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Jihad and the Specter of Transnational
Islam in Contemporary Southeast Asia:
A Comparative Historical Perspective1
JOHN T. SIDEL

I

Introduction: Writing Against the “Terrorism Experts”
n the years following the 11 September 2001 attacks in New York City
and Washington, D.C., Southeast Asia reemerged on the global stage
as an arena of conﬂict, not with world Communism as during the Cold
War, but with “Islamic terrorism” instead. Shadowy armed groups such
as Abu Sayyaf in the southern Philippines and Laskar Jihad in Indonesia
were rapidly identiﬁed by the U.S. government as “terrorist organizations”
and thus legitimate targets for legal and military action. U.S. Special
Forces advisers were soon deployed to the island of Basilan to assist
Philippine troops in operations against the Abu Sayyaf, a group linked to
the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center in New York. Pressure was
likewise applied on the Indonesian government to defeat and disband the
paramilitary forces of Laskar Jihad in areas of Central Sulawesi, Maluku,
and Maluku Utara, which had been plagued by interreligious violence over
the preceding several years.
Finally, after a series of arrests in Malaysia, the Philippines, and
Singapore in 2001–2, a hitherto unknown group identiﬁed as Jemaah
Islamiyah was unveiled by security ofﬁcials in these countries and in
Indonesia, where this Al-Qaeda-linked terrorist network was said to be
based. Jemaah Islamiyah’s supposed leader, Abu Bakar Ba’asyir, had cofounded a religious school in Central Java in the early 1970s, served time
in Indonesian prisons for his “extremist” views in the late 1970s and early
1980s, and lived in exile in Malaysia in the late 1980s and much of the
275
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1990s, before returning at the turn of the century to Indonesia, where he
was elected the leader of the Majelis Mujahidin Indonesia, the Assembly of
Indonesian Mujahidin. Allegedly linked to Al-Qaeda by shared experiences
in Afghanistan in the 1980s, a common religious and political agenda, and
myriad personal, ﬁnancial, and logistical ties, this Jemaah Islamiyah thus
appeared as a regional franchise outlet of sorts for Osama bin Laden’s
efforts to spread his version of jihad to Southeast Asia.
Thus, when a car bomb killed nearly 200 foreign tourists at a
nightclub on the Indonesian island of Bali in October 2002, the explosion
was immediately attributed to Jemaah Islamiyah and, along with similar
incidents in Yemen and Kenya, perceived as evidence of a resurgence of
Al-Qaeda terrorist activity around the world. In response, the Indonesian
police detained alleged Jemaah Islamiyah leader Abu Bakar Ba’asyir in
connection with a series of earlier alleged offenses and questioned him as to
his involvement in the bombing. In a few short months, using intelligence
reportedly provided by Jemaah Islamiyah members interrogated by the
authorities in Singapore, and by an Al-Qaeda operative captured by the
CIA in Afghanistan, the Indonesian police made rapid progress in their
investigation. By the end of 2002, a series of well-publicized arrests had
revealed not only the Bali bombers and their accomplices, but a longer
trail of Islamic activists and schools stretching across Java, Sumatra, and
the Malay Peninsula. Alongside the U.S. invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq,
it appeared that a second front in the “war on terrorism” had been opened
in Southeast Asia, with Al-Qaeda squaring off against the United States
and its local allies. Subsequent bombings — the Marriott Hotel (August
2003) and the Australian Embassy (September 2004) in Jakarta, a ferry off
Manila Bay (February 2004), and targets in Manila, Davao, and General
Santos (February 2005) — punctuated the U.S.-led crackdown on Islamic
terrorism in the region.
Thus a picture of extensive Al-Qaeda operations in Southeast Asia
has come into focus, in journalistic reportage, government press releases,
publications and leaks, and the pseudo-academic writings of selfstyled “terrorism experts” with little specialist knowledge of the region.
Exemplary and inﬂuential in this regard is the book Inside Al Qaeda:
Global Network of Terror by Rohan Gunaratna of the Centre for the Study
of Terrorism and Political Violence at the University of St. Andrews in
Scotland. Gunaratna, a prominent ﬁxture on the media and consultancy
circuit, wrote in 2002: “As envisaged by bin Laden, Al-Qaeda’s inﬂuence
spread from the Philippines to the rest of South East Asia, where its
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network is long-standing, well-entrenched and extensive.”2 Using the
Philippines as a base, Gunaratna claimed, Al-Qaeda developed a “wellcoordinated regional network” in Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore.3
Zachary Abuza, an American political scientist and occasional television
talk-show “terrorism expert,” concurred: “Al Qaeda had slowly penetrated
the region for more than a decade beginning in 1991, co-opting individuals
and groups, establishing independent cells, and ﬁnding common cause with
local militants.”4
These self-evidently superﬁcial and simplistic Al-Qaeda-centered
accounts have been accompanied by more detailed and more impressively
documented research on Jemaah Islamiyah and other Islamic terrorist
groups in Southeast Asia by regional specialists working for the Brusselsbased International Crisis Group (ICG). Led by the widely respected
Indonesia expert Sidney Jones, the Jakarta ofﬁce of the ICG published a
series of reports describing the organizational structures and activities of
Jemaah Islamiyah in Indonesia and beyond, as well as additional reports on
Islamic terrorist activities in the Indonesian province of Central Sulawesi
and in the southern Philippines. These reports painted a highly nuanced
and complex picture of the internal structures and activities of so-called
jihadist networks in Southeast Asia, tracing patterns of recruitment and
processes of activity with close attention to names, dates, and places.
Thanks to the efforts of Jones and her collaborators, interested readers
— including appreciative intelligence analysts in Washington, D.C., and
Canberra — have at their ﬁngertips a long list of Indonesian, Malaysian,
and Philippine terrorists, a ﬁne-grained map of the interlocking directorate
of terrorist networks in Southeast Asia, and a blow-by-blow account of
training and bombing activities in various areas of the region.5
Yet for all the conspiratorial coherence of Gunaratna’s and Abuza’s
accounts, and for all the empirical richness of the ICG reports authored
by Jones and her colleagues, essential questions about jihad in the
narrow but popular sense of the term remain strikingly unanswered if not
utterly inexplicable in the light of their works. For even if the question
of “whodunit” is taken to have been answered, if not by Gunaratna and
Abuza then by Jones, the timing, the location, and the forms of violence
in avowed defense or promotion of Islam in Southeast Asia have yet
to be convincingly explained. Why, for example, did the turn of the
21st century witness the onset of a campaign of bombings in Indonesia
— and subsequently in the Philippines — after, and only after, many
years in which other forms of violence were mobilized under the banner
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of Islam? If the timing of the bombings is simply attributable to AlQaeda’s authorship or inﬂuence, why do the bombings of recent years
bear such resemblance to a similar set of explosions in Indonesia in the
mid-1980s? Why have the sites of the bombings shifted from Southeast
Asian targets to ones associated with the United States and “the West” in
Indonesia but not in the Philippines? Finally, why has jihad in Southeast
Asia come to be so narrowly associated with incendiary attacks and with
the conspiratorial forms of agency and mobilization described in such
loving detail by Gunaratna, Abuza, and Jones? Such comparative and
counterfactual questions are arguably important ones to raise, not only
for social scientists concerned with methodological rigor, but also for
the broader audiences interested in the political implications of terrorist
activities and counterterrorism campaigns in Southeast Asia today.
In addressing these questions, this essay takes as its analytical point
of departure an interest in the political, sociological, and discursive
context of so-called jihad in Southeast Asia and as its analytical prism
the comparative historical sociology of Islam in the region. Following
scholars of religious violence in other parts of the world, the essay shows
how the timing, location, and forms of agency and action associated with
jihad can best be understood with reference to the broader possibilities
for mobilization in defense or promotion of “Islam” at a given time and
place. This contextualization of jihad places stress on the diverging national
settings and trajectories for Islam in the Philippines and Indonesia, while
paying close attention to the transnational dimensions of religion in both
countries. Instead of viewing Southeast Asian Muslims’ connections to
the Middle East solely in terms of Afghanistan and Al-Qaeda, the essay
stresses the historical depth and sociological breadth of transnational
networks linking Muslims across the two regions of the Islamic world.
Rather than depicting these networks and links as somehow external to
Southeast Asia, the essay shows how the long-standing connectedness of
Muslims in the region and beyond has run up against other transnational
currents and circuitries — those of capitalism, Christianity, and the global
system of modern nation-states.
Overall, as signaled above, the aim is to address two interrelated
questions: What circumstances have enabled — and constrained — association and mobilization under the banner of Islam in Southeast Asia? Why
has terrorism — or, in the narrow but now widely popular sense of the
term, jihad — waged under the banner of Islam in Southeast Asia assumed
certain forms at certain times in certain places but not others? On the
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one hand, the answers to these questions can be found only through a
comparative historical and sociological analysis of Islamic institutions and
practices in the Philippines and Indonesia. On the other hand, the essay
reveals how jihad in Southeast Asia has been shaped not only by Islam,
but also by the variegated forms and forces of Christianity, capitalism, and
nationalism in the region.

The Abu Sayyaf of the Southern Philippines
In the case of the Philippines, the most recent and noteworthy manifestations
of jihad have consisted of the bombing, kidnapping, and extortionary
activities of the shadowy Abu Sayyaf (“Bearer of the Sword”) group,
whose primary base of operations appears to be located on the island of
Basilan in the Sulu Archipelago. Allegedly founded by a Libya-trained
Muslim Filipino veteran of the anti-Soviet resistance in Afghanistan, the
Abu Sayyaf group ﬁrst surfaced in the early-mid-1990s in connection with
a series of killings and kidnappings of Christian missionaries, nuns, and
priests in Basilan and Zamboanga City, a short ferry ride away from the
island. In 1995, the group grabbed headlines in the Philippines and beyond
in connection with a violent attack on the town of Ipil, Zamboanga del
Sur, which emptied the town’s bank vaults and store tills and left some
50 residents dead. After a hiatus of ﬁve years, the Abu Sayyaf group
resurfaced in 2000–1, with a series of highly publicized kidnappings
of Filipino Christians and foreign tourists in the southern Philippines
and on the Malaysian resort island of Sipadan, just a brief speedboat
ride from the group’s hideaways in Basilan and Sulu.6 Meanwhile, Abu
Sayyaf also gained international notoriety as local hosts to Al-Qaeda
operatives such as Ramzi Yousef, who bombed the World Trade Center
in 1993, and Khalid Shaikh Mohammed, who allegedly masterminded
ﬁrst an abortive multiple commercial airliner bombing scheme in 1995
and later the successful September 11 attacks on the Twin Towers and
the Pentagon in 2001.

Colonial Origins of “Moro” Marginalization in the
Philippines
The context and content of the Abu Sayyaf’s distinctly predatory brand
of jihad have been shaped not only by the minority status of Islam in the

12 SEA&MEn.indd 279

10/6/08 10:36:55 AM

280

John T. Sidel

predominantly Catholic archipelago, but also by the distinctive processes
through which capitalist development and national integration began to
unfold under Spanish and American colonial auspices. Crucial in this
regard was the post-Reconquista zeal that animated the Spanish project to
stem the spread of Islam in the archipelago, which was well under way by
the time of Magellan’s ill-fated arrival in Cebu in the early 16th century.
Colonization meant evangelization, among both the natives of the islands
and the Chinese immigrants who served as commercial intermediaries
in inter-island commerce and the Spanish galleon trade with the Middle
Kingdom. The assimilation of this immigrant minority, achieved through
intermarriage with native women, conversion to Catholicism, and the
baptism and redesignation as mestizo (mixed) of the children born to such
unions, preﬁgured the emergence of a commercial class whose Chinese
ancestry did not stand in the way of its capacity to rule “for itself” and
in the name of the Filipino nation. It was thus a class of assimilated
Catholic, Chinese mestizos — rather than a stigmatized, closed “foreign”
minority as in Indonesia — which pioneered the expansion of market
circuitries from various port cities into the hinterlands of the archipelago
in the 19th century. It was also this same class of now self-assuredly
Filipino moneylenders, merchants, and landowners who predominated in
the national integration of the Philippines through elections in the 20th
century, as municipal mayors, provincial governors, congressmen, senators,
and presidents.
Against this backdrop, the marginality of those Filipinos residing
in the Islamicized southern areas of the archipelago — now dubbed and
demonized as “Moros” — was twofold. First of all, insofar as these areas
had remained outside the orbit of Spanish colonial rule, they only belatedly
experienced the processes by which the elimination of barriers to free trade
in the 19th century gave rise to a Chinese mestizo comprador class for
foreign ﬁrms in the prosperous port cities in the archipelago. Thus, with
the incorporation of previously unhispanicized areas into the Philippines
in the early 20th century, the path of internal colonization of Muslim
Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago was opened wide to coconut, corn,
and rice millers; moneylenders and bankers; bus, electricity, and shipping
companies; and colleges and universities based in Cagayan de Oro, Cebu,
Davao, and Manila.
Second, inasmuch as the national integration of the archipelago was
achieved through the expansion of colonial democracy “upward” from
small-town mayorships to the Philippine presidency, the delayed onset of
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this process in the Moro Province and the deferral of its completion until
the mid-late 1950s further facilitated internal colonization by non-Muslim
interests. Without locally elected congressmen, and with city mayors and
provincial governors appointed by Manila, the dispensation of patronage in
Muslim Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago in the ﬁrst several decades of
the 20th century did not allow local Muslim politicians to accumulate as
much wealth and power as did their Christian counterparts elsewhere in the
archipelago. Logging concessions, pasture lease agreements, transportation
franchises, and titles for large tracts of “public” land fell into the hands
of carpetbaggers and their allies from Christian areas of Mindanao, Cebu,
Iloilo, and Manila.7 In short, since before independence, the Muslims in
the Philippines have been systematically disadvantaged and subordinated
vis-à-vis Christians in the accumulation of cultural, ﬁnancial, political,
and social capital.

Transnational Islam and the Sulu Zone
At the same time, the combination of peripherality within the Philippines
on the one hand, and transnational connectedness beyond its borders on
the other, provided the basis for alternative modes of acquiring power
and prestige in Muslim Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago. Manila and
other major cities colonized other hinterlands elsewhere in the Philippines,
including the “pagan” highlands of the Gran Cordillera mountain range.
The entire eastern shelf of the archipelago — stretching from Cagayan
Valley in northern Luzon through Quezon Province, the Bicol Peninsula,
down to Samar in the Eastern Visayas and the Agusan and Surigao
provinces of eastern Mindanao — evolved into an impoverished provider
of cheap labor, agricultural commodities, and mineral resources to western
centers of capital in the country. It was precisely in these provinces where
the Communist Party of the Philippines (CPP) and its New People’s Army
(NPA) was most successful in its mobilizational efforts against the Marcos
regime in the 1970s and early mid-1980s.
By contrast, the possibilities and patterns of armed mobilization under
the banner of Islam in Muslim Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago were
shaped by a uniquely different set of circumstances. Crucial in this regard
was the long history and continued reality of the region’s close connections
with other parts of Southeast Asia, most notably the eastern Malaysian
state of Sabah and the Indonesian province of North Sulawesi. As the
historian James Warren has shown, the late 18th century saw the rise of a
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loosely structured port polity in the southern Philippines, centered around
the Sulu Sultanate and extending as far as North Sulawesi and northeastern
Borneo. This polity, which Warren memorably dubbed the “Sulu Zone,”
was based on trade with English merchants eager for marine and jungle
products for sale in Chinese ports — and, crucially, on the mobilization
of labor to obtain them. Labor for the gathering of tripang, pearl,
tortoise shells, and birds’ nests was accumulated through “slave-raiding”
expeditions in the Hispanicized areas of the Philippine Archipelago and
elsewhere in Southeast Asia that annually brought thousands of captives
to Sulu to work as pearl divers and ﬁshermen.8 Only in the mid-late 19th
century did the “Forward Movement” of the regime in Manila succeed in
forcing the Sulu Sultanate — and the Muslim sultans of central Mindanao
— to submit to Spanish authority.9 Yet as elsewhere in Southeast Asia,
the success of the Spanish Forward Movement and its consolidation under
U.S. auspices created a new Sulu Zone across modern state boundaries,
as seen in the reemergence of the dispersed slave-raiders of the Sulu
Archipelago as bandits, pirates, and smugglers preying on inter-island and
international trade.
Even after Philippine independence in the mid-20th century, moreover,
hundreds of thousands of Filipinos found work in Sabah, on tuna ﬁshing
ﬂeets operating off the coast of North Sulawesi, and elsewhere in Indonesia
and Malaysia, while smuggling and an ofﬁcially sanctioned barter trade
linked southern Jolo, Zamboanga, and Cotabato City to ports such as
Labuan and Manado.10 In a frontier zone where property rights — titles
to agricultural lands, pasture areas, and logging concessions — have
remained highly contested and insecure, the extensive illegal ﬂows of
goods and labor across international boundaries further strengthened the
economic importance of violence, whether asserted in the name of the
Philippine state or otherwise.
At the same time, moreover, these linkages between the southern
Philippines and the world beyond were reinforced and expanded through
the transnational educational pilgrimages and networks associated with
Islam. The institutions and practices associated with the Islamic faith
in the southern Philippines — located at the easternmost fringes of the
Muslim world — by the time of independence in 1946 appear to have
been relatively weakly touched or transformed by the religious trends
observed in countries where Islam has constituted not only the dominant
religion but also a state-supported faith.11 To this day, Muslim society in
Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago has remained predominantly rural,
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with levels of literacy and education among the lowest in the Philippines;
and thus local institutions of religious learning have achieved only limited
success in promoting an understanding of Islam as an abstract system of
belief.12 Yet since the 1950s, local Qur’anic schools and formal Islamic
schools (madari) have gradually expanded in number and in enrollment, as
have Islamic colleges and other tertiary institutions of religious learning,
even as mosques and numbers of pilgrims making the Hajj have grown
in number.13
Notwithstanding their small numbers and modest credentials, such
schools have had an important impact on Muslim society in the southern
Philippines. Instead of preparing students for admission into Philippine
public high schools or universities, these schools have linked young
Muslim students in Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago to wider Islamic
educational networks beyond the archipelago. Over the years, increasing
numbers of Muslim students have left the southern Philippines to enroll
in Islamic schools and universities in Indonesia and Malaysia, or to avail
of opportunities for study in the Middle East, whether at the prestigious
Al-Azhar University in Cairo or in lesser-known institutions in Pakistan
and Saudi Arabia. Not only have such foreign-educated Muslims returned
to work as ustadz and ulama in Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago,
but various foreign Muslim governments, foundations, and groups have
provided funding and personnel for the promotion of the faith in the
southern Philippines. Thus, precisely in the same decades as the Catholic
Church in the archipelago experienced a dramatic Filipinization, the
institutions and practices associated with Islamic learning and worship
became increasingly internationalized in the country.

Jihad
It is the combination of these transnational connections with the distinctly
U.S. pattern of decentralized democracy that has shaped the possibilities
— and limitations — of jihad in the southern Philippines. While the early
postwar era saw the incorporation of Muslim Mindanao and the Sulu
Archipelago into the circuitries of Philippine electoral politics, Marcos’s
declaration of martial law in 1972, the centralization of law enforcement
in the hands of the Integrated National Police, Philippine Constabulary,
and Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP), and the awarding of
control over the barter trade to the AFP Southern Command (Southcom)
engendered considerable local resistance. In the late 1960s, Liberal Party
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politicians from the predominantly Muslim provinces of Cotabato and
Lanao had already begun to sponsor a Muslim Independence Movement
and to arm and train Muslim guerrilla ﬁghters as a defensive strategy
against “an increasingly aggressive national president who was actively
strengthening (with money and arms) their Nacionalista Muslim rivals in
their home provinces.”14 With the declaration of martial law, moreover,
local resistance to Marcos began to coalesce around the Moro National
Liberation Front (MNLF).
From its inception, the MNLF drew strength from Islamic and
Southeast Asian links stretching far beyond the southern Philippines.
As is well known, alongside Manila-educated activists such as MNLF
Chairman Nur Misuari were dozens of Muslim Filipinos who had studied
in Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Middle East; and the MNLF received
considerable diplomatic, ﬁnancial, and logistical backing from foreign
sources, ranging from Libya’s Qaddaﬁ to Tun Mustapha, the chief minister
and political boss of Sabah through the mid-1970s.15 More generally, over
the course of the 1970s and 1980s, the MNLF (and a splinter group,
the Moro Islamic Liberation Front or MILF) drew sustenance from the
density of remaining cultural, economic, and political linkages across the
Sulu Zone. Smuggling and the government-sanctioned barter trade between
southern Philippine ports and Labuan provided a regular predatory income
for rebel commanders through protection rents, piracy, and shareholder
proﬁt, and the thousands of Muslim Filipinos working (illegally) in
Malaysian Sabah or on ﬁshing boats in the tuna-rich Indonesian waters
off North Sulawesi served as a network for arms, training, and guerrilla
recruitment. According to knowledgeable observers, many of the MNLF
and MILF rank and ﬁle spent time as overseas laborers in Sabah. In terms
of funding, moreover, Libyan support for the MNLF was matched by Saudi
backing for the MILF.
Yet with the revival of competitive electoral politics and the redecentralization of law enforcement in the late 1980s and early 1990s,
the southern Philippines witnessed the domestication and incorporation of
many such “Muslim rebels,” some of whom had already been demobilized
and co-opted into local government posts since the Tripoli Agreement
between the MNLF and the Marcos government in 1976. Local elections
in the late 1980s and 1990s saw the elevation of numerous MNLF and
MILF commanders and backers to local government positions, revealing
and reinforcing the close linkages between the rival guerrilla groups
on the one hand, and local and national electoral politics on the other.
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Local “Muslim rebel” commanders became municipal mayors, provincial
governors, and congressmen and thus developed diverse — and divisive
— alliances with (Christian) politicians and businessmen in Manila and
elsewhere in the country. The project of unifying the Muslims of the
southern Philippines tended to dissolve in the absorptive webs of the
country’s highly decentralized democracy.
It was thus in the context of both formal peace talks and informal
political alliances that in 1996 the MNLF agreed to cease armed struggle in
exchange for government backing of Nur Misuari’s bid for the governorship
of the Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao (ARMM), even as the
avowedly more hard-line MILF continued to exercise inﬂuence through
elected ofﬁcials in its stronghold in central Mindanao. Subsequent changes
of government in Manila trickled down to the ARMM through these
byzantine alliances of national politicians and Muslim rebels, a pattern
loosely paralleled among the two main factions of the CPP. Following
the Estrada administration’s “total war” against the MILF in 2000, new
president Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo engineered an abrupt reversal of
government policy, as seen in the junking of Misuari as ARMM governor
in 2001 and subsequent efforts to forge a new deal with the much-reduced
forces of the MILF. By 2004, with Misuari extradited from Malaysia and
imprisoned outside Manila, and with U.S.-backed Philippine government
troops occupying former MILF and MNLF strongholds in Maguidanao
and Sulu, the struggle for an independent Moro nation in the southern
Philippines had clearly run aground.16
Yet much as the Spanish Forward Movement of the mid-late 19th
century saw the reemergence of the slave-raiders of the Sulu Sultanate as
bandits, pirates, and smugglers, so too did the post-Marcos reincorporation
of Muslim Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago into the democratic
Philippines witness new forms of predation and resistance, now under
the rubric of jihad. Indeed, the shadowy Abu Sayyaf group surfaced with
kidnappings, robberies, and bombings — ﬁrst in 1994–96, then in 2000–1,
and again in 2004–5 — precisely in the midst of shifts and squabbles
over the terms of trade between Manila politicians and their local MNLF/
MILF partners. Moreover, the Abu Sayyaf group emerged from among
the Samal, Yakan, and Taosug areas of Basilan, Sulu, and the southern
Zamboanga Peninsula, in roughly the same arc as their counterparts of
the preceding century.17
In part, this location must be understood in terms of the decentralized
structure of law enforcement in the Philippines, wherein local elected
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ofﬁcials enjoy considerable formal and informal inﬂuence. It is in this
context that market centers and trade routes can be preyed upon from an
outside jurisdiction or, better yet, a base of operations spanning several
jurisdictions. With such a base in Basilan and Sulu and connections
beyond, an armed group can “tax” logging concessionaires, bus companies,
and plantation owners on Basilan while using speedboats for kidnappings,
killings, and robberies in nearby Zamboanga City, at island tourist resorts
off Sabah or Palawan, and along the trade routes connecting the southern
Philippines to Sabah, Sulawesi, and Singapore.
In what way should we understand the Abu Sayyaf group to be
acting under the banner of Islam in the southern Philippines? Perhaps, as
many knowledgeable observers have claimed, the supposedly 200-strong
Abu Sayyaf group has been operating in cahoots with local politicians
and policemen,18 and under a franchise from the Zamboanga City-based
Southern Command (Southcom) of the Armed Forces of the Philippines.
Whether in the raid on Ipil in 1994 or in the various kidnapping episodes
over the years, there have been many indications of military — and
police — connivance and coordination with the Abu Sayyaf, analogous
to the involvement of military intelligence in Manila with the kidnapping
activities of the allegedly ex-NPA “Red Scorpion Gang” in the early
1990s.19 In this context, the rubric of “Islamic terrorism” can be used as
a ﬂag under which to justify a continued military presence in the southern
Philippines, to legitimate violence in the name of the state, and to attract
U.S. military assistance, especially in today’s “war on terrorism.”
Yet perhaps there is more to the rubric of Islam in the southern
Philippines than such cynical machinations. Islam, after all, has been a rubric
under which Moros have established certain kinds of connections beyond
the borders of the archipelago and enjoyed avenues for the accumulation of
power and prestige not afforded them within the conﬁnes of the Philippine
nation-state. Thus, the bombings of churches and missionary centers, the
killings and kidnappings of nuns and priests, and the abductions conducted
in Zamboanga City and in various tourist resorts — not to mention the
more highly publicized bomb attacks in Manila and other Philippine cities
— might well have some broader meaning beyond their role in attracting
the attention and support of Osama bin Laden and his Al-Qaeda network
for the activities of the Abu Sayyaf.
Whether in the form of Christian missionary efforts in Zamboanga,
Basilan, and Sulu, tourist resorts catering to foreigners off nearby Sabah
and Palawan, or the plantations, logging concessions, and mining operations
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in these areas run by companies based in Manila, Tokyo, and New York, a
new “Forward Movement” is in the making in the old Sulu Zone. The U.S.backed military campaigns in Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago since
2000 have paved the way. Against this backdrop, as MILF and MNLF
commanders compete for the favor of Manila politicians and the spoils
of local state ofﬁces, what better rubric for resisting — or taxing — this
Forward Movement than Abu Sayyaf, “Bearer of the Sword”? This name,
it is said, was imported to the Philippines by returning Muslim Filipino
mujahidin who had lived and fought in Afghanistan under the leadership
of Abdul Rasul Sayyaf, an anti-Soviet mujahidin leader sponsored by Saudi
Arabia, Pakistani military intelligence, and, for a time, the CIA in the
1980s.20 Thus, the transnational Islam under whose banner the Abu Sayyaf
group has been operating connotes the power of violence in an insecure
border zone, especially violence licensed and subcontracted out by state
authorities. Yet, as suggested above, linguistic and cultural diversity and
the divisiveness, domestication, and parochialism that come with a highly
electoralized and decentralized organization of state power have sharply
constrained the capacity of this Islam to attract, mobilize, and unify the
Muslims of the southern Philippines.

Laskar Jihad and Jemaah Islamiyah in Indonesia
Meanwhile in neighboring Indonesia, jihad has assumed both similar and
different forms in recent years, as seen ﬁrst with the dispatching of armed
contingents to areas of interreligious violence by Laskar Jihad, and then
with the bombings — of ﬁrst Southeast Asian, and then Western targets
— attributed to the shadowy group identiﬁed as Jemaah Islamiyah. In
comparison with the Philippines, the content and context of this jihad in
Indonesia at the turn of the 21st century have been shaped not only by
the broader purchase of the Islamic faith in the archipelago, but also by
a pattern of class and state formation that has presented very different
constraints and opportunities for association and mobilization under the
banner of Islam.

Colonial Rule and Islam in the Netherlands East Indies
Despite the extent of Islamization in the Indonesian Archipelago by
the time of the VOC’s arrival in the 17th century, the pattern of class
and state formation that unfolded under Dutch colonial auspices in the
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Indies constrained the possibilities for Islam in three decisive ways. First
of all, the gradual creation of a modern state was achieved through the
incorporation, subordination, and bureaucratization of local aristocracies
in Java and elsewhere in the archipelago. Unlike in neighboring British
Malaya, this process saw the various sultanates of the Indies stripped of
authority over religious affairs and encouraged instead to develop local
culture — and codify local custom (adat) — in ways that reinforced
parochial particularisms and reiﬁed ethnic divisions among Muslims in
the Indies.21 As Dutch rule spread and deepened in the late 19th and
early 20th centuries, moreover, these local aristocracies were retooled
into bureaucrats whose entry and ascendancy within the rapidly expanding
colonial state spurred the creation of a modern secular school system,
out of which many leaders of the Indonesian nationalist movement would
eventually emerge. For both the Dutch colonial regime in the era of the
“Ethical Policy” and the Indonesian nationalist movement in its infancy,
secular education and modernization thus came to supplement, if not fully
supplant, a set of reinvented “traditions” as the basis for the claim to rule
over the archipelago.
Second, under Dutch colonial auspices, the spread and deepening of
capitalist market relations in the Indonesian Archipelago was pioneered by
a comprador business class of decidedly non-Muslim complexion. Thanks
to Dutch policies of segregation, the small minority of immigrants from
southern China and their offspring were sharply deﬁned as Chinese and
conﬁned to urban ghettos, with assimilation into local societies (especially
on Java) and conversion to Islam strongly discouraged. Spurred on by the
establishment of the Cultivation System on Java in the mid-19th century,
Chinese revenue farmers and merchants expanded their commercial
and credit networks deep into the rural hinterlands, ﬁrmly establishing
themselves as the compradors of the Dutch colonial “plural society.”
With the abandonment of segregation and the abolition of the revenue
farms in the early 20th century, subsequent generations of immigrants
from China and their offspring developed into an Indonesia-wide Chinese
business class.
Third, and ﬁnally, the Dutch colonial era saw the emergence of a
privileged Christian minority within the ranks of the urban professional
classes and the expanding colonial state. In various localities around the
archipelago, residual Catholic inﬂuences from the early Portuguese era
(especially in the eastern islands) and Protestant missionary efforts under
Dutch (or occasionally English or German) auspices created pockets
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of Christian identity centered around missionary schools of various
denominations and afﬁliations. Such schools not only introduced these
converts to the Bible and to a distinctly modern notion of (“Great Tradition”)
religious faith and identity, but also served as transmission belts for the
recruitment of colonial civil servants, soldiers, teachers, and professionals.
This small but privileged minority of Indonesian Christians was destined
to be markedly overrepresented in the ranks of the bureaucracy, the army,
the university belt, and the urban middle class.22 Thus, a close connection
between Christianity, education, and access to state power was established,
in a pattern strikingly reminiscent of the “pillarization” (verzuiling) of
Dutch society along Protestant and Catholic lines back in the metropole
as early as the 19th century.
Yet alongside and against the entrenchment of local aristocracies
and adat chiefs on the one hand, and the growth of new circuitries of
modern secular, Christian, and Chinese power on the other, the long
centuries of Dutch colonial rule also produced new possibilities for
identity, association, and mobilization under the banner of Islam. Muslims
had been leaving their villages to visit religious shrines and study in
religious boarding schools (pesantren) around the Indonesian Archipelago
for centuries, with small but signiﬁcant ﬂows of pilgrims and scholars
to Mecca on the one hand, and a trickle of Hadrami Arab migrants to
Southeast Asia on the other, linking the “periphery” to the “center” of the
Islamic world through the circulation of men, ideas, and texts as well as
membership in Suﬁ brotherhoods (tarekat) such as the Naqshbandiyah.23
A community of Southeast Asian Muslims — known collectively as
the “Jawah” — was well established in Mecca, studying, playing host
to Southeast Asian Hajjis, and returning home to the region to impart
their wisdom to their coreligionists.24 These linkages persisted, indeed
prospered, under Dutch rule with little interference on the part of the
colonial regime.
Yet by the late 19th century, economic, political, and technological
conditions helped to broaden and deepen the connections between Muslims
in the Indonesian Archipelago and their coreligionists in the Middle East,
where social and intellectual changes were giving rise to new conceptions
of Islam. With the intensiﬁcation and spread of market relations and modern
state circuitries on Java and elsewhere in the Indies came increasing
travel — seen most dramatically in the construction of railroads — which
thickened the ﬂow and widened the arc of religious sojourns and scholarly
pursuits across the landscape of Islamic shrines and schools in the Indies
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and neighboring colonies such as British Malaya. With the growth of interisland trade and travel and the rise of the publishing industry, moreover,
the dissemination of books and other publications written in Jawi — i.e.,
Malay written in Arabic script — greatly strengthened the ﬁeld of shared
communication and consciousness among Muslims in Southeast Asia.
Finally, with the opening of the Suez Canal, the invention of the steamboat,
and the establishment of Pax Brittanica, making sea travel across the Indian
Ocean more affordable, rapid, and safe, more and more Muslims from the
Indies came to make the Hajj or visit centers of Islamic learning elsewhere
in the Middle East, even as larger numbers of migrants from the Hadramaut
came to settle in the Indies.
It was against this backdrop that new conceptions of Islam came
into focus in the Netherlands East Indies, circulating from Cairo and the
Hejaz via Singapore, the hub of Hajj travel and Islamic publishing in
Southeast Asia. Inspired by Cairene authors ranging from Jamal al-Din
al-Afghani and Muhammad Abduh to Rashid Rida, and impelled by the
widening scope of their own experiences and awareness of the world,
some Muslims in the Indies began to think, write, and act in ways that
transcended the loose sense of the bilad al-jawa (“lands of the Jawa”)
and the personalistic and particularistic networks of tarekat and pesantren.
They bewailed the divisions and the constraints upon intellectual and social
advancement among Muslims that colonial rule, feudalism, and traditional
Islamic teaching methods had imposed upon the Islamic world. They
embraced Islam as a project for the (re)uniﬁcation and reschooling of
the ummah.25
Signs of these trends were in abundant evidence by the second decade
of the 20th century. The year 1912 saw the founding by Javanese Muslim
merchants and scholars of Muhammadiyah, an association devoted to the
development of modern schools, known as madrasah, which combined
new forms of religious instruction with the kind of Western-style schooling
that had given Christians such advantages in the Dutch East Indies.26
Subsequent years witnessed the establishment of other such associations,
most notably Al-Irshad and Persatuan Islam (Persis or Islamic Unity) by
elements of the Hadrami Arab immigrant merchant community concerned
with preserving and promoting both modern educational advancement along
the lines pioneered by Christian and Chinese schools in the Indies, and
a sense of Islamic identity transcending the borders of the island colony.
By the 1920s, the inroads made among Muslims by these associations had
inspired religious scholars (kyai or ulama) afﬁliated with the established
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system of rural Islamic boarding schools (pesantren) to form Nahdlatul
Ulama (Awakening of the Religious Scholars) in defense of traditional
forms of Islamic learning and worship.

Islam and Nationalism in Indonesia
It was also against this backdrop that new forms of identity and association
under the rubric of Islam came to contribute some of their considerable
energies and organizational resources to struggles against Dutch colonial
rule. The modernist education promoted by Muhammadiyah ﬁtted well
within the rubric of the Dutch “Ethical Policy” of the early 1900s and won
encouragement and support from the colonial regime, and immigrant Arab
merchants served as commercial and ﬁnancial intermediaries for Western
ﬁrms in the Indies. But the possibility that Islam would provide a rubric for
anticolonial resistance was already evident in the so-called Padri movement
in West Sumatra in the early 1800s, the Banten revolt of 1888, and the
long Aceh War in the ﬁnal quarter of the 19th century.27 Thus, Dutch fear
of pan-Islamic movements and conspiracies emanating out of Mecca was
a recurring theme in the last century of colonial rule.28
Indeed, the much-celebrated rise of Indonesian nationalism in the
20th century was from its inception intimately intertwined with forms of
association and mobilization under the banner of Islam. The ﬁrst mass
movement to mobilize tens, indeed hundreds, of thousands of ordinary
people around the Indies, after all, was the Sarekat Islam of the 1910s and
early 1920s, whose various activities drew on the associational resources and
solidarities accumulated by Islamic school networks across the archipelago
and beyond.29 While the Sarekat Islam fell prey to internal dissension and
later Dutch suppression after the failed rebellions of 1926–27, Islamic
networks and associations reemerged in the 1940s to play a crucial role
in the Revolusi against the Dutch. Under the Japanese Occupation, a
nationwide Council of Indonesian Muslim Associations (Masjumi) was
created to help in the administration of occupied Indonesia, and Muslim
youths from around Java and beyond were given paramilitary training and
organized into armed units of the Hizbullah to confront an anticipated
Allied invasion.30 Thus, the school networks, symbols, and solidarities
associated with Islam were crucial to the anti-Dutch guerrilla struggle
during the Revolusi (1945–49), with some of the strongest resistance to
the returning colonial regime and its aristocratic collaborators coming from
self-consciously Islamic armed groups. In West Java, for example, the
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guerrilla leader Kartosuwirjo, a protégé of the Sarekat Islam leader H. O.
S. Tjokroaminoto and a son-in-law of a prominent Sundanese kyai, even
proclaimed the formation of the Islamic State of Indonesia (Negara Islam
Indonesia) on 7 August 1949.
But this path of mobilization under the banner of Islam ran aground
in the face of sociological obstacles to the uniﬁcation of the Indonesian
ummah as well as alternative political movements and currents in the
archipelago. Under the rubric of a unifying Islam, after all, considerable
diversity and contestation in Muslim associational life, educational
networks, and religious practices continued to ﬂourish, with little
institutional basis for the centralization and standardization of Islamic
authority and orthodoxy. Beyond the broad, pluralistic ﬁeld of selfconsciously Islamic education, association, experience, and consciousness,
moreover, alternative solidarities came into being among the population
of the Indonesian Archipelago. Bureaucratization and commercialization,
after all, produced new secular pilgrimages, new school networks, and
new publishing circuitries, with the Singapore-centered ﬂow of Jawi texts
eclipsed in the 1910s by newspapers, novels, and pamphlets printed in
the cities of the Indies in the romanized Malay that became known as
Bahasa Indonesia.
The egalitarian, anti-feudal appeal of Islam, moreover, was soon
rivaled by that of the alternative rubric of Communism, with its own transnational networks, forms of schooling, language and textual production,
and blueprints for a post-independence Indonesia. Thus, by the late 1910s,
the “green” (Islamic) complexion of the Sarekat Islam was complemented
— and contested — by the spread of “red” hues, and various stripes of
Communism were likewise in much evidence in the afﬁliation of local
guerrilla groups in the Revolusi of the late 1940s. Small wonder that the
nationalist leader Soekarno, a graduate of Dutch secular schools, began
using the slogan of NASAKOM — Nasionalisme, Agama (Religion),
Komunisme — in the late 1920s to signal the embrace — and domestication
— of these two competing transnational networks and currents under the
sign of a secular Indonesian nationalism.
Thus, the energies and aspirations mobilized behind Islam in the
Revolusi soon ran up against a very different kind of project, namely,
the reconstitution of a modern secular state under an Indonesian national
banner. The promise of an Islamic state was abandoned in favor of the
monotheistic but multi-faith state ideology Pancasila, and “irregular”
Islamic guerrilla leaders were left unrecognized and excluded from the
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formation of the Indonesian Armed Forces (Tentara Nasional Indonesia, or
TNI) in favor of more “professional” (and, in some cases, Dutch-trained)
ofﬁcers. Groups led by Kartosuwirjo and other disappointed local guerrilla
leaders in South Sulawesi, South Kalimantan, and Aceh continued the
armed struggle for a Darul Islam (Islamic State), but they dwindled into
small-scale insurgencies and were fully defeated by the early 1960s.31
Meanwhile, Masjumi, now reconstituted as a political party, competed
in the 1955 elections, but only as one of the “Big Four” parties, each
representing a different “current” (aliran) — and school network — in a
society now deﬁned by deep divisions among its population. Despite its
second-place showing, Masjumi was effectively excluded from the fruits of
power by an emerging pro-Soekarno coalition including the secular Partai
Nasionalis Indonesia, the Partai Komunis Indonesia, and the “traditionalist”
Nahdlatul Ulama, entrenched in the Ministry of Religious Affairs since its
1952 breakaway from Masyumi. Deeply disappointed and embittered by
this turn of events, elements of the party supported a set of rebellions
against Jakarta in the late 1950s, thus precipitating the banning of Masjumi
in 1960 and clinching the defeat of Islam as a project for the remainder
of the Soekarno era.

Islam under the New Order
Yet with the violent elimination of the Communist Party of Indonesia
(Partai Komunis Indonesia, or PKI) and the forced retirement of Soekarno
in the mid-late 1960s, the possibilities for mobilizing under the banner
of Islam underwent a series of dramatic changes. University students
afﬁliated with the modernist Himpunan Mahasiswa Islam (HMI) were
prominent in anti-PKI and anti-Soekarno demonstrations in Jakarta during
this period, and Nahdlatul Ulama played a key role in ﬁnessing the
transfer of presidential power to Maj. Gen. Suharto and carrying out
the anticommunist pogroms in East Java. But the New Order regime
that crystallized under Suharto was one in which Islam was profoundly
marginalized. The army, which occupied a dominant position within the
regime, was led by ofﬁcers schooled and socialized in a distinctly secular
nationalist tradition, with Christians disproportionately well represented
and suspicions of organized Islam amply established among their ranks.
Indeed, Suharto himself had commanded TNI troops responsible for
atrocities in the ﬁght against the Darul Islam movement in South Sulawesi
in the early 1950s.
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Beyond the armed forces, moreover, the recruitment and circulation of
networks of civilian elites in the New Order regime likewise excluded those
associated with Islamic education, association, and aspirations. Initially, the
regime incorporated remnants of the local aristocracies that had supported
the colonial state under the Dutch and survived and prospered in the postindependence era as the conservative backbone of Soekarno’s Indonesian
National Party in many parts of the archipelago. But the exigencies of
socioeconomic modernization and bureaucratic circulation dictated a
pattern of recruitment into — and reproduction of — the political class
based not on “blood” but on something dressed up as merit.
In this regard, the networks of educated Protestants and Catholics
enjoyed a privileged position within the Suharto regime. Indeed, the
ﬁrst decades of the New Order saw the rise to unprecedented social and
political prominence of members of Indonesia’s small Christian minority.
From parish schools scattered throughout the archipelago to seminaries to
the Protestant and Catholic students’ organizations at the most prestigious
universities in the country, Indonesian Christians enjoyed a clear head
start in the multitiered hierarchy of education that fed into the New Order
bureaucratic elite, even as their church coffers and business connections
were enhanced by the growing numbers of wealthy ethnic-Chinese
Protestants and Catholics. Most notoriously, a clique of Catholic activists
established a powerful think tank in Jakarta, the Center for Strategic
and International Studies (CSIS). Through their positions at Indonesia’s
top universities, in the military establishment, and CSIS, Christians thus
landed themselves and their protégés in the seats of civilian and military
power in the cabinet, Golkar (the regime’s electoral machine), its pseudoparliamentary bodies, and key media outlets and other business ventures.
Even in the late 1980s, the key economic and security portfolios in the
cabinet were in Christian hands.
Besides these inﬂuential Christians, a somewhat broader pool of
Westernized — and often Dutch-speaking — graduates of Indonesia’s
leading secular institutions of higher education (as well as universities in
Europe and North America) exerted similar forms of inﬂuence within the
regime and likewise used their patronage and protection to advance the
careers and businesses of their former students and other protégés. Yet these
cosmopolitan, Western-educated intellectuals, technocrats, and political
operators represented a tiny privileged elite in a country where only a
small fraction of the population reached the level of tertiary education.
Moreover, although most members of these circles were nominally Muslim
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by faith, very few of them had received a religious education of any kind
or participated in Islamic organizations.
Meanwhile, the process of capitalist development in Indonesia also
saw the expansion of private non-Muslim wealth and power throughout the
archipelago. In the ﬁrst two decades of the New Order, the overwhelmingly
Chinese business class was transformed from a collection of small-scale
merchants and moneylenders into an interlocking directorate of commercial,
ﬁnancial, and industrial capital. Huge Chinese conglomerates emerged,
with diverse interests ranging from automobile production to banking, food
processing, electronics, household appliances, pharmaceuticals, real estate,
and shipping. In the cities and major towns of the archipelago, the signs
of Chinese capital loomed increasingly large on the urban landscape: bank
outlets, department stores, factories, residential subdivisions, shopping malls,
and supermarkets. The names of major Chinese capitalists, conglomerates,
and commodities — Liem Sioe Liong, BCA, Maspion Group, Indomee
— became household terms, even as the familiar neighborhood Chinese
shopkeeper was transformed into a local retail outlet for this nationwide,
if not properly national, business class.
Into the widening gulf between this narrow ruling class and the broad
mass of the Indonesian population stepped the powerful ﬁgure of Islam,
much as it had done during the late Dutch colonial era, but now without
Communism as an alternative pole of ideological and organizational
attraction. Islam, after all, represented a plausible idiom of protest by
outsiders against a regime in which foreign and Chinese capital, Christians,
and graduates of secular institutions of higher education were seen to
occupy privileged positions. Signs of this insurgent Islam were already
in evidence in the election campaigns of 1977 and 1982, with the strong
showing by the United Development Party (Partai Persatuan Pembangunan,
or PPP), the sole representative of Islamic political aspirations under the
New Order’s highly restricted electoral system. By the late 1980s, the
regime had largely defanged PPP through a combination of co-optation
and repression. But occasional reminders of the popular radical energies
associated with an ostensibly uniﬁed but unjustly oppressed Islam — from
the Tanjung Priok and Warsidi massacres of the 1980s to the riots and
church burnings of the mid-late 1990s — still inspired considerable fear
and hope.32
At the same time, state policies and social trends over the long
decades of the Suharto era had worked gradually to propel new generations
of Indonesian Muslims socially upward and to help them accumulate
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the forms of symbolic, cultural, and social capital that facilitated entry
into the New Order ruling class. The Suharto era witnessed not only a
dramatic expansion of higher education in Indonesia and a proliferation
of all kinds of universities in the country, but also the implementation of
numerous policies that furthered the objectiﬁcation and functionalization
of religion, long the project of modernist Muslim groups in the country.
The anticommunist hysteria of the early Suharto years, for example, drove
millions of Indonesians to seek refuge in religious identity, institutions,
and faith in the late 1960s to avoid fatal charges of atheism.33 New
government regulations requiring all citizens to declare their faith,
expanding religious classes in state schools, and impeding interfaith
marriages strengthened the public markers and boundaries of religious
identities. Thus Indonesian Muslims, in a process observed elsewhere in
the Islamic world, increasingly came to understand their religion as “a
coherent system of practices and beliefs, rather than merely an unexamined
and unexaminable way of life,” to think of “knowing Islam” as “a deﬁned
set of beliefs such as those set down in textbook presentations,” and to
put Islam “consciously to work for various types of social and political
projects.”34
Indeed, the system of Islamic education in Indonesia grew considerably
over the three decades of the New Order. The network of traditional, rural
Islamic boarding schools (pesantren) expanded dramatically, as did the selfconsciously modernist madrasah, teachers’ academies, religious training
schools, college faculties, and universities associated with Muhammadiyah.
At the same time, the State Islamic Institute (Institut Agama Islam Negara,
or IAIN), ﬁrst opened by the Ministry of Religious Affairs in 1960, had
established 14 branches around the country by the 1990s, even as the
branches of Universitas Islam quadrupled in number during the same
period. Meanwhile, mainstream state universities throughout Indonesia saw
a marked rise in the numbers of devout Muslim students and the popularity
of campus mosques, prayer and religious discussion groups, and Islamic
student organizations.35 By the 1990s, the rising numbers of Indonesians
schooled under a distinctly, self-consciously Islamic rubric had become a
visible feature of urban society.
With the rising number of Muslim professionals, the public sphere
of modern, urban middle-class life, for the very ﬁrst time in Indonesian
history, was now also claimed by those who deﬁned themselves as pious
Muslims. Indeed, the markers of Islamic piety were now incorporated into
the habitus of mainstream Indonesian bourgeois propriety and prestige.
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Wealthy Indonesian Muslims began to avail of luxury pilgrimage tour
packages to Mecca36 and to enroll in various institutes, foundations, clubs,
intensive courses, and workshops in Suﬁ spirituality and Islamic learning
in Jakarta and other major Indonesian cities.37
Alongside these rising numbers of self-consciously Muslim professionals were the swelling ranks of what might be termed “professional
Muslims,” in other words, men — and, to a considerably lesser extent,
women — who made distinctly modern careers through the promotion of
Islam. IAIN graduates ﬁlled the growing numbers of posts of religious
instructors in state schools, madrasah, and pesantren, and joined the
expanding ranks of functionaries in the vast Ministry of Religious Affairs.
Books, magazines, pamphlets, and other publications on Islamic affairs
proliferated, as did Muslim radio and television talk shows promoting
the rise of “pop Islam” in the form of pious music stars and preachers
(dai).38 Meanwhile, HMI student leaders from elite universities were being
recruited in record numbers into the bureaucracy, the business world,
and Golkar.
It was to recognize, reinforce, and rechannel these trends that the
Ikatan Cendekiawan Muslim Se-Indonesia (ICMI, or Association of
Indonesian Muslim Intellectuals) was founded under the leadership of
Minister of Research and Technology and close Suharto associate B.
J. Habibie in the early 1990s. As minister of research and technology
since the 1970s, Habibie controlled a sprawling empire of state-owned
high-tech enterprises, an enormous state-based patronage empire outside
military and technocratic control in the name of high-tech economic
nationalism. Through his hold over “strategic industries” and responsibility
for infrastructure projects and industrial development schemes, Habibie
wielded considerable discretion over government personnel and contracts
and built up an enormous clientele of university-educated Muslim pribumi
(indigenous) businessmen, through privileged access to state loans,
contracts, and regulatory breaks. With Suharto’s support, Habibie was
elevated to the governing body of Golkar and various Habibie protégés
won key cabinet positions and other plum civilian and military posts.
Meanwhile, a steady process of ICMI-isasi moved forward in Golkar,
in the awarding of state contracts, on many university campuses, and
beyond. CIDES (Center for Information and Development Studies), an
ICMI-afﬁliated think tank, soon began to compete with the Catholic
CSIS, and its daily newspaper Republika tried to rival the Catholicowned Kompas. ICMI support and inﬂuence soon extended to Islamic
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publishers, preachers, and pilgrims, into pesantren, madrasah, and IAIN,
and to ﬁgures within both Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) and Muhammadiyah.
With Habibie at its helm, ICMI incorporated an expanding network of
Muslim professionals and “professional Muslims” into the ranks of the
national political class.39
As this network moved upward within the political class, remaining
obstacles to the ascendancy of Islam became increasingly palpable. In
particular, the accumulation of wealth and power by the Suharto family
imposed a ceiling on any further ICMI-ish ambitions for the foreseeable
future. Suharto’s children, after all, had also won seats on the governing
board of Golkar and begun to lobby for their own minions and allies in the
parliament, the armed forces, and the cabinet; and their huge conglomerates
continued to capture the juiciest state contracts and monopoly concessions.
So long as Suharto was president, his children would remain entrenched at
the pinnacle of power, and succession struggles could leave state control
in the name of their father, rather than in the hands of those who spoke
on behalf of Islam.
Viewed against this backdrop, the Reformasi campaign that led to
the resignation of Suharto in the spring of 1998 was the culmination of
a process of self-deﬁnition and self-promotion by an ascendant segment
of the national political class claiming to represent Indonesian Islam. In
the Indonesia of the 1990s, after all, the struggle of “reformist” Muslims
was a struggle fought largely through and within the New Order state,
as HMI alumni and other afﬁliates of ICMI asserted their claims to
increasing shares of parliamentary seats, Golkar posts, cabinet ministries,
army commands, and other positions and perks of power. In this struggle,
the enemy was not so much Suharto himself but rather the aging dictator’s
children, whose advantages in the contest over power, wealth, and the
impending presidential succession were increasingly experienced — and
resented — as a glass ceiling conﬁning the interests and aspirations
of an arriviste Muslim segment of the political class. In this context,
the riots that swept various provincial towns and cities in 1995–97,
and the massive conﬂagration that hit Jakarta in May 1998, served as
powerful reminders of the popular energies that could be mobilized in
the name of Islam. In the end, the call for Reformasi was indeed a call
by Muslims for the ouster of Suharto, precisely when members of his
family were poised to seize control of the armed forces, Golkar, and the
cabinet, and, not coincidentally, when ICMI chief Habibie was installed
as vice-president.
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Islam and Democracy in the Post-Suharto Era
Suharto’s resignation and Habibie’s ascendancy to the Indonesian
presidency in late May 1998 thus represented an unprecedented — and
long-awaited — opportunity for the assumption of state power in Indonesia
by those claiming to represent Islam. During Habibie’s months in ofﬁce,
these forces worked assiduously to assert greater control over the armed
forces and to build a broad coalition of parties that would combine an
HMI-dominated Golkar with PPP, Muhammadiyah chairman Amien Rais’s
National Mandate Party (Partai Amanat Nasional, or PAN), the Masyumistyle Crescent Moon and Stars Party (Partai Bulan Bintang, or PBB),
and other allied forces. Such a coalition of parties, it was hoped, would
provide a rubric for the retention of power by Habibie and the segment
of the political class that claimed to speak for Islam.
But the contradictions and weaknesses of the position of those
claiming to represent Islam impeded the effective consolidation of their
control over the Indonesian state. After all, these Muslims still comprised
only one segment of the political class, as suggested by the complex pattern
of alliances and maneuvers — within the regime and in the university
belt—that brought it into the driver’s seat in May 1998. Whether in the
armed forces, Golkar, or the cabinet, modernist Muslims found themselves
constrained by the Suharto family’s residual inﬂuence and by competing
clusters of interests and associations variously identiﬁed with Christian
and secular nationalist lineages. The New Order years, after all, had
produced not only visible evidence of modernist Muslim upward mobility,
but also signiﬁcant growth in Indonesia’s Christian population and in the
number of graduates from non-Muslim and secular institutions of higher
education. Among themselves, moreover, these modernist Muslims, like
their multifarious Protestant counterparts in the Christian world, suffered
from the ﬁssiparous tendencies of all post-Reformation religions, and
their diverse pieties and purposes were reﬂected in debilitating political
fragmentation and factional strife.
In Indonesian society, moreover, this self-consciously Muslim segment
of the political class found its claim to represent Indonesia — or Islam, for
that matter — persistently challenged and hotly contested from below. Islam,
after all, was destined to remain an overly ambitious, indeed presumptuous,
banner in a nation boasting the largest Muslim population and the most
popular nongovernmental Islamic organizations in the world. The elitist
pretensions of middle-class modernist Muslims to represent Islam ran
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up against the reality of the millions of unschooled and underemployed
ordinary Indonesians of the faith. Even in the boom years of the early
mid-1990s, when ICMI was expanding its network, thousands of Muslim
youth had left the nation’s pesantren, madrasah, IAIN, and universities
for the job market, only to ﬁnd opportunities for state or private sector
employment or upward social mobility highly limited.
Compared to the upwardly mobile, middle-class modernist Muslim
professionals and political operators who traced their roots back to the
madrasah, the social and political advancement of those hailing from
the pesantren belt was decidedly more modest.40 A few steps behind
— or below — their madrasah-schooled counterparts on the ladder of
educational and social hierarchy, such students ﬂocked in record numbers
to the expanded network of IAIN and provincial universities, but at
elite university campuses the NU-afﬁliated Pergerakan Mahasiswa Islam
Indonesia (PMII, or Indonesian Islamic Student Movement) was much
more modest in its activities and alumni roster than HMI. With high
rates of unemployment for university-educated youth persisting through
the boom years of the mid-1990s, it was clear that even those pesantren
students who made it as far as college faced an uphill struggle into the new
Muslim middle class.41 Beyond the pesantren belt, moreover, where state
patronage had made signiﬁcant inroads by the 1990s, the broad majority
of Indonesian Muslims were poor and unlettered, and thus excluded from
the kinds of educational experiences and networks that were so crucial
for the emergence and ascendancy of the political class that claimed to
speak for the ummat.
Against this backdrop, the June 1999 elections constituted an abrupt
reversal of the trends that had led to the ascendancy of Islam, along
the lines of the betrayal and disappointment following the Revolusi and
the winning of Indonesian independence 50 years earlier. If for decades
the path to power in Indonesia had led from schools to universities to
the circuitries of the state, now control over state ofﬁces and resources
was achieved not through educational networks but through electoral
mobilization, in a largely poor and “under-educated” society. Small
wonder, then, that the parties that proved most popular were those most
inclusive with regard to the extent and form of schooling of the voting
public. Most notable in this regard was the Partai Demokrasi Indonesia–
Perjuangan (PDI-P, or Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle) led by
Megawati Soekarnoputri, the daughter of Indonesia’s ﬁrst president, which
captured a plurality of votes in the elections in June 1999. Like her
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father before her, Megawati represented a secular nationalist tradition,
with the PDI-P dominated by non-Muslims (more than one-third of its
parliamentary slate) and nominal Muslims with no history of Islamic
education or associational afﬁliation. With Megawati’s rise to the vicepresidency in late 1999, her increasing inﬂuence under the administration
of former NU chairman Abdurrahman Wahid, and her eventual ascendance
to the presidency in mid-2001, Islam thus experienced a considerable
diminution of its previously rising status in the public sphere and claim
to state power.

Jihad
It is against this backdrop that the emergence of groups such as Laskar
Jihad and Jemaah Islamiyah at the turn of the 21st century must be
understood. Already in mid-late 1998, sudden political liberalization,
widespread antigovernment protests, and the impending 1999 elections
encouraged the Habibie administration and its supporters to expand and
experiment with forms of violent mobilization in the name of Islam.
Elements in the Habibie administration supported the formation of the
thuggish Front Pembela Islam (Front for the Defenders of Islam) in Jakarta
in 1998 to counter student demonstrations against the government, and
various Islamic parties were provided funding and assistance in the 1999
election campaigns.
With Habibie’s demise in 1999 and the diminution of modernist
Muslim inﬂuence in the state, the sense of disappointment and desperation
only grew. In Jakarta, Habibie’s immediate successor, former NU chairman
Abdurrahman Wahid, had a long history of defending his “traditionalist”
constituency against “modernist” Muslim encroachment by forging
alliances with Christians, secular-nationalists, liberal intellectuals, and
foreign interests, which were well represented in his cabinet and entourage
and his policy preferences. In various parts of the archipelago, moreover,
the processes of democratization and decentralization combined with
the strong electoral performance of the PDI-P to endanger those forces
identiﬁed with Islam.
Nowhere was this more evident than in areas of interreligious conﬂict
such as Maluku and Poso, where Protestants backed the PDI-P against a
Muslim vote divided between Golkar and various Islamic parties, even
as the PDI-P’s leader, vice-president Megawati Soekarnoputri, came to
enjoy increasing inﬂuence within the Indonesian Armed Forces leadership
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in Jakarta. Violence against Muslims in Maluku and Poso, after all, was
being committed by armed groups of Christians enjoying close links with
the PDI-P, ﬁnancial and logistical support from fellow Christians elsewhere
in Indonesia and beyond, as well as the evident protection or collusion of
sympathetic elements in the security forces.42 By mid-2001, moreover, the
ascension of Megawati Soekarnoputri to the presidency brought the secular
nationalist/Christian PDI-P into a dominant position in Jakarta, along with
senior military ofﬁcers (both active and retired) with well-established
records of opposition to the promotion of Islam. Thus the champions
of Islam in Jakarta were understandably keen to help their beleaguered
coreligionists in Maluku and Poso, and to protect and promote a stronger
sense of religious boundaries in the national arena, where political parties
commanding multi-faith constituencies such as Megawati’s PDI-P won
millions of votes, dozens of parliamentary seats, and a dangerous level of
inﬂuence at their expense.
While various Islamic political party leaders thus began to voice
support for an organized response to supplement the government’s feeble
measures to protect Muslims in Maluku and Poso, those most visibly
and vehemently committed to this struggle were associated with a group
formed in early 2000 and known as Laskar Jihad. Hundreds of wellarmed and trained Laskar Jihad troops — along with paramedics and
other civilians — were dispatched to Maluku in the months following
a series of large-scale massacres of Muslims by armed Christian groups
in Maluku and Maluku Utara in late December 1999 and early January
2000.43 Additional Laskar Jihad troops began to arrive in Poso in July
2000, several weeks after large-scale killings of Muslims in the Central
Sulawesi regency of that name, including the execution of dozens of
villagers in a pesantren outside Poso town.44 These troops, along with
those of smaller and lesser-known Islamic militias, provided protection to
vulnerable Muslim towns and villages, and launched large-scale attacks
on Christian localities. Thanks to previous training in camps on Java,
possession of automatic weapons, and coordination with sympathetic
elements in the armed forces, Laskar Jihad troops achieved considerable
success in the latter half of 2000 and the ﬁrst six months of 2001 in
avenging Christian atrocities and consolidating Muslim gains in Maluku,
Maluku Utara, and Poso.45
But by mid-2001, the window of opportunity for paramilitary mobilization under the banner of Islam in areas of interreligious violence
had already begun to close. In Maluku, Maluku Utara, and Poso, the
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very “success” of pogroms had produced clear local patterns of religious
segregation, elaborate arrangements for self-defense on both sides of the
divide, and a stalemate of sorts, with the earlier waves of large-scale
mob attacks replaced by sporadic bombings, drive-by shootings, and
military-style raids. Meanwhile, the ouster of Wahid from the presidency
and his long-anticipated replacement by Megawati Soekarnoputri in July
2001 installed at the pinnacle of state power in Jakarta the head of the
“secular nationalist,” ecumenical PDI-P, the party representing Protestants
in both Maluku and Poso. Already in early 2001, military ofﬁcers eager
to please the ascendant vice-president Megawati had initiated a crackdown
on Laskar Jihad forces, launching large-scale assaults against them in
June in Maluku, and in the ﬁnal months of the year in Poso. With
overwhelmingly Muslim North Maluku hived off as a separate province,
Christians now enjoyed a slim majority in Maluku and predominated
in Ambon City, while gerrymandering produced a mostly Protestant
rump Poso through the creation of two new largely Muslim regencies
— Morowali and Tojo Una-Una — in Central Sulawesi. Thus, by the end
of 2001, interreligious pogroms had already peaked and subsided, with
little large-scale violence in subsequent years, even during the election
campaign period of 2004.
Against the backdrop of Laskar Jihad’s rise and fall, the early years
of the 21st century also witnessed a series of terrorist attacks in the form
of bomb explosions in various locations around Indonesia. Beginning, like
Laskar Jihad’s paramilitary campaign, in the wake of the defeat of Islam
in the 1999 elections and in the aftermath of well-publicized atrocities
against Muslims in Maluku, Maluku Utara, and Poso, these bombings ﬁrst
focused on local Christian targets.46 Christmas Eve of 2000, for example,
witnessed a wave of explosions at churches in cities around the Indonesian
Archipelago, stretching from Pekanbaru and Medan in the west to Bandung,
Jakarta, and other towns on Java and Mataram on the eastern island of
Lombok. Timed to coincide with the most important Christian holiday of
the year, and to commemorate the onset of the wave of Christian atrocities
against Muslims in Maluku and Maluku Utara in late December 1999, the
explosions signaled efforts to continue and escalate interfaith conﬂict at a
time when religious pogroms were subsiding rather than spreading across
the Indonesian Archipelago.47
With the crackdown on Laskar Jihad in the spring and summer of
2001, and the events in New York and Washington, D.C., on 11 September
of the same year, the bombing campaign began to shift to identiﬁably
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foreign and speciﬁcally Western targets. This trend was ﬁrst evident in
the explosions at a nightclub catering to foreign — mostly Australian
— tourists in Bali in October 2002, which left nearly 200 casualties in
its wake.48 Subsequent explosions in Jakarta continued along these lines,
with the bombing of the U.S.-owned Marriott Hotel (reportedly a favorite
hangout of U.S. Embassy personnel) in August 2003 and the Australian
Embassy in September 2004.
The internationalization of jihad in Indonesia from 2002 onward
coincided with a set of interrelated trends in the country and beyond. First,
as already noted above, by this time, large-scale interreligious violence
in Maluku, Maluku Utara, and Poso had begun to subside, with patterns
of accommodation rather than violent antagonism prevailing between
Muslims and non-Muslims around the archipelago. Meanwhile, as also
suggested above, the inauguration of Megawati Soekarnoputri in mid2001 had reasserted claims to state power at the national level by forces
identiﬁed not with the promotion of Islam but with secular nationalism and
Christianity. With Hamzah Haz, the chairman of the largest Islamic party
(PPP), accepting the vice-presidency without winning any real concessions
from Megawati, the resubmission of Islam to these forces in Indonesian
society appeared to be complete.
These domestic trends were reinforced by developments in the international arena. The newly installed Megawati administration’s efforts to
defang the networks of Muslim politicians, civil servants, businessmen,
gangsters, and retired and active army ofﬁcers mobilized for interreligious
warfare in Maluku, Maluku Utara, and Poso were further impelled by
pressures from without, with the U.S. and Australian governments taking
the lead in the “war on terrorism” in the region. A wave of arrests beginning
in mid-2001 landed not only the head of Laskar Jihad in jail but also other
Muslim cogs in the machinery of sectarian violence in various degrees
of hot water.49 At the same time, with the 11 September 2001 attacks on
New York City and Washington, D.C., the U.S. invasions of Afghanistan
and Iraq, and terrorist attacks attributed to Al-Qaeda occurring with some
regularity in locations around the world, the attractiveness of foreign,
Western targets for bombing attacks in Indonesia was greatly enhanced.
Compared to soldiering on with merely local, losing, battles, the prospect
of ﬁghting in a jihad of truly global proportions carried considerably
greater appeal.
Indeed, the transnational dimensions of jihad were already evident
in the mobilization of Laskar Jihad in early 2000. As with other Muslim
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groups mobilized to help their embattled coreligionists in Maluku and Poso,
Laskar Jihad viewed these small pockets of Protestantism as beachheads
for Christian evangelization and inﬂuence in Indonesia, funded, organized,
and, since 1999, armed by wealthy churches in North America and Western
Europe. As for Laskar Jihad itself, the estimated several thousand members
of this saber-wielding group clearly drew inspiration from the Middle
East, as their long, ﬂowing white robes and goatees amply suggested. The
group’s founder was of Hadrami Arab descent, studied in Saudi Arabia,
Pakistan, and Yemen, and allegedly spent some time among the mujahidin
in Afghanistan in the late 1980s.50
In fact, Laskar Jihad was a group with deep historical roots in
transnational Islamic educational networks and experiences. Many of the
pesantren and madrasah where its leading members had been schooled
were established by Islamic associations — Al-Irshad and Persatuan Islam
(Islamic Union or Persis) — which were founded in the early 20th century
by Muslims of Hadrami Arab descent and others inﬂuenced by the
teachings of modernist Islamic scholars in the Middle East. From their
inception, these schools placed great emphasis on the study of Arabic
and, far more than the more Westernized madrasah of Muhammadiyah,
prepared their students for higher education in centers of Islamic learning
far from the Indonesian Archipelago.51 While the founders and ﬁrst students
were predominantly drawn from among the immigrant Hadrami Arab
community in the Indies, by the 1930s the vast majority of students were,
by assimilation or ancestry, Indonesians. Yet the fact that these schools fed
into an overseas education network promoted a “sense of separateness” and
an “outward orientation, back to the Middle East,” encouraging students to
understand “that their center was not ‘here’ in the Indies, but rather ‘there’
in the heartland of the Arab world.”52 Thus, Al-Irshad and Persis activists
were understandably ambivalent toward Indonesian nationalism, supporting
the struggle against Dutch colonial rule on the one hand, while opposing
the construction of a secular nation-state in its stead on the other. Although
they contributed their energies to the Revolusi that led to Indonesian
independence in 1945–49, many members of these groups were understandably dissatisﬁed with the place of Islam in the new nation-state
and its constitutional democracy and backed the Darul Islam rebellion
in areas such as West Java, South Sulawesi, and Aceh in the 1950s and
early 1960s.
While Al-Irshad and Persis entered the 1960s on the very fringes of
Indonesian politics, their enduring transnational linkages combined with
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the sociological and political trends described in the pages above to allow
their networks of schools — and their aspirations for Islam in Indonesia
— to survive, grow, and prosper in subsequent decades. Banned for its
role in supporting the regional rebellions, by the 1960s Masjumi could
no longer provide an umbrella of state patronage and protection as it had
in the early years after independence. Despite their contributions to the
anticommunist campaigns of 1965–66, activists from these circles found
themselves utterly marginalized and at times actively persecuted by the
seemingly Christian-dominated New Order state. Yet the detention of
alleged “Komando Jihad” members in 1977 and the wave of arrests and
trials in connection with the Tanjung Priok incident and related bombings
and protests in 1984 must have strengthened the faith of such activists,
timed as they were to coincide with general elections in the ﬁrst instance
and a major PPP congress in the second. With PPP winning in Jakarta
and garnering considerable popular support elsewhere in 1977 but then
shedding its oppositional stance, Islamic markings, and many of its most
prominent backers in 1984, the message seemed clear. Only the repressive
tactics of a regime dominated by Catholic generals, Chinese ﬁnanciers,
and secularized, Westernized technocrats could keep at bay the popular
forces of Islam.
Fortiﬁed by such hopes and by domestic and foreign sources of
funding, Al-Irshad and Persis activists devoted themselves to the crucial
task of religious schooling. Their efforts were nurtured by Dewan Dakwah
Islamiyah Indonesia (DDII, or Indonesian Islamic Preaching Council), an
umbrella group founded by former Masyumi leaders in 1967 that drew
on donations from Saudi Arabian and other foreign sponsors, as well as
those made by sympathetic Indonesian professionals, businessmen, and
government ofﬁcials. As industrialization and urbanization in the 1970s
and 1980s brought millions of Muslim migrants to Jakarta and other major
Indonesian cities, DDII established hundreds of pesantren and madrasah
and constructed thousands of mosques. The diversity of origins, ethnicity,
and language of this growing new constituency, it was hoped, could be
transcended by the universalism of Islam.
DDII was also especially successful in its dakwah activities in the
campus mosques of state universities in major Indonesian cities, including
such prominent institutions as Institut Teknologi Bandung, Institut Pertanian
Bogor, Universitas Gadjah Mada in Yogyakarta, Universitas Airlangga
(Unair) in Surabaya, and Universitas Indonesia in Jakarta.53 Thanks to its
access to scholarships offered by Saudi-sponsored and other international

12 SEA&MEn.indd 306

10/6/08 10:37:02 AM

Jihad and the Specter of Transnational Islam

307

Islamic organizations, Dewan Dakwah was also able to facilitate study in
the Middle East. By the 1990s, moreover, with the demise of the Catholic
military intelligence czar Benny Murdani and the rise of Habibie and
ICMI, well-connected Dewan Dakwah activists (including some recently
released from prison) enjoyed new freedom to preach and to publish, as
well as unprecedented access to state patronage and support. Through
their inclusion in Habibie’s vast patronage empire, such activists extended
their inﬂuence among government-funded students pursuing postgraduate
technological and scientiﬁc degrees in Europe and North America, and
among the ranks of university lecturers, journalists, publishers, and other
professional Muslims in Indonesia.
Over the years, the transnational pilgrimages of those schooled
under the umbrella of the Al-Irshad, Persis, and DDII networks decisively
shaped their understandings of Islam. Beyond the inﬂuence of individual
Islamic reformist intellectuals from the Middle East, or that of Wahhabi
sponsors in Saudi Arabia, the experience of education in countries far
from Indonesian shores helped to nurture an understanding of Islam
that stressed its most universal principles, its appeal as a foundation for
supranational social and spiritual unity, and its potential as a basis for the
exercise of power. Graduates of these schools were thus concerned with
purifying (memurnikan) the faith of those accretions of local custom (adat)
— promoted by the Dutch colonial regime and its successors, sustained
by the parochialism and ignorance of the ummah and the particularism
and opportunism of ill-intentioned intermediaries — standing in the way
of Muslim unity.
Alongside this concern with preventing the localization and fragmentation of Islam in Indonesia, there was an abiding sense of urgency
about the defense of the faith against the encroachment of rival transnational forces and forms of identity. After all, the 20th century saw a
signiﬁcant expansion of the Christian population in Indonesia, as well as
increasing inroads by the secularizing circuitries of the capitalist market
and the modern nation-state. Thus, just as the Persis journal Pembela Islam
(Defender of Islam) bewailed the weaknesses of Muslims in the face of
a dynamic Christianity in the 1930s, so did Dewan Dakwah activists rail
against the closet secularism of liberal, Western-educated/afﬁliated Muslim
intellectuals in the 1980s and early 1990s. It was thus with ample historical
precedent that the spokesmen of Laskar Jihad voiced disappointment with
the place of Islam in Indonesia’s restored constitutional democracy at the
turn of the 21st century, and tried to rally Muslims divided by partisan
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and parochial interests against the predations of Christians and secular
nationalists afﬁliated with Megawati and the PDI-P. It was also in echo of
the forced demobilization of irregular Islamic guerrillas at the end of the
Revolusi some 50 years earlier that Laskar Jihad found itself losing backing
from within the state and facing violent retribution and imprisonment at
the hands of the authorities by mid-2001.
These lineages have also been amply apparent in the personage
and proclamations of K. H. Abu Bakar Ba’asyir, the elected leader of
the Majelis Mujahidin Indonesia and the man accused of inspiring (if
not himself operating) the allegedly Al-Qaeda-linked Jemaah Islamiyah
network. Ba’asyir and his followers are said to have plotted terrorist
attacks against U.S. targets in the Philippines and Singapore, as well as
the Christmas church bombings across the country in December 2000
and the incendiary attacks on foreign targets in Bali (October 2002) and
Jakarta (August 2003 and September 2004).54 Born in 1938 in Jombang,
an East Javanese town well known for its institutions of Islamic schooling,
Ba’asyir attended the famous “modern” pesantren in Gontor and then went
on to Universitas Al-Irsyad, where he studied Islamic jurisprudence. After
graduation, he worked with other young Islamic activists under DDII to
set up two radio stations, whose broadcasts were soon terminated by the
government because of their critical and extremist content. In the early
1970s, Ba’asyir and his colleagues founded a school, known as Pondok
Pesantren Al-Mukmin Ngruki, located ﬁrst in Solo and then on the outskirts
of the city in the regency of Sukoharjo.
There, Ba’asyir’s teachings attracted both a growing stream of
Muslim students and the increasing interest and concern of the Indonesian
government. Indeed, by the late 1970s Ba’asyir was in prison for his
views, and after several years of imprisonment he was able to leave the
country for a long period of exile — and continued dakwah activity —
in Malaysia that ended only with the fall of Suharto.55 Over the years,
Ba’asyir, as well as his school, its students, and its alumni have been
repeatedly linked by the authorities to various Islamic terrorist activities,
as seen in the Komando Jihad affair in 1977, the post-Tanjung Priok trials
of the mid-1980s, and the massacre of an Islamic community founded
by Pesantren Ngruki graduates in Lampung in 1989.56 Most recently, the
authorities have rounded up countless members of this “Ngruki network”
in Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Singapore, accusing them
of involvement in a variety of terrorist activities and of membership in
a Jemaah Islamiyah network unheard of since the 1970s. As detailed
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in the International Crisis Group’s reports, many of those convicted of
involvement in the Bali bombing and accused of other terrorist activities
are former Ngruki students or members of a broader and more complex
network of which it forms a part.
Thus, the origins and aspirations of Ba’asyir and his followers are
clearly rooted in a tradition of transnational Islam in Indonesia that dates
back many decades. With his former students working as preachers and
starting up small pesantren across the archipelago and in neighboring
Malaysia and the Philippines, and his own children pursuing further
Islamic education in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, Ba’asyir has helped to
continue and expand the transnational pattern of pilgrimage, education, and
circulation embodied in Al-Irshad and Persis since the early 20th century.
Unlike the madrasah founded by the mainstream modernist association
Muhammadiyah, which help to prepare Muslim pupils for Indonesian state
universities and government employment, Ba’asyir’s pesantren and the
broader network of Al-Irshad, Persis, and now DDII-supported schools
open the eyes and minds of their students to horizons that stretch far
beyond the shores of the archipelago.
To be sure, the Indonesian state exercises a highly attractive — and
absorptive — power for activists such as Ba’asyir, whether through the
tactical necessity of reaching an “accommodation” of some kind with its
intelligence apparatus, or the strategic goal of codifying and implementing
Islamic law throughout the country. Indeed, there is abundant evidence of
linkages between elements in the armed forces and these activist networks
over the years, from inﬁltration and imprisonment in the 1970s and 1980s
to close cooperation against the foes of the Suharto and Habibie regimes
in the mid-late 1990s, and provision of support to armed Muslim groups
in Maluku and Poso at the turn of the century. At the same time, the
manifold sinecures in the vast Ministry of Religious Affairs in Jakarta and
the provisions of regional autonomy, especially in those regencies where
Islamic parties control the local assemblies, have offered considerable
opportunities for the promotion of Islam within the rubric of the Indonesian
nation-state. Yet the means and ends of this dream transcend the borders
of Indonesia, with the nation-state and nationalists viewed as — inherently
secular — obstacles and enemies dividing Muslims and thwarting the
spread and deepening of a universalist Islam. As Ba’asyir commented
acerbically with reference to Soekarno and one of his great heroes: “For
me, Kemal Ataturk is not the Father of Turkey, but a traitor to the Islamic
community in Turkey.”57
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Conclusion: The Making and Unmaking of Jihad in
Southeast Asia
In short, as suggested above, jihad in the Philippines and Indonesia today
must be understood against a broader historical and sociological canvas,
one depicting national and transnational institutions, networks, experiences,
and horizons. Overall, the location, timing, and form of the activities of
Abu Sayyaf, Laskar Jihad, and Jemaah Islamiyah reﬂect the very different
national constraints, opportunities, and imperatives presented by national
politics, on the one hand, and the widely varying possibilities of mobilizing
armed followers under the banner of Islam, on the other. In the Philippines,
where local elections reemerged after the fall of Marcos as the primary
path of access to state power, the potential attraction of jihad has been
weakened by parochialism, partisanship, and competition for patronage
among the small, poor, and largely unlettered Muslim minority in the
southern periphery of the archipelago. Thus, jihad has manifested itself
through shadowy armed groups engaged in criminal rackets, rather than
rallying cries for mass mobilization. Even the bombings of — Filipino
rather than foreign — targets in Manila and other cities in recent years
serve as acts of retribution and deterrence in the face of the Philippine
government’s continuing push to assert control of the remote Sulu Zone.
In Indonesia, by contrast, where educational institutions long served as
key transmission belts for both social mobilization and access to state power,
and where Islamic school networks have grown and prospered in recent
decades, the call for jihad has been issued in the face of a sudden, sharp
decline for Islam under conditions of democratization. The call for armed
mobilization under the banner of Islam in early-mid 2000 came precisely
when and where Muslim communities in Maluku and Central Sulawesi
found themselves in violent conﬂict with well-connected and protected
armed Christian groups. The bombings around the country at Christmas
2000, in a nightclub in the predominantly Hindu PDI-P stronghold of Bali
nearly two years later, and again in sites of foreign, Western inﬂuence
in Jakarta in 2003 and 2004, reasserted the ubiquitous spectral power of
Islam, just when its strength and integrity in the parliamentary arena in
Indonesia had reached new lows with the co-optation of PPP Chairman
Hamzah Haz as Megawati’s vice-president. The timing of the bombings
was strikingly reminiscent of the series of explosions — at malls, banks,
and the Buddhist temple complex of Borobodur — that unfolded in the preAl-Qaeda Indonesia of the mid-1980s, during a similar period of dashed
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hopes for forces promoting Islam and reconsolidation of secularist and
Christian inﬂuence in the New Order state.
Yet, as suggested above, the content and context of the Islam in whose
name such forms of jihad are waged in the Philippines and Indonesia
have also been profoundly transnational in nature. This transnational
dimension of jihad in Southeast Asia is best understood not in terms of
an international “Islamic terrorism” conspiracy under the leadership of
Osama bin Laden, nor merely as “blowback”58 or default option59 in the
wake of the Cold War, nor simply as “sanctiﬁed rage”60 against what has
been pithily described as McWorld.61 In both the Philippines and Indonesia,
after all, Islam has long been understood — and experienced — not only
as an underlying basis for achieving social unity that transcends national
boundaries, but also as a project, inherently incomplete, for unifying
Muslims divided by political conspiracies, particularistic practices, and
parochial interests and understandings, a project whose further advancement
can be experienced ﬁrsthand elsewhere in the Islamic world, even in
neighboring Malaysia.62
From its inception, this project has been deﬁned in no small measure
by religious orthodoxy. As scholars have suggested, orthodoxy is best
understood not as a disembodied system of belief, but as a relationship of
power: “the power to regulate, uphold, require, or adjust correct practices,
and to condemn, exclude, undermine, or replace incorrect ones.”63 But
relations of orthodoxy, it has been noted, are “a peculiar form of property
relation — a relation between people with regard to texts and intellectual
technologies — that are potentially more ﬂuid than other sorts of class
relations.”64 These relations are contingent both on the sociology of
education, and on the politics of competition between other claimants
to knowledge and power. Thus, even — indeed, especially — for those
Muslim Filipinos and Indonesians who have spent many years in schools
closely connected through language, scholarship, and circulation to centers
of Islamic learning beyond their national borders, Islam has remained a
horizon of sorts, one that now appears to be rapidly receding.
Measured in terms of disappointment with the present or imperative
for the future, this horizon has been shaped by other transnational forces
as well, most notably those associated with Christianity and the supposedly
secular(izing) circuitries of the capitalist market and the modern nationstate. As noted above, it was the impact of ﬁrst Spanish Catholicism
and then U.S. liberalism that condemned Muslims in the Philippine
Archipelago to minority status, internal colonization, and sociopolitical
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fragmentation within a nation-state dominated by Christians. In a similar
vein, it was the promotion of adat and aristocratic localisms by the Dutch,
and the head start enjoyed by Christian missionary school graduates and
Chinese businessmen that made graduates of Islamic schools feel like
such outsiders and latecomers, even in predominantly Muslim Indonesia.
The past decade of triumphs for global liberalism in economic, political,
and cultural terms has thus been experienced not as the extensions of
inclusive, universalistic freedoms, but rather as the intrusions of colonizing,
particularistic interests at the expense of Islam.65 Small wonder that Osama
bin Laden and Al-Qaeda inspire a measure of enthrallment, adulation, and
emulation among some of their fellow coreligionists in Southeast Asia,
and serve as signs of a truly great struggle rather than simply sources
of support and instructions for identifying targets of terrorist activity in
the region.
Thus today, as U.S.-backed Philippine troops besiege Abu Sayyaf
camps in Basilan and Sulu and as alleged Jemaah Islamiyah activists
face interrogation in jail cells in Jakarta, Manila, and Singapore, it is
important to remember that jihad in Southeast Asia is, as elsewhere in
the Muslim world, overwhelmingly reactive and defensive in nature. The
ﬂoundering struggle for a Moro homeland in the southern Philippines
and the precipitous decline of Islamist forces in Indonesia since the turn
of the century resemble other contexts around the world where terrorist
bombings serve, as Michele Wieviorka has argued, “not [as] a faltering
movement’s last best hope or ﬁnal act of desperation but rather a substitute
for a movement which has either become imaginary or has fallen out
of sync with the hopes pinned on it.”66 Thus, the internationalization of
jihad most apparent in the Bali and Jakarta bombings of recent years
represents an extrusion of the problems encountered in mobilizing
Muslims behind an Islamist agenda within the national conﬁnes of
Indonesia.67
Playing late catch-up in the profane world of modern politics, the
purveyors of jihad in both the Philippines and Indonesia are in fact waging
a rear-guard, losing battle under the banner of Islam, making desperate,
last-gasp efforts to rally — or reawaken — the faithful. With Madonna
on the radio in Basilan and Santa Clauses roaming the shopping malls
of Jakarta, bin Laden on the run and bin Bush on the warpath, K. H.
Abu Bakar Ba’asyir is surely right to describe jihad as a “defensive
concept.”68
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