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Introduction
Discussing the issue of Islamic extremism in Southeast Asia
is not a simple task. Not only is this issue related to historical
background, cultural identity and Islamic political development within the region, it also involves dealing with many
other factors, particularly those concerning international
politics. In fact, Southeast Asia is home to 234 million
Muslims, living in both majority and minority Muslim countries. A demographic study conducted by the Pew Research
Center (2009) found that the total number of Muslims in
the world is approximately 1.57 billion. The majority of
Muslims in Southeast Asia live in Indonesia, Malaysia, and
Brunei Darussalam; while minority Muslims live in countries

By and large, Southeast Asia’s Muslims are widely regarded
as among the most moderate and tolerant in the Muslim
world. They are mostly associated with Malay ethnicities
and practices in the Sunni tradition and Shafii’s madzab1
(school of thought). Muslims have generally lived peacefully
in pluralist societies, even in areas where they constituted a
large majority. Indeed, moderation is arguably the main
characteristic of Southeast Asian Muslims, the vast majority
of whom are able to develop their own identities with
respect to traditions, customs, clothing, and other aspects
of cultural expression. Thus, despite having a historical relationship with Islam in the Middle East, Southeast Asian
Muslims are traditionally and culturally different from their
fellow Muslims in the heartland of Islam.
Since the terrorist attack in the USA on 11 September 2001
and events following this, certain observers and international media have tended to categorise Southeast Asia as
vulnerable to the spread of Islamic extremism. Hence, they
argue that Southeast Asia is a hotbed of terrorism and the
increasing spread of militant Islamic groups. Such perceptions are mostly based on arguments that militant Islamic
groups in Southeast Asia have grown significantly. This is
particularly due to the fact that terrorist organisations were
behind various bombings in Bali and Jakarta. The Bali bombing (2002) killed more than 200 people, mostly foreigners.
Meanwhile, the terrorist bombings in Jakarta (2003 and
2004) also killed and wounded several innocent people.
This article will discuss the development of Islamic extremism in Southeast Asia, its characteristics, and its relation to
the future of Islam in this region. Special attention will be
paid to Indonesia and Malaysia, due to their status as two
major, predominantly-Muslim countries.

Is Southeast Asia a hotbed of Islamic extremism?
To begin with, it is important to recognise that Southeast
Asian authorities have investigated Jamaah Islamiyyah (JI),
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This article deals with the development of Islamic extremism
in Southeast Asia, its characteristics and its connection to
the future of Islam in this region. The author begins by
analysing the roots of Islamic extremism and its chances of
gaining supporters in Southeast Asia, a region that has until
now been characterised by a multicultural approach and
tolerance toward other religions. In light of this tendency,
the author then examines the influence of transnational
networks as channels for spreading a kind of religious
extremism that can find fertile ground in the socio-political
conflicts of countries such as Thailand and the Philippines,
giving rise to autochthonous movements which, in many
cases, are not averse to the use of violence (even if they do
not use it directly) to achieve their aims. In contrast to the
first section, the author then goes on to broaden the perspective of his analysis to examine all the social movements
that have sprung up in Muslim countries in Southeast Asia,
many of which are moderate and progressive, and represent
the main bastions in the fight against the paranoid and
Manichaean discourse of religious extremism. These tolerant tendencies are especially present in Indonesia and
Malaysia, two countries where – despite the fact that the
great majority of the population is Muslim – Islamic extremism does not have any real prospects of gaining political
power.

such as Singapore, the Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam, Laos,
Myanmar and East Timor.
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MAP 1. Distribution of the main schools of thought (madzab) within Islamic world
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SUNNIS
Within Islam's Sunni tradition, there are
four main schools of thought (or
Madh’hab). These schools are associated
with the followers of four classical
thinkers of Islamic law; namely, Hanafi,
Maliki, Safi and Hanbali. The Hanafi
school is based around the ideas of the
Imam Abu Hanifah (699-767) on fiqh
(Islamic jurisprudence). He was born in
Iraq, into a family with Persian roots. The
school is mainly followed by the Sunnis
Muslims of Turkey, the Balkans, central
Asia, the Indian subcontinent, Iran, Af
ghanistan and China.

was Malik bin Anas. Born in Medina, he
soon became a studious devotee of fiqh.
His main work, the Muwatta has become
a crucial source for jurisprudence. The
school is mainly followed by the Sunni
Muslims of North and West Africa, Ku
wait, the United Arab Emirates and Bah
rein. The Shafi’i school of thought, derived from the Imam Shafi (760-816), is
mainly based around the four essential
sources of jurisprudence (Usul al-Fiqh):
the Koran, the Sunnah, ijma’ (consensus)
and qiyas (analogy). The school is mainly
followed by the Sunni Muslims of Yemen,
Somalia, Djibouti, Eritrea, Egypt and
Southeast Asia.

The Maliki school is derived from the
Imam Malik (711-795), whose real name

The Hanbali is linked with the thoughts of
the Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal (780-855)

and, compared to the previously-mentioned schools, is considered to be a stricter,
more conservative school of law. It is
mainly followed by Sunnis in Saudi Arabia
and the Arabian Peninsula.
SHI’ITES
The Jafari school is associated with the
Imam Jafar-as-Sadiq (702-765) and is
linked with the imams who preach the
most hierarchical structures of Shi'ite Islam.
The school is mainly followed by Shi'ite
Muslims in Iran, Iraq, Azerbaijan, Lebanon,
Afghanistan, Pakistan and India. The Ismaili
school is linked with the Shi'ite community
that is ethnically and culturally united by
the leadership of His Highness Prince Karim
Aga Khan. According to the Ismailis, he is

the Mawlana Hazar Imam – the hereditary
Imam (spiritual leader) and a direct descendant of the Prophet Muhammad.
The Zaidi school is another Shi'ite school
that is defined by its recognition of Zayd
ibn Ali, grandson of Hussein ibn Ali, as
the Fifth Imam. Around 40-45% of Mus
lims in Yemen are Zaidi Shiites.
IBADIS
The Ibadi school derives from the teachings of the Abdullah ibn Ibadh at-Tamimi movement, though its followers claim
that the true founder of the sect was Jabir
ibn Zaid al-’Azdi, of Nizwa, Oman. Most of
the school's followers are in Oman and
Zanzibar.

Source: Author

an organisation linked to Al Qaeda, and have concluded
that it has been very active in spreading its ideology and
recruiting followers in Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Thai
land, and the Philippines. It is believed that JI has been successful in developing a strong and well-organised network
in these countries.
Indeed, the police investigations of the terrorists who have
been arrested have resulted in solid claims that the terrorists’ actions were supported by JI and Al Qaeda. In relation
to this investigation, it also is crucial to note that a strong
connection and exchange area of operation exists among
terrorists in Southeast Asia. For instance, top terrorist lead-

ers such as the late Dr. Azhary, Noordin M. Top and Dul
matin were originally from Malaysia. However, they conducted their actions in Indonesia, including the Bali and
Jakarta bombings. Meanwhile, Hambali, a terrorist from
West Java in Indonesia, also conducted activities in Malaysia
and Thailand. After being captured, Hambali was sent to
Guantanamo. Meanwhile, Fathur Rahman al-Ghozi, a terrorist liaison shot in the Philippines, was born in Madiun in
East Java, Indonesia.
There have also been several reports on the spread of militant Islamic groups in Thailand and the Philippines, particularly in the troubled provinces of southern Thailand and
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southern Philippines. These groups are suspected of having
Muslims’ experiences in dealing with plural and multiculmobilised support to create insurgency against the Thai and
tural societies as they live and engage on a daily basis with
Philippine governments. Reportedly, they also have links
their fellow non-Muslim communities. In fact, the overwith JI and Al Qaeda. In addition, Southeast Asian authoriwhelming majority have great respect for other religious
ties also concluded that Islamic militant groups have set up
beliefs, and are able to live side-by-side in their neighbourand have been spreading solid networks. The main agenda
hoods and communities. It is important to note here that
of these groups is to establish Islamic states,promote Shari’a
Islam first came to Southeast Asia in around the 13th century.
At that time, Southeast Asia was dominated by Hinduism,
law and replace the implemented secular-nationalist sysBuddhism, and several local
tems in Southeast Asian coun“[South Asian] Islamic militant groups have religions. Islam was spread by
tries, in order to be “Islamic”. In
set up and have been spreading solid
Muslim traders and preachers
Malaysia, for instance, a group
called “Kumpulan Mujahiddin” networks. The main agenda of these groups who had links with the Arab
was suspected of holding such is to establish Islamic states, promote Shari’a world. The majority of Southeast
Asian Muslims are Sunnis who
ideas. Meanwhile, in Indonesia
law and replace the implemented secularengage with the Shafi’i’ school
there are Islamic militant groups
nationalist systems in Southeast Asian
of thought (madzab). There are
such as FPI (Islamic Defenders
countries, in order to be ‘Islamic’.”
Muslims associated with Shiite,
Front), MMI (Majelis Mujahiddin
but the number is limited and they have negligible religiousIndonesia), HTI (Hizbut Tahrir Indonesia), FUI (The Islamic
political influences in Southeast Asia.
Community Forum) Darul Islam, Ikhwanul Muslimin Indo
nesia, Hammas and Lasykar Jihad (already self-disbanded).
Secondly, the process of indigenisation has made Islam in
These Islamic militant groups are committed to upholding a
Southeast Asia very tolerant, inclusive, and friendly towards
“Shariahisation” agenda in Indonesia.
different groups, cultures, ideologies and religions. Prof.
Azyumardi Azra of UIN (State Islamic University) Jakarta
Nevertheless, one should bear in mind that the issue of
rightly argued that one of the key successes of Islamisation
Islamic radicalism in southern Thailand and the southern
in Southeast Asia is due to the “indigenisation” of Islam. In
Philippines is very complex, involving not only the religious
fact, Islam managed to peacefully accommodate the local
and ideological orientations of Islamic militant groups in
cultures, wisdoms and even religions of Southeast Asian
these two troubled areas. In fact, there are many factors
people.
causing insurgency, particularly related to the historical
background, socio-economic conditions, and government
The result of these encounters was mutual understanding
policies addressing and to varying degrees neglecting these
and cultural compromise, in turn allowing for the peaceful
minority Muslims. It is also related to how the Thai and
spread of Islam. Thus, instead of attempting to sweep aside
Philippine governments handle political conflicts, maintain
cultural legacies associated with Hinduism and Buddhism,
security, and develop political communication with minority
Muslim preachers and leaders at that time were more
Muslims there. Thus, the problem is more political than it is
accommodative. They did not
one of a religiously-motivated
“The process of indigenisation has made
object to these world religions
issue and conflict. Therefore,
existing side-by-side with Isla
these cases will not be disIslam in Southeast Asia very tolerant,
mic cultural identities. Exem
cussed further here; suffice to
inclusive, and friendly towards different
say that it is true that clashes
groups, cultures, ideologies and religions.” plary in this regard are the
Borobudur and Prambanan
between authorities and minortemples in Indonesia, which were established by Buddhist
ity Muslims in these two areas often lead to violence and
and Hindu kingdoms respectively. These temples remain
bloody conflicts, including the killing and wounding of
intact, and Indonesian Muslims are proud to have these
innocent people.
cultural legacies.
Meanwhile, it is crucial to note that unlike the Middle East,
Thirdly, Southeast Asian Muslims generally have moderate
Islam in Southeast Asia has different characteristics, and yet
and tolerant attitudes in their religious outlook. Having
it has engaged with multicultural societies. In general, there
engaged with the Sunni tradition and maintained the reliare three characteristics of Islam in Southeast Asia.
gious doctrine of Ahlus Sunah wal Jamaah2, the vast majority of Muslims in Southeast Asian countries are moderate
Firstly, Islam in Southeast Asia is not monolithic, and has
and inclusive in understanding religious underpinnings.
long-standing experience of engaging with the plural and
Ahlus Sunnah wal Jamaah is associated with inclusive themulticultural traditions of Southeast Asian countries.
ology and has links with the spirit of tassawwuf (Islamic
Historically speaking, this is also related to Southeast Asian
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Sufism). In fact, tassawwuf provided a significant contribution to the success of Islamisation in Southeast Asian countries. Contrary to the legal and exclusive approaches of fiqh
(Islamic jurisprudence), tassawwuf is more engaged with
spirituality, and yet it is able to touch the heart of the indigenous people as well as promoting respect for religious
others.
It is nonetheless correct to argue that Southeast Asian countries are now also susceptible to the rise of Islamic militant
groups. However, this is mainly related to complex issues
dealing with trans-national Islamic movements, particularly
from Middle Eastern countries. These trans-national movements have been active in transferring religious-political
thought from the Middle East to Southeast Asian countries,
particularly through the three crucial aspects of education,
publication, and networking.

Meanwhile, these alumni have also been active in developing contacts and networks with friends, colleagues, and
activists of militant groups in Middle Eastern countries.
Currently, along with the power of ICT (Information and
Communication Technologies) such as the Internet, Face
book, Twitter, and others, networking and connections are
easily maintained as means through which to exchange
knowledge and experience and in turn transform the ideas
of those militant Islamic thinkers and their organisations.
Such ideas and experiences have inspired many of their
friends and colleagues in Southeast Asian countries.

Characteristics of Islamic
Militant Movements

Having discussed Islamic militant organisations in Southeast
Asian countries, it is crucial to understand the general characteristics of these movements. In general, there are three
In terms of education, the role of alumni from Middle East
characteristics that need to be taken into consideration.
universities is crucial. Indeed, after the success of the Iranian
Firstly, Islamic militant movements in Southeast Asia are
revolution in 1979, many students from Southeast Asian
mostly associated with strict, legal, and exclusively “Shari’a
countries continued their studies at Middle Eastern uni
minded” orientations. Those
versities in countries such as
“Southeast Asian countries are now also
committed to such orientations
in Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Egypt,
susceptible to the rise of Islamic militant
claim that Islam is not only a
Iraq, Lebanon, and others. As
groups. This is mainly related to complex
religion, but also a complete
they were studying at the unilegal system, a universal ideolversities, they also learned and
issues dealing with trans-national Islamic
gained experience with the movements, particularly from Middle Eastern ogy, and a perfect system of
guidance that can provide soluideological and religious thou
countries (…) that have been active in
ghts of militant Islamic movetransferring religious-political thought from tions to all problems in life.
Thus, Islam is perceived as an
ments such as Ikhwanul Mus
the Middle East to Southeast Asian
integrated totality of the three
limin and Jamaah Islamiyah
countries, particularly through the three
famous “Ds”: din (religion),
(Egypt) and Hizbut Tahrir (Le
crucial aspects: education, publication,
dunya (life), and dawla (state).
banon). In fact, these moveand networking.”
Consequently, as political theoments are mostly rooted in
rist Nazih Ayubi suggests, this paradigm is designed for
Salafi and Wahabi ideologies, which were popular in the
application to every aspect of life, reaching from the family
Middle East in 1970s and 1980s. In Indonesia, as these
through to the economy and politics. In the political realm,
students returned to their country in late 1980s, they transthis paradigm obliges all Muslims to establish an Islamic
formed their knowledge and experience regarding the milistate.3 Obviously, the fundamental tenet of this paradigm
tancy of these groups to the mosques, universities, pesantlies in the interpretation that Shari’a (Islamic jurisprudence)
ren (Islamic boarding schools), religious gatherings, and
should be the legal underpinning of the abovementioned
other settings.
three integrated institutions.
Publication is also a vital medium for disseminating these
Secondly, Islamic militant movements possess a high level of
militant groups’ ideas. In Indonesia, many such former stucommitment to an anti-pluralist ideology and spirit. They
dents of Middle Eastern universities have been active in
have a strong tendency to disrespect pluralism and consider
translating books, articles, and pamphlets written by milithat such an idea is derived from the West and therefore
tant Islamic thinkers such as Hassan Al Banna, Sayyid Qutb,
contradicts the mindset that Islam is the only truth. Other
Said Ramadhan and Taqiyuddin An Nabani. Translated from
religions are regarded as untruthful and its followers judged
Arabic into the Indonesian or Malay languages, these readas infidels. These Islamic militant movements often claim
ing materials were inexpensively published and distributed
that God has made a clear distinction between “Muslim”
through unconventional markets such as vendors around
and “kafir” (infidel). Consequently, they tend to make strict
mosques, religious gatherings, and even through door-todefinitions of who is a friend and who is a foe, making a
door marketing.
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da. In Indonesia, they have been active in demanding the
implementation of Shari’a within the state constitution and
local law regulations. Meanwhile, the HTI (Hizbut Tahir
The above perception creates an ideological gap with other
Indonesia), FPI, FUI, and MMI all strongly oppose democracy
groups. People outside their group are considered a differbecause it is considered the political ideology of the West.
ent entity. Being considered different, they also treat such
These groups also conduct street demonstrations, rallies,
other groups differently. Furthermore, they revitalise the
and protests concerning domestic and international issues
binary concepts of “muslim” and “kafir”; “Dar al-Islam”
such as supporting blasphemy law, pressuring the govern(house of Islam) and “Dar al-Harb” (house of enemy). This is
ment to ban Ahmadiya, and protesting at the US support of
due to their claim of absolute truth which negates not only
Israel, among others. Regrettably, FPI and FUI justify the use
non-Muslims, but also Muslims who have different religious
of violence in their actions. In fact, the FPI has been involved
perceptions to theirs. Consequently, they not only consider
in violent actions such as raiding cafés selling alcohol and
Jews, Christians, the West, and other non-Muslim commuproviding gambling facilities, demanding the closure of
nities to be infidels, but also
houses of worship, attacking
“These Islamic militant movements often
those who have different Isla
priests at Christian congregaclaim that God has made a clear distinction tions and burning Churches.
mic theological interpretations,
along with Islamic splinter
between “Muslim” and “kafir” (infidel).
Likewise, last year in Malaysia,
groups and sects such as Ah
Consequently, they tend to make strict
madiyya, Baha’i, and others that
definitions of who is a friend and who is a conservative and radical Islamic
groups attacked and bombed
are viewed as non-Muslim.4
foe, making a very distinct demarcation
the All Saints’ Church, followbetween “us” and “them” (…) [exluding]
Thirdly, Islamic militant moveing a dispute over the use of
not only non-Muslims, but also Muslims
ments have a strong belief in
the word “Allah” by Christians.
who have different religious perceptions
conspiracy theories. In this conCertain conservative Muslims
to theirs.”
text, the movements have dee
had appealed and conducted
med that Christians and Jews possess agendas to crush
street protests, demanding that Christians stop using the
Islam, basing this on two perspectives. The first is their litword “Allah” as it belongs to Muslims, not Christians.
eral, textual, and exclusive interpretation of Qur’anic verses;
Previously, Malaysia’s Islamic conservative Party PAS (Parti
the second is their perception of the West as exercising
Islam se-Malaysia) rejected the show presented by Adam
hegemonic power to take over and control the world,
Lambert, a gay and runner-up of American Idol5. Mean-
while, certain conservative clerics have demanded that the
including the Muslim world. In this context, they perceive
Malaysian authorities ban Karen Armstrong’s book, A
the West as being inherited by the Judeo-Christian civilizaHistory of God.
tion, and base this belief on their literal and subjective interpretation of Qur’anic verses. Such perceptions are worsened
Indeed, to a certain extent, some observers tend to argue
by situations in the Muslim world such as in Palestine,
that such developments are very anxiety-inducing, and they
Afghanistan and Iraq. Most perceive that the US has become
are pessimistic about the future for Southeast Asian
blinded in its now long-standing support for Israel, even
Muslims. Political analysts and terrorism experts such as
though Israel is openly occupying Palestinian land and conBilveer Singh and Rohan Gunaratna from Singapore, for
ducting violence, terrorism and even killing Palestinians.
instance, remind us about the possibility of “Talibanisation”
Furthermore, these movements also perceive that the invaand “radicalisation” of Southeast Asian Islam due to the
sion by the US and its allies of Afghanistan and Iraq have
rise and spread of the Islamic radical groups. With respect
also created feelings of hatred and humiliation, and desires
to their arguments, I would suggest that I am still optimistic
for profound revenge on the US. Adding to this is the rise of
regarding the future of Islam in Southeast Asia, despite the
Islamo-phobia in Western countries such as the case of the
threat of militant Islam. There are three reasons supporting
Jylland-Posten’s cartoon of Prophet Muhammad in Denmark,
this optimism.
Geert Wilders’s film “Fitna” in the Netherlands, the banning
of the Burqa (veil) in France and Belgium, and others. These
Firstly, there is a significant function of moderate and mainissues have heightened the strong belief in conspiracy theostream Muslims in responding to the enduring religiousries, instilling in militant groups the firm commitment to
political situation. Moderate and mainstream Muslims in
fight against what they call “Western conspiracy”; although
Southeast Asia are committed to promoting Islam as a reliconspiracy theories are basically paranoia within reason.
gion of peace and tolerance. As discussed above, moderate
Muslim organisations do not support radicalism and terrorThe three above characteristics are manipulated by Islamic
ism. In Indonesia, the two leading Islamic organisations,
militant groups when they set their religious-political agen-
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Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) and Muhammadiyah, strongly conIn Malaysia and Indonesia, there are literally hundreds of
demn radicalism and terrorism. Ideologically speaking, the
Islamic NGOs which are also committed to improving
NU is committed to enhancing the spirit of tawassuth (modIslamic education, empowering Muslim communities as well
eration), meaning that it is committed to avoiding radical
as promoting moderate-progressive Islamic thought.
action and using prudence when expressing opinions.
Although they sometimes face serious challenges from conSecondly, NU respects the spirit of tasamuh (tolerance),
servative ulama and Islamic militant groups, they are
meaning that it is committed to respecting other faiths and
devoted to fighting against Islamic extremism and supportreligious beliefs. Thirdly, the NU avoids tathoruf (violence)
ing education on pluralism and multiculturalism for pesantand irhab (terror) in its activities. The NU has approximaren communities, madrasah (Islamic school), universities,
tely 40 million members and a
mosques, and others. Indeed,
strong social base in pesantren “In Malaysia and Indonesia, there are literally they are guardians of civil Islam
hundreds of Islamic NGOs which are also
(Islamic boarding school) comand dedicate their energies to
committed to improving Islamic education, countering conservatism and
munities, particularly in rural
areas.
empowering Muslim communities as well as radicalism.

promoting moderate-progressive Islamic

Meanwhile, Muhammadiyah is
Thirdly, there is no prospect of
thought. (…) They are guardians of civil
widely regarded as the secondIslamic states being established
Islam and dedicate their energies to
largest Islamic organisation in
in Southeast Asia, even in the
countering conservatism and radicalism.”
Indonesia, with around 30 miltwo predominantly Muslim
lion members. Ideologically speaking, Muhammadiyah is
countries of Malaysia and Indonesia. In Malaysia, although
committed to upholding amar ma’ruf nahi munkar; a dakIslam has been declared the official religion of the state,
wah (missionary) promoting the the call for goodness and
there is no indication that Malaysia will become an Islamic
avoiding bad deeds in all aspects of human life through
state. The ruling party, UMNO (United Malay National
strategic and peaceful means. Muhammadiyah is also comOrganisation), which has dominated Malaysia’s politics and
mitted to developing the spirit of tolerance and respect to
government for more than three decades, is a Malay nationreligious others, and encouraging kindness and justice to
alist party. The only Islamic party is PAS (Partai Islam
ward non-Muslims. Since it was established in 1912,
Se-Malaysia), which has long been an opposition party.
Muhammadiyah has been active in improving the educaHowever, until now PAS has been unable to gain ideological
tion, health care, and social welfare of Indonesian
and political support from Malaysian people, which are
Muslims.
generally multi-ethnic and multi-cultural societies.
Secondly, the role of Muslim civil society movements is
relatively strong, particularly in protecting Muslims from
the influence of conservative and radical movements. In
general, Muslim civil society movements are associated
with NGOs (Non-Government Organisations) and have a
crucial and strategic mission to deal with issues of human
rights, democracy, pluralism, gender equality, and others.
They are united in promoting moderate and progressive
Islam, and strongly oppose any violent actions such as
those carried out by conservative and radical Islamic
groups. In the Philippines, the role of PCID (Philippine
Center for Islam and Democracy) is highly respected for
promoting democracy and human rights education and
encouraging non-violence and peaceful approaches in the
southern Philippines. In Thailand, the role of TCMDD
(Thailand Center for Muslim Democracy and Development)
is also crucial, particularly in bridging conflict and promoting peace in southern Thailand. Meanwhile, in Singapore,
MUIS (Majelis Ugama Islam Singapura) is highly regarded
for its role in developing Islamic education and for providing advice to the President of Singapore concerning all
Islamic issues, as well as religious matters faced by the
Muslim community there.

In Indonesia, too, there is no room for establishing an
Islamic state. Indeed, historically speaking, there have been
several efforts made toward establishing an Islamic state
through constitutional and parliamentary debate, as well as
rebellious movements in the 1950s. However, such actions
always failed and did not gain any significant political support from the Indonesian people. Based on the results of
general elections in 1999, 2004 and 2009 , Islamic parties
did not gain any significant support from the majority of the
Indonesian populace. In the last general election (2009), the
Indonesian people evidently preferred to support secularnationalist parties such as the Democrat (20.85%), Golkar
(14.45%), PDI Perjuangan (14.03%), PAN (6.01%), Gerindra
(4.46%) and Hanura (3.77%). Meanwhile, Islamic parties
gained insignificant support, as the PKS only gained 7.88%
votes, while PPP and PKB obtained 5.32% and 4.94%
votes, respectively.6
In light of the above factors, many argued that Islam is no
longer a significant force in Indonesian politics. This argument is based on the reality that none of the presidential
candidates in the 2009 general election came from the socalled Islamic groups. Indonesia’s top leader, President Susilo
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Conclusion
With regard to above evidence, it is safe to argue that
Islamic extremism has no real prospect in Southeast Asia,
including ideological and political powers. In the case of
Indonesia, noted historian Prof. M.C. Ricklefs has pointed
out that Islamic radical movements have no prospect of
winning political power in Indonesia. On the contrary, the
spirit of moderate, tolerant, liberal, and pluralistic Islam is
strongly institutionalised in Indonesia.
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4. For a more detailed analysis, see M. Syafii Anwar, “The Clash of Religio-Political Thought : The Contest Between Radical-Conservative Islam
and Progressive Liberal Islam in Post-Soeharto Indonesia”, in T.N. Srinivasan, (Ed), The Future of Secularism, Oxford University Press, 2007,
pp.186-256.
5. Editor’s Note: In the end, the artist agreed to change the choreography and format planned for his/her concert, in accordance with the
instructions of the Malaysian government. According to Reuters, the same had previously taken place with the international singers Gwen
Stefani, Avril Lavigne and Mariah Carey. The singer Beyoncé was forced to cancel her concert in Kuala Lumpur.
6. Indonesia’s leading secular-nationalist parties are: Democrat, Golkar (Functional Group), PDI (Indonesia’s Democractic Struggle Party), PAN
(National Mandate Party), Gerindra (The Great Indonesian Movement Party), Hanura (People’s Conscience Party). Islamic parties include PKS
(Justice and Prosperious Party), PPP (The United Development Party), and PKB (The National Awakening Party).
7. See Rizal Sukma’s critical analysis, “What’s still wrong with Indonesian Democracy?”, http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2009/12/06/whats-stillwrong-with-indonesian-democracy/.
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Given the above political evidence, it is fair to argue that
there has been a significant decline in the role of Islam in
Indonesian politics; however, this does not mean that
Indonesian politics will become more secular. In fact, Islamic
parties have always tried to present an image as being
nationalist parties, and to avoid the use of Islamic jargon
and ideological orientations during the general election
campaigns. None have ever campaigned to promote the
idea of an Islamic state in Indonesia. Like secular-nationalist
parties, they also campaigned over “secular” issues such as
economic development, social welfare, good governance,
and others. Meanwhile, the secular nationalist parties have
become more Islamic through becoming more sensitive and
accommodative to Muslim interests. Accordingly, as the
political analyst and Executive Director of CSIS (Centre for
Strategic and International Studies) Rizal Sukma has argued,
in Indonesian politics the division between secular nationalist and Islamic parties has narrowed.7

The above argument, however, does not mean to ignore
the steadily-growing influence of Islamic conservatism and
radicalism in Southeast Asia. To counter Islamic extremism,
the Southeast Asian authorities need to embrace closely
mainstream moderate Muslim leaders and organisations. As
long as the Southeast Asian authorities are able to maintain
a close relation with them, Islamic extremism will be on the
wane. Furthermore, it is crucial for Southeast Asian authorities and civil society movements to work hand-in-hand to
protect ordinary Muslims together to counter Islamic
extremists and protect ordinary Muslims from the influence
of Islamic militancy. In this regard, they must be able to create well-planned strategies and unremitting de-radicalisation policies and programmes for countering Islamic extremism. Such policies and programmes are not limited to
improving security approaches, but also to developing a
sustainable de-radicalisation strategy with comprehensive
approaches involving state and civil society movements.
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Bambang Yudhoyono (SBY), is associated with the Democrat
party. He won 64% of the votes of the Indonesian people
in the 2009 presidential election.

