JakartaGlobe, 
25 August, 2009
The Thinker: Doing Right by Islam 
Ivan Hadar *

In her visit to Indonesia, US Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton said Indonesia was not only the most populous Muslim country in the world, but also had been able to prove that democracy, Islam and modernity could exist in parallel. At a news conference after a bilateral meeting, Foreign Minister Hassan Wirayudha strengthened Clinton’s statement when he said that, because of the country’s active role in pushing intercivilization, religious and cultural dialogue, Indonesia would be a good partner for the United States in reaching out to the Muslim world.

Despite terrorists bombings, the basic landscape in the country is viewed as moderate and democratic. Truthfully, the view that civilian sovereignty is incompatible with Islam and that democracy is somehow un-Islamic is neither popular nor accepted in Indonesia.

Indeed, the idea that democracy is un-Islamic is unpopular in the Muslim world in general. European expansion to the Middle East, as “the center of the Islamic world,” in the early 19th century was welcomed enthusiastically, mainly because it also carried hope of release from the “grasp” of Osmanian rule. Many laid hope in the principles of freedom, equality and kinship in deciding the formation of the nation state. But hopes quickly faded, because the basic principles of the French Revolution were not carried over to the colonies.

To legitimize discrimination and conquest, Western colonial governments needed ideological justification. Edward Said brilliantly expressed this matter in his book, “Orientalism,” saying the West uses assumptions about the Oriental economy and culture as a tool for discrimination and political control.

That point of view actually coincides with Huntington’s, that non-Western, mainly Islamic cultures, are not compatible with the development of individual freedom, political democracy, state law and basic human rights. Many of those things, according to Huntington, make Western culture unique. He claimed that Western culture is valuable not because it is universal, but because it is unique. Besides, colonial politics and discourse (by those in the East) led to the rise of “rival identity” in the Islamic world, which hindered the rise of secularism. This is frequently believed in the Islamic world. 

To legitimize military actions after Sept. 11, 2001, the United States under President George W. Bush conducted propaganda about the danger of “Islamic fundamentalism” in general without trying to refer to the root of the problem. Concepts about “new risks” as fundamental threats against the West by the Islamist movement were also accepted by US allies and used in their defense policies. For example, from France’s “White Book of Defense”: “Islamic extremism, undeniably, is a worrying danger. It takes over communism’s position as the resistance movement against the Western world.” 

Suspicion and repression of culture closes the door to dialogue, which in turn gives birth to a resistance movement, including an extreme form that uses terrorism as political articulation for the oppressed. This strengthening of the devil’s circle can be the reason for legalizing all forms of repression. In these political conditions we assume, as one political scientist said almost 20 years ago, that the following is true: “The definition of terrorism is relative and can be easily used to criminalize the opposition movement, even though including them may have a democratic purpose.”

The position of Islam against democratization thus depends on the current political conditions of a nation. In Indonesia, the times when “Islam” was marginalized or embraced by the New Order regime have passed, and it is hoped that those times played a role in maturing the Islamic people’s attitude toward the government.

The 1999, 2004 and 2009 Indonesian legislative elections did not see Islam-based parties emerge as winners. Muslims in this country are pluralistic. Meanwhile, US President Barack Obama has renewed promises of a democratic process without force. This is believed to be different than the policy of the Bush administration. One of the biggest challenges for Obama is peace and justice as a democratic basis in the Middle East, mainly for Palestinian citizens. 

It is hoped that Obama, who has a partly Muslim extended family, will have a deep understanding of the Islamic world. That he is the first black US president and the only one to ever live in Indonesia, the largest Muslim country in the world, gives the United States a historical chance to solve these challenges.
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