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Abstract: What role do Muslim social and educational organizations play in
Indonesian politics after democratization? When democratization opens up a
larger political space for Islamic organizations to participate in politics, do
Muslim organizations emerge as political powers or remain socio-religious
organizations? How do Muslim organizations engage in electoral politics? This
article addresses these questions by examining the role of Muhammadiyah in
democratic Indonesian politics. The author argues that Muhammadiyah’s po-
litical behaviour is driven by its institutional logic, which places its religious
and social duties before its political interests. Although there have been at-
tempts by some elites to take advantage of Muhammadiyah for their own political
gains, Muhammadiyah has managed to refrain from building or supporting a
particular political party at the organizational level. Moreover, political learn-
ing through unsuccessful outcomes in initial elections and bitter experience
with PKS also alerted Muhammadiyah to the need to protect itself from parti-
san politics by emphasizing its organizational principle. This article also
demonstrates how religious institutions use politics for religious ends and to
confirm the integrity of their community.
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‘Jangan hidup dari Muhammadiyah, hidupi Muhammadiyah’ [Don’t make a liv-
ing out of Muhammadiyah, make Muhammadiyah alive]: common advice from
senior Muhammadiyah leaders to young members.>

Religious organizations often form political parties and political parties are often
affiliated with religious organizations (see Goldstone, 2003). India’s BJP, Catho-
lic political parties in Western Europe, Nadlatul Ulama (NU) in Indonesia and the
Muslim Brotherhood in the Middle East are all examples. While such alliances
and affiliations are common around the world, there are also cases in which religious

' Anearly version of this manuscript was presented at the Asian Studies Association Conference in

2010 and at the Fifth Cornell-Yale Northeastern Conference on Indonesia in 2010. I would like to
thank Nathan Brown, Kikue Hamayotsu, Daniel Kapust, Scott Lacy, William Liddle, Martin Nguyen,
James Peacock and two anonymous reviewers for their helpful comments. However, all errors
remain my sole responsibility.

2 Muhammadiyah (2007), Profile Muhammadiyah: Muhammadiyah Facing the Global Era,
Muhammadiyah, Jakarta. This quotation indicates that Muhammadiyah as an institution comes
first before any individual interests.
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organizations remain unaffiliated with political parties. This paper will focus on
variations in Muslim organizations’ relations with political parties by examining
a mass-based Muslim organization in Indonesia.

After Indonesia’s democratization in 1998, the Indonesian government lifted
legal conditions against many groups, including Islamic organizations, allowing
them to participate in politics (King, 2003; Sherlock, 2004). At that time,
Muhammadiyah’s leader, Amien Rais, and his followers were engaged in build-
ing a political party and pushing Muhammadiyah to represent modernist Islam
directly in electoral politics. Despite Amien Rais’s effort, Muhammadiyah man-
aged to remain a religious and social organization while keeping its distance from
political parties. Muhammadiyah’s trajectory is different from that of NU, the
other mass-based Indonesian Muslim organization, which built its own political
party as its political wing at the time of democratization (Bush, 2009; Mietzner,
2008; Jung, 2009). Although NU also ended up employing neutrality later as an
approach to political parties, it was more actively engaged in partisan politics
than Muhammadiyah (Jung, 2009; Kadir, 2002).

This paper aims to explain the factors that shape the trajectories of
Muhammadiyah’s political (dis)engagement since Indonesia’s democratization. I
argue that the constant struggle not to be affiliated with any political party is due
to Muhammadiyah’s embedded institutional logic of prioritizing its religious and
social functions over its political roles. Political learning occurred in repeated
interactions with political parties and the state, as well as through electoral fail-
ures that enabled Muhammadiyah to reinforce its logic. Moreover, three internal
characteristics — a tendency to avoid partisan politics, independent rational inves-
tigation and divided elites — made Muhammadiyah reinforce its logic. Not forming
a political party was perceived as an efficient way of protecting its religious and
social missions as well as its public influence. While personal interest and organi-
zational logic clash with each other at times in decision making, as some elites try
to take advantage of Muhammadiyah for their own political gains, reinforcing
institutional logic is a pragmatic solution for Muhammadiyah’s survival.

This paper will begin by analysing Muhammadiyah’s political engagement,
focusing on institutional logic and political learning. I will first examine
Muhammadiyah’s changing trajectories of political behaviour since Indonesia’s
democratization and discuss how political learning occurred by looking into in-
ternal debates within the organization and interaction with political parties. Having
done so, I will explain three internal characteristics that constrained Muhammadiyah
to reinforce its institutional logic. The findings presented here are primarily based
on fieldwork between 2007 and 2010. This paper draws from in-depth interviews
with Muhammadiyah board members, rank-and-file members, party elites and
cadres at the national as well as regional levels, plus participant observations. All
primary documents were gathered at various localities including Jakarta, Central
Java, North Sumatra and Yogyakarta.

Theorizing Islamic political activism

What shapes the political behaviour of Islamic organizations? Interest-based ex-
planations help us understand why organizations push for party formation and
organizational elites run for elections. Interest-based explanations provide strong
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analytical leverage in understanding organizations’ political behaviour from an
agency-based perspective. This approach highlights the importance of agency,
choice and contingency rather than structural determinism. In this tradition, scholars
such as Kalyvas (1996), Warner (2000) and Gill (1998) examine the behaviour of
religious institutions and argue that organizations prioritize their concerns for market
share and survival over ideology in determining their behaviour. They consider
religious institutions as firms and explain how institutional religious interests in-
fluence politics. Agents make a decision for organizational survival and to maximize
their power, given the context.

However, interest-based accounts have limits in explaining what guides
Muhammadiyah, a mass-based Muslim organization in Indonesia, in making de-
cisions about its political behaviour when individual interest and organizational
interest clash with each other, and when factions within it push for different direc-
tions. Muhammadiyah’s political activism is not driven by individual interests
but by ideational factors such as institutional logic.

This argument is in line with Benedict Anderson’s position that we are accus-
tomed to think only of politicians using religion for political ends, and we do not
see the possibility of religious people using politics for religious ends (Anderson,
1975, p 22). If we look at politics from a religious perspective, we can understand
how religious institutions make political decisions. Religion is not just ‘a body of
beliefs’ but is also ‘a community of believers’, and religions assert theological
ideas and also pursue the integrity of their community (Thomas, 2005, pp 23-24).
Through Muhammadiyah, we can see how an Islamic organization uses politics
for religious ends. In the Indonesian context, defending their religious communi-
ties would mean that Muslim organizations balanced their religious, social and
political roles for organizational survival (Alfian, 1989; Anderson, 1975). At the
same time, politics should serve organizations’ religious and social roles, not the
other way around. Although Muhammadiyah might become political at times, the
organizational principles within the Muhammadiyah community constrain its elites
and rank-and-file members.

Political opportunities and political party building

Indonesia’s political environment changed with democratization in the late 1990s.
Unlike under the Suharto regime, which controlled and allowed only three politi-
cal parties, political parties were now able to form freely (King, 2003; Sherlock,
2004). More than 100 political parties registered and 48 political parties were
able to compete for the 1999 election (Liddle, 2000; Zenzie, 2004). Muhammadiyah
had to consider which direction it should take in a fast changing political environ-
ment. With the openness in policies and the resources that Muhammadiyah
possessed, building a political party was perceived to be viable and strategic to
some Muhammadiyah members. In particular, Muhammadiyah’s then leader, Amien
Rais, was keen on building a political party. However, Amien Rais was not able to
make a decision alone for Muhammadiyah. There are 13 executive board mem-
bers at the central office who are elected by its members and are involved collectively
in decision making. At the same time, all decisions have to be discussed with the
nationwide provincial and district Muhammadiyah officers at a yearly national
meeting. There were active discussions and debates among various groups about
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the political roles Muhammadiyah could play, given the organizational culture
that nurtures independent rational investigation (see Eliraz, 2004).

Amien Rais’s desire to build and lead a new party was supported by many Pemuda
Muhammadiyah [Muhammadiyah Young Men’s Organization] members, particu-
larly in Yogyakarta and Central Java. These members believed that a political
party directly sponsored by Muhammadiyah would be critical in ensuring its organi-
zational interest in Indonesia’s new political environment. Given its
30-million-strong membership, they believed that a political party established by
Muhammadiyah would be very successful in elections and would be a resource
for Muhammadiyah to represent Muslim voices in politics.* However, Amien Rais’s
idea was challenged by many Muhammadiyah members. Those who supported
non-engagement in electoral politics emphasized the organizational principle that
Muhammadiyah should focus on social and religious activities. They argued that
if Muhammadiyah became a political party, its social and religious activities could
not be sustained, as they could easily be appropriated by party politics. Instead of
being a political party that posed the risk of losing its socio-religious missions,
this group believed that Muhammadiyah should find a way of influencing politics
by formulating and advocating important policy issues that were relevant to
Muhammadiyah’s main missions. Although this group recognized the importance
of politics in carrying out Muhammadiyah’s social activities, it believed that building
a political party was not necessary, and partisan engagement might bring more
harm than good, based on its historical experiences. Many senior board members
of Muhammadiyah saw the perils of partisan politics as many modernist Mus-
lims, especially those associated with the banned Masyumi, were discriminated
against by the Suharto regime (Liddle, 2000). In order to avoid unnecessary dis-
crimination, non-partisanship was perceived to be strategic.*

After a long deliberation, Muhammadiyah came up with a proposal that sat
halfway between two ideas. The collective leadership of Muhammadiyah endorsed
Amien Rais’s plan to build a political party, but at the same time asked him to step
down as Muhammadiyah leader. Muhammadiyah members who supported Amien
Rais were free to join the party. Nevertheless, Muhammadiyah did not officially
affiliate itself with Amien Rais’s party and would still remain a socio-religious
organization. Amien Rais stepped down and built Partai Amanat Nasional (PAN,
the National Mandate Party). His supporters from Muhammadiyah followed him
and became active members of PAN. While Muhammadiyah members provided a
strong base for building PAN for its initial stage, Muhammadiyah and PAN were
not structurally and officially related (Baswedan, 2004; Zenzie, 2004; Liddle, 2000).

This compromise was not the end of the debate about Muhammadiyah'’s roles
in politics. Those who supported PAN strongly argued that Muhammadiyah should

3 There was another proposal in addition to these two ideas, but it did not work out. For a short
while, there were discussions about building a unified moderate Muslim party, with Muhammadiyah
joining the existing party PPP (United Development Party). This proposal was not appealing
either to Muhammadiyah or to Amien Rais. Apart from the question of whether PPP could be-
come a reform party that represented modernist Muslims collectively, neither Muhammadiyah
nor Amien Rais was clear about how much of a leadership role they could play within the party.
This proposal vanished before it took off.

The division within Muhammadiyah regarding political party building was reconstructed based
on personal interviews with various Muhammadiyah board members, including Rizal Sukma (18
November 2007), Haidar Natsir (15 December 2007), Abdul Munir Mulkan (14 December 2007)
and Din Syamsuddin (28 December 2007).
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consider PAN as a part of Muhammadiyah’s amal usaha [religious and social
obligations] in the political field and support PAN exclusively, as party patronage
was thought to be necessary for Muhammadiyah’s maintenance and expansion.’
This position gained some ground as Muhammadiyah’s main competitor, Nahdlatul
Ulama (NU), the largest Muslim organization representing traditionalist Islam,
built its own party called Partai Kebangkitan Bangsa (PKB, the National Awak-
ening Party).

Despite the constant attempts by some members to bring Muhammadiyah to
the forefront of party politics, Muhammadiyah was not completely subsumed by
partisan politics. Furthermore, after experiencing both the national legislative elec-
tion and the presidential election in 2004, Muhammadiyah went through a process
of political learning due to its failures in mobilizing people for votes. By realizing
its limited mobilization capacity Muhammadiyah was even more committed to its
principle as a socio-religious organization.

Political learning: Muhammadiyah and electoral politics in the
reformasi years

Political learning took place in the organization through various interactions with
political parties and also through electoral competition. Although Muhammadiyah
promised to remain a socio-religious organization, the temptation of political power
did not completely disappear. It tested the waters of political involvement during
the reformasi years. However, its marginalization within PAN and the electoral
failure of Amien Rais offered political learning that led to the alteration of
Muhammadiyah’s political views and strategies.

Initially, the informal relationship between Muhammadiyah and PAN seemed
to be beneficial to both of them. As Muhammadiyah members were a big compo-
nent of PAN, PAN prioritized them on the party list since Muhammadiyah had a
mass base.® Moreover, PAN took advantage of Muhammadiyah’s extensive net-
work around the nation for its first election. However, after the 1999 election, the
relationships began to fail. As shown in Table 1, PAN gained only 7.12% of the
vote in the 1999 national legislative election. There is no doubt that Muhammadiyah
was critical in building PAN, given Muhammadiyah’s networks around the na-
tion, but its mass membership did not guarantee votes for PAN.

After the 1999 election, the informal relationship between Muhammadiyah and
PAN started to unravel. The Muhammadiyah faction in PAN was starting to col-
lapse. While in 1999, Muhammadiyah was the biggest faction within PAN, business
factions had become dominant by 2004. Moreover, with business factions taking
over PAN, Muhammadiyah members within PAN did not make it to the top of the
party list for the 2004 election, which reduced the chances of gaining parliamen-
tary seats for Muhammadiyah members.” As a result, from 1999 to 2004, the number
of members of parliament and PAN central board members with Muhammadiyah
backgrounds decreased drastically (Sugiarto, 2006a). By 2005, successful

5 Personal interview with Rizal Sukma, 18 November 2007.

A closed-list proportional representation system was used in the 1999 election.

7 The discontented and marginalized Muhammadiyah members within PAN later built a splinter
party called Partai Matahari Bangsa (PMB, the National Sun Party) for the 2009 election. How-
ever, it did not win any seats.

6
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Table 1. The 1999 national legislative election.

Political parties 1999 election Number of seats
PDI-P (Indonesian Democratic Party-Struggle) 33.73% 153
Golkar (New Order Party) 22.43% 120
PKB (National Awakening Party) 12.60% 51
PPP (United Development Party) 10.70% 58
PAN (National Mandate Party) 7.11% 34
PBB (Crescent Star Party) 1.94% 13
PK (Justice Party) 1.36% 7
Others (more than 14 political parties) 10.13% 26
Total 100% 462

businessmen had taken over the central board leadership. Soetrisno Bachir, a ba-
tik entrepreneur from Central Java, became Amien Rais’s successor, and another
businessman, Zulkifli Hasan, became secretary-general (Sugiarto, 2006b).

In the 2004 national legislative election, PAN secured 6.7% of the national
vote. Compared to the 1999 election, its votes went down only by 0.5%. PAN’s
votes in 2004 declined further in Muhammadiyah strongholds such as West Sumatra,
where its vote dropped from 22.2% in 1999 to 14.2% in 2004. Nevertheless, PAN
secured enough votes to remain the sixth largest party, despite having fewer can-
didates with a Muhammadiyah background, and made up for the loss in
Muhammadiyah’s strongholds. After the 2004 legislative election, the relation-
ship between Muhammadiyah and PAN became even more distant.

Because of Muhammadiyah members’ disillusionment with PAN, they seemed
to be leaning towards leaving electoral politics. However, Amien Rais ran as PAN’s
presidential candidate in the 2004 election, revivifying debates as to what role
Muhammadiyah should play. Muhammadiyah endorsed Amien Rais as a presi-
dential candidate. Although the then head of Muhammadiyah, Syafii Maarif,
defended Muhammadiyah’s support for Amien Rais as a ‘genuine merit-based
decision’, Muhammadiyah members were drawn into electoral campaigns for Amien
Rais. During this period, the slogan ‘Amien Rais Yes, PAN No’ was popular, which

Table 2. The 2004 presidential election.

Candidates (President/ Parties First Second
Vice-President) round round
Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono Democratic Party (PD) 36,051,236 67,196,112
Yusuf Kalla (33.58%) (60.9%)
Megawati Sukarnoputri Indonesian Democratic 28,171,063 43,198,851
Hasyim Muzadi Party-Struggle (PDI-P) (26.24%) (39.1%)
Wiranto Golkar 23,811,028

Saluhuddin Wahid (22.18%)

Amien Rais National Mandate Party (PAN) 16,035,565

Siswono Yudo Husodo (14.94%)

Hamzah Haz United Development Party (PPP) 3,275,011

Agum Gumelar (3.06%)

Total 106,228,247 106,228,247

(100%) (100%
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demonstrates that Muhammadiyah’s support was solely for its former leader, not
for the party he built (Thohari, 2004, p 23). Although Muhammadiyah fully en-
dorsed Amien Rais as the best candidate for the country, Amien Rais was not
elected, and only gained 14.94% in the presidential election. Out of five pairs that
ran for the presidential election, Amien Rais came in second to last, to
Muhammadiyah’s disappointment (see Table 2).

Rais’s failure in the presidential election increased the awareness of
Muhammadiyah’s shortcomings, such as its limited mobilizational capacity, con-
firming that Muhammadiyah was not a political machine that could be used for
garnering votes. As I have tried to show, Muhammadiyah’s strength lies in its
potential for political mobilization, not in its actual capacity for political mobili-
zation. Many raised the concern that being engaged in elections, whether supporting
a political party or a particular candidate, could fracture Muhammadiyah due to
divisive partisanship, and could also distract Muhammadiyah members from fo-
cusing on socio-religious missions. The next section of this paper shows how
Muhammadiyah’s institutional logic has been buttressed as a result of its political
experience.

Neutrality reimposed

In its 2005 Muktamar [National Congress]® in Malang, Muhammadiyah re-em-
phasized its role as a civil society organization and started to take strict measures
against partisan politics. Amien Rais was no longer active in Muhammadiyah
after his failure in the presidential election. Muhammadiyah decided that it would
prevent any political parties from utilizing both the name and the symbols of
Muhammadiyah. Instead, Muhammadiyah prioritized sustaining its organization.
As an organization that is even older than the Republic of Indonesia, Muhammadiyah
has pride in itself. As a result of political learning through two electoral cycles,
Muhammadiyah acknowledged that it needed to return to its religious and social
roles. Its religious reforms could not be completed without providing social serv-
ices to the poor and the needy. Politics comes only in support of its religious and
social activities, but not the other way around.

Combating neutrality: the PKS phenomenon

Even after Muhammadiyah had adopted neutrality as a policy, it still had to pro-
tect itself actively from party politics. The religious rivalry with PKS alarmed
Muhammadiyah, which confirmed its belief that party politics was not beneficial
for Muhammadiyah and that its organizational principle had to be strengthened.

PKS and Muhammadiyah share their roots in modernist Islam, although PKS is
more radical in its character, supporting the implementation of sharia. PKS origi-
nated from the tarbiyah [Islamic education] movement on university campuses
and became a political party at the time of democratization in 1998 (Machmudi,
2008; Noor, 2006; Hasan, 2009); and it was initially called Partai Keadilan (PK,
the Justice Party). However, due to its electoral failure in 1999, PK changed its

8 Muktamar takes place every five years. During Muktamar, Muhammadiyah members discuss

their plans and strategies for the next five years, and also elect a new chairman for that period.
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name to PKS in 2003. Within a decade, PKS had become the fourth ranked politi-
cal party (Platzdasch, 2009; Hamayotsu, 2011b).” Given their shared roots in
modernist Islam, Muhammadiyah and PKS have competed against each other,
and Muhammadiyah has been wary of PKS’s new dakwah movement. As a way
of ‘community-building’ to build mass support, PKS provided social welfare serv-
ices for the underprivileged population, accompanied by religious indoctrination
in moderate fundamentalism (Hamayotsu, 2011a). Muhammadiyah was concerned
that PKS was slowly appropriating Muhammadiyah’s assets. Dr Munir Mulkan
from Muhammadiyah expressed his concern about this in Suara Muhammadiyah
[The Voice of Muhammadiyah], the organization’s official magazine (Mulkan, 2006).
Mulkan argued that PKS frequently used disasters as opportunities to convert and
to create support for the party. Moreover, as Muhammadiyah owns networks of
social service institutions, PKS uses clandestine cells to infiltrate Muhammadiyah’s
institutions — hospitals, universities, schools, mosques, charities and student as-
sociations — to recruit new members (Hasan, 2009; Ricklefs, 2008).!°

As aresponse to PKS’s infiltration, Muhammadiyah issued Central Board De-
cree Number 149 [Surat Keputusan, SK] on organizational consolidation and amal
usaha [religious and social obligation] in 2006. According to this decree,
‘Muhammadiyah has a right to be respected by others, and to be free of all agen-
das, interference and influence by other parties which may disrupt the unity and
progress of its movement (Preamble, Point 4)’. The decree also notes that:

‘Every Muhammadiyah member needs to be aware, understand and adopt a
critical attitude towards all political parties in this nation, including those which
claims [sic] to be engaged in religious proselytization, or develop proselytization
auxiliaries/activities, such as the Prosperous Justice Party (PKS), recognizing
that they are in fact political parties. Every political party is focused on the
acquisition of political power. For that reason, in dealing with any political
party, we must always remain committed to the true path of the Muhammadiyah
and must free ourselves and never engage ourselves with the mission, interests,
activities or goals of the above mentioned political parties.” (Decree, Point 3)!!

After this decree was released, the leaders of both Muhammadiyah and PKS met
and reconciled, agreeing that PKS would respect the boundaries of Muhammadiyah,
while Muhammadiyah would not single out PKS for criticism. Through this proc-
ess, PKS also learned that it should adapt itself to the prevailing norms in Indonesia,
while Muhammadiyah emphasized its return to its socio-religious roots.

More and more voices within Muhammadiyah argued that the organization had
been wasting too much energy on political debates. Unless it made efforts to pro-
tect its amal usaha, Muhammadiyah might lose its members, endanger its religious
and social activities and would not outlive its current leadership (Setiawan, 2006).?
Haidar Natsir, a senior figure in Muhammadiyah, said: ‘If we let politics enter

°  PKS ranked fourth in the 2009 election, with about 7.88%, increased from 7.34%. PKS is the
Islamist party with the largest share of the vote.

10 Personal interview with Abdul Munir Mulkan, 14 December 2007.

""" The English translation of this decree comes from http://www.libforall.org/media/news-stories/

expose/Illusion-of-an-Islamic-State-English-Excerpts.pdf (accessed 22 February 2012).

Farid Setiawan is the General Chairman of the Regional Board of Directors of the Muhammadiyah

Student Movement in the province of Yogyakarta.
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into Muhammadiyah’s social activities, there would be nothing left in twenty or
thirty years. If Muhammadiyabh is destroyed, then, Islamic proselytization fails; it
is not good for the country either.’!?

As an effort to save Muhammadiyah from political debates, its Central Board
Decree No 101, issued in July 2007, stated that all Muhammadiyah personnel,
including teachers, deans, secretaries and any Muhammadiyah-related organiza-
tion functionaries, were forbidden to take a position in political parties.
Muhammadiyah emphasizes that it is a socio-religious organization, not a politi-
cal one. After its bitter experience with PKS, Muhammadiyah had to reinforce its
organizational principle by issuing this decree.

Shaping and maintaining institutional logic

Maintaining such institutional logic is not just based on normative values, but
also stems from pragmatism. Given the three characteristics of Muhammadiyah,
it cannot push its members to vote for a certain political party or candidates. This
is also the reason why it has limited mobilization capacity.'* For Muhammadiyah’s
survival, it cannot let its members take advantage of it, although it cannot stop its
members from being involved in electoral politics as long as this involvement
does not bring partisan dynamics to Muhammadiyah. These three internal charac-
teristics made Muhammadiyah reinforce its logic.

Tendency to avoid partisan politics

There has been a historical pattern of avoiding partisan engagement since the
1960s, though Muhammadiyah was affiliated with a political party called Masyumi
in the 1950s. When Masyumi was banned by the Sukarno government and its
leaders were imprisoned, Muhammadiyah disconnected from Masyumi and left
politics for fear of being banned as well (Ward, 1970; Feith, 1963). There was
another move to build a political party by modernist Muslims, called Partai Mus-
lim Indonesia (PARMUSI, the Indonesian Muslim Party) in the early Suharto
government in 1968 after imprisoned Masyumi leaders were released.'> However,
it was repressed by the Suharto government and the military (Ramage, 1995; Por-
ter, 2002). Since then, there has been a widely accepted perception among
Muhammadiyah members that party politics is not conducive to the organization.
In 1971, Muhammadiyah in its national congress decided to distance itself from
partisan politics and to emphasize its autonomy from any organizations and po-
litical parties: individuals were free to be political, but Muhammadiyah as an
organization was not. The policy was called Khittah [Spirit] 1971. Since then, it
has been the overriding principle of Muhammadiyah.

Personal interview with Haidar Natsir, 15 December 2007. [Kalau politik masuk ke amal usaha
Muhammadiyah, amal usaha Muhammadiyah akan hancur, dan Muhammadiyah hancur. Kalau
Muhammadiyah hancur, gerakan dakwah hancur, tidak bagus untuk bangsa.]

4 Social services that Islamic parties or Islamic charitable organizations provide for the poor are
often believed to be effective for garnering votes, as the poor rely on charity for their living
(Wedeen, 2003; Mahmood, 2005; Berman, 2003; Volpi, 2003). Muhammadiyah could have turned
the existing bonds between itself and its members into patron—client ties, which can be effective
for elections (see Scott, 1972).

'S The Suharto regime allowed PARMUSI only to counterbalance Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), which

represented traditionalist Islam.
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Muhammadiyah also tried to avoid ‘low politics’, by which it means the poli-
tics of mobilization for a particular political party or figure. In Muhammadiyah’s
experience, competing for party politics distorts religious teachings as well as
Muslim politics because it becomes a matter of personal gain and fame rather
than organizational benefit (Kuntowijoyo, 1998; Fuad, 2002). Moreover, vying
for power becomes a distraction to the organization.

A rising number of Muhammadiyah members became interested in politics and
utilized Muhammadiyah as a vehicle for entering into party politics after democ-
ratization. Although there is no perfect and permanent way of preventing individuals
from utilizing Muhammadiyah for personal gain in politics, Muhammadiyah tried
to teach its members about the perils of partisan politics by issuing decrees and
reminding them of its khittah whenever it faced demands to become political. To
mitigate the conflicts of interest that arose from partisan engagement,
Muhammadiyah issued Khittah Denpasar in 2002.'* Muhammadiyah believed that
it should avoid the entrapment of partisan politics in order to advance its dakwah
[missionary] movement. Muhammadiyah continues to counterbalance political
aspirations by some members with its organizational principle that prioritizes so-
cial and religious obligations over politics.

Independent rational investigation

Muhammadiyah’s organizational culture nurtures independent rational investiga-
tion [ijtihad], an idea that can be traced back to its founder Ahmad Dahlan’s
philosophy. Ahmad Dahlan brought modernist Islam to Indonesia and built
Muhammadiyah for the purification of Islamic faith, educational reform and so-
cial advancement for Muslims (Palmier, 1954; Peacock, 1978). He wanted the
faithful to use their reason to understand and practise Islamic teachings, rather
than blindly relying on religious authorities (Nakamura, 1979). Uncritical follow-
ing of an authority [faglid] could lead to conservatism and the stagnation of Islam.
Therefore, Muhammadiyah highlights the importance of ijtihad (Nakamura, 1979,
p 13). Ijtihad is not confined to figh [Islamic jurisprudence], but covers current
issues, ‘including political and economic ethics, corporate and professional alms
tax, HIV, combating drug abuse, human rights in an Islamic perspective, the strat-
egy of reform movements, and the development of Islamic thought, and labour
relations’ (Anwar, 2005, pp 35-36). As senior Muhammadiyah figure Haidar Natsir
explains, politics is a choice and not a must for his organization. From
Muhammadiyah’s perspective, politics belongs within the realm of ijtihad [bagi
Muhammadiyah, politik itu pilihan, tempat ijtihad, bukan kewajiban]."” As politi-
cal issues are determined by individual rational thinking, the decision making on
political issues is individualized in Muhammadiyah. For this reason, it is difficult
for all members to agree on issues of partisan engagement. Moreover, it is against
Muhammadiyah’s own principles to ask all the members to vote for a particular
party or candidate. This is the reason why Muhammadiyah never issued any fatwas,
tausiyah [advisory opinions] or any formal kind of pressure on its members to
support PAN, even when many Muhammadiyah members were a part of PAN.
This practice puts Muhammadiyah in a dilemma in that it cannot control any partisan

16 Website: http://www.muhammadiyah.or.id/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=12&
Ttemid=152 (accessed 3 June 2009).

Personal interview with Haidar Natsir, 15 December 2007.
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engagement of individual members, while it has a limited capacity to persuade all
the members to support particular parties or candidates. Given this, Muhammadiyah
emphasized that it had to be shielded from any partisan activities.

Divided elites

In addition to its organizational history and practice, Muhammadiyah cannot unite
its members behind a particular candidate or party. Muhammadiyah members are
affiliated with various political parties individually.'® Modernist Muslim figures
were co-opted by Suharto to enter into politics to contain the power of tradit-
ionalist Muslims and to garner some support among Muslims for his regime (Hefner,
2000). For this reason, the partisan membership of individual members is not
limited to PAN, and in fact includes Golkar, Partai Persatuan Pembangunan (PPP,
the United Development Party) and Partai Keadilan Sejatera (PKS, the Prosper-
ous Justice Party). Reviewing the background of legislators, the only political
parties without Muhammadiyah backgrounds are Partai Kebangkitan Bangsa (PKB,
the National Awakening Party), which represents traditionalist Islam, and Partai
Damai Sejatera (PDS, the Prosperous Peace Party), which represents Christian-
ity."” Din Syamsuddin, the current chairman of Muhammadiyah, was also the
chairman of the research and development section of Golkar during the last days
of Suharto.? Given their varied partisan membership, pushing for one political
party might endanger organizational cohesiveness. At the same time, the politi-
cians with a Muhammadiyah background do not want Muhammadiyah to become
partisan. It is considered to be more beneficial for Muhammadiyah to remain neu-
tral.

Back to Khittah 1971

Muhammadiyah decided that being a social and religious organization was the
best way to balance its religious, social and political roles. While taking care of its
religious and social networks, keeping neutral towards partisan politics makes it
easier for Muhammadiyah to protect its institutional assets and interests. Accord-
ing to Rizal Sukma, the Executive Director of the Centre for Strategic and
International Studies in Jakarta and also a Muhammadiyah board member,
Muhammadiyah has gained moral authority and has been more politically influ-
ential since its adoption of neutrality towards political parties.?’ In doing so,
Muhammadiyah can enjoy the potential for political mobilization and thereby
acquire more space for socio-cultural activities that increase its influence in the
public sphere. This approach can be called ‘high politics’, in that politics of this

'8 There were about 161 people with Muhammadiyah backgrounds out of 550 legislators in parlia-

ment in the 2004—09 Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono Cabinet. Moreover, there are also many ministers
with Muhammadiyah backgrounds who are affiliated with different political parties. Bambang
Sudibyo (Minister of Education), Siti Fadilah Supari (Minister of Health), Bachtiar Chamsyah
(Minister of Social Services), M.S. Kaban (Minister of Forestry), Hidayat Nur Wahid (Chairman
of the People’s Consultative Assembly, MPR) and Adhyaksa Dault (Minister of Youth and Sports)
are examples.

1 An anonymous reviewer mentioned that Moeslim Abdurrahman, a leading Muhammadiyah ac-

tivist, was an activist of PKB and was even appointed as the leader of the advisory board of PKB.

But he was not the legislator.

I thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing this out.

2! Personal interview with Rizal Sukma, 10 May 2007.
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sort purports to deal with moral and ethical values (or social values) rather than
the mobilization of political parties, lending support for particular candidates, or
engaging in debates over government positions, all of which are activities associ-
ated with ‘low politics’. Muhammadiyah seeks to engage in a high-minded form
of politics to maintain its power (Nashir, 2000; Thanthowi, 2003; Fuad, 2002).
Officially, this policy was established at Muhammadiyah’s congress in 1971. Rec-
ognizing more disadvantages than advantages in power politics, Muhammadiyah
advised its members to keep their partisan activities individual and not to inter-
fere with Muhammadiyah'’s activities.

Conclusion

This paper examines the factors that shape the (dis)engagement of Muhammadiyah,
a modernist Muslim organization, with regard to electoral politics. Democratiza-
tion brought political opportunities to organizations such as Muhammadiyah with
mass membership to enter into partisan politics. Muhammadiyah struggled to re-
main a social and religious organization, despite its leader’s attempt to build a
political party that straddled the gap between religion and politics. However,
Muhammadiyah did not capitalize on its social services and its membership for
electoral gain. Instead, it emphasized the principle of non-engagement, and adopted
a policy of neutrality towards all political parties.

When Muhammadiyah members are in conflict with one another regarding the
direction that the organization should take, the institutional logic that has long
existed and that prioritizes its religious and social functions over political ones
has kept Muhammadiyah from being actively involved in elections. While there
have been attempts by some elites to take advantage of Muhammadiyah for politi-
cal gain, most members have supported the idea of prioritizing the religious and
social mission of the organization. Moreover, political lessons were learned at the
beginning of democratization through interactions with political parties and the
state, which strengthened this commitment.

The commitment to Muhammadiyah’s religious and social mission is based not
only on members’ normative understanding, but also on pragmatism. Muham-
madiyah experienced government repression in the 1960s due to its involvement
with a modernist political party, so it has a tendency to avoid partisan politics as
an organization. Long before Indonesia’s democratization, many Muhammadiyah
members were active in various political parties. At the same time, Muhammadiyah
encouraged people to practise independent reasoning to decide who to vote for —
which limited its mobilizational capacity. As a result, Muhammadiyah could not
push its members to support one particular party without the risk of further divid-
ing up the organization. Given these internal characteristics, Muhammadiyah had
to reinforce the institutional logic that kept it from fully entering into electoral
politics, although it cannot fully control individual members.

This article also demonstrates that religious organizations are not static in deal-
ing with political change. They adapt themselves to a changing environment. Muslim
organizations do not automatically enter into politics. The case of Muhammadiyah
shows how religious institutions use politics for religious ends and confirm the
integrity of their community. They are able to prioritize social and religious iden-
tity over political identity despite the attempt by some members to politicize the
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organization. Even when individuals and organizations are in conflict with each
other, it is difficult for individuals to change a long-established commitment to
avoiding a direct involvement in politics.

References

Alfian (1989), Muhammadiyah, The Political Behavior of a Muslim Modernist Organization under
Dutch Colonialism, Gadjah Mada University Press, Yogyakarta.

Anderson, Benedict (1975), ‘Religion and politics in Indonesia since independence’, in Benedict
Anderson, Mitsuo Nakamura, and Mohamad Slamet, eds, Religion and Social Ethos in Indonesia,
Monash University, Clayton.

Anwar, Syamsul (2005), ‘Fatwa, purification and dynamization: a study of Tarjih in Muhammadiyah’,
Islamic Law and Society, Vol 12, No 1, pp 27-44.

Azyumardi, Azra (20006), Indonesia, Islam, and Democracy: Dynamics in a Global Context, Equinox
Publishing, Jakarta.

Baswedan, Anies (2004), ‘Political Islam in Indonesia: present and future trajectory’, Asian Survey,
Vol 44, No 5, pp 669-690. -

Berman, Sheri (2003), "Islamism, revolution, and civil society’, Perspectives on Politics, Vol 1, No 2,
pp 257-272.

Bush, Robin (2009), Nahdlatul Ulama and the Struggle for Power Within Islam and Politics in Indo-
nesia, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore.

Campbell, David (2004), ‘Act of faith: churches and political engagement’, Political Behavior, Vol
26, No 2, pp 155-180.

Clark, Janine (2006), "The conditions of Islamist moderation: unpacking cross-ideological coopera-
tion in Jordan’, International Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol 38, pp 539-560.

Eliraz, Gloria (2004), Islam in Indonesia: Modernism, Radicalism, and the Middle East Dimension,
Sussex Academic Press, Brighton.

Feith, Herbert (1963), ‘Dynamics of guided democracy’, in Ruth McVey, ed, Indonesia, Yale Univer-
sity Press, New Haven, CT.

Fuad, Muhammad (2002), ‘Civil society in Indonesia: the potential and limits of Muhammadiyah’,
Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia, Vol 17, No 12, pp 133-163.

Gill, Anthony (1998), Rendering Unto Caesar: The Catholic Church and the State in Latin America,
Chicago University Press, Chicago, IL.

Gill, Anthony (2001), ‘Religion and comparative politics’, Annual Review of Political Science, Vol 4,
pp 117-138.

Goldstone, Jack (2003), States, Parties and Social Movements, Cambridge Studies in Contentious
Politics, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge and New York.

Hamayotsu, Kikue (2011a), ‘The political economy of Islamist mobilization in a Muslim democracy:
political rise of PKS in post-authoritarian Indonesia’, Asian Survey, Vol 51, No 5, pp 971-992.

Hamayotsu, Kikue (2011b), ‘The end of political Islam? A comparative analysis of religious parties
in the Muslim democracy of Indonesia’, Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol 30, No 3,
pp 133-159.

Hasan, Noorhadi (2009), Islamist Party, Electoral Politics, Da’wa Mobilization Among Youth: The
Prosperous Justice Party (PKS) in Indonesia, RSIS Working Paper Series, RSIS, Singapore.
Hefner, Robert (2000), Civil Islam: Muslims and Democratization in Indonesia, Princeton University

Press, Princeton, NJ.

Jung, Eunsook (2009), ‘Taking care of the faithful: Islamic organizations and partisan engagement in
Indonesia’, PhD dissertation, University of Wisconsin-Madison, WI.

Kadir, Suzaina (2002), ‘When the “Other” isn’t clear: Islamic society and the state in Indonesia’s
democratic transition’, paper presented at the American Political Science Association Confer-
ence, Boston, MA.

Kalyvas, Stathis (1996), The Rise of Christian Democracy in Europe, Cornell University Press, Ithaca,
New York.

King, Dwight (2003), Half-Hearted Reform: Electoral Institutions and the Struggle for Democracy
in Indonesia, Praeger, Westport, CT.

Kuntowijoyo (1998), ‘Enam Alasan Untuk Tidak Mendirikan Parpol Islam’, Republika, 18 July.

Liddle, William (2000), ‘Indonesia in 1999: democracy restored’, Asian Survey, Vol 40, No 1, pp 32—
42,

Machmudi, Yon (2008), Islamizing Indonesia: The Rise of Jemaah Tarbiyah and the Prosperous
Justice Party (PKS), Australian National University Press, Canberra.

Mahmood, Saba (2005), Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject, Princeton
University Press, Princeton, NJ.



http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0928-9380()12:1L.27[aid=10262302]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0190-9320()26:2L.155[aid=10262301]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0190-9320()26:2L.155[aid=10262301]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0004-4687()44:5L.669[aid=7888547]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0004-4687()44:5L.669[aid=7888547]

86  South East Asia Research

Mietzner, Marcus (2008), Military Politics, Islam and the State in Indonesia: From Turbulent Tran-
sition to Democratic Consolidation, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore.

Mujani, Saiful, and Liddle, William (2005), ‘Indonesia in 2004: the rise of Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono’,
Asian Survey, Vol 45, No 1, pp 119-126.

Mujani, Saiful, and Liddle, William (2009), ‘Muslim Indonesia’s secular democracy’, Asian Survey,
Vol 49, No 4, pp 575-590.

Mulkan, Abdul (2006), ‘Sendang Ayu: Pergulatan Muhammadiyah di Kaki Bukit Barisan’ [Sendang
Ayu: Muhammadiyah battle at the foot of Barian Mountain], Suara Muhammadiyah, 2 January.

Nakamura, Mistuo (1979), ‘The reformist ideology of Muhammadiyah’, paper presented at the panel
on ‘Focus on Islam’ as part of the school seminar series entitled The Indonesian Connection, 9
November, Department of Anthropology, Research School of Pacific Studies, Australian National
University, Canberra.

Nakamura, Mistuo (1983), The Crescent Arises over the Banyan Tree: A Study of the Muhammadiyah
Movement in a Central Javanese Town, Gadjah Mada University Press, Yogyakarta.

Nakamura, Mistuo (2001), Islam and Civil Society in Southeast Asia, Institute of Southeast Asian
Studies, Singapore.

Nashir, Haidar (2000), Dinamika Politik Muhammadiyah [The Political Dynamic of Muhammadiyah],
BIGRAFO Publishing, Yogyakarta.

Noor, Firman (2006), ‘Moderate Islamic fundamentalism in Indonesia’, MA thesis, Australian Na-
tional University, Canberra.

Palmier, Leslie (1954), ‘Modern Islam in Indonesia: the Muhammadiyah after Independence’, Pa-
cific Affairs, Vol 27, No 3, pp 255-263.

Peacock, James (1978), Purifying the Faith: The Muhammadiyah Movement in Indonesia Islam,
Benjamin Cummings, Menlo Park, CA.

Platzdasch, Bernard (2009), ‘Down but not out’, Inside Indonesia, Vol 97, July—September.

Porter, Donald (2002), Managing Politics and Islam in Indonesia, RoutledgeCurzon, New York, NY.

Ramage, Douglas (1995), Politics in Indonesia: Democracy, Islam, and the Ideology of Tolerance,
Routledge, New York, NY.

Ricklefs, M.C. (2008), ‘Religion, politics, social dynamics in Java: historical and contemporary rhymes’,
in Greg Fealy and Sally White, eds, Expressing Islam: Religious Life and Politics in Indonesia,
ISEAS Publishing, Singapore.

Scott, James (1972), ‘Patron—client politics and political change in Southeast Asia’, American Politi-
cal Science Review, Vol 66, No 1, pp 91-113.

Setiawan, Farid (2006), ‘Ahmad Dahlan Menangis (Tanggapan Terhadap Tulisan Abdul Munir
Mulkhan)’, Suara Muhammadiyah, 20 February.

Sherlock, Stephen (2004), The 2004 Indonesian Elections: How the System Works and What the
Parties Stand for, Center for Democratic Institutions, Canberra.

Sidel, John (2001), ““It takes a madrasah”? Habermas meets Bourdieu in Indonesia’, South East Asia
Research, Vol 9, No 1, pp 109-122.

Sugiarto, Bima (2006a), ‘Beyond formal politics: party factionalism, leadership and democratization
in post authoritarian Indonesia’, PhD thesis, Australian National University, Canberra.

Sugiarto, Bima (2006b), ‘Political business’, Inside Indonesia, Vol 87, July—September.

Syamsuddin, Din (1995), ‘The Muhammadiyah Da’wah and allocative politics in the New Order
Indonesia’, Studia Islamika, Vol 2, No 2, pp 35-71.

Thanthowi, Pramono (2003), ‘Muhammadiyah dan Pencalonan Amien Rais’, Kompas, 19 June.

Thohari, Hajriyanto (2004), ‘Politik Muhammadiyah’, in Sudar Siandes, ed, Muhammadiyah:
Eksperimen Politik Dalam Pemilu Presiden, Rineka Cipta, Jakarta.

Thomas, Scott (2005), The Global Resurgence of Religion and the Transformation of International
Relations, Palgrave Macmillan, New York, NY.

Volpi, Frederic (2003), Islam and Democracy: The Failure of Dialogue in Algeria, Pluto Press, Lon-
don.

Ward, Ken (1970), The Foundation of the Partai Muslimin Indonesia, Modern Indonesia Project,
Cornell University, Ithaca, NY.

Warner, Carolyn (2000), Confessions of an Interest Group: The Catholic Church and Political Par-
ties in Europe, Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ.

Wedeen, Lisa (2003), ‘Beyond the crusades: why Huntington, and Bin Laden, are wrong’, Middle
East Policy, Vol 10, No 2, pp 56-61.

Wickham, Carrie (2004), ‘Path to moderation: strategy and learning in the formation of Egypt’s Wasat
Party’, Comparative Politics, Vol 36, pp 205-228.

Zenzie, Charles (2004), ‘Indonesia’s new political spectrum’, Asian Survey, Vol 39, No 2, pp 243—
264.



http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0967-828x()9:1L.109[aid=10262307]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0967-828x()9:1L.109[aid=10262307]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0003-0554()66:1L.91[aid=6989093]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0003-0554()66:1L.91[aid=6989093]

