of the Republic of Indonesia. In fact Machasin’s
paper also fails to answer the question in his title. Machasin appreciates
Campbell-Nelson’s synthetic approach to religion and science, but is
still puzzled by the lack of an answer that satisfies logic. He concludes
with Job, that we cannot know the greatness of God’s will. In the end he
returns to the Qur’an and the assumption that we must submit to the
inscrutable will of God in the consciousness that all we have is from
God and God may take it all from us at any time.
Chapter 16 is another response to Campbell-Nelson’s paper, this
time by Farsijana Adeney-Risakotta, an activist anthropologist and
feminist who edited a book on Women and Disaster. AdeneyRisakotta’s critical response asks whether women and men have
different ways of approaching disaster in light of their faith. She
suggests that the questions that appear so pressing for men, are abstract
and less urgent for women. From her experience of working with
women in response to the Yogyakarta earthquake of 2006, AdeneyRisakotta suggests that the most pressing question women faced was not
theodicy, or how could a good God allow such suffering. Rather the
pressing question is: What should we do? Women in Indonesia are used
to taking care of their families and thinking of the practical aspects of
life. It is not that they do not think of the abstract questions related to
theodicy, but that they are much less urgent than the question of how to
act to save their families and neighbours. Adeney-Risakotta’s approach
reminds me of the wise saying that when a question is unanswerable,
perhaps it means that we are asking the wrong question. New insights
are often not the result of new answers but rather of new questions. On
the other hand I question the sharp distinction between women’s and
men’s modes of reasoning. Some men think very concretely and some
women think abstractly. The difference may not be based on gender, but
rather on who we are talking to, their level of education and their role in
the community.
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Last but not least, Section VI explores the interaction between
theology and religious studies in facing the challenge of dealing with
diversity. The stimulus for this book came from the launching of the
Indonesian Consortium for Religious Studies. Just like Indonesia, which
is neither a mono-religious state nor a secular state, even so ICRS is
building inter-religious studies in Indonesia that is neither a theological
institution nor a secular religious studies programme. Rather ICRS
brings the theological approaches of Islam, Christianity, Hinduism,
Buddhism and other religions, into dialogue with the approaches of the
social and human sciences. ICRS is neither pure theology nor pure
religious studies, but a mixture of the two. In part this is because there is
no concept of a secular public sphere where secular reason should be
kept separate from religious reasoning. ICRS demonstrates that
productive dialogues can take place between the social and human
sciences and religion or theology.
In Chapter 17, St. Sunardi, the Director of a Graduate programme in
Culture and Religion at Sanata Dharma (Catholic) University, applies
the lens of post-colonial theory to stress the importance of religious
studies over against theology. Sunardi shows how a simple model of
theological inculturation or contextualization, are inadequate to explain
what happened when a Javanese musician caused a scandal by
introducing Javanese gamelan music into the Catholic liturgy. What
happened was not the translation of eternal theology into a new musical
idiom, but rather the formation of a new subject, who stood in a new
position, both in relation to Western Christianity and to Javaneseness.
Javanese royal music was played by Javanese peasants in the context of
Roman liturgy. Sunardi suggests that theological approaches are not
adequate for understanding the changing nature of religion and agency
in Indonesian society. Colonial models of theological hegemony ensnare
the post-colonial subject in webs of meaning determined by his
oppressor. Sunardi suggests that new approaches in religious studies
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from a post-colonial standpoint could help Indonesians raise up a
Lacanian “hysterical discourse” in resistance to the hegemony of
theology.
Sunardi’s chapter is all too brief, but raises up some fascinating
questions for further thought. Having taught in Western, religion
departments, I would question whether secular religious studies
approaches to understanding religion are any less susceptible to
hegemonic discourse than is theology. Nevertheless, Indonesian
approaches to studying religion have been so overwhelmingly
dominated by theology that it is easy to imagine that this is the result of
neo-colonial, Western theological hegemony on Indonesians. That raises
the question of whether Islamic thought is not controlled by Arabic
hegemony over the Southeast Asian subject. Perhaps in trying to
introduce a religious studies approach to the study of religion, we are
trying to balance the approach of theology with new kinds of analysis.
The final chapter of the book explores the mutual interaction of
religious studies and theology, not in the spirit of post-colonial
resistance to hegemonic regimes, but rather as complementary
approaches that can inform and enrich each other. Chapter 18 is on
“Inter-Religious Studies: Reconciling Theology and Religious Studies”
by Yahya Wijaya. Wijaya is the Dean of the Faculty of Theology at
Duta Wacana Christian University and one of the founding Board
members of ICRS Wijaya rejects the sharp dichotomy between theology
and religious studies, arguing that theological schools have been
learning for a long time from the insights of religious studies. Similarly,
religious studies have benefited from the long and deep scholarship of
the theological disciplines. In fact it is possible to argue that religious
studies are the child of theology, not the enemy. However, since social
scientific and humanistic approaches to studying religions are relatively
new in Indonesia, Wijaya sees a great need for theology to learn from
religious studies and produce a new synthesis in inter-religious studies.
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The urgency of this task is not just for the sake of abstract, academic
satisfaction, but rather because of the many crises our pluralistic
societies face in dealing with diversity. Inter-religious studies breaks
down the walls between us so that we can learn from each other, not
only across academic disciplines such as theology and religious studies,
but also between different religious communities that all have to share
our common planet.
Conclusion
This book offers new ways for thinking about how we should deal
with diversity. It suggests that Asians, and in particular Indonesians
approach diversity in ways that are different from the West. Western
social theory has been dominated by a paradigm of development from
traditional societies to modern societies marked by increasing rationality
and secularity. Most social scientists would acknowledge that
secularization theory has been largely discredited by empirical reality.
For most of the world, increasing modernity has not been accompanied
by any decrease in the power of religion in society. Nevertheless the old
paradigm of development from traditional societies to modern ones,
based on the European model still dominates popular imagination. An
illustration of this is the provocative title of a book edited by Peter
Berger, The Desecularization of the World (1999). Whereas Berger
humbly acknowledges that he was wrong in his earlier advocacy of
secularization theory, the title of his book still reveals the assumption
that lies behind the theory, i.e. that modernity brought secularization, but
that now there is an unexpected reverse process of desecularization.
However, for Indonesia and most of the world, desecularization is a
misnomer because most societies, no matter how enthusiastically they
embraced modernity, were never secularized in the first place, so how
can

they

be

desecularized?

Indonesia

is

not

experiencing

desecularization, but rather changing modes of being religious. In 2010,
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ICRS held a conference on the “Resurgence” of Religions in Southeast
Asia. A striking finding of the conference was that there is no
“resurgence” of religions. Religions have always been powerful forces
in Southeast Asia influencing every aspect of social life. The apparent
resurgence is rather a change towards more individuated expressions of
public piety and a growth in mass movements that democratize religious
consciousness, sometimes (but not always) in directions that lead to
greater intolerance for others. This is not necessarily increasing
religiosity, but rather changes in the expressions and practices of
religious communities.
This book suggests that Western strategies for dealing with diversity
by secularizing public life is not likely to work in Indonesia, nor perhaps
in most of the world. On the one hand, it is a source of hope that Asia
has a long tradition of peacefully dealing with religious diversity,
without secularization. On the other hand, unresolved memories of the
annihilation of communists from Indonesia (and of non-communists
from Cambodia), and more recent outbursts of violence between
religious communities, remind us that we cannot “essentialize” the
“tolerant and gentle East” any more than we should stereotype an
“aggressive and democratic West”.
Dealing with diversity cannot be separated from dealing with
globalization. This book suggests that globalization does not bring
uniformity, let alone a linear march toward a single, monolithic
modernity. Modernity is not singular but rather plural. In Indonesia there
are competing social imaginaries that rely on strikingly different
conceptions of a moral order. Indonesians resist conformity to a
Westernized, hegemonic definition of the moral order and claim to have
their own unique visions of what is a good society. Indonesians do not
agree with each other on how to deal with the diversity of visions or the
overwhelming influence of the global economy. However the book
suggests that negotiation between religious and secular visions of the
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common good is an ongoing process with no easy resolution. The book
suggests that hegemonic dominance of one particular vision over the
others, whether religious or secular, is a dangerous path that will not
eliminate diversity but rather increase conflict.
Conflict is not necessarily bad. It can lead to creative solutions and
compromises that accommodate different points of view. But one of the
great challenges for dealing with diversity is to do it without violence.
Violence destroys human community and breaks down trust. Diversity
forces us to learn to co-exist with those with whom we do not agree. The
book suggests that an ethic of co-habitation is necessary for our common
survival on this planet. The Indonesian virtues of ikhlas (giving of
yourself without holding anything back), rukun (living in harmony with
others), tanpa pamrih (acting without self interest), mengalah (giving in
to someone weaker because you know you are stronger), pasrah
(submitting to the will of God, letting go), and gotong royong (working
together for the common good), are all neglected skills for sharing
common practices in spite of serious differences in our religious
commitments. In dealing with violence, four themes emerged in this
book. First, that all our religions contain resources for dealing with
diversity without violence. Secondly, that understanding the “other” and
negotiation are far more productive than violence for achieving positive
ends. Thirdly, that justice is a critical issue for reducing the threat of
violence. Those who are alienated and impoverished are far more likely
to deal with diversity with violence. Fourthly, that dealing with diversity
should not marginalize and oppress those with whom we strongly
disagree. They are also part of our societies.
Gender justice continues to be a critical issue in dealing with
diversity. This book suggests that gender injustice is a common problem
that plagues all religious communities. The book makes no attempt to
examine the diversity of views on relations and roles between men and
women. That would take a book by itself to even begin. Rather the book
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examines the problems of sexism within religious traditions and then
shows a diversity of viewpoints on how to deal with them. Unlike in the
West, religious believers in Indonesia are unlikely to leave their faith,
start a new religion or convert to another religion because of the
problems of patriarchy. While conversions do occur in Indonesia for a
variety of reasons, most people’s identification with a religious
community is a deep part of their identity and is also linked with
ethnicity, family and history. However that does not mean that Muslim
women accept the status quo of patriarchy. This book shows how
women are grappling with their tradition, negotiating with male
dominated religious scholars and obtaining power within their
communities through scholarship, which enables them to bring feminist
interpretations to the sacred texts.
It might seem that disaster in Indonesia is a strange issue to bring to
a book on dealing with diversity, but it is not. Dealing with disasters is a
part of dealing with diversity in Indonesia, on many levels. This book
shows that the diversity of ways in which people deal with disasters is
deeply related to religious, cultural and scientific ways of reasoning. The
book shows that how we perceive a disaster affects our identity and our
relations with those who use a different symbol system to make sense of
tragedy. Paradoxically, tragedies often help people deal with diversity.
In the extremity of crisis, differences of religion, race and culture
become much less important. On surveying the city on the day of the
Yogyakarta earthquake of 2006, I was struck by the fact that no one was
alone. Everyone was united in suffering. But sometimes disasters also
bring out the worst in people and exacerbate conflict over differences.
Scapegoating, discrimination based on religion, race or gender,
corruption, manipulation of people’s feelings for proselytism and
conflict over resources, are all dangers that threaten communities as they
deal with diversity in the midst of tragedy. This book has shown how
differing symbol systems can dialogue to bring positive perspectives for
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“facing tragedy without resorting to self-deceiving explanations”
(Hauerwas, 1981).
The final section of the book shows the importance of inter-religious
studies as an alternative to (although not a replacement for) both
religious studies and theology. Inter-religious studies break down the
Cartesian dichotomies between objective, rational, secularized social
science and subjective, emotional, faith-based theology. This book
demonstrates that both theology and religious studies need interreligious studies in our increasingly pluralistic societies. Inter-religious
studies offers rich prospects for inter-religious and inter-disciplinary
dialogue that can help our multi-religious, multi-cultural societies learn
to deal with diversity.
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PART I

ASIAN WAYS OF DEALING WITH
DIVERSITY

1

RELIGIOUS PLURALISM AS AN ASIAN
TRADITION
Anthony Reid
Is there a necessary opposition between religious faith and tolerance?
Can religious pluralism coexist comfortably with profound faith, or is it
only truly secure when religion is marginalized by an authoritarian state,
or gives way to nationalism as the prevailing mark of popular identity? I
want to examine these questions in broad historical terms, and to focus
on a different pattern in Europe than in Asia. In particular I want to
insist that the real issue is freedom of opinion and tolerance within what
we today consider the major world religions, and only secondarily that
between them. We must remember that the most murderous wars have
been those among Christians and among Muslims, not those between
these two faiths. Pluralism, I want to argue, is relatively secure in
Indonesia because it is relatively secure within Indonesian Islamic
community (pace MUI).
Precedents in the West
The experience in the Middle East and Europe of the two faiths that
today dominate Indonesia – Islam and Christianity – is not encouraging
for my story. Both faiths have been consistently used by authoritarian
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rulers to homogenize and consolidate their populations, and have often
indeed invited such treatment.
Although Christianity was born as a movement apart from the state
and persecuted by it, once adopted as the religion of the Roman Empire
in 312 AD it quickly became a state orthodoxy, almost coterminous with
the fortunes of states. The very concept of an enforceable orthodoxy was
born with the Council of Nicea, since there was a mighty state that could
outlaw schism as politically divisive and require the theologians to
resolve any differences that became politically significant. The concept
of heresy was born at a time when states could equate it with subversion,
so that first Nestorians and Monophysites, and later Albigensians and
Cathars, could be crushed by force except insofar as they managed to
establish states of their own that could defend them. Challenges to the
religious establishment were seen as challenges also to the state. Longlasting schism, or religious diversity, could only occur when different
states supported different sides of the debate. Even after the Roman
Empire in the West dissolved before northern invaders, in the eastern
Mediterranean it remained closely intertwined with the fortunes of the
church, so that the split between Catholic and Orthodox became largely
coterminous with that which had occurred within the old Roman
Empire. The first world power, Hapsburg Spain, expanded into the
Americas in a similar spirit that identified loyalty to Spain with
adherence to Catholicism.
In Europe the idea of religious pluralism emerged only after a
century of wars between states that enforced Catholicism as an essential
test of loyalty, and those that supported Protestants. The success of the
latter, notably in England, Holland and Sweden, in retaining both
religious and political independence on the basis of their own new
national churches, ensured that Europe would be plural, though not yet
its separate states. A diversity of legally entitled religious opinions
within the same state became possible first in Protestant Christian states,
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which still refused to allow Catholics to worship publicly and legally,
but which found it increasingly difficult to impose any religious
orthodoxy among Protestants themselves, many of whom had
abandoned the idea of a single authoritative church.
Only in the 19th century, following the radical secularization of the
French revolution, did it gradually become acceptable in one European
country after another for Catholics, various types of Protestants, and
Jews, to have equal legal rights (Hindus and Muslims came even later,
largely in the 20th century). This process was very much part of a shift
towards nationalism and race (towards the outside) and class (internally)
as the most important marks of identity, in the context of the new
democratic politics. Religion could be taken out of the public sphere, in
effect, because it was no longer the main issue of identity. The most
appalling elimination of a minority by a democratic nationalist majority
occurred on the basis of race (in Germany against Jews), not religion.
In contrast with early Christianity, Islam wielded state authority
within the lifetime of its founder. The issues of who was entitled to
exercise such power and how, were therefore always salient in Islamic
history, and the deepest division, Sunni-Shia, arose over them. Having
to come to terms with well-established Christian churches in many of
the areas it conquered did provide Islam with an experience of
pluralism, but only on very unequal terms. The democratic premise that
individuals may take multiple positions but should accept the vote of the
majority made rather limited progress in the Islamic countries of the
Middle East. Many modernizers accepted that religion had to be taken
out of the public sphere, but their attempts to replace it with nationalism
as the glue that holds a modern democratic polity together succeeded
only in Turkey, and with the same appalling side-effects against
racial/national minorities as occurred in Germany (and later Serbia).
Democracy elsewhere made very poor progress even when religion
was marginalized. With the hindsight of contemporary Iraq, it becomes
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clearer that religious minorities readily joined the secular nationalist
movements that brought them to power at least partly because, as
minorities who could not hope to impose their own religious agenda, the
advantages of secularism were obvious. The advantages of democracy,
on the other hand, were much less obvious, particularly when popular
opposition took on a religious flavour. Hence a Sunni minority in Iraq,
and an Alawite (sect of Shi’a) one in Syria, both with Christian and
other

minority

allies,

formed

secular

nationalist

authoritarian

governments, for which anti-Israeli propaganda became a necessary
nationalist trope even past the day when Arab nationalism retained much
credibility. Democracy threatens these minorities with the spectre of
being classed by the religious majority as heretics without rights.
The Asian Difference
Fortunately there have been other traditions of interaction between
religion and power, more encouraging for pluralism and piety than that
of the west, and notably in Asia. We should see Asia (east of
Afghanistan) as the great laboratory of religion, where the pattern of
pluralism essential for our globalized modern world has the longest
roots. Different ritual practices coexisted, and appear often to have
learned from each other. Ancient religious communities survived over
millennia as minorities distinct from their neighbours. There were
attempts to impose religious uniformity through military and political
power, but these were surprisingly unsuccessful and short-lived.
The Semitic “religions of Abraham” that made their way to Asia
certainly brought with them exclusivist ideas of crusade and jihad. The
first generation that brought both Muslim and Christian arms to Asia
appeared to believe that their faith required either domination or
constant battle. But they adjusted to Asian realities, and the wiser
counsel of coreligionists who had learned an Asian pattern of interaction
without compromising religious principles.
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Perhaps the oldest tradition is not so much Asian as Eurasian, having
to do with the largeness of empires, and the tightness of many religious
communities over which they ruled. Ancient conquerors who have left
us records attest the antiquity of a pattern by which the most successful
rulers accepted the religious diversity of their subjects. This was
particularly the habit of the more successful Persian rulers, to the extent
that the famous cylinder of Cyrus the Great (576-529 BCE), first
discovered and translated in 1879, was in 1971 translated by the United
Nations as a kind of founding charter of religious rights. 1
To simplify, there are at least two deep origins of the “Asian”
religious pattern that is still with us. The first was essentially Indian,
where religion centred on an abundance of sacred sites and ritual
practices, rather than the definition of boundaries and orthodoxies that
political power imposed on the Semitic faiths in their strongholds.
Varied Hindu schools could coexist with each other and with Jainism,
Sikhism, Islam and Zoroastrianism in India, and with Buddhism in early
Southeast Asia. The other origin was quite different, in the insistence of
the Chinese court (somewhat like that of Rome) that the Emperor
himself was principal mediator between the world and the cosmos. The
emperor was therefore not interested in imposing any orthodoxy other
than a Confucian secular one as the definition of “Chineseness”. This
was not exactly religious tolerance, since any religion held to challenge
the emperor’s centrality was regarded with deep suspicion and hostility.
But it did allow, in Korea, Japan and Vietnam as well as in China,
various schools of Buddhism to overlap and interacted with Taoism,
Confucianism, Shinto and shamanism.

1
The text has been variously translated, and essentially states that the conqueror
has restored the gods to their respective temples, after his vanquished
predecessor had sought to impose religious uniformity. A translation by Leo
Oppenheim is included in James B. Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts
Relating to the Old Testament (Princeton University Press, 1950).
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Java offers an intriguing example of this pluralism at work. Its two
most spectacular temple complexes are the Buddhist Borobudur, and the
Hindu Loro Jonggrang temple near Prambanan, both dated to the 8th-9th
centuries and only about 50 km apart. Until recently it was assumed by
western scholars and their Javanese successors that these must have
been built by rival dynasties succeeding one another in the central
Javanese heartland – the Buddhist Sailendras from their South Sumatran
base, and the Javanese Hindu Sanjaya dynasty. The newer scholarship
has been forced to concede, by virtue of the existence of undisturbed
Hindu monuments in close proximity to Buddhist ones and vice versa,
that the monuments “may be the products of a carefully maintained
balance, a peaceful coexistence [of the two religions] in which an
element of competition was never absent”. 2 Bokyung Kim has now
shown that the there was more likely only one dynasty in Central Java at
this time though with competing branches, that the building of the two
temples overlapped in time, and that one of the key patrons of the
completion of Borobodur was a Saivite king with a Buddhist wife. 3
It became a theme of Javanese mysticism that different ritual paths to
enlightenment such as Buddhism and Hinduism were only external
expressions of an inner oneness. The state motto of contemporary
Indonesia (Bhinneka Tunggal Ika) derives from a 14th-century mystical
poem, the Sutasoma, in which Mpu Tantular pondered the essential
oneness of surface differences, such as those between Buddhism,
Saivism, and the new, still marginal presence of Islam:
“The truth of Jina (Buddha) and the truth of Shiva is one.
They are indeed different, but they remain one, as there is no duality
in Truth”. 4
2

Jan Fontein, The Sculpture of Indonesia (Washington D.C.: National Gallery of
Art, 1990), 38, cited by Bokyung Kim, unpublished dissertation, UCLA, 2006,
14.
3
Bokyung Kim, chapter 1 passim.
4
Rwâneka dhâtu winuwus Buddha Wiswa,
Bhinnêki rakwa ring apan kena parwanosen,
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Islam Encounters Pluralist Asia
Muslims began to experience this pattern first by sea as traders.
Within decades of the death of the Prophet, Muslim traders began to
journey as far as southern India for pepper, the Indonesian Archipelago
for spices, and Quanzhou in China for silks and ceramics. Muslim
enclave communities took their place alongside devotees of myriad
deities and spirits all around the Indian Ocean. In places they established
little port-states under Muslim rule, but the larger settlements were in
cities ruled by Hindus, Buddhists and animists. In Calicut in today’s
Kerala, Muslim writers like Ibn Battuta in the 14th century and Abdul
Razzaq in the 15th appreciated the justice of its Hindu regime, which
treated all vessels correctly and equally regardless of the religion of its
owner. 5 Siam’s port-capital in the 17th century continued to flourish by
attracting “a great multitude of strangers of different nations, who settled
there with the liberty of living according to their own customs, and of
publicly exercising their several ways of worship”. 6
The need to reconcile the religious diversity of a complex society
with the demands of Islamic piety was handled a little differently in
South Asia and in Southeast Asia. In the South Asian heartland of north
India, Islam came with conquering armies that drew a clear line between
their own faith and that of their new subjects. Hinduism, Islam, Jainism
and Zoroastrianism all continued to exist alongside the new faith, and to
interact with it in diverse ways. Indian art, architecture, literature and
Mangka ng Jinatwa kalawan Siwatatwa tunggal,
Bhinnêka tunggal ika tan hana dharma mangrwa.
This quotation (the last 2 lines of which translated above) comes from canto
139, stanza 5, as presented in Soewito Santoso, Sutasoma, A Study in Old
Javanese Wajrayana (New Delhi: International Academy of Indian Culture,
1975), 578.
5
“Journey of Abd-er-Razzak”, in India in the Fifteenth Century: Being a
Collection of Narratives of Voyages to India, ed. R.H. Major (London: Hakluyt,
1857), 14.
6
Simon de La Loubère, The Kingdom of Siam [1693] (reprinted Kuala Lumpur:
Oxford University Press, 1969), 112.
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music all emerged from this interaction, without however subordinating
any of the faiths. Many of the Sufi masters showed an interest in the
yogic mystical techniques long practised in the sub-continent, while
their sacred graves attracted worshippers across the religious spectrum.
A few rulers, and notably the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb (ruled 16581707), saw this pattern of religious pluralism as weakness, and sought to
impose the syaria’ah by force of arms across as much of South India as
his armies could extend. Whereas his successful predecessor Akbar had
provided economic equality among his subjects by abolishing the
canonical poll tax on non-Muslims (jizyah), in 1562, Aurangzeb fuelled
Hindu hostility by restoring it in 1679. But this went too far for safety,
alienating vital non-Muslim allies such as the Rajputs, and exhausting
the goodwill as well as the treasure of the empire. A reaction was
underway in the last decades of his reign that saw Hindus and Sikhs
giving their support to rebel warriors of their own faith. Mughal control
continued to decline after his death, and there was a greater polarization
between Muslim and Hindu.
In Indonesia the initial stage of Islamic expansion was marked by
intense interaction and syncretism, with conquest playing only a minor
(if vital) role in eliminating the dynasties that held out against Islam.
The most sacred sites of Hindu-Buddhist scholarship and meditation
accepted Sufi mystical masters as fellow-seekers, and were in many
cases gradually taken over by them. The smaller Muslim port-kingdoms
of Indonesia moreover were not successors to the imperial idea of ruling
over many kings and peoples of different faiths. Kings made the
adjustment to Islam gradually and syncretically. As van Bruinessen
notes, adoption rather than conversion was the process, “for the
Javanese were deliberately syncretistic. For many of the new Muslims,
Islam, especially in its Sufi variety, was a welcome additional source of
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spiritual power, not a substitute for what they already had”. 7 They
declared upon their own conversion that Islam was thereby
automatically the official doctrine, but were able to establish what Merle
Ricklefs calls a “mystic synthesis” that incorporated much of the rich
literature and wisdom of the Javanese Hindu-Buddhist tradition in
particular. Only in the minority of cases where a more legalistic
understanding of Islam was spread at the point of a sword did peoples
emerge who defined their identity by rejecting it – as the Balinese,
Batak, and Toraja did. Elsewhere, among Javanese, Malays, and Bugis
in general, pluralism almost as great as India’s in terms of ritual
practice, was maintained under the overall label of Islam.
As in India, legalistic Islam peaked in Indonesia in the mid-17th
century, and provoked a reaction to return to pluralism. The greatest
patron of the shari’ah was Sultan Iskandar Thani of Aceh (r.1637-41),
who endowed with state power the hard line of Nurud-din ar-Raniri. He
was the only ruler known to have excluded Chinese traders from Aceh
on religious grounds, and he executed scores of Portuguese who refused
to accept Islam (including their French priest, Pierre Berthelot,
subsequently beatified by the Catholic Church). In terms of my point
about internal pluralism, however, his more important exceptionalism
was to use the murtad laws to silence the Muslim scholars that Raniri
disagreed with. He had the books of Hamzah Fansuri and Shams ud-Din
as-Samatrani (d.1630) burned in front of the great mosque. Their
disciples who refused to renounce their monistic views were executed
for apostasy, including the popular Sheikh Jamaluddin.
Raniri lost his state power when Sultan Iskandar Thani died in 1641,
and a reaction against his excesses set in immediately. Sayf al-Rijal, a
disciple of the executed sheikh, returned to Aceh from his studies in

7

Martin van Bruinessen, “Muslims, Minorities and Modernity: The
Restructuring of Heterodoxy in the Middle East and Southeast Asia”, (paper
presented at Inaugural Lecture, Utrecht University, November 19, 2000).
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Arabia, and bitterly attacked ar-Raniri’s views and actions. 8 In effect the
crowd decided in favour of Sayf al-Rijal, the Aceh establishment
accepted the popular view, and in 1643 the learned Gujarati fled back to
his birthplace in India. A consensus may be said to have developed in
Aceh that pluralism was essential, Christians, Chinese and diverse types
of Muslim were admitted to the port (as had always been the case in the
other great Muslim trading centres, Banten and Makasar), and the state
desire for uniformity should not be taken to such extremes. Aceh’s most
beloved Sufi

master, Sheikh

Abdurrauf as-Singkili

(1617-93),

epitomized this consensus, refusing to condemn either the views of
Hamzah Fansuri or of Raniri.
The Aceh elite had earlier spurned Raniri’s advice by putting a
woman on the throne and were so pleased with the results that they
enthroned three subsequent women, covering the period 1641-99. In this
they emulated the strategy of two other commercially-inclined sultanates
of the period, Patani (from 1564) and the Maldives, who also showed a
repeated preference for female rule not previously known in the region.
This raises the question whether the conventional disbarring of women
from exercising religious authority was seen as an advantage for the
queens by contrast with the pressures of office Raniri had been able to
impose on Iskandar Thani. It may have been seen as a means to avoid
pushing disagreements to the ultimate limit, and effectively legitimating,
by default of a sole religious authority, the pluralism that was essential
to stable commerce. Azyumardi Azra points out that the Queen, Safiyyat
ud-din, “wisely refused” to resolve the debate because she had no
authority on religious matters. 9

8

Ar-Raniri, Fath al-Mubin, as translated in Azyumardi Azra, The Origins of
Islamic Reformism in Southeast Asia: Networks of Malay-Indonesian and
Middle Eastern 'Ulamā' in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (Honolulu:
University of Hawaii Press, 2004), 60-1.
9
Azyumardi Azra, The Origins, 61.
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Continuities under Colonialism
Nationalist historians were fond of insisting that whatever divisions
there were within the borders of the former colony were brought about
by colonial divide and rule policies. The truth is more interesting, and I
believe more positive. Europeans came to Asia initially with their
exclusive ideas of religious uniformity, but soon were forced to make an
Asian adjustment. Only the very first colonial venture, of the Spanish in
the 16th-century Philippines, sought to impose a European style of
religious uniformity. The later comers, Dutch, English and French, had
to allow religious freedoms in Asia that they denied in Europe. Chinese,
Indian and Southeast Asian traders would use ports by preference that
allowed them traditional freedoms of religion, as Ayuthaya, Melaka and
Calicut had done. The Europeans had to learn this formula. One of those
who explicitly did so was Jan Pieterszoon Coen, who wrote to the East
India Company about his dream:
to establish a place where so great a concourse of people would
come to us, Chinese, Malay, Javanese, Klings and all other
nations, to reside and trade in peace and freedom under Your
Excellency’s [VOC] jurisdiction, that soon a city would be
peopled and the staple of the trade attracted, so that
[Portuguese] Melaka would fall to nothing.10
This was written more than two years before he captured Jakarta and
renamed it Batavia, as his attempt to realize this dream. By “freedom”
he meant in particular religious pluralism, whereby the different trading
communities could each publicly practice their own faith. Batavia/
Jakarta, Rangoon, Penang, Singapore and Saigon, no less than
Ayutthaya/Bangkok, became endowed with places of worship of all
kinds – Sunni and Shi’a, Catholic and Protestant, Armenian Orthodox,
Jewish, Chinese Buddhist and Taoist, Hindu of various persuasions,
10
Coen to VOC, 10.10. 1616, in Jan Pieterszoon Coen, Bescheiden Betreffende
zijn Verblijf in Indie. The Hague, I: 215.
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Sikh and Jain. One American Protestant missionary noted of Singapore
soon after its foundation:
As in every other part of India, each class of the community
preserves the costume, manners and religion of its ancestry. This
has long ceased to look odd to me. 11
There was a difference between colonized and uncolonized
Southeast Asia, in that Siam developed a nationalism that was not plural,
but rather stressed Buddhism as part of the trilogy of nation, religion and
king that defined its nationalism. By continuing the imperial tradition
into the age of nationalism, by contrast, the colonial governments
defined their states in terms of physical boundaries, not uniformities of
culture or religion. The nationalists had little choice than to build their
coherences around those boundaries, rather than around religion.
Religious pluralism therefore had to be officially part of the nation
conceived by Burmese, Malaysians, Filipinos, and notably Indonesians.
In an age of intense nationalism that often seemed at a disadvantage, but
in the globalized era we are entering, it should put these countries, like
India, ahead in coming to terms with a necessary religious pluralism.
Independent Indonesia was born in 1945 as essentially plural, with
the Constitution and the Pancasila representing a compromise between
the demands of strict Muslims, abangan Muslims and minorities. In
Sukarno’s Lahirnya Pancasila speech of June 1945 made the case
eloquently for a representative basis for the state, not a religious one. If
Muslims or Christians wanted a state more in conformity with their
respective religions, “let us work as hard as possible so that most of the
seats in the people’s representative body… are occupied by Muslim [or
Christian, respectively] delegates”. 12
11

Howard Malcolm, Travels in Southeastern Asia (London: Charles Tilt, 1839),
II: 101.
12
The Sukarno speech was delivered on June 1, 1945 as part of the Japanesesponsored preparations for independence and later published as Lahirnja Pantja
Sila (Jakarta: Ministry of Information, 1960). I have quoted from the excerpt
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This kind of ideological commitment to pluralism, however, proved
fragile in the event. Sukarno himself changed his views several times,
and eventually laid the basis for an authoritarian rejection of democracy
and pluralism, enforced more effectively by Suharto. The more
substantial basis for democratic pluralism was the simple diversity of
Indonesia, impossible to force into a single mould. The decree
authorizing a plurality of contending political parties in November 1945,
much denounced subsequently by those who favoured authoritarian rule,
emerged much more from an attempt to provide legitimacy for
government and a link between it and the people, than from a
commitment to liberal principles per se. 13 The eventual return to a more
plural and democratic form of government in 1998 was also a
recognition that broader sections of society could only be given a stake
in government by this means.
The Islamic community, as a notional “majority”, is particularly
crucial. If the Islamic majority were to be successfully manipulated by
authoritarian rulers into surrendering its democratic rights in the name of
Islamic uniformity, there would be no hope of pluralism in Indonesia.
But the reverse has always been the case. Firstly the nominally Islamic
community has been divided about equally between those who vote for
Islamic parties in the belief that Islam is the dominant issue, and those
who do not. Among the former, there is again a roughly equal division
between those who have supported the more-or-less modernist position
of Muhammadiah and its various political offshoots, and those who have
supported the NU, or since 1999 an explicitly pluralist political stance.
Thus in 1955 the 44% of the electorate who voted for Islamic parties
were almost equally divided between Masjumi (20.9) and NU (18.4). In

translated in Indonesian Political Thinking 1945-1965, ed. Herbert Feith and
Lance Castles (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1970), 45.
13
Anthony Reid, The Indonesian National Revolution, 1945-50 (Hawthorn,
Vic.: Longman Australia, 1974), 68-73.
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1971 only 27% voted for Islamic political parties, of which the NU share
was 18.7%.
Elections

Modernist

NU

Total %

1955

Masjumi
20.9

NU 18.4

43.9

1971

Parmusi 5.4

NU 18.7

27.1

3-party

16-29 (PPP)

Explicit
Islam

Pluralist
Islam

1999

15.9

22.1

2004 Parliament

21.3
7.3)

2004 President

3.0 (PPP)

(PKS

17
10.6;
6.4)

(PKB
PAN

14.7 (PAN)

38
parties)

(21

38.3
parties)

(7

17.7

When open competition was again permitted at the national level
after 1998, roughly 38% of the national vote in the 1999 and 2004
Parliamentary elections went to Islamic parties, of which there were 21
in 1999 and 7 in 2004. But of this proportion, only 16% in 1999 and
21% in 2004 went to parties that were exclusively Islamic, with 22%
and 17% respectively voting for parties such as PKB and PAN, which
had embraced pluralism and included non-Muslims in their party
leadership.

Religious Pluralism as an Asian Tradition 61
[In the Presidential election of 2004, with candidates limited to 5, the
only ticket that could be considered in any sense exclusivist Islam (PPP)
obtained only 3% of the vote].
Normative comments such as the fatwa of Majelis Ulama Indonesia
in July 2005, condemning “pluralism, secularism and liberalism”
certainly give a disturbing impression to outsiders. But the reaction to
that fatwa showed very clearly what a minority opinion it was, and how
little support for such views there is in the electorate. In fact Pluralism in
Indonesia rests upon a very secure base of history as well as ideology.
Bibliography
Ar-Raniri, Fath al-Mubin, translated in Azyumardi Azra. The Origins of
Islamic Reformism in Southeast Asia: Networks of Malay-Indonesian
and Middle Eastern ‘Ulamā’ in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth
Centuries. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2004.
Coen, Jan Pieterszoon. Bescheiden Betreffende zijn Verblijf in Indie. The
Hague.
de La Loubère, Simon, The Kingdom of Siam [1693]. Reprinted Kuala
Lumpur: Oxford University Press, 1969.
Feith, Herbert and Lance Castles, eds. Indonesian Political Thinking
1945-1965. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1970.
Fontein, Jan. The Sculpture of Indonesia. Washington D.C: National
Gallery of Art, 1990.
Major R.H., ed. “Journey of Abd-er-Razzak”. In India in the Fifteenth
Century: Being a Collection of Narratives of Voyages to India. London:
Hakluyt, 1857.
Malcolm, Howard. Travels in Southeastern Asia. London: Charles Tilt,
1839.
Pritchard, James B. Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old
Testament. Princeton University Press, 1950.
Reid, Anthony. The Indonesian National Revolution, 1945-50.
Hawthorn, Vic.: Longman Australia, 1974.
Santoso, Soewito. Sutasoma, a Study in Old Javanese Wajrayana. New
Delhi: International Academy of Indian Culture, 1975.
van Bruinessen, Martin. “Muslims, Minorities and Modernity: The
Restructuring of Heterodoxy in the Middle East and Southeast Asia”.
Inaugural lecture, Utrecht University, November 19, 2000.

2

STATE–RELIGION RELATIONS IN
INDONESIA: A COMPARATIVE
PERSPECTIVE
A Response to Anthony Reid
Mark Woodward
Anthony Reid has presented a rich and compelling cultural-historical
analysis of the origins of religious tolerance and pluralism in Indonesia. 1
He attributes Indonesian pluralism to a combination of cultural and
economic factors. Culturally there is a tendency toward a variety of
syncretism in which new religions absorb and transform elements of
previously existent and even dominant traditions. This syncretic
tendency is fostered by economic concerns. Pre-modern Indonesian and
other Southeast Asian, states were heavily reliant on the maritime
trading system linking China with India and the Middle East. Among the
consequences of this was the virtual necessity of tolerating the presence
of minority religious communities, particularly in trading ports such as
Jakarta and Surabaya. While predominantly Muslim, Indonesia has
1
The analysis presented in this paper has benefited greatly from conversations
with co-investigators on research projects concerning political risks associated
with proselytization and conversion and religious political parties sponsored by
the Center for the Study of Religion and Conflict at Arizona State University. I
would like to thank Linell Cady, Miriam Elman, Carolyn Forbes, Paul Holley,
George Thomas, Sani Umar and Carolyn Warner for their insights. I alone am
responsible for any errors of fact or interpretation.
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significant and regionally concentrated Christian and Hindu minorities.
Consequently preserving the unity and territorial integrity of the country
depends on the maintenance of religious and ethnic harmony.
The Javanese adaptation and transformation of the Hindu epics
Ramayana and Mahabharata in the wayang (shadow place) traditions
and legends concerning the Javanese wali (saint) Sunan Kudus provide
important examples of the ways in which the Javanese retained and
reworked elements of their rich Indic heritage when they adopted Islam.
The Muslim appropriation of the wayang tradition was at the same time
elegant and remarkably simple. Hindu “gods” were redefined as heroic
humans and fitted into dynastic genealogies in which they are described
as being among the descendants of the Islamic Prophet Adam. 2 Sunan
Kudus, the founder of the city that bears his name, is said to have
adopted a gentle approach to the propagation of Islam and to have
prohibited the slaughter of cattle to avoid offending Hindu Javanese.
The religious diversity of trading centres in pre-colonial, colonial and
post-colonial times speaks for the economic importance of religious
tolerance.
In many respects Reid’s discussion of the cultural foundations of and
economic motivations for tolerance and pluralism closely resembles that
of Nobel Prize winning economist Amartya Sen’s discussion of the
similarly tolerant attitudes characteristics of South Asian civilizations
for many centuries. 3 Both, however, note that there are important
exceptions and that even within the pluralistic cultures there are social
movements and forces advocating the establishment of religious
uniformity and rigid orthodoxies.

2
See M. Woodward, Islam in Java: Normative Piety and Mysticism in the
Sultanate of Yogyakarta. Association for Asian Studies Monograph Series
(Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1989).
3
Amartya Sen, The Argumentative Indian: Writings on Indian History, Culture
and Identity (New York: Picador, 2005).
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His observation that in the west tolerance and pluralism were
accepted only when it became clear that religious uniformity could not
be maintained by force of arms is equally important. In Europe the
initial move towards tolerance and pluralism, was the Peace of
Westphalia of 1648, which brought the Wars of Religion that had raged
for more than a century to a close. While the Westphalian peace brought
interstate struggles to establish religious hegemony across national
boundaries to a close it did nothing to establish tolerance and pluralism
within the boundaries of European states. States retained the authority to
establish one religion and to restrict or proscribe others. 4 Similarly, the
rise of religious pluralism within states derives at least from political
necessity as from cultural or religious commitment to the idea of
pluralism. The United States is an important example. While the US
now describes itself as being committed to the ideas of pluralism and the
separation of church and state, this was not always the case. At the time
of the framing of the US constitution with its “wall of separation”, many
of the individual states had established religions – all of which were
variant forms of Christianity. Indeed, until the passage of the fourteenth
amendment in 1866, states retained the right to establish religions within
their respective boundaries. 5 It was, therefore not until it became
politically necessary to establish other forms of liberty in the wake of
the American Civil War that religious pluralism in something
resembling its contemporary form became politically possible.
This paper presents a comparative account of relationships between
the state and religions in contemporary Indonesia. Indonesia is a
particularly interesting case for the reasons Reid mentions and because
4
See D. Croxton and A. Tischer, The Peace of Westphalia: A Historical
Dictionary (London: Greenwood Press, 2002).
5
See M. Sandel “Religious Liberty: Freedom of Choice or Freedom of
Conscience?” in Secularism and Its Critics, ed. R. Bhargava (New Delhi:
Oxford University Press, 1998), 73-93 and W. Miller, The First Liberty:
America's Foundation in Religious Freedom (Washington: Georgetown
University Press, 2003).
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the concept of being neither a religious nor a secular state is a selfconscious element of political culture and national identity. Here it is
argued that while the Indonesian government does not officially
establish a particular religion, it mandates that its citizens adhere to one
of the officially recognized religions. Moreover, many states seek to
regulate and financially support tolerant variants of religions.
State-religion relationships vary enormously. They can be placed on
a continuum. On one end of this continuum are totalitarian states,
including Saudi Arabia, that establish a single variant of one religion
and proscribe others and communist states that ban, or at least very
severely restrict religion. Grouping states that demand religious
orthodoxy with those seeking to eliminate religion may seem counterintuitive. However, these two categories of states are similar in that they
seek to subordinate religion to state control. On the other end one finds
the United States, France and other secular industrial democracies where
there is something approaching a religious “free market”. In many
instance a single category does not uniquely capture the complex forms
of religion-state relationships found in many countries. All of these
categories are what Max Weber termed “ideal types”. Ideal types are
abstractions of significant features of historical phenomena that aid in
the explanation of less clearly defined, and variable social phenomena. 6
The categories employed here are ideal types and not generalizations
from social-political realities. Even the most repressive states are unable
to enforce total compliance with the demands of religious or secular
orthodoxy and even the most liberal states outlaw or discourage some
modes of religious practice, if not belief. Saudi Arabia attempts to
enforce Hanbalite orthodoxy on its own subjects but allows other
Muslims to observe the rites of the hajj (pilgrimage to Mecca) in
accordance with their own legal traditions and has proved unable
6

For a sophisticated discussion of the Weberian concept of ideal types see J.
Watson, “Ideal Types and Historical Explanation”, The British Journal for the
Philosophy of Science 3.9 (1952): 22-43.
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eliminate a substantial Shi’ah minority. Even the ravages of the Cultural
Revolution did not eliminate the vestiges of religions in China, which
have flourished in the post-Mao era. 7 Even the most liberal states outlaw
religious practices deemed to be morally abhorrent such as suttee (the
burning of widows) in India and polygamy in the United States. There
are also exceptions to the general rule that democratic states are more
inclined towards tolerance and pluralism than others. In Germany, for
example, Scientology is outlawed, while in France Muslim schoolgirls
are forbidden to wear hijab (headscarves) at school and there has been
an effort to legally exclude religion from most arenas of public life.
There are many diverse cases located between the two ends of the
continuum and in many instances powerful social forces attempting to
move states and societies towards one or both of them. A survey of data
included in the United States Department of State 2006 Report on
International Religious Freedom reveals seven intermediate categories. 8
States Approaching a Religious Free Market
These are states in which there is no “official” religion and minimal
restrictions on religious organization and behaviour. One group of such
countries includes United States, Canada and Australia as examples.
There may, however, be deconfessionalized religious symbols and
concepts included in what Robert Bellah terms the “civil religions” of
these countries. 9 An example is the phrase “In God We Trust” that
appears on United States coins and currency. Debates about abortion,
gay marriage and stem cell research are examples of the ways in which
religious convictions can shape the course of nominally secular political
discourse. Promotion of religious freedom is also among the pillars of
7

On the fate of religion in China during the Cultural Revolution see C.
FitzGerald, “Religion and China’s Cultural Revolution”, Pacific Affairs 40.1/2
(1967): 124-129.
8
Available at www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/2006/
9
On the concept of Civil Religion see R. Bellah and P. Hammond, Varieties of
Civil Religion (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1980).
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American foreign policy. The US Department of State describes this
policy as follows:
“The Office of International Religious Freedom has the mission of
promoting religious freedom as a core objective of US foreign policy.
Headed by Ambassador-at-Large John Hanford for International
Religious Freedom, its office director and staff monitor religious
persecution and discrimination worldwide, recommend and implement
policies in respective regions or countries, and develop programmes to
promote religious freedom.
Given the US commitment to religious freedom, and to the
international covenants that guarantee it as the inalienable right of every
human being, the United States seeks to:
• Promote freedom of religion and conscience throughout the world as
a fundamental human right and as a source of stability for all
countries;
• Assist newly formed democracies in implementing freedom of
religion and conscience;
• Assist religious and human rights NGOs in promoting religious
freedom;
• Identify and denounce regimes that are severe persecutors of their
citizens or others on the basis of religious belief” 10
Ironically the strongest supporters of the act have been conservative
Evangelical Christians who understand the establishment of freedom of
religion as a means to further their missionary activities. It is strongly
opposed in some parts of the international community, particularly in
Russia, Catholic strongholds in Latin American and throughout the
Muslim world. The analysis presented here indicates that in many
countries, including Indonesia, totally unrestricted or unregulated
religious freedom is not necessarily a source for stability, and indeed,

10

www.state.gov/g/drl/irf/
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that some regulation of religion may be a necessary condition for
stability.
In general there would seem to be a correlation between high levels
of economic development and degree of secularization with low levels
of state interference in or management of religious affairs. However, the
religious “free market” is also common among the least developed
countries, particularly those of Sub-Saharan Africa. This observation
applies equally to Muslim majority and Christian majority countries.
Lesotho, the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Sierra Leone are
examples.
States with an Established Religion where Other Religions are not
Restricted
European countries such and Britain and the Scandinavian countries
are important examples. These countries are historically and officially
Protestant but adherence to and practice of other religions, including
alternative Protestant faiths, is not limited. In these countries with the
exception of Norway, established churches are at least partly state
supported. Most of the historically Roman Catholic countries of Western
Europe formerly maintained concordats with the Vatican establishing
the primacy of the Catholic Church. The constitutions of Spain, Italy,
Poland and most other Catholic majority countries have been amended
to extend official recognition and government support to other religious
communities.
Thailand is a Buddhist example. Theravada Buddhism is the official
religion and the constitution specifies that the king must be a member of
this religious community.
Many Muslim majority countries have similar state-religion
relationships. State patronage of Islam often takes different forms as
Islam does not have the corporatist or denominationalist elements of
Christianity. Among the most common modes of state support for Islam
are providing funds for mosque construction, religious education and
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funding and logistical support for the hajj. In many Muslim countries,
cases regarding family law (marriage, divorce and inheritance) are heard
in state sponsored shari’ah courts. In many Muslim countries, family
law cases of non-Muslims are relegated to independent religious
tribunals of the minority religious communities. Jordan and Lebanon are
examples.
Some countries do not have official religions but provide legal
recognition for a single community. Guinea, which is approximately
85% Muslim and 10% Christian, does not have a state religion but does
have a ministry for Islamic affairs.
States Granting Official Recognition to Multiple Religions
These are states that do not have official religions but grant legal
recognition to two or more religions. The treatment of non-recognized
religions ranges from toleration to prohibition and oppression. Germany
is an especially complex case. The state collects “religious taxes” for
more than 180 religious communities and sponsors Protestant, Catholic
and Jewish religious education in public schools. Because it lacks the
denominational

organization

and

hierarchies

characteristic

of

Christianity, efforts to draw Islam into this system have proved difficult
and only marginally successful. In some countries with federal
constitutions, government – religion relations are defined at the state or
provincial as well as national levels. India and Nigeria are examples. In
some of the states of northern Nigeria, which are overwhelmingly
Muslim, Islamic law is enforced. In some, but not all Indian states, state
funds are used for the upkeep of Hindu temples while there are special
provisions for Islam in the disputed (with Pakistan) Muslim majority
state of Kashmir. With six officially recognized religions, Indonesia
clearly falls within this category.
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States Recognizing Multiple Religions but with Major Restrictions of
Religious Groups and Practices Considered to be Socially Disruptive
A large number of countries place serious restrictions on certain
religious organizations and behaviours. Many Muslim majority
countries restrict or ban the Ahmadiyah sect because of the teaching,
considered to be heretical by other Muslims, that Muhammad was not
the last of the prophets. Similarly the Baha’i faith is restricted or
outlawed because Muslims consider it to be a Shi’ah heresy. In many
Sunni Muslim countries the activities of the Shi’ah are restricted. In
Pakistan there have been attempts to have the Shi’ah legally declared
non-Muslims.
The religious activities most often singled out for restriction are
proselytization and conversion. These activities are outlawed in at least
twenty eight countries and limited in others. These are: Algeria,
Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bhutan, Brunei, Cambodia, China, Comoros,
Greece, Indonesia, Iran, Jordan, Kuwait, Laos, Libya, Malaysia,
Maldives, Nepal, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Tunisia,
Turkmenistan, United Arab Emirates, Uzbekistan, Vietnam and Yemen.
Countries with official religions are more likely than others to restrict or
prohibit these activities. They are severely restricted in others including
Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. Anti-proselytization laws or
regulations can be found in countries with Buddhist, Christian, Hindu
and Muslim majorities. The religious communities most frequently
outlawed are those who engage in active and aggressive proselytization.
Christian groups include Jehovah’s Witnesses, Seventh Day Adventists,
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (Mormons) Pentecostal
and Evangelical Protestants. Muslim groups include Wahabis, who are
often sponsored by co-religionists in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States,
and the Tabliqhi Jamaat, an extremely active, but entirely apolitical,
Pakistan-based group with global reach.
Penalties for violating these laws and regulation vary greatly. In
most of these countries foreign violators are most often fined and/or
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deported. Citizens are generally subject to beatings, fines and
imprisonment. In Malaysia Muslim converts to Christianity have been
detained in mental institutions and drug rehabilitation facilities. In
Afghanistan and Saudi Arabia Muslim apostates are subject to
execution, though it is rarely enforced.
States Providing Unofficial Support for a Dominant Religion
These are most often states in which there is a substantial religious
majority and in which religion plays a major role in the construction of
ethnic and national identities. Russia for example recognizes “the
special contribution of Orthodoxy to the history of Russia and to the
establishment and development of Russia’s spirituality and culture”. In
these countries the leading religious tradition is often subsidized to a
greater extent than others and is generally that of leading government
figures. Activities regarded as hostile to that tradition may be restricted
or outlawed. Restrictions on other religions range from severe repression
to benign neglect. Burma and Sri Lanka are examples of countries in
which members of minority religions are severely repressed. Greece,
Japan and Colombia are cases in which religious minorities are
relatively free to exercise their beliefs. This arrangement is most
common in countries where historically religion and politics were
closely linked. These include predominantly Roman Catholic countries
in Latin America, Orthodox countries of Russia and Eastern Europe and
in Buddhist countries of South, East and Southeast Asia. To the extent
that they do not have official religions these countries fit the
contemporary pattern of religiously neutral, if not secular, states. In
many cases, however, religion plays a larger role in public life than it
does in secular societies with established religions, such as those of
Western Europe.
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States Attempting to Influence the Interpretation of Religious Teaching
States that sponsor religious education, and there are many, almost
by definition attempt to influence the ways in which religion is
interpreted. Curriculum design is perhaps the most subtle example of
how states can shape the interpretation of basic aspects of religious
doctrine. Indonesia, India and many of the Orthodox and Catholic
Christian states provide examples of this tendency. Others, especially
China, resort to more draconian tactics. The Chinese government tries to
control and regulate religion to prevent the rise of groups that could
constitute sources of authority outside of the control of the government
and the Communist Party. Each of the five recognized religions
(Buddhism, Islam, Taoism, Catholicism and Protestantism) is linked to a
government sponsored “patriotic organization” that provides it with
“help and guidance” implementing social and religious goals. Religious
groups that refuse such affiliation are considered to be “cults” and
subject to severe repression. Singapore lies between states that are
minimally invasive and the Chinese extreme. In Singapore the
government strongly encourages socially engaged but politically passive
interpretations of Islam, Buddhism, Taoism and Christianity. It strongly
discourages

religious

communities

that

engage

in

aggressive

proselytization.
States that Cede Aspects of Authority to Religious Organizations
Modern secular states apply criminal and civil law uniformly to their
entire populations. Some states, however, abrogate or have never
attempted to regulate some aspects of civil law. By far the most common
unregulated legal domain is family law. Many Muslim countries have
separate courts staffed by ulama charged with the administration of
family law codes, most of which are based on a combination of shari’ah
and secular civil law. Oman and Saudi Arabia, for example, do not have
codes of civil status. Israel and Lebanon have similar systems in which
family law issues are delegated to the religious courts of the countries
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numerous religious communities. In other majority Muslim countries
including Pakistan and Indonesia, Islamic courts are found in some
autonomous regions.
State-Religion Relations in Contemporary Indonesia
State-religion relations in Indonesia are extremely complex and
derive from a fundamental compromise made in the earliest days of the
republic. To understand these and the ways in which state-religion
linkages are currently configured, it is essential to keep in mind three
basic features of Indonesian society and culture. The first is that
Indonesian society has not witnessed anything like the degree of
secularization western societies have. The second is that the
privatization of religion characteristic of western democracies, has not
occurred. Religion remains one of the most important factors in politics
and public life in a more general sense. The third is that religious
diversity is not evenly distributed throughout the nation’s ethnic and
territorial divisions. Hence questions concerning the role of religion in
national life have always been intertwined with those concerning
regionalism and ethnicity. The difficulties of managing these potentially
centrifugal forces have led Indonesia to devise complex strategies that
have at various times combined elements of four of the ideal types
described above (sections 2 through 5). There have been, and continue
to be social groups and forces that would move the nation in the
direction of sections 1 or 6.
Indonesia has long prided itself as being neither a secular nor a
religious state but as one inspired by the ideology of Pancasila or Five
Principles. These are:
1. Ketuhanan Yang Maha Esa – The Great Unity of Deity
2. Kemanusiaan yang adil dan beradab – Universal humanity that is
just and civilized
3. Persatuan Indonesia – The unity of Indonesia
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4. Kerakyatan yang dipimpin oleh hikmat kebijaksanaan dalam
permusyawaratan/perwakilan – The sovereignty of the people led
with wise policies in the context of mutual consultation and
representation
5. Keadilan sosial bagi seluruh rakyat Indonesia – Social justice for all
of the people of Indonesia.
Nurcholish Madjid has shown that most of the vocabulary of
Pancasila is Arabic and that it can be understood best as being a
deconfessionalized variant of common Islamic social and political
principles. 11 It was also the subject of intense negotiation at the time of
the founding of the republic. The wording of the first principle was
chosen to indicate clearly that the meaning is monotheism and not
simply religiousness, and as Madjid observes the “unity of Indonesia”
was chosen instead of nationalism because of the suspicion with which
some observant Muslims view this concept. Some Muslim leaders
advocated the inclusion of what came to be known as the Jakarta
Charter, “with the obligation for Muslims to live in accordance with
shari’ah” in the first principle, but relented when Christians, who are the
majority in portions of Eastern Indonesia, threatened to establish their
own state if Islam was accorded special treatment. Indonesian president
Sukarno wanted “the unity of Indonesia” to be the first principle, which
Muslim leaders could not accept. As a whole, what has come to be
known as the “birth of Pancasila” required the notion of all three
concepts: religion, ethnicity and territoriality. These continue be among
the most important issues in Indonesian politics.
The development of Indonesian as the language of government,
politics and education and an almost constant emphasis on religious and
11
See N. Madjid, “In Search of the Islamic Roots for Modern Pluralism: The
Indonesian Experiences”, in Toward a New Paradigm: Recent Developments in
Indonesian Islamic Thought, ed. M. Woodward (Tempe AZ: Arizona State
University Program for Southeast Asian Studies Monograph Series, 1998), 89116.
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ethnic tolerance and pluralism are among the ways that Indonesia has
sought to encourage its own survival. Indonesian language is not the
mother tongue of most Indonesians. Its establishment as a genuinely
national language and the establishment of mass literacy are among the
nation’s most important accomplishments and probably essential for its
survival.
The management of religion has been equally important. For most of
its history Indonesia recognized five religions: Islam, Catholicism,
Protestantism, Buddhism and Hinduism. One could “choose” from
among these but not from other world religions such as Jainism and
Sikhism or from any of the country’s many indigenous or animistic
traditions. To be a religion a tradition had to be monotheistic and have at
least one prophet and a holy book. This definition had perhaps
unintended consequences. It led Buddhism and Hinduism, neither of
which is inherently monotheistic, to be defined if not understood in
monotheistic ways. It also led some adherents of animistic traditions to
simply define their religions as variants of Hinduism or Islam and still
more to convert to Christianity. Conversion to Christianity became
increasingly common after the abortive coup of 1965 because not to
“have” a recognized religion was associated with being Communist –
hundreds of thousands of alleged Communists were killed in the spasm
of political violence following the coup attempt on September 30, 1965.
Among many ethnic communities Christianity was a more popular
choice than Islam largely because it did not require them to abandon
eating pork, which is an essential part of many Indonesian and other
Southeast Asian tribal diets. 12 This in turn has contributed to concerns
about “Christianization” among some segments of the Muslim
community.
The question that Indonesia faces in the 21st century is how to strike
a balance between ethno-linguistic, political and religious dimensions of
12

This observation applies to Chinese Indonesians with equal force.
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collective identity. Peter Berger has argued that in traditional societies
religion provides the “sacred canopy” that makes social and political
cohesion possible. 13 Like many other sociologists writing in the 1960s
he saw secularization as the handmaiden of modernity and an inevitable
result of increasing rationalization. In a more recent work Berger has
retreated from this position and has come to question the validity of the
secularization thesis. In a more recent study he writes: “The assumption
that we live in a secularized world is false.” 14
To those of us who have devoted our lives to some combination of
the study and practice of politics and religion in Indonesia this frank
admission that the entire body of social science theory linking
modernization and secularization is simply wrong, should come as no
surprise. In Indonesia, modernization has proceeded at a dizzying pace
for more than fifty years. The fears of some Muslim and Christian
activists notwithstanding, there are few, if any, apparent signs of
secularization. Religion, in forms ranging from process theology to
traditional healing and accusations of sorcery, is everywhere – form the
corridors and power and office towers of Jakarta to the most remote
villages. Religion in Indonesia successfully resisted the forces of what
Thomas Luckmann terms “privatization”. 15
Indonesian religion, in all its forms, remains very public and plays a
central role in social and political discourse. Religious diversity is
simply a fact. The fact that Indonesia is the world’s most populous
Muslim nation does not change the fact that it is and will remain
characterized by religious diversity. Because it is diverse, powerful and
public any Indonesian government must manage it in some way.
Indonesia’s first president Sukarno attempted this by seeking to balance
13

P. Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion
(New York: Anchor Books, 1967). In a more recent work Berger has retreated
from this position.
14
P. Berger, ed., The Desecularization of the World: Resurgent Religion and
World Politics (Washington: Ethics and Public Policy Center, 1999), 2.
15
T. Luckmann, The Invisible Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1967).
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strands of seemingly incompatible ideologies: secular nationalism,
political Islam and communism. 16 This strategy failed, contributing to
the blood bath with which Indonesia’s New Order came to power under
Suharto. The New Order strategy for managing religion was complex. It
included suppression of all but the vestiges of political Islam, the
promotion of pluralistic theologies and personal piety and the heavy
handed manipulation of the national ideology. Some government
policies were perceived as promoting secularism. The threat of force
was ever-present.
In the 1970s and 1980s the government introduced a series of bills in
the legislature that most observant Muslim found to be deeply offensive.
One would have allowed secular marriage ceremonies. A second would
have afforded official recognition to aliran kebatinan – Javanese
mystical groups that most observant Muslims consider to be heretical
because they reject the ritual programme mandated by shari’ah and
teach the doctrine of the unity of God and the human soul. A third
required that all social organizations adopt Pancasila as their asas
tunggal (sole organizing principle). 17All of the major Muslim
organizations held the view that these bills promoted adultery and
apostasy and were intended as a blow against Islamic organizations if
not against Islam itself. The government ultimately compromised on the
issues of secular marriage, which was not put into practice, and the
aliran kepercayaan, supervision of which was assigned to the ministry
of education and culture instead of the ministry of religion. It would not
budge on the Pancasila question. 18
16

On Sukarno’s ideological machinations see D. Weatherbee, Ideology in
Indonesia: Sukarno's Indonesian Revolution (Yale University Southeast Asian
Studies Program, 1966).
17
President Soeharto announced this policy initiative in a speech delivered
August 16, 1982. For a critique by a leading conservative Muslim scholar see D.
Noer, Islam Pancasila dan Asas Tunggal (Jakarta: Yayasan Perkhidmatan,
1983).
18
See M. Woodward, “Textual Exegesis as Social Commentary: Religious,
Social and Political Meanings of Indonesian Translations of Arabic Hadith
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The Social Organizations Act allowed the government to disband
any organization that did not “accept” Pancasila. The leaders of
Indonesia’s

two

largest

organizations,

Nahdlatul

Ulama

and

Muhammadiyah seriously considered active resistance but concluded
that the cost in human life would be very high and that the probability of
success

would

be

minimal.

Progressive,

democracy-oriented

intellectuals including Nurcholish Madjid did not support the
government’s policies, but did devise Islamic apologies for Pancasila. 19
With the collapse of the New Order, the establishment of democratic
governance and a greatly enhanced concern for freedom of speech and
other human rights, Indonesia faces new challenges. Clearly the
management of religious, ethnic and national sources of collective
identity in the new open and democratic context is a particular
challenge, especially in light of the fact that there are those who would
use religion to incite communal violence or who seek to impose shari’ah
based social norms by legislative means at local and national levels.
Minister of Defence Juwono Sudarsono put it this way:
Being an Indonesian Muslim, therefore, necessitates a tolerant
expression of one’s sense of being an Indonesian citizen, with all
its rich nuances arising from family, ethnic and racial heritage
including “enrichment of Islam through understanding the
beliefs and precepts of other faiths.” 20
The fact that many Indonesians now question the usefulness of
Pancasila as what Berger calls the “sacred canopy” of the nation makes
these issues all the more crucial. 21
Texts”, The Journal of Asian Studies 52.3 (1993): 565-583 for further discussion
of this controversy and for Indonesian language references and D. Weatherbee,
“Indonesia in 1984: Pancasila, Politics and Power”, Asian Survey 25 (1985):
190.
19
For an English language example, based on a previously published Indonesian
article see N. Madjid op. cit.
20
Jakarta Post, June 20, 2006.
21
As reported in the Jakarta Post (June 20, 2006) President Susilo Bambang
Yudhoyono reaffirmed Pancasila as “the fundamental basis of our national life”
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Reformasi era governments have liberalized restrictions on
traditional

Chinese

religion,

according

official

recognition

to

Confucianism and permitting public celebrations of the Chinese New
Year. 22 There is now public discussion of granting similar recognition to
the animistic agama suku (ethnic religions). Enormous sums have been
invested in the Islamic higher education system, which is the most
important venue in which tolerant, pluralistic understandings of Islam
are developed and disseminated. Numerous Indonesian graduate
students are now studying in religion departments at North American
and other western universities. The establishment of the PhD
programme in Inter-Religious Studies by the Indonesian Consortium for
Religious Studies in Yogyakarta is another step in this direction. The
programme is deeply committed to “inter-religious dialogue and the
promotion of peace in Indonesia and the world”. 23
These are all positive signs that Indonesia has both the courage and
the creativity to meet the challenge of managing religion in the new
democratic environment. Indonesia’s democratic transition took place in
the worst imaginable conditions, those of economic collapse and ethnoreligious conflict. The fact that there have now been a series of free and
fair elections bodes well for the future as does the fact that elections
have not been dominated by religious political parties and other
advocates of identity politics. But democracy is difficult. It places far
more demands on its citizens than do authoritarian regimes. Among
these is to accept the position that politics cannot be understood as a
zero-sum game in which ballots can be used as tools to construct
at ceremonies celebrating the 61st anniversary of its proclamation on June 1,
2006. Some elements of the Muslim community supported this position, while
others have used decentralization and the devolution of authority to local
governments as a vehicle for establishing shari’ah at the regional level. Some
Indonesians, of all religious affiliations, feel that Pancasila has been tainted by
the sins of the Suharto administration.
22
Reformasi (reformation) is the term used to refer to the post New Order period
in Indonesian history.
23
Quotation from ICRS brochure, 2007.
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hegemonic structures in a pluralistic environment. 24 Since no single
religion can be used as the sole basis for the sacred canopy of the new
Indonesia it is to be hoped that the trans-cultural and trans-religious
pluralist values Anthony Reid describes and ICRS embodies, will
provide an ongoing foundation for Indonesian strategies in dealing with
diversity.
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PLURALISM AS A HARD FACT OF HISTORY
A Response to Anthony Reid
Ahmad Syafi’i Ma’arif
First of all I would like to highly appreciate Anthony Reid’s
comprehensive approach to the topic of our discussion this morning. As
an experienced, productive, and prolific historian, Reid is really the man
who has an undisputed authority when talking about anything Asian, and
more particularly, Indonesian socio-political history. However, instead
of searching for “religious unity”, I prefer to use the term “religious
harmony and tolerance”, as I will elaborate further.
Why Pluralism?
The term “religious unity”, as employed by Anthony Reid, sounds
rather pantheistic to me, as if we hesitate to recognize the fact of the
unique characteristic of each religion. From the moral point of view, of
course, almost all religions share more similarities, rather than
differences. No religion, for instance, tolerates its disciples to steal, to
make disaster on earth, or to despise others because of their racialhistorical background. As to the concept of pluralism, only short-sighted
persons can ignore it, because pluralism has been a hard fact of history
since antiquity, though in certain periods of history, there have been
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kings, sultans, presidents, and other authoritarian rulers, introducing and
imposing uniformity rather than allowing plurality.
But this anti-pluralism policy could not last long, because it
undermines human rights of freedom of conscience and expression that
are perennial in nature. Pluralism is found not only in religions but also
in socio-political and cultural expressions. To deny this fact means to
deny reality. The one who denies reality is the one who tries to live in a
cultural illusive void. Even democracy has different forms, and liberal
democracy is only one form as practised in Western Europe, or
particularly in the USA. The democratic political system basically
recognizes the principle of diversity, not unity, in its implementation in
different parts of the world. Therefore, those who want to impose a
system of Western liberal democracy as the only choice for all nations
are no doubt anti-democratic, since democracy gives freedom to all
people to adjust and articulate the rule of the people in accordance with
the reality of their socio-cultural environments. True democracy always
tolerates plurality.
In Indonesia there are a few Muslims who not only directly condemn
pluralism but also consider democracy as alien to Islam. They think that
pluralism is the belief that all religions are the same, and one can
interchange religions at will and at any time, like one changes his/her
coat. Contemporary Indonesia has also witnessed polemics on this issue.
In my response to the view that pluralism is a danger to Islam, I wrote:
“It has been said that with pluralism one will be free to change one’s
religion at will (semau gue). If this truly happens, I will enlist my name
to stand up as an avant-garde to challenge it.” 1 Faith is too serious and
deep to be played with. This misunderstanding has to some extent
created the two poles of Indonesian Islam, but the mainstream as

1
See Ahmad Syafii Maarif, “Mutlak dalam Kenisbian” (Absolutism in
Relativism), Republika, December 29, 2006, 4.
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represented by Muhammadiyah and Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) is in favour
of pluralism.
According to my interpretation of the Qur’an, human beings should
live side by side peacefully with their co-religionists and as well as with
atheists. As long as they respect each other and have no intention,
deliberately or secretly, to eliminate each other, social tolerance and
harmony should be the bounding norms of daily life. The social fabric
on this small earth planet will be broken down into pieces, if harmony
and tolerance suddenly disappear. The Qur’an says: “And had your Lord
willed it, all those on earth would have believed, all of them together. So
will you (O Muhammad s.a.w.) then compel mankind, until they become
believers? It is not for any person to believe, except by the Leave of
Allah, and He will put the wrath on those who are heedless.” 2
I think the Qur’an is the most tolerant Holy Scripture as far as we
can trace in human history, although some Muslims in certain places and
periods of time did not necessarily follow the dictum of the Book. Those
who claim to have the right to monopolize the absolute truth
automatically enter into the category of narrow-minded and parochial
people. Pancasila as the philosophy of the Indonesian nation-state opens
the door to pluralism, which has been accepted by the great majority of
the people of Indonesia. This has ensured that any idea of imposing a
theocratic state in Indonesia is absurd. In terms of the problem of the
philosophical basis of the state, the political climate in this country has
changed dramatically, if compared to the situation in the year of 1945 or
in the 1950s, during which the debate of the state philosophy was truly
lengthy and heated.

2

See the Qur’an Yunus: 99-100 in Muhammad Taqi-ud-Din Al-Hilali and
Muhammad Muhsin Khan, Interpretation of the Meanings of the Noble Qur’an
(Riyadh: Darussalam, 1996), 399.
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The Future of Pluralism in Indonesia
I share consciously Anthony Reid’s optimism that pluralism in
Indonesia has “a very secure base of history as well as ideology”. 3
Something that has been deep-rooted in history will last a long time,
although in certain periods a politico-religious authoritarianism may
attempted to uproot it. But such an effort will surely end in vain. From
this perspective, there is no reason to fear that Indonesia is no longer a
promising place for a centre for inter-religious studies and laboratory for
religious dialogue. The emergence of extreme radical and militant
groups with their suicide bombings seems to me as a temporary
phenomenon. Once Indonesia is able to overcome its acute socioeconomic problems, uncivilized religious radicalism (terrorism) will
have no corner in this country to survive forever. Indonesia is too big to
surrender to any terrorist persuasion. In other words, a peaceful
pluralism was, is, and will be the future of Indonesia. If not, this nation
may move gradually but surely to enter the museum of history. Or, in
other words, Indonesia will become non-existent on the map of the
world. Of course, that gloomy prognosis is rejected by the great majority
of Indonesian citizens.
Conclusion
Islam entered the Indonesian archipelago many centuries ago
through a peaceful, tolerant and constructive penetration of Indonesian
society. This confirmed the peaceful nature of this religion, and its
distinction from what happened in other parts of the world, such as
North Africa or South Asia. The problem facing Indonesia today is not a
problem of religious tolerance or intolerance. Rather it is the problem of
how to deal with diversity in responding to the behaviour of a few
3
Read his paper “Pluralism and the Search of Religious Unity” (Yogyakarta,
January 7, 2007), 12.
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people who want to hijack God for their own immoral, political and
worldly interests. Indonesia does not hold a monopoly on his
unfortunate phenomenon. It happens in many other nations, whenever
religion ceases to function authentically as it should, as the moral
guidance for humankind.
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PART II

MULTIPLE MODERNITIES,
GLOBALIZATION AND RELIGION

4

INDONESIAN AND WESTERN SOCIAL
IMAGINARIES
Bernard Adeney-Risakotta
Modernities and Social Imaginaries
Modernity is not singular but plural. Modernity in Yogyakarta is
remarkably different from modernity in Kuala Lumpur, or Tokyo or
New York. This chapter argues that we cannot understand how to deal
with diversity without understanding how different modernities are
shaped by different social imaginaries that are often grounded in
religious faith (Taylor, 2004). Social imaginaries are not the same as
social theory; nor can they be expressed as a defined set of ideas. Rather
they include the imagination of a moral order that is grounded in a story
about the meaning of human society in relation to a normative
conception of reality. As Charles Taylor suggests, “The social imaginary
is not a set of ideas; rather it is what enables, through making sense of,
the practices of a society” (Taylor, 2004, 2). For example, certain
attitudes to religious diversity make sense because of a particular
imagination of what is a good society. Routine practices create their own
social imaginary. It is futile to ask which came first, the social imaginary
or a particular repertoire for dealing with diversity. A practice is
impossible without a prior imagination of what it might mean. On the
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other hand, the social imagination is constantly modified by changes in
practices.
Considering the widely different practices of people from even the
same religion, it is apparent that there is not a single social imaginary
associated with each religion. Not all Muslims, for example, imagine the
same moral order. The same is true of all Christians, Hindus, Buddhists,
or any other religious group. There is a bewildering diversity of visions
of society including convictions about how we should deal with
diversity in society. Sometimes people from different religions share the
same social imaginary about the moral order that should govern society,
even though the religious convictions that legitimate their social
imaginary may be different. On the other hand they may imagine a
different moral order from other members of their own religious
community even though they share the same faith. That is one reason
why conflicts between people who profess the same religion is often
more acute than conflicts between people of different religions. Even
when people of the same religion share many of the core religious
beliefs of their fellow believers, they may imagine sharply different
ways in which those beliefs should be practiced in the modern world.
Social imaginaries include

two aspects,

hermeneutical and

prescriptive, that are intertwined with each other. The hermeneutical
aspect includes a vision of the moral order of what the world really is
like. This aspect is more than just a world view that can be described in
propositions. It includes feelings, emotions, stories about the past and
visions of the future. For example, when Confucius talks about the
Ancients and the ideal order that existed under Yao, Shun and Yu the
Great, he was invoking a social imaginary of the Golden Age that should
guide the present practices of a virtuous king (Waley, 1938, 18). The
hermeneutical aspect of a social imaginary is not primarily a description
of the way things work in the “real world” of the present. The present
may be decadent and heading for disaster, as Confucius recognized
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during the chaotic Warring States period in China. However neither is it
just a utopian vision for an indefinite future. A powerful social
imaginary is based on the conviction that there is a real moral order that
guides the way humans are meant to live in societies. This imagined
community (Anderson, 1991) includes a conception of the limits of
diversity that should be tolerated in society. Often the present evils are
assumed to result from failure to live in conformity with the moral order.
Therefore a social imaginary is also prescriptive: it tells us how to live. 1
It condemns certain practices and justifies other practices on the basis of
an overarching vision of social reality. Often it includes implicit
repertoires for dealing with diversity.
Charles Taylor argues that Western modernity is characterized by a
social imaginary that has spread out from particular influential theories,
which are only understood by an intellectual elite, to become
fundamental imaginations of social life that permeate whole societies. A
social imaginary appears self-evident to those who hold it. It is hard to
conceive of any other way to imagine the world. That may be one reason
why people who hold different social imaginaries have such a hard time
understanding each other. The things that seem obvious to one party
seem irrational to the other (MacIntyre, 1981). Each is embedded in
their own, inter-subjective 2 narrative about the world that encompasses a
social imaginary grounded in a long history of traditions, practices and
beliefs that gives rise to different conceptions of what is rational and just
(MacIntyre,1988).

1

This roughly corresponds with Clifford Geertz’s distinction between “symbol
systems of” and “symbol systems for”. See Geertz, 1973.
2
“Intersubjective” is in contrast to the dichotomy between the objective and the
subjective. An intersubjective narrative is not primarily based on individual
subjectivity because it is held in common with many other subjects. It has an
“objectivity” outside the subject. But neither is it objective in the sense of
independence from human subjectivity. Rather it is a shared, intersubjective
conception of the real. See Gadamer, 1975.
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In the following sections of this chapter I will briefly consider Max
Weber’s thesis about how a fundamental change in social imaginary
(which he calls an ethos) contributed to the conditions that enabled the
rise of capitalism in Europe. Then we will examine the main elements in
a Western modern social imaginary in comparison with Indonesian
social imaginaries against the backdrop of two traditional social
imaginaries, which Robert Heilbroner (over) simplified as ancient law
and authoritarian command (Heilbroner 1980, cf. Taylor, 2004, 9). The
next section discusses similarities and differences between Indonesian
and Western, social imaginaries regarding “Disenchantment” or
secularity. The final section examines how social imaginaries influence
repertoires for dealing with diversity within Indonesian Islamicate
civilization 3 (Hodgson, 1974).
Weber’s Thesis on Protestantism and Capitalism
Max Weber is well known for his argument regarding “…the
influence of certain religious ideas on the development of an economic
spirit, or the ethos of an economic system” (Weber, 1958, 27). Contrary
to a popular misconception, Weber never argued that capitalism derived
from Christianity, only that certain influential ideas within the Puritan
stream of the Protestant Reformation helped form a new ethos in Europe
and North America that was conducive to capitalist economic structures.
An ethos is not a theory but rather an atmospheric environment of moral
imagination. It is a social imaginary. Weber may be credited as the first
person to analyze the impact of a social imaginary on material life. This

3

“Islamicate civilization” is an awkward, albeit more accurate term, than
Islamic civilization that was introduced by Marshall Hodgeson in his threevolume Venture of Islam, 1974. It has been used by Bruce Lawrence and others
to try to avoid the possible misunderstandings inherent in combining a
normative theological term (Islam means surrendered to God) with a descriptive
term that simply denotes a particular religious community and its teachings.
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chapter suggests that the concept of social imaginaries can clarify how
differently people deal with diversity.
Weber was not an idealist who believed that ideas alone shaped
history. Neither was he a materialist who thought that social and
economic change could be explained by material conditions alone.
Rather he argued for the creative interplay of ideas, ethics, practices,
material conditions and the complexity of unique histories. Weber’s
thesis on the Protestant ethos and the spirit of capitalism suggested that
there was a sharp difference between the more feudalistic world-view
entrenched in Catholic areas of Europe and a new perception of the
meaning of our lives on earth engendered by the Protestant Reformation.
In the 16th-17th centuries, Catholicism and Protestantism were
considered completely different religions that competed for supremacy
through a series of bloody wars such as the 30 Years War that ended in
1648. A particular social imaginary, sustained and stimulated ongoing
conflict over diversity.
To simplify, Catholics believed that the clergy and monastic orders
were called by God to the “counsels of perfection” that involved
separation from the world, including vows of poverty and chastity. Lay
people, on the other hand had no such calling. Instead they lived on a
lower plane, required to fulfil their duty within the station in which they
were born and obey their superiors. Society was ideally divided into
three orders, oratores, bellatores, laboratores: those who pray
(priests/monks/nuns), those who fight (kings and knights) and those who
work (peasants, artisans and traders). 4 Work, and especially trade or
business was the lowest order of society, whose duty was to serve those
above them in the hierarchy. While not as high as the spiritual calling of
priests, monks and nuns, the order of bellatores (kings, knights and
warriors) was a glorious profession that led to the greatest honours in
4

Women are apparently adjuncts to men in this early ideal type. Of course
oratores includes nuns. Under the code of chivalry bellatores fight for the honor
of their women. Everyone works in the laboratores class of peasants.
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this world. Just wars were primarily to defend honour and religion
against the aggression of others (Adeney, 1988).
In contrast, the reformers preached that all Christians were called by
God, not to leave the world for a higher plane of spiritual life, but rather
to serve God in and through their worldly professions. According to
Weber, the Puritans practiced a “this worldly asceticism”, living simply
and working hard within their secular professions, in hopes that their
success might provide evidence of God’s blessing and ultimate
predestination for salvation. Work was not considered a lower station,
but rather a high calling of God. Business and trade were to be done for
the glory of God, not for worldly wealth. But wealth was not evil, but
rather a sign of God’s blessing. Weber argues persuasively that
capitalism grew rapidly in Protestant parts of Europe and in America, in
stark contrast with Catholic areas of Europe. The ethos of Protestantism
imagined all people as equal before God and that anyone’s station in life
could change through hard work and careful economic practices. Early
economic thinkers believed that the “peaceable arts of commerce”
would replace the aggressive arts of war and issue in a peaceful world of
prosperity. A changing social imaginary stimulated the rise of
capitalism, influenced democratic ideals and led to a waning of a
feudalistic ethic of chivalry (Tocqueville, 1945). Weber himself was
deeply ambivalent about this development, especially as capitalism
quickly became alienated from its religious, ascetic roots (Weber, 1955,
155-183). 5
The Protestantism Weber described, hardly exists in the 21st century.
Not only has the world changed religiously, the political economy of a
globalized world is very different from the world Weber considered.
Weber pioneered ideal type social theory and simplified the complexity
of the Western world into two types, Catholic, traditional feudalism and
5

I am indebted to John Raines for reminding me of Weber’s ambivalence (or
even horror) towards what capitalism was becoming. See especially the last
chapter of The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism.
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Protestant, modern capitalism. While his ideal types of traditional versus
modern society are still influential, their religious contexts are hardly
relevant for Southeast Asia. Even allowing for the simplifications
inherent in ideal types, Indonesian society is far more religiously diverse
than post Reformation Europe.
One of my students, a pastor from the island of Sumba in Eastern
Indonesia, tried to use Weber’s theory as the starting point for an
analysis of social and economic change in Sumba. The basic question
for his Master’s thesis was, “Why is the Protestant Christian community
in Sumba so poor, give the fact that they embraced Reformed, Calvinist
Christianity over a hundred years ago. His reading of Weber led him to
think that Calvinism should help eliminate poverty and bring prosperity.
In fact, Sumbanese Christians are among the poorest people in
Indonesia. His initial hypothesis was that Sumbanese were poor because,
even after they became Christians, they retained the same social
stratification and caste system that was rooted in their tribal religions
and traditions. Modernization, capitalism, rationalization and prosperity
were all stymied by ancient traditions (adat) rooted in their Merapu
religion. For example, only people from the “king caste” could become
pastors, while people in the “slave caste” stayed subordinate and bound
to their “kings”.
To his credit, in the process of research, the student abandoned his
Weberian thesis as he came to realize that social and economic
inequality were far greater under conditions of economic modernization
than they had been under the old ways. Instead he found the Gramscian
idea of cultural hegemony of elite classes under the transition to
capitalism, as a more helpful theory for inequality in Sumba (Gramsci,
1971). Under the rule of Sumbanese adat (tradition), the kings owned all
the land, but even the slaves had the right to work the land and reap the
benefits. The king was obligated to share his wealth through many
different rituals of exchange. As a result, the economic life style of the
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king was only marginally higher than those of his slaves. In contrast,
under capitalist development, the aristocratic classes were losing their
social status and rebelled against their adat obligations to the people.
Their social imaginary was changing. The breakdown of social
stratification did not lead to increasing prosperity but rather to greater
inequality. Some pastors from the king caste lived in abject poverty
because their congregations forgot to pay their salaries. The people still
imagined that the kings/pastors should give gifts to them, not vice versa.
Meanwhile a few people, including “slaves”, became very rich while the
great majority sunk into greater poverty. 6 Land that had been formally
owned by kings but in reality was used as communal land, came to be
concentrated as private property in the hands of kings who no longer
kept their ritual obligations to the people.
Certainly it is a misuse of Weber to assume his historical analysis of
the influence of religion in Europe in the 17-19th centuries is a blueprint
for understanding the relation between religion and social/economic
change in other times and places. Nevertheless, Weber’s nuanced
discussion of how a new imagination of a different moral order,
influenced revolutionary changes in economic and political structures,
provides a useful paradigm for interpreting new conceptions of moral
order in dealing with diversity. However, to understand the influence of
social imaginaries we must acknowledge that there are multiple social
imaginaries at work in Southeast Asia that are producing multiple
modernities, few of which are following the same historical
development as the dominant social imaginary of Western modernity.

6
Slavery has long been illegal in Indonesia. On my last visit to Sumba, over 10
years ago, most people were still conscious of caste, even if they were
Christians. Some people from the slave caste still retained their feelings of
obligation to serve their king, even though they were not slaves in a legal sense.
This was especially true among those who still follow the old religion (Merapu).
However over the past 30 years there has been a mass exodus from Merapu,
mostly through conversion to Christianity.
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Indonesian perspectives on a Western Social Imaginary of
Modernity
Charles Taylor traces the rise of the modern Western social
imaginary and summarizes it in four main points (Taylor, 2004, 19-22).
First, modern Western societies imagine themselves as formed by a
social contract between individuals who are bound together in a society
based on human rights and legitimate rule. Society is for the sake of the
people. This is in contrast to the moral order of a hierarchical society
that corresponds with a hierarchy in the cosmos. In the modern Western
social imaginary, society is not structured by a chain of being in which
each person’s role is determined by to which station they are born, nor
by the idea of a heroic or holy caste who deserve to be served by the
others. Society should serve everyone. This should not be construed as
based simply on individualism over against communalism. Although the
foundation of society is imagined as a contract between individuals
rather than, for example, as a family, nevertheless, the goal of this
contract is communal. It involves an organic complementarity based on
equality rather than hierarchy (Durkheim, 1933).
Secondly, “Political society enables these individuals to serve each
other for mutual benefit, both in providing security and in fostering
exchange and prosperity” (Taylor, 2004, 20). Society is imagined as
made up of equals who cooperate with each other to achieve maximum
freedom and the needs of everyday life. Thus the dominant institution
within the modern, Western social imaginary is the economy, not the
government. The government is meant to protect the freedom of
individuals to work together for their own interests. A free market with
minimum government intervention is the goal. Government may
regulate and prevent abuses, but it is people, working together in a free
marketplace, who are responsible for their own prosperity. The moral
order is one in which society is meant to help everyone achieve
prosperity through their own efforts. This is in contrast to a society in
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which the main goal is to help the community become virtuous or
obedient to God. 7 It also contrasts with the idea of government as
responsible for ensuring that everyone has enough.
Thirdly, political society is imagined as based on the consent of the
governed, imagined as individuals. This consent is founded on the
society’s obligation to protect each person’s individual human rights and
provide justice. Fundamental to this idea is respect for the freedom of
the individual to practice their religion and participate as equals in
social, economic and political life. The background of this moral order is
the sovereignty of the people, expressed in democratic institutions.
Political authority does not come from supernatural power that is given
by God but rather from the people who choose to be governed (cf.
Anderson, 1990.) 8 In a weaker version, this point implies that at some
time in the past, at a founding moment, individuals and communities
banded together and made an irrevocable commitment to be one nation
together. In stronger versions, the consent of the governed is an ongoing
necessity that implies that a particular segment of the nation has a right
to withdraw if it feels it is no longer served by the state. This is what
happened with the referendum in East Timor and is the basis of ongoing
agitation in West Papua. This imagination is in contrast to the vision of a
nation as a family, bound to each other by primordial ties that cannot be
severed.
Fourthly, the modern Western social imaginary assumes that all the
individuals within society should have equal freedom, equal rights and
equal opportunities. Part of this imagination includes the idea of a rule
7

Of course there have always been exceptions to this moral imagination. Peter
Maurin, the Catholic socialist, once commented to the effective that the proper
goal of society was not to make people happy or prosperous but rather to make
them good. See Dorothy Day, Autobiography: A Long Loneliness (1952). This is
in keeping with Aristotelian ethics of virtue, but an exception to the dominant
social imaginary.
8
Benedict Anderson’s ideal typology of Western versus Javanese concepts of
power could be further simplified into just two types: Western power based on
contract versus Javanese power flowing from God or the supernatural.
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of law that does not discriminate on the basis of race, wealth, class,
gender, religion, ideology, culture or sexual preference. 9 Law should be
the result of consensus founded on free and rational deliberation or
debate, based on a constitution that protects everyone’s human rights.
The state should be neutral regarding religion, culture and ideology,
protecting the rights of all citizens without discrimination. This is in
contrast to the imagination of a state that has the obligation to guide its
citizens to a correct understanding of religion, morals or behaviour.
To Taylor’s four elements, I would add a fifth, the imagination of
progress, development or evolution. The theory of human evolution is
now embedded in the popular social imaginary of the West and has
spread out into almost every field of thought. Evolution is a metaphor
implying progressive change from lower, simpler forms to higher, more
complex forms of human life and organization. Even those who, for
religious reasons, reject the theory of evolution of human beings from
lower forms, are captured by the imagination of human societies as
evolving from lower forms into higher, more progressive, more
prosperous forms of society. Ever since Marx, Weber, Durkheim and
Tönnies, social science has been dominated by the metaphor of societies
evolving from traditional to modern. Social science seldom questions
this evolutionary social imaginary, even though it is focused on learning
how to address the alienation that results from it. The knowledge
explosion and revolution in information technology has captured the
Western imagination, spawning science fiction visions of the future in
literature and film. Apocalyptic visions of destruction compete with
utopian hopes. The social imaginary of progress and evolution is not
always optimistic about the final outcome of evolution. Robert N.
Bellah, for example, in his brilliant analysis of evolutionary cosmic

9
The last point, non-discrimination on the basis of sexual preference, is still
hotly debated within Western societies, especially the USA.
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history up to about 200 BCE, predicts that the human species is bound
for extinction (Bellah, 2011).
All five of these elements of the modern social imaginary are
influential in the social imagination of Indonesians. In fact, it is possible
to argue that all five of them are enshrined in Pancasila, 10 the national
ideology and the Indonesian Constitution. The first point, human rights
and legitimate rule based on a social contract, may be implied by the
principles of sovereignty of the people and social justice for all. Human
rights are also mentioned in the Constitution and Indonesia has ratified
various international declarations of human rights. Secondly, the idea of
mutual service for the good of all is a prominent idea, expressed in the
concept of gotong royong or working together for common goals. The
third principle of Sovereignty of the people, or government by consent,
is prominent in the idea of rule by deliberation and consensus
(musyawarah, mufakat) in which everyone’s ideas are heard and
government is through representative, democratic political institutions.
The fourth principle of equality is addressed through repeated references
to human rights and equality under the rule of law. The fifth principle of
progress or evolution is implied in the idea of freedom (merdeka), and
emancipation from colonialism.
Nevertheless, the social imaginary of many Indonesians is starkly
different from the Western, modern, social imaginary traced above.
Regarding the first point, most Indonesians do not conceive of
Indonesian society as based on a social contract between individuals, but
rather as a family nation that is bound together by God in a shared
history that goes back thousands of years. In two classes of my
undergraduate students at Muhammadiyah University Yogyakarta, all 70
of them preferred the metaphor of Indonesia as a family over the

10

Pancasila means five principles, which include: a. the great unity of deity; b.
one just and civilized humanity; c. the unity of the nation of Indonesia; d.
sovereignty of the people; e. social justice for all.
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metaphor of a social contract. 11 This may be partially accounted for by
former President Soeharto’s frequent denouncement of social contract
theory as an individualistic Western invention that was inappropriate for
Indonesia. 12 Nor is society imagined as a community of equal
individuals. Everyone in Indonesia is addressed using familial titles that
indicate their relative age or social status. Even siblings who are very
close in age refer to each other with titles that indicate whether they are
older or younger. Not only language, but also social practices reflect a
consciousness of social hierarchy.
Regarding the second point, many Indonesians view government in a
patriarchal context as being responsible for both the prosperity and the
virtue of its citizens. Even though Indonesia decisively rejected
communism in the 1960s, socialist economic policies remain very
popular. The government is not meant to just protect the freedom of the
marketplace, so that people can work together for their own interests.
Rather the state is responsible to own the most crucial means of
production, protect the people from sharp rises in prices, provide
subsidized or free services and goods to the poor and create conditions
that will lead to the general prosperity of the people. Government is like
a parent who should set a good example and teach the people to be good.
In Indonesia this often comes under the rubric of government sponsored
“character education”, as well as required religious education and
courses on Pancasila from kindergarten up to university. It also includes
legislation to prevent immoral behaviour, such as the law passed against
pornography and porno-action. Some Indonesians feel the government is
insufficiently vigilant in protecting public morality. Therefore they form

11
Their preference for the family metaphor was in spite of the fact that, for the
sake of argument, I pointed out many negative aspects of the family metaphor
and many positive aspects of the social contract metaphor.
12
President Soeharto ruled Indonesia in an authoritarian manner for 32 years,
from 1966 till 1998.
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militias to attack places of vice or groups that they consider threats to
Islamic values.
In contrast with the third point regarding consent of the governed,
many Indonesians imagine their nation as a primordial unity that has
existed for thousands of years. It was colonized for 350 years by the
Netherlands and finally declared independence in 1945. 13 Perhaps the
modern nation state of Indonesia was established in 1945, but the nation
of Indonesia is imagined as much older. Both Presidents Sukarno and
Soeharto emphasized the ancient nature of Indonesia, symbolized by the
great pre-colonial empires of Sri Vijaya and Majapahit, which ruled
most of the archipelago. Indonesia is imagined as a family, tied together
by blood and tears, culture and history, not a contract between
individuals who chose to be together for their own self interests.
An illustration of this social imaginary, was revealed in a comment
by former President Megawati Sukarnoputri concerning the secession of
East Timor. Ibu Mega (Mother Mega) lamented that the secession of
East Timor wounded her deeply because part of her own family was
rejecting to be united with her. This explains the lack of sympathy on
the part of most Indonesians, both for the secession of East Timor and
for the demands for independence from West Papua. The almost
obsessive emphasis on the Unity and Indivisibility of Indonesia (NKRI –
Negara Kesatuan Republik Indonesia), is based on this imagination of
Indonesia as a primordial reality, established by God, rather than a
recent political expediency. This does not mean that the “consent of the
governed” has no place in the social imagination of Indonesians. But it
13

The “350 years of Dutch colonialism” is part of the social imaginary of most
Indonesians but is of questionable facticity. Dutch trader-pirates (the Dutch East
Indies Trading Company or VOC) first set up governmental structures in
Ambon, the Molluccas, in 1605. The Dutch were finally expelled from
Indonesia by the Japanese in 1942. But in 1605 the trading company did not
even control all of the Mollucan Islands (the fabled Spice Islands), let alone all
of Indonesia. Not until the 19th century did the Dutch government gain colonial
control over most of Indonesia.
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is applied almost exclusively to Indonesia’s right of independence from
Western colonialism and neo-colonialism, not the right of certain
peoples to secede from Indonesia.
The fourth point in a Western social imaginary of modernity,
freedom and equality, is hotly contested in Indonesia. Most Indonesians
imagine Indonesia as a tolerant, religiously diverse society in which all
Indonesians should enjoy equal protection under the law, no matter what
their religion, race, gender or ideology. In principle, all religions and
ideologies enjoy equal standing as long as they do not violate Pancasila
or the Constitution. The first principle of Pancasila states that Indonesia
is based on the great unity of Deity, which is broadly taken to imply
monotheism. Six “world religions” are officially recognized as broadly
monotheistic and worthy of state support: Islam, Protestant Christianity,
Catholicism, Hinduism, Buddhism and Confucianism. Historically this
has justified discrimination against atheists (especially communists), and
the non-recognition of indigenous tribal religions (agama suku) as
“religions”.
Particularly contentious is the law against “blasphemy” that has been
used to justify discrimination against minority groups who claim to
belong to one of the recognized religions but who differ in some points
from the orthodoxy asserted by the majority. The most prominent
example is discrimination against the Ahmmadiyah sect which claims to
be part of Islam. In addition, based on the blasphemy law, some Sunni
Muslims have advocated that Syi’a Islam should be banned in Indonesia.
Recently, the blasphemy law underwent constitutional review and was
upheld, much to the dismay of human rights activists. One reason the
constitutional review did not strike down the law was that it was
supported by main-stream Muslim organizations like Nahdlatul Ulama
and Muhammadiyah, which claim around 70 million members between
them. Evidently the social imaginary of many Indonesians includes the
assumption that government should protect “religion” from deviant
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interpretations and public morality from expressions that offend the
sensibilities of the dominant Muslim majority.
The fifth element, a social imaginary of progress (kemajuan),
development (pembangunan) and evolution, was a central part of the
Indonesian social imaginary promoted by Soeharto. Indeed, it is still a
major element that provides hope for many Indonesians. They imagine
their country as getting better, richer, stronger and more honoured in the
world. They imagine progress, not only economically, but also
politically and socially. Recently the Sultan of Yogyakarta shared with
me his dream that Indonesia could become the next civilizational centre
of the world. No doubt he was inspired by memories of the glory of
Javanese civilization 1,200 years ago. There is an older imaginary that
sees history not as an ascent from lower to higher, but rather as a cycle
of changes that keep turning back on themselves. In this vision, we are
not progressing but rather repeating ourselves. Repeating ourselves does
not necessarily imply we are about to enter a golden age. We may rather
be stuck in an era of madness (edan). Indonesian literature and film are
dominated by tragic themes in which all the striving, hope and conflict
finally results in death and despair. This is in stark contrast with Western
popular culture, which specializes in happy endings.
In summary then, it is possible to construct a (oversimplified)
typology of the contrast between a Modern Western Social Imaginary
and a Modern Indonesian Social Imaginary, which includes five
contrasting ideal types as follows:
1. Western: Society is based on a rational, secular, social contract,
between individuals, for their mutual benefit.
Indonesian: Society is a micro-cosmos modelled after an eternal
macrocosmic reality of sacred Law, hierarchical relations and unseen
power.
2. Western: Government is meant to protect maximum freedom for
individuals in society to achieve prosperity through economic exchange.
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Indonesian: Government is like a parent, entrusted with guiding its
children into right beliefs and moral behaviour. Like a parent,
government should ensure the prosperity of its citizens.
3. Western: Political society is based on the consent of the governed and
the government is obligated to protect the freedom and human rights of
all citizens.
Indonesian: Political society is like a family into which you are born and
the government is obligated to punish those who violate community
norms and achieve maximum harmony between its members.
4. Western: Society is based on an impartial, secular rule of law,
founded on reason, which treats all citizens as equal without regard to
religion, race, sex, culture or ideology.
Indonesian: Society is founded on just rule based on sacred law. All
universal religions should be respected and their communities enjoy
equal rights under divine and traditional law.
5. Western: Human progress is inevitable. Science and technology are
transforming societies, which are becoming more sophisticated and
prosperous, although there is a chance it will lead to apocalyptic
disaster.
Indonesian: History repeats itself in cycles and the outcome in many
cycles is often tragic. Fate is determinative and if God so wills, a golden
age led by a righteous ruler (ratu adil) will return.
An ideal type is not a description, but rather a tool for understanding
contrasts. It would be a serious mistake to think that all Indonesians are
governed by the Indonesian types of social imaginary or that all
westerners believe in the “Western” types. Benedict Anderson’s
typology of Western and Javanese ideas of power uses a similar method
for stimulating understanding. Anderson’s types are not meant to
literally describe how all Javanese think (Anderson, 1990). In fact many
modern Indonesians (and some Westerners) probably agree with both
typologies of Western and Indonesian social imaginaries! Their
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“imagined community” includes stories, dreams, practices and hopes
from many different sources (cf. Anderson, 1991). The diversity of
social imaginaries in Indonesia may be clarified if we understand, not
only that the Western social imaginary is not a fundamental assumption
for many Indonesians, but that many Indonesians combine elements
from the two typologies in different ways and with different emphasizes.
Certainly one of the more startling contrasts between Indonesia and
much of the Western world stems from a different understanding of
rationality, the supernatural and the nature of the secular. The difference
is readily apparent in the differences in the contrasting typologies
outlined above. The next section will briefly explore these themes in
Indonesian life.
Social Imaginaries, Disenchantment and Secularity in Indonesia
Max Weber, and most social theorists ever since, have assumed that
a great difference between modernity and traditional societies lies in the
growth of rationality and the progressive “disenchantment” of the world
(Weber, 1958). Most classical social theorists assumed that modernity
inevitably brought secularization as a result of growing rationality that
marginalized religion from modern life. Thus the continuing power of
religions in rapidly modernizing countries (including the USA)
provoked a good deal of confusion. Apparently, modernity and
secularism are not inevitably linked (Berger, 1999). The Protestant
Reformation in Europe and North America, combined with the
Enlightenment, brought belief in a rational order of society in which
there was no room for magic or the supernatural world. Charles Taylor
describes the “great disembedding” of modern secular societies as
follows:
This society had no place for the ambivalent complementarities
of the older enchanted world: between worldly life and monastic
renunciation, between proper order and its periodic suspension
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in Carnival, between the acknowledged power of spirits and
forces and their relegation by divine power. The new order was
coherent, uncompromising, all of a piece. Disenchantment
brought a new uniformity of purpose and principle.
The progressive imposition of this order meant the end of the
unstable postaxial equilibrium. The compromise between the
individuated religion of devotion, obedience, or rationally
understood virtue, on the one hand, and the collective, often
cosmos-related rituals of whole societies, on the other, was
broken, and in favor of the former. Disenchantment, reform, and
personal religion went together. (Taylor, 2004, 49-50)
One of the mysteries of modernity is that this great disembedding no
longer seems self-evident, even in modern Western societies. While this
point may be debatable in the West, it is apparent that Southeast Asian
societies never experienced “disenchantment” or disembedding in
anything like the same way as in the West. The “ambivalent
complementarities of the older enchanted world” are still an everyday
lived reality in Indonesia. While the West gave unprecedented
importance to the individual (and to individual human rights), in
Indonesia, “individualism” is still a dirty word, sometimes used to label
non-social, egocentric persons who refuse to conform to the needs and
norms of the broader society. In part this is because, unlike in most
Western countries, religious life is deeply linked to social harmony and
social harmony is linked to the order of the cosmos.
For many Indonesians, there is no sharp separation between the outer
and inner worlds that make up reality and are sometimes related to each
other as macro cosmos to micro cosmos. The outer world (lahir),
includes the physical, material, social, legal, economic, political, cultural
and religious. It can be analyzed with rational, empirical methods. But it
is also linked with the inner world (batin), which includes spirits,
character, forces, conscience, authority, powers, obedience, jins, virtue
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and miracles. This inner world cannot be understood by reason alone,
but it is not in contrast to rationality, as in the Western dichotomy
between rationality and irrationality, or objectivity and subjectivity.
Most Indonesians highly value rationality, science and modern
education. But they think its usefulness, however impressive, is limited.
It can’t teach us about how to be ikhlas [committed to giving of
yourself], pasrah [submitted to the will of God], tanpa pamrih [without
self-interest], mengalah [allowing yourself to be defeated in the
consciousness that you are stronger than the other], gotong royong
[working together for the good of all], or rukun [living in harmony with
each other] (cf. Magnis-Suseno, 1984).
The inner and outer also cannot be equated with Western categories
of the material and the spiritual. All things, both material and spiritual,
have an inner and an outer dimension, which transcends the categories
of spiritual and material. For example, a material thing, like soliciting
bribes, may cause an inner corruption, that in turn makes you physically
sick. Or maybe your inner corruption, caused by despair and poverty,
leads you to accept bribes, which results in your becoming rich,
powerful and honoured by your community. But the inner rot goes
deeper. Or perhaps your inner rot and outer prosperity are caused by
your having sacrificed someone you love to a malignant spirit (tuyul),
who gives you great success in business in exchange for your soul. In
that case, there will come a time of reckoning, in this world or the next.
If everything has inner and outer aspects that are related to each other,
then it makes no sense to dichotomize reality into a material, rational,
objective, empirical world that is separated from a spiritual, irrational,
subjective, imaginative world. The inner world is not less real, less
objective, less rational or less material than the outer world. We just
don’t understand the inner world as well, unless we are highly trained in
inner world disciplines (kebatinan).
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Even if we are trained in inwardness (kebatinan), the word
“understand” is misleading. What we need is rasa, which encompasses
in one concept the ideas of feeling, understanding, sensing and taste.
Rasa encompasses both the inner and outer worlds in one faculty of
perception. In economic practices, this explains why sometimes an
Indonesian business person will sell a product for a loss, not because of
a rational calculation of profit, but because s/he feels cocok with the
buyer. Cocok means comfortable with, compatible with or “in synch”.
You are appropriate for each other; you fit; there is a common feeling
that transcends profit or loss. The outer reality of a sale, is matched with
an inner reality of common feeling such that the transaction is pulung. It
is fated, not in a bad sense of being forced by an outer power, but in the
positive sense of two halves finding their matching inner reality, to
make a whole.
A social imaginary that sees all reality as having an inner and outer
dimension is not necessarily comfortable. There may be serious tensions
between what the outer world seems to demand, for example in business
practices, and what feels right (rasa cocok) from within. A famous
Javanese poet from the 19th century, Ronggowarsito, illustrated the
tensions of the link between the inner and outer worlds (Florida, 1995,
Ricklefs, 2007). He predicted that in the cycles of history there comes a
period or era of edan, which literally means madness, or chaos. The
moral order has broken down and the times are “out of joint”. During
this period, those who are evil flourish in an outward sense (lahir), while
those who are virtuous in their outward actions (also lahir) go hungry.
His poignant question regards how to live with yourself and act in such a
time. He concludes that even though it appears that those who are
careless and follow the madness are happy, God wills that those who
remember who they are, and are careful, will be happier in the end. If
you act on your inner knowledge of virtue by following virtuous
outward practices, then in an outward sense you may be destroyed. If
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you don’t succumb to the madness of the outer world, then you will not
share in the spoils. On the other hand, if you give in to the madness, then
you are in danger of destroying your inner life (batin). Ronggowarsito’s
poem runs something like this in my rather free translation:
Witness the era of madness:
It is so difficult to act.
Can’t stand to follow the madness,
But if you don’t act crazy
You get nothing,
Hunger is waiting at the door.
Nevertheless, according to God’s will,
No matter how happy are the careless,
Those who remember and guard themselves
Will be happier in the end. 14
Ronggowarsito’s poem continues to exercise a strong influence on
the social imaginary of Indonesians. This social imaginary includes a
feeling (rasa) that the events of the outer world (lahir, macro cosmos),
14

In the original Javanese, the poem is as follows:
amenangi zaman édan,
éwuhaya ing pambudi,
mélu ngédan nora tahan,
yén tan mélu anglakoni,
boya keduman mélik,
kaliren wekasanipun,
ndilalah kersa Allah,
begja-begjaning kang lali,
luwih begja kang éling klawan waspada.
The Indonesian translation is as follows:
menyaksikan zaman gila,
serba susah dalam bertindak,
ikut gila tidak akan tahan,
tapi kalau tidak mengikuti (gila),
tidak akan mendapat bagian,
kelaparan pada akhirnya,
namun telah menjadi kehendak Allah,
sebahagia-bahagianya orang yang lalai,
akan lebih bahagia orang yang tetap ingat dan waspada.
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including the physical world of nature, are linked with the political
economy of the social order, which is in some sense the batin of the
natural world.
I experienced this in a vivid fashion in 1996 when I attended a
celebration of the 70th birthday of the famous Javanese Catholic
architect, social activist, historian and novelist, Father Mangunwidjaya.
It was a small gathering of leading Indonesian intellectuals at the home
of Th. Sumarthana in Yogyakarta. The nearby volcano, Mt. Merapi,
which Central Javanese consider a mystical mountain inhabited by great
power, had just erupted with disastrous consequences to the nearby
villagers. The main topic of the gathered Indonesian intellectuals,
including Abdurrahman Wahid (Gus Dur) 15, was what was the meaning
of the volcanic eruption? There seemed to be a consensus between these
modern intellectuals, some of whom had PhDs from Western
universities, that the eruption of Merapi was related to the immanent fall
from power of President Soeharto. It was also suggested that Gus Dur
was in some sense the reincarnation of Semar, the trickster high god,
incarnated in the form of a comic servant. It was predicted that this new
Semar would take a major role in the transition to a new order. The
coming political upheaval was prefigured in the volcanic eruption. In
fact Soeharto, who had ruled for 32 years, was forced out of power in
May 1998 and shortly later Gus Dur became President of Indonesia.
However one might interpret this narrative, it is clear that many
Indonesians do not live in a “disenchanted world”. While they may be
attracted by many of the ideas, practices and narratives engendered by
the Western social imaginary, they do not feel the radical secularity of
the social and natural worlds, which is part of the air most people
breathe in the Western world, especially in the world of secular
universities. In fact many Indonesian’s feelings of alienation from “the
15
Gus Dur was at the time the head of Nahlatul Ulama (NU), which claims 40
million members.
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West” may be caused by the radically secular, Western assumptions
about the basis of society. Fundamentally, many Indonesians feel that
the basis of society and nation is the will of God, not primarily the will
of the people.
Indonesian Social Imaginaries and Repertoires for Dealing with
Diversity
Indonesia is in a liminal space, poised between competing social
imaginaries and different ways of responding to multiple modernities.
Diversity is likely to increase in Indonesian society, rather than being
resolved into a uniformity of vision. In the long term, Indonesian powers
of synthesis and tolerance for diversity may yet produce a general
consensus in society, at least about some things. But what that synthesis
will look like, is still a mystery.
Social, political, economic, cultural and religious change is taking
place at such a rapid pace that it is impossible to imagine what Indonesia
will look like ten years from now. Fifteen years ago, no one could have
predicted the present reality. In the past fifteen years we have seen the
fall of Soeharto, economic collapse, decentralization, democratization,
the rise of hard line Islamists, 9/11 and the Bali bombings, the “war on
terror”, local level civil wars between religious communities, global
warming, tsunamis, earthquakes, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, the
election of Barak Obama, international economic crises, a sharply
increasing gap between rich and poor, the inconceivable growth of cyber
communication, the “Arab Spring”, etc..
Nevertheless, in spite of mind numbing change, social imaginaries
do not change quickly. The basic social imaginary of Indonesians,
formed over hundreds of years, is likely to persist in spite of the
tremendous influence of globalization. But of course it will be modified
in varying degrees by bits of social imaginary from the Middle East,
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America and other parts of the world. That may continue to increase the
amount of diversity in Indonesian society.
How does the ideal typology of an Indonesian social imaginary
affect ways of dealing with diversity? Firstly, society is imagined as a
micro-cosmos modelled after an eternal macrocosmic reality of sacred
Law, hierarchical relations and unseen power. On the positive side,
many Indonesians believe that diversity is willed by God. It is not an
accident, nor is it to be viewed negatively. The remarkable tolerance of
Javanese society is related to belief in fate. People are fated to be born
into different ethnic and religious groups. Therefore to try to wipe out
diversity is akin to rebelling against the will of God. This is in contrast
to a Western imagination of diversity as the result of a chance of history,
mistaken beliefs or a rational, social contract between individuals for
mutual benefit. Most Indonesians believe there is a macrocosmic reality
of irresolvable diversity, symbolized in the shadow puppet (wayang
kulit) stories in which the Pandawa and Kurawa clans cannot resolve
their differences but neither can they decisively defeat each other.
Neither side is definitively good or evil (Anderson, 1965). But they have
different interests, beliefs and ways of seeing the world. The
macrocosmic reality of diversity does not mean that there will not be
conflict. But open expressions of conflict should be avoided for as long
as possible. If the contradictions become too sharp, violent conflict may
be fated too. This is what happened in 1965-66 when the Communists
were construed as atheists who stepped outside the bounds of the Godordained limits of diversity.
A belief in eternal sacred law implies that there are limits to the
diversity ordained by God. Different Indonesians put the limit in
different places, ranging from the most secularized and liberal
Indonesians (who are a small minority), who advocate much greater
individual freedoms, to the most literalistic, syari’ah oriented hard liners
(who are also a small minority), who advocate far greater restrictions on
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human behaviour. The great majority of Indonesians, lie somewhere in
the middle. They are unlikely to be sympathetic to legalization of
atheism, pornography or other kinds of behaviour that is widely
considered in opposition to God’s law. But neither are they likely to
accept the demands for greater restrictions on diversity.
In fact, in spite of their high media profile, evidence suggests that
support for hard line Islamist groups is declining. An opinion poll held
in June 2012 by the National Survey Institute (LSN) suggests that
popular support for explicitly Muslim, Indonesian political parties has
slipped from 38.39% in 2004, to 29.14% in 2009 to a present low of
15.7%. 16 Another example of Indonesian attitudes to diversity is the
open toleration of transvestism in this relatively conservative society.
Men dressed as sexy women are quite commonplace in Indonesian
society and appear daily on TV as well as on street corners. Even if
people do not approve of them, most Indonesians accept their sexual
orientation as part of the diversity ordained by God.
Consciousness of a hierarchically ordered cosmos, also affects how
Indonesians deal with diversity. A social imagination that assumes
hierarchy in every aspect of social life, means that many conflicts
relating to diversity of views and practices are resolved in a hierarchical
manner. The classical way in which this is handled, as enshrined in
Pancasila, is through negotiation between all parties (musyawarah),
leading to consensus (mufakat). How is the consensus agreed upon?
Almost always it is determined by the most respected and powerful
leader present. In other words s/he listens to all opinions and then
decides what the decision of the group is. Very seldom would anyone
question the leader’s interpretation of the consensus. But unless he is
very powerful (like Soeharto), he must make a decision that can be
accepted by most.
16

See, “Islamic Parties ‘Must’ form Coalition to Survive in 2014” in the Jakarta
Post, August 2, 2012, p. 4 (paper edition). Note that these statistics include all
explicitly Muslim parties, some of which are progressive or moderate.
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The presence of unseen powers is also part of the social imaginary
that influences how Indonesians deal with diversity and conflict. After
the Bali bombing, I talked with a Balinese Christian leader who seemed
to hold very similar views to his Hindu neighbours. He explained the
terrorist bombing as the result social imbalance. Balinese society, in his
view, was out of balance and needed introspection to see where Balinese
were not living in accordance with cosmic law. In a sense he saw the
tragedy as the result of bad karma (though he didn’t use that word).
While he didn’t think the people who died, individually deserved their
fate, he saw the bombing as a communal tragedy that resulted from
Balinese failure to maintain harmony, and protect their natural
environment perhaps because of excessive greed and the unrestrained
growth of tourism. The many spirits and powers that inhabit this “island
of the gods”, were clearly upset. The Balinese call for introspection and
ritual cleansing after the terrorist bombing was quite a contrast to the
American response to the 9/11 attack. As a nation, the USA responded
with outrage and immediately looked for an enemy to attack. 17
Secondly, Government is like a parent, entrusted with guiding its
children into right beliefs and moral behaviour. Like a parent,
government should ensure the prosperity of its citizens. A paternalistic
state is an inevitable result of this social imaginary, especially as it is
linked with a belief in a hierarchically ordered cosmos. The government
should take the lead in managing diversity and determining the limits of
diversity that can be tolerated. However many Indonesians feel that the
government is weak and unable to enforce proper moral boundaries.
Widespread corruption and a weak judicial system exacerbates the
perception that the government is a dysfunctional parent. However from
another point of view, Indonesians also believe that good government
should be by moral authority and mystical power, without aggressive
17

Of course this is oversimplified to heighten the contrast. Many Americans
asked similar questions and the Indonesian police also looked for the enemy. In
fact they captured and executed most of the terrorists.
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action. Slowness is a virtue and non-action is preferable to hasty action.
This is illustrated by the common Javanese sayings, “we always eat our
rice after it is cold”, and “slowly does it, the basic thing is to get the job
done” (alon-alon waton kelakon). 18
Indonesians raise their children with great patience, seldom
punishing them for anything, but expecting them to learn by the example
of their elders on how to deal with conflict. The relative inactivity of the
government in solving conflicts in the general society may be seen as
part of this general strategy. The parental government must be patient.
From a Western, human rights perspective, this slowness of action in
addressing human rights abuses is frustrating. But it is part of the
Indonesian repertoire for dealing with diversity. Wait… and hope that
the parties sort themselves out. This social policy is in contrast with the
highly activist and legalistic Singaporean government, which metes out
punishments for the smallest infractions. According to a common joke,
“Singapore is a fine city. There are fines for everything.” In contrast
Indonesian strategies for dealing with diversity are sometimes
maddeningly slow and inefficient.
Even though the government may be slow in tackling injustices, the
social imaginary of Indonesians does not imagine the government as a
neutral referee who takes no sides in arbitrating conflicts between
diverse opponents. Rather a paternalistic government in a hierarchical
cosmos should lead the people into good and moral behaviour. From this
perspective, diversity should be permitted only up to certain limits.
Every year the media shows graphic images of the government
destroying illegally sold liquor to protect the public from drunkenness.
Punishments for drug dealing are severe and deviant religious sects are
more likely to be punished than have their rights protected. The social
imaginary behind these strategies for dealing with diversity is of the
18

The following website has an interesting discussion (in Indonesian) of the
philosophy behind this Javanese saying:
satufikr.wordpress.com/2010/03/26/alon-alon-waton-kelakon/
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government, not playing the part of a neutral referee but of a concerned
parent who must protect society from negative behaviour and wrong
beliefs. This is in sharp contrast with Western views of government as
the equal protector of maximum freedom for all citizens, as long as they
don’t interfere with the freedom of others.
Thirdly, political society is like a family into which you are born and
the government is obliged to punish those who violate community norms
and achieve maximum harmony between its members. In dealing with
diversity, the goal of political society is not equal protection of all
parties in a social contract, but rather harmony between all members of
the family. In dealing with diversity, that means paying attention to what
each member of the family needs. The primary way to address
grievances is not the application of law but rather the negotiation of a
compromise in a family manner (cara kekeluargaan). If possible, the
leader of the negotiations should be a figure of power and authority, who
is respected by all sides. Law and human rights are not the main issues,
although they are among the factors to consider. The main value is
maintenance of harmony (rukun).
A rather negative example of how this might work is the scandalous
ongoing saga of the Indonesian Christian Church (GKI) Yasim in Bogor.
The church building occupies a prime piece of real estate in the centre of
the city of Bogor in Java. Since the land was wanted for development
purposes, the Mayor ordered the church closed, with support from hard
line Muslims, and offered the church an alternative site. The church
appealed to the courts and after a long process, including appeals, in
January 2012 the Supreme Court of Indonesia finally ruled that the
church had a right to its building and ordered the church reopened. You
might think this was the end of the case. But not in Indonesia. The
Mayor of Bogor, backed by both business interests and religious hard
liners, refused to accept the ruling of the court and ordered the police to
keep the worshipers out of their building. He said he has a right to refuse
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the building permit to maintain public order. The members of the church
still refused the alternative site and met on the sidewalk outside the
church, where they were occasionally harassed by hard line Muslims.
The point of citing this extreme case is not to suggest that there is no
respect for law in Indonesia, but rather to illustrate that a strong local
leader, backed by the threat of violence from hard line groups, may
overrule law. In this case, the legitimacy of the Mayor’s action is
claimed to be based on appeals to guard public order and prevent
violence. If the Mayor allows the worship to continue in that church
building, it may cause hard line Muslims to resort to (more) violence.
Left unstated is a religious appeal to stop the spread of Christianity and
an economic motive for taking over valuable property. So far the
national government has not intervened for fear of exacerbating the
conflict.
A more positive example of negotiation between conflicting parties
took place when a charismatic group obtained permission from Jakarta
to hold a mass Easter celebration in the sports stadium of Yogyakarta. 19
The permit was for an Easter celebration for Christians, but the group
put up large banners all over the city, inviting everyone to come for a
healing service led by a charismatic, Canadian, healer evangelist. Two
days before the event, hard line groups staged protests against what they
saw as a disguised evangelistic service targeted at Muslims. They
brought in busloads of hard line Muslim cadre from outside Yogya and
threatened to burn churches if the event was allowed to take place. The
local government called upon my colleague, Prof. Dr Mursyidi, who is a
highly revered and pious Muslim leader and the head of an umbrella
organization of all Muslim organizations in Yogyakarta (including the
hard line groups). Dr Mursyidi is a former university president (rector)
and was also the head of the Centre for Religious and Cross-Cultural
19

The “Jogja Festival 2007” was held in Yogyakarta on May 30-June 2, 2007.
For a more detailed analysis see Adeney-Risakotta, 2009.
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Studies at UGM Prof. Mursyidi convened all the parties in the conflict.
After intense negotiations that lasted through the night, a compromise
was reached. The Christian group agreed to move their event to a large
indoor auditorium, rather than the sports stadium. In return the hard
liners agreed to withdraw their cadre without further demonstrations or
violence.
In this case, a social imaginary that values harmony between
members of the same family, higher than strict respect for human rights,
led to a negotiated compromise. A strict enforcement of Indonesian laws
on religious freedom might have led to violence and riots. Instead, the
mediation of a revered religious leader led to grass-roots negotiations
(musyawarah) between people who held different perceptions and
interests. This might be seen as a failure of the state to defend the human
rights of Christians and the rule of law. However this is a classic
example of how a social imaginary, which values peace and harmony
over individual freedom, deals with diversity.
Fourthly, society is founded on just rule based on sacred law. All
universal religions should be respected and their communities enjoy
equal rights under sacred law. In Indonesia there are three main types of
law: 1. Sacred, traditional law, or adat, which is different for each ethnic
or tribal group; 2. Sacred religious law, or Syari’ah, in the case of Islam,
which is trans-ethnic but only acknowledged by the Muslim community;
3. Secular law, which is pragmatic, rational and in part inherited from
Dutch colonialism. In some parts of Indonesia, especially away from big
cities, adat traditional law is the strongest. However religious law has
been gaining in influence. In strongly Islamic communities, adat and
religious law are often fused or intertwined. Decisions on how to deal
with diversity appeal to both adat and religious law, using reason and
precedent to decide which is most appropriate (see Bowen, 1993).
Both adat and religious law are sacral in the sense of being related to
transcendent, supernatural power. Adat is always related to the ancestors
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and is often intertwined with stories of supernatural events. Violation of
adat is believed to cause sickness or even death, because it offends the
ancestors and various local spirits (see Aragorn, 2000). Religious law
may not have the same immediacy of effect, but is no less sacred
because it comes from God. God will be the ultimate judge.
In contrast, governmental law (both national and local)

20

is much

weaker in Indonesia. One reason is that it doesn’t have as much “sacred”
weight behind it. Perhaps even more important is that the non-religious
institutions for enforcing governmental law are weak. In spite of
ongoing (and partially successful) attempts at reform, the legislatures,
judiciary and police forces are still perceived as corrupt. Neither the
ancestors nor God can be bribed. But corruption is rampant in
governmental law making and law enforcement institutions.
Recently, high level police officers were accused of corruption by
the Corruption Eradication Commission (KPK). According to the law
governing the KPK, the police are required to subordinate their own
investigations to the authority of KPK, in cases of corruption. However
the police refused to allow KPK free access in investigating high level
police officers. So far the executive branch (President) refuses to
intervene on the grounds that it should not interfere in legal issues. True
to the social imaginary discussed above, the President says the police
and the KPK should cooperate and coordinate with each other. In other
words they should seek a harmonious compromise that serves the
interests of all.
Although religious and adat law are also subject to the ethic of
compromise in seeking social harmony, especially in facing changing
and complex new social conditions, they are not nearly as subject to
20

In the following discussion I avoid using the term “secular law” because most
Indonesians believe that governmental law should be influenced by and
incorporate both local adat law and religious law. There is no strictly secular
law, although all law should conform to Pancasila which accords equal
recognition to six religions. Muslim conservatives have waged sometimes
successful campaigns to incorporate sharia into government law.
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subversion by corruption. No one wants to offend God or undermine the
solidarity of the immediate adat community, let alone the ancestors, but
the government doesn’t have nearly the moral authority of either
religion or adat. Many Indonesians are committed to reforming
governmental institutions and see equality before the law as crucial for
building a just and prosperous society. But there is still a long way to go.
This imbalance between the authority of non-religious governmental
law and the sacred laws of religion and adat causes anomalies in the
enforcement of governmental law. Non-Indonesian observers may be
confused by the phenomena of militant Islamic groups using violence
against allegedly heretical minorities, against churches accused of
converting Muslims and against places accused of practicing vice, such
as night clubs, bars, etc. Why doesn’t the government, acting through
the police, step in and arrest the hard liners, or at least protect the human
rights of those attacked? One reason is that the hard liners act in the
name of Islamic law. Even those who don’t approve of their actions,
hesitate to stand up against actions that seem to be based on sharia.
Religious law trumps secular law in the eyes of many Muslims.
A social imaginary that views society as based on sacred law means
that purely secular law will always be weak in protecting the rights those
who seem to violate sacred law. Some Muslims believe that the answer
to this problem is to fuse governmental law with sharia. Many
Indonesians, Muslim and non-Muslim, are worried by this trend,
especially if the interpretation of sharia is dominated by conservatives.
However more progressive interpretations of sacred law, especially
when backed by broad public opinion, can lead to much more effective
protection of human rights. In Java, when churches receive threats from
hard line groups, they often ask for protection, not from the police, but
from the largest Muslim organization in Indonesia, Nahdlatul Ulama
(NU). NU also acts in the name of Islam and believes attacking religious
places of worship is in violation of sharia. They have the numbers and
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community organization needed to send groups of young Muslims to
guard the threatened churches. Some years ago, during a period of
heightened religious tension, KH Hasyim Muzadi, the Head of NU,
jokingly complained to me that he spends more time protecting churches
than he does building up NU! 21
Fifthly, history repeats itself in cycles and the outcome in many
cycles is often tragic. Fate is determinative and if God so wills, a golden
age led by a righteous ruler (ratu adil) may return. During the 32 years
of Soeharto’s reign, the dominant imaginary propagated by the
government was of development and progress, similar to the
developmentalist ideology of the West. The social narrative of progress
from traditional societies (orang bodoh – stupid, uneducated, poor
people, especially farmers), to modernity (educated, sophisticated,
technologically advanced and prosperous people), is firmly entrenched
in the Indonesian psyche. Nevertheless, the older social imaginary of
historical cycles and inexorable fate is still strong. Often the
evolutionary imaginary is grafted onto to the older world view. While
educated, urban elites may still view the peasants as kurang maju
(undeveloped, less advanced), there is still broad consensus that the
future lies in the hand of God. Many Indonesians long for a just ruler,
who will have the divine power (charisma) necessary to lead Indonesia
into a golden age that will equal or surpass the glories of the ancient
past.
Some Indonesians believe that Islam is the key to Indonesia taking
its place as a new centre of world civilization. Some conservative
Muslims believe that only a return to the original texts of the Qur’an and
Sunnah, and the kind of civilization built by the Prophet Muhammad,
can restore both Islam and Indonesia to a position of world leadership.
This viewpoint is sometimes used to justify extreme measures in wiping
out diversity that threatens the purity of Islamic civilization. Abu Bakar
21
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Bashir and the Jemaah Islamiyah are extreme examples of a few who are
willing to use all means necessary to build a pure Islamic civilization
that will span Southeast Asia. However the great majority of
conservative Muslims in Indonesia, repudiate violent methods and seek
to build Islamic civilization by democratic and peaceful means.
Some progressive Muslims also dream of Indonesia returning to
glory, not by returning to the literal precepts of the time of the prophet,
but by demonstrating the substantial, peaceful and tolerant values of
Islamicate practices that are suited for the modern world. It is likely that
Gus Dur saw himself in the role of a just leader who would build a
religiously tolerant, just and modern Islamicate civilization in Indonesia.
Unfortunately his own illness and weak governmental structures
following the fall of Soeharto silenced his dreams.
Some Indonesians dream of a return to a golden age, not primarily
based on religious faithfulness, but on modern education, scientific
development and a rapidly expanding economy. For them, Islam is
compatible with progress and modernity, as long as it is not dominated
by conservative, narrow minded dogmatists. They believe Islamicate
civilization can be built to its former glory, not by returning to the past
but by using all the tools of modern science that are compatible with
Islam. However, like the others, they too may long for a strong
enlightened leader who, in the providence of God, can lead the nation to
greatness.
How does this fifth social imaginary affect how Indonesians deal
with diversity? On the one hand, it can lead to a kind of passive
resignation: in the absence of a just leader, while we are still caught in
the age of madness (edan), there is not much hope for real change. This
may lead to apathy about problems like corruption, environmental
degradation, violence against the Timorese, injustice in West Papua or
the expanding gap between the rich and the poor. In Gerry van
Klinken’s chapter in this volume, he expresses surprise that, according
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to the World Values Survey, most Indonesians did not see reducing the
gap between rich and poor as a priority. However this might be what
you would expect from a social imaginary of a hierarchical micro-macro
cosmos ruled by fate.
According to van Klinken’s analysis of the world values survey,
most Indonesians are not worried by a strong, authoritarian, military,
leader, as long as s/he is elected democratically. Some people even
yearn for the bad old days of authoritarian President Soeharto. In 2014,
Indonesians will elect a new President. Unless a new, charismatic figure
arises, there is a good chance the next President will be an authoritarian
figure with a military background. However longing for the return of a
righteous ruler means that Indonesians could flock to someone who fits
that description. Unfortunately, or fortunately, there is no one on the
horizon who seems to fit the bill. For a relatively brief period of time,
the Justice and Prosperity Party (PKS) seemed to offer the option of a
clean, righteous, sharia oriented party. But internal divisions and
scandals have taken their toll and sharply eroded their support.
For the vast majority of Indonesians, a social imaginary that assumes
that society’s destiny is in God’s hands and that history repeats itself, is
reassuring. Even tragedy can be interpreted as meaningful as it is willed
by God. Most Indonesians affirm that the tremendous diversity of
Indonesia is God’s will. This may be one of the foundations of
Indonesian tolerance. According to Pancasila, Indonesians from all the
different ethnic, religious, racial and ideological groupings are affirmed
as fated by God to be one nation and one family. Even though Pancasila
has lost some of its authority, this basic affirmation of a common nation
and common humanity is still very strong. 22
22

This became more vivid for me when I visited Sri Lanka, where the division
between Singhala, Tamil and Muslim is much more prominent. Not only do they
lack a common language and religion, they are divided by competing narratives
of enmity and threat that span over 2,000 years of history. In contrast with Sri
Lanka, the Indonesian social imaginary of unity in diversity (Bhinneka Tunggal
Ika) is truly remarkable.
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Conclusion
Max Weber’s theory concerned the influence of religious ethos on
economic development. Charles Taylor, following Weber, examines the
broader social imaginary in the West, which undergirds one of several
versions of modernity. Modernity in Southeast Asia, and specifically in
Indonesia, is strikingly different from the West. In this paper I have
suggested that the differences between the modernities in Western
countries and in Southeast Asia can be accounted for by differences in
social imaginaries. Of course the social imaginaries and types of
modernities in different Western countries are also different. Modernity
in France, for example, is not the same as in the USA. However,
Taylor’s theory outlines some broad and deep uniformities in how many
people in different Western countries imagine modern society.
If we can conceive of a single, unified, social imaginary in the West,
which may be refined into more specific social imaginaries in different
countries, then it seems possible also to conceive of a single, unified,
social imaginary in Southeast Asia, which may then be differentiated
according to the particularities of different countries. In this paper I have
not tried to do that because just encompassing the complexity of
Indonesia is already beyond my powers of synthesis, let alone trying to
account for all the different ways people imagine the world in other
countries in Southeast Asia. The influence of a Western social imaginary
in Southeast Asia is very different in different societies.
Older social theories have followed Weber in conceiving of these
differences as based on differences in stages of modernization or
rationalization. If all societies were on a linear track of evolution from
more simple, enchanted, primitive, traditional societies towards more
complex, rational, advanced, modern societies, then it might make sense
to account for different kinds of modernity based on different stages of
rationalization in different segments of society. By that account, urban
societies are likely to be much more modern than village societies.

128 Dealing with Diversity
However, Taylor’s theory of social imaginaries helps us to see that there
are multiple modernities and they are not all on the same track of linear
evolution (which is itself part of the Western social imaginary). They are
different in part because people imagine different realities and live in
different worlds.
Differences in social imaginaries, even within the same country, are
not likely to diminish within the foreseeable future. In fact, with the free
flow of information on the internet, they are likely to become even more
diverse. Powerful international structures decrease diversity and
promote uniformity. These include global structures of religious
orthodoxy, culturally hegemonic mass media, multinational corporations
and the globalization of the market place. Nation states have very little
control over these international structures, which are made real through
millions of practices every minute of every day. In spite of these
powerful forces, local resistance to hegemonic, global social imaginaries
are seen everywhere. The overwhelming pace of social change leads
many people to seek their identity through personalized and individuated
religious, spiritual and cultural practices. But whole societies also retain
their inter-subjective social imaginaries. After over a century of
modernization, Indonesian social imaginaries are still remarkably
different from those in the West. Globalization results in both
homogenization and increasing diversity.
As we often have a different social imaginary from our neighbours, it
is ever more urgent that we learn what Judith Butler calls “an ethic of
co-habitation” (Mendieta & Vanantwerpen, 2011). We do not choose
with whom we share this planet, but we need to learn to get along with
those who are different from us, if we want to survive. Unique religious
and cultural practices support different social imaginaries from the ones
promoted by the cultural hegemony of the elite. Those who hold power
may have strategies for hegemonic control of social imaginaries. But
many people know how to resist. They employ tactics to preserve their
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own social imaginary and secure the freedom of their own unique
identities (Certeau, 1984).
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WHAT DOES GLOBALIZATION DO TO
RELIGION?
Vincent J. Miller
Globalization is undoubtedly one of the most pressing realities with
which religious believers must deal in the contemporary world. In this
paper I want to explore the consequences that different understandings
of globalization have for religious reflection on the topic. Different
descriptions of globalization lead to different diagnoses of its problems
and opportunities, and thus to very different prescriptions for how to
respond.
I will focus here on the cultural effects of globalization rather than its
economic and ethical aspects. What does globalization do to local
cultures? What does it do to communities? What sorts of social forms
does it encourage and discourage? This will take us into areas that many
religious thinkers are not used to associating with globalization, but that
sociological and anthropological literature on the topic has long
addressed. I will consider two complimentary descriptions of the
cultural impact of globalization: homogenization and heterogenization.
Homogenization is better known. This views globalization as eroding
local cultures and replacing them, either with some version of Western
culture, or a global consumerist “hyper culture”. Heterogenization works
in the other direction. From this perspective the very historical,
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economic, and technological forces that make globalization possible also
encourage people to think of themselves as members of distinct cultures
and enable people to join together in ever purer, and often smaller
cultural units.
Both of these dynamisms pose profound challenges to contemporary
religious communities. The challenges of homogenization are well
recognized. The erosion of local cultures impoverishes individuals and
communities, reducing them to consumers bereft of traditional wisdom.
Heterogenization, on the other hand, involves the increasing purification
and differentiation of communities. Rather than syncretism, it threatens
sectarianism; that the intimacy brought about by globalization will bring
not communion, but polarization and strife. This can undermine the
desire of many religions to be sources of social harmony. The
heterogenizing effects of globalization foster a cultural ecology where
communities close in on themselves, becoming ever-purer enclaves of
the similar and thus less able to deal with difference, making religion
more likely to function as a source of polarization and division both in
global geopolitics and in local communities.
Globalization as Homogenization
When globalization is considered in cultural terms, homogenization
is generally the most ready to hand concept. We reflexively think of
globalization as the spreading of a single, global culture imposed on
others – whether we imagine it as the continuation of European
colonialism or as the corporate reduction of the global diversity of
cultures into one bland, homogenized mixture. A quick review of titles
reveals this default interpretation: Benjamin Barber’s Jihad vs.
McWorld, George Ritzer’s The McDonaldization of Society, Serge
Latouche’s The Westernization of the World. In addition to these titles,
discussions of globalization and culture abound with terms that express
homogenization such as “coca-colonization”, “Americanization”, and
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“global hyperculture”. In a world where analytic terms are regularly
derided as academic jargon, even the most overwrought terms
“McDisneyization” – are readily accessible and embraced as evocative
analytics of the global cultural terrain. 1 Globalization is imagined as the
heir of European colonialism, continuing its assault on the indigenous
cultures of the rest of the world. But in contrast to previous epochs,
rather than a planned programme of cultural disempowerment and
political control administered by colonial governors, today’s cultural
imperialism is the side effect of global corporate consumer marketing
and the global reach of the new communications technologies. A global
consumer market spreads American culture through goods, practices,
and marketing. Dallas and American Idol are the new ideologies,
Britney Spears and Michael Jordan (far-flung sightings of his T-shirts
are a regular feature in discussions of globalization) are its new
ambassadors. Dinkas and Yanomami forego their cultural heritages in
the face of an irresistible corporate-powered tide of American popular
culture. In the words of Tamar Leibes and Elihu Katz, “[H]egemony is
prepackaged in Los Angeles, shipped out to the global village, and
unwrapped in innocent minds.” 2
Such arguments confirm Jonathan Friedman’s argument that the
1960’s concept of “cultural imperialism” became one of the first terms
to inform the critical reception of globalization. Thus its portrayal as

1
See John Tomlinson’s discussion of these themes in Globalization and Culture
(University of Chicago Press, 1999), 71-105. George Ritzer and Allan Liska,
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of Travel and Theory, eds. Chris Rojek and John Urry (London: Routledge,
1997), 96-109. For “coca-colonization” see Matthew Fraser, Weapons of Mass
Distraction: Soft Power and American Empire (New York: Thomas Dunne
Books, 2005).
2
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Globalization, 84.
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“the increasing hegemony of particular central cultures, the diffusion of
American values, consumer goods and lifestyles”. 3
Similar analyses are found in the writings of Christian theologians.
Michael Amalados speaks of the dominant form of globalization as the
spread of
a particular culture or country or ideology or economic system.
Such

globalization

aims

at

the

subordination,

if

not

disappearance, of the other cultures, ideologies, etc. In the
contemporary world, a consumer culture sustained by a liberal
capitalist economic system is seeking to dominate the world,
supported by the media power, political strength and armed
might of the Euro-American peoples. The other peoples of the
world and their cultures are marginalized. When they are not
strong their separate identities tend even to disappear. Thus
globalization becomes monochrome. 4
Nigerian theologian Teresa Okure speaks of globalization as “the
destruction of the cultures of those places to which the globalized
culture spreads, since the local culture may not have the resources or
will power to resist”. 5 Okure also speculates on what the impact of
modern cultural dynamisms such as individualization and consumerism
has done to western cultural traditions – a topic to which we will return.
Treatments flow from diagnoses. When globalization is conceived in
terms of homogenization, strategies of defence, closure, protection, and
purification seem fitting responses. Responses in the Two-Thirds world
naturally involve strengthening local cultures against the forces that
3
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erode them by developing new means of socializing the young into
cultural traditions, finding ways to hand on traditions in the changed
setting caused by urbanization, migration, and global media. In Catholic
theology, responses in the two-thirds world focus on issues of
inculturation, both in order to undo the destructive legacies of
colonialism to indigenous cultures and to ground robust, contemporary,
local forms of Christianity. The former may seek to purge Christianity
of its unnecessary European elements, the latter to cultivate and
strengthen culturally particular ways of being.
Okure’s question about the fate of indigenous Western cultures in
the face of the same forces that drive globalization helpfully links these
responses in the Two Thirds world with religious movements in Europe
and North America where similar concerns about cultural erosion and
the preservation of particularity are widely evident. Christian academic
theology in Europe and especially the United States, is now several
decades into a sustained reaction to liberal, critical, and pluralist
tendencies in academic theology by aesthetic, narrative, “post-liberal”,
and “radical orthodox” theologies. These emphasize the particularities of
Christian vision, story, and tradition over against secular enlightenment
reason, other modern master narratives, critical perspectives, and overly
accommodating practices of interreligious dialogue and popular
religious syncretism. These theological movements coincide (but are not
necessarily connected with) a range of clerical and popular church
movements that are conservative or restorationist.
To this list we could add curious set fellow travellers – various forms
of identity-based and subaltern theologies. The rise of North American
Black and Latina/Latino theologies, the proliferations of varieties of
feminism, etc. all point to a concern to give voice to and preserve
particular religious/cultural heritages and experiences. Beyond their
clear differences on the normative level, these movements have a
striking

underlying

similarity.

Across

geography,

culture,

and
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ideological orientation we witness the same concern for preserving
fragile cultural particularities. There is much that is valuable in these
approaches. The cultural imperialism of Western colonialism did
enormous violence to other cultures. The destruction it wrought
continues long after political independence was won. Although
contemporary globalized capitalism works through different processes
toward different ends, it spreads a global “hyperculture” that furthers the
destructive impact of western colonialism upon local cultures, North and
South, East and West. 6
But such approaches alone are an insufficient response to
globalization’s cultural effects because they are grounded in an analysis
that does not attend to the full range of globalization’s impact upon
culture.
Globalization as Heterogenization
Globalization’s impact is complex and perhaps even contradictory.
In addition to being a force of cultural homogenization, globalization is
also a force of cultural differentiation. In Schreiter’s words,
globalization produces a cultural context marked by both “hybridity”
and “hyperdifferentiation”. 7 One aspect of this is well known in popular
and academic literature: the notion of “glocalization”. 8 No matter how
grand the aims of global capitalism, it must always contend with the
local cultures that receive its products – be they physical or cultural
commodities. Arjun Appadurai provides evidence for this in opposition
to facile descriptions of globalization as “Americanization”. He points to
6

“Hyperculture” designates “an overarching cultural proposal that is itself not a
complete culture”. Robert J. Schreiter, The New Catholicity: Theology Between
the Global and the Local (Orbis Books, 1997), 10. Tomlinson, Globalization
and Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1999), 84-105.
7
Schreiter, The New Catholicity, 25.
8
Roland Robertson, “Glocalization: Time-Space and HomogeneityHeterogeneity”, in Global Modernities, eds. Mike Featherstone, Scott Lash and
Roland Roberston (London: Sage, 1995), 25-44.

What does Globalization do to Religion? 137
Philippine enthusiasm for the American singer Kenny Rogers and the
global reach of Coca Cola as examples. What look to be perfect
examples of the dominance of American culture, upon second glance are
found to be more complex. Both are “indigenized” in their reception and
use. Rogers may enjoy much more popularity abroad than he does at
home. Coke is mixed with indigenous ingredients to yield a drink that
has much more to do with local national identity than neo-colonial
cultural inferiority – the Cuba Libre. 9 Perhaps even more to the point,
the global circulation of violent Hollywood film inspires not only
respect for the American empire, but also contributes to the imaginative
resources of myriad militant groups that fight against it. 10
But globalization does not encourage cultural particularity and
heterogenization only because of the remnant ability of local cultures to
function as market niches for Western capitalism. Glocalization is part
of a reality that goes far beyond the mere reception of goods. As
developments in transportation, communications technologies, and
economic structures compress time and space, all parts of the globe are
brought into potential relationship with the others. Localities are lifted
from their stable local relations and brought into a broader, more
volatile, set of relationships. As a result, they are forced to become
reflexively particular; to think of themselves as one among many. They
are expected to be particular cultures as part of a broader global
ecumene. Robertson finds here a dynamic even more basic than
fundamentalist reactions against the unwelcome encroachments of the
broader world. Before they react, local cultures have already been
constructed as species within a broader genus and in relationship to
other cultures. 11
9

Arjun Appadurai, Modernity at Large (University of Minnesota Press, 1996),
29. See as well the discussion of “creolization” in Tomlinson, Globalization and
Culture, 84.
10
Appadurai, Modernity at Large, 141.
11
Roland Robertson, Globalization: Social Theory and Global Culture (Sage,
1992), 27, 97, 175.

138 Dealing with Diversity
Appadurai offers another account of how globalization feeds the rise
of smaller and purer cultural identities. He builds upon Benedict
Anderson’s argument that the emergence of the nation-state depended
on print media such as newspapers and novels that could sustain a
geographically

broad

national

cultural

identity,

or

“imagined

community”. Without this, the modern nation-state’s project of
subsuming regional identities into a larger geographical unit would not
have been possible. 12
The cost of media has dropped so drastically, that smaller and
smaller audiences are required for media outlets to be successful.
Indeed, free internet weblog–”blog”–sites have now reduced the cost to
zero (excluding internet access fees – the majority of the world still lives
on the other side of the digital divide). Such changes are about much
more than the emergence of websites for alternative music or amateur
political commentary. Changes in media have long accompanied
profound cultural transformations. The printing press was an essential
technological support for the Christian Reformation and CounterReformation – it enabled the production of Bibles cheap enough to be
widely read, and the production of other propaganda, spiritual images,
and

pamphlets.

Appadurai

argues

that

the

new

media

and

communications technologies are making possible smaller and smaller
political/cultural movements – a new scale of communities. They are
products of imagination “imagined worlds” as much as Anderson’s
nation-state, but ones that exist on a much smaller scale and are not tied
to geographical locales.
So, far from reducing culture everywhere to one global homogenized
mixture – whether bland or lurid, globalization seems to be exacerbating
difference, separating us into ever purer enclaves of the similar, with
less ability to communicate across our differences. But what of the
12
Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and
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concerns that render the homogenization analysis so attractive? Does
globalization pose no threat to local cultures? It certainly does. But its
threat is a bit more complex than simple homogenization. In order to
understand this threat we will have to consider another dynamic brought
about by globalization: deterritorialization.
Globalization as Deterritorialization
The advances in communication technologies just discussed do
much more than make smaller scale communities possible. They
introduce choice into the fabric of everyday culture. The stability of
cultures has long depended upon a certain communicative inertia. Local
cultures were the easiest to access; they were handed on through family
and community socialization and practice. Others were available, but
with greater difficulty. One could travel, read books, or seek other
media. But all of these required more effort and expense. Now, the
internet, satellite television, and a global pop culture market make extraterritorial cultures available with little more (and in many cases,
arguably less) expense than local cultures. It is not uncommon for
people to spend a significant portion (perhaps the majority) of their day
watching television, participating in some online activity, or listening to
music. Thus globalization unleashes a massive deterritorializing
freedom into the everyday experience of culture. We are freed from the
spatial constraints that once limited our cultural resources to the local.
Anna Lownhaupt Tsing’s analysis of the transformation of
Kalimantan into a frontier for capitalist resource extraction serves as an
illuminative metaphor for these cultural transformations. The cultural
and environmental degradation of southern Borneo did not happen
simply because wealthy corporations offered cash for the destruction of
peoples’ homelands. The erosion of traditional land use practices results
from a complex interplay of changes in social relationships, political
power, and physical infrastructure.
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Tsing offers a particularly compelling account of the importance of
logging roads in this process. These cut through settled territories,
isolating one part of a community from another. At the same time they
open territories to an influx of migrants. These make new claims on land
and engage in so-called “wild” logging and mining with little or no
concern for its human and environmental costs. These very concrete
changes to the transportation infrastructure overwhelm local cultures.
Traditional stable communities are replaced by the mining camps, which
work according to very different rules. These mix “migrants and local
residents in an anti-local regionality in which commitment to the
landscape is as useless as the gravel residue left over after gold has been
picked out and taken away”. 13 As a result, locals often enough end up
joining in the frenzy of liquidation lest they be left with no land and no
profit.
The analysis is profoundly helpful because of its concreteness. The
destruction is not wrought by some hypostasized, all-powerful global
capitalism, nor by the spread of an abstract Western ideology. Rather, a
particular set of destructive global connections is unleashed in a location
because it was opened up physically to the broader world by simple,
narrow, rutted mud roads. These openings of the settled cultural ecology
to the outside world overwhelm it. Complex knowledge, practices, and
relationships that have developed over centuries (if not millennia) are
wiped away and reduced to the simplest of practices – extraction of
resources for profit by small, volatile, ad hoc communal alliances.
All of this provides an apt metaphor for the cultural effects of
globalization. Thanks to the new communication and information
technologies, and advances in transportation on both the local and the
global level, we all have cultural “logging roads” coming right into our
midst. The “roads” in this case are the new communications channels
13
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that bring the diversity of world cultures to our television screens, ear
buds, reading chair, or computer terminal. We are no longer bound to
the culture in the place we happen to live. This brings liberations on a
truly epochal scale, freeing people from the often violent and frequently
stifling strictures of local communities. But like logging roads, they
fragment local communities and erode the complex wisdom of long
standing traditions, replacing them with simpler and less capacious
cultural practices.
The first effect we notice is that culture becomes much more volatile.
New media spaces, conveying an enormously broad range of cultural
material, greatly accelerate cultural change. Although “relatively stable
communities and networks of kinship, friendship, etc.” remain, “the
warp of these stabilities is everywhere shot through with the woof of
human motion”. This does much more than erode the temporal stability
of culture. It fundamentally changes the nature of ethnicity and culture
by allowing it to float free of geographical territory. “[B]ecause of the
interplay of commerce, media, national policies, and consumer fantasies,
ethnicity, once a genie contained in the bottle of some sort of locality
(however large), has now become a global force, forever slipping
through the cracks between states and borders.” 14
The situation could easily be tallied with conventional accounts of
the postmodern unmooring of signifiers. But there is something very
different here from the dynamics described by Lyotard or Jameson. 15 It
is not that elements of culture float free from organizing master
narratives or traditions. Nostalgia is a powerful organizing force in
contemporary politics. Fundamentalism and neo-traditional forms of
religion are major forces on the global scene, and apparently
14
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postmodernity has done little to decrease the power of ethnic and
nationalistic narratives. The unmooring at work here is not the
postmodern erosion of meanings and narrative. It involves a disconnect
not between elements of traditions, but between culture and
geographical space.
The cultural needs of expatriate migrants provide a model for this
new form of deterritorialized culture. Their needs are different from
those living in geographic communities and thus, culture functions
differently for them. Expatriates need strong, clear identities to ground
their lives in foreign territory. The complexities of daily life in territorial
cultures–e.g., getting along with settled differences on the ground – are
only confusing distractions for them. Abstract purity is what is needed.
This is substituted for the lost connection of the cultural tradition to a
native social territory. Thus, diaspora Hindus support fundamentalist
and nationalist movements at home, changing the religious and political
climate in India. They have no need for getting along with the Muslim
or Christian neighbours with whom their relatives back home must
cohabitate. Immigrants need an identity sustaining essence to help them
negotiate the anomie of a life in a foreign land.
Deterritorialization focuses culture and religiosity on identity.
Practices such as halal dietary restrictions, which are taken-for-granted
elements of culture in traditionally Muslim societies, are foregrounded
in diaspora. In Pakistan, halal is woven into the texture of daily life, in
the United States it stands out as a marker for a distinct identity. 16 The
same effects are clear in the Catholic milieu. Ash Wednesday ashes,
once a sign that the penitential season of Lent had begun, now mark
wearers as individual Catholics in a pluralistic setting. A communal
symbol of shared penitence has been reconfigured as a sign of identity.
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In both cases, the complex interplay of a religious tradition and a shared
form of life is reduced to a narrow marker of identity.
Olivier Roy describes Islamic neo-fundamentalism and other forms
of contemporary “conservative” religion in similar terms. Neofundamentalists find in globalization the opportunity to imagine and
create a “pure Islam” shorn of the contamination of particular cultures.
Such communities are “not the product of a given culture or civilization,
but the will of individuals who experience a process of individualization
through deculturation and who, explicitly and voluntarily, decide to join
a new community based solely on the explicit tenets of religion”. 17
These new forms of fundamentalist religious belief display the
weaknesses that result from the reduction of religion to identity.
Believers are sundered from the complexities of historical traditions.
They are sundered from the traditional religious authorities that steward
its complex wisdom, and from the complex systems of hermeneutics,
jurisprudence, and ethical decision making that connect the beliefs and
symbols of religious traditions up with a territorial, practiced form of
life.
This conflict of tasks – between traditional, territorial religion and
fundamentalist, identity-based religion was brought home in an
exchange I witnessed on Georgetown’s campus between the leader of a
conservative catholic pressure group and a senior catholic bioethicist.
The activist had previously attacked the professor in the media, charging
that he did not adhere to Pope John Paul’s teaching on artificial
hydration and nutrition. This was a deeply ironic charge against the
bioethicist, who is a member of the Pontifical Academy of Life and
important ethical adviser to the Vatican. He responded using the
complex professional hermeneutics of his field – a style of language
quite different from the activist’s heated press-release discourse. The
exchange illustrates that the complexities and nuances that mark a lived
17
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tradition of moral reflection do not translate easily into the rhetorical
needs of identity projection. Attempts to plumb the significance of
inclusion of the clause “in principle” in the all important passage in John
Paul’s allocution, which are so essential for a practicing ethics in a
Catholic health care setting, appear at best as overly rigorous hair
splitting, and at worst, as casuist sophistry for those whose primary task
is establishing a clear identity. 18 The two were simply speaking different
languages yoked to fundamentally different tasks. Identity is not
correlative with a deep commitment to the complexities of tradition;
indeed it is a task often at odds with embracing the fullness of a
tradition.
In popular, political, and academic language, identity is often
equated with the life of a culture. We wish to preserve fragile ethnic
identities; we worry about the lack of identity among marginalized
cultures, etc. But, identity is a profoundly limited enactment of a cultural
or religious tradition. It is but one practice among a broad range of
practices that constitute a living form of life. When religions are reduced
to sources of identity, their central convictions and practices often
become less relevant, because they are so widely agreed upon. Rather,
their controversial or counter-cultural teachings become the focus of
believer’s identities. In the United States, it is relatively difficult to have
an argument in Christian circles about the doctrine of Trinity or the
Incarnation – the central dogmas of the faith. Communities split
however, around emotionally charged issues such as the ordination of
women, homosexual marriage and abortion. Whatever the relative
importance of each, none are even remotely central doctrines of
Christianity. The task of identity projection favours elements of culture
that have the most power to mark difference, to project an identity in
contrast to other cultures. “[S]entiments, whose greatest force is in their
18
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ability to ignite intimacy into a political state and turn locality into a
staging ground for identity.” 19
I fear the story of the activist and the senior ethicist is more than a
mere illustration. This conflict between the complexities of traditional
religion and the black or white, in or out, approach of fundamentalism,
may sketch one of the fundamental conflicts of religion in a globalized
age. When religious traditions float free of their traditional territories,
and identity becomes the fundamental religious task, simplistic,
fundamentalist forms of religion have the advantage. More than that,
elements within religious traditions that emphasis difference, boundary
drawing, and suspicion – of the world, other religious groups, or
ordinary believers – also have the advantage. In the Christian theological
world, this may explain what seems to be a broad shift from theologies
rooted in the analogical vision of Thomas Aquinas, to the more
dialectical approach of Augustine. Thomistic thought dominated
Catholic theology in the second half of the 20th century. It offered a
grammar of similarity in difference that guided Christian cooperation
with other religions. 20 It provided a vision of God’s grace abroad in the
world that enabled Christians to imagine discipleship as cooperation
with others in God’s work in history. Such a theological vision
depended on identity being grounded in stable communities rather than
in distinctive beliefs. Because their identity was beyond question, they
could engage the world in ways that blurred the boundaries of the
Church and the world. Augustinian theologies, on the other hand,
emphasize the tension between grace and sin, and are suspicious of the
inherent fallenness of all human undertakings. Thus, they foster
suspicion of entanglements with the projects of the “Earthly City” and
other religions. Since the world is fallen, one does not look for grace
there. God’s activity tends to be restricted to the boundaries of the
19
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Church. This theological orientation is more at home in the globalized
milieu, as it stresses the distinctively Christian character of every
undertaking. Cooperation with others and in secular projects always runs
the risk of corrupting the Christian faith with an alien or pagan ontology
or narrative.
I wonder if similar dynamics are at work in the context of Indonesian
Islam. Its traditional forms seem similar to the Thomistic tradition from
Catholicism. It could confidently trust that Islam was able to leaven
older religious forms because it believed that ultimately, God, not
human doctrine was the guarantor of faithfulness. Because of this sense
of faith, it did not have to reduce every religious belief, ritual, or action
to an expression of identity. Reform movements are nothing new, and
Indonesia has its own indigenous debates and tensions about orthodoxy
and orthopraxis. But now these debates are globalized. Traditional forms
of Islam grounded in centuries of tradition, doctrine, and practice must
now compete in a global marketplace of Islam, in a market that focuses
on identity. In this context, movements that equate faithfulness with
cultural identity such as fundamentalist and Arabizing forms of Islam
will have an advantage.
Roy’s analysis of the lack of reception of reformist Muslim voices,
speaks to the effects of deterritorialized, identity based religiosity in all
traditions. “The issue is not about writers but about readers. Why are
reformers so little read? Do literacy or censorship or wealth explain this
paradox? Censorship exists in most Middle Eastern countries, but not in
the West, where Muslims have at least the same level of literacy as the
people who avidly read Martin Luther in the 16th century. The reason
for the lack of readership is simple: the new theologians wish to
challenge the conservative theology with interpretations of their own
(kalam-e no in Iran). Whatever their academic background, they
consider themselves scholars, modern ulama or philosophers, and wish
to propound their academic theological learning. They therefore do not
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appeal to born-again Muslims, who prefer gurus to teachers, consider
that too much intellectualism spoils the faith, and seek a ready-made and
easily accessible set of norms and values that might order their daily
lives and define a practical and visible identity. Liberal thinkers do not
meet the demands of the religious market.” 21
This insight poses a challenge to widely shared assumptions
regarding what religious elites bring to the table of the contemporary
cultural and political scene. The religious market is not interested in
complexity. Thus our detailed knowledge of the nuances of tradition,
awareness of the checks and balances of the tradition, the way it deals
with perennial misunderstandings, do not find an easy reception. Roy
challenges easy assumptions that the genial, cosmopolitan elements of
religious traditions can easily be applied to the present moment. For
example, Anthony Appiah appeals to the cosmopolitan elements of
religious traditions and to the learned figures who espouse them, as the
hope for countering the parochial and violent uses to which religions are
put. 22 But when identity is the fundamental religious and cultural
practice, cosmopolitan traditions are viewed with suspicion. They are
met with resistance, not with gratitude. Bearers of the religious
complexity and cosmopolitan aspects of religious traditions cannot rely
on the “traditional” character of such insights. If they are received, they
will be received as a painful challenge to what people assume religion
should be about.
When community floats free of stable places, there is less need to
engage recognized authorities or to engage in the rhetorical work of
dialogue and argument with those who disagree. An identity focused,
deterritorialized cultural ecology supports such pressure group,
21
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community formations. Such a situation fosters a sectarian impulse.
When communities are no longer burdened by the inertia of spatial
proximity they become ever more homogenous, held together only by
what they believe in common – negotiated not with a global ecumene of
believers, but within the bounds of small local communities or focused
movements. This fragments communities and undermines religions’
abilities to serve as a source of communion among difference.
This deterritorialized form of religiosity sets up a situation almost
identical to the conditions Scott Appleby describes for the emergence of
ethno-nationalist religious extremism. This form of religiously
motivated violence emerges in situations where there are high levels of
religious commitment and low levels of religious literacy. Weak
religions lack leadership trained in the complexities of their tradition
that have authority with everyday believers. In such situations, religious
commitment is easily channelled into violence through manipulation by
political demagogues or by mass response to trauma. 23 “Identity” is not
only too narrow a social function to support the richness of religious
belief and practice, it also risks fuelling conflict by depriving
practitioners of the elements of their traditions with which they can
resist religiously fuelled conflict. This is, I think, the most profound
problem with fundamentalist forms of religious belief.
Globalization inflects the reduction to identity with anxiety and
violence in another way. It renders the diaspora experience of the
migrant nearly universal. Constant awareness of other cultures, whether
they are directly present or not, makes even majority cultures feel like
minorities. All cultures now taste the anxieties of powerlessness and
marginalization that were once the province of smaller minorities.
23
This is not to say that religious traditions are themselves free of teachings that
legitimate extremism and violence. Clearly most great traditions have elements
that have fed extremism in their histories. But precisely because of that, they
also hand on cautions and means of checking their excesses. These elements of
traditions are what go missing in ethno-nationalist forms of religious violence.
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Indeed, this is what is what distinguishes the present moment of
Globalization from those that have preceded it for millennia. It requires
a great deal of historical ignorance to speak of globalization as a new
reality in either the United States or Indonesia. What is new is the scope
and scale of global exchange. Whereas once, cultural encounters
generally took place between two cultures on a generational time-scale,
now they are manifold and instantaneous. The public schools in my
neighbourhood host children with more than 40 different native
languages. This is not particularly exceptional in major metropolitan
areas. News coverage and satellite television bring the events of the
entire world into our homes. No culture is able to feel secure in its own
space any longer. This is more than a product of mere awareness of
others brought by migration and media. It is also a result of the
economic and political forces of globalization that weaken the ability of
the nation state to control economies and protect constituents.

24

Olivier Roy notes that revivalist movements across religions employ
a common rhetoric frame of being an ethical minority under threat from
a broader irreligious culture. This is certainly the case in the United
States,

where

conservative

Christian

use

of

the

rhetoric

of

marginalization only increased with the growth of their political power
and continued to be deployed, even as the political party they had allied
with controlled all three branches of the US Government. These
elements of how cultural identity functions in the contemporary context
24
As Zygmunt Bauman argues, globalization strips the nation-state of two of it
traditional functions – control of the domestic economic and territorial defense,
leaving only one element of state sovereignty left – national identity. See
Globalization: The Human Dimensions (New York: Columbia, 2004), 64. With
the powers of the state rendered impotent, the myth of the nation must expand to
assuage the anxiety of this failure. Absent the balance provided by these other
tasks and powers, nationhood – identity – becomes the focus of all the anxieties
caused by impotence in the others. This gives rise to what Appadurai terms
“predatory identities” which lash out at minorities and difference close at hand
in order to deal with the experience that all once-stable minorities now
experience, being a minority on the global scene. See Fear of Small Numbers
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006).
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make it extremely likely that religion will be employed as a tool of
conflict rather than harmony.
Conclusion
We see that the effects of globalization upon religions are much
more complex than the homogenization thesis would suggest. Alongside
this pressure toward uniformity and the loss of particularity other forces
are at work. Religions are simultaneously fragmented into sectarian
enclaves. The complex, internal diversity of traditions is in danger of
being lost as these tensions between co-religionists are resolved by their
separation into opposing communities of the likeminded. In the process,
religious believers lose access to the complex wisdom of their traditions.
Most frighteningly, they may lose access to the elements of the tradition
that check its violent misuse. In addition, religions are deterritorialized,
shorn from the complex practices and relationships that allow it to
inform a local form of life and make religious communities places where
people experience living with conflict and difference.
It is essential that these other two dynamisms be kept in mind as
religious believers respond to globalization. The challenge is not simply
to preserve particularity against homogenizing erosion. If that is all we
do, we are simply swimming with the tide of heterogenization by
abetting the fragmentation of religions to a fractious collection of
identity fronts. In order to avoid this, the preservation of our
particularity must be combined with a preservation of the complexity of
our religious traditions and the relationships among our communities.
We need to fight the reduction of culture to a projection of identity by
stressing the messy relationships with others that membership in the
Church or Ummah requires. As this analysis makes clear, this is not
simply a matter of restating traditional truths to an audience predisposed
to hear them. It is a battle to swim against the tide to preserve traditional
forms of religious discourse in a changing cultural ecology, where
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global forces and the anxieties they produce incline believers to resist
complexity and communion and to expect simple identities and the
camaraderie of the likeminded from their religions. If traditional
religions are going to contribute to a positive outcome of the complex
global intimacy fostered by contemporary globalization, their adherents
will have to struggle to swim against the tide to preserve these much
needed elements of complexity and communion.
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RELIGION, POLITICS AND CLASS
DIVISIONS IN INDONESIA
Gerry van Klinken 1
Do rich and poor people experience religion differently? What about
rural and urban people? It would be surprising if the answers to both
questions were no, but questions linking religious differences with other
social contrasts have rarely been asked. They are of practical importance
for the future of democracy in Indonesia. Indonesia’s population of 240
million is 87% Muslim. How to understand the diversity within the
world’s largest Muslim population has preoccupied analysts for over a
century. The dichotomies they invented often reflected the project on
which they were engaged. Imperial advisers spoke of priests vs.
aristocrats

(the

latter

being

considered

more

manageable);

modernization planners of traditionalists vs. modernists; religious
anthropologists of orthodox vs. syncretists (santri vs. abangan); critics
of New Order authoritarianism spoke of regimists vs. pluralists; and
lately counter-terrorism experts of radicals vs. moderates. In the long
run democracy may prove to be the most enduring project. In the Arab
Spring, the emerging distinction is between Islamists and liberals; in
Indonesia the more common terms for the same dichotomy is
conservatives and progressives. It is not easy to tell how significant
1
Senior researcher, KITLV (www.kitlv.nl; klinken@kitlv.nl). Many thanks to
Greg Fealy, Bob Hefner, Sidney Jones, and Bill Liddle for critical comments.
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either group is in today’s politics. On the one hand, the expectation that
democratization in 1998 would lead to a rapid increase in the Islamic
vote – the Turkish scenario – failed to eventuate. It rose to nearly 40% in
1999 but then declined to less than 30% in 2009, and of that only half or
less went to Islamist parties. Polls indicate that the collapse of religious
parties continues today. 2 On the other hand, transgressive politics are
often more religious than formal ones. Indonesia saw a spate of Islamist
terror attacks in the early years of democratization; intolerant preaching
is normal in most mosques, and aggressive acts against religious
minorities and non-Islamic cultural icons continues to grow.
Conservative regulations against alcohol and sexual freedoms are
formally in place in many districts and provinces around the country
(though not always enforced).This chapter is not concerned with the
mobilizational processes that drive politics. It is always possible for
small groups to seize on opportunities and move the entire political
spectrum to the left or right. Think of demonstrations, moral panics,
terrorist attacks, martyrdom, or even coups. Instead, the chapter seeks to
map broad constituencies for those processes within different layers of
the population. Class and the urban-rural gap are two of the most potent
divides in almost any society. Religious moralism has long been one of
the two languages of opposition to governments in Jakarta that promote
market reforms. The other is leftwing populism. They spring from the
same anti-colonial movement – the first political party Sarekat Islam had
a communist wing for ten years until 1923. We want to know about the
prevalence of Islamism in various layers of society today. It would be
surprising if class and spatiality did not help shape religiosity. The idea
that cities generate a distinctive sociality is basic to urban studies
(Savage, Warde and Ward 2003), while the notion that cultural
classification systems are rooted in the class system is basic to many
2
“Islamic parties ‘must’ form coalition to survive in 2014”, Jakarta Post,
August 2, 2012.
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studies of class (Jenkins 1992). Yet there are at present almost no studies
even posing the question whether less privileged, or rural, Indonesians
believe/ talk/ think/ vote differently to the urban privileged. The
discovery of such patterns should free us from the vague notion of
religion as an array of free-floating convictions, and tie it to intelligible,
long-term social forces. A rich place to go for answers is the World
Values Survey, which periodically interviews random samples in many
countries including Indonesia. One thousand respondents were
interviewed in both 2001 and 2006 (www.worldvaluessurvey.org). The
results are freely available and can be conveniently analyzed online. The
survey covers a large array of issues. It includes questions relating to
religion (e.g. frequency of religious practice, trust towards people of
other religions, ideas about religion in politics); to class (e.g. occupation,
income, education); and to urbanism (notably the size of the urban
concentration where they live). It does not stop there: we will also
explore other independent variables such as age and gender. Global
survey data are not an ideal source for understanding particular social
relations. We do not know exactly what Indonesian respondents are
thinking when they answer questions imposed from the outside rather
than formulated by them – the questions are etic. However, researchers
knowledgeable about Indonesia will recognize certain questions that are
currently under discussion. And often several questions will cover
similar territory; if the answers agree we feel more confident the
respondents themselves are speaking.
Consensus
Our first impression is that neither class nor town size have much
influence on people’s opinions. Whether rich or poor, urban or rural,
Indonesians enjoy an impressive degree of consensus on many important
issues including religion. Nearly everyone says they are deeply
religious, everyone believes in hell, everyone goes to communal prayers

156 Dealing with Diversity
often, everyone thinks political leaders should be religious, everyone
agrees the government ought to protect religion. At the same time,
people are strongly against theocracy, i.e. religious leaders telling
government or voters what they should do. Everyone thinks democracy
is OK. People are not out for revolution: everyone thinks society should
be reformed gradually; nearly everyone thinks a strong leader is bad (all
these results are from 2001, but are largely reproduced in 2006).
Everyone is proud of their country; everyone thinks women should be
educated. Most people, from every income category, think the economy
is the most important political goal and problem for the government.
Most then choose order and security as the second most important
problem (both in 2006). Nearly everyone agrees that “immigrants”
(presumably understood to be people from elsewhere in Indonesia)
should not get jobs over the heads of locals. There are virtually no class
differences either on the question of technocracy (rule by experts) –
even though people are about evenly divided on that one. They all think
science is mainly good but also has bad consequences. Even on issues
where you might expect a class difference to emerge it does not. Nearly
everyone in 2001 seemed to agree that income inequalities did not need
to be reduced as a matter of priority! The ideological terms “left” and
“right” seem to have no meaning in Indonesia – everyone placed
themselves neatly in the middle of the spectrum. (The latter is therefore
a good example of an etic question, formulated in the West). On the
question of government ownership of businesses, most similarly chose
the safe middle. On the other hand, most people thought competition
was a good thing. Indonesians, in short, appear to be enviably sensible,
at peace with themselves and with the world.
Difference
But on some things they do not agree. Once we zoom in on religious
questions that Indonesians find controversial, a pattern of sorts does
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emerge. Before we do, let us first investigate how salient class and
urban-rural differences in Indonesia are.
Class is always an economic concept, and relational. Marx thought
people only acquired greater economic means by exploiting those with
less, while to Weber the rich simply had better chances in life than the
poor, for a variety of reasons including cultural ones. Both traditions
proxy class positions by income level as well as occupation. The latter is
the more fundamental, since it brings in the cash and puts people into
relations with others. The WVS offers both these proxies, and adds a
subjective social class category, which respondents apply to themselves.
Table 1 – Occupation categories

2001

2006

3.40%

2.40%

5.10%

4.70%

3 Professional worker

19.10%

23.30%

4 Supervisory Non manual -office worker

3.30%

3.00%

5 Non manual -office worker

20.40%

21.70%

6 Foreman and supervisor

2.10%

1.50%

7 Skilled manual

6.60%

13.80%

8 Semi-skilled manual worker

5.10%

12.80%

9 Unskilled manual

3.70%

4.40%

10 Farmer: has own farm

7.20%

6.40%

11 Agricultural worker

3.50%

4.90%

12 Member of armed forces

1.60%

0.90%

13 Never had a job

18.90%

0.10%

Total

990 (100%)

1184 (100%)

1 Employer/manager of establishment with
10 or more employed
2 Employer/manager of establishment with
less than 10 employed

Considering that class discourse has been absent from their society
since the anticommunist pogrom of the mid-1960s, Indonesians think
with remarkable clarity about their own class position. A quarter said
they belonged to the upper and upper middle classes. Another 18.4%
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said they were working and lower class. And fully 56.7% said they
belonged to the lower middle class (2006). The size of this latter
category is surprising, considering that scholars in the mid-1980s still
thought the middle class made up less than ten percent of the total
population (Dick 1985). It could be illusory, a naïve choice for the
modest middle on a puzzling question. More likely it is real, reflecting a
surging economy. Using the (very low) per capita household
expenditure of US$2 a day, an Asian Development Bank study
concluded the middle class had more than doubled between 1999 and
2009 from 25% to 43% (ADB 2010: 11-2). (That the WVS middle class
is even larger than that is probably due to oversampling, see below).
People’s own sense of social class correlates convincingly with the more
objective income- and occupation-based ways of measuring class in the
WVS data (Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3).
The WVS uses a 13-part occupational classification (Table 1). With
the exception of the last two categories (armed forces, never had a job),
the progression is broadly from high status, high income occupations to
low status and low income. The occupation classification is a bit crude
(we cannot separate teachers from traders, for example), but its contents
are a bigger problem. WVS appears to have oversampled the higher
occupations. Urban white-collar workers and in particular civil servants
are over-represented at the expense of agricultural workers. Whereas
WVS in 2006 had agricultural workers at 11%, the ILO in 2008 more
reliably put “skilled agricultural and fishery workers” at 35% of the
Indonesian labour force (laborsta.ilo.org). Whereas WVS talked with
more white collar than and blue collar/ agricultural workers (56% and
43% resp., not counting the armed forces), the ILO put the ratio between
the two groups at a more reasonable 29% to 70%. WVS puts civil
servants at nearly one third of the total respondents who answered the
occupation question, far higher than the national average of fewer than
15%.As expected, the highest values in the first three figures lie along
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the diagonal: higher occupations earn more and feel they belong to a
higher class, and vice versa. By far the lowest earners are unskilled
manual and agricultural workers, and they appropriately see themselves
as lower class. The data shows that class is meaningful in Indonesia and
that we can measure it using any of the three categories as convenient.
Also expected is that the more highly educated one is, the higher one’s
class, whichever way it is measured. Educational achievement levels of
people who regard themselves as lower middle class peak somewhere in
senior high school (SMA). People in higher occupations are also more
satisfied with the financial situation of their household. In Figure 4,
answers have been weighted on a scale from -1 (dissatisfied) to +1
(satisfied), and also weighted for the size of the occupational group. 3
Agricultural workers and unskilled manual workers were the least
satisfied. When employers and white-collar workers are aggregated on
the one hand, and blue collar and agricultural workers on the other, as in
Figure 5, it is evident that the former group is much more satisfied with
their household economic situation than the latter. 4 Agricultural workers
and unskilled manual workers also gave the lowest scores on a more
general question about “satisfaction with your life”, though most other
3
The whole survey population is N; the number of respondents in the i'th
occupation is ni. The total number of possible answers is O, which usually
ranges from 2 to 10; the j’th answer will have a value between -1 and +1 for
bipolar questions (eg. dissatisfied to satisfied, disagree to agree). The number of
respondents in the i’th occupational group who chose answer oj is pij, so the
proportion of that occupational group who chose this answer is pij/ni. We then
weight pij/ni for the value of the answer by multiplying it by oj, so that the value
of the response of the i'th occupational group to the j’th question, weighted for
the answer and weighted for the size of that occupational group, is (pij/ni)*oj.
Finally we sum all the responses for that occupational group from j=1 to j=O.
This sum will fall between oj =-1 and oj =+1, and will indicate where, on
average, the i’th occupational group sits on that spectrum. If any of the
subpopulations pij are too small (less than the square root of the total population
N) the results quickly become meaningless because the sample is no longer
statistically significant. This can be avoided by aggregating them.
4
It ignores the small and inconsistent group of foremen, the small armed forces
and those never employed.
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people were fairly happy even if their household finances were less than
satisfactory. Since we are interested in politics, it is important to know
how people’s work relates to the state, which is the object of politics.
The rich, being well-educated, more often work within the state. Most
professionals and about half the non-manual (white collar) office
workers in the 2006 WVS sample work in state institutions, whereas
blue collar and agricultural workers overwhelmingly work in the private
sector. Figure 6 shows that only 16% of the sample’s lowest income
decile worked within a state institution, but the percentage climbs to
50% by the ninth decile. If agricultural workers had not been so badly
under-sampled, the divide would have been even more impressive. Since
state employees (including teachers) are influential in all aspects of
Indonesia’s social life, the divide has major consequences. A few crosstabulations linking state vs. private employment with class, political
opinions and political participation ring true with what we know about
Indonesian politics.
• State workers earn a higher income; they generally belong to a
higher social class than private sector workers (with the exception of
an upper class in private business); they are more educated; they read
the newspapers more.
• State workers feel more satisfied with their lives than non-state
people; they also feel healthier.
• State sector and private sector people both agree that democracy is
important; but state sector people (interestingly) are less convinced
that the army should be in charge.
Private sector people are more likely to be active in political parties,
particularly PDIP (while state people in 2001 and 2006 favoured Golkar
and PAN). Although confidence in political parties generally is low, the
poorer people in the private sector have more faith in them than average.
At the same time, the latter group is more likely to hold authoritarian
views on strong leadership, and on the need for religious authorities to
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interpret the laws in a democracy. They are also likely to be less
frequent attendees of religious services. And they tend to rely more on
word of mouth for their information. What about urbanism? The WVS
oversamples urban dwellers. Of its 2006 respondents, 43% lived in cities
of half a million or larger, 21% in provincial towns between 50,000 and
500,000, 30% in small towns of 2,000-50,000, and only 14% in villages
less than 2,000. In actual fact 58% of Indonesia’s population is rural
(Firman, Kombaitan and Pradono 2007). Nevertheless, this does not
make the data useless. Although “lower middle class” people are in the
majority everywhere, the class profile gradually rises as we move from
the village through the town to the city. People who regard themselves
as lower middle class dominate the social landscape of provincial towns.
By contrast, in the villages and smallest of small towns, the number of
people who describe themselves as lower or working class is twice the
national average. This corresponds to a large proportion of farmers and
agricultural workers, who make up at least a third of all occupations
there (WVS under-samples them, so there are more than that). These
occupations overwhelmingly told the WVS surveyors in 2006 that an
interest in politics was “not very” or “not at all” important in their lives.
Traders and semi-skilled manual workers increase in importance as the
town becomes a service centre for its surroundings. These occupations
showed the full range of opinions on the importance of politics. Upper
middle class people, mainly professionals and employers, constitute one
and a half times the national average in the largest provincial towns and
the cities. For most of them, an interest in politics was “very” or “rather”
important in their lives. In short, the overall picture is of a three-tier
society. At the top, a comfortable upper middle class, highly educated,
likely employed within the state, interested in politics. They are not as
big as WVS would have them, but they are strongly represented in big
cities, where they control most institutions of any ambition. At the
bottom of the social ladder are working and lower classes, much larger
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than represented in the WVS survey. They are unskilled; many of them
are in agriculture, all of them probably in the informal sector. They live
everywhere but are particularly dominant in the village. Most of them do
not find “politics” very interesting (elections, and all the newspaper talk
about what the government should be doing). In between, we find a very
large lower middle class, ranging from skilled workers, through traders,
shop assistants and clerks, to teachers. They too live everywhere, but
they are truly in their element in the provincial town. These towns
exceed all other urban concentrations in their interest in politics (Figure
7) – no doubt a consequence of the local elections introduced as part of
the decentralization moves in 1999.
Religion
Let us now see if there are religious differences between classes and
between urban centres. Indonesians adhere to many different religions,
but 87% say they are Muslim. As a first approximation, we can assume
the WVS questions about religion measure Islamic attitudes. Not many
WVS indicators are controversial enough to differentiate between
religious convictions. In 2001, one question in the political section was
about the desirability of having “only laws of sharia”. This was clearly
intended as a test of receptivity to what many western analysts would
call a conservative (or Islamist, scripturalist, or fundamentalist) idea of
religion. Its opposite has been labelled progressive (or humanist, or
liberal). More people favoured than disfavoured this idea (49% agreed,
25% disagreed, the rest had no opinion). However, the division is not
too unbalanced to be a useful differentiator. Whereas 48% of upper
middle class and 47% of lower middle class people agreed this was
desirable, 58% and 57% thought so among the working and lower
classes respectively. The difference arose mainly because more higherclass people “disagreed strongly”. (Curiously, the tiny upper class
sample rather favoured sharia law – perhaps they were thinking of
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Islamic banking, whereas the lower class were thinking of lashings – but
the sample was too small to be statistically significant) (Figure 8). When
repeated for occupation, the same divide is evident (Figure 9, Figure
10). While employers are a curious borderline case, perhaps for the
reason

mentioned

above,

white-collar

workers

(and

soldiers!)

overwhelmingly rejected the desirability of having only sharia law. Blue
collar and (to a lesser extent) agricultural workers predominantly
endorse it. Other cross-tabulations around this question lead to related
insights. The exclusive application of sharia law appealed to poorly
educated people, to people on low incomes, and especially to the
unemployed. Answers to a similar question in 2006 confirmed the trend.
It asked whether in a democracy, “religious authorities interpret the
laws”. Answers could range along a 10-step spectrum between “not an
essential characteristic of democracy” to “essential”. A narrow majority
of 54% thought this was to some degree essential. Once again,
employers and white-collar workers were the least convinced of this
idea, whereas blue collar and agricultural workers were the most
convinced (only unskilled manual workers were indecisive). Intolerance
towards other religions might also be related to Islamism, although the
relationship is clearly not simple. The 2001 survey asked about having
people of another religion as neighbours. No group was happy with the
idea, but a slightly bigger proportion of the lower class group mentioned
they were uncomfortable with it than of the upper middle class group
(43% and 37% respectively). All this suggests commitment to a strongly
moralizing and exclusive form of religion is more prevalent among
lower than higher social orders. (It does contradict the still popular
perception that rural poor people are overwhelmingly abangan or
syncretistic rather than orthodox Muslims. The reason could be that the
WVS has under-sampled them, but I suspect rural religious life really
has become more orthodox). So why do we not see it back in
institutionalized national politics? One reason could be that the

164 Dealing with Diversity
organizational aspects of religion at the national level remain in the
hands of the established orders. The proportion of all respondents who
said they were “active” members of a religious organization was 38%
(2006). Among the upper middle class, this rose to 41% but among the
working class it dropped to 27%. Working class people (but not lower
class ones) also attended religious services less frequently than others
did. The more objective occupational spectrum tells us more. Big and
small employers and professionals were the most active (51%, 47% and
46% resp.), while unskilled manual were the least active (21%).
(Farmers with their own farms were also highly active at 45%). Asked
how frequently they attend religious services, two thirds said they attend
at least once a week, but among employers and professionals that figure
was 77% while among unskilled workers struggling to survive it was
only 51%. Where do the people live who practice these different kinds
of religion? The most consistently striking fact the data presents to us is
that Islamism is strongest in the provincial towns. In 2006, conservatives
clustered in small and intermediate provincial towns with populations in
the range 20,000-100,000, not in rural villages, and not in large cities
(Figure 11). In 2001, a turbulent year particularly outside the large
cities, the feeling that only laws of sharia were desirable was even
stronger in provincial towns and it had even penetrated to the villages
(Figure 12). As we saw, these decentralized provincial towns were also
places where more people than anywhere else said that politics were
“important in life” (Figure 7). And they were places where people more
often felt personally insecure. The number of people who felt strongly
that the statement “It is important to this person: living in secure
surroundings” applied to them reached 84% in towns of 50,000-100,000,
whereas in cities over half a million it was 61% and in small towns only
49% (2006). The transition to local democracy was a bit wild.
Competition, which was poorly institutionalized and even more poorly
policed, led in some places to a breakdown in law and order. Looters
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ransacked government-owned plantations, ethnic or religious bosses
whipped up straight-out communal warfare lasting months or years.
Like provincials in war-torn Afghanistan today, some ordinary people
began to think replacing national with sharia law might be a good
alternative.
The Provincial Middle
Crude as they are, these observations about the spatial and class
distributions of exclusive and moralizing forms of Islam build up to a
picture that we can also recognize from field studies. In class terms,
Islamism is most interesting to the lower occupations. The simplest way
to put the specifically religious conclusion is that less privileged people
tend to be more conservative, privileged people more progressive, while
the latter group runs all the mainstream organizations. Blue collar and
agricultural workers, especially those in the sphere of influence of
provincial towns, are interested in religion as an exclusive moral guide
for the community, but they do not have the luxury of time to attend all
religious services, nor the resources to run major organizations. In
spatial terms, the interest in Islamism peaks in these provincial towns.
The broader context is of two styles of politics. At the national and
metropolitan level, we see a relatively progressive politics promoted by
a largely professional upper and upper middle class. Provincial politics,
by contrast, are frequently more conservative, more rough and tumble,
and are closer to the grassroots interests of a lower middle, working and
lower class constituency. The WVS data also show that comparatively
illiberal attitudes among lower classes go beyond religion. The less
privileged tend to be more suspicious of people, by contrast with the
professionals of the upper middle class, who are the most trusting people
in Indonesia. Support for authoritarian politics – rule by the army, a
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strong leader – is greater there too. 5 At the same time, they less often
read newspapers and magazines or watch the news on TV. The WVS
data allows us to check the broad link between conservative views and
lower occupations in other countries, and in a quick peek I found that it
holds also for Egypt and Morocco. Something similar can be found also
in developed countries. The extreme rightwing anti-Islam party of Geert
Wilders in the Netherlands gets its votes from the same economically
dissatisfied lower classes as those who in Indonesia support Islamism.
The similarity obviously does not lie in content, but in style. The class
dichotomy is too simple to explain everything. Gender is another
important dimension. Many more women were positive about sharia law
in 2001 than men – 56% of women agreed, to 43% of men. However,
the difference had disappeared in the more settled times of 2006, when
the question on religious authority drew similar answers from men and
women. Age is also important. Those in favour of the statement that
“religious people interpret the laws” is an essential characteristic of
democracy (2006) were overwhelmingly aged 15-24. The next age
cohort (25-34) was evenly divided on it, whereas those older than that
tended to disapprove whatever their class. The feeling of distrust
towards potential neighbours of other religions (2006) was also strong
among young people under 24 (and among those over 55…). Youth also
attend religious services more frequently – particularly when compared
with the 45-54 year old group. So what looks like the militancy of the
disaffected lower class might simply be the naivety of youth; while what
looks like the moderation of the comfortable middle class might simply
5

WVS 2006 results on authoritarian attitudes are difficult to interpret. On the
one hand, 95% of respondents thought “having the army rule” was a good
political system (ranging from 91-92% among upper and upper middle classes to
97% among lower and working classes). On the other hand, only half thought it
was a good idea for the army to take over if democratic government failed
(slightly higher among lower occupations), and only 22% of respondents
thought “having a strong leader” was a good political system, with little
occupational differentiation.
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be the maturity of a professional who is educated and above all, adult.
Indeed, on the question of veiling (2001), age seems to be the main
determinant. Young people of all classes up to the age of 24 were
overwhelmingly in favour of the idea that the ideal woman should wear
the veil, while the over-50s were not (2001). However, the more
political questions of sharia law and the role of religious authorities in a
democracy did clearly have a class dimension as well. We can combine
both insights by thinking of Islamism as the idealism of people with
minimal organizational power. All youth fall in that category, but they
have a greater likelihood of staying there if they belong to the lower
classes. This data helps explain why conservative religious politics are
more prevalent in the provinces while elite politics are relatively
progressive. In the 1950s the religiously orthodox political party
Masyumi was strong among the petit bourgeois traders of the provincial
towns that pepper the thinly populated islands beyond Java (Ricklefs
1979). The Darul Islam revolt of the 1950s took place in rural and small
town West Java, South Sulawesi, and parts of Kalimantan and Sumatra.
Orchestrated attacks on religious minorities such as the Ahmadiyah and
Shi’ites recently have taken place mainly in provincial towns.
Ethnographic studies on lower middle class Islam that confirm the
general picture above include the innovative study by Abdul Syukur on
the Talangsari agricultural community in Lampung that was massacred
in 1989 for resisting the state (Syukur 2003), and Noorhaidi Hasan’s
book on Laskar Jihad (Hasan 2006). Both studies revolve around events
in provincial areas. Noorhaidi Hasan’s more recent work on the Islamic
fashions of the upper middle class illustrate the same point on the other
side of the divide (Hasan forthcoming). District and provincial elections
in recent years have often included promises to implement sharia
regulation (Bush 2008). If Islamism does have stronger social roots
among the poor majority in provincial areas than in the metropolitan
centres, democratizing struggles could produce the kind of Islamizing
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scenario that has played out in Iran, Algeria, and recently in the Arab
Spring. This certainly does not have to involve violence. 6 The WVS data
has nothing to say about terrorism. They do have something to say about
the possibilities of populist and authoritarian politics, possibly of a
religious cast, that can emerge in the provinces and come to stand in
tension with national and metropolitan politics. A few years ago Bill
Liddle (2003: 5) warned on the basis of 1999 voter behaviour that the
social divide in democratic Indonesia threatened to come dangerously
close to a religious divide:
The “Muslims” now out of power are staking a claim to represent the
working class, the informal sector, and other economically marginalized
Indonesians. To the degree that they succeed, the “Nationalists” now in
power will come increasingly to be identified with the established upper
and middle classes. These could be dangerous developments. In the
event, this insightful warning was not proven by the 2009 general
election, in which neither religion nor class became significant
campaign themes. However, religion has played more strongly in the
provinces, as we expect them to do given the conclusions above. More
research must deepen these preliminary results. Surveys with locally
interesting questions and ethnographic work should seek to establish
more accurately how religious attitudes (and other life views) are linked
to class and urbanism. The objective is to understand how processes of
religious and economic change are related, and thus how certain
religious outlooks express class tensions. My suggestion that Islamism is
the exclusive moralism of people with minimal organizational power
was a nudge in that direction. Manuel Castells once called it the
“exclusion of the excluders by the excluded” (quoted in Bayat 2005:
6
Indeed, those who have used violence to stimulate an Islamist agenda have
faced a backlash. The Luxor bombing attack in 1997 caused Egyptians to turn
away from radical agendas. The 2002 terrorist bombing in Bali and other attacks
around this time could well have caused the declining lower class interest in
Islamism between the 2001 and 2006 surveys.
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894). Such research – which I am sure is already happening – should
stimulate fresh political action. Upper middle class professionals
concerned about religious radicalization might realize that their
fashionable foreign-sponsored seminars do not cross the divide that
separates them from the less privileged. They might look for new ways
to learn across the divide from those who are less progressive than they
are. This uncomfortable learning process might in turn lead to crossclass alliances that seek to achieve the true aim of religion –
compassionate justice for all.
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Illustrations
Figure 1– Social class and income (WVS 2006)

Left to right shows income, in steps of one tenth from lowest to highest. Higher
classes earn more income than lower classes. (The values in each cell were first
normalized for group size. Cells with the highest values in each row are shaded
black, cells with about half the maximum value are shaded grey).
Figure 2 – Occupation and income (WVS 2006)

Top axis shows income (as above). Employers and white-collar workers such as
non manual office workers (e.g. clerks, traders, teachers) earn more income
than blue-collar (e.g. factory workers, tailors) and agricultural workers.
Unskilled workers and agricultural workers are by far the poorest. (See graph
above for more explanation).
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Figure 3 – Occupation and social class (WVS 2006)

Most people say they belong to the lower middle class. Many employers say
they belong to the upper middle class. Most unskilled and agricultural workers
say they belong to the working or lower classes. (See graph above for more
explanation).
Figure 4 – Occupation and “Satisfaction with financial situation of household”
(WVS 2006)
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Higher occupations (such as employers and professionals, on the left) are much
more satisfied with the financial situation of their household than lower
occupations (such as unskilled manual workers, on the right).
(Vertical axis, +1 = “satisfied”; -1 = “dissatisfied”. Occupations as listed in Table
1– left to right = higher to lower occupations.)
Figure 5 – Occupational divide and “Satisfaction with financial situation of
household”
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When the satisfaction levels for higher occupations are grouped together on
one side, and lower occupations on the other side, the difference become even
more obvious.
(Group 1: Employers and white collar; 2: blue collar and agricultural).
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Figure 6 – Income and state (WVS 2006)
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Among people with low incomes, most work in the private sector. But among
people with high incomes, the number of state workers has increased, so that
private sector and state workers are roughly equal.
Horizontal axis is the income scale (as above) – lowest income on the left,
highest income on the right. Rising black line shows the proportion of all
workers who work within the state, at various income levels. Falling grey line
shows the proportion of all workers who work within the private sector.
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Figure 7 – Town size and interest in politics (WVS 2006)
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People in provincial towns of population 50,000-100,000 are more interested in
politics than people anywhere else.
(Vertical axis, “important in life: politics”, +1 = very important, 0 = not at all
important. Town size increases from left to right: 1 = 2,000 and less; 2 = 2,0005,000; 3=5,000-10,000; 4=10,000-20,000; 5=20,000-50,000; 6=50,000-100,000;
7=100,000-500,000; 8=500,000 and more.)
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Figure 8 – Class and sharia (WVS 2001)
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In 2001, working and lower class people were more in favour of sharia law than
upper middle and lower middle classes.
(1 = Upper class (sample size of 15 too small to be significant), 2 = upper middle
class, 3 = lower middle class, 4 = working class, 5 = lower class)
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Figure 9 – Occupation and sharia (WVS 2001)
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In 2001, lower occupations such as semi-skilled manual workers (e.g. driver)
were more in favour of sharia law than higher occupations such as
professionals (e.g. managers) (Vertical axis, +1 = agree; -1 = disagree.
Occupations as listed in Table 1 – left to right = higher occupations to lower
occupations. Largest occupations are 3, 5 = professionals and clerks, and 7, 8 =
skilled and semiskilled workers)
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Figure 10 – Occupational divide and sharia
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(Group 1: Employers and white collar; 2: blue collar and agricultural).
When grouped together, the difference becomes even clearer.
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Figure 11 – Town size and religious authority in a democracy (WVS 2006)
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In 2006, people in provincial towns with population 50,000-100,000 were more
in favour of the idea that in a democracy, religious authorities must interpret
the laws than anywhere else.
(Vertical axis, “essential to democracy: religious authorities interpret the laws”,
+1 = essential, -1 = not essential. Town size: 1 = 2,000 and less; 2 = 2,000-5,000;
3=5,000-10,000; 4=10,000-20,000; 5=20,000-50,000; 6=50,000-100,000;
7=100,000-500,000; 8=500,000 and more.)
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Figure 12 – Town size and sharia laws (WVS 2001)
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In 2001, people in provincial towns of population 50,00-100,000 were more
enthusiastic about sharia laws than people anywhere else.
(Vertical axis, +1 = agree; -1 = disagree. Town size: 1 = 2,000 and less; 2 = 2,0005,000; 3=5,000-10,000; 4=10,000-20,000; 5=20,000-50,000; 6=50,000-100,000;
7=100,000-500,000; 8=500,000 and more.)

PART III

INTER-RELIGIOUS CONFLICT AND
VIOLENCE

7

BUILDING BRIDGES THROUGH INTERRELIGIOUS DIALOGUE
Alwi Shihab
It is hardly necessary for me to remind you that Indonesia is the
largest Muslim country in the world today. It may, however, be
important to stress two important facts, namely that Indonesia was not
conquered by Muslim armies for Islam, rather it was won by the piety
and good example of immigrant scholars, traders and Sufi masters. The
second fact is that in Indonesia, faith-communities representing many, if
not most of the world religions, usually live side by side in amity, peace
and concord.
Unfortunately, the moral, spiritual and social values that made
Indonesia a model of religious pluralism and harmony are being
challenged every day by religious, ideological and political radicalism. It
is a sad reality that even international efforts to counter radicalism and
terrorism often themselves become radical, and hence counterproductive. We must therefore deal with religious radicalism and
intolerance not with brute force, but with wisdom and the willingness to
address the root causes of these problems.
We are well aware that at the present time we have been driven by
misfortune to wake up to a mission of peace through inter-religious
harmony. The world spiritual leaders from all faiths should lead the
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world in this mission of respect, harmony, and cooperation for all
believers and all races. Only in this way can we dissolve hatred and live
in peace and security – not through force alone.
No one denies that Muslims are hurt and affected more than anyone
else in relation to recent tragic events, because some terrorists claimed
an Islamic affiliation and justification, although Islam never in any way
condones, let alone endorses any act of terror. This forum, I believe, can
motivate and stimulate concerted efforts to bring together a wide range
of perspectives, opinions and backgrounds for the purpose of furthering
constructive dialogue in mobilizing the forces of moderation.
Through this chapter I want to invite us all to try to reflect with clear
mind and objectivity the root cause of this dangerous phenomenon
namely the religious radicalism encountered by humanity today. Indeed,
our world has been thrust into a crisis of significant proportions. People
are dying, hearts are breaking, and enmity is evident. No one denies that
there has been a rivalry between the world of Islam and the West for
over fourteen centuries. It is evident from the fact that almost 100 years
after the birth of Islam, that Muslims managed to establish an empire
that extended across North Africa, the Middle East, Iberia, Persia and
North India. Yet at the end of the 11th century, after two centuries of
stability, tensions began with the first crusade in 1095. This long period
of continuous encounter has continued to demonstrate more enmity,
hostility and prejudice, rather than friendliness and understanding.
It goes without saying that the interaction between the World of
Islam and the West is an important part of the structure of contemporary
global affairs. Without positive relations between them, a constructive
global network of peoples and societies will not be possible. For almost
a millennium and a half Islam and the West can be viewed as two
civilizations interacting in conflict and dialogue. To reach constructive
dialogue, seeking answers to what are the obvious obstacles and
solutions, it is important to think in terms of actual existing conditions
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of the contemporary world of the 21st century and not to impose
concepts from an earlier age.
The reality of the 21st century with the spread of terrorism
demonstrates that our era is globally interdependent, but far from
integrated. According to Norman Daniel in his book, Islam and the
West, “Up to the present time, the mentality of the Middle Age Christian
(viewing Islam and Muslims as a real threat and the worst enemy) still
lingers in the mind of many Westerners.” 1 One cannot deny that
throughout the Western world there is tension between Westerners and
Muslims. In many European countries Muslims are seen as not only
outsiders but also a menace, a threat to their values and cultures. In
many countries this tension is palpable and in some countries it remains
subdued, but the West has never been too comfortable with Islam and
Muslims.
Muslims should admit that they themselves have not always been
able to present their case in the manner that is both understandable and
acceptable to Western society. Islam has often been presented in a
complicated way that the minds of common people hardly can
understand. On the other hand, Islam has sometimes been introduced in
such a simplified way that it cannot touch the hearts of people. Such a
phenomenon has created unnecessary misunderstanding that can bring
about mistrust between Muslims and Westerners and often leads to bitter
feelings.
It is obvious that the West accommodates many faiths, including
Islam. It is, therefore, essential that both Muslims and the Westerners
realize the urgent need to overcome the history of hostility between
them in order to clear up the existing prejudices against Islam. In
addition, we must always bear in mind that religion is not just an
abstract set of doctrines or a simple belief. It has been and continues to
1
Norman Daniel, Islam and the West: The Making of an Image (Oneworld,
2001).
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be the significant factor that shapes the people’s identities as individual
persons and as groups. It is our duty to find the way to harness the
positive potential of religions to motivate their adherents to strive for
peace, justice and tolerance in everyday life.
Unfortunately, many Westerners believe that Islam is threatening
their way of life, and likewise, many Muslims believe that the West is
the source of the problem. In that context, one of the biggest challenges
of our times is to be able to comprehend and appreciate the values of
Islam as well as the way of life and the mind of the West. No one denies
that it has not been easy for the West to understand the spirit of Islam,
nor for the Muslims to accept the mindset of the West. However, it is
my opinion for the West, in order to understand Islam and the Muslims,
has to adopt the faith and teachings of “the prophets of power or firm
resolve”, as they have been described by the Qur’an – namely, Noah,
Abraham, Moses, Jesus and Muhammad.
We must strive to correct the ill perception in the minds of some
Western intellectuals that equates Islam with what communism used to
be to the West, and that dialogue between Islam and the West is a waste
of time. Therefore, the only way for the West to deal with Islam and
Muslims is the argument of force, not the force of argument. On the
other hand, there are people in the Muslim countries who believe that
the West is an old enemy of Islam, citing the history of conflict and
therefore they believe that Muslims should resist the West. They believe
that there is no room for dialogue, there can be only dialectical
opposition between the two.
Our problem with these radical views lies in the fact that those who
promote the idea of religious and cultural conflict take Islam as their
starting point for the concept of the Clash of Civilizations. They ignore
the fact that Islam is not Communism. In fact, Islam is far removed from
communist values. Islam is the way of life that is compatible with
common reason and human decency, thus democratic values, freedom
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and human rights. In addition, the Muslim world is a great diversity of
nations and cultures that is united by the idea of human goodwill,
respect, love and justice among all nations.
Islam has never been the reason for the suspension of freedom. On
the contrary, Islam teaches that there shall be no compulsion in religion.
There shall be freedom in religion because a lie cannot be imposed and
truth does not need to be enforced. Islam, as presented by the Qur’an, is
a universal teaching that does not limit itself to geographical boundaries
or ethnic and racial divisions; it is beyond East and the West. A
Qur’anic verse says;
You should know by now that it is not the Right Way only to face
your faces towards East and West. But the Right Way is for you
to have trust in God, and in the Day of accountability, and in
Angels, and in the Book, and in God’s Messengers. It is the Right
Way also that you spend your property for your kin in need, for
orphans, for the needy, for the wayfarer, for those who ask, and
for the freedom of slaves. Also, the Right Way is to hold fast to
prayer, to observe prescribed charity, to honour the contracts
that you have made, to be firm and patient in hardship, and to
overcome times of fear. Such people are on the right Way to the
truth and they are close to God. (Qur’an 2: 177)
Islam is beyond East and West, because Jews, Christians and
Muslims share the belief in one God who created us all from a single
soul then scattered us like seeds into countless human beings. They
share the same father, Adam, and mother, Eve. They share Noah’s Ark
for salvation, Abraham’s faith, they share respect for Moses, and love
for the Virgin Mary and admiration for her son Jesus, and they share the
clear word of the Qur’an in promoting good and preventing evil.
It is therefore important to remember the major elements that the
three Abrahamic religions have in common to enable each of the
respective adherents feel a close affinity to one another. In fact Islam
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describes Judaism and Christianity as “People of the Book”, indicating
that all three religions are of one and the same family. They all come
from the same Hebraic roots and claim Abraham as their originating
ancestor. All three traditions are religions of ethical monotheism, that is,
they all claim there is one loving, just, creator God, and God expects all
human beings to live in love and justice. Judaism, Christianity and Islam
are all religions of revelation. In all three religions this revelation has
two special vehicles: prophets and scriptures.
The relationship between the Qur’an and the Bible is repeatedly
mentioned in the Qur’an. The Qur’an expressly claims this relationship
and calls the attention of the Prophet Muhammad himself to this
relationship. The following verse especially acknowledges this
relationship: “And this Qur’an is not such as could be forged by those
besides Allah, but it is a verification of that which is before it and a clear
explanation of the Book, there is no doubt in it, from the Lord of the
worlds”. (Qur’an 10: 37)
It is therefore imperative that Jews, Christians, and Muslims should
learn how to share their common spiritual roots and their common future
hopes without prejudice. This will help eliminate discrimination,
religious and racial hatred, so all monotheists can raise their children in
peace and security on the basis of the “ethics of sharing”. In other
words, we must create in ourselves the sense that there are many paths
to God, that the people of each path are held in a special relationship to
God, each chosen not only for a mission but for a special love. The three
religions are like siblings in a healthy family – we may have great
differences and strive competitively, but in the end, we must try to
protect each other from danger and ill-will. We must try to pull together
to mend the world around us in some small way.
One of the most important places to start is with our own families.
How do we teach our children respect for people of other faiths? Of
course we cannot teach our children to honour other religious
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communities if we ourselves are filled with stereotypes, suspicions, fear
or even hatred of those who are different from us. In the rapidly
globalizing world, our neighbours are no longer the same as us. They are
of different races, wear different clothes and worship in a different
manner. We may try to flee from them my moving or excluding them
from our communities, but sooner or later we will find that they are our
children’s classmates, work associates and neighbours. We may also see
them just as followers of another false teaching whom we must do our
best to convert. But if so, we may find tensions increasing as each tries
to convert the other and views the other community as a false religion or
even demonic. Aggressive proselytizing can create fear, anger and
aggression among sincere believers in different faiths. If we have these
attitudes, our children will pick them up and become like us.
It is difficult to become free of negative prejudices toward other
religious communities if we know nothing about them except the
distorted pictures we read in the newspapers. That is partly why this
forum is so important. We need to know each other as real human
beings who share many of the same hopes and longings. If we overcome
prejudice and fear in ourselves, our children will learn the same
attitudes. If we learn to know, accept and honour people of other faiths,
then they will be in our homes and our children will learn to accept them
and honour them as well. Our children will know that a Muslim, or a
Christian, or a Jew is not a monster in a strange costume with a dagger
hidden behind his/her back, but rather our friend Iqbal, John or Reuven.
There is a certain risk in this picture of a family that is open and
lacks negative prejudices towards communities that are designated as the
“Other”. Fear, resentment and anger against an enemy are classical ways
to bind people together. Solidarity grows as people unite against an
external threat. That is why nationalism and religious identity grew
stronger in America after 9/11. Conversely, as people lose fear of the
other, their awareness and pride in their distinctive identity may also
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grow weaker. In the worst case scenario, as someone learns to honour
other religions, their own religion becomes less important even to the
point of losing their faith. Do we expose our children to this danger if
we show them how to honour other communities?
The answer is not simple, but I believe that living in respectful
harmony within a multicultural and multi-religious society need not lead
to loss of faith. In fact it may be the very best way for us to preserve the
faith of our children. The secularization of Europe and decline of
religious communities there did not result from increasing respect and
toleration within liberal societies, but rather resulted from the neverending wars of religion, such as the 30 Years war. People lost faith in
their religious institutions because they were continually involved in
violent conflicts, justifying political and economic ambitions by
claiming they were on the side of God.
Within our families, we must exhibit two things that may be in
tension but must never be seen as contradictory. The first is sincerity of
practice and belief. Religions are not primarily just belief systems, they
are a way of life. If our children see and practice with us a particular
religious way of life, they will learn to love our faith, just as we do.
They will learn our religion, not just by memorizing the teachings but by
practicing them every day. Similarly, if we find our identity rooted in
our religious community, then so will our children. Religions are not
just teachings and practices, but also identification with a particular
community. Our children will know who they are as they practice their
religion as part of a living community of faith.
The second thing we must exhibit is honour for human beings who
have a different way of life, especially those who appear alien to
ourselves. I mentioned that these two things may be in tension but
should never be contradictory. They are in tension because genuine
respect for another community may be interpreted as lack of conviction
that our own community is the only right and true way to live. If we
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respect the other, doesn’t it imply that other religious (or non-religious)
ways of life, may be equally as good as our own? The only answer to
this question is the answer of faith: we each believe that our religion is
the finest way and the highest expression of God’s will for humankind.
We are called by God to practice our religion in assurance that it is true.
But we are not called to judge and condemn people of other religions.
God is the judge. On the contrary, all of our religions call on us to show
respect and hospitality to the stranger. The stranger of another religion
may even be a messenger from God. The Qur’an teaches us that it is not
God’s will for all the world to be the same. God could easily make all
different peoples have the same culture, race and religion. Instead God
created diversity. Our children will respect the integrity of our faith
when they see we respect the faith of others.
Let me suggest, dear brothers and sisters, that religious tolerance is
not enough. We have often seen, particularly after the tragic events of
9/11, and most recently the Danish Cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad,
that tolerance does not always lead to true social peace and harmony. To
tolerate something is to learn to live with it, even when you think it is
wrong, and downright evil. Often tolerance is similar to indifference,
which is at best a grudging willingness to put up with something or
someone you hate and wish that it goes away. We must go, I believe,
beyond tolerance, if we are to achieve harmony in our world. We must
strive for acceptance of the other, based on understanding and respect.
Nor should we stop even at mere acceptance of the other, rather we must
accept the other as one of us in humanity, and above all in dignity. The
Qur’an tells us: “We have honoured the children of Adam, have carried
them on land and sea, provided them with good and wholesome things
and have preferred them over many of Our creations.” 2
We must respect this God-given dignity in every human being, even
our enemies. For the goal of all human relations – whether they are
2

Qur’an 17: 70
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religious or social, political and economic relations – ought to be
cooperation and mutual respect. This goal can only be achieved through
meaningful and constructive dialogue among the people of faith in every
religious tradition. Nor should dialogue be limited to interfaith dialogue,
it should touch on human rights, political and economic issues, as well
issues of social justice and the right of all people everywhere to live in
security, prosperity and peace.
We must not try to reduce our social, racial and religious diversity to
global uniformity, or make it the cause of conflict and strife; rather we
must celebrate it as a manifestation of Divine wisdom and mercy. The
Qur’an says: “Surely, the most honoured of you in the sight of God is he
/she who is most righteous.” 3 Indeed, we are living in a difficult time,
and we have to realize that the best way to begin working for peace is to
build it up from within. It depends on us. The solution to ignorance,
bigotry and narrow-mindedness that lead to hatred are in ourselves,
within our communities. It is our burden, and our challenge to find
solutions to these global problems. To paraphrase Shakespeare, “The
solution lies in ourselves, not in the stars under which we were born.”
The Qur’an states that we can only change our human condition if
there is a change in our individual makeup and outlook as well our soul
and mind. The greatest lesson from any conflict that touches upon
religious sensibility is that the global community cannot allow such
conflict in any part of the world to fester, because it will, sooner or later,
generate dangerous complications elsewhere. It is therefore important to
establish interaction and understanding across cultures as the best
safeguard

against

acts

of

terror.

We

have

to

maintain

an

uncompromising stance towards those who would utilize terror to
achieve their goals. How to deal with the unity of the civilized world in
fighting the horror of radicalism against both sides (Western and
Islamic) is absolutely indispensable. Educating the next generation and
3

Qur’an 49: 13
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preventing them from being brainwashed with hatred and ignorance are
our shared moral duties.
I strongly believe that true harmony comes from resolving historical
hatred and increasing mutual care and love. The only sure path to peace
requires that we work to end the misunderstanding and resentment that
afflict individuals, communities and nations. Religious leaders in
particular must reflect and ask themselves if they have preached God’s
love for all people universally, beyond nation, religion and race. It is our
collective responsibility through this forum to find ways and means to
overcome the tragic barriers that have divided religious believers, not
only of those different religions, but even believers of the same religion.
Nobody knows where the dialogue between us will lead, but we
must be convinced that there has to be an alternative to so much global
violence and hatred. In closing, let me invite you all to respond to the
crisis of values that pervades so many regions of our world. Let us
together try to reach out to the hearts and minds of our communities,
strengthen the voice of moderation and isolate the forces of extremism
and radicalism. May the fruits of this academic forum be a positive step
forward on the long and difficult road to harmony among all of God’s
children.
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PLURALISM AND DIVERSITY IN AN AGE
OF RADICAL RELIGION AND VIOLENCE 1
James Veitch 2
Introduction
The analysis of the power of religions in the histories of conflict is
one of the keys to defusing the radicalization of religion and of nurturing
a non-competitive religious pluralism to counteract the effects of
extremism. It is also a key to defusing religious beliefs that authenticate

1
This lecture was written in November/December 2006 and delivered in January
2007. At that time I was working in the Strategic Studies Program at the School
of Government, Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand. I shifted to
Massey University at the beginning of 2011.The text of the original lecture has
been edited and updated and expanded in May/June 20012.
2
I am indebted to Ninian Smart for many important ideas: as a young researcher
he taught me the importance of understanding the religious thinking of people in
other cultures. Colleagues at the Theological College for Eastern Indonesia in
Makassar (now known as INTIM) and in Trinity Theological College,
Singapore, gave me practical experience that grounded and contextualized my
theoretical academic training. I, and my family, learned to “walk in other
peoples’ moccasins” as we lived among fellow citizens in Makassar and
Singapore and encountered their religious world views. I have been exploring
the issues set out in this paper in a variety of contexts, some published and some
unpublished (see bibliography). Ninian Smart died in 2001 after a lifetime of
service to academia. He would have applauded the initiative of the consortium
that has established this international PhD program in Indonesia.
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and justify violence. 3 I will illustrate this thesis by reference to the
critical situation faced by the world community in the wake of the attack
on the WTC on September 11, 2001.
The views that I shall put forward in this chapter are based on the
following three assumptions:
1. Religious pluralism and religious fundamentalism 4 are in opposition
to each other: one leads to the acceptance and affirmation of
diversity as a primary given in our modern world and the other to its
rejection. One maintains that there are different religious worldviews that have stood the test of time and these can be
accommodated (sometimes critically) within the global world and
the other claims that among the many there is only one right way to
being religious and that seeks to impose its view on and over others.
2. Radical or extremist religion is the response to social dissension and
political disagreement and the subsequent conflict, which stimulates
and nurtures the growth of radical religion, more often than not leads
to violence.
3. This radicalization of religion is not so much a response to
modernization as it is a reaction to the conflicts and the struggles for
power that surround the clashes between religiously empowered
civilizations (I am thinking of Christianity and Islam) as each tries to
dominate the other. These clashes have deep roots in the histories of
the past particularly in the colonial and imperial periods of conquest
and in the inequalities that emerged from the conflicts that have
accompanied these histories into the life of every subsequent
generation.
3
Toby Manhire, ed.The Arab Spring, (London, 2012). John R. Bradley. After the
Arab Spring (London, and New York, 2012).
4
See my article “Muslim Activism, Islamization or Fundamentalism: Exploring
the Issues” in Islamic Studies as an Occasional Paper number 18 (Islamic
Research Institute Islamabad Pakistan, 1996), 19. In this paper I pointed out my
reservations for using the word fundamentalism to describe any part of a religion
except the debates called by this name.
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There is a widespread belief in parts of the western world that a
small group 5 of Muslims are responsible for starting and perpetuating
the violence that characterizes the conflicts in the Middle East and much
of South and South East Asia. It is this small group of religious and
politically radical Muslims dubbed (by the West) Salafi’s, Islamists,
fundamentalists, or extremists , who are responsible for this conflict and
for starting what the United States President George Bush called the
“war on terror” If this group can be restrained or eliminated there will be
peace – or at least the cessation of conflict and the possibility of coexistence – for the vast majority of Muslims and Christians in the world
prefer to live in peace and accept the reality of each other’s existence.
But in the meantime the West has entered upon a struggle against radical
Muslims (“Islamists”) for the heart and the soul of ordinary Muslims. 6
The War on Terror 7
The watershed that shook the ground from under the feet of the
United States administration was, of course 9/11. From this point
onwards the United States has become a different country in the way it
considers its defence and security and increasingly in its emphasis in
foreign policy. 8 In an explicit move the President publicly identified
Iraq, Iran and North Korea as countries constituting what he called the
“axis of evil” – two of the members of the axis are Muslim States and all
5
See Michael Chandler and Rohan Gunaratna, Countering Terrorism: Can We
Meet the Threat of Global Violence? (London, 2007), 213: “Less than 1 percent
of the Muslim peoples, world-wide, is in any way involved in conducting or
actively supporting terrorism… They tend to have an impact out of all
proportion to their size. What they lack in numbers they make up for wit their
actions and the resulting publicity.”
6
See Tariq Ali, The Clash of Fundamentalisms: Crusades, Jihads and
Modernity (London and New York, 2002).
7
See my article: “President George Bush and the Beginnings of the War on
Terror.” Peace and Security Review 2.2, 2009, 87-111.
8
See the 9/11 Commission Report (New York, 2004) and Steven Strasser, ed.,
the 9/11 Investigations: Public Affairs (New York, 2004).
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three became the centre of international attention. According to
President Bush, countries who are part of this axis are the enemies of the
United States and its allies. In making this distinction the President
hoped to identify the trouble- makers and to begin the process of
isolating them from mainstream Islam, by force if necessary.
Caught in the political sights of the Americans and their allies is the
international organization 9 or movement known as Al-Qaeda. Led by
Osama bin Laden and Ayman Al-Zawahiri, 10 Al-Qaeda is believed to
have been at the heart of the attack on the Twin Towers and the violence
against America and American interests elsewhere, both before and after
9/11. 11 The members of Al-Qaeda and its allied groups are Sunni
Muslims committed to the implementation of a number of objectives of
which the following are the most significant:
1. The re-establishment of the caliphate (dismantled by Ataturk in
Turkey on March 3, 1924)
2. The revival of Islam in the world wide Muslim community,
3. The replacement of the ruling elite (often in power with Western
help) in most Muslim countries by those who are Committed and
faithful Muslims,
4. The removal of all foreign military forces from Saudi Arabia,
5. The removal of the state of Israel or at least new international
agreements defining and guaranteeing its borders and limiting its

9
See Rohan Gunaratna, Inside Al-Qaeda (Carlton North, 2002) and the
contrasting view of Jason Burke, Al-Qaeda: The True Story of Radical Islam
(London, 2004). See also the interesting study by Jane Corbin, Al-Qaeda: The
Terror Network that Threatens the World (New York, 2002) and Karen J.
Greenberg, Al Qaeda Now: Understanding Today’s Terrorists (New York,
2005).
10
Montasser Al-Zayyat, The Road to Al-Qaeda: The Story of Bin Laden's Right
Hand Man (London, 2004).
11
See Peter Bergin, Holy War Inc: Inside the Secret World of Osama bin Laden
(New York, 2001); Peter Bergin, The Osama bin Laden I know: An Oral History
of Al Qaeda's Leader (New York, 2006); Bruce Lawrence, ed. Messages to the
World: The Statements of Osama bin Laden (New York, 2005).
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ability to intervene as and where it deems necessary in the Middle
East
6. The cessation of foreign interference in the affairs of all Muslim
States
7. The spread of Islam throughout the world
While (1) – (3) may be internal to the Muslim World (4) – (7) bring
the Muslim community into conflict with western interests and agendas.
Indeed the perceived clash arising out of the war on terror has revived
talk of a crusade on both sides. 12
In Indonesia it is Abu Bakar Ba’asyir, the inspirational leader of
Jemaah Islamiyah 13 and its amir or spiritual leader, who has attracted
the attention of the international community for his strong criticism of
the American administration and of western influence in general in the
Muslim world. 14 Ba’asyir advocates establishing a caliphate in South
East Asia where the majority of Muslims live, bringing together in a
federation the Muslim communities of Indonesia, Malaysia, Brunei,
Cambodia, Singapore, southern Thailand, and the southern Philippines:
if successful such a federation would include around 420 million
people. 15
12

Louise Richardson’s What Terrorists Want: Understanding the Terrorist
Threat (London, 2006) is a very useful study, especially her characterization of
what they want in terms of “three Rs” - Revenge, Renown, Reaction. See in
particular chapter 4 (95ff). In thinking about the roots of terror see also
Mahmood Mamdani, Good Muslim, Bad Muslim: America, The Cold War, and
the Roots of Terror (New York, 2004).
13
Jemaah Islamiah came into existence about 1982 and was associated with Abu
Bakar Ba'asyir and Abdullah Sungkar. Isamuddin joined in the early 1990s and
began to play a formative role in the movement both as its ideologue and as its
go-between with Al-Qaeda. See also: Zachary Abuza, Political Islam and
Violence in Indonesia (London and New York, 2007).
14
Greg Barton, Indonesia’s Struggle: Jemaah Islamiyah and the Soul of Islam
(Sydney, 2005). Zachary Abuza, Militant Islam in South East Asia: Crucible of
Terror (Boulder, 2003).
15
James Veitch, “The Search for Identity in Muslim Southeast Asia: The
Colonial Context for the Rise of Terrorism”, Papers Presented at the
Colloquium on Religion and Identity at Victoria University of Wellington,
September 2004, eds. Asmah Haji Omar and Paul Morris (Institute of Malay
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A detailed analysis of the activities of Jemaah Islamiyah suggests a
linkage to 9/11. First in the Bojinka plot in Manila 16, second in the
connection between at least two of the 9/11 hijackers and Malaysia, 17
and thirdly, with the presence of one of the key people in both
movements Riduan Isamuddin (Hambali) at present in United States
custody awaiting trial. 18
But it was the Bali bombing on October 12, 2002 that thrust Jemaah
Islamiyah 19 onto the international stage bringing international terrorism
into the contemporary history of Indonesia and changing the
relationships between the countries of the region. 20 Two hundred and
two people lost their lives in the explosions and 209 were injured. Three

Civilization, Universitas Pendidikan, Sultan Idris, 2005), 71-79. On Ba'asyir see
Irian Suryahardi Awwas, ed., Dakwah Jihad Abu Bakar Ba'asyir (Yogyakarta,
2003); Arie Ruhyanto, ed. Abubakar Ba'asyir Melawan Amerika (Yogyakarta,
2002); Zuly Qodir, Ada apa dengan Pondok Pesantren Ngruki (Bantul, 2003).
16
There are two parts to plan bojinka - the plan to assassinate Pope John Paul II
on January 15, 1995 in Makati city and the second stage was to destroy 11
commercial airliners over the Pacific on January 11 and 12, 1995. The plot was
discovered by accident on January 6, 1995. See Simon Reeve, The New Jackals:
Ramzi Youssef, Osama bin Laden, and the Future of Terrorism (Boston, 1999).
17
On or about January 7/8, 2000, Khalid al Midhar and Nuwaz al Mazi (the
pilots of American Airlines flight 77 which crashed into the Pentagon) were
present at a meeting in Kuala Lumpur where the Twin Towers plan was
allegedly discussed. They were joined at this meeting by Ramzi bin al-Shibh, the
alleged operational planner of 9/11.
18
Paul J. Smith, ed., Terrorism and Violence in Southeast Asia (New York,
2005); Mike Millard, Jihad in Paradise: Islam and Politics in Southeast Asia
(New York, 2004); Rizal Sukma, “Indonesia's Islam and September 11:
Reactions and Prospects” in The New Terrorism: Anatomy, Trends and Counter
Strategies, eds. Andrew Tan & Kumar Ramakrishna (Singapore, 2002), 178192; Kumar Ramakrishna & See Seng Tan, After Bali: The Threat of Terrorism
in Southeast Asia (Singapore, 2003).
19
On August 5, 2006 Zawahiri announced on a video that Jemaah Islamiah and
Al-Qaeda had ‘joined forces’ and had formed ‘one line facing its enemies’.
20
See Maria Ressa, Seeds of Terror: An Eyewitness Account of Al-Qaeda's
Newest Centre of Operations in Southeast Asia (New York, 2003); Tracy
Dahlby, Allah's Torch: A Report from Behind the Scenes in Asia's War on
Terror (New York, 2005).
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were later convicted of the crime and sentenced to death. 21 The
executions took place in November 2008 against the background of the
executions of the Poso Three, all Catholic Christians. 22
The Indonesian Government, along with other governments in the
region, has been pressured by the United States and Australia to take a
firm line against radical Islamic groups. Some of these groups support
violence to advance their goals and others prefer to work through the
electoral system to gain power. Through judicious handling of the
political situation, the government of President Yudhoyono has
contained the earlier violence that followed the resignation of President
Soeharto and the subsequent period of political confusion, and has
resolved the areas of tension that threatened to destabilize the country. 23
In Ambon, Central Sulawesi and Aceh progress has been made towards
resolving the tensions and in containing outbreaks of violence.
In large parts of the Muslim world President George Bush is
considered responsible for the violence that has flared up – for he
21
For further reading: Orang Bilang Ayah Teroris… Catatan Harian Istri
Mukhlas (Solo, 2005); Imam Samudra, Aku Melawan Teroris (Solo, 2004); Al
Ustadz Luqman bin Muhammad Ba'abduh (editor and writer), Mereka Adalah
Teroris (Malang, 2005). See also James Veitch. “Indonesia: A Country in
Transition: A Possible context for the Bombing Tragedy in Bali”, unpublished
article, www.oaseonline.org/artikel/veitch-transition.htm, 2003. Also James
Veitch. “A War of Terror-The Bali bombing 2002”. Peace and Security Review
4.7 (2011), 1-31.
22
www.abc.net.au/worldtoday/content/2006/s1746412.htm (Poso) “Three
executed in Indonesia”, The World Today - Friday, September 22, 2006,
12:18:00; Reporter: Geoff Thompson. For the details of the Poso three see James
Veitch, “Human Tragedy in Central Sulawesi Indonesia 1998-2004” in
Terrorism and Insurgency in South East Asia, ed. Andrew Tan (London, 2007).
Also Fauzan Al-Anshari (et al) Tragedi Poso (Poso 2006).
23
Bahtiar Effendy, Islam in Contemporary Indonesian Politics (Jakarta, 2006),
especially chapter 6 “Islamic Militant Movements in Indonesia: A Preliminary
Accounts for its Socio-Political Perspective”, 132ff; Azyumardi Azra,
Indonesia, Islam and Democracy: Dynamics in a Global Context (Jakarta,
2006). See also Jamhari, “Mapping Radical Islam in Indonesia”, Studia Islamika
10, no. 3 (2003): 3-28 and “Jemaah Islamiyah in South East Asia: Damaged but
still Dangerous”, International Crisis Group Asia report no. 63, August 26,
2003. See Jamhari, Gerakan Salafi Radikal di Indonesia (Jakarta, 2004).
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ordered the war in Afghanistan – in retaliation for 9/11. He then ordered
the military invasion of Iraq in order to eradicate weapons of mass
destruction that turned out not to exist. Since the occupation began, he
has sought through regime change imposed by force (by violence) to
establish democracy in Iraq as a pattern to be copied by other countries
in the Arab world. Attention has since turned to Iran. By 2012 the
position of Iran is still precarious.
The absence of a formal relationship between Iran and the United
States since 1979 has created a serious problem for stability in the
Middle East. The imposition of bi and multi-lateral sanctions is a major
factor in strengthening the current influence Iran wields in the Middle
East and upon its unflinching determination to continue its quest for an
independent nuclear source to meet its growing electricity needs. 24 The
isolation has been used by Iran to build a net work of relationships that
will allow it to survive and to flourish under a strict regime of sanctions.
Alongside Al-Qaeda and its Sunni radical Islamic allies, the Shi’ite
Muslim state of Iran stands accused of running terrorism against western
and Israeli interests in the Middle East through its surrogates Hezbollah
and Hamas, and of perpetrating unrest in the Lebanon, the Palestinian
Authority, as well as Iraq and of undue influence in the affairs of
Afghanistan, the Lebanon, Syria, and neighbouring Central Asian States.
The Consequences of the War on Terror
Nine Eleven launched a new level of confrontation between the
Muslim world and the West. As the war on terror progressed, the focus
of attention shifted militarily from Afghanistan to Iraq and back to
Afghanistan and now stands poised on the borders of Iran. Instead of a
24

See the following unpublished draft articles, available from the author: Negar
Partow and James Veitch, “Iran and the Nuclear Question” and Negar Partow
and James Veitch, “The Iranian Hostage Drama and the Birth of The Islamic
Republic” (2007).
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search for weapons of mass destruction, attention has shifted to nuclear
weapons technology and the refusal of the United States and Israel to
tolerate the existence of a new nuclear state in the Middle East should
such weapons be in the hands of radical Muslims. 25
With this prospect in mind, the longstanding conflict between Israel
and the Palestinian Authority has taken on a fresh significance. The
inability of the Israeli army to dislodge Hezbollah from southern
Lebanon proved a morale booster to these radical movements. This,
coupled with Iran’s declaration that it is now a nuclear state, 26 has
changed the architecture of international relations in the Middle East and
in the wider world.
The war on terror unleashed a conflict of larger scope and
significance than could have been envisaged at its launch. One of the
reasons for this was the inability of the West to recognize the impact of
globalization on local economies. Western countries appeared unable to
acknowledge the negative ripple effect of globalization on political
stability in the developing world, or to accept responsibility for policies
that are tipped in favour of western economic interests and that
undermine local initiatives, distorting the equitable spread of wealth and
resources. 27 The radicalization of ordinary Muslims is one of the results
and this is what underlies and nurtures the conflict that has accompanied
25
Uzi Mahnaimi & Sarah Baxter, “Mission Iran”, The Times Online, January 7,
2007. Also, same authors, “Revealed: Israel Plans Nuclear Strike on Iran”,
January 7, 2007.
26
These comments were made at a conference that I attended on the status of
Jerusalem and the Human Rights of the Palestinian Peoples held in Tehran in
April 2006.
27
It has been recognised since the 1970s that the wealth of the western world
has depended on access to cheap energy resources and that this wealth has been
the reason for much of the conflict in the 20th century. William Engdahl, A
Century of War: Anglo-American Oil Politics and the New World Order
(London, 1992/2004). Michael T. Klare, Resource Wars: The New Landscape of
Global Conflict (New York, 2002). On the role of war see especially: Paul
Roberts, The End of Oil (New York, 2004) and Richard Heinsberg, The Party's
Over: Oil, War and the Fate of Industrial Societies (Forest Row, 2003).
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the war on terror. 28 This makes the recognition of religious plurality and
diversity extremely difficult. Let me outline the reason why I think that
this is the case.
Locating the Radicalized Muslim on the Map of Faith
The percentage of how many people in the modern world are
Muslim differ considerably but a current figure of between 20 and 26 %
seems possible and the percentage appears to be rising. According to
Huntington,
The percentage of Christians in the world peaked at about 30
percent in the 1980s, levelled off, is now declining and will
probably approximate about 25% of the world’s population by
2025. As a result of their extremely high rates of population
growth, the proportion of Muslims in the world will continue to
increase dramatically, amounting to 20 percent of the world’s
population about the turn of the century, surpassing the number
of Christians sometime later, and probably accounting for about
30 percent of the world’s population by 2025.

29

Since the mid 1970s Islam has been growing as a world – wide
religious community and this has happened at the same time as Muslims
have been shifting from traditional homelands to new countries, as
migrants or refugees. But only recently has the expansion of Islam been
recognized and attention in western countries has begun to focus on
Islam as a world religion. Since 9/11 this attention has become more
28

I discussed some of the implications of this thesis in an article entitled,
“Terrorism and Religion” published in Stimulus 10.1 (2002): 26-37.
29
Huntington, 65-66. In 2012 there were various estimates of relative sizes of
the Muslim and Christian communities worldwide. Religious population.com
put the figures as Christian, 2 billion and Muslim 2.1 billion. Adherents.com put
the figures as, Christian 2.1 billion and Muslim 1.5 – or as the site admits, more
like 1.8 billion given the still high fertility rates in most Muslim countries. It
would appear that the target Huntington envisaged may well have been achieved
ten years ahead of schedule.
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intense as questions have been asked about the nature of Islam in the
modern world.
Islam is a world religion that encompasses many different
expressions and interpretations: apart from Sunni, Shi’a and Sufi
streams, the Sunni include four different schools of law and Islam has
different faces in different places. As a religious tradition it is not
unified nor is it monolithic. In this respect it is like Christianity. Of
course wherever Muslims live and whatever cultural differences there
are, some things are held in common: submission to God (the primary
confession of faith), the five essential beliefs, the five pillars of worship,
the centrality of the Qur’an governing daily life of individuals and the
nation, the role of the prophet Muhammad, the use of Arabic, the
observance of a number of rituals and ceremonies and belonging to the
world-wide community, the umma. But defining a true Muslim is an
area of disagreement.
The Path to Radicality
In every religion there are people who are committed members of
worshipping communities and there are others whose commitments are
more nominal and loosely defined. They are Muslim by birth and will
die Muslim. 30 Particular celebrations at certain times of year – for
example, the start and the finish of Ramadan – bring nominal and
committed Muslims together. And there will be national celebrations
when active and nominal will express together their religious solidarity.
However, for the most part, the regular, practicing Mosque community
will be smaller than the total Muslim community in a particular area. 31

30

Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox Christians and Jews are the same, although
some Protestant Christians stress the importance of conversion.
31
It is the same for Christians. Christmas Eve, Christmas Day and Easter Sunday
are well attended services compared to other festivals.
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The devout always hope that the more nominal members of the wider
religious community will be galvanized into becoming active.
Within the regular Mosque-attending community, there are those
who attend on Fridays only and others who attend on other days and at
the regular prayer times as well – some will be more devout than others
– this is a given. A smaller percentage of committed attendees will
attend a study group as well as the Mosque and may follow the wisdom
and guidance of a teacher or simply discuss religious matters with
friends.
Out of these groups comes the vision of what the world would be
like if the vision of a great prophet were taken seriously. It is what
happens when people “get together” to share their faith that is important.
To study more about faith is the greater jihad (struggle), because study
will strengthen faith and enrich a person’s life. To discuss and debate
issues relating to faith is a normal part of being a believer.
Often being a believer feels incomplete without some practical
activity that connects faith with action. It is not surprising, given the
way that Islam is spreading throughout the world, and the issues
Muslims are encountering if “putting faith into action” did not focus on
the question of “what needs to happen to put things right”. Sayyid Qutb
raised and discussed addressed this question – for example in his
provocative book Milestones on the Road (1964). 32 Consider these two
estimates of the value and importance of Qutb’s manifesto:
He is easily one of the major architects and ‘strategists’ of
contemporary Islamic revival. Along with Maulana Maududi the
founder of Jamaat-e-Islami, the revivalist movement in South
Asia, and Imam Khomeini, the leader of Iran’s Islamic
revolution, he gave shape to ideas and the world view that has
mobilized and motivated millions of Muslims from Malaysia to
32
For the internet edition see
www.youngmuslims.ca/online_library/books/milestones
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Michigan. to strive to reintroduce Islamic practices in their lives
and alter social and political institutions so that they reflect
Islamic principles. Milestones was written to educate and
motivate a potential vanguard of the re-Islamization movement. 33
A man of impeccable Islamic credentials, he made an immense
contribution to Muslim political thought… Sayyid Qutb lives in
the hearts of millions of Muslims worldwide. His books have
been translated into virtually every language that Muslims read
and remain hugely influential. 34
Paul Berman calls Qutb “the single most influential writer in the
Islamic tradition… a formidable person”. 35 This is not the place to
evaluate the contribution of Qutb nor of others in the line of political
Islam that the western world finds so difficult to counteract. There are a
number of seminal and critical studies that are in the process of
providing that much needed evaluation. 36
Sayyid Qutb is recognized as the founder of political Islam and a
strand of thinking within contemporary Islam with its origins in the
Muslim brotherhood of Hasan al-Banna. This strand of thinking sets the
agenda for radical activism and inspires the opposition to the West that
the war on terror is designed to contain and eradicate. For this reason his
writings are popular and influential. 37 The manner of his death and the
33

From the executive summary of Milestones by M.A. Muqtedar Khan, also on
the above website.
34
Zafar Bangash, Remembering Sayyid Qutb, an Islamic intellectual and leader
of rare insight and integrity – quoted from an article on the same website. The
Wikipedia article on Qutb has some valuable material, especially in the
references and bibliography.
35
Terror and Liberalism (London, 2003/2004), 60
36
Gilles Kepel, Jihad: The Trail of Political Islam (London, 2002/2003). Olivier
Roy, The Failure of Political Islam (London, 1994/1999). Olivier Roy,
Globalised Islam: The Search for a New Ummah (London, 2002).
37
On Qutb see Ahmad S.Moussalli, Radical Islamic Fundamentalism: The
Ideological and Political Discourse of Sayyid Qutb (American University of
Beirut, 1992). Adnan A. Musallam, From Secularism to Jihad: Sayyid Qutb and
the Foundations of Radical Islamism (Praeger Publishers: Westport, 2005). See
also Richard P. Mitchell, The Society of the Muslim Brothers (Oxford,
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reason he was sent to the gallows made sure that his martyrdom gave his
words an authority that he could hardly have hoped for in his lifetime.
When his enemies condemned his thinking, then the principle of
cognitive dissonance ensured that his words were taken seriously by
subsequent generations. This is particularly the case when a person dies
because they dared to challenge their contemporaries and the
establishment that they represent. This is the way in which martyrs are
created.
There is a thread running through the thinking of key Muslim
leaders, from al-Banna and Qutb to Khomeini, Al-Zawahiri, and bin
Laden, 38 Sunni and Shi’a alike, that provides an ongoing credentialing
for the activist movements. Political Islam gives to a new generation of
Muslims, a structure for mounting opposition to the West. These
political thinkers give a new generation permission to become involved
in changing what can be changed and in rethinking the meaning and
significance of faith for their own cultural and social situations. More
significantly a person like Qutb makes it possible for others to read and
re-read the Qur’an in search for a rationale for their activism. It is no
wonder Muslims world-wide have been inspired by the writing of Qutb,

1969/1993). The introduction by John Voll is an important assessment in
religious terms of the influence of this movement. See Fathi Yakan, Revolusi
Hasan al-Bana: Gerakan Ikhwanul Muslimin, Dari Sayid Qutb sampai Rasyid
Al-Ghannusyi (Jakarta, 2002).
38
See Roxanne L.Reuben et al. Princeton Readings in Islamic Thought: text and
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Michael Scheuer, Osama Bin Laden (New York, 2011); Karen J. Greenberg, ed.
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and John Martinn, The Death of Osama bin Laden and the Future of Al-Qaeda
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al-Banna, Maududi, Khomeini, 39 al Zawahiri
of Osama bin Laden.

40

as well as by the actions

41

The Vision
These activists give others a vision of what the world would be like
if social injustice could be set right – and if hunger and thirst could be
things of the past. If only financial equity, the sharing of resources and
fair prices could balance poverty and the consequences of drought and
drinking bad water. The developed world includes a quarter of the
world’s population and four-fifths of its income. In contrast, the
developing world includes three quarters of the world’s population
living off a fifth of the world’s income. 42
The Call to Action and Pathways to Violence
Every once in a while someone with a vision gathers a group and
together the group sets out to change the world as they have experienced
it. The group attracts people of the same mind. Often the group is related
to a particular Mosque (or church), school or college, or is centred in a
university. Members of the group educate each other or attach
themselves to a leader who has a vision and a sense of how the vision
can be put into action. The group prepares itself religiously with
meticulous care and then prepares itself strategically. If it does not have
sponsors then it will seek out the right sponsor for a particular action
that has been planned.
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Imam Khomeini, Islam and Revolution: Writings and Declarations (Berkeley,
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32.
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There are many variables and there are many different passions at
work. The genius of a leader is that all the differences can be harnessed
to produce an outcome of which the group will be proud. Every so often
these groups – when they find their plans are thwarted – resort to the
weapons of their opponents and choose violence in order to transform
the world as they see it. Sometimes they will be propelled by anger and
hated. Sometimes they will be propelled by compassion and loyalty to
each other and to the cause.
Sometimes they will die in the interests of that cause – believing that
without humans sacrificing their own lives – or being sacrificed by
others who wish to deny them their cause – nothing will change. 43
Suicide bombing has become very important today in areas of conflict.
An expert in this field insightfully comments,
Martyrdom takes on a new form, combines Islamic notions and a
modern content of self-expression. It gambles with life and death
because its deadly sense of the sacred has been concocted inside
a purely imaginary but warlike neo-ummah. Killing oneself and
one’s enemy in a generalized Apocalypse is a way of fighting the
injustice of the Crusades from a Judeo-Christian west… Jihadism
is a typically incoherent product of the globalization of the last
world religion to have a social and cultural utopia that still has
credibility in the eyes of some believers. It is one of the avatars of
the globalization of the world. 44
Sometimes those who die will be tools in the hands of others who
will manipulate them for their own cause. Outsiders wonder about the
43

But as Chris Hedges reminds his readers, “All wars feed off martyrs, the
mention of the dead instantly shutting down all arguments for compromise or
tolerance for the other. It is the dead who rule. They speak from beyond the
grave urging a nation onward to revenge”. War is a Force, 94.
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source of the power that propels people to do such things. They want to
demystify the mystery that stirred humans to create religion in the first
place in an effort to restrain and harness the urge to violence that lies
deep within the human consciousness 45 and comes to the surface
especially when people are alienated and dehumanized by others.
When religion drives a vision tagged with violence that comes out of
a sense of deep alienation from human values, it is almost impossible to
stop. When this happens, religion is truly radicalized. This kind of
violence has deep religious roots that takes those involved back into the
depths of the human consciousness and into the primal past of humans.
Dudley Young expressed this sentiment:
It is important to recognise that all wars are holy wars, not
because of the religious banners that may or may not be flown,
but because the flowing of blood and the ripping of flesh
consecrate the ground in the oldest and simplest sense we know.
To kill and to die on the battle- field, to mutilate and bleed brings
one before the dicing table of the Divine [gods], where luck and
skill and courage combine to name the players definitively. Some
will be chosen to play again tomorrow. Some will be wounded
and scarred, and some will be mutilated and bleed. But all have
been gathered in the presence of the most real thing, to know and
be known with the utmost clarity in an ecstatic [orgiastic] festival
of generosity and hatred. 46
From his experience on the war front Chris Hedges makes a similar
point but uses different language,
There are always people willing to commit unspeakable human
atrocity in exchange for a little power and privilege. The task of
45

Dudley Young, Origins of the Sacred: The Ecstasies of Love and War (Little
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carrying out the violence, of killing leads to perversion. The
seductiveness of violence, the fascination with the grotesque…the
god-like empowerment over other human lives and the drug of
war combine, like the ecstasy of erotic love, to let our senses
command our bodies. Killing unleashes within us dark
undercurrents that see us desecrate and whip ourselves into
greater orgies of destruction. The dead treated with respect in
peacetime, are abused in wartime. 47
So the radical religion that chooses violence as its method of
bringing about change, taps into religious roots that run deep into the
human psyche. Jessica Stern sums up what I have been suggesting in
this way:
Religious terrorism arises from pain and loss and from
impatience with a God who is slow to respond to our plight, who
doesn’t answer. It’s converts long for a simpler time, when right
and wrong were clear, when there were heroes and martyrs,
when the story was simple, when the neighbourhood was small
and when we knew each other. When the outside world, with its
vulgar cosmopolitanism, didn’t humiliate us or threaten our
children… It is about purifying the world. The way forward is
clear: kill or be killed. Kill and be rewarded in heaven. Kill and
the Messiah will come. It is about seeing the world in black and
white. 48
Of course to achieve any outcomes of any consequence the issues
need to be clearly set out and defined-they need to be black or white and
achievable. Let us explore a little further the nature of radical or
extremist religion.
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The Characteristics of Radicalized Religion
Radical religion is a state of consciousness based on clearly
articulated beliefs. The following are the most important:
• God is an objective, realist presence that commands respect and awe
as the Creator of everything that exists has existed and will exist.
• The planet earth is the gift of God to the humans. The world of
animals, birds and plants is included in this gift: humans are the
stewards of creation.
• God has given humans a blueprint in sacred texts of how to live.
Through the intervention of special individuals (Moses, Jesus, and
Muhammad), God has endeavoured to keep people on the right path.
• But over time the situation has deteriorated until the end of life as
humans have known it is now in sight.
• Humans of the 21st century have the ability to destroy the earth
through the use of nuclear weapons.
• They have learned how to degrade the planet’s capacity to renew
itself by continuous conflict and war.
• They have abused creation so much that the environment under
pressure has begun to crack, throwing populations into confusion.
• The social fabric of all societies is under extreme pressure. Humanity
has lost its way. The judgement of God is imminent. There is a
cosmic battle going on between the forces of good and evil and an
apocalyptic end to the existence of the planet and the universe is
imminent. Those who are loyal to God take the brunt of the struggle.
The fact that they are persecuted for their loyalty is a sign that the
end is near. If they remain faithful then a rich reward awaits them in
an afterlife.
• God is on their side and the struggle upon which they have embarked
is divinely ordained.
• There are verses in sacred texts to reassure and to justify this
understanding of the world. God speaks through sacred texts to guide
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their thinking and empower their actions. If they are called upon to
act violently, then God has called them and instructed them to act in
this way for the sake of others, for the redemption of the community
of faith and perhaps also for the sake of all humankind.
To make this world-view work for believers, three things are
essential.
1. A no frills approach to reading the sacred text- the simplest meaning
is the obvious meaning.
2. The belief that the person’s religious tradition, based on this sacred
text, is the truth and that there are no other ways in which to be loyal
to God. There is only one blueprint of salvation. Other ways have
been replaced by this blueprint or else they are rejected by it.
3. The believer is under an obligation to spread this blueprint of
salvation, first within the same religious community as the only way
and then secondly to others outside the community, to seek their
conversion.
Defusing the Radical Realist with Religious Non-Realism
But there are other ways of thinking about religion that allows
individuals to be genuine believers without being religious realists.

49

The language we use in speaking about theological and metaphysical
matters may be considered metaphorical. The claims that religious
people make about the invisible divine world are not the same kind of
claims that a scientist like Stephen Hawking makes about the origin of
the universe. 50 In fact for many thoughtful believers, a non-realist God
makes better sense of religious experience than does a realist God.
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The sacred texts that provide the blue print for God’s plan of
salvation all have a historical context that can be ascertained-and
hermeneutic methods exist to help the scholar and the believer place
texts in the context of the world in which they originated. Claims that
only one sacred text is The Truth quickly fade with the recognition that
other sacred texts are just as important to the human search for reality in
the ancient and modern world. Religious non realism in this sense does
not lead to violent action to put things right; it leads in a different
direction: to an accommodation with other world-views and to the
recognition of religious pluralism.
It also means that believers from one tradition are able to work with
believers from another tradition without that working together
compromising a particular individual’s faith. In both cases (religious
realism and religious non-realism) religion empowers believers to act.
However, the use of empowerment is different. Non-realism does not
use violence to achieve its goals. In non-realism there is a commitment
to change and often this is radical change, but it is pursued through
critical analysis, persuasion, dialogue and compromise.
Moving Forward
The key to moving forward is to develop the ability of being able to
give equal respect to the religious traditions. It also means developing
the skills and attitude of mind to understand why others might believe
the way that they do and why they may wish to express their convictions
in a particular way that may be different – or even in some cases
offensive. The “bottom line” is that people are different and experience
the world differently and live their lives differently from each other.
Culture, contemporary history, and the families and the communities we
live in shape us as humans from the cradle to the grave.
A non-realist view of religion makes it possible to “put one’s feet in
another person’s shoes”, to see what they see, and understand the rituals
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and beliefs of others. One may interpret the significance of all these
things for believers in a particular tradition without making value
judgements or being disloyal to one’s own convictions and beliefs.
Academics and teachers, at all levels of the education system can help
believers discover the merits of this empathetic understanding of
religion.
But it is not easy, given the situation in the Middle East and in much
of South and Southeast Asia, to choose the path of “unity in diversity”.
Right now the Muslim world faces the Western world with a challenge
that the Western world has not handled well. Unless attitudes change,
and the foreign policies of leading countries in the world become more
dialogical and less belligerent, there seems little hope of this
confrontation dissolving.

The

lesson

from the

occupation of

Afghanistan, the insurgency in Iraq, the conflict over Palestine, the
conflict in Libya and the civil war in Syria suggests that activists have
become encouraged by success and are now more certain than ever that
the way of violence empowered by religion has rewards.
Misleading Terminology
I have implied in this paper that terms like “fundamentalist” or
“Islamist” to describe the religious views of Muslim activists that
choose violence is not helpful to the task of actually unravelling what
they want and what drives them and why. These are pejorative terms and
are often used because the user wants to dismiss religion as a major and
controlling factor in the conflict. It is the unwillingness in the West to
understand what motivates the Muslim activists and why, that is
troubling – especially when this unwillingness controls and shapes
foreign policy. This has prompted one scholar to write:
The consistent need to find explanations other than religious
ones for the attacks says, in fact, more about the West than it
does about the jihadis. Western scholars have generally failed to
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take religion seriously. Secularists whether liberals or socialists
grant true explanatory power to political, social or economic
factors but discount the plain sense of religious statements made
by the jihadis themselves. To see why jihadis declared war on the
United States and tried to kill as many Americans as possible, we
must be willing to listen to their own explanations. To do
otherwise is to impose a Western interpretation on the extremists,
in effect to listen to ourselves rather than to them… To
understand why September 11 happened, and what the jihadis
are likely to do in the future, the reader must be willing to
suspend cultural and intellectual perceptions and become
merged in the mindset of the extremists.
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Patrick Poole, in writing a review of S. K. Malik’s book The Quranic
Concept of War, makes this comment, “we are engaged in a
civilizational

conflict

that

exhibits

religious

and

cultural

presuppositions”, and to paraphrase him – “we cannot afford to ignore
the doctrinal issues related to Islamic society”. 52 There is no shortage of
books written in the West endeavouring to untangle the reasons for
9/11 53 but there have been few attempts to unravel the story, taking
Muslim protests against the West seriously. 54 There is a very clear gap
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here that needs urgent and sensitive attention. 55 Quick and easy
responses, such as moves to quiet Arab streets through overwhelming
force, may be emotionally satisfying but will in the long run prove
ineffective

and

contribute

to

greater

radicalization

and

anti-

Americanism. Global terrorism will continue to afflict the international
body until we address its political and economic causes, causes that will
otherwise continue to provide a breeding ground for hatred and
radicalism, the rise of extremist movements and recruits for the bin
Laden’s of the world. 56
Conclusion
Religious pluralism and religious fundamentalism see themselves
operating on different wavelengths. The fundamentalist 57 will see
nothing in common with the pluralist and will wish “to get rid” of the
pluralist. The pluralist on the other hand will always see the
fundamentalist operating as one actor in the stream of religious thinking
that appears in all of the world religions and will accommodate the
fundamentalist. But this happens in the safety of academia. Out in the
field it is a different matter. When radical religious activism is in the
ascendancy and is claiming the hearts and the minds of believers, the
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pluralist has little opportunity and perhaps few credentials to claim a
voice, either for moderation or for a liberal perspective.
Can the two co-exist? Yes, because the two, along with other strands
in between, reflect the world views that believers and adherents hold in
particular religious traditions. In spite of the tendency of the radical
activist to eliminate the pluralist and to purify the religious tradition
from deviations, in the long run the activist knows that only by
recognizing differences and a middle ground can they continue to exist
and use their power.
This is one of the ironies of being human. An individual can seek to
purify their soul in a lifetime by living a particular lifestyle. But whole
nations can hardly be expected to do the same – especially in the
numbers that now occupy this planet and the degree of cultural and
social diversity that is represented by the peoples of the earth. An
individual’s agenda can seldom be successfully applied to a nation. A
cursory reading of the history of religions makes this point abundantly
clear. 58
The contribution of the religious studies scholar, however, is crucial
in other respects. A critical knowledge of the histories of religions
ensures that the claims that are made about one religion being superior
to another are kept in perspective. For example the history of conflict is
essentially the story of religious clashes. The Crusades (1096-1270)
brought Muslims and Christians into conflict, and left an indelible
footprint in the psyche of both Muslim and Christian – but the causes of
this conflict are complex and multi-layered and have kept historians of
different perspectives busy for some time.
The religious wars in Europe (1450-1750), some of the bloodiest
ever waged, eventually brought people to the point of realizing that if
58
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such wars were to continue there would be little progress made in any
other area of life. But it took time for the futility of conflict to be
recognized and for people to realize that the church did not have a clear
enough view of truth and to kill each other in the quest for truth would
not make the matter any clearer.
The Peace of Westphalia (1648) was a series of treaties signed in
Europe by the war weary and one of these (the Treaty of Osnabruck)
formally acknowledged and accepted that there are different ways of
being Christian, thus taking the first step towards Catholic and
Protestant Christians agreeing to tolerate each other’s right to be
Christian. The overall outcome of Westphalia was an agreement to
separate the role and activities of the State from the role and activities of
the church be it Catholic or Protestant and to put the responsibility for
declaring and waging war in the hands of the State and not the church. 59
Gradually Christian academic thinkers began to realize that the basis
of the conflicts lay in the way the Bible was interpreted and as human
knowledge grew the interpretation of the Bible kept pace with an
increasing historical knowledge of the Bible. So scholars began to ask
for example some of the awkward questions about the Gospel traditions
concerning Jesus. Once this step was taken late in the 18th century the
revolution in the study of the Bible took a new direction – although it
would take until the 1960s before the academic study of the Bible would
begin to make a real difference. 60
From the end of the 18th century until now scholars have worked to
piece together the story of the origins of Christianity and have explored
the way believers in Judaism, Christianity and Islam came by their
faiths. Conflicts have continued but they have increasingly been
59
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conflicts of words and not of force. With better knowledge of who we
are as Jews, Christians and Muslims, comes a better framework with
which to tackle the issues that hurt and divide us now. These issues have
been better pursued in the University in religious studies departments
than in the Church and seminary where confessional issues take
precedence over history.
Muslim scholars also need to move forward and explore similar
pathways with regard to the Qur’an 61 and the history of Islam. If this
scholarship can be carried together (with differences respected and
acknowledged) then the myths about each tradition can be tackled and
the re-education of scholar, teacher and student begins in a serious
way. 62 This is why this doctoral programme at the University of Gadja
Mada is such an exciting creation – especially in an academic
environment where institutions make it possible for staff to pursue the
answers to questions in a context of respect and without threat to
academic integrity and personal religious commitments.
There is no better place to begin such a project than in the cultural
capital of the largest Muslim country in the world – although one will
hope that in the not too distant future similar programmes will open in
the capital Jakarta where the policy decisions are made that affect the
whole country. To take this step is a gift from Indonesia in the years to
come for other parts of the world. Time will tell. It is more modest I
daresay to begin the dream here and to launch it and to see it through the
fragile foundation period with all the support that is needed to enable
61
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such a project to succeed. To found a programme such as this in a time
of crisis is just the starting point that is needed in the scholarly attempt
to enable Christian and Muslim to respect each other’s faiths and the
rich traditions (the good and the bad) and histories that come with these
faiths and to lay a platform for seeking pluralism and diversity in our
age of radical and extremist religion and violence.
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RELIGIOUS-LINKED VIOLENCE AND
TERRORISM
A Response to James Veitch
Azyumardi Azra
Is there any “radical religion” as is explicitly stated and discussed at
length in James Veitch’s paper? Arguably there are certain verses in the
Holy Books that could contain or incite radicalism, but they must not be
taken as the perfect representation of religions, for there is no doubt that
the essence of religions is peace on earth. Or, there are individuals in the
name of certain religions who wage violence, terrorism, and even war;
but, again, they are not representatives of that particular religion; in fact
they are misleading and are on the fringe of that religion. The great
majority of adherents of any religion are peace-loving people who
respect diversity and pluralism.
Therefore, I would suggest that the term radical religion is
misleading. One should try not to associate any particular religion with
violence let alone to label it a “radical religion”. Radicalization of
adherents of certain religions – as I will discuss below – is the result of
various factors that often have nothing to with religion and God.

228 Dealing with Diversity
Root Causes of Violence and Terrorism
There is little doubt that root-causes of radicalism, violence or
terrorism in the name of religion are very complex; in fact there are
some kind of combination of various factors including politics,
economics, and to some extent also certain teachings or interpretations
of religions. In most cases, politics seems to be the most important
factor. 1 To take the most recent cases of terrorism in Indonesia such the
Bali I (2002), Jakarta Marriot (2003), Kuningan Jakarta (2004), and Bali
II (2005) bombings, it is apparent that politics, both domestic and
international, is the main cause of terrorism. At the domestic level, the
perpetrators of the bombings have been motivated by their anger and
hatred against the Indonesian political system that they regarded as unIslamic. This is particularly true when Megawati Soekarnoputri was the
president of the Republic of Indonesia; they believed it was unlawful for
a woman to become the leader (imam) of a state in which the great
majority of the population is Muslim.
As for international politics, it is clear that even before the tragic
events of September 11 in the USA, the Muslim perpetrators of
terrorism had condemned certain injustices in international politics. For
them the USA and other Western countries are the enemies of Islam.
They believe Western countries, particularly the USA, are basically
hostile to Islam and the Muslim world. In fact, they believe, the USA
and other Western countries have conspired to destroy Islam and
Muslims. A number of international cases such as the US continued
support for Israel at the expense of the Palestinians and the US military
campaigns in Afghanistan and Iraq have only added fuel to their anger
and hatred toward the USA and its allies.

1

cf. Azyumardi Azra, “Terrorism: Religious Factor”, paper presented at
International Summit on Democracy, Terrorism, and Security [in conjunction
with one year commemoration of Madrid bombing], Madrid, Spain, March 8-11,
2005.
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Therefore, religion – in this brief paper, Islam – is seldom the main,
let alone the only, cause of terrorism. Political and economic interests,
and other non-religious factors, however, easily gain religious
justification when the perpetrators of terrorist acts put forward certain
interpretations of religious teachings. The use, abuse and manipulation
of religious justifications are potentially greater in Islam, which does not
have a single body of religious authority.
From a doctrinal point of view, I realize of course that certain
doctrines of Islam could be used and abused by certain Muslims for
justifying acts of violence and terrorism. The doctrine of jihad, for
instance, could be easily taken as justification by certain Muslim
individuals and groups to conduct violence and holy war against
perceived enemies, including even Muslims. Certain verses of the
Qur’an and the Tradition (Hadith) of the Prophet Muhammad are prone
to be interpreted that way; indeed, there exist religious interpretation and
understanding in line with that way. The absence of a single authority in
Islam – particularly among the Sunni – makes it very difficult, if not
impossible, to issue religious ruling (fatwa) that would decide once and
for all that terrorism as jihad is religiously unjustifiable and invalid.
Not least important is the precedent in Muslim history of radical acts
that can be included in the definition of terrorism. The radical acts
conducted by the Kharijis (Seceders) in the post-Prophet Muhammad
period, for instance, have in fact continuously inspired many,
contemporary radical Muslim groups. There indeed exist certain radical
ideologies among Muslims that advocate that it is religiously valid to
conduct such radical and terrorist acts.
Therefore, there is an urgent need among concerned Muslim scholars
(ulama) to rethink, reinterpret and reformulate certain interpretations of
classical and medieval ulama concerning jihad, for instance. For that
purpose the ulama and Muslims in general, first of all must discard the
defensive and apologetic attitude that is apparent when they respond to
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terrorist acts conducted by certain individuals or Muslim groups. They
should admit that there are indeed terrorists among Muslims who, based
on their understanding of Islam, conduct terrorism. By admitting this
problem, then, the ulama could proceed to address the issue objectively
from a religious point of view.
Religious-linked acts of violence and terrorism, like those that
happened in Indonesia, are not associated with the state. Rather, most
radical groups are opposed to the state; they are originally non-state
activists of obscure backgrounds. Moreover, they are as a rule outside of
mainstream Muslim movements. In fact, they have bitterly criticized
mainstream Muslims as being overly accommodating and compromising
in relation to what they regarded as un-Islamic political, social, cultural,
and economic realities. 2
There is a possibility, however, that certain radical individuals or
groups may be recruited by or have certain connections with persons in
the government or military. This is not new in Indonesia. The terrorists
who hijacked a Garuda Indonesia airplane in Bangkok, during the
Soeharto period, for instance, were former members of Islamic state
movements in the 1950’s, who were recruited by Soeharto’s own
generals to launch the so-called komando jihad (jihad command). There
are many indications that certain military personnel have incited and
manipulated radical groups in the post-Soeharto period.
Religiously linked violence and terrorism is not unique to Islam
only. One can find throughout human history a great number of terrorist
acts that, in one way or another, are linked with certain religions.
Increasing globalization and the instant flow of information bring news
of many injustices and anomalies, which accelerates the radicalization of
religious individuals and groups.

2
cf. Azyumardi Azra, Indonesia, Islam, and Democracy: Dynamics in a Global
Context (Jakarta & Singapore: ICIP & Equinox, 2006).
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Religions without central authority are more prone to violence and
terrorism. However, religions with central authority may also become
prone to foster violent individuals because of the decline of religious
authority and the de-centring of religious authority and leadership.
There is little doubt that literal and sharia-oriented (zahir)
understandings of Islam are more prone to radicalism. This kind of
religious understanding draws clear boundaries even between Muslims.
Muslims who are opposed to their understanding are regarded by them
as having gone astray and, therefore, are targets of jihad (war). This can
be seen clearly in the cases of the Wahabis in the late 18th century
Arabia and the Padris of West Sumatra in the early decades of the 19th
century.
A non-literal understanding of Islam, such as is represented by
Sufism, is less prone to violence. This is mainly because of the strong
emphasis Sufism puts on inclusiveness and the inner (batin) aspect of
Islam. Even though the Sufi – like the literalists – also appeal for the
purification of religious acts, but they do it in a peaceful manner through
spiritual exercises rather by using force.
Suicide Bombings
Despite all the explanations of the true meaning of jihad as espoused
by mainstream ulama and other Muslim figures and organizations, it is
clear that radical groups that operate openly and terrorist groups that
work underground, continually abuse and manipulate the doctrine of
jihad for achieving their ends. Worse still, they manipulate the doctrine
to justify the act of suicide bombings that victimize many innocent
people, including Muslims.
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Suicide acts, as Jamhari 3 shows, are not a new phenomenon. Suicide
acts in order to kill enemies or even innocent people, have been
conducted since classical and medieval times by a number of radical
groups. For instance, there was a Jewish radical sect who conducted
suicidal acts in their confrontation with Rome. The Shi’ite Assassins
also used terrorism to assassinate their opponents. In fact the very words
assassinate, assassination and assassin came from this particular ghulat
(Shi`ite radical group). 4 Then, in modern times, there were the Japanese
kamikaze pilots in their Pacific war against the US. There are also
suicide bombers among the Sri Lankan Tamils. The list can be very
long.
Radical Islamic groups in the Middle East, in their confrontation
with the Israelis have accepted suicide bombing as a justified method.
They regarded suicide bombing as the “willingness to die as an act of
ultimate devotion [to God] in a defensive holy war”. To support this
view, Fathi Shiqaqi, a founder of Islamic Jihad, in 1988 formulated
guidelines for martyrdom (shahid) using human bombs. Quoting
Qur’anic verses (3: 40-45), Shiqaqi asserted that God admires martyrs
(including suicide bombers), but not those who commits suicide for
personal reasons. 5
The phenomenon of suicide bombings in Indonesia is relatively new.
These began with the Marriott bombings, followed by bombings in front
of Australian Embassy and Bali II The perpetrators of the bombings
were clearly suicide bombers. And it is also clear from the video
produced and left by the bombers of the Bali bombing II that their
ruthless acts were inspired by the misunderstood and twisted meaning of
jihad.
3

Jamhari, “Suicide Bombings: The Indonesian Case”, paper presented in the
international workshop “The Anatomy of Terrorism and Political Violence in
South and Southeast Asia”, Denpasar October 19-20, 2005.
4
Bernard Lewis, The Assassins: A Radical Sect in Islam (London: Phoenix,
1967).
5
Jamhari, ibid.
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Many Indonesian would hate to believe that there are suicide
bombers within their own community. First of all, the great majority of
Indonesian Muslims believe that the kind of Islam they subscribe to is
an Islam wasat, a middle, or moderate path that gives very little room
for extremism and radicalism. Secondly, Indonesian Muslims by in
large, believe that suicide bombings are prohibited by Islam; there is a
great deal of Islamic teaching that emphatically prohibit Muslims to
commit suicide as well as to kill innocent people, regardless of their
religion. Thirdly, there is no reason whatsoever to commit such acts in
Indonesia, a Muslim country where Muslims enjoy freedom under a
regime that shows no hostility to either Islam or Muslims. Since the
second half of the Soeharto regime, in the 1990s up until the current
government, Indonesian Muslim activists have held many important
positions in the government.
Following the Bali bombing I (October 2002), the Council of
Indonesian Ulama (Majelis Ulama Indonesia) issued two very important
fatwas. First is a fatwa that prohibits terrorism in the name of jihad. It
states that the equation of jihad with acts of violence, let alone terrorism,
runs contrary to the very nature of Islam as a religion of peace. The
second fatwa is the emphatic prohibition of suicide bombing, precisely
because Islam prohibits committing suicide and killing non-combatant
innocent people.
It is regrettable that for various reasons these two important fatwas
failed to reach a wider audience of Indonesian Muslims. As a result,
many Indonesian Muslims have a very obscure idea about the true
meaning of jihad as they hear of continuing violence and terrorism,
committed for example, through suicide bombings in Indonesia and
elsewhere. It is not surprising therefore, that some apparently assume
that terrorism and suicide bombings, conducted in the name of
defending Islam from the aggression of certain Western countries, are
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somehow acceptable. That is also why the condemnation of these acts
among Muslims sometimes appears muted.
The momentum for the reassertion and reconfirmation of the two
fatwas gained momentum in the aftermath of the Bali bombing II
(October 1, 2005). In conjunction with the celebration of Id al-Fitri, the
Indonesian Vice-President Muhammad Jusuf Kalla, invited a number of
Muslim leaders to his official residence (November 17, 2005), during
which occasion he showed the audience the video of the four
perpetrators of the bombing. In the video, the four suicide bombers
asserted that they would conduct jihad by planting bombs around
Indonesia, and that they would go to paradise and later would be
accompanied by 70 members of their families and relatives. The
unexpected revelation stunned all of the Muslim leaders present; in the
end they agreed to form the Tim Penanggulangan Terrorisme through a
Religious Approach (TPT, or Anti-Terrorism Team – through a religious
approach) 6 chaired by KH Ma’ruf Amin, a respected `ulama’, who is
also a national leader of the MUI Ma`ruf Amin is assisted by a number
of vice-chairpersons who represent mainstream Muslim organizations
and institutions.
As formulated in its first meeting, the TPT aims to reformulate and
disseminate the true meaning of jihad as a spiritual struggle and that
terrorism and suicide bombing run contrary to the teachings of Islam;
secondly, to conduct research on literature that contains misleading
conceptions of jihad such as one written by Imam Samudra, one of the
perpetrators of the Bali bombing I, who was sentenced to death by a Bali
court. The TPT, according to Ma’ruf Amin, will produce counterarguments and publish booklets that succinctly delineate the true
meaning of jihad.

6

TPT-Team Penanggulangan Terorisme (Dengan Pendekatan Keagamaan)
[Anti-Terrorism Team: Religious Approach], Jihad dalam Islam [Jihad in
Islam], manuscript for booklet, 2006.
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Since its formation, the TPT has been active, not only in research
and writing about the true meaning of jihad, but also in conducting
public lectures and seminars among pesantren circles in Java and
Sumatra. The seminars are attended by kiyais, and teachers of
pesantrens as well as by representatives of Muslim organizations. The
seminar that was conducted in Yogyakarta towards the end of January
2006, involved representatives of Abu Bakar Ba’asyir’s Ngruki
Pesantren, whose graduates include several prominent terrorists. The
seminar began with a kind of suspicion towards the TPT, followed by
heated debates among the audience that in the end resulted in a mutual
understanding that terrorism and suicide bombing are absolutely
prohibited in Islam and that all Muslim institutions should do their best
to prevent young Muslims from being recruited by terrorist groups to
become suicide bombers.
The activities of the TPT are very important for several reasons.
Mainstream ulama and Muslim organizations have been the target of
strong criticism for their rather passive attitude in confronting terrorism
conducted by in the name of jihad and Islam. According to some critics,
their passivity seems to indirectly condone such ruthless acts. The TPT
realizes that it is difficult to win back those who are already misled by a
dangerously mistaken understanding of jihad, for they have been
brainwashed by certain intellectual actors of terrorism. But the TPT sees
the necessity to protect young Muslims from being misled and converted
into becoming suicide bombers by terrorist groups.
Conclusion
The phenomenon of religious radicalism, violence and suicide
bombing is a complex one. It is related not only to misleading and
invalid understandings of jihad, but also to other factors such as the
increased disorientation and dislocation among the most vulnerable
segments of society, particularly the youth. Therefore, preventing young
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people from becoming suicide bombers needs concerted efforts by
various leading sectors of the state and society.
It is clear that the doctrine of jihad has been used and abused for
different purposes throughout Indonesian history. A number of factors
have been responsible for the appeal of jihad, including internal crises
within Muslim society and government, and external factors like the
perceived war against Muslims conducted by certain Western powers in
the name of a “war on terror”. The use and abuse of jihad has taken
place in the past, and may continue among Muslims in the future. To
anticipate that, it is necessary for `ulama’ and other concerned Muslim
leaders to reformulate a more contextual kind of jihad. Otherwise, jihad
may continue to be equated with radicalism, violence and terrorism.
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RELIGIOUS-LINKED VIOLENCE AND
TERRORISM
A Response to James Veitch
Haidar Bagir
Problems
There are at least three problems with regards to the appropriate
handling of this topic:
1. The

appropriateness

of

the

definitions

of

pluralism

and

fundamentalism, especially of the latter
2. The identification of various Islamic groups with the above
mentioned categories
3. The confusion that results from identifying fundamentalism with
jihadism and terrorism and the solution to the problem
Problems of Definition
First, with regards to pluralism, James Veitch has been very careful
in defining this worldview. However, although some would doubt its
genuineness, I still believe in the possibility of a kind of pluralism that
retains the exclusivist view in seeing one’s religion as the only true
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religion while at the same time maintains respect and tolerance towards
other religions or, at least, respect the right of the other religions to live.
Defining the opposite of pluralism, i.e. fundamentalism and its
various permutations, is a much more complex effort. People tend to
mix into one category fundamentalism, Islamism, integrism, radicalism,
sometimes even jihadism and terrorism. Here Veitch’s observation about
the regretted situation with regards to pejorative nature of the use of the
terms is very relevant.
This is the way I describe and distinguish these world views:
Fundamentalism is a worldview that gives religion an authority over
each and every aspect of human affairs. To borrow from Maxime
Rodinson, 1 the synonym of fundamentalism is integrism. Islamism is a
species of fundamentalism in the sense that it does not separate politics
from religion. In this regard, Islamism is the opposite of secularism.
Fundamentalism and Islamism do not necessarily translate into
action, let alone violent and terrorist action. It is radicalism, as described
by Veitch, that “turns toward social action and the necessity of bringing
about change at all levels of religious life – the personal, the community
and the national”.
The Jihadists can be said to be radicals, but – at least as implied by
the original meaning of the word “jihad” – it doesn’t mean that they
always resort to violence. Jihad, even in this radical meaning, can – and,
in certain situations, has to – be understood as non-violent action to
bring about the change. An even more serious mistake is sometimes
made in identifying jihad with terrorism.
Even when jihad is taken as involving the use of violence, it can also
be understood as legitimate war, and not terrorism as such. However,
Veitch is apt in saying that the terrorists will be drawn from the ranks of
radicals and militants (i.e., the impatient radicals). In summary, I found
Veitch’s more phenomenological categorization useful and original.
1

See Maxime Rodinson, Entre Islam et Occident (Belles Lettres, 1998)
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The Problem of Identification
Apart from the fact that the West has imposed a hegemony of
meanings upon the discourse on terrorism, the Jihad that has been
launched by Hamas in Palestine and Hezbollah in Lebanon cannot
immediately be said to be terroristic in nature. At least for those
organizations, the violent oppositions that they have launched are part of
a legitimate war in opposition to the perceived occupation of their
territory by Israel, not to mention the USA as its loyal supporter. And
since the accusation that Iran is one of the terrorist states is based mainly
on its support to Hamas and Hezbollah, this should also be questioned.
The Justice-Welfare Party (the PKS) can be seen within this
categorization as a fundamentalist group, perhaps even radical.
However, it is a mistake to see this organization as a violent, let alone
terroristic organization. Greg Fealy is very quick to clarify this in one of
his briefings: “Its appeal to voters was largely because of its clean
image, its superior organizational skills and its effectiveness in
providing social services.” 2
Therefore, Fealy observed further, the US State Department made a
glaring mistake in identifying this organization when it accused one
NGO wing of the PKS – Al-Haramayn (HB) – of being a terrorist
organization. 3
Another example is the Hizbut-Tahrir movement. Although this
movement can be seen as radically Islamist in nature, there is no sign of
violent, let alone terrorist, aspiration within the organization. 4

2

See Greg Fealy and Anthony Bubalo, Between the Global and the Local (The
Saban Centre for Middle East Policy at The Brookings Institutes, Analysis Paper
number 9, October 2005); Anthony Bubalo, Greg Fealy and Whit Mason, eds.,
Zealous Democrats: Islamism and Democracy in Egypt, Indonesia and Turkey
(Lowly Institute, 2008).
3
Paper presented at USINDO Open Forum, “In Fear of Radical Islam in
Indonesia: A Critical Look at the Evidence” (August 18, 2005, Washington DC).
4
See hizbut-tahrir.or.id/
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The Consequence
The confusions resulted from the mistake made in defining and
identifying the religious groups can be very devastating. Although most
people will support a war on terrorism, too much unnecessary cost
would result from applying a too loose categorization of organizations
that otherwise do not have terroristic aspirations. Not only that, too
much effort – most probably more than the world can handle – has to be
launched for this war on terror because it creates unnecessary enemies.
Instead of isolating the terrorists and embracing other (otherwise
acceptable) organizations, we encourage them to sympathize with the
terroristic organizations with which the legitimate organizations are
associated because they are equally discredited by the label “terrorist”.
The Solution
Instead of launching efforts to strengthen the “moderates” – a vague
term indeed – we need to be very careful, not only in defining and
identifying religious worldviews, but also in sincerely understanding
them so that we can aptly respond to their aspirations. Here only a
genuinely pluralistic and democratic attitude – not just lip service of a
double standard nature – can solve the problem of intra and interreligious conflicts as well as the conflicts between certain religious
worldviews with the increasing secular world we live in.
Sometimes, in my opinion, the “liberals” may also fall into a kind of
“fundamentalism” in the sense of being “fanatic” about their total
rejection of the possibility of other religious worldviews conveying
some truth. Indeed, now more than ever, in this ever more complex and
fragile world, we need to spend as much effort as possible to understand
and to accept each other better, however different they are from us, so
that we can deal with the problem in a more just and appropriate
manner.
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Here, the key to resolving this problem is the concept of a win-win
solution. Except with regards to the terrorists, for whom there is none
other than a zero-sum solution, we need to find a way that will allow coexistence between different religious groups. And, this is not an
impossible goal to achieve. If not because they understand and accept
each other, “in the long run” – as Veitch has rightly said – “ the activist
(indeed, all the groups involved – HB) knows that only by recognizing
differences and a middle ground can they continue to exist and use
power”.
The Role of Religious Studies
Religious

studies,

with its numerous and

multidisciplinary

approaches, can help us understand the intricacies of religious
phenomena and hence save us from making gross generalizations and
simplifications that will only give birth to mistaken perception and
understanding of the other. Religious studies, despite its young age as a
scientific discipline, has proven itself to be a very useful way to see
common platforms that exist among religions, to the extent of revealing
perennial values within them. The same discipline has also accumulated
a wealth of knowledge about the development of groups within a certain
religion – its history, its essence and its rationale.
In conclusion, we need to promote religious studies among as many
religious people as possible through any means available – whether
related to formal educational channels such as schools and universities,
or through informal channels such as religious gatherings, publications,
mass media, and any other means possible.
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NO GIRLS ALLOWED? ARE THE WORLD’S
RELIGIONS INEVITABLY SEXIST? 1
Rita M. Gross
No religion labels itself “patriarchal” or “sexist”. Instead, religions
generally teach their members that in “our” religion, women are treated
properly, indeed, in the only possible manner. However, the same
religion may criticize the treatment of women in other religions. This
kind of critique reveals an interesting value judgment. All religions
agree that women should be treated properly, not abused or mistreated.
Some religions, in fact, argue that their current norms represent an
improvement in the treatment of women over what their predecessors
did. Mistreatment of women is only found in other traditions. Therefore,
most people grow up believing that women are well-treated in their
religion, if they think about the status of women at all. Even when a
religion teaches that women are inferior to men or that women must
submit themselves to men, women are especially encouraged to regard
these teachings as valuable and useful, rather than problematic. Many
religious organizations actively promote the view that feminism is an
anti-religious movement and a great danger to the faithful.

1
This paper is a condensed version of Chapter Four of my book Feminism and
Religion: An Introduction (Boston: Beacon Press, 1996), 105-48.
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Nevertheless, no scholar or theologian who uses feminist 2 definitions
of humanity would pronounce a clean bill of health on any of the
world’s major religious traditions. Applying standard definitions of
patriarchy or sexism to any of the great world religions quickly reveals
sexist teachings and institutions. In many cases, men are thought to be
spiritually superior to women, more likely to meet the tradition’s
definition of the ideal believer or practitioner. The birth of males is often
preferred to the birth of females; women who give birth to males are
rewarded, while those who do not suffer. In most cases, men hold most
or all of the roles of authority and prestige in religious organizations.
From these positions, they control and dictate the norms of the tradition
for all women. Women are often not invited or allowed to participate in
the interpretation or construction of tradition. Often women’s ability to
participate in key rituals is severely limited and they are almost never
allowed to be the leaders of such rituals. In the private sphere, men are
given authority over females in their households, and women are taught
to submit to that authority. Some religious teachings blame women for
the limitations and painfulness of human existence. Images of ultimate
reality or the divine are frequently male in gender, while female images
are forbidden and called idolatry. By feminist standards of evaluation,
all these extremely common religious practices and judgments are
patriarchal and sexist, hence degrading to women and inappropriate.
Basic Issues in Feminist Theology
In my view, the most difficult question facing a feminist who
discovers her traditional religion to be patriarchal and sexist is what to
2

By a feminist definition of humanity, I mean that women are regarded as truly
and completely human beings, not as adjuncts of men, who are regarded as the
primary, important, or normative instance of the human. Therefore, all human
concerns and interests would be available equally to women and to men. There
would be freedom from the prison of gender roles, what I have long regarded as
the fundamental goal and vision of feminism.
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do next. Some of the bitterest disagreements within feminist theology
concern this question. Will one continue to identify in some way with
one of the major religions, despite its sexism? Or will one abandon that
tradition as unworkable, but, still wanting a spiritual practice, take up a
new, post-patriarchal religion? This question has divided feminists
almost from the beginning.
Very early in the feminist theology movement, Carol Christ
proposed names for these two points of view. In a 1977 article, she
suggested that those feminists who sought to transform religion from
within could be called “reformists”, while those who sought to develop a
new, non-traditional feminist form of religion could be called
“revolutionaries”. 3 This distinction is also central to the 1979 collection
WomanSpirit Rising. In their introduction to the book, Christ and coeditor Judith Plaskow wrote:
While feminists agree on the general outlines of the critique of
Jewish and Christian theology, … they very much disagree on the
reformability of the tradition. For some, the vision of
transcendence within the tradition is seen as an authentic core of
revelation, pointing toward freedom from oppression, a freedom
they believe is articulated more clearly and consistently within
tradition than without. Others believe that the prebiblical past or
modern experience provide more authentic sources for feminist
vision. 4
Almost immediately, many rejected these labels as hierarchical.
“Revolutionaries”, the word seemed to imply, are more radical and,
therefore, “better’ than reformists”, 5 though Christ and Plaskow
repeatedly insisted that no ranking of the positions was intended or
3

Carol P. Christ, “The New Feminist Theology: A Review of the Literature”,
Religious Studies Review 3.4 (1977): 203-12.
4
Carol P. Christ and Judith Plaskow, WomanSpirit Rising: A Feminist Reader in
Religion (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1979), 9.
5
Plaskow and Christ, Weaving the Visions: Patterns in Feminist Spirituality
(San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1989), 7.
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implied. In my view, their terminology may or may not be unwise, but
the distinction named by that terminology is real and basic, and the
critical difference between the two positions is disagreement over how
feminist vision is best served. The degree to which feminists retain
personal links and loyalties with traditional religions, rather than how
“radical” they are, is the dividing factor. In fact, some “reformists” are
exceedingly radical in the changes they want to make in their traditions,
but they maintain dialogue with their tradition and recognize kinship
with it. “Revolutionaries”, though they sever links with the conventional
religions, can be quite conservative in the way in which they identify
with ancient traditions they are attempting to revive.
In choosing between these alternatives, two questions are uppermost.
Each religious feminist must decide where her efforts at feminist
transformation of religion will be most effective. Most “reformists’
believe that a feminist transformation of a patriarchal religion has more
hope of widespread acceptance than replacing current major religions
with new religions created by women. But each feminist must also
decide what she needs for her own spiritual survival. Most
“revolutionaries” find that the frustration of trying to transform a
patriarchal religion into a post-patriarchal religion is simply too
agonizing to bear.
Before recounting the achievement of religious feminists who hold
these two positions, it is important to highlight their common ground.
Most importantly, both positions seek a common goal: feminist
transformation of religion beyond patriarchy. Both schools also consider
the experience of women to be the starting point of all feminist theology.
Feminist theologians affirm that women’s experience is a religious
authority of utmost importance, never to be overlooked or denied, never
to be sacrificed in order to conform to external or traditional sources of
authority, such as scripture, theology, or religious institutions. In valuing
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women’s experience as the primary religious authority, feminist
theology makes three central claims.
First, all theological or world-constructive thinking is actually
grounded in and derives from human experience, even in traditions that
call the source of their authority “revelation”. This conclusion is
inevitable and unavoidable to anyone with any training in the crosscultural comparative study of religion. The uniqueness of feminist
theology is not that it is based on human experience, but that it
recognizes and admits this foundation. As Rosemary Ruether has
written:
There has been a tendency to treat this principle of “experience”
as unique to feminist theology…and to see it as distant from
“objective” sources of truth of classical theologies. This seems to
be a misunderstanding of the experimental base of all theological
reflection. What have been called the objective sources of
theology, Scripture and tradition, are themselves codified
collective human experience. 6
The question is not whether theology is grounded in human
experience; the question is whose experience is taken into account. The
second major claim of feminist theology is that women’s experience
must be taken into account to create a viable religious tradition.
Theological traditions that are based on male experience alone cannot
speak to the full human experience. To quote Rosemary Ruether again:
The critical principle of feminist theology is the promotion of the
full humanity of women. Whatever denies, diminishes, or distorts
the full humanity of women is, therefore, appraised as not
redemptive. Theologically speaking, whatever diminishes the full
humanity of women must be presumed not to reflect the divine or
an authentic relation to the divine, or to reflect the authentic
6
Rosemary Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk: Toward a Feminist Theology
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1983), 12.
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nature of things, or to be the message or work of an authentic
redeemer or a community of redemption. 7
By the 1980s, many were claiming that the phrase “women’s
experience” was too often conflated with the experience of white,
middle-class, heterosexual women, and that this limitation called into
question the validity of feminist theology. Some even questioned
whether the phrase “women’s experience” made any sense because
women differed so much on the basis of class, race, culture, sexual
orientation, and religion, among others. I find this criticism
unpersuasive. As a student of comparative religion, it has always been
exceedingly clear to me that the phrase “women’s experience” cannot
name a universal experience that all women share despite their differing
cultures. Rather, the emphasis is that women’s experiences, whatever
their cultures, must be taken seriously, in the same way that men’s
experiences have always been taken seriously. Therefore, feminists
should not abandon the phrase “women’s experience”, but always
understand it to be in the plural: “women’s experiences”. Furthermore,
in my view, feminist scholarship offers a significant advance over
androcentric scholarship on this point. Androcentric scholarship does
seek universal definitions, norms, and conclusions, while the founding
insight of feminist scholarship is the discovery of human diversity. The
experience of conversion from androcentrism to feminism often
involves simply realizing that to be different is not to be wrong. That
experience is radically relativizing, especially if it is accompanied by the
cross-cultural knowledge that women’s experiences are also diverse. In
this situation, it seems to me, that each feminist can do no more that
write what she knows best, her own experience and understanding, as
example and offering. It is inappropriate to criticize other feminists for
not writing from other viewpoints because they could not possibly do so.

7

Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, 18-9.
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The third claim of feminist theology is that all feminist theologians,
whether “reformist” or “revolutionary”, take as our birthright the ability
to “name reality”. This famous phrase originated with Mary Daly, who
wrote that under patriarchy, “women have had the power of naming
stolen from us”. She points out that in the second creation story in
Genesis, the man names all the animals and the woman, who names
nothing herself. Daly goes on to write, “Women are now realizing that
the universal imposing of names by men has been false or partial.”
Since, in her words, “to exist humanly is to name the self, the world, and
God”, 8 the work of feminist theologians, of whatever school, is critical
to being human – not only to the humanity of women, but, in my view,
to the humanity of men as well.
Feminist Transformations of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam
Feminists seeking to transform major religions face remarkably
similar problems. 9 Therefore, one could expect them to use similar
strategies to identify and counter practices and beliefs that harm women.
The starting point for these strategies is often a text or teaching from
their religion that supports a gender neutral and gender free vision.
Having identified such texts or teachings, feminists in many
traditions typically proceed to make a distinction that both
“revolutionaries” and anti-feminist traditionalists would reject: a
distinction between aspects of the tradition that support of women’s
empowerment and those that do not. Feminists takes the former to be
inspiring, of lasting value and relevance, while understanding the latter
to represent the vagaries of history and culture more than they represent
the religion. This is not to say that empowering aspects of the religion
can be separated from others in time; feminists in all traditions recognize
8

Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father (Boston: Beacon Press, 1973), 8.
See Leonard Grob, Riffat Hassan, and Haim Gordon, Testimonies of Spirit:
Women's and Men's Liberation (New York: Greenwood Press, 1991).
9
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that such a perfect moment or time never existed, that practices
supporting gender equity have always co-existed with practices
supporting patriarchy.
“Reformists” from a variety of perspectives would also probably
agree that freedom and spiritual liberation are central to their traditions’
visions, though in different ways. They generally argue that in a
patriarchal culture, a religion’s liberating messages are inevitably mixed
up with patriarchal forms, imprisoned within then, and even identified
with them. Because all of the world’s major religions emerged and
evolved in patriarchal cultures, it is not surprising that their teachings
have been tainted by patriarchal institutions and ways of thinking. But,
since patriarchy and freedom are mutually exclusive, those maledominated beliefs and institutions are, by definition, part of the
culturally conditioned medium in which the religious tradition has taken
form, not part of the more basic message of liberation. Reformers,
therefore, propose that religion will be truer to its most valuable insights
after it is stripped of its patriarchal forms. In fact, the religion itself,
properly understood, calls people away from sexism and patriarchy
toward equality and freedom – the goals of feminism. Thus, reformers
argue that feminist reforms are not merely a side issue or a modern
demand based on secular ideologies, but something deeply true to the
religion’s heart and core.
In making and supporting such claims, feminist interpreters
encounter similar problems. Two of the most basic ones concern
working with traditional sources of religious authority, usually texts, that
are patriarchal and sexist, and interpreting major teachings of the
religion from a feminist perspective. We will examine how Jewish,
Christian, and Muslim reformers have dealt with of these issues.
Feminists searching the Scriptures
The three monotheistic religions – Judaism, Christianity, and Islam –
rely heavily on scriptures that are believed to be revealed and to provide
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an unalterable and supremely valuable charter for the faith. Feminist
exegesis of the sacred text is especially important for these faiths
because scripture is often used to support traditional notions of women’s
nature and roles. Study of classic texts is important, but much less
crucial, for reformers of other traditions, including Hinduism,
Buddhism, and the East Asian perspectives.
At one level, analysis of sacred texts is an extremely complex
scholarly enterprise, involving recognition that scriptures are variegated,
sometimes self-contradictory documents whose pronouncements derive
from the cultural experiences of their human authors. Detailed
archaeological, historical, and linguistic study is required to become
proficient in the field of historical critical Biblical scholarship, for
example. This field daunts even many scholars of religion because its
literature is so vast, complex, and specialized. (This method of scriptural
study has rarely been applied to the Qu’an, the sacred text of Islam.)
However, most adherents of religious traditions do not read their
scriptures in this way. Instead, most members of religious communities
are taught to regard their scriptures as the doctrinal charter of their faith,
emphasizing their timeless and contemporary relevance. Historical
critical questions about who wrote which sacred texts when and for what
purposes are less significant to most religious readers of sacred texts
outside the academy. Because the latter reading style is so prevalent, it is
important to look at its possibilities for feminist commentators. There is
no doubt that the scriptures have traditionally been interpreted as
favouring male dominance because they contain many explicitly
patriarchal statements. But is also possible to make a case that the
scriptures do not require patriarchal interpretation.
Feminist commentators support this claim in several ways. First,
they make a distinction between text and interpretation, while asserting
that there is no text apart from interpretation. All readings of a text, from
the most patriarchal to the most egalitarian, are interpretations of that
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text, not an unmediated understanding of what the text “really means”.
This distinction is crucial, for those who have traditionally been
entrusted with the authority to interpret texts frequently claim that their
readings are more than interpretations. They may claim that the text
requires certain male dominant practices, or that it forbids practices such
as the ordination of women. But in fact what is happening is that such
interpreters favour interpreting the text to require or forbid such
practices. By insisting on the distinction between text and interpretation,
feminist exegetes can return the debate to its real arena – present values
– and ask why more conservative exegetes prefer male dominant
interpretations of scripture to egalitarian ones.
Another distinction important to feminist exegesis is that between
more and less basic narratives and statements found in scriptures. There
is no question that, taken in isolation and interpreted literally, statements
that subjugate women to men can be found in the scriptures of all three
monotheistic religions. It is also clear that these scriptures came out of
decidedly male dominated cultures. But no tradition takes all of the
passages found in its voluminous scriptures literally. For example, the
social milieu in which the scriptures of the three monotheistic religions
were written presupposes not only male dominance, but also slavery and
other social institutions no longer deemed appropriate by most people.
Because social institutions such as slavery and male dominance were so
common in the cultures in which the scriptures originated, the scriptures
accommodated them. But accommodating them is not the same as
requiring them. This distinction becomes clear when we notice that
those who argue that male dominance is required by scripture do not
generally argue that slavery is also required, even though scripture not
only allows and condones it, even legislates its forms and conditions. It
is clear that their preference for male dominance grows out of their
present value systems, rather than out of their commitment to scripture.
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They are not alone; every religious person chooses which passages of
scripture to be highlighted and which to deemphasize or even ignore.
Feminist interpretations of scripture frequently claim that certain
messages, themes, or passages are more central or more authoritative
than those that are interpreted as male-dominant. For Biblical traditions,
feminist visions often emphasize the prophetic tradition of protest, based
on religious values, against injustice, as in this excerpt from Rosemary
Ruether:
Feminism, in claiming the prophetic-liberating tradition of
Biblical faith as a norm through which to criticize the Bible, does
not choose an arbitrary or a marginal idea in the Bible. It
chooses a tradition that can be fairly claimed, on the basis of
generally accepted Biblical scholarship, to be the central
tradition, the tradition through which Biblical faith constantly
renews itself and its own vision. Again, what is innovative in
feminist hermeneutics is not the prophetic norm but rather
feminism’s appropriation of the norm for women… By including
women in the prophetic norm, feminism sees what male prophetic
thought generally had not seen: that once the prophetic norm is
asserted to be central to Biblical faith, then patriarchy can no
longer be maintained as authoritative. 10
Another important component of feminist textual study is
translations. Many times over, translations themselves have proved to by
subtly influenced by traditional male dominant interpretations; thus, the
very text itself may be less patriarchal in the original language than in
familiar translations.
One of the most influential demonstrations of this thesis is Phyllis
Trible’s work on the creation stories at the beginning of the Jewish and
Christian Scriptures. Though these narratives are not vital parts of most
formal Jewish or Christian theology, they have been extremely
10
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influential in popular religion for centuries. Many popular Western
perceptions of women as morally weak or evil can be traced to
interpretations of these narratives; therefore, they are well worth close,
word-by-word study. Trible demonstrates, for example, that the familiar
Adam of most translations is not referred to as a male until the female
human being is also present. Adham, the Hebrew term translated as
Adam, is a generic term for humanity, and literally means “the earth
creature”. Furthermore, in the first creation story, found in the first
chapter of Genesis, this earth creature is initially created “in the image
of God… male and female” (Gen. 1: 27). Thus, the wording of the first
creation story indicates that the original “male and female” state of the
earth creature mirrors the divine image, which is, therefore, also “male
and female”. If this is the case, the “creation” of woman is actually the
creation of the first couple out of the original earth creature. Finally,
Trible shows that the so-called “curses” proclaimed after the “fall”,
especially the curse put on Eve that her husband would rule over her, are
descriptions of cultural conditions that limit both women and men, not
statements regarding an ideal social arrangement that is prescriptive for
humanity. 11
For Christians, New Testament interpretation is even more important
than interpretations of the Hebrew Bible. The most famous feminist
New Testament claim is well communicated by the title of Leonard
Swidler’s 1971 article “Jesus Was a Feminist”. 12 Though this article,
like some other Christian feminists’ work, is marred by anti-Jewish
rhetoric, its general thesis has been widely accepted in Christian feminist
circles. For example, Ruether writes:

11
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… the Jesus of the synoptic Gospels can be recognized as a
figure remarkably compatible with feminism. This is not to say, in
an anachronistic sense, that ‘Jesus was a feminist,’ but rather
that the criticism of religious and social hierarchy characteristic
of the early portrait of Jesus is remarkably parallel to feminist
criticism. 13
The Gospels do not indicate that Jesus criticized women or acted in
ways that would hurt them. They do show that Jesus’ words and actions
favoured women and accepted them as equal partners in ways that
contradicted the norms of his time and culture. For example, in the story
of Mary and Martha, he encourages the sister who wished to sit with
him learning rather than the sister who complains about not being helped
in the kitchen. As Swidler pointed out, he thus encourages women’s
intellectual pursuits in a time and place when that was not the norm.
Significantly, the resurrected Jesus first appears to women, whom he
commissions to report his resurrection to male followers. The irony that
Christianity has nevertheless prohibited women from preaching and
sacramental ministries for centuries is often pointed out.
Most Christian justifications of male dominance do not rely on the
Gospels, but on the Epistles of Paul (Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians,
Galatians, Philippians, Philemon, and 1 Thessalonians), and even more
strongly on later literature whose attribution to Paul is now considered
erroneous (1 and 2 Timothy, Titus). The most unambiguously antifeminist passages in the New Testament, including the passage in I
Timothy 2: 11-2 exhorting women to learn in silence and submission
and forbidding them to teach or exercise authority, occur in pseudoPauline passages, rather than in the writings of Paul himself. 14 Most
modern commentators consider them to be rather different from the
earliest teachings of Christianity and less authoritative.
13
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The writings of Paul himself are conceded by all commentators to be
self-contradictory and therefore difficult to interpret. For example, many
authors point out that passages such as I Corinthians 11: 3-15 seems to
subjugate women to men while Galatians 3: 28, asserts that in Christ
there is neither male nor female, as there is neither Jew nor Greek, slave
nor free. Any reading of Paul’s writings must concede the difficulty of
finding a consistent interpretation in them. Many commentators claim
that the Galatians passage is more authoritative for many reasons. 15
Feminist interpretations of the Qur’an are much less frequent than
feminist interpretations of the Bible, but they almost always include a
discussion of a passage that has frequently been interpreted as a warrant
for thoroughgoing male domination in Islam. The text in question, Surah
4 An-Nisa’: 34, reads as follows in one translation:
Men are the managers of the affairs of women because Allah had
made the one superior to the other and because men spend their
wealth on women. Virtuous women are, therefore, obedient; …
As for those women whose defiance you have cause to fear,
admonish them and keep them apart from your beds and beat
them.
One of the few Muslim feminist scholars of Islam, Riffat Hassan, has
argued that the passage should not be interpreted to mean that men must
have complete power over women, but that men in general are
responsible for providing for women in general when those women are
involved in childbearing and childrearing. She finds that the word
usually translated as “managers” actually means “breadwinners” and
that the passage is addressed to all men and all women, not specifically
husbands and wives.
In simple words what this passage is saying is that since only
women can bear children… they should not have the additional
obligation of being breadwinners while they perform this
15
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function. Thus during the period of a woman’s childbearing, the
function of breadwinning must be performed by men (not just
husbands)… 16
Hassan has also shown that the popular Muslim views justifying
male dominance are not found in the Qur’an at all, but came into Islam
through androcentric interpretations of the Biblical creation stories,
already well known in Arabia when Islam began. According to her, the
Qur’an does not make a distinction between the creation of woman and
the creation of man. The original creature was undifferentiated
humanity, neither man nor woman, as in Trible’s reading of the Biblical
creation stories. Most Muslims nevertheless believe that woman was
made from man, specifically from a crooked rib, which also explains
women’s inferior nature.
Hassan’s findings also dispute the notion, common to Islam as well
as Christians that Eve caused “the fall” of humanity. Hassan reads the
Qur’an to say that human disobedience is a collective rather than an
individual act and was in no way be initiated by Eve. Furthermore,
according to Hassan, “There is, strictly speaking, no Fall in the Quran.
What the Quranic narrative focuses upon is the moral choice humanity is
required to make when confronted by the alternatives by the alternative
presented by God and the Shaitan.” 17 She seems to imply that this moral
choice is ongoing, rather once for all, and that making such choices is
part of being human rather than an evil deed. Finally, she claims that the
popular Muslim view that women was created, not only from man, but
also for man is equally non-Qur’anic. According to her, “Not only does
the Quran make it clear that man and woman stand absolutely equal in
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the sight of God, but also that they are ‘members’ and ‘protectors’ of
each other.” 18
Clearly, these few examples of feminist scriptural interpretations
show that much of a text’s meaning is in the eye of the beholder and that
whether the viewer is wearing androcentric lenses or androgynous lenses
matters enormously. As more and more feminist scholars gain the
technical skills required, they will undoubtedly reveal more and more
ways in which the texts have been interpreted in a more patriarchal
fashion than is required.
The examples of feminist scriptural interpretation cited thus far are
somewhat traditional in that they regard the scripture as ultimately
authoritative, which is why interpreting it matters so much. Some
feminists who more influenced by modern historical and critical Biblical
scholarship probably would regard these strategies as somewhat naive,
since they still rely heavily on the words found in the text and ignore the
cultural context in which they were written. Feminists who pay more
attention to the history of the text often readily concede that the Bible is
a thoroughly patriarchal and androcentric document; therefore they
construe its authority differently. Often they do not regard scriptures as
ultimate authorities but significant resources for religious reflection.
One such scholar is Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza, well known for her
work on reconstructing Christian origins. She has also written several
major books on feminist Biblical exegesis, including Bread Not Stone:
The Challenge of Feminist Biblical Interpretation and But She Said:
Feminist Practices of Biblical Interpretation. Schussler-Fiorenza argues
that locating authority formally in the Bible obscures what really
happens in the process of deriving norms from scriptures. For her,
authority truly lies in the exegete’s “… own processes of finding and
selecting theological norms and visions either from the Bible, tradition,
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doctrine, or contemporary life”. 19 She argues repeatedly that the Bible is
best understood as “… a historical prototype rather than as a mythic
archetype,’ which is to say, “as a formative root-model of biblical life
and faith”. A root-model, unlike a mythic prototype, is not an absolute
authority, but is “… under the authority of feminist experience”, which
itself is an ongoing source of revelation. 20 Ongoing revelation manifests
in “… a systematic analysis of reality and confrontation with
contemporary struggles to end patriarchal oppression”. 21 The Bible then
becomes one resource among many for struggles for liberation from
patriarchy.
Given this assessment of the Bible, she goes on to suggest a fourfold
strategy for feminist Biblical interpretation. First she begins with a
“hermeneutics of suspicion” that “does not presuppose the feminist
authority and truth of the Bible, but takes as its starting point the
assumption that biblical texts… are androcentric and serve patriarchal
functions”. As part of her “hermeneutic of suspicion”, she claims that
“… all androcentric language must be understood as generic language
until

proven

otherwise”.

Given

that

modern

English

clearly

differentiates androcentric from gender inclusive language, this principle
requires translating parts of the Bible into gender inclusive language.
Second, using a “hermeneutics of remembrance” the feminist reader
seeks “… to move against the grain of the androcentric text to the life
and struggles of women…” Such interpretation reconstructs women’s
lives and struggles and places them centre-stage. Third, one must
employ a “hermeneutics of evaluation and proclamation’ to assesses the
“theological significance and power for the contemporary community of
faith” of the Biblical text. Finally, using a “hermeneutics of creative
19
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actualization”, the reader can “… retell biblical stories from a feminist
perspective” to “reformulate patriarchal prayers and create feminist
rituals celebrating our ancestors”. 22
Beyond male monotheism: God-Talk in Christianity and Judaism
As the work of Schussler Fiorenza and others shows, questions of
textual authority and interpretation cannot be separated from questions
of theology. Specifically does the tradition promote an egalitarian or a
sexist society? Do the religion’s central symbols and doctrines, properly
understood, promote gender equity and egalitarianism or male
dominance? In asking these questions a fundamental and intolerable
contradiction between the tradition’s vision and its patriarchal or
misogynist interpretations and institutions may come to light.
For Judaism and Christianity, no issue is more central to feminism
reconstruction than the male imagery consistently used for the deity.
Therefore, I will focus on this issue when examining feminist claims
that Christianity or Judaism can be liberating religions for women. To
envision deity in predominantly male terms is quite unusual in religion;
only the three monotheistic religions do so. Few symbols are more
entrenched in the Western religious imagination and few are more
disempowering for women. Therefore, the ways in which various
feminist theologians critique and reconstruct traditional male imagery of
deity is one of the most interesting and important topics in the feminist
theology of the Western religions.
At its core, the issue is very simple. The masculine pronouns and
images traditionally used of the deity do not and never have meant that
the deity of Western monotheism is male. The vast majority of believers
would agree that God is beyond sexuality, but they nevertheless
continue, often insistently, to use male pronouns about that deity, not
noticing the self contradiction contained in a statement like “that God is
22
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exalted above all sexuality is part of his transcendence”. 23 As I wrote in
my 1974 essay “Female God Language in a Jewish Context”, “If we do
not mean that God is male when we use masculine pronouns and
imagery, then why should there be any objection to using female
imagery and pronouns as well?” 24 In my own later work on that issue, I
suggested learning from the rich Indian repertoire of divine feminine
imagery and proposed ways that such images could be utilized in
monotheistic discourse. 25 That suggestion has as yet not been followed
up by other feminist theologians, who have taken other routes around
the problem.
Rosemary Ruether deals with the issue of God-language in her book
Sexism and God-Talk, published in 1983. Like other post-patriarchal
Christian feminists, she claims that, while some non-sexist God-talk can
be found in Biblical tradition, it is also necessary to go beyond the
images found there. She considers divine metaphors grounded in images
of authority and hierarchy, such as “king” or “queen”, to be
inappropriate for feminist Christianity, which should try to foster
egalitarian rather than hierarchical human relationships. Furthermore,
she cautions against investing too heavily in parental metaphors, though,
of course, the mother image should be included when parental
metaphors are used. Most importantly, she argues that uncritical,
unreflective, literalistic insistence upon the traditional male images for
deity is actually idolatry, not faithfulness. 26Ruether proposes “God/ess”
as a word for the divine, explaining it as follows:
… I use the term God/ess, a written symbol intended to combine
both the masculine and feminine forms of the word for the divine
23
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while preserving the Judeo-Christian affirmation that divinity is
one. This term is unpronounceable and inadequate. It is not
intended as language for worship, where one might prefer a
more evocative term…. 27
This God/ess is not so much parent as liberator, not only creator but
source of being. While the metaphor of deity as liberator stems from
traditional Biblical narratives, such as the Exodus story, Ruether
criticizes patriarchal theologies of hope or liberation for their “…
negation of God/ess as Matrix, as source and ground of our being”. She
argues that such theologies then posit a false dualism of matter against
spirit, seeing nature as source of bondage and spirit as source of
liberation. Rather than affirming spirit and transcendence against matter
and immanence, “feminist theology needs to affirm the God of Exodus,
of liberation and new being, but as rooted in the foundations of being
rather than as its antithesis”. This God/ess is both “the material
substratum of our existence” as well as “endlessly new creative potential
(spirit)”. 28 Ruether continues to insist that the deity envisioned by
feminist theology does not prefer spirit to nature and that such dualistic
thinking has been responsible for much Christian misogyny.
Another more recent Christian feminist account of God builds on the
foundation of the justifications for and examples of female god-talk
already discussed. In some ways it is the most radical of these accounts,
and in some ways the most conservative. In She Who Is: The Mystery of
God in Feminist Theological Discourse, one of Elizabeth Johnson’s
explicit aims is to write about “… the mystery of God recognizable
within the contours of the Christian faith”, utilizing both new feminist
theology and “the traditional language of Scripture and classical
theology”. 29 The result is a book that talks about Trinity and Unity in
27
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deity, and about deity’s relationship with the world in ways that are
relatively traditional – except that feminine terms and pronouns for deity
are used consistently and exclusively throughout the book.
In the beginning of her theology, Johnson appeals to the classical
doctrine of imago Dei, imago Christi (Image of God, Image or Christ)
interpreting it to mean that women are created in the image of God and
are “christomorphic” (having Christ-like form) in the same way as men
are. According to Johnson, this implication of the classic doctrine was
never fully articulated in Christian theology. Therefore, it is appropriate
to take “… female reality in all its concreteness as a legitimate finite
starting point for speaking about the mystery of God”. 30 After an
extended and complex discussion of the female metaphors for all three
persons of the Trinity, as well as discussion of the trinitarian character of
God in terms of “the experience of mutual love so prized in feminist
reflection”, 31 the culmination of her book is a discussion of “One Living
God: SHE WHO IS”. Referring to the Biblical story of the burning bush,
during which the enigmatic name “I am who I am” is self-disclosed by
God, and drawing upon Aquinas’ commentary on the story, Johnson
concludes that this name can be rendered “SHE WHO IS”:
The one who speaks there is mystery in a personal key, pouring
out compassion, promising deliverance, galvanizing a human
sense of mission toward that end.
Symbolized by a fire that does not destroy, this one will be known
by the words and deeds of liberation and covenant that follow.
SHE WHO IS, the one whose very nature is sheer aliveness, is the
profoundly relational source of being of the whole universe…
She is the freely overflowing wellspring of energy of all creatures
who flourish, and the energy of all those who resist the absence
of flourishing …. 32
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Johnson’s book supports the claim I made in my 1974 article
“Female God Language in a Jewish Context”, a claim with which many
feminist theologians have disagreed.
“God-She” is not some new construct added onto the present
resource of Jewish God language and separate from it. In other
words, the familiar “Holy One, Blessed be He” is also “Holy
One, Blessed be She” and always has been.” 33
Unlike so many feminist theologians, Johnson does not focus on
widening the canon to include previously excluded resources or seeking
new images and metaphors for deity. Rather, utilizing both feminist
thought and classical Christian theology, she presents the same deity that
was previously envisioned in traditional classical theology as SHE
WHO IS.
Turning finally from the work of North American Christian feminists
to a Korean Christian feminist, we find the issue of female god-language
is very different. In her 1990 book Struggle to Be the Sun Again:
Introducing Asian Women’s Theology, Chung Hyun Kyung claims that
“It is natural for Asian women to think of the Godhead as male and
female because there are many male gods and female goddesses in
Asian religious cultures.” 34 It is refreshing for Christian female god-talk
to be so matter of fact, so natural, so grounded in experience, so devoid
of argumentation and justification, so devoid of problem. Her writing on
God as both female and male, and on God as Mother reminds me of the
spontaneous veneration of God as female in Hinduism and Buddhism, as
aspect of those traditions that I have long admired.
Chung suggests that “an inclusive image of God who has both male
and female sides promotes equality and harmony between men and
33
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women: ‘a partnership of equals.’” Thus, she uses traditional Asian
images of divine complementarity to promote the modern idea of gender
equality. Chung also posits that “God as a life-giving power can be
naturally personified as mother and woman because woman gives birth
to her children and her family members by nurturing them.” 35 This too is
an image thoroughly familiar to Asians. However, in Asia such images
have been used to glorify the traditional female gender role and limit
women to it. Chung warns against this misuse of complementarity,
noting that the values of complementarity and harmony can and are
being used against women in Asian “for men’s convenience in order to
perpetuate stereotypical roles for women”. 36 For her, complementarity
must include equality.
Unlike other feminist theologians, Chung’s naming of deity as
female does not stop at an androgynous Godhead; she claims that many
Asian women also see Jesus as woman and mother, despite his male
physiology. Part of that naming stems from Jesus’ compassion and the
traditional Asian view of women as the “compassionate mother who
really feels the hurt and pain of her child…” Other points of
identification between women and Jesus will be more surprising to
Westerners. Quoting another Korean woman theologian, Park Soon
Kyung, Chung claims that the patriarchy of our present historical
situation calls for Jesus to be named as woman Messiah. The
justification is Jesus’ “identification with the one who hurts the most” –
at present women in patriarchal situations. Finally, Chung finds the
Jesus who casts out demons easy to image as a woman because Korean
shamans, most of whom are women, perform the same task in
contemporary Korea. 37
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Concluding this survey of feminist understandings of monotheism’s
core symbol – deity – is Judith Plaskow’s discussion of these issues in
Jewish feminism. Like Judaism in general, Jewish feminism has focused
less on theological issues and on God-language than has Christian
feminism. Because Judaism is a religion that emphasizes behaviour over
belief, many Jewish feminists have been more concerned with women’s
rituals and with obtaining classical Jewish educations. But Plaskow feels
that theology is important for Jewish feminism and in her 1990 book
Standing Again At Sinai, she addresses what she perceives to be several
obstacles to the development of female God-talk in Judaism. First,
female God-language is sometimes equated with worshipping the
goddesses rejected by Biblical Judaism. As Plaskow explains,
… the equation of female God-language with Goddess worship
either presupposes that the God of Judaism is so irrevocably
male that any broadening of anthropomorphic language must
refer to a different deity, or it simply make no sense at all. The
overwhelming

majority

of

Jewish

feminists

who

have

experimented with religious language in no way see themselves
as imaging or worshipping a Goddess; they are trying to enrich
the range of metaphors Jews use in talking about God. 38
A related concern about female God-language is its implications for
monotheism, especially the fear that an androgynous deity would be
multiple. Plaskow agrees that it is important to protect and preserve
monotheism, but argues that female God-language does not interfere
with this goal. Like some Christian feminist theologians, she claims that
individual images of deity need to be seen as part of a divine totality,
rather than as representing different gods. Monotheism has always
included many images and has never consisted of only a single image or
picture of God.
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Finally, Plaskow finds that female God-language arouses anxiety for
the many Jews who associate it with nature and with sexuality in ways
that seem “pagan”. Plaskow believes that Jewish feminists must be
willing to confront and defuse these fears. In classical Jewish thought,
women alone were identified with nature and sexuality, and nature and
sexuality have been inappropriately disparaged as a result. Both need to
be reclaimed, and the most effective way to so is by recognizing the
female aspects of the divine. 39
In her own suggestions for feminist Jewish God-language, Plaskow
affirms the need to appreciate many images of deity, both traditional
concepts and new ones deriving from the experiences of those
heretofore excluded from the process of naming deity. Both images for
deity taken from nature – God as rock, tree of life, light, darkness – and
images of the presence of God in empowered, egalitarian community –
God as friend, companion, and lover – are needed. 40 In her view,
feminist God-language has been more successful in the former than the
latter task, in part because so many traditional images of the relationship
between God and community are hierarchical rather than egalitarian.
When discussing images of God that reflect the experience of
egalitarian community, Plaskow makes a particularly strong case for the
continued use of anthropomorphic God-language, despite its limitations
and dangers. She argues that impersonal language can easily mask the
continued presence of old male metaphors of the divine, and that only
the introduction of female images can ensure that their hold is broken.
These

personal,

anthropomorphic

images

should

range

from

“…purposely disquieting female images to female and non-gendered
images that express intimacy, partnership, and mutuality between
humans and God”. 41 The use of images like “Queen of the Universe”
and “Woman of War”, female counterparts to familiar male images for
39
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God, would be beneficially jarring. Plaskow also states that
anthropomorphic images need to be supplemented with natural and
impersonal metaphors, as well as with conceptual terms that express
God’s relationship with all being and becoming. Thus she suggests The
Eternal, co-creator, wellspring, or ground of life. 42 But in every case, it
is important to avoid “… the dualistic, hierarchical misnaming of God
and reality that grows out of and supports a patriarchal worldview”.
Furthermore, that naming should cherish diversity in community, “…
even as that diversity has its warrant in the God of myriad names”. 43
It’s Too Broken to be Fixed
The feminist case against feminist theological transformation of
traditional religions
The analyses and transformations of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam
suggested here are not convincing to all feminist theologians. Their
voices are integral to the symphony of feminist theology and enrich the
thinking of everyone concerned with undoing and replacing patriarchy
in religion.
The case against feminist transformation of major world religions
has been made most cogently in the case of the Biblical religions. This is
simply because religious feminism is more developed in the Biblical
religions and, therefore, more well-trained religious feminists have come
through Biblical religions, especially Christianity, than through Islam,
Hinduism, Buddhism or the East Asian religions. And those who can
make this judgment most cogently and effectively are, indeed, those
who once sought to work within their tradition as a feminist before
abandoning it. Those who have never worked “inside” the tradition in
that manner, but have only rejected it and criticize it, have not generally
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had the same tools or brought the same passion to their post-Christian or
post-Jewish feminist critiques.
Post-Christian and post-Jewish feminist theologians contend that the
Biblical traditions are simply too broken to be fixed, that patriarchal
values and symbolism are too essential and too central to their
worldviews ever to be overcome. They do not see patriarchy, in its many
levels of manifestation and meaning as accidental or secondary to the
Biblical outlook, or as merely an unfortunate outgrowth of outmoded
cultural habits. Therefore, they contend, no woman will ever experience
wholeness, healing, integrity, and autonomy while committed to a
Biblical religion. Continuing to claim loyalty to traditions that inevitably
and invariable demean women is counterproductive and best and
harmful at worst.
Biblical and post-Biblical feminist theologians disagree intensely
over what the core symbol of Biblical traditions actually is. Many
“reformists” see it as liberation, while “revolutionaries” see it as
patriarchy and argue that without patriarchy, Biblical religions would be
unrecognizable. For example, the male deity who rules and judges the
world from afar, who calls his followers away from the physical world
to a spiritual realm, and who tolerates no diversity or disagreement is an
intensely patriarchal symbol. Jewish and Christian feminists consistently
reply that this portrait is a caricature of Biblical religions. Post-Christian
and post-Jewish theologians respond that if it is a caricature, it must be
an extremely accurate one, since so many thinkers, authorities, and
laypeople, to say nothing of the radical religious right, do indeed think
in such terms. They insist that God the Father is the only way to
symbolize deity and they insist that societies and families should mirror
that patriarchal image.
But rather than carry on this imaginary debate, we should let the
revolutionaries speak for themselves. The two most eloquent such
feminists thus far are Carol P. Christ and Mary Daly. Their works are
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especially valuable because each began as a radical reformer, publishing
important books and essays in which they hoped to make sense of
Biblical religions and to call them away from their sexism. Eventually
each became convinced that this effort would fail because patriarchy is
too integral to the outlook of those religions. Each has written of her
conversion process away from Biblical religions to post-Christian
feminist spirituality.
Mary Daly’s journey, which she recounts in her post-Christian
introduction to the second edition of The Church and the Second Sex,
and continues in a recent autobiography Outercourse (1994), began
earlier. 44 One of the very first feminist accounts of Christianity, The
Church and the Second Sex was written between 1965 and 1967 and
published in 1968. In 1969, Mary Daly was given a terminal contract by
Boston College, a dismissal that generated widespread criticism of the
school. Later that summer, the president of Boston College relented,
informing Daly that she had been granted tenure and promotion, “…
without congratulations…” 45 Though the book brought Daly fame, her
experience in academia also radicalized her. She began to cease “… to
care about unimaginative reform but instead began dreaming of a
woman’s revolution”. 46
I moved on to other things, including a dramatic/traumatic
change of consciousness from “radical Catholic” to postchristian feminist. My graduation from the Catholic church was
formalized by a self-conferred diploma, my second feminist book
Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women’s
Liberation, which appeared in 1973. The journey in time/space
that took place between the publication dates of the two books
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could not be described adequately by terrestrial calendar and
maps. 47
The problem with Catholic feminism, Daly wrote, is that it appeared
that a door had opened “… within patriarchy…” But later she learned,
through her experiences and reflections, “… that all male-controlled
‘revolutions’ are essentially movements in circles within the same
senescent patriarchal systems”. 48
Daly concludes this reflection by writing that she longs for the
arrival “… of the sisters of Plato, of Aristotle, of Kant, of Nietzsche:
sisters who will not merely ‘equal’ them, but do something different,
something immeasurably more”. 49 Her later works demonstrates that
“something more” in dense, difficult books that are not readily
summarized. One of them, Beyond God the Father deals with many of
the topics of systematic theology – deity, evil, Christology, morality, the
church – but all from the viewpoint of women, who having had their
power of naming stolen from them in patriarchal thought, are now
naming themselves, the world, and the deity. Such naming involves “a
castrating of language and images that reflect and perpetuate the
structures of a sexist world”. 50 Women, as the “primordial eunuchs” of
patriarchy, “… are rising up to castrate not people, but the system that
castrates – that great ‘God-Father’ of us all which indulges senselessly
and universally in the politics of rape”. Thus, the primary event in the
arrival of “something immeasurably more” requires the “… death of
God the Father in the rising woman consciousness and the consequent
breakthrough to conscious, communal participation in God the Verb”. 51
God the Verb has been Mary Daly’s contribution to the post-patriarchal
naming of deity. For her, though she sometimes uses the term
47
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“Goddess”, any noun is too static for the meaning that must be
communicated by the word that stands for the Be-ing that Daly
celebrates and evokes in this and later works.
Carol P. Christ has documented her journey out of Christianity into
post-Christian feminist spirituality especially vividly in her book
Laughter of Aphrodite: Reflections on a Journey to the Goddess. 52 In
contrast with Daly, Christ’s move beyond God the Father has taken her
into a re-mythologizing of Goddess, a term she uses frequently in her
writings. But in this chapter, I will focus on the rationale behind her
journey away from Biblical religion. Christ’s “journey to the Goddess”
began with her conviction “from the time I became a feminist that our
language for God had to be changed if women were to see ourselves
fully in the image of God”. 53 In 1975, she experienced her first
introduction to the women’s spirituality movement, and very soon
thereafter knew she had left the church for good.
Christ left Christianity primarily because of the effects of religious
symbols on consciousness. In a reply to Rosemary Ruether’s very strong
criticism of the feminist spirituality movement, she writes, “The reason I
do not use the biblical tradition as the basis for my feminist vision is a
judgment about the effect of the core symbolism of Biblical tradition on
the vast majority of Christians and Jews. 54 Citing Daly, Christ points out
that, while the theological tradition may claim that the Biblical deity is
beyond gender, that claim has no real impact because of the stranglehold
of male language and imagery on the psyche of the average believer. “…
The effect of repeated symbolism on the conscious and unconscious
mind and imagination” 55 is to make male domination appear to be
normal and legitimate, a mirroring on earth of male authority “on high”.
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Like other feminist theologians, myself included, Christ did not
realize how profoundly she had been left out of Biblical religions until
she said “God-she” or “Goddess”. Doing so can illustrate the power of
male language and imagery on peoples’ consciousness from another
side. Christ writes,
I must also acknowledge that for me the symbol of Goddess is
different than anything I ever found in the Christian tradition. My
relationship with Yahweh was a dynamic one and filled with the
biblical symbolism of chosenness, demand, judgment, rejection,
and ultimate acceptance. … I was particularly moved by the
prophets’ concern for social justice and harmony with nature.
For me, the biblical God was “beyond sexuality” as theological
tradition asserts, but “he’” retained a certain aura of masculine
presence and authority. Not until I said Goddess did I realize that
I had never felt fully included in the fullness of my being as a
woman in masculine or neuterized imagery for divinity. 56
Christ also disputes the claim of Christian and Jewish feminists that
the Bible’s core message is one of liberation. She seeks to show that the
Bible also contains core messages of intolerance and xenophobia. She
writes that for every prophetic injunction to look after the needy and
pursue justice, there is a condemnation of those who worship “on every
hill and under every green tree” (Amos 2:6). Many of those thus
condemned were women who were at the same time being excluded
from roles of religious leadership in the Yahweh religion. In addition,
Christ finds it impossible to “embrace the prophetic tradition of the
Hebrew bible, which is vindictive against those who worship in other
traditions”. She suggests that this prophetic tradition is one of the key
roots of intolerance in the West and that the intolerance is not “…
incidental to an otherwise liberating vision. I think it is fundamental to
the particular shape that monotheism takes in both the Hebrew and the
56
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Christian scriptures”. Against Ruether and others who cite the Exodus
narrative as indicative of the Bible’s fundamental concern with
liberation, Christ claims that this narrative is modelled on the “… holy
warrior ideal. Yahweh proves himself the most powerful holy warrior by
drowning Pharaoh’s horsemen with their horses. This is not for me a
liberating vision of divine power.” Finally, she takes up the New
Testament models that have inspired many Christian feminist
theologians. Though Jesus included women and the dispossessed in his
community, Christ writes that the New Testament “… clearly portrays it
as his community and the message to women is that they must turn to a
male to find salvation”. 57 The idea that women can only be saved by
men is not good for women’s sense of self, which is “Why Women
Need the Goddess”, 58 to quote the title of Christ’s most influential essay.
Conclusion
Having concluded this survey of answers to the question, “Are the
world’s religions inevitably sexist?” how can we describe what divides
those who answer “no” from those who respond “yes”? What separates
those who still give their energies and loyalties to one of the mainstream
religions, no matter how critical of it they may be, from those who
actively dissociate themselves from it? My own training and personal
history give me a unique perspective on this question. My commitment
to the cross-cultural, historical, and comparative study of religion makes
me want to ask the question as a scholar of religion rather than a
theologian in the first instance. But I have also contributed feminist
theological commentary to two religions – Judaism and Buddhism.
Thus, like Christ and Daly, I began my work in the context of Biblical
religion, and, like them, did not find Biblical religions sufficient.
However, unlike them, I do not feel a need to write against these
57
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traditions on feminist issues, though I have criticized them on issues of
pluralism and diversity.
In the long run, all feminists, whether Christian, Jewish, postChristian, post-Jewish, secular, or committed to another religious
tradition affirm relatively similar symbols. We all agree that symbols,
images, and doctrines that empower women are necessary. Furthermore,
within Christianity, virtually all feminist theologians are involved in the
task of renaming the central symbol of their tradition – the monotheistic
deity. None of them is content with the patriarchal god of the fathers.
Those writing for and those opposing Biblical religion affirm many of
the same names and symbols of God-She. What once seemed to be a
major difference between “reformists” and “revolutionaries” has ceased
to be so obvious. But though we all agree, in broad terms, about what
needs to change in religious symbolism; we differ about where to put
our energies to effect those changes. And, clearly, feminist discourse is
by far the richer for that pluralism and diversity. It is a mistake (almost a
throwback to male monotheism) to try to settle the question of who is
“right”, the “reformists” or the “revolutionaries”.
Nevertheless, commenting more as a historian of religions than as a
theologian, I do not think that people usually stay in or leave a religion
because of its symbols. This is not because religious symbols and
images are unimportant; they are. But symbols do not determine what
the religious community will affirm; the religious community
determines what symbols it will affirm, and either grows into its postpatriarchal vision of itself or stagnates in patriarchy. As a historian, I do
not agree that religious symbols cannot change. Therefore, people leave
a religion, not because its symbols cannot change, but because they are
unlikely to change fast enough.
One major disagreement between the two schools of feminist
theology concerns where feminist reform is likely to be most effective.
Feminists wrestling with this decision must take into account the fact
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that traditional religions will probably continue to lack, for the
foreseeable future, enough communal use of feminist symbols to make
the community an affirming place for women. Although it is not
difficult to fix the patriarchal symbolism of Biblical religion or the
patriarchal institutions of Buddhism, it has been very difficult to
convince most religious leaders and believers to do so. Thinkers like
Mary Daly and Carol Christ have shown how painful this situation can
be. But Christian and Jewish feminist theologians, western feminist
converts to Buddhism, and many others make a different judgment –
that their critical loyalty to their tradition is not a waste of time but will
bear fruit in the long run, proving to be worth the pain.
A second major difference, perhaps related with the first one,
separates the reformists and the revolutionaries. Some revolutionaries
eagerly mine non-Biblical traditions for useful myths and symbols.
Though there are exceptions, Christian and Jewish reformers generally
do not, remaining much more narrowly within the orbit of Biblical
symbolism and the Western theological tradition. Rarely do they study
deeply and let themselves be inspired by ancient Goddess mythology or
by non-Western religions. 59 This version of their loyalty is, in my view,
the greatest weakness of much Jewish and Christian feminist theology,
for the language and the symbolism of “God-she” is more easily inspired
through wide acquaintance with the myriad Goddesses of world
religions. But I also fault the revolutionaries on this score, for though
they love Goddesses, they rarely know much about Goddesses other
than those of Western pre-Biblical antiquity.
Despite these differences between the major schools of feminist
theology, we should recall what they have in common, for these will
become the watchwords for the post-patriarchal future of religion. First,
feminist theologies agree that human experience is the source of and
59
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authority for authentic religious expression. And, second, adequate
religious expressions, expressions worthy of surviving for centuries and
millennia must promote the full humanity of women, as they have
always promoted the full humanity of men.
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REDISCOVERING GENDER INCLUSIVE
RELIGIOUS INTERPRETATIONS AND
PRACTICES
A Response to Rita M. Gross
Siti Syamsiyatun
It is a great honour for me to write a brief response to the paper
presented by Rita M. Gross, a distinguished and productive scholar on
gender and comparative religions. Rita Gross’s paper is very impressive;
it has clearly outlined and discussed major questions and problems in
world religions raised by feminists, and how they have offered responses
to develop feminist understanding of today’s world religions. The paper
is so rich and condensed that it would be impossible for me to present a
thorough response to it for at least two reasons. Firstly, I am not highly
trained in the field of comparative religions or feminist theology, rather I
received considerable training in Islamic studies and gender politics; and
secondly, technical terms restrict me to do so. For these reasons, I will
highlight only a few points and issues discussed in Rita Gross’s
presentation, namely on how feminists have problematized the so-called
sexist beliefs and teachings, and on the strategies employed by feminist
theologians in developing gender inclusive theology. I would also like to
share the findings of my research that are relevant to support her
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argument on the lack of scriptural studies on the part of Muslim
feminists. In doing so, I am using my experience as an Indonesian
Muslim woman, and am commenting from the perspective of Muslim
feminists in Indonesia, which is absent in her presentation.
Feminist Scholars Problematizing Sexist Beliefs and Practices in
World Religions
While feminist scholars and theologians in the West had defined
sexist beliefs and practices in world religions by using feminist
standards and definitions, in the 1970s, they began formulating answers
to questions of what to do next, as pointed out in Gross’s paper. In
Indonesia, feminist scholarship has just begun to grow. There are many
possible arguments to explain the gap of this differing state of feminist
scholarship. From a political perspective we might argue that macro
socio-political and intellectual situations in the West has allowed more
freedom in challenging religious discourse than most Eastern and
Muslim countries have. This is partly because of the prominent presence
of modernity and secularism in the region. Developing feminist theology
as engaged scholarship and social activism is relatively less problematic
in secular and modern countries than in countries with a strong religious
identity, such as Indonesia.
The difference in how people of particular societies have perceived
the sanctity of religions has significant influence on the growth of
feminist theology in a particular space and time in history. The secular
worldview tends to limit the role of religions in public policy and
domain, and decreases the influence and image of religions as a social
force and common identity in the minds of people. Indonesia, while it is
not a theocratic country, does regulate the religious affairs of its citizens.
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The state ideology, called Pancasila, 1 requires that Indonesians adhere
to one of the religions approved by the state, religions that witness the
unity of God. As a consequence, feminist scholars in the West and in
Indonesia have developed distinct approaches and directions in the area
of feminist scholarship in religious studies.

2

In the Western academic context religious studies, generally
speaking, are treated equally with other fields of study; in Indonesia
religious studies are still widely regarded and treated as a sacred and
restricted field of study. One can hardly find Indonesian books offering
concepts of feminist theology in any of the world religions, particularly
in Islam, although there are some books examining the social aspects of

1

The Indonesian state ideology, Pancasila, consists of five basic philosophical
values: belief in the unity of god; just and civilized humanity; Indonesia united;
deliberations through people’s representatives; social justice for all Indonesians.
2
The following books illustrate how feminism and gender issues are developed
in Indonesia: Frances S. Adeney, Christian Women in Indonesia: A Narrative
Study of Gender and Religion (New York: Syracuse, 2003); Siti Baroroh Baried,
“Islam and the Modernization of Indonesian Women” in Islam and Society in
Southeast Asia, ed. T. Abdullah and S. Siddique (Singapore: Institute of
Southeast Asian Studies, 1986); Susan Blackburn, Women and the State in
Modern Indonesia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); Jajat
Burhanuddin and Oman Fathurahman, eds., Tentang Perempuan Islam: Wacana
dan Gerakan (Jakarta: Gramedia Pustaka Utama and PPIM IAIN Syarif
Hidayatullah Jakarta, 2004); Jajat Burhanuddin, ed., Ulama Perempuan
Indonesia (Jakarta: Gramedia Pustaka Utama and PPIM IAIN Syarif
Hidayatullah Jakarta, 2002); Siti Ruhaini Dzuhayatin et al., Rekonstruksi
Metodologis Wacana Kesetaraan Gender dalam Islam (Yogyakarta: PSW IAIN
Sunan Kalijaga and McGill-CIDA and Pustaka Pelajar, 2002); Siti Ruhaini
Dzuhayatin, “Kajian Gender di Perguruan Tinggi Islam di Indonesia: Catatan
dari PSW IAIN Sunan Kalijaga Yogyakarta” in Problem dan Prospek IAIN:
Antologi Pendidikan Islam, ed. K. Hidayat and H. Prasetyo (Jakarta: Ditbinperta
Depag RI, 2000); Darmiyanti Mukhtar, “The Rise of the Indonesian Women’s
Movement in the New Order State” (Thesis, Murdoch University, Perth,
Western Australia, 1999); Nunuk Prasetyo Murniati, Gerakan Anti Kekerasan
Terhadap Perempuan (Yogyakarta: Kanisius, 1998); Siti Muslikhati, Feminisme
dan Pemberdayaan Perempuan dalam Timbangan Islam (Jakarta: Gema Insani
Press, 2004); Istiadah, Muslim Women in Contemporary Indonesia:
Investigating Paths to Resist the Patriarchal System, working paper, Clayton
Centre of Southeast Asian Studies (Monash University, 1995).

286 Dealing with Diversity
Islamic law using a gender perspective. 3 This does not mean, however,
to imply that feminist questions are absent from the minds of Muslim
feminists. Feminist or women’s questions in theology and religious
traditions are often raised in a “casual manner”.
To illustrate this, in the 1970s when I was a student in a pesantren
and began learning Arabic and Qur’anic exegesis and other Islamic
subjects, my friends and I asked our teacher why our God Allah was
referred as huwa (male pronoun – He), and whether we could refer to
Allah using the female pronoun hiya. The answer of our teacher was
something like, “Allah is neither male nor female, but ‘He’ refers to
himself in the Qur’an by using the pronoun huwa. In Indonesian we
translate it as Dia, and the pronoun is for both male and female.” We
also often questioned some sexist practices within Islamic traditions
such as why girls and women received different treatments from boys
and men? Why the birth of a baby girl was celebrated by slaughtering
one goat whereas a baby boy merited two goats? Why menstruating
women are not allowed to enter the mosque, to fast and to do sholat
(prayers)? Why it is only men who could be a wali (guardian)? It
seemed that our teachers did not have satisfying, scholarly answers for
us other than requiring students to obediently accept the prescribed
teachings. We had to wait for about two decades to be able to engage in
scholarly discussions on the aforementioned issues. This was possible
only if we raised the questions in Islamic learning institutions such as
IAINs and UINs. 4 Other religious venues, such as mosques, Islamic
organizations or religious councils, are not yet ready to provide
3

See for instance: Forum Kajian Kitab Kuning, Wajah Baru Relasi Suami Istri:
Telaah Kitab ‘Uqud al-Lujjayn (Yogyakarta: LKiS and FK3, 2003); Siti Musdah
Mulia, Pandangan Islam tentang Poligami (Jakarta: LKAJ, Solidaritas
Perempuan dan The Asia Foundation, 1999); Mukhotib, MD (ed), Menghapus
Poligami, Mewujudkan Keadilan (Yogyakarta: YKF dan The Ford Foundation,
2002); _____, Menolak Mut'ah dan Sirri: Memberdayakan Perempuan
(Yogyakarta: YKF dan The Ford Foundation, 2002).
4
IAINs are State Institutes for Islamic Studies, whereas UINs are State Islamic
Universities.
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discursive space for such engagement as critical examination of our own
religion and traditions.
The rise of women scholars with feminist convictions in Islamic
studies in the 1990s broke the silenced discourse on feminist theology.
By applying gender as an analytical tool, Muslim feminists began
pointing out sexist practices that claimed to be based on Islamic
doctrines. This task was made possible because it was carried out by
highly educated women (and men) who could not be academically
dismissed, as they hold licenses – the same degrees as those gained by
male scholars.
My research on the rise of women scholars in Islamic studies and
ulama shows that IAINs and UINs play a significant role. IAINs and
UINs provide training in Islamic studies for both sexes. Consequently
women graduates of those higher Islamic institutions have similar
authority in the academic domain as male graduates to speak on Islamic
teachings. Thus in the mid 1990s, upon their graduation from Islamic
universities, Muslim women began taking positions in religious courts
and Islamic universities, domains formerly reserved for men, and since
then the number of women ulamas has increased. Because women have
similar doctorate degrees in Islamic studies as many men do, they may
engage in scholarly debates on religious issues. As a result a number of
women have been able to participate as full members of the Indonesian
Islamic Council, and religious councils in two of most popular Islamic
organizations, Nahdlatul Ulama and Muhammadiyah, and to establish as
well as to head NGOs focusing on women’s empowerment in an Islamic
perspective.

5

5
Siti Syamsiyatun, “Serving Young Islamic Women in Indonesia: The Dynamic
of the Development of Gender Discourse in Nasyiatul Aisyiyah 1965-2005”
(PhD dissertation, Monash University, 2006); Siti Syamsiyatun “A Daughter in
Indonesian Muhammadiyah: Nasyiatul Aisyiyah Negotiates New Images and
Status”, Oxford Journal of Islamic Studies 18.1 (2007): 69-94.
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Another major issue that I would like to respond to is the “standard”
of defining sexism used by feminist scholars mentioned in Gross’s
paper. If I understand it correctly, the indicator they used is equality
between men and women in all respects. While such a standard is widely
accepted by most feminists mentioned by Gross, the case in Indonesia is
quite different. The discussion on the issue is heavily influenced by
feminist gender theories on difference and sameness between women
and men. Should both men and women have identical rights and duties
with regard to religions? Should we let women and men perform
different roles but regard these roles of equal value in religions?
As far as my research amongst Muslim women feminists is
concerned, most of them tend to mix the two approaches to look at socalled “sexist beliefs and practices” in Islam. In the area of religious
precepts, particularly in what is usually termed by Muslims as ibadah
mahdhah (strict worship), they use the gender difference theory. For
instance, a man becomes an imam (leader) in a congregational prayer
and a woman becomes the makmum. In this case, men and women
perform different roles in different positions. But an imam will never be
an imam without a makmum, and vice versa, thus both roles have equal
value. When they are dealing with religious teachings with heavy ‘social
flavour’ (usually called ibadah ‘amah or mu’amalah), they employ the
sameness theory. For example, whether or not Muslim women should be
allowed to become leaders of a country, heads of Islamic courts, or
guardians and witnesses in marriages, most Muslim feminists I
interviewed answered that they are entitled to the positions. Thus the
perceived internal structure of religions will determine the way feminists
respond to the problems of sexist beliefs and practices within their own
traditions.

Rediscovering Gender-Inclusive Religion 289
Strategies of Indonesian Scholars in Transforming Islamic
Traditions
Gross outlined two most significant strategies adopted by feminist
theologians to overcome sexist and patriarchal religions, namely by
reforming the religions from within as proposed by the so-called
reformists, and by creating new post-patriarchal religions as championed
by the revolutionaries. From my observations, the newly emerging
Indonesian Muslim feminist scholars are more interested in applying the
strategy of reforming Islamic traditions from within.

6

It must be acknowledged that Indonesian scholars adapted their
feminist analysis to religions and their traditions from their counterparts
in Western academia. Theories produced in feminist studies, as well as
those produced in religious studies such as hermeneutics and
phenomenology are amongst the most popular frameworks used to
explain sexist practices in religions and how to eliminate them.
This kind of adaptation and linkage between Indonesian (Muslim)
feminists and Western feminists inevitably resulted in the rise of
suspicion from some conservative Muslim groups in Indonesia. The
conservatives argued that reforming religious traditions using Western
feminist approaches means destroying the religions and their eastern
cultures. Such an accusation is partly based on long mutual hatred,
mistrust and suspicion (sometimes with a brief friendship) in the
relationships between the West and the East. In this regard, Muslim
feminists reply that knowledge and scientific theories are fluid
disciplines that cross national boundaries. To learn from feminist and
other social theories is similar to learning from the West’s contributions
in the areas of politics, economics, computer science, physics and
mathematics.

6

Siti Syamsiyatun, “Serving Young Islamic Women in Indonesia” in Ketika
Pesantren Membincang Gender, ed. Mukhotib, MD (Yogyakarta: YKF and The
Ford Foundation, 2002a)
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Hermeneutical, phenomenological and feminist approaches to
interpreting the Islamic text were only introduced in the 1990s, and the
validity of their usage is still widely debated today. One major problem
encountered by Western feminist theologians and Indonesian Muslim
feminists with regard to hermeneutics lies in the perception of
authorship of the religious texts. While the idea of human authorship of
the Bible is well established, the authorship of the Islamic text, the
Qur’an, is still an ongoing debate. Most Muslims believe that the very
words of the Qur’an – all of them – are revealed from Heaven. Thus the
Prophet Muhammad simply received them verbatim through the angel
Jibril. When the main premise regarding the authorship of the Qur’an is
such, how could we, as humans, go deep into the socio-psychological
environment of the author? To overcome the problem, what has been
done by many Muslim scholars is the making of distinctions between
various “realities” of Islam: 1) Islam as contained in the actual message
of Qur’anic text; 2) Islam as interpreted and practiced by the Prophet
during his lifetime in seventh-century Arabia; 3) Islam as interpreted
and formulated by companions and later Muslim scholars; 4) Islam as
practiced and expressed by Muslim communities around the world with
all its variations. 7 It is in the second, third and fourth levels above,
where current Muslim feminists are focusing and re-examining sexist
beliefs and teachings found in Islam and proposing new light and
perspective in the interpretation of those verses.
While most Indonesian feminists take into account the need to
include women’s experiences in the process of reforming their religious
7

See for examples Fazlur Rahman, Islam and Modernity: Transformation of an
Intellectual Tradition (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press,
1982); Barbara Stowasser, “Gender Issues and Contemporary Qur’an
Interpretation” in Islam, Gender and Social Change, eds. Y.Y. Haddad and J.L.
Esposito (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998); Nasaruddin Umar, Argumen
Kesetaraan Gender: Perspektif Al-Qur’an (Jakarta: Paramadina, 1999); Amina
Wadud, Qur’an and Women: Rereading the Sacred Text from a Women’s
Perspective (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999).
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traditions, they are also challenged by questions such as: Is feminist
theology simply reversing the androcentric theology into women-centred
theology? If so, what’s the difference between feminist and androcentric
theology, where the former takes the side for women and the latter for
men? Are there feminist proposals in the language of religion that
include the experiences of men and women as equal participants in
religious engagements?
Gross’s observation that many feminists have used the neutral
gender and gender free vision of religious texts or scriptures as their
starting point to launch their reform perfectly accords with strategies
employed by most Indonesian Muslim feminists. However, as pointed
out by Gross, comprehensive scriptural study of the Islamic sacred text,
which involves detailed archaeological, historical and linguistic study, is
still in its infancy. Indonesian Muslim feminist scholars, similar to their
colleagues in the West, mostly concentrate on the area of interpretation
and ijtihad in understanding the Qur’an and the hadith (the recorded
deeds, sayings and approvals of the Prophet Muhammad). With the
hadith, they question in what context, to whom and for what purposes
the Prophet was reported to have said such and such. They also intensify
their examination into the history of the narrators of the hadith. With
regard to the Qur’an, Muslim feminist interpreters, following in the
footsteps of their colleagues who are experienced in Biblical studies,
distinguish between text and interpretations. In recent years, they also
began to examine the accompanying social and historical contexts of the
revelation of the verses (the Qur’an was revealed piecemeal over 23
years) to include the moral values conveyed by the text rather than to
adopt the ‘literal vehicle’ in interpreting the text to make its readers
understand the message. This method was proposed by Fazlur Rahman,

292 Dealing with Diversity
Rifaat Hasan, Amina Wadud, Asghar Ali Engineer, and Nasaruddin
Umar. 8
Indonesian feminist scholars also turn more to the linguistic aspect
and analysis of the Qur’an, as exemplified by Nasaruddin Umar. By
employing various strategies of approaching the text and offering new
interpretations of the text, Muslim feminists claim genuine progress in
their feminist transformation from within. This is partly because the
Arabic language “borrowed” by the Qur’an to speak to human beings
has the potential of both empowering women and maintaining the
patriarchal tendency. For example, the fact that Arabic is a gendered
language requires that everything is designated as either male or female
for grammatical purposes. But a male and female gendered word does
not necessarily imply male and female sexuality. Thus the word Allah,
which uses a male pronoun, does not mean that God is sexually male.
The issues that arise from this kind of gendered language are rather
foreign to Indonesians, because we do not share a similar language
construction.
Furthermore the analysis of some Arabic words, such as khalaqa and
ja’ala, which in Indonesian are translated similarly as mencipta (to
create), reveals a different understanding of the creation of Adam and
Hawa (Eve) and humankind as a whole, as pointed out by Nasaruddin
Umar. This is because in Arabic the two words signify different levels of
creation. It is the word khalaqa that is used by the Qur’an to explain the
creation of Adam and Eve (Hawa), and not ja’ala. Also the words rijal
and dzakar, which in Arabic denote male gender and biological man
respectively, in Indonesian are translated similarly as laki-laki (man). A
similar problem is found in the translation and interpretation of the
8

Fazlur Rahman, Islam and Modernity; Amina Wadud, Qur’an and Women;
Asghar Ali Emgineer, Hak-hak Perempuan dalam Islam (The Rights of Women
in Islam) trans. F. Wajidi (Yogyakarta: LSPAA, 2000); Pembebasan
Perempuan, trans. Agus Nuryatno (Yogyakarta: LKiS, 2004); Nasruddin Umar,
Argumen Kesetaraan Jender: Perspektif Al-Qur’an.
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Qur’anic words of nisa’, mar’ah and untsa. 9 Whereas the first two
words in Arabic refer to female gender, the third one points to biological
woman. Because Indonesian doesn’t have terms to distinguish between
the meaning of these words, all three words are translated as “women”.
Closer analysis of the asmaul husna (beautiful names) by which
Allah wishes to be known to humans also reveals different dimensions
of the reality of Allah. The number of names or attributes that are
traditionally associated with femininity (from the 99 beautiful names) is
very significant. 10 Even the very names that Allah uses most in the
Qur’an, rahman and rahim, are rooted in the Arabic r-h-m, which can be
constructed to form various words, all of which connote feminine nature
and traits, such as love, compassion, mercy, womb and grace.
Based on my research amongst the Muhammadiyah and Nahdlatul
Ulama families, the above approach, analyzing the linguistic aspects of
the Qur’an, is more acceptable than proposing a completely different
interpretation of the text using hermeneutic methodology or ones that
based heavily on human experiences and reasoning.
Women Claiming Space in Religious Institutions
Apart from participating in the area of ijtihad in the interpretation of
the Qur’an and understanding the hadith, Muslim feminists have
developed a new strategy of aligning their struggles for gender justice
into popular religious institutions. This is because in the Indonesian
context, most religious edicts or opinions are developed within these
religious institutions before they are launched or announced to the
public. Feminists see their inclusion and involvement in the debates
within these long standing religious institutions to be more strategic than
creating a new religious council for post-patriarchal religious edicts and
opinion.
9

Nasruddin Umar, Argumen Kesetaraan Jender.
Sachiko Murata, The Tao of Islam.
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From the mid 1990s, when the number of women scholars in Islamic
religious studies increased steadily, they also began to take positions in
various religious institutions, from local mosque committees to socialreligious mass organizations, from administrative positions in local
religious offices to higher provincial courts. 11
Conclusion
Muslim feminists in Indonesia have encountered different theories of
sexist beliefs and practices. They encounter theological difficulties in
attempting to change patriarchal symbols as well as the male pronoun of
Allah in the Islamic text, because each word in the Qur’an is believed to
be sacred and revealed from Heaven. Their solution is in rediscovering
the feminine attributes, as well as symbols, images and doctrines, that
empower women but have been masked by former male-dominant
interpretations.
While adopting external, individual and physical symbols of
religiosity, Indonesian Muslim feminists also assert that internal, social
and spiritual meanings and symbols of religiosity are very important to
empower ourselves as humans.
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WIFE BATTERY IN ISLAM: SOCIO-LEGAL
INTERPRETATIONS IN ISLAMIC
SOCIETIES1
Nawal H. Ammar
Partner violence, including physical and/or sexual abuse of women,
is a global problem, present in all cultures, and affecting up to 70% of
women in the world. 2 Muslims, including a population of up to 6 million
residents in the United States, 3 are not immune to this social and health
concern. The few studies conducted on violence within Muslim
communities have uniformly demonstrated that wife beating is the most
common form of family violence experienced. 4 In the US, wife beating
1

A version of this article was originally published as N. Ammar, “Wife Battery
in Islam: A Comprehensive Understanding of Interpretations.” Violence Against
Women 13 (2007): 516-526.
2
World Health Organization, Violence Against Women: The Health Sector
Responds. Occasional Paper#12 (Washington, D.C.: World Health Organization,
2003).
3
Y. Y. Haddad, “A Century of Islam in America”, Hamdard Islamicus XXI
(1997): 1-12.
4
L. Abed Al-Wahhab, al-’Unf al-usar¯i: al-jar¯imah wa-al-’unf didda al-mar’a
[Violence against women in Egypt] (Dimashq: D¯ar al-Madá lil-Thaq¯afah waal-Nashr, 1994); N. Almosaed, “Violence against women: A cross-cultural
perspective”, Journal of Muslim Affairs 24 (2004): 67-88; I. Azzam J., “Al unf
did al mara’ wa ini’kasatuh ala’ sihat al mara’ fi al mujtama’ al Arabi” [violence
against women and its effect on women’s health in Arab societies], Journal of
Culture (June-August 2000): 38-51; Muhammad M. Hajj-Yahia, “The incidence
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appears to be on the rise in Muslim communities following the tragic
attacks of 9/11. 5 Current anti-Muslim climate in the US may be feeding
family violence in these communities and almost certainly affects
advocacy and intervention efforts to support Muslim victims. These
effects are likely further compounded by growing racism and
xenophobia post-9/11, as the majority of the US Muslims are
immigrants 6 coming from diverse global regions including Asia, Africa,
the Middle East, sub-Saharan Africa, the Caribbean and Eastern
Europe. 7 Better understanding of and respect for Islam are needed to
better serve US Muslims including female victims of wife beating.
US assumptions are often that Islam is supportive of wife beating,
based on some literal and patriarchal interpretations of the text.
However, as seen in numerous non-English texts, 8 there is a range of
Islamic interpretations on the acceptability of wife beating. This paper
examines Islamic rulings on wife beating in an effort to showcase this
diversity for English readers. The discussion in this paper is intended for
of wife abuse and battering and some socio-demographic correlates as revealed
by two national surveys in Palestinian society”, Journal of Family Violence 15
(2000): 347- 375; N. Ramzi and A. Sultan, ‘Al ‘unf did al mara’: rai’ al nukhab
wa al jumhur [Violence against women: Elite and popular opinions] (Cairo:
UNICEF, 1999).
5
S. Childress, “Muslim American women are quietly coping with a tragic side
effect of the attacks – a surge in domestic violence”, Newsweek, April 8, 2003,
142.5, 2003, 2bw.
6
Y.Y. Haddad, “A Century of Islam in America”, ibid; Y.Y. Haddad, “The
Globalization of Islam: The Return of Muslims to the West”, in The Oxford
History of Islam, ed. J. Esposito (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 601642; Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad and Jane I. Smith, eds. Muslim Minorities in the
West: Visible and Invisible (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2002).
7
D. Hassouneh-Phillips, “Strength and vulnerability: Spirituality in abused
American Muslim women’s lives”, Issues in Mental Health Nursing 24 (2003):
681-694.
8
J. Al-banna, ‘al Mara’ al muslimah bin tahrir al Qur’an wa taqid alfuqaha’
[The Muslim woman between the liberation of the Qur’an and the restrictions of
the religious leaders] (Cairo: Dar al fikr al Islami, 1997); Abed Al -Wahhab,
ibid.; M. A. Abu Firas, Huquq al mara’ al madaniah wa al siyasiah fi al Islam
[Women’s civil and political rights in Islam] (Amman: Dar al furqan lilnashr wa
altawzi’, 2000); Ramzi and Sultan, ibid.
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advocates, service providers who deal with battered Muslim immigrant
women and to the Muslim women themselves whose knowledge of
Islam is often learned

mostly from patriarchal

sources and

interpretations – so they can make better decisions regarding safety and
non-violence. Examples or literature from Muslim countries is often
used in this paper, underscoring the importance of the national culture as
it relates to interpretations of the Islamic doctrine.
Sources of Islamic Rulings and Interpretations
There are more than 1.2 billion Muslims living in more than 184
countries and speaking more than 200 languages and dialects. 9 Thus
discussing Islam as an ideology that has a singular interpretation is
impossible and to many social scientists such a discussion represents a
simplified view of the intertwined societal forces and structures. Despite
the existing diversity among Muslims, most agree that the major sources
of Islam are: the Holy Qur’an, the Prophet’s sayings and traditions
(hadith and sunnah), and shari’a (jurists’ legal derivations and
decisions). The sources of Islam are treated hierarchically; jurists go first
to the Qur’an, then to the exegetical works related to the hadith and
sunnah, and finally to the shari’a (juridical corpus). This chapter aims to
look at the unity of the sources as the basis of understanding the issue of
wife beating in Islam. While Islam is not the only force that guides the
behaviour of Muslims, in the case of wife-beating in the US, “religion”
is used to justify wife beating with the police, in courts and in other
arenas. Hence, the paper focuses primarily on the issue of wife beating
in the major sources and its various interpretations. It utilizes a
framework of “feminist Islam” and not secular feminism; this is a
purposeful analytic endeavour that aims to be relevant to Muslim

9
Muslim Refugees: www.culturalorientation.net/content/download/1360/7921/
version/2/file/Muslim+Refugees.pdf
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women in their choice to maintain their religious ideology and know
wife beating is unacceptable.
Most of the socio-legal discussion on wife beating in Islamic
communities revolves around the thirty fourth Qur’anic verse (Ayah) of
the Al Nisa Chapter (Surah). The verse states:
As to those women on whose part ye fear disloyalty and ill
conduct (nushuz), admonish them, refuse to share their beds, and
beat them.
The Qur’an is the highest religious source on the topic of wife
beating and the opinion revealed in the Book provides the foundation for
any discussion. However, the other sources of Islam including the
Prophet’s sayings (hadiths) and fatwas have been used to render
opinions about wife beating.
According to Mernissi, 10 “hadiths are a vivid panorama of the daily
life in the seventh century”. However, many believe that because the
hadiths were not compiled until the ninth century, they contain many
fabrications to support political leadership or patriarchal sentiments. 11
Mernissi 12 has shown that a number of hadiths on women’s political
participation, gender roles, and female purification were manipulated to
accommodate the male-oriented agendas of the time.
Fatwas are formal answers to “(a) an interrogatory or (b) an issue of
principle on dogma and law given by a person with authority to do
so”. 13 There are many fatwa-issuers (known as muftis, mullahs,
ayatollah, mulana, sheikh, etc.) in the Muslim world with no formal
10

F. Mernissi, The Forgotten Queens of Islam, trans. M. J. Lakeland (New York:
Washington Square Press, 1993), 35.
11
J. Esposito and N. J. Delong-Bas, Women in Muslim Family Law (Syracuse,
New York: Syracuse University Press, 1982); Mernissi, The Forgotten Queens
of Islam; F. Mernissi, Scheherazade Goes West: Different Cultures, Different
Harems (Minneapolis: The University of Minnesota Press, 2001).
12
Mernissi, The Forgotten Queens of Islam; Mernissi, Scheherazade Goes West.
13
M.B. Hooker, Indonesian Islam: Social Change Through Contemporary
Fatwas (Honolulu, Hawaii: Allen and Unwin and University of Hawaii Press,
2003), 1.
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framework for establishing their qualifications. Fatwas in recent times
have concerned themselves more with leadership issues and the
relationship of the Muslim world with outside political and militaristic
forces. As such there have been few fatwas issued from the religious
centres of the Muslim world focusing on wife beating in the last few
years.
The Opinion of Islamic Sources on Wife Beating
The Qur’anic Verse on Wife Beating
It is possible to classify the understanding of the Qur’anic verse 34
of Al Nisa Chapter on wife beating into four schools of interpretations.
The first is an interpretation that sees that wife beating is permissible if a
wife does not obey her husband. 14 The second interpretation understands
Islam as permitting wife beating, but with conditions of consideration
for her safety. 15 The third interpretation regards the Qur’anic verse 34 of
Al Nisa Chapter to be addressing exceptions when wife-beating is
allowed because it is generally unacceptable. 16 The fourth and last
interpretation uses linguistic rules to show that the verse 34 of Al Nisa
Chapter has been misinterpreted and does not even refer to beating when
using the Arabic word Idribuhunna. 17
The following is a discussion of the criteria leading to the order and
classification of the four schools of interpretation that influence Muslim
communities regarding wife beating.

14
A. Al-Samharani, Al mara fi al tarikh wa al shariah [Women in History and in
Shari’a] (Beirut: Dar al nafa’ah lil tiba’ah, 1989), 155-163.
15
Abu Shaqah, ibid.; Al-banna, ibid.
16
Sisters in Islam, Are Muslim Men Allowed to Beat Their Wives? (Malaysia:
SIS Forum Berhad, 1991).
17
F. Mernissi, The Veil and the Male Elite: A Feminist Interpretation of
Women’s Rights in Islam, trans. M. J. Lakeland (New York: Addison-Wesley
Publishing Company, 1991); A. Suliman, “Darb al mara’ wasilah lihal al
khilafat alzawjiah: ru’iah manhajiah” [Wife beating to solve marital discord: A
systemic view], Islamiat al Marifah [Islamic knowledge] 24 (2001).
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Basis of Classification of the Four Schools of Interpretation
Regarding Wife Beating and Family Violence in Muslim Societies
The four schools are presented in the order of the most to the least
strict patriarchal interpretations of the Qur’anic verse 34 of Al Nisa.
Patriarchy allows for the structural justification of and support for wife
beating; wife abuse is considered a husband’s way of expressing socially
sanctioned power and authority over wives and families. 18 In the
contemporary Islamic world, Islamization’s “return to the past” ideology
has interpreted the role of women through excessively patriarchal
lenses. 19 However, the Islamists’ views are themselves diverse and have
co-existed with competing values including modernization, feminism,
human rights and nationalism. The result of this co-existence has been
challenges to the various Islamist pressures of rigid patriarchal visions
of contemporary Islamic society, resulting in diverse Islamic
interpretations on wife beating. The four schools interpreting wife
beating in Islam do not represent a historic progression in the socially
normative understanding of this issue. In reality they reflect the
prevalent debates regarding the role of women in present day Islamic
societies.
The Four Interpretations of Al Nisa, verse 34 in the Qu’ran
School 1: Interpreting verse 34 of the Al Nisa chapter in the Qur’an as
justifying wife beating as permissible in Islam.
This interpretation was extrapolated on the basis of two additional
Qur’anic verses: the first lines in verse 34 from the Al Nisa chapter and
verse 228 in the Al Baqarah chapter. The verses, respectively, state:

18

R.D. Dobash R., Violence against Wives: A case against the Patriarchy (New
York: Free Press, 1979).
19
Y.Y. Haddad, ed., Women, Religion and Social Change (Albany, New York:
State University Press, 1985).
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Men are qawamun (protectors) of women because of what God
has favoured some with over the others and because of what they
spend from their money. 20
They wish for reconciliation and women shall have rights similar
to the rights against them, according to what is equitable; but
men have a degree over them.
The superiority of men over women, according to this interpretation,
is a natural and everlasting one. Qiwama according to this interpretation,
is a God-given relationship of power and authority that men are granted
over women that in turn permits men to discipline women (including
wives) by beating them. 21 To the proponents of this school, wife beating
is often advanced as open, having very few limitations or regulations.
Although this is not a position advanced by many prominent religious
leaders, it is one that has been identified in some US Muslim immigrant
communities. 22
School 2: Interpreting verse 34 of the Al Nisa chapter in the Qur’an as
Islam permitting wife beating with conditions and as a last resort
A second interpretation of verse 34 of the Al Nisa chapter is more
dominant in contemporary Muslim communities. This interpretation
rules that Islam permits the beating of wives within certain parameters
of behaviour. On the part of the wife, the condition of disloyalty and ill
conduct permits the husband to beat her. However, such beating can
20
My translation; see A.Y. Ali, The Holy Qur'an: Text, Translation and
Commentary (Brentwood, Maryland: Amana Corporation, 1989).
21
S. Shaikh, “Exegetical Violence: nushuz in Qur’anic gender ideology”,
Journal for Islamic Studies 17 (1997): 49-73.
22
N. Ammar, “Simplistic stereotyping and complex reality of Arab-American
immigrant identity: Consequences and future strategies in policing wife battery”,
Journal of Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 11 (2000a): 51-70; N. Ammar,
“In the shadow of the pyramids: Domestic violence in Egypt”, International
Review of Victimology 1, 2, 3 (2000b): 29-66; A.D. Kulwicki and J. Miller,
“Domestic violence in the Arab American population: Transforming
environmental conditions through community education”, Issues in Mental
Health Nursing 20 (1999): 199-215.
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only be a last resort in a preferential order of behaviours found in the
Qur’an: (first) admonish her, (next) refuse to share her bed, and (last)
beat her (lightly). Those who agree that Islam permits wife beating with
conditions use the hadith to further support their ruling. 23
Among those who rule according to this understanding of the
Qur’anic verse there is a strong agreement that all the stages prescribed
by verse 34 of al-Nisa – admonish her, abandon her bed and then beat
her – should be carried out in the spirit of reconciliation and healing. 24
They specify that the preferential order that leads to wife beating is
meant to prevent divorce. Wife beating, according to this interpretation,
should be a last resort and should not result in injury. ‘Abd al-’Ati

25

states that if the beating causes injury or death to the woman, then she or
her relatives have the right to take her abuser to court.
Those who agree that Islam permits wife beating with conditions
argue that only specific methods of striking are acceptable, based largely
on the hadith. Their conditions include:
1. The husband should have fulfilled all the requirements of the
marriage contract; otherwise his beating of her is oppressive and
unjust.
2. The beating should not be inflicted with anything larger than a
toothbrush.
3. The beating should be soft and away from the face.
4. The beating is to be a last resort and avoided when possible in favour
of arbitration between the spouses.
5. The purpose of striking the wife is discipline, not anger or revenge.
23

A.H. Abu Shaqah, Tahrir al mara’ fi ‘asr al-risalah: dirasah jamiah linusus
al Qur’an al-karim wa Sahih al Bukhari wa Muslim: al Jus’ al khamis –
makanat al mara’ al muslimah fi al usrah [Women’s liberation in the times of
the message: a collection of Qur’anic verses, and Sahih al Bukhari and Muslim:
part five-the role of the Muslim woman in the family] (Kuwait: Dar al qalam
lilnashr wa al tawzi’, 1994), 243.
24
Abu Shaqah, ibid.; Al-banna, ibid.; Abu Firas, ibid.
25
H. Abd al-'Ati, The Family Structure in Islam (Indianapolis: American Trust
Publications, 1997), 159.
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6. The behaviour of the woman that leads to the act of beating should
qualify as ill conduct, or nushuz. 26 A wife’s nushuz includes
adultery, but it also includes sexual refusal, disobedience or
cruelty. 27
This school’s interpretation of wife beating cannot be considered a
historic one. Recent fatwas in Europe indicate the contemporary nature
of such an interpretation. A book by an imam of a mosque in Spain
entitled “Women in Islam” appeared in 2000, describing how Muslim
men could beat their wives, citing the Qur’anic verse 34 of Al Nisa
Chapter as a basis for the action. This book followed a fatwa made by
the imam, Muhammad Kamal Mustafa, and led to more than 80 Spanish
women’s organizations to file a legal suit charging the author of
encouraging Muslim men to beat their wives. 28 The Imam wrote in his
book:
The [wife] beating must never be in exaggerated, blind anger, in
order to avoid serious harm [to the woman]… It is forbidden to
beat her on the sensitive parts of her body… she should be beaten
on the arms and legs, using a rod that must not be stiff, but slim
and lightweight so that no wounds, scars, or bruises are
caused.29
This recent fatwa by Imam Mustafa in Spain clearly affirms the
preferential order that leads to wife beating by noting that
Wife-beating must be the last resort to which the husband turns
in punishing his wife, and is, according to the Qur’an, Chapter 4,
26
Sahih Al Bukhari, Matn Sahih Al Bukhari Vols. 1-8 (Cairo: Dar Ihya’ al
Kutub al Arabia, 1996); Al-banna, ibid., 51; Abu Shaqah, ibid., 246-7.
27
A. Berri, “Al-Islam wa al ‘unf al manzili” [Islam and Domestic Violence]
(Unpublished paper of the Islamic Center in Dearborn, MI, 1999); Mernissi, The
Veil, ibid.
28
D. Fuchs, “Spain sentences imam for book offering advice on wife-beating”,
New York Times, January 15, 2004.
29
Quoted in S. Stalinsky and Y. Yehoshua, “Muslim clerics on the religious
rulings regarding wife-beating” in The Middle East Media Research Institute,
Special Report 27 (2004): 1.
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Verse 34, the husband’s third step when the wife is rebellious:
First, he must reprimand her, without anger. Next, he must
distance her from the conjugal bed. Only if these two methods
fail should the husband turn to beating. 30
School 3: Interpreting verse 34 of the Al Nisa chapter in the Qur’an as
an exception to the general spirit of Islamic sources
School 3 interprets verse 34 of the Al-Nisa Qur’anic chapter to
indicate that wife beating in Islam is permissible, but not desirable. Wife
beating, to those who uphold this interpretation, is not consistent with
the general principles expressed about women in other Qur’anic verses
and other sources of Islam. First, in several hadiths, the Prophet directly
discouraged the practice of wife beating. He considered the men who
beat their wives as lacking in character, as indiscriminate in their
behaviour, and as unethical.

31

Second, the sunnah indicates that the Prophet did not promote wife
beating as desirable. For example, Aisha, the Prophet’s wife, said, “The
Prophet never hit a servant or a woman.” 32 Moreover the Prophet never
resorted to beating his wives regardless of the circumstances. 33
Finally, this school of interpretation argues that Qur’anic principles
and the general spirit that protect the status of women, support family
values, and promote spousal equity are diametrically opposed to the act
of wife beating. This school also believes that the Qur’an sees women as
full partners in the devotional rights of Islam and declares that they will
be judged equally as men in the afterlife. 34
More specifically, mention of the Qur’anic verses that are directly
related to women’s status in the family and in marriage is made to
30

Quoted in Stalinsky and Y. Yehoshua, ibid., 5.
B. Alqurashi, al Nizam al tarbawi fi al Islam [The Educational System in
Islam] (Najaf, Baghdad: Matb’at al adab, 1972), 87-8.
32
Sahih Al-Bukhari, Hadith al Islam, 87355.
33
Mernissi, The Veil, ibid.
34
see Ali, ibid.: Ali-’Imran:195; Al-Nisa:124; At-Tawbah:71-72; Al-Nahl:97;
Al-Mu’minum:35
31
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highlight the exceptional instance of verse 34. The Qur’anic marriage
involves intimacy, support, and equality, saying “They are your
garments, and you are their garments” (Al-Baqarah: 187). The Qur’anic
descriptions regarding marriage as a close and mutual relationship is
repeated more than once (Al Nisa: 19; Al Ahzab: 35). Adherents to this
school’s interpretation of wife beating ask how a religion that asserts
such ideas about the relationship between the spouses permit the beating
of wives as a general rule.
The opinion of this school of the Al Nisa, verse 34 is best
summarized by an excerpt from the booklet Are Muslim Men Allowed to
Beat Their Wives? produced by the Malaysian group Sisters in Islam:
Islam does not allow a husband to act cruelly to his wife, either
physically or mentally. The Qur’an stresses love, kindness and
justice in family relationships and prohibits cruelty of all kinds.
35

In response to a question about why the Qur’an included the method
of striking a woman, the booklet says that the single strike against a
woman is used as “a restriction and not a recommendation”. 36
There is support for this view of wife beating in Islam by many
contemporary Muslims. The fatwa bank of IslamOnline.net includes this
opinion in two of the five fatwas listed under the fatwa title of “wife
beating in Islamic perspective”. An example is worth noting here:
The permissibility of such symbolic expression of the seriousness
of continued refraction does not imply its desirability. In several
hadiths, the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him)
discouraged this measure (IslamOnline.net).
School 4: Interpreting verse 34 of Al Nisa chapter in the Qur’an as
using the Arabic word Idribuhunna to mean something other than
hitting.
35

Sisters in Islam, ibid., 3.
Sisters in Islam, ibid., 7.

36
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School 4, unlike the above interpretation, views verse 34 to be a
reconciliatory one, with the specific purpose of restoring marital
harmony. The sequence of the ideas in verses 34 and 35 in the Al Nisa
chapter indicate such a purpose. Verse 34 prescribes what should happen
if the woman is the initiator of ill conduct and verse 35 deals with the
situation when the conflict is between the two partners in the marital
relationship. The Qur’an in both verses outlines legitimate behaviour to
avoid persistent disharmony within the marital situation and to prevent
divorce.
School four interpreters believe that the word idribuhunna in verse
34 of Al Nisa Chapter does not mean “hit/beat/strike them even lightly”
given the general spirit of the Qur’an, hadith, and sunnah. This school
considers that the logical sequence in the verses would be nullified by
prescribing a behaviour that is not reconciliatory, such as hitting, when
their general theme is to offer ways by which to return harmony to the
marriage. As such, many within this school have gone to the etymology
of the word idribuhunna to better understand the meaning of the verse
34.
In consulting an Arabic dictionary, one often returns to the threeletter origin of the word to understand its various meanings. In the case
of idribuhunna, the three letter origin is ﺿﺭﺏ, or daraba. There is a list
of meanings ascribed to the word daraba, only one of which means “to
hit”. The other meanings related to the word include: to travel the earth,
to beat, to set up, to give examples, to take away, to condemn, to seal, to
cover, to explain, to have sex, to create monetary coins and to multiply
in a mathematical formula. 37 Table 1 includes some examples of the
287F

multiple meanings of the word daraba as it is used in the Qur’an (see
Table 1). The various meanings of the word daraba provide evidence

37
Muslim Women League, “The verse of abuse or the abused verse al-Qur’an 4:
34” (www.mwlusa.org); Mernissi, The Veil, 158-9; Suliman, ibid., 132.

Wife Battery in Islam 309
that when the Qur’anic verse uses the word idribuhunna; it refers to
isolation, separation, or parting.
This school employs two arguments to its view that the word
idribuhunna in verse 34 of Al Nisa and chapter does not refer to wife
beating. The first points out that when the Qur’an intended to express
beating as a directive for punishment, it used the word “al-jald”
(lashing/flogging) instead of daraba. 38 This is clear in Qur’anic verses
such as, “The woman and the man guilty of adultery or fornication, flog
each of them” (Al-Nur: 2). The second argument provides a meaning of
the word idribuhunna from an historic example of the Prophet’s life; in
this example the word means “to stay away from” or “divorce”. 39
This interpretation of verse 34 of Al Nisa chapter is not new. I
personally recall my grandfather, a trained lawyer under the Ottoman
curriculum, often explaining to us the verse 34 of Al Nisa by using the
various Arabic meanings of idribuhunna. Almost twenty years ago,
Hassan noted how the Qur’anic words were being misunderstood. She
said
[T]he Arabic word that is generally translated as “beating,”
when used in a legal context as it is here (in Surah al-Nisa 4:34),
means “holding in confinement,” according to the authoritative
lexicon of Taj al-arus… I have analyzed surah 4 verse 34 in
order to show how words of the Qur’an have been mistranslated
in order to make men masters and women the slaves. 40
Conclusion
This paper presented an overview of the opinions on domestic
violence in Islam. The Qur’anic verse 34 in Al Nisa Chapter of the
38

Suliman, ibid., 138.
Mernissi, The Veil, 157.
40
R. Hassan, “Women in the context of change and confrontation with Muslim
communities: From women of faith in dialogue” in Women of Faith in Dialogue,
ed. V.R. Mollenkott (New York: Crossroad, 1987), 98-105.
39
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Qur’an as well as other sources such as hadiths and fatwas were utilized
as sources for the various interpretations. Both the severity of the
patriarchal values reflected in the structural relationship between men
(husbands) and women (wives) within the family and the general society
contributed to the formulation of the sorting process of the typologies.
Four schools of interpretations of domestic violence in Islam emerged.
These schools offer opinions that range from viewing Islam as
condoning wife beating to one where the word “beat them” is found to
mean many things, besides “hitting”. These schools of interpretations of
wife beating in Islam are not expressions of a unilateral societal
evolution, whereby the most patriarchal existed in the past and the most
intolerant of violence prevails in contemporary society. In reality these
interpretations co-exist. Their co-existence is not the result of a
transition from religious to secular societal values. The Muslim world
has invalidated the secularization theses that argue that “religious
beliefs, practices and institutions eventually lose their significance”. 41
Rather, it is the result of an ideological challenge between the effort of
some Muslim women and men to focus on the “ethics of care” for all
within the roots of Islam and an increasing Islamization of all sectors of
society, including women’s rights.
These mixed messages and complexities of the situation of the status
of women, including wife beating in Islam are perplexing to many who
need to understand Islam. This paper is intended to fill a gap in the
English literature for advocates who work with battered Muslim
immigrant women in the US, with the hope that future research will
work on testing these classifications with more empirical data on the
condition of Muslim women.

41

N. Ammar, “To Object or Not to Object: The Question of Women Judges in
Egypt”, International Journal of Comparative and Applied Criminal Justice
27.1 (2003): 70.
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Table 1: Multiple Meanings of the Word Darab in the Qur’an
Qur’anic Chapter and Verse
“Allah sets forth (yadrib) parables for people and
Allah is all knowing.” (Al Nur: 35).
“If you travel (darabtum) through the earth, there is
no blame on you if ye shorten your prayers.” (Al
Nisa: 101)
“Then we drew (fadarbna) a veil over their ears for a
number of years.” (Al Khaf: 11)
“Shall we then take away (afanadrib) the Message
from you and repel (you) for that you are a people
transgressing beyond bounds?” (Al Zukhruf: 5)
“This is how Allah explains (yadrib) good from bad
[descent from indecent].” (Al Ra’d: 17)
“They should draw (liyadribnna) their veils over their
bosoms.” (Al Nur: 31).
“We sent an inspiration to Moses: Travel by night
with my servants and (idrib) strike a dry path for
them (Ta Ha: 77)
“Go ye to any town, and you shall find what you
want. They were (duribat) covered with humiliation,
misery and the wrath of Allah.” (Al Baqarah: 61)
“They say are our gods best or He? This they
(darrbuh) set up for you only by way of contention,
for they are contentious people.” (Al Zukhruf: 58)

42

Suliman, ibid., 134-5.

42

Meaning
Examples

Wander around
Covered
Take Away
To Explain
To Cover
To Strike the Earth
To Condemn
To Set Up
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RELIGION AND DISASTER
John Campbell-Nelson
Introduction
As I wrote this chapter on religion and disaster, anywhere from
200,000 to 350,000 Indonesians were living in camps and temporary
shelters as a result of the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami, the
2006 Yogyakarta earthquake, recent flooding in Sumatra, the ongoing
mud flows in Sidoarjo, East Java, as well as people still displaced due to
the communal conflicts that swept many parts of eastern Indonesia in
1999-2000, including the evacuation from East Timor after it gained its
independence in 1999. 1 And these are just the extraordinary disasters.
IDP (internally displaced person) estimates do not take into account
hundreds of smaller groups who have been displaced by landslides,
flooding, volcanic activity, and more localized social conflicts. Let us
remember all IDPs as we consider the problem of religion and disaster.
The list of disasters above indicates the complexity we face if we
want to think coherently about the role religion plays in interpreting,
alleviating, and
1

sometimes contributing to sudden,

large-scale

Figures are hard to come by. The United Nations placed the number of
internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Indonesia at 535,000 in 2003, down from
a high of 1.4 million in 2002; most recent estimates range from 200,000350,000. The Indonesian government does not release statistics on IDPs. Source:
Internal Displacement Monitoring Center Report, July 19, 2006, www.internaldisplacement.org.
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disruptions of human life. As to their causes, the list includes what are
clearly natural disasters (earthquakes and floods), social and communal
conflict (including conflicts perceived to be between religious
communities), failures in foreign policy (East Timor), and at least one
industrial disaster (Sidoarjo). In some cases the distinction between
natural and human causes is not easy to make: the severity of flooding in
Sumatra is widely attributed to illegal logging and the inability or
unwillingness of the government to put a stop to it. Conversely,
although the mud flows in East Java were triggered by the exploratory
drilling of an energy company, the underlying geothermal forces are far
beyond human control.
For many victims, it matters little to their misery whether the disaster
comes from natural causes, human error, or political intrigue. They
experience themselves as caught up in events beyond their control and
beyond their resources to remedy. The agents of their suffering are often
as mysterious as divinities; and when these can be identified – whether
politicians, the military, religious extremists, or large corporations –
they seem as far beyond the victims’ reach as God – farther, perhaps,
because God at least can be petitioned in prayer.
Categorizing disaster by cause is further complicated when we take
the interpretive role of religion into account. From a secular point of
view we could construct a continuum from purely natural causes on one
end to human-induced (political, social, economic) causes on the other.
However, religious perspectives introduce other possible agents that
may seem highly realistic to local populations. The Hebrew Bible often
makes little distinction among the earthly agents of disaster – whether
flood, drought or the armies of Babylon – as expressions of the wrath of
God. Monotheistic religions are predisposed to see the hand of God in
every large-scale event as blessing, punishment, vengeance, or call to
repentance. Those with a dualistic orientation may well see the hand of
the devil. In addition, indigenous religions and folklore often attribute
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disaster to spirits of place or ancestors angered by violations of tradition
and cosmic order.
Whether we are sociologists examining the role of religion in
disasters and their aftermath, theologians trying to interpret the meaning
of a disaster in the light of a particular faith tradition, or care-givers
seeking to nurture the recovery of a post-traumatic population, it is
essential that we take account of the complexity and the full range of
interpretive possibilities that are present in the social context of a given
disaster.
At the same time, we must focus if we are to see anything at all. A
different set of theological issues is posed depending on whether we are
dealing with the powers of nature or with the human capacity for evil.
Care-givers are also aware that the process of recovery from trauma is
quite different depending on how the disaster is perceived – whether as
due to natural causes or due to human agency. Civil conflict, for
example, raises issues of vengeance and reconciliation that are generally
less evident in the aftermath of a flood or an earthquake. For these
reasons, I will not attempt a general discussion of religion and disaster.
Instead, in this paper I will focus on one particular disaster and the
response of a particular religious community to it, and then try to lift up
some implications for the study of religion and disaster in other
contexts. I choose the disaster with which I am most familiar, the 2004
earthquake on the island of Alor. The reflections that follow are drawn
from a series of interviews with survivors and discussions with pastors
that my wife and I conducted during the weeks following the quake. 2
Standing on shaky ground: Theology of an earthquake
The quake that struck Alor in the early morning of 12 November
2004 was centred about 10 kilometres beneath the ocean floor just north
of the island. In a few minutes, thousands of Alorese had lost everything
2

Adapted from my essay, “Bumi Tidak Tenang: Sebuah Studi Kasus tentang
Gempa Bumi di Alor”, in Teologi Bencana, ed. Zakaria Ngelow et al.
(Makassar: OASE Intim, 2006), 95-110.
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but their lives. Families lost their homes and furnishings, villages lost
their water supply as wells caved in and springs were choked off by
landslides, children lost their schools, worshippers lost their churches,
and farmers even lost their fields as rice paddies became rolling hills,
irrigation channels crumbled, and hillside gardens slid into the valleys.
This earthquake was about 7.5 on the Richter scale and the strongest
to have hit Alor in living memory, although much smaller than the great
Indian Ocean quake that was to strike six weeks later off the coast of
Aceh. About 35 people were killed and more than 200 injured.
Approximately 6,000 homes were destroyed, along with 450 places of
worship (mostly Protestant Christian churches, the majority religion on
the island).
Anyone who faces such a loss will react: some wept uncontrollably,
some wandered in confusion, some had nightmares and others were
afraid to sleep. Some were angry, but frustrated because they could find
no target for their anger. All were afraid, stunned at their vulnerability.
Several people reported that the saddest thing was the realization that
one’s own home, the place that symbolized comfort and safety, had
become the greatest threat. As the initial fear began to fade, it was
replaced by a sense of collective grief in the face of such widespread
loss.
The next question after “Are you alright?” was “Why? Why did this
have to happen?” In the weeks following the quake three different
popular theories were debated concerning the causes of the earthquake,
with a fourth explanation that emerged after geological information
became available from church and NGO aid workers.
The first theory blamed the Mining Department of the regional
government that had recently begun exploratory drilling for geothermal
energy in an area near the epicentre of the quake. Some people believed
that the drilling had disturbed a reservoir of geothermal energy, causing
underground explosions that were the cause of the quake. This
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explanation seemed to be supported by the fact that a hot springs in that
location dried up after the quake. Thus, they placed the blame for the
earthquake on the Mining Department and the regional government. In
the initial weeks after the quake, government officials found it wise to
stay away from the area unless they had a police or military escort.
The second theory still focused around the drilling location, but was
rooted in local myth. A traditional story told of a witch who had been
trapped in her cave and buried alive by villagers who were jealous and
fearful of her powers. The wrath of the witch bubbled up from
underground in the form of the hot springs. When her grave was
disturbed by the drilling, she shook the earth. In another version, the
island of Alor was believed to rest on the back of a great dragon whose
sleep was disturbed by the drilling. In both versions blame for the
earthquake tended to be placed on the local government and the tribal
elders, who should have known enough to ask permission of the
witch/dragon through proper rituals and sacrifices before they
authorized the drilling.
The third theory seemed to be partly spontaneous and partly a
reaction by Christian leaders to the other two theories. The earthquake
was seen as God’s judgment on the sins of the people of Alor, or at the
very least a call to draw nearer to God. 3 Church leaders felt the need to
reassert the sovereignty of God in the face of modern technology (the
drilling project) and the local powers of place. The idea that a witch or a
dragon could destroy so many churches was particularly galling.
Unfortunately the initial theological response raised other questions
that were not so easy to answer: Are the sins of the Alorese so much
greater than the sins of neighbouring ethnic groups that they alone were
subjected to the scourge of God? This felt like blaming the victim, and
was hard for any self-respecting Alorese to accept. Second, it was
3

For the same interpretation of a social conflict, see Jerda Djawa, “Mencari
Makna Penderitaan: Refleksi Pengalaman dalam Konteks Kerusuhan di
Halmahera” in Teologi Bencana, 65-72.
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pointed out that just because a traumatic event makes people draw
nearer to God doesn’t mean that God intentionally caused the disaster.
Passengers in a bus call out “God, help us!” when the bus crashes, but
that doesn’t mean that God wrecked the bus just to hear the people cry.
Many people saw the quake as a punishment from God, but perhaps just
as many responded spontaneously, “This is not God’s judgment!”
In the midst of this conflict of interpretations, a fourth theory
emerged from outsiders who came to aid in the disaster response. They
offered explanations based on the geology of plate tectonics. Alor is
situated not far from the point where the Euro-Asian continental plate
meets the Australian continental plate. Because the Australian plate is
advancing slowly toward the Euro-Asian plate, pressure builds up and is
eventually released in the form of an earthquake. By virtue of its
geological location, Alor (like Sumatra) will always be subject to
periodic quakes. The morality or immorality, faith or faithlessness of the
people of Alor is unlikely to have any effect on the movements of
continental plates. Furthermore, seismographic data indicate that the
quake was centred 10 kilometres beneath the sea. It is not possible for
exploratory drilling that had reached only several hundred meters to
have caused the quake. One man made the analogy, “That would be like
saying that scratching your head gave you a stomach ache.”
Many Alorese found the scientific explanation helpful, especially as
it was accompanied by maps from the US Geological Survey and the use
of flat rocks to demonstrate what happens when continental plates come
together. 4 On one hand, they were pleased to have a better
understanding of the immediate cause of their suffering. On the other
hand, this explanation was void of meaning in terms of their religious
faith. It said nothing one way or the other about the role of God in the
event. The scientific explanation did, however, reframe the question: If
4
The US Geological Survey website (www.usgs.gov) is an excellent resource on
natural disasters.
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the quake was caused by the shifting of continental plates, then the One
who created these plates must be seen as the ultimate cause of
earthquakes. So the question becomes, “Why did God create such a
restless earth?”
Holding God Responsible
The tale of origins is a form of folktale that purports to explain how
certain puzzling aspects of the world came to be. How did the elephant
get its trunk? Why do giraffes have such long necks? Why did God
create mosquitoes? Many English-speakers will be familiar with the
form from Kipling’s Just-So Stories. Several similar tales appear in the
Bible: Why do the peoples of the earth have so many languages
(Genesis 11)? Where did the rainbow come from (Genesis 9)? Aside
from their function as entertainment and teaching tools for children,
such tales convey the conviction that everything has its meaning and
purpose as long as we know the story behind it. However puzzling at
first sight, the world is ultimately intelligible.
For the most part such stories have been replaced in modernity by
scientific explanations on one hand and theological interpretations on
the other. The anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski gave the formative
account of this process in his Magic, Science and Religion. 5 According
to Malinowski, a primordial unity in myth and magic has evolved over
time into two separate ways of knowing: science and religion. Science
explores the technical/operational aspects of reality, and religion deals
with meaning and values. In the case of the Alor earthquake, for
example, the stories of the witch and the dragon are displaced by plate
tectonics on one hand and the idea of divine judgment on the other.
The problem remains that we have not yet identified a meeting point
between the scientific and the theological explanations, between the
5
Bronislaw Malinowski, Magic, Science and Religion (New York: Free Press,
1948).
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science of earthquakes and the wrath of God. What is the relationship
between a geologic process occurring over millions of years and
affecting the entire face of the earth and the idea that as of November
2004 the sins of the people of Alor had become too great for God to put
up with anymore? This kind of conflict between scientific explanation
and religious interpretation seems to arise with varying levels of
absurdity whenever science and religion are in the same room; perhaps it
is a chronic condition of modernity. However, if no attempt is made to
resolve the contradictions, we are threatened with schizophrenia.
Moreover, this is not simply an intellectual problem. People can live
quite comfortably with a host of intellectual contradictions, but disaster
has a way of forcing us to make choices. Whatever interpretation is
eventually accepted by the population will have a direct influence on
their behaviour in response to the disaster. Although by no means
everyone cares to contemplate the science and theology of earthquakes,
people have no choice but to respond to the sudden dismantling of their
lives, and their responses will reflect assumptions they have made (or
been given) about cause and effect. If the quake was a sign of God’s
wrath, then repentance and prayer are the most effective preventive
measures. If the quake was caused by the wrath of an ancestral witch,
then the appropriate propitiatory rituals must be performed. In either
event, rebuilding homes and churches using earthquake-resistant
architecture is hardly relevant. If the geological explanation is accepted
without corresponding theological interpretation, the resources of faith
for healing wounded hearts and communities will be hampered.
As it happens, there is an explanation of the earthquake that
incorporates both the geological and the theological aspects without
compromising either, even if it has something of the flavour of Kipling’s
“just-so” stories and not all people of faith may be willing to accept its
implications. From the geological perspective, we know that even the
hardest rock will erode over time when exposed to sun, wind, and rain.

Religion and Disaster 325
Wherever the surface of the earth is exposed to the elements, it is ever so
slowly flattened by erosion. Conversely, tectonic motion is slowly but
continuously causing portions of the earth to rise. In the case of an
earthquake, this ongoing motion is suddenly apparent – the Indian
Ocean quake of 2004 caused the sea bed to rise as much as 15 meters in
some places. This happens indirectly as well when one continental plate
is subducted beneath another and forced toward the hot centre of the
earth where it expands again as magma and returns to the earth’s surface
in the form of volcanic eruption. In this way, between the erosion that
melts away the earth and the tectonic motion that lifts it up again, the
surface of the earth is being continually (if very slowly) renewed. A
striking example of this process is the fact that the peak of Mt. Everest,
the highest point on earth, is composed largely of marine limestone. 6
If we look at the same data from a theological perspective, in
Christian theological tradition the entire process is seen as the action of
the Creator God. The idea of creatio continuo has long had a place in
theological tradition: that the work of God in creation was not completed
and abandoned on the seventh day (Genesis 1), but that God continues to
renew and enrich the created world. In the matter of tectonic motion, it
can be said that in this way God restores the face of the earth. If there
were no plate movement lifting up the earth, then the earth’s surface
would long ago have eroded into a smooth ball, the globe would be
completely covered in water, and the fish would inherit the earth.
In this point of view, earthquakes must be seen as a consequence of
God’s ongoing creation. Put simply, God is still raising up Alor from the
sea; earthquakes are a sign of God’s work and a risk that must be
accepted by those who live in a divine construction zone.
When this perspective was lifted up in discussion with pastors and
church elders in Alor, they seemed satisfied. The scientific explanations
6
An excellent account of plate tectonics for the general reader is John McPhee,
Basin and Range (New York: Farrar, Strauss, Giroux, 1980).
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they had received could be incorporated into the faith perspective that
they had long held without significant contradiction. In addition to
healing the rupture between the perception of reality and the assurance
of faith, there was the added benefit that local government and the
Mining Department were let off the hook and the church had a plausible
narrative to refute the witch/dragon theory.
It would be nice to leave the story here with a theological happy
ending. Unfortunately, the issue is a bit more complicated. Some people
of faith find it difficult to leave behind the moralistic interpretation of
disaster, in part because it is so well attested in the Biblical tradition (I
can think of only Job and Jesus who consistently reject moralism in the
face of suffering). Perhaps the strongest motive for embracing the idea
of disaster as punishment is because it offers the possibility that a
people’s piety can protect them from disaster. If faithlessness brought on
the disaster, then faithfulness can prevent a future one. But if
earthquakes are inevitable and completely unrelated to human
behaviour, then all we can do is accept the risk or move closer to the
centre of a continental plate where earthquakes are rare (but tornadoes,
snowstorms, or drought may not be). Contemplating the idea that
religious faith is not a shield against danger leaves many people feeling
more exposed and vulnerable than contemplating the ruins of their
homes.
What makes the moralistic position dangerous in the wake of
disaster is that it requires someone to blame. If we all were content to
blame only ourselves, the consequences may be debilitating, but would
not lead to social conflict. Too often, moralism leads to scapegoating. In
Alor, government officials were threatened and nearly beaten by angry
survivors because they had approved and promoted the drilling
operation; mining staff were evacuated. In Aceh, young women were
targets of persecution if their dress did not seem sufficiently modest or
they socialized too freely with male friends, because female immorality
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was identified as one of the sources of divine wrath that brought about
the tsunami. Church historian Martin Marty notes that after the Lisbon
earthquake of 1755, priests roamed the streets hanging people whose
bad morals were thought to have caused the quake. 7
The Judeo-Christian tradition has found no better answer to this
problem than the admittedly enigmatic conclusion to the book of Job.
Human beings are not the measure of all things; God has larger purposes
for creation than reward of church-goers and punishment of unbelievers,
but that does not mean that God does not care about our fate. An Alorese
pastor we met in front of the ruins of her church gave a profound
witness to this insight by a gloss on the language of Job 1: 21, “All that
we have, God has given us,” she said. “Now the Lord has taken it all
away. But the Lord will give again.”
Such an affirmation of faith is perhaps a good point at which to leave
the discussion of Alor and begin to draw some broader implications for
the study of religion and disaster. In the account above we have touched
only tangentially on the role of religious institutions in disaster recovery
or the role that religious faith plays in counselling trauma victims.
Important as these aspects are, they are basically secondary to the role
religion plays in interpreting disaster by providing a conceptual,
narrative, or theological framework within which survivors of disaster
can seek meaning in what has happened to them and begin to face an
uncertain future.
The Hermeneutic of Disaster
Hermeneutics originally gained currency as the art of interpreting the
meaning of texts, particularly sacred texts, but it has long since been
incorporated by the social sciences in relation to the interpretation of
cultures, and more generally as the epistemological foundation of the
7
Jose Antonio Vargas, “Seeking the Hand of God in the Waters”, Washington
Post, December 31, 2004, C01.
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human sciences (Gadamer). 8 A hermeneutical approach to the study of
religion and disaster is appropriate because both are fundamentally
related to how people structure (and in the case of disaster, restructure)
the meaning of their lives and the lives of their communities.
In ancient Greece a boundary marker was called a herm, and the
corresponding verb hermenuein referred to the act of transporting
something across boundaries. It came to mean “to translate” – to carry
meaning across the boundaries of language. The Greek messenger god
was Hermes, who crossed the boundaries between the gods and humans.
In the context of our discussion, I see disaster as the “boundary” in
question; in this case, a radical disruption of life that creates a rift
between “before” and “after”. The task of a hermeneutic of disaster,
then, is to build a bridge spanning that rift, a bridge that enables people
to incorporate an unrecoverable past into an unexpected future.
At the outset it may be helpful to ask, Why a hermeneutic of disaster
rather than a theology of disaster? The short answer is that systematic
theology begins at too great a distance from the ruined homes and fallen
steeples of the disaster zone. People digging out from the rubble do not
want a general answer to the problem of theodicy; 9 they want to know
why this particular disaster has befallen them. Dogmatics all too often
produces a rush to defend one’s concept of God from the disaster rather
than provide strength and comfort to its victims. (Many pastors in Alor,
once they reflected on their first sermons after the earthquake, admitted
they had made this kind of mistake.) The advantage of pastoral
hermeneutics here (the approach most commonly employed by practical

8
Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (New York: Seabury, 1975). An
excellent general introduction to hermeneutics available in Indonesian is Richard
E. Palmer, Hermeneutics (Evanston: Northwestern, 1969). Translated by
Musnur Hery & Damanhuri Muhammed as Hermeneutika: Teori Baru
Mengenai Interpretasi (Yogyakarta: Pustaka Pelajar, 2003).
9
The problem of divine justice. See Andreas Yewangoe and Gerrit Singgih’s
essays in Teologi Bencana.
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theology) is that it doesn’t have to answer for all misfortunes
everywhere; it just has to deal with the problem at hand.
A second reason for taking the hermeneutical approach is that
disaster is as much a concept as it is an event. Of course raw numbers
are involved – a child who drowns in a storm drain is a family tragedy; a
hundred children swept away by a flood is a disaster – and yet for each
of those children there is a grieving family. The sudden and unexpected
cause of death also plays a role. The United Nations World Food
Programme estimates that 25,000 people die globally of hunger-related
causes every day – that’s a tsunami every two weeks – and yet there is
no 24-hour TV coverage of the hunger disaster.
The mention of television reminds us that disasters are heavily
mediated. Perhaps a hundred thousand East Timorese died of starvation
in “resettlement” camps during the years after the Indonesian invasion,
but there was little international concern because initially, no one was
there to broadcast it. By contrast, nearly everyone with a television set
has seen the World Trade Centre towers collapse at least a dozen times.
Survivors of 9/11 are local celebrities, whereas I have heard many
Timorese say of the Indonesian occupation, “We were afraid we were
going to die and no one would ever know.” It took the internationally
televised footage of the 1991 massacre at Santa Cruz to legitimate the
disaster status of East Timor.
The social location of a group may have much to say about how they
interpret a disaster. Farmers in Timor, who are only marginally
connected to the cash economy, were largely oblivious to the 1997
Asian monetary crisis, although they were amused when civil servants
began asking for land on which to plant a garden because they could no
longer live on their salaries. In Alor, the “levelling” impact of the
earthquake was not merely physical; the relatively affluent suffered the
greatest losses when their brick houses collapsed, whereas the bamboo
homes of the poor rarely fell down. In extreme cases, an oppressed
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group may see disaster for their oppressors as divine deliverance for
themselves, following the example of the biblical plagues of Egypt that
moved Pharaoh to release the Hebrew slaves. More than a few
Christians in eastern Indonesia react to news of a disaster that affects
Indonesian Muslims with a thoughtlessly fiendish piece of folk
theology: “See, they burn our churches and murder our pastors, but we
don’t need to fight back. God is punishing them for us.”
A third reason for giving priority to hermeneutics, and for me the
most important, is that by attending to all the narrative strands that make
up the web of post-disaster discourse, we are able to place the
interpretations offered by religious traditions in the context of cultural
and political factors that are also at play in order to see how they
interact. I tried to give a simplified example of this in my explication of
the debates and discussions following the Alor earthquake.
The case of Alor also calls attention to the crucial role of the natural
sciences in interpreting disaster. Even a rather primitive explanation of
plate tectonics did a great deal to dispel the cloud of mystery
surrounding the earthquake, which in turn helped theological reflection
move beyond contentious moralism. Under the influence of the
contextualization and liberation movements Christian theology has
benefited greatly from dialogue with the social sciences, but it has been
much slower to incorporate insights from the natural sciences. 10 A
growing concern with ecology has begun to open new avenues, and
certainly the study of natural disasters will not go far without a basic
understanding of the science of earthquakes, hurricanes, bird flu, global
warming, and the like. It should be noted that Islam has a long and noble
tradition of promoting the natural sciences as an explication of the glory
of God’s creation.
10

A notable exception is the work of John Cobb, a theologian, and Charles
Birch, a biologist. See their The Liberation of Life (London: Cambridge, 1981),
Cobb’s God and the World (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1976), and Birch’s
Nature and God (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1965).

Religion and Disaster 331
Despite its clarifying power, natural science is but one element in the
contestation over how to understand a disaster. As we saw in Alor,
sermons and seminars compete with speeches by government officials
and political operatives, newspaper editorials, public information
campaigns by NGOs, the judgment of tribal elders, and late-night
conversations in temporary shelters. The conflict of interpretations is not
entirely due to different perceptions regarding the true nature of the
disaster. Most public and communal institutions have a need to establish
their presence and reposition themselves in the face of disaster. They
want to absolve their god, their policies, their morals, or their traditions
from blame. Not infrequently they interpret the disaster in such a way as
to gain advantage over their opponents, and the post-disaster recovery
period becomes a playing field for the continuation of pre-disaster
rivalries.
In Aceh, both GAM and TNI accused one another of taking
advantage of the tsunami to improve their positions in the secessionist
conflict. Christian fundamentalists proclaimed that God had flung wide
the gates of Aceh to let Christ come in, while proponents of Syariah
claimed the tsunami was a warning from Allah to be more zealous in
obedience to Islamic law. Meanwhile, the United States, mired in Iraq
and Afghanistan and chafing under accusations that it was anti-Islamic,
was delighted to have the opportunity to demonstrate that it cared about
the fate of Indonesian Muslims. Some Islamic opponents of US foreign
policy responded by accusing the US of causing the tsunami by
exploding a massive undersea nuclear device. In the face of such a Babel
of interpretations, any theological response and any emergency aid by
religious organizations must take into account that it will inevitably
become entangled in the politics of disaster.
Finally, a hermeneutic of disaster is not simply about understanding
the past; it is about forming a communal narrative through dialogue and
consensus that will enable survivors to recover what they can from their
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past and find the resources they need to build a new future. People need
to find and create meaning about what has befallen them in order to
move forward. Without this process they can only move on by walling
off the part of themselves that is still crying out “Why?”
Conclusion
This brief reflection on a very large topic leaves many aspects of the
study of religion and disaster still unexplored. The essays collected in
Teologi Bencana (theology of disaster) are perhaps the best place to start
for those who read Indonesian. The relationship of religious narratives
of creation and destruction to the interpretation of disasters is a rich and
fruitful area of study, 11 as is the study of indigenous cosmologies and
concepts of order. 12 (To understand how people deal with disorder, it is
helpful to know their prior concepts of order.) Ecology and eco-theology
will have much to say about disaster and human responsibility. 13 There
is a growing literature on the praxis of post-traumatic care, 14 and in
relation to disasters caused by social conflict we have studies of
peacemaking, reconciliation, and transitional justice. 15 So there is much
to do.
In the Indonesian context, scholars have the opportunity and the
responsibility to be engaged in the recovery of communities stricken by
natural and social disaster. I conclude this essay by offering several

11

See Rosemary Radford Ruether, Gaia and God (San Fransisco: Harper, 1992).
Cosmogony and Ethical Order, ed. Robin Lovin and Frank Reynolds
(Chicago: University of Chicago, 1985).
13
For human connivance in large-scale disaster, see Jared Diamond’s popular
Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Survive (New York: Penguin, 2005)
or Clive Ponting, A Green History of the World (New York: Penguin, 1991).
14
See J. Jeffrey Means, Trauma and Evil (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2000).
15
Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996); Martha
Minow, Between Vengeance and Forgiveness (Boston: Beacon Press, 1998);
Priscilla Hayner, Unspeakable Truths (New York: Routledge, 2001).
12
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criteria by which to measure a hermeneutic of disaster that is responsive
to the needs of survivors:
• Is it realistic? Can people recognize their experience of disaster in it?
• Is it faithful to the best wisdom of their religious tradition? Can
people recognize their experience of faith in it?
• Is it just? Does it avoid privileging the experience of one group over
that of another? Does it provide a barrier to scapegoating while
acknowledging human responsibility?
• Is it humane? Does it acknowledge the pain and loss people have
suffered while affirming the value and dignity of human life?
• Does it provide a context of meaning within which survivors can
pick up the broken strands of their lives and carry them forward to a
new and unexpected future?
Few nations have experienced the number and intensity of disasters
that Indonesia has in recent years, and few have shown such resilience in
absorbing so much suffering. May God bless the millions of survivors of
disaster in Indonesia who may well feel they have been cursed.
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WHERE IS GOD THE MERCIFUL WHEN
DISASTER HITS HIS SERVANTS?
A Response to John Campbell-Nelson
Muhammad Machasin
Problems and Objectives
The main problem of Campbell-Nelson’s paper, “Religion and
Disaster”, is how a believer puts his/her belief in a merciful and caring
God “face to face” when that disaster may take the dearest of his or her
family and possessions. 1 At times it is very difficult for a believer just to
accept from their religious traditions – for example that disaster is meant
to be lesson from God that may be punishment for the sin that he or she
has done, since it does not make sense or appear just for those who
perished in the disaster, or for small children losing their parents. What
lessons can be learned? If disasters are meant to be a punishment from
God, then a believer may feel unfair treatment, for there are perhaps
many others committing greater sins without any punishment from God.

1

Page numbers in the body text refer to the Indonesian version of the paper in
Zakaria J. Ngelow et al., Teologi Bencana; Pergumulan Iman dalam Konteks
Bencana Alam dan Bencana Sosial [Theology of Disaster; the Struggle of Belief
in the Context of Natural and Social Disaster] (Makassar: Oase, 2006), 95-109.
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It would appear that there are no significant differences between a God
who works with disasters and an unmerciful Devil.
Understanding this problem and seeking an appropriate pastoral
approach to the trauma that the victims have of the disaster, constitute
the reflective objectives in this paper. Why disaster – in this case the
earthquake that hit Alor Island in 2004 – happened, is an additional
question that deserves attention. Four theories are proposed, the first
three of them being based on the lack of knowledge of the proper cause
of the earthquake, and the fourth a scientific explanation helping people
understand why the disaster happened – but does not satisfy those who
need answers related to belief. Based on this scientific explanation they
may come to a theological conclusion that it was God who constituted
the real cause of the disaster, but then a faith question arises: Why did
God create an unstable earth?
This raises the essential “theological” question: How does a
scientific explanation treating geological issues co-exist with a religious
explanation giving priority to value and meaning? The understanding
that people have of this question may determine both the attitude and
actions that they take after the disaster. If, for example, they understand
the earthquake as having been caused by God’s anger, then repentance is
the most appropriate action; but if they know that it is caused by a shift
or collision of plate tectonics, then building stronger houses is the
answer.
The Proper Attitude of a Believer
The explanation that tries to blend both scientific theories of natural
forces and a deeper theological meaning is to say that God is conducting
a continuous creation in the process of nature. Erosion of soil by rain
and wind will make the surface of earth uniformly smooth and
ultimately under water unless there is another work counteracting this.
Here it we can see earthquakes elevating some parts of the earth’s
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surface and the eruption of volcanoes pouring forth lava from the earth.
Thus, the disaster happens because people live in God’s workplace and
therefore, the only choice for them is to leave those earthquake-prone
areas.
The next problem relative to this explanation that may disturb
believers is that faith and piety do not seem to be able to protect them
from disaster. This frightens those who are accustomed to understand
these events as God’s reminder to sinners that they may come back to
His righteous ways, as is told in the biblical story of Eliphaz, who tells
Job that his suffering from skin disease is the result of his sins.
However, Job persisted since he did not feel he had committed such sins
by which he deserved such punishment. It was long after his friend left
that Job realized he had misjudged God of unfair punishment to him,
since he had no right to measure God’s deeds with his own
understanding.
It seems that the repentance of Job is the last attitude that a believer
is suggested to take in light of God’s work and can be taken as basis for
proper pastoral work. It is of great importance for a believer to exalt
God and to accept whatever “fate” He gives to him/her, although the
basic question is still unanswered: Where is God whom we exalt and
worship when disaster strikes and destroys almost everything we have?
It is true that we are His creatures and He can do whatever He wants to
do with his own possessions. Nevertheless, we may then ask if there is
any significant difference between believing and disbelieving, between
obedience and disobedience when facing disaster. Does this have any
effect whatsoever? It would seem that belief and obedience have no
effect on God’s might and greatness. They may only effect the believer
in making him or her strong enough to deal with disaster and other
difficulties of life.
However, the hope of salvation in the hereafter can console believing
victims. Based on the belief of later salvation, we can say that those who
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perish by disaster are actually saved by God from the aftermath that may
yield even greater suffering. From God’s perspective, their duty has
been fulfilled and it is the survivors that should continue to live as
witnesses of His mercy – the success of which is not measured with
goals achieved and its term is not measured by length or shortness of
time. It is only God who knows the infinite mystery of life. However,
we may ask whether this explanation is really satisfying. Referring to
the scripture of Islam, for example, we may find hints of this. It is stated
in the Qur’an, for instance, that:
… it is possible that you dislike a thing which is good for you,
and that you love a thing which is bad for you. But Allah knows,
and you know not. (2/the Cow: 216).
In another verse, the scripture says:
These are the Signs of Allah: We rehearse them to you in Truth;
and Allah means no injustice to any of His creatures. (3/the
Family ‘Imrân: 108).
Accordingly, what seems to be God’s indifference may be
understood as suffering that can be understood as the existence of the
mystery of His wisdom that human beings cannot grasp. In the words of
a prominent liberal Muslim thinker (the Mu’tazilites), al-Qâdlî ‘Abd alJabbâr (945-1025) “God’s view of his servants, concerning affairs of
religion and divine obligation, 2 is better than their own view of them
themselves.” 3
It is perhaps in this light that God is often described not only as the
Merciful, the Most Generous, but also as the Torturer and the
Revengeful. His acts are not dependent on what his servants do.
However, one may wonder whether such a description, which we find in
The original Arabic text reads ﺍﻧﻪ ﺗﻌﺎﻟﻰ ﺃﺣﺴﻦ ﻧﻈﺮﺍ ﺑﻌﺒﺎﺩﻩ ﻣﻨﻬﻢ ﻷﻧﻔﺴﻬﻢ ﻭﻓﻴﻤﺎ ﻳﺘﻌﻠﻖ ﺑﺎﻟﺪﻳﻦ
ﻭﺍﻟﺘﻜﻠﻴﻒ. Here I omit the conjunction ﻭ, since the writer says that the last phrase is
a restriction ( )ﺍﻟﺘﻘﻴﻴﺪto the previous.
3
Cf. his Sharh al-Usûl al-Khamsa, in the version of Qawâm al-Dîn Mânkdîm
Ahmad bn Ahmad bn al-Husain bin Abî Hâshim al-Husaynî Shashdîv, ed. `Abd
al-Karîm `Uthmân (Cairo: Maktaba Wahba, 1965), 133.
2
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almost all of scripture, is more reflective of the inability of human
beings to grasp the mysteries of the world in which they live than to
understand the nature of God.
Pastoral Attitude
Campbell-Nelson suggests in his conclusion that we avoid blaming
anyone in dealing with disasters. To blame anyone, including oneself,
will not help the victims, except for the fact that it may release the anger
in their heart but with the danger of it being focused on the wrong
targets. Nevertheless, taking the psychological condition of the victim as
a chance to lead them into repentance and returning to the right path is
the same as creating an opportunity for proselytization.
There is nothing wrong in making someone realize the weakness of
his position, the insecurity of his condition or the unhappy situation that
he may face because of the unpredictability of “mother-nature”, or God.
Thus, what is done here is not blaming bad deeds as the cause for
disaster, but rather considering the psychological condition of the
victims and making them aware of bad things that they have done. It can
be said that to die in the condition of belief and piety gives more hope
and is more meaningful than to die in one’s sin. Especially if we
remember that there is only a slight line between worldly safety and
unsafety.
The second conclusion is that we should not dwell on sorrow
because of the disaster. We cannot but accept this conclusion. However,
trouble and sorrow belongs to us as human beings; since without it we
are no longer human. What one must remember is that the events should
not overwhelm the victims, crushing their hopes and preventing them
from living the remainder of their lives still trusting God.
I think we have to say “amen” also to the conclusion that pastoral
help is needed by many of the victims in order to regain normal life after
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the shock and deep grief resulting from the disaster. They have to focus
on recovery, both as individuals and as community.
The Still Unanswered Question
There has been a lingering question during the writing of this
response: Can religion, in the face of disaster, be replaced by
psychology or humanism to reinforce the spirit of the victims? To seek
the answer to questions related to disaster from a theological perspective
and make it satisfying for a believer, has many similarities with
psychological advice aiming at awakening his or her mental strength in
order that he/she may survive. With this mental strength he or she may
overcome his or her trauma and sorrow, and return to normal life.
The religious loyalty to supernatural sources and basic sacred
teachings, that for some make religion far better than “man-made”
sciences sometimes constitutes an impediment for developing satisfying
religious attitudes and advice. We may be trapped in our loyalty to a
certain way of understanding, whereas there are in fact various methods
and understandings that are latent in religious traditions. On the other
hand, the weakness of human work that results in the emergence of
science can be amended by the existence of many individuals in
different places and times, working to continuously to find the best
approach and theories and the most effective techniques.
Another available choice is that both religious explanations and
science may not always be put in opposition, but sometimes they can be
used together to explain in accordance with different conditions faced by
people. There is a time where religious explanations can give a better
solution, as in the case of death of those we love, but there are also times
where a scientific explanation is more satisfying; and often the
combination of both will give a more satisfying answer.
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Conclusion
What is the answer to the question posed in the title of this responsepaper? God is there in the heart of believers, who sometimes are able to
avoid or survive the disaster, but in other cases cannot avoid it when
disaster strikes. Sometimes people may be saved by chance, so that
religious people consider it “God’s help”. It is true, as in the story of
Job, that human beings may not consider themselves that important to
God for having given loyalty to Him. Perhaps they hope that being
obedient will make God obliged to give His help and mercy to them.
However it is true as well that a believer may have more hope for
temporal salvation based on his or her loyalty to God and good deeds.
Nevertheless, we all have to accept whatever fate God has in store for
us. Fa-laka-l-hamdu ‘alâ mâ qadait is a phrase in the prayer of most
traditional Muslims, meaning “For Thee is all praise for anything that
Thou have destined for me”. In front of Thee, I am powerless, except by
the power that You give me and You can take it again any time You
will.
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A CRITICAL REVIEW: RELIGION AND
DISASTER
A Response to John Campbell-Nelson
Farsijana Adeney-Risakotta
This response is titled, “A Critical Review of Religion and Disaster”.
The word “critical” is used carefully. I find hardly any weaknesses in the
argumentation of the paper. However, I meditate on John CampbellNelson’s words and localize them in our context as Yogyakarta people
who were deeply wounded from the earthquake disaster that happened
here on May 27, 2006. I do not know where I am in the four answers to
the questions: Are you all right? and Why did this have to happen?
Campbell-Nelson says that four theories emerge from these questions.
The first answer as to why it happened, relates to government policies.
The second answer refers to a local myth. The third answer, from church
leaders, refers to the judgment of God. The fourth answer is a geological
explanation of the causes of the earthquake. Through the last category,
Campbell-Nelson says that many people in Alor believe that God did not
cause this event. However, if, the current theory of geology explains the
earthquake as a result of the moving of two continental plates, it does
not answer the question of why God created such a restless earth.
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For me, an answer depends on the question, which is determined by
the communities whose convictions are shaped by their worldview,
scientific framework, global information, previous memories, struggles,
social classes, gender, and territorial awareness. The questions reflect
their capability to interpret their everyday experiences in the ways that
make them meaningful. People are always in process. The idea of a
fixed category for reflecting on a people’s theology of disaster should
consider the growth of their understanding on the issues as time passes.
Most religions assume that God created this earth. However,
evolutionary theory suggests that this earth is a result of a long process
of earth formation over millions of years. Microsystems are being made
and re-made. As Campbell-Nelson points out, a Christian theology that
assumes ongoing creation will come to the understanding that God is
still working through the long process of making and re-making this
earth.
However, disaster is not only about the question of why it had to
happen. I was running with my dog, Dusky, when the 5.9 tectonic
earthquake hit Yogyakarta on Saturday morning, May 27, 2006. The
first question that blasted in my mind at the time was, Where is the
source of the earthquake? Since we live close to a very active volcano,
Mt. Merapi, many people in Yogyakarta thought the earthquake might
be connected with the eruption of Merapi. The government of the
Sleman district had prepared the people around Merapi to face the
possibility of an imminent eruption of Merapi. Government preparations
were different from “Grandfather” (Mbah) Maridjan who was known as
the “Keeper of Merapi” (Juru Kunci). Mbah Maridjan assumed that he
was part of the power of Merapi. He holds Merapi rituals, as well as
praying five times a day as a Moslem. When the wedus gembel (literally
“white sheep” – which are dangerous clouds of super hot gasses that
flow down the mountain) erupted, he walked around his house, greeting
the clouds by saying Assalamuailakum with his hand facing to the
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“white sheep” as he blessed the killing clouds with a peaceful voice.
Then the clouds turned back in the opposite direction from the area
where Mbah Maridjan was standing. Surely, Mbah Maridjan’s human
behaviour of not running away from the threat of disaster cannot
represent the people of Alor, much less all of Indonesia. A person like
Mbah Maridjan is rare.
However, the theological response of Mbah Maridjan shows a
similarity with most common people in Java when they have to face
disaster. Yunita Winarno studies a farm community in West Java whose
rice fields were attacked by rats that brought a plague of pests to the
region. These farmers don’t understand that the plague of rats was
stimulated by using pesticides that killed other predators and disrupted
the balance in the ecosystem. After they learned about ecosystem cycles
and returned to their organic systems of farming, they were able to
overcome the disaster. These farmers’ knowledge grew by mixing
science with their religious beliefs that the sources of their lives is in the
hand of God. They didn’t create a dichotomy to deal with these issues.
Winarno says that when they were still unclear about the source of rats,
they went to the Kyai (Muslim leader) to ask for holy water to spread in
their fields. At the same time they tried to understand a scientific
response toward the sources of pest disease that brought damage to their
harvest. Water and oil are seen in many religions as mystical
instruments to mediate the power of God. In my study of social disaster
in North Moluccas due to communal violence, I came to understand that
the logic of religious understanding was still based on pre-Islamic and
pre-Christian concepts that were given new meaning within the old
forms. The old beliefs were rejected conceptually, but the new practices
still incorporated old forms and substance in times of emergency-like
disaster.
Campbell-Nelson refers to a list of disasters that indicate the
complexity of attempting a coherent study of the roles of religions in
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interpreting and alleviating sudden, large-scale disruptions of human
life. Campbell-Nelson’s observations are very interesting to consider in
relation to the assumptions made by particular religious communities in
response to disaster. Throughout his paper, his analysis of the roles of
religions can be distinguished from the response of a religious person
towards what is happening in their current life. When people reflect on
their theological understanding of why the disaster happens, they might
start with an attitude of blaming other people. For me, the position of
blaming someone or something as the cause of the disaster is seldom the
final determinant of their human behaviour. People tend to begin with
blaming, then move forward in a process of introspection, if they want
to create new meaning in their life. Without the process of introspection,
they will never come up with an adequate response to the disaster they
face. Reflecting on the past can start with blaming someone or
something as the cause of the disaster. But the survival instinct of human
beings tends to adjust their mechanism of interpretation in a time of
chaos. At least, that is what I have seen among the women survivors of
the May 27 earthquake in Yogyakarta during the first few weeks of the
emergency. Perhaps men to tend to ask more questions, but women tend
to focus on their internal crisis by doing many things. During their
immediate response to strengthen their whole family to face the disaster,
women play big roles. The question of why the earthquakes happen is
not as important as the question of what I have to do in this chaotic
situation. I think this is the important religious question for many
survivors.
For example, Ibu (Mother or Mrs) Wanti reflects on her memories of
Ibu Ngatiah whose strong laughter rang out from her house the night
before the morning quake. Less than 8 hours later, from the same house
she heard crowing, screaming and crying. When she heard the sound of
laughing, she offered up in her heart a prayer of thanksgiving to God.
She didn’t go out to reach the voices. But when she heard the sound of
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crying, while still offering thanksgiving in her heart, she ran quickly to
reach the screams. Passing others who wept in despair, she climbed
through the ruins of her neighbour’s house to dig for Ibu Ngatiah. Ibu
Wanti could only give such a heroic response because her mechanism of
introspection works very well. As a Christian, to live like Christ for
others is the core of her theology. Ibu Wanti was able to save two of Ibu
Ngatiah’s children whom she dug out of the ruins, but her Muslim friend
and a neighbour, Ibu Ngatiah, died in her arms. She whispered a prayer
in the bleeding ear of Ibu Ngatiah. In that prayer for Ibu Ngatiah, which
only Ibu Wanti knows, she expressed her conviction that God loves her
and wants to have her back soon. Disaster is seen as chaos but it doesn’t
separate human beings from the blessing of God. With this theological
interpretation, she could help many people. Many people, from all
religious traditions, draw on their different faiths as a basis for reaching
out to the victims of the disaster.
The hermeneutics of disaster cannot revolve around blaming.
Reflecting on the past in order to change present conditions requires
introspection, reformulation and reaffirmation. Sometimes there is a
contradiction between our understanding and our experience. In the
process of our reflection and practice the contradictions are smoothed
out as time goes by. This process helps the people continue to retell their
story in a way that accommodates different aspects of their spiritual
relationship to the Creator. In most religious traditions, nature is seen as
the creation of God, with which human beings need to live in harmony.
Disaster, which brings death to human beings, shows the power of God.
Faith prompts the feeling in our hearts that though the earth may
disappear, the love of God will always remain with human beings. This
foundation of thought leads people like Ibu Wanti to rebuild their
families, neighbourhoods and society after experiencing the destruction
of death and ruin.

PART VI

INTER-RELIGIOUS STUDIES AND
THEOLOGY
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INTER-RELIGIOUS STUDIES:
RECONCILING THEOLOGY AND
RELIGIOUS STUDIES
Yahya Wijaya
Studies in religion can broadly be divided into 2 different
approaches: theology and religious studies. Theology, the oldest model
of studying religion, can shortly be defined as fides quaerens intellectum
(faith seeking understanding) 1 or the logic of the faith in God. Whilst
many cultural scientists understand theology as a kind of exclusive
language within a particular religious community and therefore lacking
in scientific accountability, 2 today’s academic theologians would argue
that in contemplating the faith of a particular religious community,
theology pays proper attention to scientific considerations. Theological
works in fact may include scientific research covering both empirical
study and literature review as well as fresh reflection on contemporary
events. In this sense, theology should not be confused with traditional
dogmatics. However, it is true that a theological discourse reflects

1
As a medieval theologian, Anselm of Canterbury, names it (cf. Daniel
L.Migliore, Faith Seeking Understanding: An Introduction to Christian
Theology (Grand Rapids: Wm B. Eerdmans, 1991), 2.)
2
For instance, Amin Abdullah, Studi Agama: Normativitas atau Historisitas?
(Yogyakarta: Pustaka Pelajar, 2002 (1996)), 30.

352 Dealing with Diversity
primarily perspectives and experiences of a particular religious
community.
Once claimed to be the queen of sciences in European public
discourse, the position of theology today is much weaker. As the number
of churchgoers drops steadily, schools of theology in many European
countries fail to attract enough students. Some of them have to merge
with neighbouring theological schools with a similar problem. 3 Many
others have to broaden their interest, to relate the study of religious
belief to other academic disciplines, such as economics, politics, arts,
history and even sport studies. The pressure is also strong for many
schools of theology to leave behind the traditional, single-religious
perspective and to employ instead methods of social sciences, as well as
to looking at the issues faced by many religions beside the dominant
one. The latter phenomenon has stimulated the significant growth of the
discipline of religious studies, which is becoming a crucial counterpart
for theology in European theological schools, many of whom have even
been renamed schools (or departments) of theology and religious
studies. Fiona Bowies defines religious studies as a phenomenological
method of studying religion “with as little comment and judgment as
possible”. 4
In Indonesia, the traditional approach of studying religious belief
from single religious perspective is still popular, as religious
communities are still very alive. Schools of Christian theology and
parallel institutions of other religions continue to function as centres for
doctrinal learning, responding particularly to the religious leadership
needs of the related communities. However, the interest is high among
Indonesian Christian theologians to develop contextual theologies that
3
For instance, schools of theology in Kampen, Leiden and Utrecht, the
Netherlands, are recently amalgamated, forming the Protestant Theological
University.
4
Fiona Bowie, The Anthropology of Religions (London: Blackwell Publishing,
2001), 5.
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contemplate the uniqueness of the Indonesian social context, which
includes its multicultural nature. For that purpose, the inclusion of
elements of religious studies in the study of theology is inevitable. This
fosters the development of a theology of religions. 5 Whilst it is still a
(Christian) theological perspective, theology of religions starts to take
account of other religious perspectives seriously and sympathetically.
The study of theology of religions has indeed contributed to the
transformation of other areas of theology, including those of mission and
social ethics.
At the same time, the blooming of religious studies in Europe and
America has also influenced the Indonesian academic sphere. Religious
studies has become an important part of the learning process in Christian
theological seminaries and Islamic religious institutions, as well as in
secular ones. The concern of religious studies, namely “to study
religions more descriptively than normatively”, 6 makes them potential
resources for projects of contextual theology. As Amin Abdullah argues,
religious studies with their phenomenological approach, can reduce the
tendency to particularism that is often implied in the traditional
theological approach. 7 At the same time, religious studies need the help
of theology to make them relevant for religious communities. The
development of religious studies therefore does not necessarily take the
form of either confrontation against or substitution for theology. The
relations of the two disciplines can be constructive rather than
competitive. This is particularly important for Indonesia, where most
theologians are also respectable figures in their religious communities. I
5

Cf. an explanation concerning theology of religions by Pieternella van DoornHarder, “Studi Agama-agama dan Posisinya di Sekolah-sekolah Teologi
Protestan di Indonesia”, Jurnal Teologi Gema Duta Wacana 52: 69-71.
6
As Alwi Shihab mentioned in his opening speech in the ICRS’s international
conference in Yogyakarta, January 14, 2007. Pieternella van Doorn-Harder
defines religious studies as the discipline that studies religions from the outside,
while theology does it from the inside (“Studi Agama-agama dan Posisinya di
Sekolah-sekolah Teologi Protestan di Indonesia”, 67).
7
Amin Abdullah, Studi Agama: Normativitas atau Historisitas? 38.
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would argue that a constructive interaction between theology and
religious studies in the context of a multicultural society like Indonesia
should produce inter-religious studies. By this I mean types of religious
studies that not only contemplate the particular context of plurality, but
also take account of theological perspectives offered by various religious
traditions and communities. Inter-religious studies, hence, are to be
accountable in the forum of social science, and at the same time speak
understandably to religious communities.
Why Single-Religious Approaches are Not Enough
The claim that we need inter-religious studies implies that
approaches based on the perspectives of a single religion are not enough.
There are reasons why it is so. First, people of different religions interact
intensively in public life, the workplace, education and even family. The
lack of an inter-religious perspective has caused so much unnecessary
tension in Indonesian public life, such as in the cases of the laws
concerning marriage and religious education. According to the
Indonesian law, a marriage is legal only when carried out in a religious
ceremony. The law assumes that a marriage involves a man and a
woman of the same religion. However, that is not always the case. When
someone wants to get married to his/her loved one who is of a different
religion, which religious ceremony is to be chosen? Many religious
institutions employ an exclusive policy regarding marriage, requiring
those who are married according to its tradition not to partake in any
ceremony of another religion. Such a policy often causes difficulties to
those getting married, and inconvenience to the multi-religious families
involved in the ceremonies. The challenge therefore is obvious: for
religious institutions to revise their exclusive policy in such a multireligious society. Since the exclusive policy is based on a theological
reasoning, a new theological foundation that is informed by an inter-
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religious perspective is needed for constructing an alternative policy that
is more sensitive to plurality.
In terms of religious education in Indonesian schools, the law,
legalized after a long and painful controversy, requires educational
institutions to provide teachers and offer religious courses according to
the religions embraced by the related students. It is thus compulsory for
Christian schools with Muslim students to offer a course on Islam and to
hire Muslim teachers to teach that course. In most Christian schools,
founded on the basis of the traditional concept of mission or evangelism,
Christianity is the only religion taught in the religious education courses,
which are compulsory for all students regardless of their own religions.
Such a single religion policy has long been accused of becoming a
systematic method of converting students to Christianity. It is such
accusations that are behind the initiative to construct a new religious
education law. Apart from the controversy over the law, the need for a
new policy on religious education that is more sensitive to
multiculturalism is fair enough. On the part of the Christian educational
institutions, this means the need to refer to a new concept of mission
with a theologically sound perspective of the inter-religious context of
Indonesia.
A second reason why a single religious approach is inadequate is the
experience of the Indonesian people with social conflicts, which
demonstrates that when religious elements are involved, the conflicts
tend to be more difficult to solve. In such cases, a single religion
approach cannot play the role of a neutral and objective facilitator for
overcoming the conflict. On the other hand, a multi-religious team of
mediators often fails to work beyond the pragmatic level, because of the
lack of a shared philosophical foundation.
Other reasons for challenging single religious approaches include the
shared experiences of people from different religions in facing various
crises. The economic crisis started in 1997, a series of natural disasters
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hitting the country since 2004, and the terrorist attacks in Bali and
Jakarta brought together people of different religious communities. In all
those circumstances, people suffered together, struggled for survival
together and shared the same feelings of fear and insecurity. Religious
differences do not exclude one from those shared experiences. At the
same time, people of different religions also learn that what is urgently
needed when sufferings come is an inter-religious collaboration instead
of religious favouritism.
On the part of the Christian community, it is obvious that Christian
theology promotes themes of social solidarity very seriously. Those
themes have moved Christians to develop a strong tradition of helping
the poor and the suffering, regardless of religious differences. Yet, such
a theology of the helper does not accurately reflect the experience of
Christians who, side by side with their non-Christian neighbours, are
themselves poor and the suffering, who also receive help and sympathy
from other people including non-Christians. There is a need for a
theology that not only acknowledges togetherness in pain with those of
other faiths, but also is thankful for the presence of other believers, both
as fellow sufferers and as helpers.
Inter-Religious Perspectives and Areas of Theology
The contribution of inter-religious studies for the development of a
contextual theology would transform almost all areas of theology.
Ethics
In the area of social ethics, issues such as human rights, political
management, social welfare, environment, corruption, and democracy
have been extensively dealt with both conceptually and practically by
various religious groups in Indonesia. No theological perspective can
adequately address these issues without taking account of the
perspectives of other religions. The same can be said regarding the area
of professional ethics, including ethics in business, biomedicine, law,
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information technology, and the media. Moreover, those working in
those fields experience daily interactions with people who hold different
paradigms of morality based on different religions and different cultures.
For instance, in Indonesia it is almost impossible for a Christian doctor
to avoid working with colleagues of different religions and serving nonChristian patients. In such situation, when a doctor has to make a moral
decision in relation to his/her profession, Christian moral paradigms
cannot be the only reference point, particularly if it is ill-informed of the
moral perspectives of other religions. The situation in business is not
much different. The Indonesian business sector is an absolutely plural
context, where values rooted in Confucianism, Islam, Buddhism and
Christianity are interwoven. A theological approach to business that
does not consider the moral concepts of other religions will fail to
understand the complexity of the business realm.
One significant religious ethical movement is taking place in the
economic sector, namely the rise of Islamic economics. Despite being
based on a particular religious tradition, the concept of Islamic
economics has attracted major corporations and financial institutions to
accommodate its practices. However, such seemingly positive responses
from the business sector tend to be more pragmatic than ethical, merely
to broaden the market scope so as to include members of the community
embracing that religious tradition.
As with other religious ethical concepts, Islamic economics actually
offers ethical principles that are universal in nature and thus are in
accord with economic ethics based in other religious traditions. Those
principles include “resource utilization, compensation, efficiency,
professionalism, sufficiency, equal opportunity, freedom, cooperation,
competition, equilibrium, solidarity and symmetric information”. 8
Islamic economics therefore is capable of contributing to the shaping of
8
See: P3EI UII Yogyakarta, Ekonomi Islam (Jakarta: Rajawali Press, 2008), 6574.
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a more ethical economic life in society at large. However, its exclusively
single religious language narrows its influence to the Muslim
community only. Adding interreligious perspectives to the study on
Islamic economics would enhance its effectiveness as well as its
fundamental philosophy. Christian theology, in particular, has abundant
resources in economic ethics that would both support and test out the
ideas implied in Islamic economics, to make the latter more accountable
and communicable in the multicultural context of society.
In the political sector, Indonesian inter-religious leaders have
recently (early 2011) issued an important ethical warning. Responding
to what many people see as the failures of the government in fighting
against corruption and protecting people from violent acts by extremist
groups, leaders from Islamic, Christian, Buddhist, and other religious
institutions declared one voice of criticism, warning the government
about its inconsistency with regard to its own promises. The content of
the declaration is actually not too exceptional. In fact, political analysts
and NGO activists had issued similar statements. What makes the voice
of those interreligious leaders distinctive is that it is based on ethical
commitments rooted in different religious resources. Those leaders have
demonstrated that interreligious ethical inquiries can produce a powerful
political ethics that is free from partisan interests.
Hermeneutics
The use of inter-religious studies is also crucial in the area of
hermeneutics. Intolerant and insensitive attitudes of religious people are
often based on their commitment to particularistic statements found in
their sacred texts. Other religious people find it a dilemma: on the one
hand there is a social need to be open and tolerant; on the other hand
there is the religious demand, based on the holy book, to separate
themselves from followers of other religions. The fact is there are
abundant resources for pluralism and tolerance in the sacred texts of all
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religions, waiting to be explored. 9 Along with post-colonial, feminist,
and liberationist approaches to hermeneutics, an inter-religious
hermeneutics can provide alternative ways of understanding the sacred
texts more contextually.
Indonesian biblical scholar, Robert Setio, 10 argues that Christian
theological scholars have in fact employed religious studies, more
specifically a branch of it: history of religions, since post World War II
to develop the so called biblical theology, as an attempt to treat the Bible
more integrally. For Setio, biblical theology offers a solution to the
problems that result from the conflict between theological scholars
subscribing to historical criticism, hermeneutics and ordinary Christians
who had been used to an uncritical acceptance of scriptures. Whilst
historical criticism methods are often accused of concentrating too much
on the literary details of the sacred texts at the expense of their message,
biblical theology enables a critical study of the Bible without
jeopardizing faith in its messages. The theological use of history of
religions in the post-World War II period, according to Setio, has helped
theologians to reinterpret the idea of the uniqueness of Israel as the
chosen people with a new perspective that is more sympathetic and
accountable on the roles and positions of other peoples. Setio goes on to
suggest that the theological use of religious studies is required not only
in responding to interreligious contexts, but also in being aware of the
diversity within Christian theology itself.

9

Cf. Theo Witkamp, “Menuju Suatu Identitas Terbuka”, Jurnal Teologi Gema
Duta Wacana 47, 1-14. See also John Hick, “The Next Step Beyond Dialogue”
in The Myth of Religious Superiority: Multifaith Explorations of Religious
Pluralism, ed. Paul Knitter (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2005), 9.
10
Robert Setio, “Teologi dan Studi Agama-agama: Sebuah Pelajaran dari Studi
Perjanjian Pertama” in Hendri Wijayatsih et al., Memahami Kebenaran Yang
Lain Sebagai Upaya Pembaharuan Hidup Bersama (Yogyakarta:
TPK/UKDW/Mission 21, 2010), 215-235.
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Karel Steenbrink 11 urges religious scholars to promote what he calls
peace theology, which he defines as a study of religions focusing on the
harmony between religions. Steenbrink’s peace theology starts with
initiating a tradition of inter-scriptural readings. He argues that
interreligious social and humanitarian projects are not enough to
stimulate positive sentiments towards other religions. He believes that
inter-textual readings of different sacred texts by people of different
religions is the most effective way of inspiring religious people to
respect other religions. Steenbrink gives an example from his own
personal experience when he, as a Dutch Christian, applied to join the
Islamic pesantren (learning community) of Gontor without intention of
conversion. There he was asked to read the Qur’anic text of Al-Ikhlas
112, mentioning that God has neither child nor parents, and to give
response to that verse from the perspective of his Christian faith. It was
precisely by reading that Qur’anic text that he was able to explain to the
Muslim audience a complicated biblical theology of the Son of God and
hence helped to clarify the common misunderstanding among Muslims
on that issue.
Doctrine
Inter-religious projects are often advised to be limited to the domain
of ethics, and to avoid particularly the area of doctrine, which is
considered too sensitive to penetrate. However, doctrinal reformulation
and reinterpretation are necessary since most religious doctrines
including that of Christianity and Islam reflect contexts of relatively less
multicultural societies in the past. In renewing religious doctrines in the
context of a multicultural society, it is imperative to pay serious
attention to findings of inter-religious studies. Inter-religiously well11

Karel Steenbrink, “Membaca Bersama Alkitab dan Al-Quran: Renungan
Terhadap Beberapa Pengalaman di Indonesia dan Belanda” in Hendri Wijayatsih
et al., Memahami Kebenaran Yang Lain Sebagai Upaya Pembaharuan Hidup
Bersama, 290-306.
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informed religious doctrines are important, not only to give a strong
reference for a peaceful social life within a multicultural society, but
also to counter the use, abuse or misuse of religious doctrines for
justifying acts of intolerance.
One example of a serious doctrinal reinterpretation with an
interreligious perspective has been attempted by a group of Indonesian
Muslim scholars in a collaborative work titled Fiqih Lintas Agama
(Inter-religious Dogma) 12, published by Paramadina Foundation in
cooperation with the Asia Foundation. Fiqih Lintas Agama (FLA)
challenges uncritical uses of traditional Islamic dogmas that overlook
their relatedness to particular social and cultural contexts. According to
the authors, such non-contextual dogmas lead to narrow minded social
and political ideas. The attempt to return to the Jakarta Charter, 13 which
requires Indonesian Muslims to practice Shari’a as positive law, is an
example of such narrow-mindedness.
According to FLA, Islam assumes that the core of all religions is the
same, and all prophets are like children of one father but different
mothers. The differences between religions are part of the nature of
God’s creative work, which dislikes total sameness. The authors argue
that the Qur’an celebrates plurality as an opportunity to compete in
doing goodness, living in peaceful coexistence, struggling for justice and
working for fairness. The Qur’an, thus, is unique in the sense that it
contains all-inclusive teachings respecting other religious beliefs and
their prophets.

12

Mun’im A Sirry, ed., Fiqih Lintas Agama: Membangun Masyarakat InklusifPluralis (Jakarta: Paramadina, 2004).
13
The Jakarta Charter is one of the drafts of Pancasila, the ideological state
foundation of Indonesia. The difference between the Jakarta Charter and the then
accepted draft is that the Charter mentions the obligation of Muslims to fulfill
their religious requirements. In the committee that prepared the state foundation,
that draft was rejected not only by non-Muslim representatives but also by
Muslim nationalist ones.
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FLA suggests an understanding of the terms “Islam” and “Muslim”
first of all in their generic meanings, not in the spirit of sectarianism or
communalism. In this sense, Islam means total submission to the One
God, and Muslim means the attitude of total submission to the purity,
holiness and truth of God. Such an attitude is basically in accord with
natural law, and therefore is not necessarily related to a particular
religious institution. “Islam” and “Muslim” thus cover all people who
show total submission to God, regardless of religious affiliation. The
origin of the terms, according to the authors, should be traced back to
the story about the debate regarding the religion of Abraham. In that
story, the Qur’an asserts that Abraham is neither Jewish nor Christian.
The Qur’an employs the terms hanif and “Muslim” for Abraham in their
generic sense, precisely to reject sectarian and exclusivist claims raised
by some Jews and Christians regarding Abraham. In this generic
interpretation, “Islam” refers not to a particular religious institution, but
to all religions, since the call to submission and obedience to God is at
their heart. FLA’s authors thus argue that the Qur’an’s claim that Islam
is the only true religion must be understood in this generic sense.
FLA also responds to the controversy among Muslims in Indonesia
concerning the use of the term “Allah” by Christians. Some groups of
Muslims as well as a particular group of Christians raised their
objections, arguing that the term refers exclusively to the Muslim God.
They ask (some even warn) that the Indonesian Bible Society and
Christian leaders should stop using “Allah” and find instead another
term consistent with the biblical language. Several charismatic and
evangelical groups in Indonesia use the term “Yahweh” instead.
FLA, however, rejects such a sectarian interpretation, asserting that
“Allah” is nothing but the Arabic word referring to the idea of the true
God, the Only One God, to whom all religions address their worship and
praise. The core meaning of that term is a rejection of the worship of
false idols, not necessarily a rejection of a particular religion. Supporting
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FLA’s argument, historical explorations of the term “Allah” by Muslim
scholar, Nur Kholis Setiawan, 14 show that Arab Christians used the term
“Allah” even in the pre-Islamic era to refer to God as the creator of
heaven and earth. Setiawan therefore suggests that instead of defending
such an exclusive claim, Muslims should admit that many of their
dogmatic heritages are actually shared with people of other faiths,
particularly Christians and Jews.
On the Christian side, doctrinal reinterpretation has also been
attempted, for instance in the work of the Sri Lankan Methodist
theologian, Wesley Ariarajah. In his book, The Bible and People of
Other Faiths (WCC: 1985), which has been translated into Indonesian,
15

Ariarajah suggests a reinterpretation of the doctrine of Christology

that proclaims Jesus as the only way of salvation. He contends that the
claim of the uniqueness of Jesus should be understood as a language of
faith rather than as a social statement. That language of faith is
originally meant as a defence of the Christian community against the
pressure to prove the authenticity of their faith. That claim, according to
Ariarajah, also indicates a shift in the community’s centre of faith from
God to Christ, which is parallel to the Buddhists’ adoration of Gautama.
For Ariarajah the claim of the uniqueness of Jesus thus is not relevant
for dealing with other religions. The real call for Christians, he believes,
is not to make exclusive claims, but to show a clear commitment to open
their lives to other people.
Missiology
The need to learn more from inter-religious studies in the area of
mission is obvious. There have been too many clashes in mission
14
Nur Kholis Setiawan, “Kata Allah dalam Tradisi Agama Semitik’ in Hendri
Wijayatsih et al., Memahami Kebenaran Yang Lain sebagai Upaya
Pembaharuan Hidup Bersama, 98-111.
15
The Indonesian title is Alkitab dan Orang-orang Berkepercayaan Lain
(Jakarta: BPK Gunung Mulia, 1987)
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practices between different religions that cause conflicts in the relations
between religious communities. The challenge today is how to develop a
concept of mission that promotes projects of partnership rather than
competition between religions.
It is a historical fact that Indonesian churches are the fruit of
missionary works based in Western countries. There is no doubt that the
missionary works covered not only church planting projects but also the
pioneering of social services, particularly in education and health.
Today, mainstream Christian denominations tend to separate social
involvement from religious propaganda, and give priority to the first.
However, Christian social projects are often accused of being a tricky
instrument of Christianization, given the past experience with the
missionary method that blended social and religious projects. NonChristians thus often give hostile reactions, ranging from political moves
to physical attacks in resistance to Christian social projects. 16 On the
other hand, there are Christian groups and individuals whose concept of
mission is still based on the conventional understanding of the Great
Commission. They are obviously unsatisfied with the shift in the
mainstream Christian concept of mission. The new missiology, which is
more sensitive to the existence of other religions, therefore needs a
theological explanation that not only pays particular attention to the
dignity of other religions, but also offers better interpretations of the
sacred texts that have served as the foundation of Christian mission for
centuries.
In this case, an Indonesian scholar in missiology, Djoko Prasetyo
AW, 17 recommends Theo Sundermeier’s concept of convivial mission.
In that concept, tolerance is neither an instrument nor the goal of
mission, but an entrance to the interreligious encounter that aims at a
16

See: Abdur Munir Mulkhan, “Persepsi Muslim Terhadap Aksi-aksi Sosial
Kristiani”, Gema Teologi, 32:1 (2008), 63-72.
17
See: Djoko Prasetyo A.W., “”Konvivenz” dan Theologia Misi Interkultural
Menurut Theo Sundermeier”, Gema Teologi, 32:1 (2008), 97-115.
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better sense of living together. One important step of convivial
missiology is intercultural hermeneutics, which is a method of
interpreting the sacred texts with an awareness of cultural differences
between the background of the texts and the reader’s situation, as well as
between the reader and the people he/she encounters. In intercultural
hermeneutics, interpreters consider and respect the perception of people
of other cultures and religious traditions, particularly those who were
targeted by conventional missions. Convivial missiology thus starts with
intercultural hermeneutics as a part of intercultural encounters directed
to intercultural living.
Studies in the Islamic concept of dakwah tend to go to the same
direction. The Department of Dakwah at the State Islamic University
Sunan Kalidjaga, for instance, encourages reinterpretation of the
conventional concept of dakwah as a strategy to convert non-Muslims
into Islam. That institution promotes an understanding of dakwah as
aiming at the betterment of society at large rather than the expansion of
the Muslim community. The implementation of dakwah therefore should
take the form of Muslim participation in the process of community
development. 18 Although differences between Christian missiology and
Islamic theology of dakwah do exist and should not be overlooked, I
notice opportunities produced by these studies that their encounters in
public life could be supportive of each other.
Christian Education
In the area of religious education, besides the need to respond to the
controversy over the law on religious education as explained above, it is
important for educational institutions to construct pluralistic curricula
and syllabi for religious education that transcends the traditional spirit of

18

See: Kees de Jong, “Pekabaran Injil dalam Konteks Masyarakat Multikultural
Pluralistik” in Hendri Wijayatsih et al., Memahami Kebenaran Yang Lain
sebagai Upaya Pembaharuan Hidup Bersama, 334.
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evangelism. Inter-religious studies would certainly contribute to
providing basic elements of such curricula and syllabi.
Jozef Hehanussa, 19 who teaches a course on Religious Traditions and
Plurality at Duta Wacana, admits that until recently the practice of
Christian education in Indonesia had not employed the findings of a
theology of religions to help it become more relevant. Hehanussa argues
that instead of imposing dogmatic beliefs, Christian education should
start from understanding the reality, which is culturally plural. He
suggests that an understanding of a religiously plural reality should
become the perspective to interpret dogmatic issues. This would reverse
the approach used in traditional Christian education.
Pastoral Studies
The case of inter-religious marriage, which I mention above,
signifies the need for inter-religious perspectives in dealing with broader
life issues in pastoral care and religious rites. Beside wedding
ceremonies, funerals are also occasions of social gathering and religious
rites that normally include family and community members whose
religious and cultural backgrounds may vary. It is obvious that the
multicultural family would expect forms of comfort beyond a reflection
that emphasizes an exclusive concept of salvation.
Emmanuel Lartey suggests the use of David Tracy’s method of
revised correlation in doing theological reflection as part of pastoral
theology. Tracy revises Paul Tillich’s correlational method, which
relates questions that arise from contemporary situation to answers
found in the Christian tradition. According to Tracy, the Christian
tradition also implies questions and the contemporary situation also offer
answers. 20 The relations between the two, therefore, should be
19

Jozef Hehanussa, “Pendidikan Agama Kristen Dalam Masyarakat Majemuk”,
Jurnal Teologi Gema Duta Wacana 58 (2003), 93-110.
20
Emmanuel Lartey, Pastoral Theology in an Intercultural World (Werrington:
Epworth, 2006), 77.
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interactional rather than unidirectional. However, I would argue that in
dealing with multicultural contexts, such as a multi-faith family, the
religious element involved may include not only the Christian tradition
but also those of other religions, which also raise questions and suggest
answers. In this case, interreligious studies would certainly be a good
partner to pastoral theology in identifying and interpreting questions and
answers coming up from non-Christian traditions.
Inter-Religious Educational Projects as a Start
Awareness of the need for a contextual theology that is wellequipped with inter-religious perspectives has driven the Faculty of
Theology of Duta Wacana Christian University, to build relationships
with institutions of other religions, particularly Islamic ones, through the
Faculty’s Centre for the Study of Religions. The programmes of that
centre include collaborative research projects with Islamic institutions
and an annual two-week intensive course on Islam for church leaders to
learn about Islam from first hand resources, namely Muslim scholars
and leaders of Islamic organizations. At almost the same time, the State
Islamic University Sunan Kalijaga, Yogyakarta, also established its
prestigious Dialogue Centre to develop research and other services
related to interreligious encounters and cooperation.
The Indonesian Consortium for Religious Studies (ICRS-Yogya) is a
more advanced kind of academic collaboration involving Christian
(Duta Wacana), Islamic (UIN Sunan Kalijaga) and secular (Gadjah
Mada) academic institutions in Yogyakarta. The project promotes
methodologies of interreligious studies that reconcile and accommodate
both theological approaches and those employed in religious studies
(sociology, anthropology, political science, history, philosophy, history
and psychology of religion, etc.). Since religious studies speak more to
the academic public, whilst theology speaks more to the related religious
community, the project is expected to give rise to religious studies that
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are theologically accountable, and theologies that are well-informed by
religious studies.
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