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Transnational Islamic Actors and
Indonesia’s Foreign Policy

The last fifteen years have seen Indonesia move away from authoritarianism to a
thriving yet imperfect democracy. During this time, the archipelago attracted in-
ternational attention as the most populated Muslim-majority country in the world.
As religious issues and actors have been increasingly taken into account in the
analysis and conduct of international relations, particularly since the 9/11 events,
Indonesia’s leaders have adapted to this new context.

Taking a socio-historical perspective, this book examines the growing role of
transnational Islamic non-state actors in post-authoritarian Indonesia and how it
has affected the making of Indonesia’s foreign policy since the country embarked
on the democratization process in 1998. It returns to the origins of the relation-
ship between Islamic organizations and the Indonesian institutions in order to
explain the current interactions between transnational Islamic actors and the
country’s official foreign policies. The book considers for the first time the inter-
actions between the parallel or second-track diplomacy undertaken by Indonesia’s
Islamic NSAs and the country’s official foreign policy narrative and actions. It
explains the adaptation of the state’s responses and investigates the outcomes of
those responses on the country’s international identity. Combining field-collected
data and theoretical reflection, it offers a distanced analysis which deepens theo-
retical approaches on transnational religious actors.

Providing original research in Asian studies, while filling an empirical gap in
international relations theory, this book will be of interest to scholars of Indone-
sian studies, Islamic studies, international relations and Asian politics.

Delphine Alles is Professor of Political Science at Université Paris-Est, France
and teaches international relations and Asian politics at Sciences Po Paris, France.
She is a senior research fellow at LIPHA (Hannah Arendt Interdisciplinary Insti-
tute for the Study of Politics, Université Paris-Est) and IRSEM (The Institute for
Strategic Research, Paris).
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Spelling and transliterations

In the following pages, Arabic terms are spelled according to their most common
Indonesian transliteration. Indonesian names are written according to the 1947
and 1972 orthographic reforms, which most importantly transformed “oe” into
“u” (Soekarno into Sukarno) and “j” into “y” (Jogjakarta into Yogyakarta), except
when the names of deceased personnalities or ancient locations remain commonly
spelled with the old orthograph.
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Introduction

The two largest Islamic organizations in the world, Indonesia-based Nahdlatul
Ulama (Awakening of the Ulamas) and Muhammadiyah (Muhammad’s path),
founded in the early twentieth century, were organizing in 2015 their respective
thirty-third and forty-seventh Muktamar (quinquennial congresses). Both have set
internationalization at the centre of their projects, as they emphasized the urgency
to promote their model beyond Indonesia’s borders rather than defensively striv-
ing to contain external influences. The two organizations had previously been
rather inward looking (although at different degrees), by comparison with more
recently emerged groups inspired by Middle Eastern models. This move thus con-
firmed and substantiated a reorientation toward more extraversion, which they
had begun to engage in during the 2000s. Their internationalization ambition also
echoes the government’s updated foreign policy agenda to uphold Indonesia’s
image as the home of a moderate brand of Islam and a model of peaceful coexist-
ence among various faiths.

This convergence, between the country’s official foreign policy narrative and
the objectives of its largest Islamic organizations, is all but an accident. Foreign
policy has been at the forefront of the adaptation of the Indonesian authorities
to the growing role of transnational Islamic actors on the global and domestic
scenes. This evolution has taken place in the double context set by Indonesia’s
domestic transition and a global tendency to focus on religious interpretations for
political issues involving Muslims. Pressured to adapt by an increasingly diverse,
vocal and influential Islamic civil society, foreign policy has been the place of
emergence of a renewed national identity narrative which highlights the specific-
ity of Indonesian Islam as an example of tolerance and compatibility with demo-
cratic political institutions.

In this context, the reform of the Indonesian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which
began in the mid-2000s, has given way to innovative public diplomacy practices.
The formulation and implementation of the country’s international projection
have been increasingly co-constituted by public and private actors. Along with
the traditional actors of foreign policy, they now involve selected civil society
organizations characterized by their acknowledgement of the existing relationship
between religion and the nation-state. The international promotion of Indonesia’s
renewed national identity narrative thus partly lies on the transnational activities
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of these actors, whose domestic and global outlooks and agendas converge with
the government’s priorities. This evolution has taken the form of a co-optation
of stato-loyal Islamic actors’ transnational activities, while remaining within the
limits of the religious neutrality imposed by the Indonesian Constitution.

These observations open many questions, which will be framed in the con-
text of the emergence of a dense body of literature on the interactions between
religious concerns and international relations." Many works have questioned the
secular foundations of the discipline and demonstrated that religion and govern-
ment foreign policies may interact.” Drawing on this literature, the key aspira-
tion of this work is to understand how different categories of actors who identify
themselves by their adherence to Islam, an external source of legitimacy and the
basis of transnational solidarities, relate with a policy area that is conventionally
addressed as the state’s prerogative. It questions the rationale and the forms of
their integration in foreign policy making and implementation processes, asking
whether this evolution undermines the traditional definition of foreign policy as a
regalian monopoly.

Once treated as a vanishing anomaly or as a marginal phenomenon, religion
is difficult to fit within classical international relations paradigms.® Yet, new per-
spectives have been introduced in the wake of the increasingly obvious difficulty
in making sense of contemporary international disorders in the post—Cold War
and especially the post-9/11 world. Attempting to draw a typology, Jeffrey Haynes
has defined three ways of approaching religion for the purpose of social inves-
tigation: “from the perspective of a body of ideas and outlooks (. . .); as a type
of formal organization (. . .); or as a social group — that is, religious groups and
movements.”™ Having largely emerged from the quest for renewed explanations
of conflictuality and the need for on-the-spot analyses of terrorism legitimated by
a religious rhetoric, the concern for religion’s role in world affairs has often been
analyzed through essentialist or primordialist lenses. The first, addressing religion
as an independent variable, focuses on the identification of the fundamentals of
different faiths and the behaviours which they are expected to impose on their
believers, leaving aside the specificities of different social configurations, as well
as the role of individualities. The second sees religion as a natural fact of human
life and a primordial source of identity. thus systematically analyzing human
behaviours through this variable. Both leave aside the fact that religious identities —
and the narratives they contribute to found — are based on constantly changing
boundaries. They may be socially and politically constructed by actors who often
reinterpret or renegotiate their own identities and practices at the individual and
collective levels within their own communities, as well as the institutional, social
and political contexts within which they interact. The self-definition and identity
of the Umma (Islamic nation) has thus been redefined in the context of the emer-
gence of a “transnational public sphere.” By contrast, functionalist and instru-
mentalist approaches deny any agency to the religious variable in international
relations. The former consider its mobilizations a product of more determining
social, economic or political factors or conditions. The latter see identity variables
as mere objects, manipulated by identity entrepreneurs seeking political or mate-
rial gains through the mobilization of the masses.
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Rather than reifying “Islam,” and rather than addressing “religion™ as an inde-
pendent variable or as a fully manipulable object, the following developments
purposely draw on a sociological approach to focus on the interactions and agen-
das of religiously motivated non-state actors. Max Weber, from the first lines of
his Sociology of Religion, has underlined that it is vain to search for an a priori
“essence” of religion. He proposed to analyze the “conditions and effects of a cer-
tain type of communal action whose understanding may only be reached (. . .) by
starting from individuals® subjective experience, representations and finalities.™
Religion may thus be approached as what actors themselves define as such in
order to grasp how their subjective understanding of their own religion affects
their worldviews and actions. This vision, which presents the advantage of cir-
cumventing a theological discussion, is usefully complemented by Emile Dur-
kheim’s approach to religious affiliations as a factor of social integration. In his
words, religion should be addressed as “a unified system of beliefs and practices
relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden — beliefs and
practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those
who adhere to them.” The interest of the Durkheimian approach is to analyze reli-
gion as an “eminently collective thing,”® which creates communal solidarities and
may thus integrate, mobilize or divide. Having increasingly emerged as an alter-
native and overarching object of allegiance for actors who contest the state’s role
as the main source of legitimacy, it may cement groups of non-state actors across
national borders, with the effect of disturbing the course of inter-state relations.

Social anthropologist Clifford Geertz has cleared a path that goes beyond the
debate on religion’s role as a social and political factor. He demonstrated that
religious identities’ constructed nature does not prevent individuals from reify-
ing them as primordial in their daily practices.” Religious identities may thus
contribute to shape the worldviews of actors who claim their actions to be based
on religious references. They hence draw the frameworks within which foreign
policy decisions are made, either as one of the fundamental elements of a foreign
policy maker’s Weltanschaung (worldview) or through the constraint exercised
by religiously motivated actors on policy options. Religion also constitutes a
potential source of legitimacy, independent from political processes, which may
enhance or undermine the authority of a political leader or identity entrepreneur
pursuing a religious, social or political agenda. These observations call for a
middle way, through the combination of a constructivist framework and a socio-
logical approach to international relations and religion. The former focuses on
religion’s role in shaping political and social leaders’ identities, worldviews and
perceptions of legitimacy. It is thus seen as influencing their understanding of
their own interests, as well as their approach toward others, weighting on behav-
iours and policy orientations.'” The sociological agenda, rather, seeks to analyze
the role of religion in shaping individual or aggregated actors’ interactions and
their interdependences within the global system." Going beyond the conven-
tional domestic/foreign divide, this approach opens a toolbox to analyze the rela-
tionships between decision makers and non-state actors, which are addressed as
units of analysis per se, as they may act independently or in spite of the limita-
tions set by states.



