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West Java, one of the largest provinces in the Indonesian archipelago, has recently 
attracted extensive media and scholarly attention—once again—against the backdrop 
of ascending Islamism or political Islam, especially the conservative and hard-line 
Islamist movements. The province has not only witnessed the largest number of 
s/zan'a-influenced by-laws (peraturan daerah or perda) passed in the context of 
decentralization and local governments' increasing power, but it has also hosted the 
largest number of persistent incidents and activities directed against minority religious 
communities, Muslim and non-Muslim alike, since the mid-2000s. From where do such 
assertive and persistent radical Islamist aspirations and demands come? Are these 
hardliners simply a bunch of thugs and opportunists using the banner of Islam for 
their worldly self-interest? How can we make sense of the ebb and flow of radical 
Islamism in the modern history of Indonesia? What would be the best methodologies 
and approaches to better study and understand these questions?

Despite the considerable amount of scholarly attention and interest, as well as the 
obvious implications for policy-making, our understanding of the trend of religious 
radicalism and political Islam in the region is rather limited. Chiara Formichi's Islam 
and the Making of the Nation: Kartosuwiryo and Political Islam in 2(fh Century Indonesia is 
an important and fascinating intellectual enterprise to fill this lacuna. Formichi's 
scholarly contribution goes far beyond the study of the Darul Islam, a legendary 
Islamist movement that thrived in West Java during the revolution, and its leader, 
Sekarmaji Marjan Kartosuwiryo, who was executed by the secular nationalist 
government in 1962 because of his avowed attempt to establish the Islamic State 
(Negara Islam Indonesia, Nil) in defiance of Sukarno, the secular nationalist 
leadership, and the government they dominated. Formichi's skillful application of a 
combination of traditional and innovative methods, and sensible assessment of an 
admirable array of primary and archival sources in particular (12-13), allows her to 
provide a revisionist view of poorly understood modern-day Islamist movements, 
including the Darul Islam, which has left lasting legacies on a number of its 
contemporaries. Using those skills she also advances an alternative analytical 
perspective to attain a better empirical and theoretical understanding of the 
construction of the Indonesian nation, as well as the place of Islam and the role of 
Islamist movements and leaders in it.

According to Formichi's research (especially chapters 3 and 4), Darul Islam (and 
Kartosuwiryo in particular) was first and foremost an Indonesian nationalist and anti
colonial movement dedicated to the full independence of the new nation, Indonesia. 
Leaders of Darul Islam had developed a reasonably clear set of visions and plans about 
the nation wherein they wished to participate, and the state institutions that should 
work for the welfare of the Indonesian Muslim community. Most important of all (and
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probably to the detriment of their fate in the secular-autocratic dominant history that 
was in the making), it was Islam that provided them frameworks, ideas, and 
inspirations for their institution and ideology. And, we are repeatedly reminded, the 
predominantly Muslim people of West Java largely supported them not because they 
were religious fanatics or ill-informed, but because when the Dutch forces attempted to 
regain the region violently and the regular Republican army abandoned them, Darul 
Islam and its leaders provided and promised them much-wanted protection, welfare, 
and a better future. From the perspective of local people and leaders in the region 
during a period of highly fragmented power and military structure at the national 
level, it was jihadist irregular militias, such as Hizboellah and Sabilillah, that fought a 
war against the Dutch forces to protect the region and attain much-desired 
independence and territorial integrity. It was a battle they characterized as a holy war 
(jihad) against the foreign troops, and it was considered a sacred and legitimate war in 
political and religious terms (103-5). They did not mean to rebel against the nationalist 
government and leaders, and, in fact, at numerous times, attempted diplomatic and 
political channels to seek cooperation and coordination with them. Moreover, there 
was a moment when some Islamist leaders in Masyumi, such as Zainal Abidin, 
contemplated accommodating the nationalist ideology, Pancasila, in their Islamic 
vision in order to reach a solution to their conflict with secular nationalist leaders (178- 
81).

In contrast to the widely accepted portrayal and perception of the Islamist 
movement in Indonesia's national historiography, imagination, and commentary, as 
well as a handful of foreign scholarly works, Formichi argues, the movement was 
neither a clandestine anti-national terrorist nor mystical religious organization. As 
aptly demonstrated in chapter 6, the typically unflattering perception and 
characterization of the movement, and Kartosuwiryo in particular, was largely 
embellished by the secular military-dominant authoritarian regimes and the media. 
These images and characterizations, however, have dramatically changed over time, 
from fanatic rebellion to heroic martyrdom, according to the shifting relations between 
the regime and political Islam in the past decades. Hence, in order to gain a balanced 
and nuanced understanding of Islamist movements, especially radical Islam such as 
the Darul Islam, we first have to take into account the political and ideological context, 
be it local, domestic, or international, under which a particular image and 
characterization of Islamism takes shape. Moreover, the rest of the chapters amply 
demonstrate that the strategies, goals, and ideological compositions of those Islamist 
movements are also transformed and shaped by the broader political contexts under 
which they emerge and operate. It is in this area of scholarly endeavor that Formichi's 
study and solid grasp of empirical materials seems to shine from among numerous 
other studies on political Islam in Indonesia and beyond.

Overall, Formichi's empirical findings and theoretical assertions help us to 
reconsider conventional propositions and approaches in regard to Islamist movements 
and political Islam on at least two fronts. First, Formichi questions the instrumentalist 
view of religion in politics that is popular among the studies of religion and politics in 
general, and the common (mis)understanding of the Darul Islam and Kartosuwiryo in 
particular. Throughout the chapters, she does so by presenting a careful analysis of the 
political, ideological, and intellectual evolutions of the movement that changed over 
time according to the broader historical, political, and strategic context. This approach
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allows her to be critical of the view about the Islamist leader that emerged dominant 
after his demise, such as "a pseudo-figurant (or "fake leader") who used Islam as a tool 
to achieve governmental aspirations and who relied on political opportunism to rally 
popular support" and who was "a man dedicated to increasing his personal power, 
and for whom Islam is merely an instrument for gathering support" (182-83). In 
addition, in chapter 4 Formichi demonstrates that there were abundant political and 
intellectual efforts for Darul Islam and its leaders to develop and advance a blueprint 
of the state and nation based on shari'a, as a realistic alternative to the nationalist vision 
based on Pancasila. In short, Formichi's findings suggest, religion was not merely a 
means to gain political power, but rather political power was a means to pursue 
religious goals, in contrast to the instrumentalist position, as Benedict Anderson 
argued some decades ago.1

Second, Formichi's study highlights, albeit implicitly, the fluid and malleable 
qualities of religion that could serve not only as a social and political movement, but 
also as political institutions, ideology, and legal codes. An important and interesting 
theoretical question for those who study religion and politics is, then, to identify the 
factors and contexts that shape the formation and fate of such movements and 
institutions, whether they are political, social, cultural, or intellectual. The book also 
suggests that it is the intellectual work and political skill of leaders that either enabled 
or limited the flexible adaption and interpretation of Islamic doctrines according to a 
given context in order to determine the political fate of the movement. In the case of 
Darul Islam—which was almost buried by its opponents as an obstacle to the Pancasila 
unitary state dominated by the secular autocratic rulers for almost a half century and 
subsequently inherited by a democratic regime at a time when the global war against 
Islamist terror was in full swing—a fresh perspective, thorough research, and, above 
all, access to reliable primary sources and information was needed to make a case 
about the legitimate war that Islamist nationalists fought to achieve the Indonesian 
nation, state, and society based on Islamic principles and visions. The book does just 
that while still avoiding the potential criticism that it is too amenable to Islamist causes 
that justify the use of violence and result in civilian casualties.

Lastly, the book's findings raise a question that further research may help to 
address, namely, how do non-Muslim communities fit in the vision and institution 
advanced by the Darul Islam and contemporary Indonesian Islamists in general? The 
book points out some distinctive differences in the doctrinal and legal emphasis 
between the Darul Islam and its contemporaries, such as the Majelis Mujahidin 
Indonesia (MMI), and proposes historical conditions under which such differences 
occurred (193-99). What is peculiar is that those Islamists' vision of the nation and state 
is generally silent about the fact that the Indonesian nation comprises many 
communities, both Muslim and non-Muslim. As we know, secular nationalist leaders, 
especially Sukarno, were especially attentive to and concerned about the position of 
non-Muslim minority communities. Pancasila was their ideological innovation to

1 Benedict R. O’G. Anderson, "Religion and Politics in Indonesia since Independence," in Religion and Social 
Ethos in Indonesia, ed. Benedict R. O'G. Anderson, Mitsuo Nakamura, and Mohammad Slamet (Clayton: 
Monash University, 1977), 21-32.
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accommodate the country's religious heterogeneity, at least in its formative years.2 The 
nationalist aspiration to build Indonesia into a multicultural nation seems largely to 
resonate and is widely accepted among various religious communities, including the 
Muslim majority, even after the authoritarian rulers were gone. It may be true that 
Darul Islam was based in predominantly Muslim West Java and was primarily 
concerned with social and economic justice for the Muslim peasantry, Darul Islam's 
primary constituents, leading to its specific doctrinal and strategic emphasis. However, 
that undeniably "majoritarian" view of the nation leaves us wondering whether Darul 
Islam's "Islamic" vision of the Indonesian nation, however comprehensive and 
modern, was and is ready to accommodate the modern-day realities of multi-cultural 
and religious identities housed in the modem state structure. The problem of 
pluralistic nation-building seems even more acute now that Indonesia has attained 
much wanted democracy and political freedom, and that various religious 
communities are more assertive and confident than ever before in demanding their 
religious rights and freedom. With regard to Islamists' efforts at nation-building, 
unless they offer some reasonable answer to the question of accommodating various 
religious and non-religious communities, the struggle to achieve prominence in state 
and society seems an uphill task that will take many decades to overcome. This will 
certainly be the case even though Islamists have gained the legitimate place that they 
deserve in the historiography of the nation, for which they fought to participate and 
build alongside other secular and religious communities.

2 Herbert Feith and Lance Castles, eds., Indonesian Political Thinking, 1945-1965 (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1970).


