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Managing Politics and Islam in
Indonesia

Managing Politics and Islam in Indonesia examines the politics of Islam and the
state in Indonesia over recent decades, during which time there has been a
notable resurgence of Islamic political movements. It argues that after the
state had consistently worked to restrict and exclude political Islam from
power, in the late 1980s and 1990s, there was a change whereby Suharto
courted the support of, and began to incorporate, Muslim interests within the
political system.

One unintended consequence of this was to raise Muslims’ political
expectations and to mobilise Muslim political interests in the context of
broadening ‘pro-democracy’ opposition which contributed to the downfall of
Suharto’s regime. Based on extensive original research, including interviews
with participants, this book charts the shifts in relations between Islam and
the Indonesian state over time, assessing the impact on other groups, and on
the overall cohesion of Indonesia.

Donald J. Porter completed his PhD at the Australian National University and
is currently engaged at the Southeast Asia and Pacific branch of the Australian
Department of Defence.



Foreword

Indonesia is the world’s largest predominantly Muslim country but its
government has never been in the hands of leaders determined to identify the
state with Islam. On the contrary, the state ideology of Pancasila (Five
Principles) embodies a vision of a pluralist state in which no particular religion is
endowed with special privileges. Although 87 per cent of the population is
Muslim, popular support for the demand that some form of an Islamic state be
established and shar’iah law implemented has never been widespread.
Nevertheless part of the Muslim community has been mobilised from time to
time behind Islamic issues. Although radical Muslims have never been near to
toppling the government, they have considerable capacity to ‘cause problems’
by mobilising their supporters. Under the governments of President Sukarno
and, especially, President Suharto, political Islam was therefore usually seen as a
threat. Today, in the democratic conditions following the fall of Suharto’s New
Order regime, vigorous Muslim parties have re-emerged calling for expanded
Muslim influence in the government and the introduction of shar’iah law but
these parties have failed to win extensive electoral support.

In this study, Don Porter examines the way in which the government,
especially during the three decades of authoritarian military-backed rule under
President Suharto, dealt with Islamic political challenges. Suharto relied in part
on straightforward repression and many radical Muslims spent years in jail. But
Suharto used carrot as well as stick. In a regime that was as corrupt as any in the
world, the president tied the competing segments of the national and regional
elites to his regime by distributing material benefits that rewarded loyalists,
attracted former opponents and punished those who ‘betrayed’ him. Suharto’s
pyramid of patronage worked in part through corporatist political institutions
that provided representation for the elites of various sectors of society.

Porter shows how corporatist strategies can be used by authoritarian regimes
to tame potential opposition, in this case from the Islamic camp. For several
decades Suharto successfully tied favoured Islamic interests to his regime while
excluding others. Muslim students and other radicals could occasionally
demonstrate in the streets but the regime was able to maintain its hold over key
sections of the Islamic elite. Through incorporation they were able to ensure that
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their voice was at least heard and obtain a few crumbs from the ruler’s table.
While many authors have used a corporatist framework to explain how
governments have kept a balance between economic groups, Porter’s
contribution is to apply this framework to understanding how an authoritarian
government has used corporatist methods to keep political Islam under control.

Porter’s book, however, is not limited to examining how an authoritarian
regime maintained itself in power but also looks at the way its power was
undermined and how it finally collapsed. In other words, corporatism does not
always work for rulers. In this case, Suharto opted to move from exclusionary to
inclusionary corporatism by allowing his favourite minister, Professor B. J.
Habibie, to establish in 1990 a new Islamic organisation to attract not only
Muslims who had previously been unenthusiastic about the regime but also
those who had been vociferous dissidents. Some allowed themselves to be
convinced that the leopard really had changed its spots while others, more
realistically, grasped what they saw as an opportunity to entrench Islamic
influence in preparation for the inevitable succession—as Suharto passed his
seventieth year. Porter, of course, does not focus on Islamic politics alone but
shows how Suharto played ‘the Islamic card’ by inserting a new Muslim
organisation into an already complex balance of incorporated interests involving
the military, business, the regions and others. According to Porter, Suharto
hoped to ‘maintain a shifting disequilibrium of forces’ in which political Islam
would play an enhanced role. But, the foundation of the Islamic organisation,
ICMLI, in fact failed to incorporate smoothly the new element into the political
elite. On the contrary, it stimulated sharper rivalries with other segments.

This political struggle, of course, was played out against a background of a
transformed society created by three decades of steady—to some extent, oil-
financed—economic growth. Indonesia in 1998 was very different to the
Indonesia of 1968 when Suharto finally achieved the ‘full’ presidency after
serving in an acting capacity for a year and holding effective power since 1966.
The Indonesian economy had become increasingly integrated into the world
economy and a still small, but growing, middle class had appeared, among
whom Muslims were much more prominent than they had been in the past. The
Indonesian political elite, however, was still sharply divided when disaster, in the
form of the Asian Monetary Crisis, struck in 1997. No longer backed by a
cohesive political elite, Suharto had few political resources left at his disposal
when massive rioting broke out and forced him to resign in May 1998.

In the conclusion to his study, Porter asks whether Suharto made a fatal
political error when he decided to incorporate the Islamic forces that had
previously opposed his regime. Did corporatism contain the seeds of its own
destruction or was it just an error of judgement on the president’s part? Porter’s
answer is that Suharto’s turn to inclusionary corporatism in 1990 contributed to
his fall eight years later but does not provide the full explanation. In any case the
corporatist structures that Suharto had built soon unravelled, ironically under
President Habibie, the man appointed by Suharto to head ICMI, the
organisation that contributed much to the elite disunity that proceeded the
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regime’s fall. Coming to office with a divided elite, Habibie’s presidency was short
and he was succeeded by Indonesia’s first democratically (more or less) elected
president, Abdurrahman Wahid, who had occasionally allowed himself to be
dragged into the corporatist framework but never became fully entrapped.
Abdurrahman’s tenure, too, was short, but that is a different story.

This book makes an important contribution to the literature on corporatism
by applying the concept to a government’s strategies to control a potential
political challenge—in this case a political challenge emanating from a religious
community. It also shows in considerable detail how different sections of
Indonesia’s Islamic community responded to that effort. And it shows that the
corporatist strategy ultimately failed. Porter’s study has focused on an
important aspect of authoritarianism in Indonesia and provides significant
insights applicable to other countries with similar forms of government.
I recommend it not only to readers with a special interest in Indonesian politics
or a special interest in Islamic politics but also to those seeking to understand
authoritarian government in general.

Harold Crouch
October 2001
Director, Indonesia Project, International Crisis Group, Jakarta



Preface

The book is the product of detailed study in fulfilment of my doctorate, which
included two years of fieldwork of various Islamic organisations in their
interactions with other key elements of state and society, carried out in the years
1994, 1996, and 1997. I interviewed a wide spectrum of Muslim political and
organisational leaders, scholars, intellectuals and national political leaders (both
Muslim and non-Muslim). My interests in this line of inquiry began with an
attempt to understand the possible connection between the political, ideological
and intellectual posturing of Indonesian Muslim leaders and the institutional
and power structures of the Suharto regime. In the first year of my research,
I interviewed these people regarding current and past political events, as well as
documented people’s political and religious stances and attitudes on the
implementation of Islamic law in Indonesia. I became particularly interested in
how a Muslim leader’s location as a member of an independent organisation, or
as someone more closely aligned to the state, might have affected their stance
on certain issues.

Political developments in Indonesia began to unfold so rapidly in the second
year of my research that it caused a shift in the focus of my inquiry. By this stage
of the research, I became keenly interested in the role of the Suharto regime in
organising Muslim interests. However, the mounting challenges to Suharto’s
rule led me also to consider the role of the state in organising Muslim
interests against anti-regime forces. Subsequent political developments leading
to Suharto’s resignation in May 1998 reinforced my desire to understand the
relationship between the state, political Islam, and other social interests during
Suharto’s last years.
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