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Islam, Radicalism, Democracy, 
and Global Trends in Southeast Asia 

 

Muhammad Nida’ Fadlan & Rangga Eka Saputra 

In the last few years, we have witnessed tremendous events occurred 
on social, religious and political elds in Southeast Asia. is region 
is believed to be one the most hybrid regions in the world. On one 

hand, we see the proliferation of democracy and civil society in most 
of Southeast Asian countries. On the other hand, we also see religious 
extremism, terrorism, ethno-religious con icts, and other religious-based 
violence which have disrupted the stability of this region. e Marawi 
con ict in the Philippines, the Rohingya case in Myanmar, as well as 
several cases of violence against minorities in Indonesia and several other 
Southeast Asian countries are clear evidence that this problem poses 
threats to the stability of this highly plural societies in the region. 

For the reason above, the Center for the Study of Islam and Society 
(PPIM) Syarif Hidayatullah State Islamic University (UIN) Jakarta 
held the 2nd Studia Islamika International Conference 2017 with the 
main theme “Southeast Asian Islam: Religious Radicalism, Democracy 
and Global Trends” on 8-10 August 2017 in Jakarta, Indonesia. is 
conference is a continuation of the rst conference held in 2014.
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e 2nd Studia Islamika International Conference 2017 is organized 
to respond various aspects related to current social and religious issues 
in Southeast Asia. e conference explores Southeast Asian’s political 
trends including religious radicalism, democratic development, and 
global trends. In addition, the conference is also dedicated to promote 
Studia Islamika, published by PPIM, as an important reference on 
studies of Islam in Indonesia and Southeast Asia.

Ten important themes on the latest theories and ndings are discussed 
by 83 speakers from 13 countries in the world divided into 23 discussion 
panels. As keynote speakers, this conference presents Prof. Dr. Azyumardi 
Azra, CBE (Editor-In-Chief Studia Islamika), Prof. Dr. Imtiyaz Yusuf 
(Director of the Center for Buddhist-Muslim Understanding in the 
College of Religious Studies at Mahidol University in ailand), Dr. 
Siti Ruhaini Dzuhayatin, MA (e Commissioner of the Independent 
Permanent Human Rights Commission (IPHRC) and Dr. Sidney Jones 
(Director of the Institute for Policy Analysis of Con ict / IPAC).

Recent Conditions in Southeast Asia

Symptoms of radicalism, extremism, and terrorism have currently 
struck Southeast Asia region which is known as a region that has the 
diversity of ethnicities, languages, cultures and religions. is case 
certainly will disrupt the process of democratization that has been 
developed in this region.

e transnational extrem views have undermined the political 
stability of Southeast Asian countries. e radicalism and acts of 
violence in the name of religion that have recently taken place in 
Indonesia, the Philippines, Myanmar and ailand have spawned more 
radical and intolerant groups triggering ethnic con icts domestically 
and regionally.

In her presentation, Sidney Jones focused on ISIS activities in 
Southeast Asia. She explains why ISIS has no strong in uence in 
Indonesia compared with what happened in Marawi, the Philippines. In 
her view, Marawi local militia groups such as: Moro Islamic Liberation 
Front (MILF), Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF), Abu Sayyaf 
Group (ASG), and Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters (BIFF), are 
currently merged into ISIS.

Sidney also explained that poor local government performance, 
poverty, not credible law enforcement and weak enforcement of security 
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were the main drivers of militia joining to ISIS. Jones sees that most 
of regions in Indonesia do not have these factors. However, according 
to her research ndings, Indonesia’s most vulnerable territory to ISIS is 
Poso because there are still some veteran Mujahedins of Poso con ict.

e emergence of religious extremist groups who want to impose 
their ideology as a state’s political system is a major threat to national 
security. is kind of understanding has in fact violated the democratic 
system and the enforcement of human rights values.

In her speech entitled “Disobeying the Holly Order: Women’s 
Challenges to Islamic Extremism in Southeast Asia”, Siti Ruhaini 
Dzuhayatin said that the most aggrieved groups from the growing of 
ideology of violence in the name of religion are women and children. 
According to her opinion, if a woman and a child join a terrorist or 
extremist group, their basic rights are potentially ripped off.

“ey will be objects of gender-based violence such as murder, 
kidnapping, forced marriage, restrictions on freedom of expressions, 
prohibition to access education, and proscription to participate in 
public spaces.”

Associated with the women position, Ruhaini argued that during 
this time, women are not equipped with a critical thinking. ey tend 
to be difficult to distinguish which ones are the true religious teachings. 
is problem is because the authority to understand the scriptures is 
still dominated by men.

Responding the Future of Southeast Asia

In another keynote speech, Professor Imtiyaz Yusuf argues that the 
current condition of Southeast Asia can be solved by increasing the 
important role of universities in teaching the principles of inclusivism. 
He also explains that the current conditions indicate that the existence 
of scholars, researchers, and scienti c discussions which discuss the 
relation of religions in Southeast Asia, such as Buddhism, Confucianism, 
Taoism, Hinduism and Islam, is still very limited.

“Studies related to dialogue and interreligious relationships are 
becoming a necessity for countries in Southeast Asia. Increased global 
factors such as Islamophobia and internal factors such as ethno-
religious con ict in Southeast Asian countries are dangerous for peace 
and stability in the region. Unfortunately, the scholars persevering this 
theme tends to be limited.”
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Imtiyaz also pointed out that the students studying the relationship 
between Islam and Buddhism in the context of Southeast Asia are still 
rare. Besides, according to him, the two largest religions in Southeast 
Asia today are Buddhism and Islam; where Buddhists reach 42% 
and Muslims are as much as 40% of the total population of religious 
adherents in Southeast Asia. ese studies will certainly contribute 
to building mutual understanding among religious followers in both 
domestic and international contexts in the region.

Building mutual understanding between religions is also supported 
by Ruhaini. She also stressed the importance of promoting gender-
friendly in religious teachings at every level of religious institutions. 
For her, women have every right to gain an equal understanding with 
men in understanding the true teachings of religion.

In addition, strengthening the role and reputation of female clerics 
in the public sphere is an effective solution to encourage critical 
thinking among women. Women clerics are exemplary in providing 
moderate religious understanding.  Moreover, with this role they are 
also considered capable to create counter-narratives of extremism in 
public spaces which are often targeting young women.

Support for revitalizing the role of educational institutions is also 
spoken by Sidney Jones. She hopes that the Indonesian government 
can take an important lesson from the violent extremism con ict 
that occurred in Marawi, the Philippines. For Jones, the government, 
through the university, can take the initiative to educate young 
Indonesian generations in the moderate Islamic educational tradition.

Sidney Jones expressed her belief that the con ict in Marawi will 
not happen in Indonesia. Nevertheless, she reminded the Indonesian 
government and society to be wary of extremist movements because the 
Indonesia is very close to the Philippines geographically. 

e conference that responded to the condition of Southeast Asia 
has risen the optimism of Professor Azyumardi Azra for the future of 
religious life in Indonesia. In the context of Indonesia, he stated that 
radicalism is very difficult to develop in Indonesia. Harmonization of 
religious life in Indonesia to date is still maintained by some moderate 
Islamic organizations such as Nahdlatul Ulama, Muhammadiyah, Al-
Irsyad and other mainstream moderate Islamic organizations.

Demographic factors also become an important factor of the 
failure of radical practices in Indonesia. 88.2% of Indonesia’s 240 
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million population are Muslim. us, they are important factors 
that determine whether democracy is acceptable or not. Without the 
support of Muslims, the transition and consolidation of democracy will 
be difficult to develop in Indonesia.

SEAFIS as the Promoter of Southeast Asian Islamic Studies

e conference has also declared “Southeast Asia Association for 
Islamic Studies (SEAFIS)”. Prof. Dr. Jamhari Makruf as the declarator 
states that SEAFIS is an academic forum that brings together scholars 
who make Southeast Asian Islam as the core of their researchinterest. 
erefore, he hopes that this association can help build the network 
that will strengthen and promote the Southeast Asian Islamic Studies.

SEAFIS is a real response from scholars to address global conditions. 
Azyumardi Azra as the initiator also added that Islamic studies are still 
focused on the Middle East as the main axis. e stigma of the existence 
of Islam in Southeast Asia as a peripheral Islam is still globally attached. 
In fact, the current social, political, economic, and cultural conditions 
in Southeast Asia have shown that the existence of Islamic societies in 
this region must be deeply taken into account.

Jajang Jahroni, Ph.D, Coordinator of the Conference, revealed that 
the establishment of this association is the moral responsibility of Studia 
Islamika’s ditors who have been actively collecting various perspectives 
of Southeast Asian Islamic studies. Actually, the establishment of Studia 
Islamika in 1994 was inspired by the Islamic study gaps that were still 
focused on the Middle East at the time.

SEAFIS member ship also applies to Southeast Asian Islamic scholars 
who come from outside the ASEAN regions. After the declaration, 
PPIM will eagerly prepare technical matters to support the sustainability 
of the organization such as determining organization committee and 
preparing other organizational managements administratively. 
_____________________

Muhammad Nida’ Fadlan, Center for the Study of Islam and Society 
(PPIM), Syarif Hidayatullah State Islamic University (UIN) of Jakarta, 
Indonesia. Email: m.nida@uinjkt.ac.id.

Rangga Eka Saputra, Center for the Study of Islam and Society (PPIM), 
Syarif Hidayatullah State Islamic University (UIN) of Jakarta, Indonesia. 
Email: rangga.esaputra@uinjkt.ac.id.

mailto:m.nida@uinjkt.ac.id.
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