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W

 

ere we to discover one day that our world was about to
end, we would realize that all the scientific knowledge around
which we have constructed our modern Western civilization was
useless. Though it might at a material level explain what was
about to happen, it could offer us no help: it would have ceased to
be relevant knowledge.
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 The possibility is not as remote as one
might suppose: many people, particularly in the last two centuries,
have found their familiar world coming to an end, as alien and
often unseen forces made their understanding of things irrelevant.

Indonesia provides a good vantage point from which to
study the destruction and reconstruction of worlds of thought, for
the archipelago’s topography and variable exposure to major
religions, a market economy, and central state power have made
for a great variety of belief systems, most of which are now
undergoing radical change. At the same time, there is enough
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similarity between the cultural traditions and historical experience
of much of the arc hipelago that we can compare variations on
certain great themes.

The basic structure of belief through which we arrive at an
understanding of the universe we usually call religion. At the
same time, we are accustomed to thinking of the term as some-
thing quite specific, which acts especially in the sphere of moral-
ity, telling us who we are, what we must do, and why we must
die. I am going to use it more broadly, for, as we shall see, simple
societies make no distinction between religious and secular
activity, ritual and the day-to-day. Moreover, although in modern
societies we recognize a distinct sphere for religion/

 

agama

 

, our
actual belief systems are based less and less on its premises:
materialist science and ideology are the keys with which we seek
to unlock the cosmos. But both these extremes – and the vast
human experience in between, for which religion is both formally
distinct and central to understanding – are belief systems which
establish what is known and worth knowing; they set our cultural
paradigms and explain the meaning of our lives, and I will
therefore use the term ‘religion’ very broadly here to connote the
system on which we base our world of thought.

Religion (if it is not merely a label) inevitably has political
significance, for it locates us in a social as well as moral universe.
No matter how other-worldly the faith, in decreeing how we must
behave towards our fellow man it sets the basis for community
and thus defines what is legitimate and illegitimate power. The
conjuncture between system of belief and system of power is
politically critical; it is the basis of ideology, the legitimation of
domination and resistance, hierarchy and redistribution. (Of
course, religion is not simply an expression of power – a fact social
scientists sometimes appear to forget – but it is its relationship to
state power that concerns us here.)

Durkheim and Marx are the thinkers who have perhaps most
influenced the way in which social scientists have conceived the
relationship between politics and religion. The former stressed its
role as a source of community, the latter as a source of domination.
It is no accident that Durkheim based his study on a primitive,
stateless society (that of aboriginal Australians) and Marx his on
the observation of modern Europe. Overall, as we move in the
spectrum from simple to complex societies, we find religion’s
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socio-political role changing from being primarily a way in which
community is expressed to the way in which hierarchy is justified
(and, we may add, resisted). It is perhaps useful to look at this
spectrum first in terms of the evolution of social complexity, for
the relationship between social and religious forms is clear and
can be vividly illustrated in Indonesia. Indeed, in certain areas
such as Lombok and East Java we can see a sort of archaeological
layering of belief systems, representing historical choices made
over hundreds of years and expressed in still-living cultural groups.
We should be careful not to assume the relationship is a simple
matching progression, however, for if we look at any case in detail
we invariably discover that the development is much more com-
plex, and by no means always in the same direction; some ap-
parently primitive or archaic social systems turn out to be recent
(re)inventions, while modern ideologies can be understood by
their adherents in ways quite different to what we might imagine.
The evidence makes clear that religion not only reflects but also
determines social forms, change is not always in one direction,
and belief is a weapon of the weak as well as the powerful.

At one end of the Indonesian spectrum we have simple
societies such as the Sakkudei of Mentawei, whose belief system
has been described by Schefold.
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 In this and other cultures
comprising hunter-gatherers and subsistence cultivators, we find
a lack of hierarchy both in the society and in people’s imagination
of the cosmos. Access to the spirits is direct; some people are seen
as having a special gift in communicating with them, but this is a
matter of individual prowess and does not reflect or establish any
other kind of superiority. There is no felt need for mediation
between man and nature or between man and the supernatural;
the wilderness is his home, the gods are his ancestors. As we
might expect of people who live in and from the natural world
rather than from technologies that seek to alter it, nature appears
as a familiar surrounding rather than a source of danger or
something that must be tamed. Still, because it is the abode of the
ancestral spirits, it is powerful, and great attention must be paid to
keeping a proper relationship with its elements.
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 A central
purpose of the belief system is therefore to maintain the proper
connections between people, the natural world, and the world of
the spirits/ancestors, on which equilibrium the well-being of
community and cosmos depends.
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Pace

 

 Durkheim, such societies are not marked by a division
between sacred and profane.
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 Rather, the critical line is between
the sphere of man and that of the ancestors/spirits, the seen and
unseen worlds. They interpenetrate; the spirits are present in or
reachable through natural phenomena. They are affected by our
every action, which must therefore be undertaken in the proper
way and with appropriate dedication so as to maintain alignment
with the cosmic order. Consequently, all activity is in a real sense
ritual activity; the world is enchanted. Certain people may be
recognized as having particular access to the realm of the spirits,
and are accordingly appealed to for advice or intercession, but this
enhances rather than monopolizes contact with the world of the
ancestors, which is available to all.

But once settled agriculture and trade make it possible to
accumulate an economic surplus, we see the door to the spiritual
begin to close. Social stratification begins, with charisma being in-
vested in certain lineages and persons who are conceived as
having claims to leadership. The man of prowess will, in con-
solidating his leadership, find it of great assistance to be credited
with superior access to the divine, for this renders him more ne-
cessary to the community’s well-being. The cosmos, too, becomes
hierarchical: the leading spirits are ancestors of the leading
families, who therefore have privileged communication with the
world beyond. They become literally First Families, and to reject
their primacy is in a sense to betray one’s parentage. Such claims
may well be imposed by force, but we should remember that
people find it comfortable to believe that inequality rests on the
superior virtue of those who dominate, and so they as well as
their rulers may contribute to the myth.
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Thus true knowledge is no longer sought in communion
between the individual and the enveloping world of the spirit but
in a mediated exchange which emphasizes the distance and in-
accessibility of the divine. Ritual becomes more formalized, set
apart from everyday life; it is controlled by specialists from
leading families and may increasingly centre on a hereditary chief.
Nature becomes more hostile, as settled cultivation predicates a
separate, man-imposed order; but it remains an abode of the
spirits and therefore a source of knowledge and power.
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Although it is quite possible for leadership in small agrarian
societies to remain informal, if concentrated on certain families
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and men of prowess, sooner or later we are likely to see the
beginning of the state. That set of institutions, based on force but
accepted by members of the society as legitimate, lays down and
enforces the rules of existence as a community. As such, it assumes
control over a good part of the belief system, and thus begins the
definition and constriction of religion’s role. 
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In Indonesia, the emergence of the state has usually been
bound up with the evolution of leadership from the temporary
ascendancy of the man of prowess into increasingly formalized
chieftaincy and aristocracy and ultimately the emergence of a
king. Indeed, the term 

 

raja

 

 was often assumed by people who
were little more than chiefs (as was also true of early European
kings) so that we must not see in this shift a qualitative insti-
tutional leap. Gradually, however, the chiefly entourage became
the basis for a royal household and then a patrimonial bureau-
cracy. Hierarchy was increasingly emphasized, becoming the
main ordering principle of society, and lineage gave way to class
as the chief social divide. By the end of the process a profound
ideological revolution had taken place, the lineaments of which
still strongly influence Indonesian political thinking.

Control over religion is crucial to the emerging state. It may
be that a strong man can obtain leadership over a community by
virtue of his prowess and his following, but he cannot secure it for
his family’s inheritance except by persuading people that this is in
accordance with natural law. Nor can he hope to extend his way
very far beyond territories he can personally oversee unless some
principle persuades local leaders that they should accept a suzer-
ain. Emergent states are fragile things, their rulers’ power little
more than the fleeting ascendancy of paramount chiefs, with
neither the economic resources nor the infrastructure necessary to
enforcing their writ much beyond the capital. To bridge the gap
between ambition and actuality one must use belief: people must
be persuaded that the source of power and of alignment with the
cosmic order resides in the king. The cosmos itself must be
reorganized, so as to endorse the principles of royal power.

State-appointed or -endorsed specialists become the arbiters
of religious truth; state ceremonies become not only occasions for
demonstrating royal glory but also affirmations of the king’s
centrality as the main conduit of relations between heaven and
earth. Royal claims are absolute in such states but royal power is
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in fact weak. This is not a contradiction, because ideological as-
sertion is meant to overwhelm and draw attention from physical
vulnerability: the ceremonies of the ‘theatre state’ are not simply
an end in themselves but a means of maintaining the centre’s
hold.
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The revelation of a new order of things was of course unlikely
to go uncontested, particularly when (as we shall see frequently
happened) the legitimating concepts came from outside. Those
who lived at the margins of the state – geographically and
economically – were likely to understand little and accept less of
the royally-sponsored religion, and common folk generally would
cling to the old ideas as both familiar and allowing themselves a
much more direct role in the cosmos than that mediated by the
king. It was thus necessary for the state to delegitimize folk
religion, to open up the contrast between 

 

agama

 

 and 

 

kepercayaan.

 

Elements might be taken which could be used to reinforce the
authority of the new belief system, but those which implied the
rejection of hierarchy and state power were (and are) portrayed as

 

klenik

 

, wrong knowledge, subversive superstition.
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In the Indonesian archipelago, the imagery of the royal
cosmic order was generally drawn from India. Identification with
what elsewhere had shown itself a powerful and efficacious
thought system, a source of civilization, was in itself a source of
power; moreover, the Indian cosmography accommodated a
number of existing Indonesian assumptions about the nature of
society and power and so made the transition less difficult.
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 The
central image was that of divine power, conveyed through the
king, radiating with diminishing force out from the capital and
down the social hierarchy.
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 Population accumulated around
centres of power; cities were points of light in the darkness of
human ignorance, sources of entry for the divine into the lower
world of man. Raw nature is wilderness, the dangerous space
beyond the light, which man traverses only with peril. People that
live close to nature are of a lesser order, responding to the
disorderly, animal aspect of humanity rather than the hierarchical
discipline of civilization, man’s reflection of the divine. Rural
hinterlands are touched by.order flowing from urban power
centres, but to varying degrees; the more distant geographically
and socially from the centre people are, the more they are children
of darkness. The ruler’s task is to preserve his alignment with the
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cosmic order and to cast his civilizing light upon his people,
whose task is to be instructed and obey. 
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This vision differs from Eliade’s contrast between nature and
culture in that it does not conceive of civilization as a human
artifact but rather as an expression and imitation of the divine
order. It is divine will, channelled through the focal point of
civilization/political order, which subdues the wilderness. In this
sense the wilderness is something untouched by order, a form of
chaos, the opposite of civilization and of beauty, which are
expressions of order.
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 Yet nature is also a source of power. Those
who wish to gain spiritual strength remove themselves to the
forest to meditate; princes ambitious for the throne withdraw to
the wilderness not (we are told) to avoid the king’s wrath and
mobilize an army but to concentrate their spiritual power. Great
kings and great teachers demonstrate their strength by com-
manding the forces of nature, taming and thus absorbing their
chthonian power.
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In other words, the nature that is the abode of the spirits and
a source of power lives on into the new cosmic dispensation. It is
power that from the viewpoint of the ruler is essentially il-
legitimate – it gains recognition only insofar as the king can
demonstrate his command of it – because it implies there is an
arena beyond his control. Peasant attitudes tend to be profoundly
ambivalent: as settled agriculturalists they experience the forest as
something close but outside their familiar sphere, a source of
predators and bandits and hence of disorder; but it is also a
potential refuge, a counter to the claims of the state and of social
hierarchy. Precisely because there was the possibility of ‘taking to
the woods’ not only on the part of individuals but, in times of
state weakness, for whole peripheral populations, political centres
placed particular emphasis on the contrast between wilderness
and civilization, chaos and order, as an ideological weapon for
combating defections.

If centralized power dictated the opposition between wilder-
ness and civilization, nature and order, equality and hierarchy, it
also created beliefs and institutions that could be set against it.
Within its sphere of imagination, the essential question was
whether the centre of power was in fact the centre of civilization.
That is, was the ruler indeed the conduit for the divine ordering
principle or was his power merely the fleeting product of human
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aggrandizement? To know this, other than through its revelation
in the king’s fall, required an understanding of the principles of
cosmic order, and this was seen as the ultimate purpose of
knowledge. Such knowledge could no longer be sought through
direct contact between the individual and his ancestral spirits:
only the king was vouchsafed this channel. Those who ruled did
their best to persuade the populace that knowledge lay outside
themselves and their communities; and indeed, as local popula-
tions were overwhelmed by influences and power from outside
they lost confidence in the possibility of seeking an answer from
within themselves. Knowledge thus became a matter for special-
ists, who not only assisted the ruler to keep his actions in line with
the divine order but acted to spread the state’s civilizational light
more widely. Religious teachers were points of light, alongside the
greater gleam of the capital, beaming order into the wilderness,
spreading light upon the ignorant mass.

But religious practitioners, too, were an ambivalent source of
orientation, for their interests were not always identical to those of
the political powerholders, and in setting out standards for
popular behaviour they also identified norms for proper rule and
thus criteria against which those in power could be judged. There
was thus the danger that the religious message that was supposed
to link the population to the power centre would be interpreted to
the ruler’s disadvantage, and thus the question of the purity and
motivation of religious interpretation became politically critical.
Particularly the ascetics in the wilderness were open to suspicion,
for their very distance from the capital might be a sign of their
alienation from it and their intention to endorse a new focus of
power.
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A belief system which posits the ruler as the sole earthly
channel of divine energy does not allow more than one sovereign
power, and there has been much scholarly comment on the
political instability and proclivity for war which this implied. But
whether it was theoretically permissible or not, there clearly were
a multiplicity of states in the archipelago, making similar ideo-
logical claims to cosmic centrality; and though not everyone
might know of the existence of such a competing power, the small
size of most kingdoms and the long lines of trade would have
ensured that many people – and certainly those who counted in a
society – did. Rather than the single-centred system revolving
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around a central sun which royal theory proclaimed, the world
must have appeared more as a galaxy in which populations
orbited around political stars of varying brightness. In practice if
not in theory there was therefore the question of which available
orbit one should enter, or whether indeed one’s own course could
be maintained between two civilizational suns.
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 Let us consider
some of the ideological possibilities this provided.

First of all, the existence of diverse civilizational models
meant that it was easier to adopt new principles of order when
technology, economic change, or political fortune made the old
one seem no longer adequate.
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 Moreover, the example set by a
great power was in itself powerful: it was proof of spiritual force
and the exemplar of what was widely recognized as civilized.
Historically, India was the supreme source of this civilizational
energy in the Indonesian archipelago (and in Southeast Asia
generally), filtered often enough through its Javanese inter-
pretation. The latter was in itself a source of power, for in many
parts of the archipelago Java’s image was a potent one,
particularly as embodied in the kingdom of Majapahit. Long after
the historical Majapahit was dead we find societies in distant parts
of the archipelago tracing their ancestral line not (just) to a divine
founder but to settlers or conquerors from the Javanese king-
dom.
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 Whether associated with Java or not, the Indian model was
powerfully attractive to chieftains seeking to legitimize and
extend their rule, and we find the term 

 

raja

 

 and various symbols
of royal rule employed in very simple polities, which otherwise
exhibited little sign of adherence to that civilizational model.

We should not underestimate the importance of civilizational
reputation in preserving the power of the premodern political
centres in the archipelago. Except in areas very close to the capital
there was little way authority could be enforced save by securing
the cooperation of local elites. Far more important for maintaining
a political centre’s centrality was its ability to attract outlying
groups – for them to feel that this was their natural source of
leadership, enlightenment, and wealth. Hence it was essential for
a political centre to appear glorious, spiritually armed, and rich;
outward signs of success were evidence of possession of a
superior truth, and hence of being an appropriate object of respect
and emulation. 

 

19
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An outside belief system may also be adopted not just
because it is prestigious or satisfies the interests of a ruling elite
but because it is as a way of preventing the encroachment of
others. In particular this was the case with Christianity, which to
various groups in the archipelago appeared as a way in which to
counter rival population groups and power centres which
espoused Islam. Indeed, religious conversion might be a way of
seceding from the claims of ruling groups in one’s own society,
either because it offered a different ground for legitimation or
because it brought the prospect of outside support. Thus the
princes of Javanese harbour states found in Islam both an
ideological alternative to Indic royal centralism and a source of
preference in international trade. In many places Islam has
appeared as a way of denying the legitimacy of local ‘feudal’
elites, which, if they could not be accused of being overtly pagan,
could be charged with insufficient orthodoxy by groups seeking to
escape their control. In Toraja we find young people, unable to
keep up the prestations demanded by the old belief system and
unwilling to accept the social hierarchy it implied, turning to
Christianity as a way of escaping its claims.
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 Just exactly what
the adopted system may mean in its new context is not always
self-evident: thus Communism might be accepted as an alter-
native to the prevailing order of things because it stood for
egalitarianism and protected the poor or because it was seen as
modern and against outmoded communal values.
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But if outside belief systems may appear as an ideological
opportunity, most Indonesian communities have experienced
them above all as a constraint, part of an order being imposed,
directly or indirectly, by superior force. The question therefore
was how to respond to this pressure. One possibility was to ignore
it, an option which, needless to say, was more available to social
groups living on the margins of the polity. Consequently we
typically find less complex cultures and believers in older
religious forms located in mountainous or otherwise inaccessible
country, satellites whose distance and inconsequentiality per-
mitted them to maintain an eccentric orbit. These may be com-
posed of the remnants of autochthonous populations pushed
aside by the spread of more highly organized societies, or
participants in the mainstream culture which, as a result of the
exigencies of their terrain and the lack of communications, did not



 

Redesigning the Cosmos

 

13

 

produce the surplus that permitted further organizational and
technological development. They may have had their origins in
followers of chieftains who lost out in the struggle for power that
marked the establishment of a new dispensation; or some com-
bination of these.
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Whatever the historical origins of such groups, their cosmo-
logy is likely to be marked by an effort to reverse their relation-
ship with the greater centre, to establish through ideology (an
ideology intended as a comfort for their souls if not as a call to
rebellion) an equality that everyday experience denies them.
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Thus myths of origin will show their superior descent, and they
will claim to be the custodians of old, true values which have been
abandoned or distorted by the major power.
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Such groups are also likely to place relatively strong
emphasis on consensual values, and to contrast this with the
mainstream practice of rule. This is not surprising, for lack of
economic surplus and pressure from the main political centre will
ensure that their leaders’ authority is highly circumscribed and
dependent on popular support. It may well result in a reverse
evolution of social and ideological forms, as elites lose their
authority, so that societies appear less hierarchical and complex
than before. Indeed, resistance to the sources of inequality as well
as fear of the loss of cultural cohesion generally encourage strong
ideological sanctions against involvement in the market economy,
and this question has been a prime source of defection from the
old community. There tends also to be strong pressure on social
leaders for redistribution, for the ideological terms of trade have
turned against local elites, who at the same time no longer have as
strong a grip on resources. They are increasingly hard put to
satisfy demands for generosity; and, aside from losing wealth and
following, they may well themselves decide that the future lies in
identifying with the suzerain’s belief system and finding a place
for their lineage in the context of the new order.
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Attempts by people nearer the centre of authority to simply
drop out of its orbit are not unknown, the best-known mani-
festation of this in Indonesia being the Saminist movement in
rural north Central Java early in this century. Here in what was
clearly the invention rather than the preservation of earlier ideo-
logical forms, we see emphasis on a cosmology that substituted
the centrality and equality of the common man for official stress
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on hierarchy, a restoration of close contact between man, nature,
and the divine, and a denial of the validity of any occupation
other than that of subsistence cultivator.
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 We should note, how-
ever, that this was not simply a return to an imagined Javanese

 

Urzeit

 

: the Saminists’ own name for their belief system, the Agama
Adam, implied going back to first principles in terms of a world
religion not local traditions, and it seems to have been not the only
heterodoxy of its ilk within Islam.
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Resistance to encroaching state power is more than likely to
entail violence, and at least since colonial times – when the out-
side force has been particularly alien, disruptive, and invincible –
such rejection has often been expressed in ‘primitive rebellions’. A
prime characteristic of these was their highly ideological content,
offering both an explanation of why the world had been turned
upside down and a vision for setting it right.
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 This might involve
anything from the restoration of an idealized original local system
to movements displaying at least in part modern ideological and
organizational characteristics (as with the Communist uprisings
in Banten).
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 Generally, these have been analyzed, rather
mechanically, in terms of a historical evolution towards modern
ideological and revolutionary organization, and thus, it is implied,
from hopeless to potentially efficacious.
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 We might also see it
quite differently, as an increasing concession to the ideological
hegemony of the encroaching force, not through an organic
acceptance of its values but because autochthonous ideas and
sources of leadership had lost authority, and the ways of the
outsider were seen to be powerful. In fact, movements of rebellion
– and not least the Indonesian revolution – tend to pluck themes
from a range of available ideologies, both in order to attract as
broad support as possible and to mobilize the power emanating
from diverse belief systems.

In the long run, an outside belief system which appears
powerful, insistent, and accessible will find its local proponents,
and the question will be who they are and whether the challenge
faced by the society is so broad that it becomes a solution for the
culture as a whole and not just one segment of it. Thus we see
Islam being conveyed to Java first through trade connections,
taking root among merchants in the port cities, then receiving the
endorsement of local rulers who saw in it a source of popular
support, commercial advantage, and justification for resistance to
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the claims of central Javanese power; and eventually becoming
the generally established religion.

 

31

 

 In each of these phases the
social role of the religion changed, and so did its interpretation as
it was adjusted to accommodate entrenched beliefs and the
interests of its sponsors. This is not to deny constancy to divine
truth, but to note that the way in which people glimpse it depends
very much on their angle of vision. All belief systems – that is, all
ways of apprehending eternal truth – adapt over time to their
changing social environment. In the case of Islam and other world
faiths the conflicts involved in this are accentuated because reform
movements referring to outside sources of legitimacy air crises of
interpretation that might otherwise be muffled by local leader-
ship.

It is not only the receptivity of society to a new belief that
affects its chances but also the willingness of the main vector of
the faith to share its benefits with them. In the case of Java,
Muslim proselytizers were eager to expand the community of the
faithful and conceded broadly to local sensibilities and interests.
Muslim traders gave immediate advantage to co-religionists, and
Muslim states took adherence to the new religion as a sign of
fealty on the part of their satellites. In contrast, in present-day
central Kalimantan Dayaks find little willingness on the part of
the main local bearers of Islam, the Banjar, to compromise with
their customs in the interest of their conversion.

 

32

 

 We may suggest
that the reason for the difference is that Dayak conversion is a
relatively unimportant goal for the Banjar: Dayak paganism gives
them a group they can feel is beneath themselves, a satisfaction
reinforced by trading advantage. Their own ideological concern is
to stress their Islamic orthodoxy, which has become a central
symbol of their group’s self and a means of resisting the claims of
the Indonesian state. Christians, on the other hand, are happy to
accommodate Kaharingan custom; they, in this time and area, do
not have a community whose orthodoxy it is seen as important to
defend. But a century ago in Java, when it was a matter that
affected the beliefs and prestige of the European community, the
reaction to local adaptations of Christianity was quite different.

 

33

 

In general, proselytization can be seen evolving through a
series of social strategies: First, an effort to open people’s minds to
the belief (thus willingness to compromise with existing custom)
then a struggle to consolidate the new religion (especially with
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regard to obtaining state endorsement), and finally a drive to close
people’s minds to any other focus of belief.

 

34

 

 Of course, some
faiths may be seen from their formal thought to be more or less
open to other ways of thinking: Islam the ‘straight path,’ is
notably opposed to the absorption of other beliefs, while the
Agama Jawa stresses it. But not too much should be made of this,
for historically there is plenty of evidence that religious tolerance
and syncretic tendencies change with the opportunities of the
time, so that we need to look at social and political circumstances
as well in explanation. We need also to bear in mind that ideo-
logical variants acquire a certain life of their own, so that what
begins in a society as a ‘modern,’ reforming urban movement may
later become the voice of the establishment, and still later appear
as the representative of backward rural conservatism. Each of
these roles will involve different social groups and different
perceptions of what needs to be advanced and what defended.

In the pre-modern states of the archipelago, it was not
difficult for heterodoxies to exist in spite of the close linkage
between religion and the state. Beyond the core area near the
capital, the ruler exerted only indirect control over the population,
and local lords might well find it in their interest to protect or at
least ignore cultural minorities that did not challenge their rule.
Indeed, kings might grant recognition to wealthy or strategically
important minorities as long as they acknowledged him as their
protector. In the outer reaches of the realm, subordinate territories
faded out into tributary states and minor allies, whose internal
arrangements were very definitely their own affair. But all this
changed with the advent of the modern state, which in Indonesia
began in the late nineteenth century, for this new entity did not
recognize the old segmentary model. For both the colonial and the
nation state, authority was seen as extending evenly over the
whole territory, not declining with distance from the capital; and,
more important, these centres were generally able to impose their
will and extend their vision to the far parts of the archipelago.
This meant that there was less room for local variations of belief,
let alone for groups which elected to opt out of the state’s orbit.

The modern state is secular, in the sense that it is concerned
with life in this world and sees religion as a distinct if not
irrelevant activity. Nonetheless, it has a world vision. This centres
on a striving for modernity, modelled by the advanced industrial
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countries and believed to be the true source of prosperity and
power. In the colonial version, as it evolved in the late nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, the state was expected to play a central
role in achieving this goal, and one of its duties was to enlighten
and modernize native society. There was a kinship in this to the
Indic rulers’ concept of the state’s tutelage of the ignorant masses,
which is perhaps one factor in the relative continuity of style
between the precolonial Javanese, colonial, and postrevolutionary
states.

 

35

 

A difference between the Dutch and royal Javanese approach
to the enlightenment of the people was that the former held that it
was possible ultimately to transform society through this effort,
while the latter did not.
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 The colonialists shared the modern
notion of progress and the perfectibility of man; striving, not
being, was for them the essence of existence. Consequently they
held up to the Indonesians, as a way of coopting them and of
satisfying the Dutch self-image, the idea of general improvement
in the popular condition resulting from the civilizing activity of
colonial rule. Needless to say, the achievement of this goal tended
to recede into the distance. It remained for the Indonesian nation-
alists to take up the idea, balancing the idea of enlightenment
through state activity with the equally exogenous concept of the
people as the ultimate source of legitimacy and power. Modern
states, whether totalitarian or democratic, have shared this idea of
popular sovereignty, differing only on whether they conceive the
people as having a single will, and on the means of discovering
the popular volition.

But in Indonesia, as in other countries where there is a sharp
cultural difference between mass and elite, and where there are
insufficient institutions linking the one to the other, the popular
mass assumes something of the role of the wilderness in the
earlier contrast between nature and civilization. It is an unknown,
a source of danger, but also a vital source of power, demonstrated
control over which is a sign of a ruler’s legitimacy. (We remember
how often, in modern times as well as ancient, the occurrence of
untoward natural phenomena was taken as a sign of a leader’s
loss of spiritual energy.) How does one mobilize and control such
a force? One approach, tried in Sukarno’s time, was to emphasize
mobilization, the leader as a charismatic man of prowess who
alone was able to focus and command the will of the people. His



 

18 Ruth McVey

 

successor Suharto took the opposite tack, stressing demobilization:
though the state acted for the people, they themselves were to be
kept ‘pure’ of politics, would exist as a ‘floating mass’. Guided
Democracy’s experience had shown that the force of nature,
expressed in the populace, was a Pandora’s box of chaotic and
untameable demands. Therefore, in a return to something re-
sembling the colonial approach, the state would have to do without
popular energies, at least until conditions had been created which
ensured their channelling. Nonetheless, the negation of this
source represented a certain loss of dynamism and legitimacy;
and it raised the question whether the floating mass was really as
disengaged as the rulers intended – were there not signs from
time to time that might be hints of rebellion? Certainly, those in
power seemed to perceive them, and reacted sharply.

Consequently, Indonesia’s rulers have paid considerable
attention to discovering and controlling what goes on in the
popular mass through the maintenance and manipulation of
parties and representative institutions, and above all by holding
elections. The tension that surrounds electoral events, the em-
phasis on their occurring smoothly (as opposed to concern for
their outcome, which is not really in doubt), the concern that all
participate fully are all reflections of the occasion’s symbolic
importance for demonstrating the ruler’s continuing puissance
and legitimacy, and the ability of the state to control the primal
force of its populace.
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Nationalism was, for leaders in the independence struggle, a
means of claiming the power of modernity from the colonial state
and also an expression of the values of an emergent Indonesian
bureaucratic and intellectual elite. National leaders had to con-
tend, however, with the fact that there were two other principal
ideological orientations in the independence movement, Islam
and Communism, both of which were major world visions and
implied different ways of organizing society and the state.
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 In the
revolution and early post-independence periods an attempt was
made to tap their energies and ensure national unity by granting
them theoretical equality with nationalism and allowing these
three 

 

aliran

 

 (ideological currents) to compete with each other and
mobilize popular support. In fact, this led to the exacerbation
rather than the negotiation of differences, the politicization of all
belief systems, and the crystallization of communal boundaries;
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and from 1965 state efforts have been bent to removing or mini-
mizing any sources of ideological leadership other than the state
itself.

In some ways, Communism was closer to the nationalist main-
stream than Islam, being in its Indonesian expression essentially a
variant of the nation-state’s message of modernization and
secularism, and placing the same emphasis on the state’s centrality;
moreover, in its formative period Indonesian nationalism had itself
absorbed much Marxist-Leninist terminology. But Communism’s
class advocacy aroused the fears of the tiny and precariously
ruling bourgeoisie: to them, it represented (as was vividly
illustrated in the propaganda of the immediate post-coup period)
the ‘wild’ aspect of the people. It meant chaos, the abandoning of
all civilized values. The discipline and puritanism which the
Communists had displayed before the coup was revealed as a
demonic disguise through which evil spirits could mobilize the
animal energies of the populace against its rulers. The state’s task,
therefore, was not only to destroy the source of this chthonian
power but to tame the population, so that it would not stray from
its rulers again.

As we have seen, one way of doing this was to demobilize the
masses, removing them from the eccitations and delusions of
politics. Another, on which there was gradually increasing em-
phasis, was to teach the people values which supported the state’s
civilizing ideal. Nationalism pure and simple could not ac-
complish this, both because its mobilizational resonance was too
strong and because the New Order was orientated politically and
economically toward the outside world and therefore needed to
modify its nationalist appeal. Instead, modernity (and thus the
wellbeing of the people and the realm) was presented as the
ruler’s cardinal goal, this aim to be achieved by development –

 

pembangunan

 

. The effort to achieve 

 

pembangunan

 

 would
necessarily be spearheaded by the state, but it also required the
disciplined participation of a citizenry, not the raw energy of a
populace. The Pancasila, whose five principles of nationhood,
humanitarianism, democracy, social justice, and belief in a
Supreme Deity had formed the national statement of purpose
agreed on by the leaders of the revolution, formed a suitably
general set of values. Exegeses on the Five Principles were
therefore written, and state functionaries were subjected to
indoctrination to enable them to convey these ideas to the masses.
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The Pancasila, as it has been elaborated under the New
Order, in part serves the main purpose of religion from a ruler’s
viewpoint: it enhances the state’s legitimacy. It is proffered as a
national 

 

pegangan

 

, something for people to believe in, the lack of
which was viewed as a terrible weakness of the first post-
revolutionary decades. It can certainly be seen as an opiate of the
people and of foreign interlocutors, insofar as the state’s assertion
of principles such as humanitarianism and social justice can
substitute for action in these spheres. It presents the human face of

 

pembangunan

 

. assuring the people that, in the midst of the striving
for modernity, the values of tradition and the revolution, of
harmony and community, have not been replaced wholly by
individual materialist striving. It emphasizes that the state is the
guardian of these values, and therefore the protector of the
people.
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In the Pancasila, the requirement for belief in a supreme deity
is the only concession to Islam, a far cry from the proclamation of
a Negara Islam that the Muslim parties hoped to achieve through
their support of the revolution. As an ideological orientation,
Islam did not present the class threat to the ruling elite which
Communism did, but it posed cultural and political problems
which were grave enough. First of all, it did not share, or did not
give much promise of achieving, the goal of modernity; and in
Indonesia it was neither centred on the state nor sufficiently
influenced by the state. The political leadership that came into
power with the revolution was highly secular in orientation, in
part because of its exposure to modern European-style education
and in part due to a 

 

pryiyai

 

 suspicion of Islam which had its roots
partly in tensions between 

 

pasisir

 

 Islamic ardour and Javanese
court conservatism but even more in colonial discouragement of
Muslim religiosity among native officials. The fact that Indonesia
contained a multiplicity of religions and religious interpretations
gave a basis on which to refuse an official acknowledgment of
Islam, which the country’s rulers were anxious to avoid as a
possible thin end of the wedge for an Islamic state.

At the same time, Indonesia’s leaders thought religion
generally a good thing, as is common in modern states that do not
see themselves as bearers of a great ideological vision, for it is a
sign of acceptance of higher authority – a tamed rather than wild
population – and of a willingness to subordinate individual satis-



 

Redesigning the Cosmos

 

21

 

faction for the sake of the greater good. If one could tap religion’s
energies and ability to give meaning to people’s lives, one would
have access to great power. The one time Muslim energies were
mobilized by the state – in the campaign against the Communists
– they showed themselves a mighty weapon. Indeed, almost too
powerful, for the violence also reminded those in power of the
danger that lay in arousing the primordial sentiments of the
people.

Thus the religion appears in two ways to state leaders: as a
potential source of power and discipline, and as the untamed,
dangerous 

 

Islam fanatik

 

. Suppressing it is not a practical or really
desirable option, and therefore efforts have been concentrated on
bringing it under the control of the state. This has involved, first of
all, pulling its teeth politically, both by generally reducing the
permitted arena for political and ideological expression and by
manipulating political structures. The fact that the party that
represents Islam is called the Development Party, affirming the
state’s goal rather than a religious one, is a perfect symbol of this.
Gradually, the struggle to find political expression has come to
seem not worth the candle to Muslim spokesmen, and there has
been a general retreat of the religiously orientated from political to
spiritual and social concerns, culminating in a decision by the
Nahdatul Ulama, the most powerful expression of political Islam,
to transform itself from a party into a social welfare organization.

The state has also worked to reduce the independence of
religious leaders by circumscribing or controlling their sources of
support. A particular target has been the rural 

 

kiyayi

 

, religious
teachers who exercised enormous influence and constituted a
powerful alternative network of authority. In this effort the
government had the invaluable assistance of Indonesia’s general
modernizing, urbanizing course, which has meant a decline in the
popularity and prestige of the traditional religious schools and a
reduction in the status and financial resources of the kiyayi.
Increasingly, to rural Indonesians spiritual knowledge no longer
seems relevant knowledge; an education that attempts to combine
religious and secular instruction places a double burden on
students, so that the trend is increasingly toward schools which
provide secular training within an atmosphere (but little more
than that) of religious and social concern. Under the New Order,
too, the government has transformed the Ministry of Religion
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from the bulwark of conservative political Islam into an instru-
ment of state control. It is staffed by what might be called the
McGill mafia, Western-trained modernists whose values conform
to those endorsed by the state. Institutes of higher religious
training have proliferated under state sponsorship, in order to
provide future generations of modern-thinking religious leaders
who are accustomed to act within the context of a secular state.

Quite aside from conscious efforts to reduce the independence
of religious leaders and align them ideologically with the nation,
the modern state’s very character works to reduce alternative
sources of authority. Rather than working through existing social
structures in the manner of older polities, it imposes its own
hierarchies and criteria, which gradually supplant local ones.
Thus over time relevant levels of authority come to be seen as
those of state administration; bureaucratic rank seems more
relevant than that of agama or adat, and autochthonous leadership
pales beside the hierarchy of local administration imposed by the
state. The parameters this sets can be ignored only at the risk of
becoming pushed to the social margins.40

All this has brought a considerable reorientation within In-
donesian Islam. It is further from political power and patronage,
more turned in upon itself in some senses; yet the emphasis on
good works within the Muslim community and the new distance
from the state make it more possible for religion to appear
incorrupt and a source of social justice. This in turn presents a
possible danger to the state, which has less knowledge of what
goes on among the pious. Consequently, the taming of political
Islam does not remove the religion’s threat as a source of
subversion, a conduit for the popular inclination to disorder. Fear
of this has been richly illustrated in the state’s reaction to
perceived Islamic involvement in acts of rebellion.41

At the same time, state policies have strengthened Islam in no
small way since 1965. In particular, the post-coup requirement
that all people have a religious affiliation and the suspicion that
fell on groups whose religious profession seemed insufficiently
orthodox, led to a massive movement toward acceptance of an
increasingly standardized Islam. Local religions were placed in
jeopardy by the fact that recognition as agama depended on such
requirements as belief in a supreme deity and possession of a
scripture; moreover, the penetration of outside ideas and a market
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economy has decreased their ability to appear as relevant
knowledge.42 Islam is the most available world religion for most
Indonesians, and has benefited from the dissolution of local faiths
and heterodoxies. Moreover, government officials exerted con-
siderable pressure on nominal Muslims (abangan or abangan
equivalents) in the post-coup period, seeing them as likely sup-
porters of Communism; this, together with bullying by Muslim
militants, led to the abandoning of old variants of Islam and the
collapse of their sources of leadership.43

Urbanization, the penetration of modern ideas and economic
relationships, favour by administrators, and a declining economic
base of support have all reduced the power of the rural kiyai. They
now seem increasingly kolot, old-fashioned and irrelevant. This,
together with the decline in the political representation of
religious differences, has blurred the boundary between tradition-
alists and modernists which has been the Achilles heel of Indo-
nesian political Islam. The whole argument over traditionalism and
modernism seems increasingly beside the point as modern
education and ideas penetrate the Muslim community and the
questions religion needs to address no longer seem matters of
party politics or proper form. An increasing number of urban
people have found in religious observance an antidote for the
excesses of materialist culture and social indifference, while
separation from the state and parties has helped Indonesian Islam
to look to a universal umat and the world revival of the faith.44 In
short, the New Order period, while seeing the political
marginalization of Islam, has also seen Indonesia’s increasing
Islamization and the Muslim community’s growing ideological
consolidation.

Indonesia’s other religions are in no way as politically critical
as Islam, but it is worth considering briefly the state’s relationship
to them because it reveals a good deal about New Order as-
sumptions concerning the nexus between civilization, develop-
ment, and belief. Christianity has shared with Islam the advantage
of being monotheistic, universal, and a religion of the Book, so
that it satisfies the state’s requirements for recognition as agama.
Moreover, it has the advantage of being associated with being
modern, and the presence of Christian high officials in the state
hierarchy is evidence of its acceptability. It is thus an attractive
alternative to Islam for people who have decided to abandon local
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faiths. Indeed, in areas where Christianity is the major world
religion we find officials granting it the same sort of preference
that they elsewhere give to Islam in making appointments and
recognizing local powerholders. In official eyes, a Christian mem-
ber of the populace is more civilized, more modern, more pre-
sentable and reliable than is an adherent of local beliefs, and hence
more worthy of promotion. Needless to say, this has an effect on
people who are hoping for a career with the state or outside the
locality.45

The third major category recognized as agama is ‘Hindu-
Dharma’, which was created to accommodate Bali. To reduce the
religion of Bali to the status of kepercayaan seemed, at the least,
impolitic. Therefore elements in Balinese belief had to be found
which corresponded to the state requirements, in particular that of
belief in a supreme deity. Within the Balinese community, re-
ligious reform movements developed, which have urged changes
seen by their proponents – usually middle-class intellectuals,
often with government jobs – as modernizing, which bring the
religion more in line with the practices recognized by the state.46 

Elsewhere, proponents of local religions also strive to
demonstrate their possession of the proper ideological and
organizational attributes to be recognized as agama. On a practical
level, this will protect them from the possibility of being labelled a
suku terasing – an isolated ethnicity – which makes them liable to
special civilizing attentions by the state. These involve attempts at
resettlement in ‘proper’ houses, pressure to wear modern clothing
and short hair, to give up tattooing and take up farming, and to
send their children to the state school.47 Needless to say the
experience is stressful, attaining success with the effective cultural
dissolution of the group. To avoid this, and to raise their claims to
a place in the modern world (for to be belum beragama is to be
hopelessly backward), proponents of local faiths have stressed
their possession of the necessary attributes of agama, and in doing
so have helped to re-cast their religion’s meaning.48

In a few cases, such as the Kaharingan of Central Kalimantan,
local belief systems have succeeded in winning official recognition
as agama. Kaharingan itself is an imposed term, having been
invented in the 1940s as a blanket label for the beliefs of Dayak
communities, which, in the manner of simple societies, did not
themselves distinguish their faith from other aspects of their lives
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and so had no name for their beliefs. Such a religion – more a cate-
gory than a system – might seem a poor candidate for elevation to
agama status; but political rather than doctrinal considerations
guided the government. Southern Kalimantan had been an area of
rebellion in the late 1950s and early 1960s, and the state wanted to
ensure that non-Muslim Dayaks would loyally balance strongly
Muslim population groups. Kaharingan was placed in the
Hindu/Bali agama category for reasons which related to bureau-
cratic perceptions rather than any of its own qualities: Javanese
officials tended to see it as pre-Islamic and ipso facto akin to
Hindu-Buddhism; moreover, putting Kaharingan in with the
Balinese prevented the proliferation of categories and enhanced
the Balinese claim to have a world religion.49

But what may arise from political and bureaucratic con-
venience may have considerable effect on the way in which belief
systems evolve. We find Balinese not only developing modern-
izing movements within their own religion that enhance its
similarity to Islam and Christianity but also proselytizing among
the Dayak, the Tenggerese of East Java, and other non-Islamic
groups in order to persuade them of their Balinese spiritual and
historical links. This involves not only re-writing the myth of
origins of these peoples in order to secure an identification with
Bali and Hinduism, but also conveying the very particular variant
of the Balinese belief system advocated by those who participate
in the missionary effort, who are concerned to produce a ‘modern’
Hindu agama.50

While there is thus a strong drive to eliminate backward beliefs
and to standardize religious faiths in ways that accommodate them
to the national ethos, there is also a counter-current of state
concern to preserve the cultural diversity that they reflect. In part,
this is because ethnic variety is part of the national ideology and
enhances the glory of the state by allowing it to be praised in
many tongues. And in part – no small part, especially from the
viewpoint of regional officials – it is because tourism is good
business. In some particularly exotic areas, where adherence to
local ways is dying fast, strenuous efforts have been made to
ensure that picturesque ways are preserved. 

Thus Toraja beliefs are now recognized as agama and taught
in local schools, and official encouragement is given to keep
funeral rituals going.51 This results in a certain mummification of
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the culture; the ethnicity that bears it becomes a museum piece, to
be preserved and displayed as part of the national heritage.52

Indeed, from the regime’s viewpoint, this is the optimum fate
of all non-official belief systems: to become a ward and decoration
of the state. The New Order itself professes no organised vision; it
was because this was felt as a lack, given Indonesia’s previous
intense involvement with ideology, that regime leaders developed
the Pancasila into a set of principles people were required to
believe in. Yet we cannot say that the New Order is non-
ideological. On the contrary, the preceding discussion has il-
lustrated some major assumptions its leaders hold concerning the
nature of man and society.

For one thing, their beliefs and their state are secular,
concerned with this world and not that beyond. They are, by
virtue of their military and bureaucratic origins and their colonial
and pre-colonial heritage, convinced of the central, tutelary role of
the state. They admire modernity, as expressed in Western
capitalism, both for the physical power it gives the state and for its
consumer culture. The accumulation of material wealth and
power are for them supreme national and individual goals, the
object of civilization.

For Indonesia’s rulers, the source of true knowledge is
located in this world but outside Indonesia; it lies in the scientific
knowledge and expertise of advanced capitalist societies. It is
something that cannot be apprehended directly by ordinary
people (though through schooling they may learn enough to be
able to act in accordance with it when properly directed). Rather, it
is mastered by technocrats, the new priesthood, who advise (and
legitimate) the leaders of state. The state mediates between the
people and the source of true knowledge; it organizes the
population for pembangunan, which will align it properly with the
modern, materialist cosmos.

The triumph of this set of assumptions seems at present
overwhelming; but since we may be sure that history will not
cease at this juncture, we should remind ourselves of the
contradictions it contains. For one thing, the increasing power of
the state, which has been so marked a feature of Indonesia’s
transition to modernity, is probably more fragile than it appears. It
is challenged from within: modern consumerism, individualism,
the international spread of ideas, the growth of a middle class, and
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the increasing importance of business all work to undermine the
state’s prestige and centrality.53 The slogan of pembangunan, like
other modern materialist ideological goals, rests on the promise of
concrete improvements in the population’s condition, and so is
vulnerable to economic failure, whether resulting from internal or
world market conditions. Tensions arising from the unequal
distribution of prosperity and the ruling elite’s intense pursuit of
consumer satisfaction may not always be easy to suppress.
Economic crises and social disorder in the advanced capitalist
countries may cause people to question whether the source of true
knowledge is indeed located there. Alternatively, consciousness
that Indonesia’s authoritarianism is out of line with the pluralism
of the economically most successful countries is a powerful source
of doubt concerning the correctness of the New Order’s domestic
arrangements. 

In short, the greatest danger to the state’s vision is contained
within itself, and loss of faith in it may lead, among other things,
to a reconsideration of earlier orientations. We have already seen
this happening to some extent with Islam. We need only consider
the upsurge of politicized Islam in Iran and of ethnic/religious
nationalism in eastern Europe to remind ourselves that other
roads may be taken from the ones the modernizing secular state
lays out. Without too much warning, it may be the world defined
by the state that comes to an end, rather than that of the
populations being drawn into its sphere; and it may be official
wisdom that becomes irrelevant knowledge.
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of his analysis see J. Friedman, ‘Tribes, States, and Transformations,’ in Mau-
rice Bloch, ed., Marxist Analyses and Social Anthropology (London: Dent, 1975).
A good discussion of the effects the encroachment of other groups has on the
ideology of a simple society may be found in Jerome Rousseau, ‘Ethnic Iden-
tity and Social Relations in Central Borneo,’ in Judith Nagata, ed., Pluralism in



Redesigning the Cosmos 31

Malaysia: Myth and Reality (Leiden: Brill, 1975), pp. 32-49. See also Judith L.
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33. C. Guillot, L’Affaire Sadrach (Paris: Éditions de la Maison des Sciences de
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