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The Political in Indonesian Islam* 

This is an essay about politics and Islam in Indonesia written by a political scientist for an 

interdisciplinary audience. Its primary goal is to join several colleagues trained in other 

disciplinary traditions in beginning a conversation about Islam in Indonesia that transcends 

disciplinary boundaries, one in which the concepts, terms, and theoretical referents of each 

discipline are laid bare. Its secondary goal is to help to organize several different ways that 

students of Indonesian Islam have approach the question of the political. In providing one answer 

to the question “when is politics,” then, I hope both to open a conversation across disciplines, 

and to illuminate connections across various bodies of work in Indonesian political studies. 

I begin by posing a direct question and answering it: What is “political” about Islam in 

Indonesia? Politics is the use of power for allocative purposes, and the contestation of such uses 

of power. “The political” in Indonesian Islam, then, is anything that affects, or is affected by, 

politics. The political may describe dynamics in any social formation, from the family to the 

international system. Allocation may involve goods, money, rights, authority, or any other thing 

that can be allocated. Islam in Indonesia is political when it is used to contest the legitimacy or 

content of the Indonesian constitution; when it places boundaries on the rights of Indonesians; 

when it is challenged by secular, Christian, liberal, or other ideologies or belief systems in 

Indonesia or abroad; and in countless other ways.  

The definition of politics above invokes three concepts—power, allocation, and 

contestation—that lie at the center of contemporary theoretical literatures in political science. 

While allocation and contestation will require little further comment, power does. I draw on what 

is now a classic literature in political science on the “dimensions” of power by distinguishing 

                                                
* Special thanks to Richard Fox, Jim Hoesterey, and Ron Lukens-Bull for engaging conversations on the themes 
addressed here. All errors and interpretations are my own. 
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among three conceptualizations of power: the ability to force others to do things that they would 

not otherwise do, the ability to prevent others from exercising choice, and the ability to define 

what others’ own conceptions of their interests and identities are. These three dimensions of 

power provide heuristic tools through which to conceptualize “when” politics happens in 

Indonesian Islam, and in turn, how it is contested. 

I then distinguish among three scales of analysis: “micro” level politics among 

individuals, “meso” level politics within local and regional communities, and “macro” level 

politics at the level of the Indonesian state or nation. By arraying the scales of analysis against 

the dimensions of power, in turn, I show how a dual focus on power and scale can provide 

answers to the question of “where” is politics in Indonesian Islam. I also invite reflection across 

the typological space defined by the interaction of dimensions of power and scales of analysis to 

look for connections and bridges in the ways that we study the political in Indonesian Islam. I 

conclude this essay by invoking a holistic conception of the political in Indonesian Islam as in 

principle covering all levels of analysis and dimensions of power, even if political scientists have 

tended to concentrate on the macro and meso levels and on the first dimension of power. 

Concepts 

Conceptualizing the political in Indonesian Islam requires an understanding of what 

Indonesian Islam is as well as a more thorough discussion of the definition of the political 

advanced previously. I define Indonesian Islam as broadly as possible: Indonesian Islam 

comprises anything that Indonesians believe is Islamic. This definition is self-referential, but it is 

not tautological, for our task is not to distinguish what Islam is or is not, but rather to identify the 

full range of possible ways in which this thing called Islam becomes imbued with politics. The 

boundaries of Islam as a category of belief, practice, or ideology are hard to police when Islam is 
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conceived in this fashion, but in fact this clarifies that the very act of conceptualizing or defining 

Indonesian Islam itself is a site of politics, which will become important in the discussion below. 

For example, questions of whether or not the jilbab is an expression of a wearer’s identity as a 

Muslim, and the religious status of this choice, are themselves manifestation of the political in 

Indonesian Islam. There is not much to be done about the circularity of the working definition of 

Islam given above, except for to recognize that it implicates scholars in the politics of Indonesian 

Islam by specifying a maximalist conception of Islam rather than many alternatives. It is possible 

that in other national contexts, it would make sense to adopt a narrower definition of Islam, but 

that too would amount to a political statement.1 

For the remainder of this section, I leave aside both Islam as topical area and Indonesia as 

national context in order to develop further the notion of the political. In conceptualizing the 

political in general terms, my aim is to clarify the disciplinary foundations and the recent 

intellectual history of my understanding of politics, setting the stage for a more productive 

debate across disciplines.  

My definition of politics as the use of power for allocative purposes, and the contestation 

of such use of power, draws on classic definitions of politics by some of the discipline’s most 

important intellectual figures. In one of the earliest statements by a professional political 

scientist, Harold Lasswell described politics as “the art of deciding who gets what, when, and 

how” (Lasswell 1936). More recently, Robert Keohane defined politics as “attempts to organize 

human groups to determine internal rules and, externally, to compete and cooperate with other 

organized groups; and reactions to such attempts” (Keohane 2009). These definitions both entail 

that politics is inseparable from the process of allocation. Invoking the concept of power in my 

                                                
1 Strictly put, defining Islam in any way amounts to an allocation of values; see the discussion of Easton (1953) 
below. 
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own definition of politics highlights the integral role that power plays in the various different 

manifestations of politics that I treat below. 

 Importantly, one implication of all three definitions in the above paragraph is that politics 

can operate at various different scales, and among collections of individuals or groups of any 

size. This, then, differs from a narrower understanding of politics and the political as exclusively 

within the domain of the state or the nation, as in Almond (1956). The domain and scale of “the 

political,” following the perspectives of Lasswell and Keohane, should be restricted to the 

decisions of the established governments of states. Instead, in principle, it may be present within 

any social formation. Allocation, moreover, may encompass many different things. Politics may 

focus on the allocation of tangible things such as money, goods, or—particularly relevant to the 

Indonesian case—of “projects” (see Aspinall 2013). Politics may also focus on the allocation of 

intangible things, which include rights, responsibilities, privileges, and even beliefs. Indeed, one 

classic formulation of politics focuses on the allocation of values: “Political science is concerned 

with every way in which values are allocated for a society, whether formally enunciated in a law 

or lodged in the consequences of a practice” (Easton 1953: 131). Like Almond, however, Easton 

restricts his definition of politics to the level of a society, a choice that I consider inappropriate. 

 The addition of the phrase “and the contestation of such use of power” highlights another 

important facet of this conception of politics. Engaging in politics does not require power on the 

part of the actors involved, it just requires that they respond to the utilization of power by those 

who do exercise it. Contestation therefore opens the door to including Scott’s (1985) “everyday 

forms of peasant resistance,” as well as to analogous forms of resistance in other social contexts 

and by other social actors, as fitting squarely within the ambit of a political analysis. 
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Having provided and defended encompassing definitions of Islam and allocation and 

specifying the importance of contestation in any definition of politics, this conceptual overview 

of the political is nearly complete. What remains to be addressed is the phenomenon of power, 

itself a contested concept (Lukes 2005: 124) and certainly the most slippery of the concepts 

invoked in the working definition of politics. I organize the following discussion around the so-

called “power debate” that generated some of the most important works in mid- to late-century 

political science.  

 The power debate arose in reaction to Dahl’s (1957) conceptualization of power as the 

ability to for an actor A to “get” someone else (B) to do something that he or she “would not 

otherwise do.”2 In an influential critique, Bachrach and Baratz (1962) observed that this active, 

open, and voluntarist approach foreclosed the possibility of a structural form of power that 

operates when A participates in “creating or reinforcing social and political values and 

institutional practices that limit the scope of the political process to public consideration of only 

those issues which are comparatively innocuous to A” (1962: 948). This is the “second” 

dimension of power, in contrast to Dahl’s “first” dimension of power. The implication of 

Bachrach and Baratz’s critique is not that the first dimension of power does not exist, but that an 

analyst’s failure to observe evidence of the first dimension of power is not evidence of the 

absence of power.  

A “radical” critique of both the first and second dimensions of power by Lukes (2005) 

questioned whether either could be conceptualized meaningfully. Following the first dimension 

of power, A gets B to do think that he or she would not otherwise do. Following the second 

dimension of power, A prevents B from having the opportunity to choose what he or she would 

                                                
2 Dahl (1957: 203). The choice of the rather vague verb “get” here has the consequence of neutralizing what might 
have otherwise been a more forceful statement, such as one that used the word “make,” “force,” or “compel.” 
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prefer to do. Lukes argued that both approaches assumed that B’s interests were “real,” and that 

they were knowable. His “third dimension” of power is A’s ability to define for B what B’s 

interests are, or to prevent B from realizing or understanding what B’s interests are. The Lukes 

critique is radical because if B’s real interests cannot be identified ex ante, then nothing that B 

says or does is evidence of power being exercised or not being exercised. Taken to its logical 

conclusion, moreover, it forecloses any empirical analysis of the exercise of power (and 

therefore politics). For the purposes of this essay, I adopt a less stringent perspective. Through 

judicious use of evidence, we may interpret the behavior of those who exert or exercise power as 

providing provisional, indirect, or residual evidence of the third dimension of power.3 

Some questions emerge from this discussion of power and its dimensions. First, can 

allocation take place without invoking power? If so, it would fall outside of the domain of the 

political as conceptualized here. One might view the role of tradition in small groups as setting 

expectations for social behavior that have allocative consequences, and one might hold the 

mapping from tradition to social expectations is not governed by the exercise of power. Yet to 

the extent that some form of authority is required to sustain tradition over multiple generations, 

this would indicate that power—although perhaps dispersed over multiple individuals—

nevertheless operates, and that this is at base a question about whether we wish to include in our 

definition of the political the exercise of power by those who may not consciously know that 

they exercising it. I am skeptical that there are examples of allocation without power that are 

relevant to the political in Indonesian Islam.  

 Other questions include where does power come from, and what forms can it take? The 

“power resources” approach (Korpi 1985) allows for many different sources of power: material, 

                                                
3 In later reflections on his original statement of the radical view of power, Lukes concluded that he had been 
excessively focused on the “exercise” of power.  
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institutional, charismatic, mobilizational, and others. For our purposes, we need not stipulate 

exactly what power resources are being exercised or invoked in any particular circumstance. In 

fact, a productive area for research is theorizing among various power resources that interact in 

particular contexts. But it follows that whatever its source or form, the existence or exercise of 

power need not have negative connotations. The normative implications of power (and of politics 

more generally) depend entirely on the perspective of the observer, or on a normative theoretical 

framework that exists separately from the concept of power itself. Examples of the third 

dimension of power may reflect domination, but they may also reflect emancipation. It is also 

not true that power can only be exercised violently or physically, although we unfortunately have 

an easier time imagining the exercise of power when we conjure examples in which violence 

takes place (the father who exercises coercive power over his children by beating them, or the 

radical movement which displays mobilizational power over its opponents through rioting or 

mobbing).  

 I shall have nothing to say about the presumably European-centric nature of this 

conception of power, especially not when read against Anderson’s (1990: 17-77) Javanese 

conception of power. This is for two reasons. The first is that Anderson’s analysis is concerned 

with what power means in Javanese political thought, which in the final analysis has no 

implications for the conceptualization of power I invoke here. That Javanese political thought is 

preoccupied with the accumulation rather than the display or use of power does not preclude an 

analysis of the use of power or its contestation. Second, Anderson’s characterization of the 

quantum of power in the universe being fixed, which means that “concentration of power in one 

place or in one person requires a proportional diminution elsewhere” (23), implies that act that 
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accumulate power have the exact same allocative consequences that I consider definitive of the 

political.  

 Finally, Isaac (1987) and Winters (2011) both remind us that we may distinguish the 

exercise of power (“power over”) from the existence of power that it not exercised (“power to”). 

A may have the power to affect B but not utilize or exercise that power. To the extent that B does 

not anticipate A’s ability to exercise power and adjust his/her behavior accordingly, then the 

existence of power asymmetries does not fall within the realm of the political. Power that exists 

but is neither used nor anticipatorily reacted to is not politics. Yet because in many such 

situations B often does anticipate A’s ability to use of power, we should rarely find instances in 

which “power to” does not place us in the domain of the political. In such cases, B’s anticipation 

(correctly or incorrectly) of the exercise of power by A will fit the broad criterion of the “use of 

power” in the working definition of politics above.4 

Applications 

 Based on the aforementioned discussions of the dimensions of power and the different 

scales at which politics can operate, we can build a “typology of the political” that allows us to 

organize different manifestations of the political in Indonesian Islam. I present this typology 

below, with hypothetical examples drawn from the types of research topics that should interest 

Indonesianists.  

 

 

 

                                                
4 There is one lingering challenge, in conceptualizing the non-exercise of the third dimension of power, or when A 
prevents B from realizing his or her interests through A’s inaction. This requires us to conceptualize A’s non-action 
as deliberate, itself an example of power exercised, in order to be considered as politics by the working definition 
here. 
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Table 1: A Typology of the Political in Indonesian Islam 

   Dimension of Power  
  First Second Third 

 Micro 

Spouse insists that 
partner discontinue 
friendships with non-
Muslims 

Parent sends child to 
pesantren 

Teacher instructs 
students in deviationist 
or heretical Islamic 
traditions  

Scale Meso Provincial syariah 
regulations 

Local politics after 
pemekaran 

Construction of 
Acehnese identity 

 Macro Halal food certification 
by MUI 

Pancasila democracy 
and the Jakarta charter 

Positioning Indonesian 
Islam relative to Arab 
or South Asian 
counterparts  

 

 Politics at the macro scale and involving the first dimension of power corresponds to the 

headline grabbers in Indonesian Islamic politics, instances where the exercise of power is overt, 

often public, and consequential. The example given in Table 1 is halal certification by Majelis 

Ulama Indonesia (MUI). This is political in several ways: the certification of products as halal 

most obviously involves an official decision about which products comport with Islamic 

religious guidelines. It is also political in a second sense, as MUI has obtained an effective legal 

monopoly on halal certification under Indonesian law (Hosen 2012), and charges a fee for 

certifying food as such (“MUI, govt wrangle over halal certification,” Jakarta Post, February 28, 

2014). The exercise of the first dimension of power here is transparent. Not only must producers 

demonstrate that they comply with Islamic religious principles in order to receive a halal 

certification, they must demonstrate this to MUI rather than to any other religious or political 

body, and they must pay a fee to receive that certification. There are many other examples of the 

first dimension of power at the national level, including the formation of legislative coalitions 
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between Islamic and non-Islamic parties, demonstrations and mass mobilizations, and high-

profile acts of terrorism. 

Similar dynamics take place at the meso scale, at the subnational level. One area of 

political Islam in Indonesia which has received significant scholarly attention from political 

scientists is the emergence of provincial and district-level syariah regulations in the era of 

decentralization (Buehler 2013; Bush 2008). It is straightforward to conceptualize such 

regulations as an example of the first dimension of power, in which politicians and/or their 

supporters use legal means to compel others to act in ways that they might not otherwise choose.  

So far this discussion has figured comfortably within mainstream political science, both 

in Indonesian studies and throughout the discipline. Yet we should also recognize the presence 

and exercise of power in the domain of interpersonal relationships, or at the micro scale. The 

example given in Table 1 is one in which a spouse compels his partner to discontinue friendships 

with non-Muslims. Lest this example produce too much a focus on Western anxieties of the 

Muslim male as controlling and parochial, we might also invert this relationship to describe a 

situation in which a woman insists that her husband welcome a non-Muslim friend into their 

home. Either of the situations just describe would reflect the first dimension of power, operating 

at the micro level within the household. However, despite the flourishing of survey research on 

the individual level determinants of political behavior using large datasets (e.g. Mujani, Liddle, 

and Ambardi 2012; Pepinsky, Liddle, and Mujani 2012), such interpersonal dynamics have not 

received much attention from political scientists. I will discuss the implications of this neglect of 

politics at the micro level more fully in the following section.  

Observing or cataloguing the political in Indonesian Islam as operates through the second 

dimension of power requires a more careful and nuanced approach, one less amenable to the 
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headline-grabbing analysis of syariah regulations or venal ulema. Recall that the defining 

characteristic of the second dimension of power is that B may only consider or deliberate those 

issues that are “comparatively innocuous to A.” In the Indonesian case, at the macro scale, 

debates about Pancasila, Islam, and the character of the Indonesian nation under both Guided 

Democracy and the New Order reflect should be interpreted in this light. The failure of the Darul 

Islam rebellion and the rejection of so-called Jakarta charter—which would have included a 

stipulation that Indonesian Muslims must comply with Islamic law—meant that by the late 1950s 

open discussion of an Islamist vision for Indonesian politics was no longer feasible (McVey 

1983). Neither Sukarno nor Soeharto were hostile to Islam except for insomuch as its 

manifestation in politics or society was perceived as threatening to their hold on power, and they 

therefore tolerated a certain kind of Muslim scholar and intellectual whose expression of Islam 

was compliant with the ruling order (Mujani and Liddle 2009: 584-8). Nurcholish Madjid is the 

signature example—his “Islam Yes, Partai Islam No?” was both broadly appealing and 

politically non-threatening.5 In the late Soeharto period, regime-compliant intellectuals were 

even nurtured through organizations such as ICMI (Liddle 1996; Ramage 1995). Most observers 

of Indonesian politics recognize that an openly Islamist vision for politics was politically 

impossible during the late twentieth century. At the same time, many observers also continue to 

consider that Indonesian Islam is fundamentally different than the Islam of the rest of the world. 

That perception may be a consequence of the successful exercise by Soeharto of the second 

dimension of power in the realm of Indonesian Islam.6 

                                                
5 This is not a critique of Cak Nur or of the vision for Muslims’ political lives that he articulated (see Madjid 1987 
for a broad articulation of these and other views). It is simply the case that that vision was tolerable to Soeharto, and 
therefore tolerated under his regime.  
6 It is also a useful illustration of “power to.” While the New Order did arrest Islamists from time to time, the extent 
of its power over a more critical political Islam was never revealed in its actions, because that power was so widely 
acknowledged that it did not need to be. 
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We may uncover a different manifestation of the second dimension of power at the meso 

scale in the politics of religion after pemekaran; specifically, the ways in which changes in 

jurisdictional boundaries affect the incentives of politicians to cultivate religious votes and of 

voters to mobilize on religious grounds. A Muslim in a minority Muslim region that splits and 

becomes its own majority Muslim region may find that religious politicking adopts a different 

form. Because interreligious cleavages are no longer sources of electoral mobilization—because 

they no longer have a strategic advantage in generating electoral support—Muslims will not be 

mobilized qua Muslims. Instead, to the extent that Islam serves as a source of electoral 

mobilization at all, it will reflect either existing or potential cleavages within the Muslim 

majority. The precise dynamics of political competition cannot be determined in the abstract. 

The conceptual point is that changes in the local context of political competition can affect 

voters’ ability to choose among various parties due purely to the changes in party competition 

that result from changes in strategic incentives. 

 At the micro level, the second dimension of power operates whenever an actor delimits 

the range of choices available to someone else. Relationships within the family once again 

provide a straightforward example. The example contained in Table 1 is that of parents choosing 

where their children will go to school. Choosing to send a child to a pesantren—or choosing not 

to send a child to a pesantren, or to a particular pesantren among a range of possible choices—

amounts to an act of politics insofar as children’s educational environments are consequential for 

their understanding of themselves as members of a polity (and they certainly are). The distinction 

between the first and second dimensions of power in this instance is subtle. To the extent that the 

child is empowered to choose among possible educational environments, compelling him or her 

to attend one or another represents the first dimension of power. If the child is not so 
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empowered, however, this amounts to a limitation on the child’s ability to choose.7 We may also 

locate other examples of the second dimension of power operating at the micro scale outside of 

the family. A firm that offers its employees a pension may not offer a plan where investments 

comply with employees’ religious principles, for example. 

 The third dimension of power proves to be the most difficult to observe empirically due 

the impossibility of stipulating actors’ “true” interests and observing actions inconsistent with 

those. An analogous version of this methodological challenge emerges in discussions of falsity 

and sincerity in the anthropology of religion. Carla Jones, for example, observes in her 

discussion of Islamic fashion in Indonesia that “social theoretical inquiries into consumption and 

devotion share a concern about concealment and sincerity that sometimes overlaps with both 

literalist and liberal religious commentary in Indonesia” (2010: 619).  The examples in the right 

hand column of Table 1 denote three possible areas in which such a perspective may prove 

clarifying, not conclusive examples of the third dimension of power in action.  

At the macro scale, the longstanding question of Indonesian Islam’s position relative to 

its Arab or South Asian counterparts may be understood as reflecting the ways in which different 

individual and collective actors attempt to constitute Indonesians’ understanding of themselves 

as members of a global umma, a global South, or both. Laffan (2003) has argued that the very 

idea of nationhood in Southeast Asia emerged in dialogue with Islamist political currents that 

were ascendant in the Middle East. But this is not self-evidently the case: Laffan’s argument is 

an intervention into a long narrative that understands Indonesian nationhood in terms of either an 

indigenous nationalism in which Muslims were one of many actors, or a refraction of European 

modernist thinking; nationalism emerged either “in Leiden or Batavia” rather than Cairo. The 

                                                
7 Some may find objectionable the idea that politics exists in parent-child interactions. However, this perspective 
results from the rigorous application of the definition of politics advanced above. Recall, moreover, that the exercise 
of power has no normative implications on its own. 
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history of these processes and the historiography of this debate are beyond my concern here. 

However, from the perspective of the many citizens of the Netherlands Indies who were not 

politically active or aware during the independence struggle, both the conceptualization of the 

meaning of bangsa Indonesia in relation to the umma, and any active rejection of that 

conceptualization in favor of an indigenous or European modernist alternative, would reflect the 

third dimension of power in action. 

 At the meso scale, parallel processes may operate in the construction of regional 

identities, and here I focus on the case of Aceh as a particularly interesting example of religion 

and the content of local identity in Indonesia’s regions. The construction of an Acehnese identity 

is notable in that it is a process through which an ethnic identity becomes imbued with a 

religious character, such that the essentially Islamic character of the Acehnese identity is not 

only truly felt, but self-evidently and unreflectively understood to be a natural component of the 

Acehnese regional identity. Aspinall’s (2009) analysis of the Aceh rebellion shows how 

mobilization originally relied upon on an essentially Islamic regional identity, and then, starting 

with Hasan di Tiro and moving through movement activists and armed rebels alike after the fall 

of the New Order, came to embody an ethnic nationalist mobilizational frame. The subtle point is 

this: Islam could be considered no less than an essential characteristic of Acehnese identity, but 

that position does not recommend a political strategy based on what the true interests of the 

Acehnese are. Islam might simply be incidental, a feature of the Acehnese identity that can be 

exploited by the Indonesian government to distract the Acehnese from their own aspirations. In 

either case, efforts by both integrationist and separatist forces inevitably go beyond persuasion 

and compulsion to shape just what Acehnese understandings of the content of Acehneseness and 

its political ramifications are. 
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 At the micro scale, children’s education choices provide another example through which 

power can be exerted by defining for others what their interests are. The example given in Table 

1 is of a teacher who instructs students in a “deviationist” interpretation of Islam. What is most 

interesting about this example is that just what makes a teaching “deviationist” is itself contested 

among Muslims—in the Indonesian context, abangan, Shia, Ahmadi, and Salafi teachings or 

practices are each believed by some group to be heretical. Hefner (2011: 80-2) emphasizes 

schooling as an important source of the decline of abangan as a current in Indonesian religious 

life, but both the elimination and the perpetuation of non-standard interpretations of Islam 

through education make schools a site of politics. Of course, when viewed in this way, any type 

of education—religious or otherwise—which instills someone with core values should be 

understood as a site of politics. And this is appropriate: education is political precisely because of 

the power asymmetries between students and teachers and the fact that education shapes 

students’ understandings of themselves, their interests, and of the types of societies that are 

possible and desirable for them and others like them. Political scientists have not devoted much 

effort to understanding the rule of education in Indonesian Islam, although anthropologists and 

others working in interdisciplinary religious studies contexts have (see especially Hefner 2009). 

 The nine examples of the political in Indonesian Islam address here range widely, from 

local syariah regulations to children’s education to the foundations of Indonesian nationalism. 

What unites them is a focus on how power is invoked, exercised, and contested, by elites and 

ordinary people, in formal political interactions and in other aspects of everyday life that are 

ostensibly non-political. They naturally do not exhaust the range of possible manifestations of 

the political in Indonesian Islam, they only barely scratch the surface. Yet even this short 

overview helps to reveal some sites of politics that may have gone unnoticed. More importantly 
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for the purposes of this essay, they clarify just what makes these diverse social contexts sites of 

politics, while raising some challenges in how one might study them that draw on mature 

theoretical debates in political science.  

Connections 

Although this discussion of the dimensions of power and the domains of the political 

clarifies the different aspects of the political in Indonesian Islam, it also may obscure analytically 

useful connections across the domains and dimensions of power in specific contexts. Here, I 

suggest that examining the same phenomenon through each of the three dimensions of power, or 

tracing the same phenomenon across different domains of analysis, can shed useful light on the 

complex and multifaceted nature of the political.  

Looking across dimensions, we may conceive of syariah regulations as embodying 

multiple facets of power. The simplest perspective is that these regulations stop people from 

doing things that they would otherwise do, by regulating clothing choices, interpersonal 

relationships, and other aspects of individuals’ lives. Yet regulations may also have the effect of 

constraining the choices of those subject to them by restricting public discussion of morality 

issues to those that are plausibly compliant with an interpretation of syariah: politics of morality 

and public ethics as a politics of syariah itself and nothing else, restricted to discussions among 

those empowered to speak on behalf of Muslims about scriptural, textual, and jurisprudential 

bases for syariah interpretations. And in turn, fostering syariah regulations may be a tool to 

construct and constitute the identities of those Muslims who are subject to them, highlighting 

their religious heritage and downplaying other dimensions of their identity, or intervening 

decisively on what Akeel Bilgrami termed the “internal moral and psychological conflict that the 

moderate Muslims faces” (Bilgrami 2003: 92).  
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The same three dimensions of power may also be detected in the contestation or rejection 

of syariah regulations by liberals, non-Muslims, and others. It is not only the case the 

mobilization against syariah regulations is an effort to compel proponents of syariah laws not to 

implement them, it is also an effort to define the limits of an acceptable legal foundation for 

lawmaking in Indonesia, and even part of a struggle to define for Indonesians what their interests 

and values are—from the opposite position of syariah proponents, consistent with views held by 

Abdurrahman Wahid, Nurcholish Madjid, Ulil Abshar-Abdalla, and other leading Muslim 

Indonesian thinkers critical of legislative interpretations of syariah (see Abshar-Abdalla 2005; 

Barton 2002; Urbaningrum 2004).8 This multidimensional perspective on the political in syariah 

regulations and their contestation raises interesting possibilities for an expansive analysis of what 

these regulations do and why their opponents reject them. 

Another connection among the different dimensions of power as is the strategic choice of 

on type of politics when another fails. In particular, the disappointing results for Islamist parties 

in national elections—representing the first dimension of power—have led some Islamists to 

target Muslims’ identities and interests, embracing the third dimension of power. This is a subtler 

point than Pepinsky, Liddle, and Mujani’s (2010) discussion of “stealth Islamization” in the 

transformation of political Islam in Indonesian democracy. They evoke stealth Islamization 

through examples of non-electoral sources of power exercised through its first dimension, 

through coalition-making and mobilization power. Instead, the switch to the third dimension of 

                                                
8 An illustration from Abshar-Abdalla’s essay entitled “Menyegarkan Kembali Pemahaman Islam” or “Refreshing 
the Understanding of Islam”: Pandangan bahwa syariat adalah suatu ‘paket lengkap’ yang sudah jadi, suatu resep 
dari Tuhan untuk menyelesaikan masalah di segala zaman, adalah wujud ketidaktahuan dan ketidakmampuan 
memahami sunnah Tuhan itu sendiri. Mengajukan syariat Islam sebagai solusi atas semua masalah adalah sebentuk 
kemalasan berpikir, atau lebih parah lagi, merupakan cara untuk lari dari masalah; sebentuk eskapisme dengan 
memakai alasan hukum Tuhan. “The view that syariah is a ‘complete package’ that already exists, a recipe from 
God to solve problems throughout time, reveals an inability to understand the sunnah itself. Proposing syariah as a 
solution to all problems is a form of lazy thinking, or worse, a way of running from these problems, a form of 
escapism justified by God’s law.” 
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power comes through on exhortation and claim-making about the propriety of different political 

arrangements, and captures deliberate attempts to shape Muslim Indonesian voters’ 

understandings of what their interests as Muslims may legitimately be. The 2014 electoral 

campaigns offer some relevant examples, although there is a long history of such debates. 

Bachtiar Nasir of the Council of Indonesian Intellectuals and Young Ulema (MIUMI) alleges not 

only that PDI-P presidential candidate Joko Widido represents the interests of unbelievers, but 

also that a voter who does not use an “Islamic way of thinking” to choose his leaders has ceased 

to be a Muslim (“Bachtiar Nasir: Selangkah Lagi Jokowi Membuat Indonesia Kafir,” Voice of Al 

Islam, March 17, 2014).9 Islamist movements that reject democracy altogether draw on similar 

frames; Habib Rizieq of the Islamic Defender’s Front (FPI) was recently quoted as proclaiming 

“Democracy is more haram than pig’s meat!” (Ian Wilson, “Democracy, ‘A Pathway to Hell,’” 

New Mandala, March 20, 2014). There is little evidence that these exhortations resonate broadly 

among Indonesians. However, their logic is one of attempting to reconstruct the Muslim’s own 

identity as Muslim in the face of electoral weakness—the third dimension of power when the 

first dimension fails. 

Looking at how the exercise of power at one scale has influences across other scales is 

another productive exercise. Following Burns, Schlozman, and Verba, who “construe the 

household as a miniature social system…[with] possible implications for civic involvement” 

(Burns, Schlozman, and Verba 2001: 174), we might investigate how individuals’ interpersonal 

interactions within the household (micro level) influence their participation in politics at the local 

or national (meso or macro) level. This perspective amounts to something more than looking at 

individual public opinion as a key variable for macropolitics. Rather, it means understanding 

                                                
9 In his words, orang Islam yang tidak gunakan cara pandang Islam dalam memilih pemimpin, berarti sedang 
pensiun dari Islam. “Muslims that don’t follow an Islamic way of thinking in choosing their leaders, it means they 
are taking leave of Islam.” 
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how the exercise of power by many As over many Bs in households, schools, and workplaces 

affects the way that Bs experience and participate at politics more broadly. Cross-nationally, 

Blaydes and Linzer (2008) have found that higher male-female wage gaps predict higher levels 

of support for fundamentalism among Muslims women, which is consistent with a model of 

interest formation in which men’s economic power over women at the micro level affects how 

women participate as a group in politics at the macro level. Within Indonesia, Hefner’s (2011) 

analysis of education and the decline of abangan holds that education affects religious life, but 

one might profitably question whether these changes in religious life in turn have consequences 

for national politics. Many such claims are possible, each consistent with the turn to 

“microfoundations” in the social sciences which reflects an increasing interest in the micro level 

origins of macrosocial phenomena, and also the “transformation rules” that bridge across levels 

of analysis (Raub, Buskens, and Van Assen 2011). 

Conclusions 

 This essay has advanced a broad approach to the political in Indonesian Islam, one 

motivated by an interdisciplinary conversation of “the political” in Indonesian Islam and drawing 

on an established conceptual distinction among the three dimensions of power. By defining 

politics in terms of the power—its use, and the contestation of its use—this discussion draws 

together a broad range of topics and disciplinary approaches into a single framework. In looking 

across scales, I draw attention away from the headline grabbing analyses that preoccupy many 

who work on the politics of Islam in Indonesia. This is an expansive set of social phenomena: not 

just party politics or lawmaking, but education, mobilization, interpersonal dynamics, and many 

others.  



 20 

Despite this expansive conceptualization of the political, there are two useful analytical 

distinctions that follow. First, it provides a clear demarcation between the political and other 

realms of social life: to recall the theme of our panel, the Other of the political is any site of 

social intercourse where power is neither used, nor reacted to, nor contested.10 Second, it clarifies 

just what about a social interaction, situation, or phenomenon is political: it is the use or 

contestation of power. 

 By way of conclusion, I invite further attention to the third dimension of power and on 

power relations at micro scale (rather than simply the micro scale as a window into individuals’ 

expressed opinions). Despite what I presume to be wide acceptance among political science of 

the general proposition that households, families, and schools are sites of politics, there is little 

analytically serious being done to bring micro level power relations into conversation with 

macropolitics. To the extent that careful work is being done on schools, families, firms, and other 

micro level social encounters, it is being done outside of political science.11 There are missed 

opportunities here. There are also missed opportunities in the reluctance of most scholars to 

conceptualize explicitly the third dimension of power in Indonesian Islam in a way that lends 

itself to empirical analysis. To the extent that Lukes’s radical view of power is acknowledged—

in the case of recent work on Indonesian Islam, I can find no explicit mention of it—it is (1) as a 

theoretical critique that hamstrings empirical analysis because it renders any analysis of “actual” 

or “true” interests impossible, or (2) as a truism that excuses superficial treatments of power 

relations (“of course B is being dominated by A, and nothing that B says would prove otherwise, 

precisely because B is being dominated by A”). Scholars of Indonesian Islam might profitably 

                                                
10 Although see footnote 4. The substantive point is that even if we have a difficult time discerning that power is not 
being exercised, that is what it would mean for a social phenomenon to not be political. 
11 A partial exception is work on social movements, but there remains even here a disconnect between studies of 
movements as organizations and movement elites, on one hand, and of movement members as embedded within 
micro level social formations, on the other. 
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begin by conceptualizing the types of interests and identities that comprise Indonesian Islam in 

its various forms, and then look to the actors or the structures that might shape them.   

 Finally, a twist on the customary disclaimer for a non-Muslim writing about Islam. There 

is nothing uniquely political about Islam. The ubiquitous statement that “Islam is inherently 

political” may be true in the narrow sense intended by advocates of a particular interpretation of 

Islamism (see e.g. Liow 2009: 5-7). But it is trivially—and actually uninterestingly—true from 

the perspective advanced in this essay. Any faith tradition or belief system that gives its 

adherents power, and that allocates values, is political. It is inconceivable that any religious 

tradition would fall outside of the realm of the political, and Islam is hardly special or unique in 

that regard.  
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