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Abstract
This study seeks to explain the factors that lead religiously based civil
society organizations to consistently cooperate with, or instead oppose,
(semi-)authoritarian regimes. It also examines how the historical
accumulation of religious competence can shape an organization’s
political choices over time. The study employs a comparative case-
study design, offering an in-depth historical analysis of the political
responses of Indonesia’s two largest Islamic organizations, Nahdlatul
Ulama (NU) and Muhammadiyah, within the context of democratic
backsliding. The findings show that the divergent political strategies of
NU and Muhammadiyah are shaped by two primary factors. First is the
extent to which each organization’s ideology differs from that of
emerging Islamist groups. Second is the degree to which the
organizations’ follower bases shift toward these Islamist actors. With
an ideological profile more clearly distinct from Islamism and a
relatively large and loyal constituency, NU has tended to align with the
government, including supporting restrictive measures against Islamist
groups. Muhammadiyah, by contrast, has faced stronger competitive
pressures due to certain ideological proximities with Islamism and a
follower base more vulnerable to erosion. These conditions have
encouraged Muhammadiyah to adopt a more critical stance toward
democratic backsliding, while also defending Islamist groups subjected
to state repression. This article contributes to scholarship on modern
Islamic history, civil society, religion and politics, and democracy in
Indonesia by demonstrating that intra-religious competence and
historically shaped constituency dynamics constitute key variables for
explaining patterns of collaboration and resistance among Islamic
organizations in relation to the state.
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Abstrak

Studi ini berupaya menjelaskan faktor-faktor yang menyebabkan
organisasi masyarakat sipil berbasis agama secara konsisten bekerja
sama dengan, atau sebaliknya menentang, rezim (semi-)otoriter. Studi
ini juga meneliti bagaimana akumulasi historis kompetensi keagamaan
dapat membentuk pilihan politik suatu organisasi dari waktu ke waktu.
Studi ini menggunakan desain studi kasus komparatif, menawarkan
analisis historis mendalam tentang respons politik dari dua organisasi
Islam terbesar di Indonesia, Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) dan
Muhammadiyah, dalam konteks kemunduran demokrasi. Temuan
menunjukkan bahwa strategi politik yang berbeda dari NU dan
Muhammadiyah dibentuk oleh dua faktor utama. Pertama adalah
sejauh mana ideologi masing-masing organisasi berbeda dari ideologi
kelompok Islamis yang sedang berkembang. Kedua adalah sejauh
mana basis pengikut organisasi tersebut bergeser ke arah aktor-aktor
Islamis ini. Dengan profil ideologis yang lebih jelas berbeda dari
Islamisme dan konstituen yang relatif besar dan loyal, NU cenderung
bersekutu dengan pemerintah, termasuk mendukung langkah-langkah
pembatasan terhadap kelompok-kelompok Islamis. Sebaliknya,
Muhammadiyah menghadapi tekanan persaingan yang lebih kuat
karena kedekatan ideologis tertentu dengan Islamisme dan basis
pengikut yang lebih rentan terhadap erosi. Kondisi ini mendorong
Muhammadiyah untuk mengadopsi sikap yang lebih kritis terhadap
kemunduran demokrasi, sekaligus membela kelompok-kelompok
Islamis yang menjadi sasaran represi negara. Artikel ini berkontribusi
pada kajian sejarah Islam modern, masyarakat sipil, agama dan politik,
serta demokrasi di Indonesia dengan menunjukkan bahwa kompetensi
intra-agama dan dinamika konstituen yang dibentuk secara historis
merupakan variabel kunci untuk menjelaskan pola kolaborasi dan
perlawanan di antara organisasi-organisasi Islam dalam hubungannya
dengan negara.

Kata Kunci:

Islam, Kemunduran demokrasi, Muhammadiyah, Nahdlatul ulama, Organisasi
masyarakat sipil
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Introduction

What are the choices faced by religious civil society organizations (CSO) as
the ruling administration attempts to roll-back democratic political rules and
institutions? Which factors lead these organizations to either consistently
cooperate or challenge (semi) authoritarian administrations? How do
increasing religious competition help to determine whether these organizations
support or oppose the administration’s attempt at democratic decline?

Democratic  regression, which eventually could result in
autocratization, has affected many countries that underwent the ‘third wave’
of democratization over the past decade or so. This includes various Muslim-
majority countries such as Turkey, Bangladesh, Malaysia, and Indonesia. Over
the past decade, ruling administrations from these societies have enacted
legislations and regulations that increase and consolidate their executive
powers, centralize more power at the national instead of local governments,
and weakens checks and balances from legislative, judicial, and independent
watchdog institutions. Scholars have large focused on how factors ranging
from executive aggrandizement, rising populism and nationalism, increased
polarization between ruling administrations and the opposition, and leaders'
psychological features are responsible for democratic decline and
autocratization within the past decade (Bermeo, 2016; Luhrmann and
Lindberg, 2019; Croissant and Haynes, 2021). However, fewer work has been
done on the role of political parties and CSO, particularly those which are
aligned with the ruling administration, have contributed to the democratic
decline in these societies.

Religious civil society organizations are playing influential roles in
the religious and political affairs in many of these societies. Democratization
had brought in pluralism and greater political inclusion and participation in
many of these societies. It also brought in increasing religious competition in
many Muslim-majority societies which is responsible to cause further
fragmentation of religious authority in these societies. As | further argue and
elaborate in this article, increased religious competition, correspondence with
the decline in religious authority of mainstream clerics, is responsible for
religious CSOs to make a set of decisions which either is supportive or
resisting the ruling administration's democratic decline efforts in Muslim-
majority societies, particularly in Indonesia.

Major theories on religion, politics and political Islam have largely
focused on the socio-political conditions by which religious-inspired parties
are likely to embark in political moderation in order to be included (or allowed)
to participate in the political process of their societies, particularly in electoral
politics. The ‘inclusion-moderation’ thesis predominated the field of
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comparative politics, particularly Islamic politics during the late 1990s and
2000s where much scholarship was focusing on the democratic transition
process in ‘new democracies,” including in many Muslim-majority societies.

Moderation is a socially constructed and deeply contested (Schwedler,
2011) concept. In authoritarian context it is often utilized to define any group
who is willing to cooperate with the ruling administration, while those who
refuses are labeled to be ‘radical.” Many conservative Islamist groups also
claimed themselves as ‘moderate’ while their clerics and activists are
condemning Muslim minorities, non-Muslims, and anyone who disagrees with
them as ‘blasphemers’ who should be removed from an Islamic society.
Nonetheless, one commonly accepted definition of moderation is how
“institutions and political opportunities provide incentives for previously
excluded groups to enter the system, abandon more radical tactics, and ‘play
by the rules.”” (Schwedler, 2011) While a more nuanced definition of
moderation is “the abandonment of rigid ideologies to accept democratic
principles - including the peaceful alternation of power, ideological and
political pluralism, and citizenship rights.”( Wickham, 2004)

However, the inclusion-moderation thesis contains numerous
limitations and under-examined variables that are often overlooked. For
instance, it is unable to explain how ideological contestation, factionalism, and
other internal dynamics within the organization affects the level of
commitments by the organization’s leaders to retain their commitment to
moderate political norms over time. External dynamics such as leadership
changes at the national level and the leader’s policies that either further
open/liberalize the nation’s public space or further restrict the public space and
impose limits on democratic rules and institutions have also not been
adequately explored by the theory.

Indeed, the inclusion-moderation thesis as originally conceived
largely articulates moderation as a unilineal and one-time process from an
ideologically dogmatic perspective into a more moderate - broadly defined -
direction. Such an assumption implicitly assumes that once it has occurred, it
cannot be reversed, whether fully or partially, either by internal actions (by a
party or movement) or by external ones (by the state). Later scholars who
utilized the theory has modified its unilineal and fixed assumption to recognize
that parties and groups being studied can move their ‘moderation goalpost’ and
shift back-and-forth from moderate to immoderate position over time,
depending on external factors like changing political opportunity structure
(Jaffrelot, 2013), religious competition from internal factions (Pahwa, 2017)
or from rival groups (Pelletier, 2021).
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Of all those under-examined factors, religious competition is one that
is worthy of attention, given that religious authority within the Sunni Islamic
community has become more fragmented and highly decentralized over the
past four decades. First generation scholars subscribing on the political
economy of religion approach have made the argument that the competitive
level of the religious market (monopolistic, oligopolistic, or competitive) helps
to determine whether religious groups will be supportive of democracy (Gill,
1997; Gill, 2008) and religious moderation/tolerance (lannaconne, 1994; Stark
and Finke, 2000). A more competitive religious market is thought by first
generation political economy of religion scholars to create a better likelihood
of these groups to support democracy, moderation, and pluralism.

Second generation scholars argue that the structure of religious
marketplace in a given society helps to provide space for religious groups (in
this case, Islamists). In competitive markets, the more hardline groups tend to
predominate the public sphere vis-a-vis the moderates, since the former are
able to recruit followers, organize protests, and develop alliances with
established political and religious actors more efficiently than moderate groups
(Pelletier, 2021). Under this framework, a competitive religious marketplace
would create disincentives for moderate clerics and groups to resist the
hardliners due to the fear of losing their religious legitimacy and of being
targeted by the latter as heretics, apostates, even traitors to the Islamic
community (umma). Hence, they are less likely to mobilize against the
hardliners if they do not see themselves to have a market-dominant position
and more legitimacy vis-a-vis the latter (Pelletier, 2021).

The main shortcoming of the political economy of religion framework
is its lack of attention on ideas and norms as a main factor that drives religious
groups’ strategic calculation (in addition to utilitarian-based factors). Scholars
often simplify ideas as a ‘focal point’ which might function as ‘resolvers of
conflict (Garrett and Weingast, 1993).” as ‘resolvers of uncertainty’ to help
clarify an individual or a group’s preferences (Garrett and Weingast, 1993), or
as ‘an identity or a rich repertoire of actions and concepts’ for actors to utilize
as justifications for their actions (Pelletier, 2021). In essence, ideas and norms
act as “constraints on human behavior” which might be observable when
viewed over a long period of time yet disentangling them from interest-based
preferences is very difficult to do, given most humans hide their self-interested
preferences through “an appeal to high ideals (Gill, 1997;).”

Nonetheless, critics of the political economy approach argue that just
because ideas are difficult to be disentangled from interests do not mean that
scholars should ignore or treat them as residual variables that are left
untheorized. Instead, they argue that ideas — particularly religious ideas —
should be taken seriously as part of social scientist’s theoretical framework and
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that scholars must take a religious organization’s ideology, history, internal
structure, rituals and practices, and relationship with the state seriously as part
of their framework (Philpott, 2009).

In essence, a religious group’s ideology and its context-dependent
variables may explain its support (or opposition) to democracy, religious
tolerance/pluralism, and willingness to align itself with the state — for both
ideational and interest-based reasons. In addition, religious group with a more
distinctive set of ideologies are able to construct its own ‘ideological frames’
which distinguishes itself from other groups. Such frames can prevent its
followers from engaging in defection and outbidding behaviors. When it aligns
itself with a powerful ally (i.e., the state), both can effectively work together
to prevent the more hardline groups from gaining traction in the public sphere
by coercing the latter into silence and effectively repress them. Given its
unique sets of ritualistic practices and history that sets it apart from other
Islamic groups, Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) is able to make itself to distinguish
itself apart from other Indonesian Islamic groups and develop its own ideology
which frames itself as an indigenous representative of Islam in Indonesia vis-
a-vis other groups which aligns with a Middle Eastern-influenced Islam that is
considered by NU activists to be ‘alien’ to Indonesia’s cultural and
sociological sensibilities.

The increased religious competition followed by growing religious
conservatism and increasing intolerant actions against religious minorities has
occurred throughout the Muslim world and Indonesia is no exception to this
rule. Increasing transnational contact and connection between Indonesian
clerics and activists and those from the Middle East and other regions have
made it easier than ever for lay Muslims - often with few formal knowledge of
Islamic texts obtained from traditional Islamic educational institutions yet have
strong rhetorical skills and charismatic attributes to be appointed as Islamic
preachers (ustadz) with immense religious authority.

The impact of religious competition leading to the rising influence of
new conservative Islamist organizations and the slow yet steady decline in
religious authority of moderate Indonesian Islamic groups, including NU and
Muhammadiyah, have attracted much attention in recent scholarship on
Indonesian Islamic organizations (Menchik, 2016; Mietzner and Muhtadi,
2016; Arifianto, 2020). The findings from these works, while insightful to
understand the current situation, also raise the following research questions:
How do moderate groups respond to increasing ideological and political
challenges from their Islamist competitors? Do the Islamist pressures
undermine moderate and democratic norms that the moderate organizations
have promoted in Indonesian political discourses over the past few decades?
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These are important questions for scholars studying political Islam at a time in
which adherence to democratic rules and values are widely thought to be
declining throughout much of the world, including in Indonesia.

In this article, I define Islamists as those who subscribe to a political
theology which articulates “the idea of the necessity of establishing an Islamic
government... which implements the shari’a (Islamic law) (Ismail, 2004).” 1
further extend this definition further into two separate categories: conservative
and hardline Islamists. Conservative Islamists are individuals or groups of
Muslims who believe in the orthodox —often literal— interpretation of Islamic
texts, according to the Qur’an and the sayings of the Prophet (sunnah). This
includes a belief in the application of Islamic law (sharia) as a societal, legal,
and political foundation of a Muslim-majority state. However, conservative
Islamists usually advocate for the implementation of these beliefs through
peaceful and democratic means such as participating in elections,
parliamentary debates, and peaceful protests. They included groups such as the
Tarbiyah (‘religious nurturing’) movement and its affiliated party the
Prosperous Justice Party (PKS) and various Salafi movements. This contrasts
with hardline Islamists, who often pursue their agenda to implement orthodox
interpretation of Islamic teachings through physically threatening verbal
rhetoric and/or physical violence against religious minorities and ideological
opponents.

Meanwhile, moderate Islamic organizations — in this case, NU and
Muhammadiyah — are those which lend support to the following norms: 1)
promote contextualized interpretations of Islamic texts rather than those based
on literalist ones, 2) support democratic political rules and institutions —
including willingness to participate in a free and fair election— while rejecting
efforts to enact and implement Islamic principles in state and society, and 3)
promote tolerance toward religious minorities, both Muslim as well as non-
Muslim. Admittedly, moderate is a value-laden term (Schwedler, 2011), and
the application of moderate policies within each Islamic organization is often
problematic — as many members of the organization reject the aforementioned
norms either in whole or in part. Hence, one can measure whether an
organization is committed to moderation by analyzing whether it has
consistently followed a set of ‘moderate’ premises it has committed to follow
within a certain time period (say a decade or more).

Indonesia’s democratic experience cannot be understood apart from
the role played by two of its Islamic civil society organizations - Nahdlatul
Ulama (NU) and Muhammadiyah. Both have deep roots within Indonesian
civil society, having existed for more than a century (Federspiel, 1970; Bush,
2009). During the rule of Suharto (1966-1998), both organizations were among
the few civil society organizations that remained relatively independent from
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the administration’s iron grip. Hence, both NU and Muhammadiyah became
autonomous CSO and independent centers of intellectual and political
discourses, both during the twilight of the Suharto era and after his downfall
in 1998. Since the 1998 Reformasi, leaders and activists from both
organizations have also played a more overt political role through parties
linked with them, namely the National Awakening Party (PKB) for NU and
the National Mandate Party (PAN) for Muhammadiyah. Through these
political parties, NU and Muhammadiyah have lobbied for favorable
legislation, gained cabinet minister positions, and secured state patronage for
their respective constituencies.

Nonetheless, over the past two decades, both NU and Muhammadiyah
have experienced a decline on their religious authority. The causes of these
decline are twofold. First, dozens of new theologically conservative Islamist
groups have been formally recognized ever since Indonesia’s democratic
transition in 1998, They range from quietist and non-political Salafi groups to
more openly political Islamist groups, such as the Prosperous Justice Party
(PKS) (Hamayotsu, 2011; Buehler, 2012; Tanuwidjaja, 2012), Hizb ut-Tahrir
Indonesia (HTI) (Osman, 2010; Arifianto, 2019), and others. These groups -
which had to do their activities underground during the long reign of
Indonesia’s dictator Suharto (1966 to 1998), received legal recognition after
Indonesia underwent democratic transition in 1998 and were able to propagate
their respective interpretation of Islam freely without facing many restrictions.
In addition, various new Islamist preachers managed to win broad popular
appeal among Indonesian Muslims, particularly those from the millennial
generation — due to their charismatic, populist, yet theologically conservative
sermons that managed to attract millions of social media followers Arifianto,
2019. In turn, the combined influence of these new Islamic groups and
preachers have contributed to a gradual yet steady decline in the authority of
NU and Muhammadiyah.

Methods
This article aims to answer a gap in the literature on religion, politics, and
democratization, which is: when faced with a competitive religious market,
under which conditions a religious CSO cooperates in a administration’s effort
to weaken democratic rules and institutions - resulting in democratic decline
and under which conditions the group decides to resist such efforts?

Utilizing case studies of Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) and Muhammadiyah
- Indonesia’s two largest Islamic organizations - this article seeks to answer
why do the two organizations - both played a pivotal role during Indonesia’s
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democratic transition in 1998, are now taking a divergent path in response to
the Joko Widodo administration’s effort to weaken democratic rules and
institutions in Indonesia over the past few years.

The study concludes that Muhammadiyah has actively opposed the
administration’s effort to weaken democratic rules and institutions, as
indicated in its official statements opposing new legislation proposed by the
administration to reduce civil liberties and restrict individual rights
(particularly against minority groups), and also its support toward other
Islamic groups which are facing legal persecution from the state. However,
Nahdlatul Ulama has closely aligned itself with the Widodo administration and
supported many of the latter’s initiative, including those to launch a crackdown
on its Islamist opponents.

This argument shall be elaborated in the following sections. The first
section reviews the theoretical framework for research in religion and politics,
centering on major theories such as the inclusion- moderation thesis and the
political economy of religion. It shows how a focus on understanding the
dynamics of religious competition may help us to better understand how
different religious organizations respond differently to the ruling
administration's democratic decline initiatives. The second section discusses
Nahdlatul Ulama’s response to the increased religious competition from the
Islamists and details the path of ‘strong resistance’ it undertakes to deal with
this competition, which leads it to be closely aligned with the Jokowi
administration. The third section details the Muhammadiyah’s response to the
same conditions then explains how the organization takes path of ‘soft
resistance’ which strikes a careful balance between defending the Islamists
when they are being targeted for repression by the Widodo administration and
also oppose many of the administration’s legislative initiatives that lead to the
weakening of democratic norms in Indonesia. The fourth section concludes the
article by summarizing the lessons from NU and Muhammadiyah differing
responses towards the Widodo administration’s policies to weaken Indonesia’s
democracy on the broader literature of democratic decline and autocratization,
particularly in Muslim-majority societies.

Result and Discussion

Nahdlatul Ulama: Strong Islamist Resistance and Close Alignment with
Jokowi

By 2010s, NU was facing strong competition from dozens of new Islamic
organizations with transnational linkages to Middle Eastern Islamist
movements (Bruinessen, 2015). In addition, its leadership was also facing
internal challenges, which came from a group of young emerging NU clerics
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(kyai) who formed ‘Straight Path NU” (NU Garis Lurus or NUGL) — a hew
faction which seeks NU’s return to its original founding principles and the
removal of ‘liberal and pluralist ideologies’ promoted by the Ilate
Abdurrahman Wahid and previous NU reformers - on the ground they are
not compatible with the original Sunni Islamic (Aswaja) teachings (Igbal,
2021). In addition, NUGL was also supported by Abdul Somad — a Riau-
born popular Islamic preacher whom has become one of the prominent online
preachers in Indonesia today. At the peak of his popularity Somad
commanded 9.7 million Instagram followers — the highest among all
conservative Islamist preachers (Akmaliah, 2020).

The ideological challenges from both conservative Islamist and
NUGL mean that the organization’s moderate-leaning leaders no longer have
the ideological hegemony both within and outside of the organization that
they once did under Wahid leadership. Through Islam Nusantara, NU
reemphasizes its unique history and local customs and ritualistic practices.
From the time of its founding in 1926, NU has long differentiated itself from
other Islamic competitors by labeling itself as a ‘traditionalist’ instead of
‘reformist’ (or more recently ‘Islamist’) which it claims to be more
compatible with Indonesian cultural traditions. The institutional differences
between NU and reformist Islamic movements can be seen from NU’s
stricter hierarchical relations between the laypeople or student (santri) and
its clerics (kyai), its acceptance of classical scholarly Islamic texts written by
8™ to 12™ century Islamic clerics as part of Islamic canonical teachings (apart
from the Qur’an and the Hadith), and its acceptance of Javanese ritualistic
customs such as selametan (ritualistic meals for major life occasions like
weddings and the birth of a child) and tahlilan (communal prayers
commemorating the anniversary of a family member’s death) as part of its
followers’ Islamic sensibilities, instead of condemning them as heresies
(bid’ah) like reformist and Islamist do.

In 2015, NU’s institutional structure along with its localized customs
and rituals were reinterpreted by Said Aqil Siradj—-NU chairman in 2010-
2021—as integral principles of Islam Nusantara (‘ Archipelagic Islam’) which
combines classical Islamic thought, its interpretation (tafsir) by generations of
NU clerics, and whole host of rituals and practices originated from pre-Islamic
Java — all of which reinforced NU’s vision that Islam as practiced by NU is
moderate and compatible with Indonesian nationalism enshrined in the
nation’s official ideology Pancasila. It is also compatible with its diverse
traditional cultures, many predated Islam’s arrival in Indonesia at the end of
the 13" century (Hasyim, 2018).
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During the 2015 NU national congress (muktamar) in Jombang, NU
leadership announced a new organization’s doctrine, Islam Nusantara,
designed to consolidate the moderates’ hold over NU in the face of growing
ideological challenges. Derived from the term pribumisasi Islam (Islamic
indigenization) introduced by Wahid, its proponents explained it as a synthesis
combining traditionalist Islamic theology with local customs, rituals, and
traditions. As NU former chairman Said Aqil Siradj stated:

“Islam Nusantara is an Indonesian-style Islam, which adopts Sunni
Islam (Ahlusunnah wal jamaah) principles, promotes tolerance,
strengthens Islam as a blessing for humanity (rahmatan lil alamin),
and is based on the principles of balance (tawazun), moderation
(tawassut), tolerance (tasamu), and justice (i’tidal)” (Hasyim,
2018).

Consequently, Islam Nusantara serves as an alternative to the Islamist vision
that argues that a fundamental reform of Indonesian society requires the
adoption of Islamic principles at individual, family, society, and state levels.

NU utilizes Islam Nusantara as an ideological rationale to differentiate
itself from its Islamist competitors. From the very start, Islam Nusantara has
thus been framed by NU leaders as an antidote to the perceived ‘radicalism’ of
Indonesian Islam that is thought to have come from the influence of Islamist
groups influenced by transnational ideologies. These groups — FPI, HTI, the
Tarbiyah movement linked with PKS, and various Salafi groups — are often
lumped together as ‘Wahhabis’ or ‘Saudi-inspired Islamists’ by Islam
Nusantara proponents within the NU. The organization particularly singled
out FPI and HTI, labeling them as ‘radical’ and alien to the moderate Islamic
values compatible with Indonesian socio-political sensibilities (Arifianto,
2019).

The NU’s tradition of accommodating localized and unorthdox
ancient customs and rituals has enabled its leaders to differentiate and develop
its distinct identity from other Islamic groups, particularly those with reformist
and revivalist ideological orientation. For instance, senior NU kyai Mustofa
Bisri declares that:

“...genuine Islam, Islam Nusantara....has been supplanted by Saudi

Islam, a grasping and materialistic Islam, coarse, cruel and savage.

The Wahhabi view is just a ghoulish nightmare that keeps the world

awake at night, trembling in horror” (Loveard, 2016).

Furthermore, ideological differences and political struggle between NU and
the Islamists is considered by many NU activists as “being at least as
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important, if not more so, than violent struggles in the Middle East and South
Asia and even efforts to counter domestic violent extremist groups
(Woodward, 2017).”

To further strengthen its resistance against the above-mentioned
Islamist competitors, NU aligns itself with the Joko Widodo administration.
From the time he first assumed office in 2014, Widodo has always considered
NU as one of his primary supporters, given its large followers base estimated
to be between 60 to 90 million followers. His needs for political support from
NU increased after the 2016/17 Defending Islam rallies sponsored by a
coalition of conservative and hardline Islamist groups in Jakarta, which
targeted the city’s government Basuki Tjahaja Purnama, for alleged religious
blasphemy. Feeling threatened by this Islamist mobilization and its potential
socio-political power, Widodo increasingly courted NU leaders to provide
religious and political legitimacy for his administration, especially as he
prepared for his re-election campaign between 2018 and 2019.

However, NU support did not come cheaply, as the organization’s
leaders sought political and financial patronage in exchange for their support
for the administration (Mietzner and Muhtadi, 2020). The administration has
granted many of these demands, seen from the appointment of NU clerics and
politicians into senior positions within the administration — most prominently
NU supreme leader Ma’ruf Amin as vice president and Yaqut Cholil Qomas,
head of NU’s youth wing Ansor, as Minister of Religious Affairs. Numerous
other NU politicians and activists have been appointed as ambassadors and
executives of state-owned enterprises (Arifianto, 2023). Finally, Jokowi has
supported the election of Yahya Cholil Staquf, a cleric with familial ties to
NU’s founding family, as the organization’s new chairperson in 2021 to
replace Said Aqil Siradj. Yahya’s election means NU also returns into the
control of one its ‘blue blood” founding families for the first time in more than
two decades (Arifianto, 2024).

NU also received significant financial benefits from the Jokowi
administration as well. The administration-sponsored new legislation on
Islamic boarding schools (Undang-Undang Pesantren) passed in 2019 granted
significant subsidies for students attending these religious schools, many of
which were founded and administered by NU-affiliated clerics (Arifianto,
2021). NU also benefited from its selection as an administrator for a new rural
shari’a-based microfinance scheme for farmers and fishermen from the
Ministry of Village Development and Rural Affairs and a new corn production
scheme from the Ministry of Agriculture (Arifianto, 2021).
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NU’s close alignment with the Jokowi administration has emboldened
its activists to take coercive — sometimes violent— measures to exclude Islamist
opponents from the public sphere. For instance, Banser, a militia group
affiliated with Ansor — the NU youth wing — has frequently disrupted HTI-
sponsored gatherings and forcefully disbanded da 'wa activities conducted by
popular Islamist preachers such as Felix Siauw, Abdul Somad and Hanan
Attaki (Burhani, 2018), considered to be ideologically close to the Salafis.
Ansor’s tactic to disrupt peaceful activities has been criticized by human rights
activists, who believe it echoes the strategies adopted by the Indonesian Army
to disrupt the Indonesian Communist Party (PKI) activities during the mid-
1960. Nonetheless, such tactics were effective to force these preachers to
moderate their preaching rhetoric. Attaki even publicly converted to be a NU
follower (Nahdliyin) in May 2023, in order to escape from the possible
disruption from Banser activists when he preached in NU strongholds like in
East Java (Arifianto, 2023).

In sum, NU has adopted an aggressive strategy to counter the
conservative Islamist challenge against its religious and political hegemony
over Islam in Indonesia. In line with its history to ideologically differentiate
itself from other Indonesian Islamic organizations, the NU promotes a
distinction between itself and conservative Islamist organizations whom it
accuses of bringing ‘foreign’ (Arabic) influences to change the pluralistic and
culturally diverse Islam Nusantara and to establish an Islamic or a caliphate
state in Indonesia. This logic undergirds confrontational NU campaigns to
disrupt the activities of Islamist organizations perceived as rival contenders to
win the hearts and minds of Indonesian Muslims, particularly the millennial
generation (Arifianto, 2023).

NU is also likely to support the Widodo administration’s legislative
and policy initiatives even though they might be widely considered by analysts
to further weaken Indonesia’s strategy, if fully enacted. For instance, in 2022
NU chairman Yahya Staquf supported an initiative proposed by the president’s
inner circle to postpone the 2024 presidential election, on the ground that
Indonesia is facing a national crisis due to the COVID-19 pandemic that did
not allow the election to take place as scheduled (CNN Indonesia, 2023). In
2019, Staquf’s predecessor Said Aqil Siradj supported another proposal to
abolish direct election of the president and returned to the Suharto era system
where the president is appointed rather than elected, arguing that it is “cheaper
than actually holding an election (The Jakarta Globe, 2019).” While neither of
these proposals were successfully enacted, they were initiatives proposed by
members of Widodo’s inner circle to further extend presidential powers
beyond what is prescribed in the Indonesian constitution.
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Muhammadiyah: Soft Islamist Resistance and Opposition against
Democratic Decline

In contrast to NU, Muhammadiyah has suffered for significant erosion in its
religious authority over the past decade or so, since its ideology - based on the
reformation of Islamic teachings so it returned to the original principles
propagated in the Islamic sacred texts (the Qur’an) and the sayings and deeds
of the Prophet (the Hadith) - are very identical with many new Islamist
movements like the Tarbiyah movement, HTI, and various Salafi movements.
Muhammadiyah also faced a strong ideological challenge from within their
own ranks, by clerics and activists adhering to more conservative viewpoints.
This fragmentation erodes the authority of Muhammadiyah’s leaders to speak
on behalf of the Indonesian Muslim umma. At the same time, Muhammadiyah
has lost many of its members to other Islamist organizations like PKS, HTI,
and various Salafi groups. A recent public opinion survey indicates only 5
percent of Indonesian Muslim self-identify as Muhammadiyah followers
(Mietzner and Muhtadi, 2020). This is approximately equal 12 million
Muslims, a number far below the 30 million figure often claimed by the
organization’s leaders.

To be sure, the 2015 Muhammadiyah national congress (muktamar)
issued a decree affirming the organization’s loyalty to Indonesia’s official
national ideology Pancasila (five principles) and to Indonesia as a unitary
nationalist state (NKRI). It declared that “Pancasila is a national consensus
(dar al-ahdi) and a national creed (dar al-syahadah) to make Indonesia a safe
and peaceful nation (dar-al-salam) ” (Muhammadiyah, 2015). It further
affirmed that: “While Pancasila is not a religion... [it] is Islamic because the
substance of all its principles is fully compatible with Islamic teachings and
values’” (Muhammadiyah, 2015). The Dar-al-ahdi-al-Syahadah decree rejects
Indonesian Islamists’ call for the establishment of an Islamic state.

Due to these institutional constraints,, Muhammadiyah’s effort to
combat growing Islamic conservatism within the organization is ambiguous.
Unlike NU, Muhammadiyah’s theologically diverse leadership structure
consists of members from both moderate and conservative factions. Haedar
Nashir —the current Muhammadiyah chairman (since 2015) — has a reputation
for speaking out against the ‘infiltration” of Muhammadiyah by conservative
Islamist groups (Suara Muhammadiyah, 2007). He is considered to have been
instrumental behind the issuance of the Islam Berkemajuan theology during
the 2015 muktamar. However, the current Muhammadiyah national board
(2022 to 2027) also comprises theologically conservative members, including
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current board members Anwar Abbas, Busyro Mugoddas, and Dahlan Rais,
who share ideological affinities with conservative Islamists. Given the diverse
ideological background of Muhammadiyah national board members, a
consensus acceptable to all needs to be reached in its decision-making. Hence,
moderate board members like Nashir have to reach a compromise with more
conservative ones who share ideological affinities with other Islamist groups.

Indeed, many Muhammadiyah members harbor sympathies for PKS,
HTI, and various Salafi groups, with some regional board members and their
affiliates (amal usaha) even thought to be members of one of the latter
organizations. While moderate Muhammadiyah leaders have called for a
stronger stance against the Islamists (Nashir, 2007), more conservative
members — particularly those from the younger generation — clearly wanted the
organization to accommodate the Islamists’ political agenda expressed in the
212 rallies and to take a stance against the Indonesian state in general and the
Jokowi government in particular. The fragmentation between
Muhammadiyah’s moderate and conservative-leaning members and the
decline in its membership have eroded the authority of Muhammadiyah’s
leaders to speak on behalf of the Indonesian Muslim umma.

Due to these reasons, Muhammadiyah tends to express more criticisms
against the government in comparison to the NU, not just in matters related to
religion, but in political matters as well. A comparative analysis of official
statements issued by both organizations (see table 1 below) reveals that
Muhammadiyah is much more likely than NU to express its opposition against
major legislation proposed and enacted by the Widodo administration which
critics charge are weakening democratic rules and institutions in Indonesia and
also more likely to repress those who are expressing dissent or opposition
against the administration, particularly conservative and hardline Islamists

Table 1. Nahdlatul Ulama and Muhammadiyah’s Positions on Major
Legislation Enacted by Joko Widodo’s Administration (2019 to 2023)

Title of Public Nahdlatul Muhammadiyah Explanation
Law Ulama (NU) (Muh)

Law on Islamic Supports Opposes Muh argues the
Boarding curriculum sets up
Schools by the law favored
(Pesantren) Islamic boarding
(2019) school run by NU
Law on the Supports Opposes Muh argued the
Corruption law weakened the
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Eradication powers of the anti-
Commission corruption agency
(2019) (KPK), but NU
believed it would
‘strengthen’ KPK
powers in long
haul
Government Supports Opposes Muh opposed the
Decree In Lieu mobilization  of
of Law on the Indonesian
Covid-19 armed forces to
Pandemic help mitigate the
Mitigation pandemic.
(2020)
Omnibus Law Opposes Opposes Muh argues the
on Job Creation law violated the
(2020) workers’  rights
guaranteed by the
Indonesian
Constitution.
Law on the Supports Opposes Muh believes the
Criminal Code criminal code law
(2023) endangers
Indonesia
returning unto
authoritarian rule
due to clauses
which  restricts
freedom of
expression  and
assembly.
However, NU
supports the law.
Omnibus Law No Position Opposes Muh opposes the

on Health
(2023)

‘re-centralization’
of health policy
under the Ministry
of Health similar
to the Suharto era.

16 Islam Nusantara: Journal for the Study of Islamic History and Culture, 05 (1), 2024: 1-23



Religious Civil Society Organizations Responses toward Democratic Decline: A Comparison between
Nahdlatul Ulama and Muhammadiyah

Source: Author based on statements issued by the two organizations
and media reports

Table 1, which analyzes the position taken by NU and Muhammadiyah
on major legislation enacted by the Widodo administration over the past 4
years. It shows NU leadership supports 4 of the administration’s sponsored
legislation, opposes 1, and takes no position in 1 legislation, while
Muhammadiyah leaders opposes all 6 legislations, on the ground that they
“endangers Indonesia from returning unto authoritarian rule” (Hukum Online,
2022).

To conclude, the divergence between the two organizations on their
agreement with the Widodo administration’s policies is not limited to the
administration’s crackdown policy on the Islamists. It is also seen in their
differing position on various recent legislation enacted by the administration
to curb individual liberties and civil rights of various minority groups
(including LGBTQ). Only one of this legislation, the 2020 Omnibus Law on
Job Creation (which curbs many workers’ rights enshrined in a previous labor
law), was opposed by both organizations. Muhammadiyah issued formal
statements opposing major legislation enacted over the past 5 years - including
the 2019 Corruption Eradication Commission Law (which contains legislation
which significantly weakened the investigative powers of the Indonesian Anti-
Corruption Commission), 2022 Criminal Code Law (which contains
provisions which criminalizes anyone who committed ‘harassment’ against the
presidency, the parliament, and other state institutions, criminalizes all forms
of pre-and non-marital sex, and criminalizes LGBTQs), and 2023 Omnibus
Law on Health (which re-centralizes much of the authority to regulate the
health sector back to the national government and provides incentives for
multinational companies to invest in the health sector).

However, NU either did not issue statements indicating its support or
opposition towards these bills or supports them outright. These show that
Muhammadiyah has consistently opposed many key legislations enacted by
the Widodo administration to weaken various provisions guaranteeing
freedom of expression, freedom of association, and other provisions
weakening the quality of democracy in Indonesia. However, NU is largely
silent and often publicly supported these legislations, indicating its
endorsement towards the administration’s policies.

Conclusion

In this article, I have analyzed how Indonesia’s religious CSO — namely
Nahdlatul Ulama and Muhammadiyah— have sought two different strategies to
counter their newer Islamist competitors — which in turn also determines their
strategies to either aligning with or resisting the Jokowi administration’s
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initiatives to weaken Indonesia’s democratic principles and institutions that
leads to the country’s democratic decline within the past few years.

Through its strategy of ‘strong resistance,” Nahdlatul Ulama has
developed strong ideological and political counter-measures against other
Islamist groups and has aligned itself closely with the Widodo administration
to repress the Islamists, so they cease to be a serious threat both for the state
and for NU. Given its long history of differentiating its ideology and ritualistic
customs apart from reformist and Islamist-leaning organizations, it is easier for
NU to frame its strategy against the Islamist among its followers, NU also has
a moderate leadership hierarchy that by and large is able to retain the
ideological cohesiveness of the organization — notwithstanding the existence
of rival factions like NUGL, with more conservative theological views. These
enable NU - working together with the administration - to develop strong
measures against conservative Islamists and deploy harsh and sometimes
violent tactics through its youth wing Ansor to marginalize FPI, HTI, and other
Islamist rivals.

On the other hand, Muhammadiyah is pursuing an ‘ambivalent
resistance’ policy which rhetorically differentiates itself from the Islamists, but
at the same time defends them when they were targeted by the Widodo
administration. It also opposes many legislations enacted by the administration
that weakened democratic rules and institutions. Muhammadiyah pursues all
these since many of its members (particularly the younger ones) are sharing
theological and political affinity with conservative Islamists, and it is losing
many members in large numbers to other Islamist groups. Thanks to these,
Muhammadiyah has given mixed and ambivalent responses to growing Islamic
conservatism within its own ranks, while is more assertive to oppose
administration proposals to weaken democratic rules and institutions.

By examining Muhammadiyah and NU case studies, we can conclude
that religious CSO are more likely to oppose state policies that lead to
democratic decline when it has more ideological similarities with competing
co-religionists that are also targeted in the state’s weakening of democratic
rules and institutions directed to suppress these groups. Such ideological
similarities make the particular group more vulnerable from the possibility of
losing its members to the other co-religionists and also makes group leaders
to have affinity with its rivals when they are being targeted by state repression.
On the other hand, it is less likely to oppose (and more likely to support)
democratic regressive measures if such measures are being utilized to suppress
its rival co-religionists that do not have much ideological affinities with it and
also has long-term historical and socio-cultural differences with its rivals.
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Since the group shares a similar political interest with the state, it supports the
state’s campaign to suppress its rivals from the public sphere, despite the
negative consequences of the state’s measure in terms of democratic decline
and further autocratization.

The lessons from these Indonesian case studies should be noted by
political scientists and Islamic politics scholars to examine the relationship
between democratic decline and religious competition in other Muslim-
majority societies, with the usual caveat regarding the different historical state-
civil society relations within each of these societies.
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