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Islam as an object of study is extraordinarily multifaceted. A nonexhaustive 
inventory of study topics includes individual and collective rituals, canonical texts, 
theology, methods of exegesis, everyday practices, governance practices, organizations, 
identities, artifacts, sites of worship, activities (such as pilgrimage), ethics, and 
charismatic leaders.

To the scholar, then, Islam can entail an infinite variety of foci. One is the religion 
as imagined by those who believe it at a specific time and space. A second is its 
tremendous temporal variation and geographic vernacularization, recognizing that its 
contents vary over time and space. A third is the conjecture or disjuncture regarding 
how Islam is imagined by its diverse practitioners. A fourth is the conjecture and 
disjuncture between how it is imagined and how it is practiced. A fifth is an 
examination of the conditions under which “Islam” itself becomes defined; in other 
words, examining the power dynamics that underpin the act of defining “Islam.”

As Remy Madinier makes clear, to no one is Islam’s diversity more ffustratingly 
apparent than to leaders of one of the world’s largest Islamic political parties, 
Masyumi, in the aftermath of Indonesia’s first national elections in 1955. Masyumi 
saw itself as the mouthpiece for all Indonesian Muslims and anticipated that its share 
of votes cast would reflect the percentage of Muslims in the general population, 
upwards of 80 percent. In fact, however, Masyumi received less than 21 percent of the 
popular vote (210, 216). Honing in, then, on foci three, Madinier explains this 
disjuncture between the Indonesian umma as Masyumi imagined it and the 1955 
election results. In doing so, he presents a textured history of Masyumi from its 
origins in the Muslim reform movements of the twentieth century to its contemporary 
legacy. And instead of conceptualizing Indonesia’s original Islamic political party as a 
fundamentalist, ideologically driven organization akin to the common (and similarly 
problematic) characterizations of the Muslim Brotherhood, he details their varied 
regional and educational backgrounds, provides biographies of Masyumi leaders, 
demonstrates their overlapping connection with nationalists and communists, makes 
clear their recurrent pragmatism on policy affairs, and pays close attention to their 
changing visions for Indonesian state and society. Instead of the ideological purity that 
is often assumed of Islamists, Madinier makes clear that their views were a product of 
their milieu and internal diversity, resulting in positions that were marked by 
pragmatism, uncertainty, and, at times, incoherence.

At the outset, Masyumi’s members include reformists and traditionalists. 
Although Masyumi was founded in 1946 on modernist principles and the party 
executive was dominated by representatives from modernist organizations like 
Muhammadiyah, traditionalists like Nahdlatul Ulama (NU, lit. “the awakening of the
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’ulama”; Revival of the Religious Scholars) were important members. Yet the 
Masyumi umbrella did not erase the memory of violent confrontations between the 
modernists and the traditionalists in the 1920s. Nor did their common political 
vehicle imply a sharing of resources: control over the Ministry of Religions was 
sufficiently important to NU that it broke away from Masyumi in April 1952. Those 
differences became even starker in the years after the split, when some NU leaders, 
like A. S. Bachmid and Murtadji Bisri, were willing to cooperate with the Indonesian 
Communist Party (Partai Komunis Indonesia, PKI) while Masyumi unleashed 
polemics toward Communism and sought to ban the PKI. And on another important 
issue, arbitrating between divine norms and democratic ones, NU envisioned the 
presence of ulamas (religious scholars) in the upper chamber charged with verifying 
the laws voted by the lower chamber to ensure their conformity with Islamic law, 
while Masyumi hewed to a more pragmatic vision of a “theistic democracy” (336, 
343). These differences in the traditionalist’s and the modernist’s imaginaries of an 
Islamic state and society (foci three) contributed to the party’s facture and ultimately 
truncated its political influence.

The disparities between the traditionalists and modernists were in some respects a 
product of different educations. Madinier pays careful attention to the influence of 
both Western education and ideas about Islamic reform in shaping the future leaders 
of Masyumi. He notes that of the fifty-seven members elected to parliament in 1955, 
more than half received their primary education in the Dutch system, twenty-six 
continued their studies until secondary school, and twelve received third level 
diplomas. The imprint of the Dutch education system is even more apparent in the 
executive committee, where only two of the fifteen members elected in 1954 received 
an exclusively religious education (26-27). The result is that the leaders were as much 
in dialogue (often highly critical) with John Locke, Montesquieu, J. J. Rousseau, and 
Karl Marx as they were with the Islamic mystic al-Ghazali and the early Muslim 
reformers Jamal al-Din Al-Afghani and Mohammad 'Abduh. Similarly, they were 
influenced as much by the nationalist appeals of Sukarno as by Islamic political 
theorists like Rashid Rida and Abul Ada Maududi. And from an education and class 
perspective, this ideological diversity led to more similarities with the nationalists and 
communists than differences: “This governing elite was a very uniform category: its 
members had received the same type of education and had been involved in similar 
political causes in their youth during the colonial period; they lived in the same 
neighborhoods, met one another very often, and often married within their closed 
circle” (126-27).

Yet Madinier argues repeatedly that the leaders’ inability to reconcile these varied 
traditions led to a certain doctrinal and programmatic ambiguity, if not incoherence. 
“In the case of Masyumi, the notion of an Islamic state was by turns, and sometimes 
simultaneously, a slogan, a myth, a programme, and a reality” (285). The party’s 
connections to the Darul Islam rebellions in West Java, South Sulawesi, and North 
Sumatra lay bare this tension. On the one hand, Mohammad Natsir repeatedly and 
clearly denounced the use of military force to achieve the goal of an Islamic state 
(168-70). On the other hand, the efforts by party leaders like Afandi Ridhwan to be an 
unofficial negotiator between the rebels and the central government created the image 
that Masyumi sympathized with the rebels and favored a political rather than military 
solution to the conflicts. And two of the rebellions in Central Java—one led by Amir
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Fatah and one instigated by the Diponegoro division—originated in the former units 
of Hizboellah (163).

Programmatic ambiguity extended to the highest reaches of the party on the most 
basic issue: the composition of an Islamic political party. The party’s first president, 
Soekiman Wirjosandjojo, sought to grow the Masyumi umbrella to include Nahdlatul 
Ulama, more secular nationalists, and all Muslims in society. He advocated for the 
party providing social support to the weakest parts of society and tried to build 
coalitions with all other political parties except the communists. He paid respect to 
the ulama in the Madjelis Sjuro (Islamic Council) and sought out their views on policies. 
Soekiman’s successor, Mohammad Natsir, saw Masyumi not as a loosely defined 
expression of Muslim sensibilities but a powerful force with a clear ideology grounded 
in Islam and not nationalism. Instead of an umbrella, he envisioned a hierarchical 
organization and implemented this vision by reducing the power of the ulama within 
Madjelis Sjuro, leading to their eventual split. Again, Madinier highlights the differing 
visions of Islam at the heights of politics, and their consequences for political 
influence.

As Madinier makes clear in most every chapter, this ambiguity does not imply 
radicalism. Masyumi’s policies are marked more by pragmatism than idealism or 
radicalism. Masyumi’s theorists saw the party as modern and contemporary rather 
than aspiring to return to some golden age of (Indonesian) Islam (7-11). On 
economic questions, Masyumi leaders balanced their demands for social justice with 
concern for the deleterious effects of a short workday and economic inflation (195). 
And they urged the government to look abroad for technical and financial assistance in 
developing the economy, regardless of the aid’s ancestry (200). Likewise, despite 
Natsir’s ideological opposition to secular nationalism, he put those issues aside in 
cooperating with the nationalists in the revolutionary war against the Dutch. Here 
Madinier highlights the fact that amidst political struggle, Islamic ideals (foci four) are 
often subordinate to power and pragmatism.

The apex of the text is when Madinier explains Masyumi’s shift from its 
pragmatism and adherence to democratic norms from 1945-56, to its radicalization 
during 1956-59, as liberal democracy came to an end. This is foci five, the conditions 
under which “Islam” is defined. In their pragmatic phase, both Natsir and Soekiman 
sought to work within the country’s emergent political institutions to realize their 
visions for an Islamic state. That meant building coalitions in parliament, gaining 
control over key ministries, and fostering national unity and independence. That 
entailed defending the constitution of 1945 and even the Pancasila, although with the 
obligation to have Belief in God elevated to the first and foremost position. Madinier 
notes that in 1947 and 1948, the party program emphasized independence and 
national unity more than religion. And the following four party congresses used the 
same wording. In the 1952 revisions, Masyumi envisioned “a state imbued with divine 
grace ... in which Muslims would have the possibility of organizing the private as well 
as the social aspects of their lives in accordance with the teachings and laws of Islam” 
(301). The party’s use of the term “possibility” rather than “obligation” is a useful 
indicator of its recognition that imposing Islamic law on the public, along the lines of 
the Jakarta Charter of 1945, was infeasible in a government led by the demos. 
Masyumi’s effort to create a big tent, combined with its need to differentiate itself
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from Darul Islam, meant that it secularized its program: no mention of religion was 
made in the documents of the December 1954 conference. Moreover, its 1955 election 
manifesto set out fifty-five institutional, social, and economic reforms of which only 
one made reference to Islam (302). In other words, electoral necessity led Masyumi to 
envision itself an Islamic party in name only.

All this changed after the 1955 elections. At the congress of 1956, the party 
declared that Islam “be decreed the absolute foundation of the Republic of Indonesia” 
and that “the Muslim religion be confirmed as a general source of law for the Republic 
of Indonesia” (326). In the 1957 meetings of the Constituent Assembly, two of the 
more radical members of the party, Isa Anshary and Kasman Singodimedjo, sought to 
legislate these declarations. Singodimedjo recalled that the Jakarta Charter, the 
proclamation of Islam as the state religion, and the requirement that the president be 
Muslim were never abandoned but only postponed for the sake of unity (331). 
Anshary denounced the capitulation of the Masyumi leadership and the trickery of the 
nationalist party, which betrayed the sacrifices made by the Muslim community. The 
Muslim community, Anshary argued, fought for independence to create a state based 
on Islam and instead had been deceived. Zainal Abdin Ahmad declared that the 
Pancasila had never been recognized by the previous constitution and could not serve 
as the national ideology for a Muslim nation (333).

What explains Masyumi’s radicalization after the 1955 election? Madinier argues 
that there were multiple factors. Foremost was Sukarno’s increasing restrictions on 
political movements and the move to Guided Democracy. Masyumi could no longer 
make compromises with the nationalists or Sukarno if it wished to preserve 
democracy. Additionally, after the 1955 election, NU and Masyumi again joined 
forces, and their solidarity created a certain euphoria that gave them the confidence to 
advance policies as a block (330). Finally, Masyumi’s electoral misfortunes were seen 
to be a result of Natsir’s conciliatory strategy: newly emboldened radicals rejected that 
strategy (330-31). In sum, toward the end of Masyumi’s life, its vision for a 
democratic state inspired by Islam, but not imposed from above, fell by the wayside as 
a result of electoral failure, emboldened radicals within the organizations, and the 
political system’s move toward authoritarianism rather than compromise.

Madinier’s book is a welcome addition to the literature on Indonesian Islam and a 
long-overdue investigation into Masyumi. By focusing on a crucial period in 
Indonesian history and an influential organization, he does a service to the field of 
Indonesian and Islamic studies. And like Carrie Rosefsky Wickham’s recent book on 
the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, Madinier’s attention to ideological disorder, the 
social and educational origins of elites, and their changing visions for the state over 
time, make it a welcome departure from the literature that assumes that Islamists 
have a stable, uniform, and fundamentalist ideology.1

The book does suffer from some shortcomings. The first four chapters are 
organized chronologically. Chapter five is devoted to the substantive tensions and 
diachronic contradictions of Mayumi’s policies, while chapter six focuses on the 
party’s structure and its implications for policy. The conclusion restates the tensions

1 Carrie Rosefsky Wickham, The Muslim Brotherhood: Evolution of an Islamist Movement (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2013).
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of Masyumi’s program of democracy and integralist Islam in comparison to the 
struggles of Christian democrats in Europe, and the epilogue argues that those 
tensions affect the inheritors of Masyumi’s legacy. The result of the book’s 
organization is that, in the final chapters, the text often skips forward or backward in 
time to make a thematic argument. It would have made the book more accessible and 
eliminated substantial repetition (the text is a long 484 pages) to have the thematic 
material and discussions of party structure appear before the chronology. The 
organization of the text conceals the author’s explanations for Masyumi’s ideology, 
policies, and behavior.

The author also leaves important aspects of Masyumi’s story untold. There is 
almost no discussion of the women of Masyumi, the youth wings, or the regional 
branches. There is insufficient discussion of the political economy of the party, which 
is surprising, since the author states that their finances were bleak, with less then 5 
percent of the party’s members paying their subscriptions (370) and very few of the 
party’s announced initiatives coming to fruition (374). Surely, having such weak fiscal 
and organizational capacity shaped Masyumi’s behavior, yet the author is silent on 
this subject. The section on parallels between the struggles of Christian democrats 
and Masyumi leaders is intriguing, but underdeveloped due to a rather thin 
conception of democracy as a single, liberal, and secular Western-export rather than 
seeing democracy as a set of institutional arrangements that take on a wide variety of 
forms. Indeed, while Masyumi’s vision for a “theist democracy” may appear 
incoherent to French secularists, it bears real similarities to institutional arrangements 
found in some Swiss cantons and Eastern European democracies.

Reservations aside, Islam and Politics in Indonesia: The Masyumi Party between Democracy 
and Integralism is a timely and much-needed text on one of the world’s largest Islamic 
political parties, and Madinier has done the field of Indonesian and Islamic studies a 
great service.


