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ABSTRACT

Several Islamic organizations have experience major changes in their
theological frames and political identities away from fundamentalist and revivalist
theological orientation to one that embraces a progressive Islamic theology that
synthesizes these norms with classical Islamic teachings. What are the factors that
explain these theological changes? What are the causal mechanisms that help to
promote them? Using the moral authority leadership theory, I argue that Islamic
groups would be able to change their theological frames and political identities if
the changes are promoted by religious leaders with 'moral authority' status, who
are using both ideational and instrumental strategies to reconstruct the theological
frames of their organizations. In addition to moral authority leadership,
intermediary variables that also affect the likelihood of a theological change
within Islamic groups are the institutional culture of the organization — the degree
of tolerance for non-Islamic theological teachings - and the relationship between
the Islamic group and the state.

This study is a comparative historical analysis of two Indonesian Islamic
groups: the Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) and the Muhammadiyabh. It finds that the NU
was able to successfully change its theological positions due to the presence of a
charismatic moral authority leader, the tolerant institutional culture within the
organization, and the ability of the organization to ally with the Suharto regime,
allowing the reform to be institutionalized with little intervention from the regime.
On the other hand, theological reform within the Muhammadiyah was not

successful due to the lack of a leader with moral authority status who could have



led the reforms within the organization, as well as to the dominance of a revivalist
institutional culture that does not tolerate any challenges to their interpretation of
Islamic theology. The analysis makes theoretical contributions on the role of
religious leadership within Islamic movements and the likelihood of Islamic
groups to adopt liberal political norms such as democracy, religion-state
separation, and tolerance toward religious minorities. It identifies the mechanisms

in which theological change within Islamic group become possible.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Could Islamic groups embrace liberal sociopolitical ideas such as
democracy and religious pluralism? If so, under what conditions would this be
possible? How does religious leadership, the institutional structure of the
organization, and the interaction among them affect the likelihood of a religious
organization to adapt and institutionalize these ideas?

These puzzles have great implications for scholars who study religion and
politics: Why do Islamic organizations change their theological frames and
political identities from conservative/ revivalist Islamic theological interpretations
to one that supports the compatibility between Islamic and modern liberal ideas
such as democracy, human rights, and religious tolerance/pluralism? What exactly
is the role of religious leadership in helping to bring about theological change
within these groups? Under what conditions religious leaders are more likely to
successfully change the theological orientations of their religious organization
(e.g., from one that promotes a conservative revivalist interpretation of Islam to
one that embraces more liberal/progressive theological interpretation) and under
what conditions they are less likely to successfully accomplish such a change?

These puzzles are important for scholars who are analyzing the political

resurgence of Islam,* a religion with a total of 1.5 billion adherents throughout the

! The literature on global religious resurgence is extensive, but canonical works
include Appleby, 2000, Casanova, 1994, Juergensmeyer, 1993 & 2008, Marty and
Appleby, 1991, and Toft, Philpott, and Shah, 2011.



world. It is often perceived by some as a religion which promotes a conservative
and revivalist-oriented theology, advocates for the establishment of a state based
on the principles of Islamic law (shari’a), and the promotion of intolerance and
violence against other religious groups.

For some scholars (e.g., Huntington, 1996, Lewis, 1993, 2003), Islamic
social movements are generally assumed to support the establishment of an
Islamic state as well as the institution of social policies that are supported by
Islamists. Such policies range from the implementation of the shari’a law as the
constitutional foundation of the state, the exclusion and subjugation of women
from the labor force and public sphere, to the persecution against religious
minorities and smaller Islamic sects within that state.

However, scholars tend to overlook the fact that Islamic groups do not
always promote and support religious fundamentalism, intolerance, and shari’a-
based Islamic state. In some Muslim-majority countries such as Indonesia, Islamic
groups have helped to promote democratic transitions after decades of
authoritarian rule by secular military-backed regimes. Islamic groups in these
countries have not only advanced democracy and civil society; in some cases,
they have accepted and promoted new ideas that are identical with liberal political
ideas. The synthesis between Islamic teachings and Western political thought that
are supportive of democracy and other related liberal values result in the creation
of what | called “progressive Islam” — Islam which supports, seeks to promote,

and institutionalize modern sociopolitical values such as democracy, human



rights, religion-state separation, and tolerance toward religious minorities within
their respective organizations and societies.’

Why do these Islamic groups decide to alter their theological foundations
from a theology that promotes fundamental Islamic values and a shari’a-based
Islamic state into one that promotes the progressive ideas mentioned above? In
this study, | argue that the role played by key religious leaders of these
organizations and the institutional structure of the organizations are integral to the
process of theological and political changes within these groups. | refer to these
religious leaders as moral authority leaders. This is because they are responsible
for initiating and encouraging attitudes that reflect theologically and politically
progressive interpretations of Islam. | further argue that these leaders play a very
important role as innovators and promoters of new religious ideas/theology. After
inventing these ideas, they attempt to implement and institutionalize them within
their respective religious groups, using both ideational and instrumental strategies.
Some of these leaders are successful in having their ideas institutionalized by their
organizations, changing their organizations’ theology and political strategies in

the process, while others have less success in their reform efforts.

2 This definition builts on the term ‘liberal Islam’ defined in Kurzman (1998).
However, it differs from Kurzman’s definition because it assumes that
progressive Islamic thought studied in this dissertation are developed by reform
leaders in their own terms rather than as in response to the incentives and/or
pressures from their counterparts from the Western world. See chapter 2 (pp. 57-
58) of this study for further details.



Previous works in the field of religion and Islamic politics are guided by
several theoretical approaches, including political culture/modernization theory
and rational choice theory. However, the culturalist approach is limited from its
fixed conception of ideology and culture, which tend to held religious groups,
especially Islamic groups constant and incapable of changing their theological
outlook. Rational choice scholars produce an elegant and parsimonious
explanation on how structural constraints can shape religious actors’ costs and
benefits calculations and in turn determine the political strategy that they are
choosing. However, their explanation tend to (but not always) focus on the
instrumental (e.g., power) or material-oriented goals over ideational goals. It
needs to be merged with social constructivist theory in order to fully account for
the instrumental and ideational goals and strategies of religious actors in politics.

Culturalist/modernization theory scholars (e.g., Huntington, 1996, Lewis,
1993 and 2003) tend to argue that the political action of religious (Islamic) groups
can be predicted from ideologies and theological teachings that are shared by
members of these groups. They tend to portray Islam as a fixed and static religion
that seldom, if ever, changes its theological frames. They argue that Muslims tend
to see Western intellectual ideas such as democracy, religion-state separation, and
religious tolerance as threats to the fundamental teachings of Islam and thus,
reject these ideas as incompatible with Islamic beliefs. As a result, Islamic groups
are often portrayed as fundamentalist and radical groups, whose political goal is
to impose a strict version Islamic law (skari’a) in all Muslim-majority societies,

and to use non-democratic means such as authoritarianism and violence in order



to impose and enforce the shari’a to the rest of the population. Their portrayal of
Islamic groups tends to reinforce the popular view that stereotypes them as
fundamentalist, intolerant, and hostile toward liberal political values such as
democracy, human rights, and religion-state separation.

Today, most political scientists no longer subscribe to culturalist/
modernization-centered theories of culture analyzed above. Some have attempted
to create a definition and assumption of culture that is more flexible, subject to
contests by multiple actors, and more adaptable to structural as well as
contextually based changes, including Wedeen (2002). One of them is social
constructivist theory, which holds culture and ideologies as socially constructed
variables subject to change and alteration based on the actions of human agents
and how they handle structural constraints in the form of culture, ideology, or
institutions, a process it calls mutual constitution. It is a theoretical approach that
seeks to create a more nuanced treatment of culture as well as its products: ideas,
norms, identities, and deeply held theological beliefs. It takes these variables
seriously as independent variables that could influence political actions that are
socially constructed, subject to political contestation, and are amendable to
change over a period of time and space. At the same time, constructivism also
develops clear concepts, hypothetical assumptions, and measurements about
culture, ideas, and identities that could be turned into theoretical generalizations,
unlike the more “uncertain, ambiguous, and messy” conceptualizations of these

variables by interpretivists-oriented scholars (e.g., Wedeen, 2002, p. 726).



On the other hand, scholars using rational choice (rationalist) approach
(e.g., Gill, 1998 & 2008; Kalyvas 1996) are able to provide an elegant and
parsimonious explanation of the behavior of religious and political actors based
on the preferences and goals of these actors and the constraints that they face in
their attempts to achieve these preferences and goals. The specific contents of
these preferences are undetermined, but they could be instrumental, ideational,
and in most cases, both, depending on the assumption of individual scholars. (Gill
2008, p. 28). However, there are divergent ways in which rational choice scholars
treat religious ideas as a potentially causative variable within their own works.
The first generation of rational choice scholars often dismissed ideas as merely
“hooks” used to justify or legitimize the actions of political groups that might
have been grounded in instrumental (power-seeking) or materialist interests (e.g.,
Shepsle, 1985). The next generation rational choice scholars offer more nuanced
theoretical arguments which incorporate ideas as potential mechanisms that help
to shape the groups’ preferences, incorporating both instrumental and ideational
preferences in their theoretical explanations. Works by these scholars carefully
mapped the sets of possible constraints facing religious groups in their efforts to
implement their goals and preferences, in the forms of historical legacy,
institutional structure, and leadership, which help to determine the strategic
choices they made (e.g., Warner, 2000, Gill, 2008). The explanatory power of
rational choice theorists tend to be more convincing and persuasive when it
incorporates some, if not all of these constraints simultaneously. These works

argue that both instrumental and ideational preferences are involved in the



decision-making process of each political actors, making the analyses of their
decisions more credible, nuanced, and highly contextualized.

However, most (but not all) works of rationalist scholars still privilege
instrumental goals and preferences (e.g., maximizing their denominations’
memberships, seeking greater influence/power vis-a-vis other denominations)
even when ideational or theological goals are also at play as well. The question
that remains unanswered in much of these works is the balance between ideational
and instrumental preferences of these actors. Many rational choice scholars still
privilege instrumentalist and materialist preferences, over ideational ones in
shaping the choices and actions of political actors (Checkel, 1998, p. 327). This is
a potentially serious limitation because sometimes, ideational variables such as
theological frames can significantly influence the action of political actors. This is
especially so in the case of religious groups. While a growing number of scholars
of rational choice theory are trying to take ideas seriously in their theoretical
explanation,® more scholars need to fully take into account both instrumental and
ideational preferences when we study the political actions of religious actors.

Both factors need to be treated with equal consideration by scholars, regardless

® The primary work utilizing this approach is Carolyn Warner’s Confessions of an
Interest Group (2000). In this work, she shows how various constraints such as
historical trajectory, institutional structure, and leadership help to shape the
preferences and actions of the Catholic Church in three European countries:
France, Italy, and Germany. It offers a nuanced and highly persuasive account on
why the church chose to pursue different sets of alliances with Christian
Democratic Parties in these three countries, fully supporting it in the case of Italy,
partially in the case of Germany, but not supporting it in the case of France.



whether they are coming from rational choice, constructivist, or other theoretical
perspectives.

As an alternative to these theoretical frameworks, | have developed the
moral authority leadership theory - a new theory based primarily on the social
constructivist theory, but is also informed by the Weberian charismatic leadership
theory as well as rational choice theory. This theory, grounded on constructivist
principles, argues that ideas and other “social facts” (e.g., norms, identities), play
an important role in politics by constituting, and sometimes primarily causing the
transformative change in the political goals and strategies of religious groups. |
argue that the primary preference of moral authority leaders in promoting their
new theology is their desire to have their ideas implemented and institutionalized
within their own organization, because they believe these ideas would have
changed and strengthened their organization. By adopting this new theology, they
are hoping that their organizations could be made more compatible with modern
sociopolitical ideas such as democracy, religion-state separation, and religious
tolerance. Borrowing from Weberian charismatic leadership theory, I argue that
the primary agents of theological change in these organizations are moral
authority leaders, whose theological expertise and charismatic attributes give
them strong leadership stature that enabled them to attract and convert potential
supporters necessary to institutionalize their ideas. Lastly, from rational choice
theory, | deduce moral authority leaders and their followers to have instrumental
preferences and behave strategically to turn these preferences into political

actions. They weight the cost and benefits of their reform efforts and use a variety



of means to increase support and minimize opposition against their reforms from
within and outside of their organizations. However, while they are behaving
strategically to promote their reforms and to ensure the survival of the reform
efforts in the face of institutional and external opposition, their primary goals and
preferences are primarily ideational, which is to promote and institutionalize their
theological ideas within their respective organizations, because they believe that
their ideas are normatively correct for the organization and its members to follow.
They take theological ideas seriously and their primary goal is the
institutionalization of these ideas within their respective religious group.*
Constructivists believe that theological frames, political identities, and
actions of religious groups are socially constructed. They will be constantly
amended, reinterpreted, and renegotiated by members of religious groups, based
on the historical, cultural, and institutional contexts facing them. Constructivists
recognize that religious and political ideas often originate from influential
religious leaders, whom they called ‘norm entrepreneurs.” These leaders
propagate their ideas because they believe such ideas would change and transform

their groups by embracing new sets of political norms and values that once are

* This theoretical assumption is identical to the works of rational choice scholars
in religion and politics such as Gill (2008) and Warner (2000). As a matter of fact,
it is complementary to their theoretical assumptions, despite its primary focus on
ideational and normative goals. My theory does not seek to replace or supplement
the theoretical assumption of these rational choice works. Instead, it seeks to
complement them by showing how ideational and instrumental preferences work
together in constructing the preferences and political goals of religious actors,
such as the two Islamic groups that are analyzed in this study.



successfully institutionalized, grounded their future political actions. Instead of
portraying religious groups to have fixed and static theological frames like
culturalists, constructivists tend to portray religious groups to have constantly
changing theological and political preferences that are subject to social
reconstruction. However, unlike rationalist-oriented scholars, who tend to
attribute changes in theological and political preferences primarily to instrumental
and material factors, constructivists tend to focus on the ideational and normative
goals that proponents believe would have resulted in positive changes for the
organization as a whole.

I hypothesize that the ideational and political changes made by religious
organizations are determined by the “moral authority” leaders who achieved this
status through their theological expertise and charismatic attributes. This status
enables them to gain credibility from their followers to implement and
institutionalize their theological ideas within their organizations (hypothesis #1).
Moral authority leaders and the reforms they promote are more likely to be
successful in their effort to create theological and political changes if they meet
most, if not all, of the following conditions:

1. The presence of an institutional organizational culture that
historically tolerates new religious ideas, customs, and traditions,
which helps to justify support for reform among sympathetic
members and discourage the force of opposition against these

reforms (hypothesis #2); and

10



2. A peaceful relations between the religious group and the state,
which minimizes the likelihood of political repression against the
religious group and its members, allowing reformers to implement
their reforms inside their own organization (hypothesis #3).

Together, the combination of these hypotheses will construct the
theoretical framework that explains how Islamic leaders and their theological
ideas influence the process of change within their respective groups. My theory
does not claim to explain the action of all religious leaders in all times and places.
Rather, it is a middle-range theory that maps out the causal mechanisms in which
new religious ideas could gain support within and outside Islamic groups and the
conditions that give rise to their successful institutionalization within these
groups.” Lastly, it specifies the process how religious leaders who promote these
ideas use a combination of ideational (e.g., speeches/sermons) and instrumental
(e.g., coercion, material benefits) incentives in order to implement and
institutionalize them within their organizations.

| argue that there are two possible causal pathways in which the
interaction between the primary independent variable of this study - moral

authority leadership, and the two intervening variables - institutional culture of the

> Even though the theory could potentially be applied to explain the actions of all
religious groups, in this study it is limited to the study of Islamic groups. The
degree of success of progressive reform within each group are conditioned on the
presence of independent and intermediary variables named above: moral authority
leadership (independent variable), tolerant institutional culture (intermediary
variable #1), and peaceful relations between religious group and the state
(intermediary variable #2).

11



organization and the relationship between the state and the religious group, results
in different outcome that determines the success or failure of a religious
organization to institutionalize the reforms advocated by these moral authority
leaders and their supporters. First, under the successful reform pathway, moral
authority leadership works together with a tolerant institutional culture and a
peaceful relation between religious group and the state to produce the successful
institutionalization of progressive theological reforms. However, under the
unsuccessful reform pathway, theological reform is unlikely to be successful due
to the intolerant institutional culture within the religious organization. In this
situation, the reformers encounter a strong opposition from the conservative-
leaning factions within their group. If reform opponents manage to develop a
strong unsuccessful reform campaign against the reforms, they would be able to
block the reforms and prevent them from being institutionalized within the
organization.

By detailing these mechanisms and explaining how they work, | seek to
develop a new understanding on how interaction between human agents (moral
authority leaders) and the institutional structure within a religious organization
have resulted in causing significant theological changes within the organization.
In turn, such changes have broader implications for the organization’s theological
frame that guides its political identities and preferences. This frame helps to
determine whether the religious group will adopt political strategies that could

either be peaceful (e.g., participating in democratic institutions such as elections)

12



or conflictual (e.g., rejecting democratic institutions and supporting the shari’a
law).

In order to show how these mechanisms work empirically, | have chosen
to conduct a comparative historical analysis of two Islamic movements, each
representing the two possible causal pathways outlined in this study: the
successful reform pathway (causal mechanism #1) is represented by the Nahdlatul
Ulama (NU) movement, while the unsuccessful reform pathway (causal
mechanism #2) is represented by the Muhammadiyah movement. These two
movements are chosen because, as shown by Liddle and Mujani (2009), they have
attracted a large number of followers within their respective countries, and all of
them have historically played significant roles in the Indonesian public sphere.
Both have been active participants in the national and local politics of Indonesia
last several decades, and all have suffered from political repressions and
persecutions. They have played a major role in the democratic transition and
consolidation that has occurred in Indonesia during the last decade and a half.°

The two different pathways explored in this study represent the different
outcomes between the independent variable - moral authority leadership, with the
two intervening variables of this study — organization’s institutional culture and
the relationship between the state and the religious groups. Under the successful
reform pathway, theological reform within the NU has been successful. Reform

within the NU was headed by the charismatic moral authority leader

® See chapter 2 (pp. 82-85) for further justifications of my case selection method.
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Abdurrahman Wabhid, who led the organization from 1984 to 1999. Wahid had an
established credential as an expert in both classical Islamic thought (figh) as well
as in Western philosophical and sociopolitical thought. He developed his
progressive theology as a synthesis of both intellectual streams, and sought to
develop a liberal and pluralistic Indonesian Islam that tolerates localized Islamic
customs and traditions and respects the rights of non-Muslim religious minorities.
Lastly, Wahid’s status as a charismatic leader with a direct lineage to the NU’s
founders and perceived supernatural abilities has helped his efforts to reform the
organization. Wahid’s moral authority status has made the institutionalization of
his reforms easier to be carried out.

Wahid and other reformers within the NU were able to implement the
theological reforms they propagated because of the tolerant institutional culture of
the organization. The NU historically tolerates the practice of non-canonical
Islamic customs and traditions that are not prescribed in the Qur’an and the
Hadith as well as local religious customs and traditions that predated the arrival of
Islam in Indonesia.” Due to this institutional culture, it becomes easier for the NU
to adopt Wahid’s progressive ideas which promotes the compatibility between

Islam, democracy, human rights, and religious tolerance. Lastly, due to the more

" Examples of these non-canonical Islamic customs include the cult worship of
major deceased ulama (saints), pilgrimage to religious shrines and tombs of
saints, while example of localized religious customs include the use of shadow
puppets (wayang) as a mean to spread Islamic teachings, previously practiced by
the Hindu tradition that used to dominate Indonesia until the arrival of Islam in
15th century CE.

14



peaceful relationship between the NU and the Indonesian state, the reforms were
not blocked by the Suharto regime. The regime even welcomed Wahid’s agenda
to promote democracy, human rights, and religious tolerance/pluralism within the
NU, since his reform agenda was perceived by the regime as the moderate
alternative to the ideas advocated by more conservative Islamic political groups
during the 1980s and early 1990s. As a result, Wahid was able to promote and
institutionalize his reforms within the NU during the late 1980s with little
intervention from the regime. The regime only started to oppose Wahid and his
reform around 1990, when it became clear that Wahid intended to spread his ideas
outside of the organization. By this time, however, his reform had been
successfully institutionalized within the organization.

The clearest evidence that Wahid’s ideas were successfully instituted
within the NU is the fact that under the leadership of Wahid and his successors,
the organization has made a significant change from a conservative, pro-Islamic
state organization from the 1950s until the 1970s, to one that has embraced
progressive ideas such as democracy, human rights and religious
tolerance/pluralism in Indonesia. The NU also distanced itself from the promotion
of Islamic state and shari’a law advocated by revivalist Islamic group. Instead,
since the mid-1980s NU accepted the secular nationalist state ideology Pancasila
as the primary ideological foundation of the Indonesian state. Most of these ideas
were advocated by Wahid, as well as other reform activists within the NU (Bush,
2002; Kadir, 1999; Ramage, 1995). After Wahid stepped down from his

leadership position in 1999, the NU did not reverse its support for democracy,
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human rights and religious pluralism. Instead, these ideas have been further
consolidated by several of Wahid’s close associates and confidants within the
organization. This is a sign that these reforms have gained a strong constituency
from within the NU (especially among the young generation of NU activists) and
that they have been largely institutionalized within the organization.

The unsuccessful reform pathway is illustrated by the case of the
Muhammadiyah. In this case, progressive theological reforms have been hindered
by a strong opposition from the intolerant institutional culture of the organization,
which historically does not tolerate new theological teachings that differ from the
revivalist Islamic theology long advocated by the organization. Because its
founding mission was to purify Islam in Indonesia from any customs, rituals, and
traditions that it perceived to be heretical innovations (bid’ah), it has historically
expressed less tolerance for new, non-canonical Islamic teachings that are not
prescribed in the Qur’an and the Hadith. It also was generally hostile against
localized rituals and traditions that predated the Islamic period in Indonesia
(unlike the NU).

Within the Muhammadiyah, two moral authority leaders who attempted to
introduce and institutionalize progressive theological reforms were Nurcolish
Madjid and Ahmad Syafii Ma’arif. Nurcolish Madjid was the leading Indonesian
Islamic theologian who initiated much of the progressive Islamic thoughts that
was propagated within the Muhammadiyah. However, he introduced these
reforms outside of the Muhammadiyah and did not consider them as a vehicle to

reform and rejuvenate the organization. As a result, his ideas did not gain popular
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following within the Muhammadiyah. Instead, the organization embraced
increasingly conservative and revivalist theological positions. Although his ideas
were influential within a small group of progressive-minded intellectuals within
the Muhammadiyah, they never gained the same level of support enjoyed by the
reforms proposed by Abdurrahman Wahid within the NU. Attempts to promote
and institutionalize Madjid’s theological ideas within the Muhammadiyah only
came during the late 1990s and early 2000s, when Syafii Ma’arif took over the
position of Muhammadiyah chairman in 1998. However, Ma’arif’s reforms were
challenged by a strong unsuccessful reform faction within the Muhammadiyah,
which was led by other Muhammadiyah leaders such as Din Syamsuddin. This
revivalist faction embraces a conservative interpretation of Islam and considers
any form of deviations from their literal interpretation of Islam as a heresy
(bid’ah). This faction has a stronger following within the Muhammadiyah. Its
members are very critical of the progressive activists’ efforts to promote religious
tolerance and pluralism from within the organization. In the end, the revivalists
managed to prevent much of these reforms from being implemented within the
Muhammadiyah and expel reform activists from key leadership positions within
the Muhammadiyah, immediately after Ma’arif had stepped down from his
position in 2005. The organization’s current views on human rights, citizenship,
and religious tolerance/pluralism tend to be much more conservative and resemble
fundamentalist Islamic theology compared to its counterparts, the NU.

As predicted by the successful reform pathway, the NU made a complete

transformation from a conservative ulama-dominated movement that until two
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decades ago supported a shari’a based Islamic state into a progressive Islamic
group it is known for today. These reforms were initiated beginning in the mid-
1980s by its charismatic former chairman Abdurrahman Wahid. However, as
predicted by the unsuccessful reform pathway, reform efforts within the
Muhammadiyah were not successful because the progressive reformers were not
able to overcome a strong revivalist counter-movement, which was also supported
by many of the leaders of the organization. Supporters of the revivalist faction
managed to prevent the reform ideas from being institutionalized within the
Muhammadiyah, despite the strong support of two religious leaders who initiated
and supported the reforms, Nurcolish Madjid and Syafi’i Maarif, and the
generally peaceful relationship between the Indonesian government and the
organization.

The moral authority leadership theoretical framework makes the following
theoretical contributions. First, it seeks to better understand the role of theological
ideas and moral authority leaders who support these ideas to promote ideational
change within Islamic groups. It questions alternative theoretical perspectives
offered by the culturalist approach, which portray these groups as theologically
fixed and static fundamentalist groups who are unwilling to move from the
conservative interpretation of the Islamic doctrine, or as groups largely (but
entirely) motivated by instrumental instead of ideational considerations. Instead, |
show that it is possible for Islamic groups to change their theological frames,
political identities, and preferences. These changes take place due to the process

of mutual constitution through a combination of agency-based and structural
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variables that together help to shape the conditions that make the reform promoted
by these religious leaders to either be successful or not successful.

Second, the theory highlights the importance of the role of theological
ideas in shaping Islamic groups’ initial political preferences as well as the degree
in which new theological ideas could be introduced and institutionalized within
the group. Islamic groups led by charismatic moral authority figures, which also
have an institutional culture that tolerates new or unorthodox theological ideas
and have peaceful and co-operative relations with the state, are more likely to be
successful in institutionalizing the reforms these leaders are advocating. Once the
reforms have been fully institutionalized, these groups are more likely to adopt
democratic norms and institutions, acknowledge separation between religion and
the state, and respect human rights, especially the rights of non-Muslims
minorities. Knowing the difference between groups that are theologically
progressive versus those that are theologically more fundamentalist/revivalist in
orientation could help scholars and policymakers to determine which Islamic
groups are more likely to embrace genuine democracy and human rights versus
those that are genuinely hostile toward these ideas or are adapting them only for
strategic and opportunistic purposes.

Third, this study makes a new contribution to the Islamic politics literature
by outlining the possible pathways for institutionalizing progressive theological
ideas to promote theological and political change within an Islamic group and
how reform leaders and activists within these groups could promote this change

and implement them within their respective organizations. Lastly, the project will
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contribute to the literature on political leadership, by outlining how moral
authority leadership could influence theological and political changes both within
their own organizations and their respective societies.

The following is the overview of the next chapters in the study. Chapter 2
outlines the research questions, a review of literature of previous works in the
study of religion and politics, the theoretical framework, and its methodology. In
this chapter, first | present an overview of the competing theories: political culture
(culturalist) approach and rational choice (rationalist) approach, social
constructivist theory and Weberian charismatic leadership theory. Next, | develop
the concept of moral authority leadership, outlining the theoretical argument for
the theory, and the independent, intervening, and dependent variables. Then |
detail the causal mechanisms and pathways that make the reforms advocated by
moral authority leaders and their supporters to become successfully or
unsuccessfully institutionalized, detailing the interactions between the variables
that resulted in these mechanisms. | then outline the two case studies which
illustrates the two potential pathways that could have been taken by the reformers
in their reform efforts. Lastly, | describe the data sources and the method | employ
to analyze and verify this data.

The next two chapters are the empirical analysis of the two case studies.
Chapter 3 analyzes the successful reform pathway within the NU. It analyzes the
theological reform within the NU under the leadership of Abdurrahman Wahid. It
shows how the combination of Wahid’s moral authority, the tolerant institutional

culture within the NU, and the relatively peaceful relations between the NU and
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the Indonesian state contributed to the successful reform outcome and
transformation of the NU. In less than three decades, the organization changed its
theological frame, political identity, and preferences, from an Islamic group with
conservative theological frame as reflected in its support for the implementation
of the shari’a law and other Islamic-related to one that today has adopted the
progressive Islamic ideas promoted by Wahid, namely its supports for democracy,
human rights for all Indonesians, religion-state separation, and religious
tolerance/pluralism.

Chapter 4 discusses the unsuccessful reform pathway represented by
Muhammadiyah. It shows how progressive theological reforms within
Muhammadiyah that are carried out by Nurcolish Madjid and Syafii Ma’arif ran
into strong resistance from the revivalist/conservative wing of the organization,
which has dominated the organization’s leadership for the past several decades.
Chapter 5 concludes the study by summarizing the findings of this study and
show how these findings lend support to the theoretical framework introduced in
this study. I also discuss the theoretical contributions of this study and outline a

future research agenda.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW, THEORY, AND METHODOLOGY

This chapter contains the theoretical framework and research design of
this study. It is divided into the literature review, theoretical overview,
methodology, and data sources sections. The literature review section assesses
and critiques the main theoretical approaches that are widely used in the
scholarship on religion and politics within the last few decades, namely the
political culture/modernization theory, rational choice theory, social constructivist
theory, and Weberian charismatic leadership theory. It will then propose an
alternative theoretical framework: moral authority leadership theory, which
combines the perspectives of social constructivist theory, charismatic leadership
theory of Max Weber, and rational choice theory. It then makes an argument on
why this theoretical framework could better explain the behavior of Islamic moral
authority leaders and social movements studied in this study than the other
theoretical approaches above.

After the literature review, the next section contains the outline of this
study’s theoretical framework on moral authority leadership, along with a list of
theoretical hypotheses that guides this research. The last section of this chapter
outlines the research methodology used in this study and explains why the case
study method utilizing comparative historical analysis is the most appropriate
method for this research project. It also outlines the two case studies of Islamic
social movements that will be analyzed in this study and why they are chosen for

this study. Lastly, the methodology section details the justification of these case
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studies, the data sources collected during the fieldwork for this study and steps
that are taken to increase the reliability and validity of these data sources and
means to prevent the possibility of selection bias in the analysis of these data.
Review of Competing Explanations

This section presents an overview of the competing theories that have
been commonly used in the field of religion and politics and Islamic politics over
the last three decades: political culture (culturalist) approach, rational choice
theory, social constructivist theory, and Weberian leadership theory.

Political culture (culturalist) approach. The political culture (culturalist)
approach has its roots in modernization theory that dominated the field of
comparative politics from the 1950s to the early 1970s (e.g., Deutsch, 1961;
Lerner, 1958), although some scholars continued to use this framework until the
mid-1990s (Huntington, 1996). It assumes that the culture of a given society
predetermines the political behavior of its citizens. Further, culture is assumed to
be a fixed and static variable for the most part and is not assumed to be receptive
to political change at least in the short or medium term. Lastly, culture is
perceived as a variable that gives each society its own “primordial cultural
identity” and helps determine “major differences in political and economic
development among civilizations” (Huntington, 1993, pp. 22).

A branch of the political culture tradition that is commonly used to explain
political Islam and Islamic social movement is civilizationist/modernization
theory. The theory assumes that different societies could be classified based on

the unique ways their members view state-society relations, commitment to
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particular religious or ideological beliefs, view on social order and dislocation,
and so forth (Wilson, 2000, p. 255). Civilizationist theory uses religion as a proxy
for culture of a given civilization (Huntington, 1996, p. 59; Wilson, 2000, pp.
255-256). The primary methodology of the civilization approach is based on the
literal reading of religious texts to explain a religious group's impact in the
sociopolitical life in a given society (Kuru, 2009, pp. 16-17). In the case of Islam,
for instance, it is viewed as the “blueprint of a social order, which holds a set of
rules that exists, eternal, divinely ordained, and independent of the will of
men......These rules are to be implemented throughout social life” (Gellner, 1983,
p. 1, cited in Kuru, 2009, p. 17).

Civilization/modernization theory portrays Islam as a fixed, static, and
backward religious tradition that seeks to reassert its dominant role in Muslim
societies and is hostile toward Western intellectual ideas such as modernization,
liberalism, and democracy. Thus, Islam is perceived as “an integrated totality that
offers a solution to all of the problems of life” and “has to be accepted in its
entirety and to be applied to the family, the economy, and to politics” (Ayubi,
1991, p. 63). Civilization theorists therefore tend to be skeptical about the
compatibility of Islam with Western political ideas such as democracy and
liberalism. They argue that efforts to introduce democracy to the Islamic world
would merely be a futile exercise (Huntington, 1996; Lewis, 1993 & 2003).
Indeed, civilization theorists tend to alarmingly view political Islam as a potential

threat not just to the development of democracy in the Muslim world, but also to
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the liberal democratic order in the Western world (e.g., Gellner, 1983; Lewis,
1993 & 2003; Huntington, 1993 & 1996).

Civilization theorists tend to portray extremist Islamic groups such as the
Wahabbi of Saudi Arabia and Hamas and Hezbollah of Palestine as the primary
(and often the only) representatives of political Islam in the Muslim world. They
ignore “other Islamic groups that have pursued more moderate political goals and
used peaceful political strategies (e.g., participating in elections) to achieve their
goals” (Chernov-Hwang, 2007, p. 17). They tend to view Islamic movements,
regardless of their theological outlook, political orientation, and geographical
location, as those advocating for a political agenda that calls for “the complete
and holistic nature of revealed Islam, so that, according to them, it encompasses
the three famous ‘Ds’ (din, religion; dunya, life; and dawla, state)” (Ayubi, 1991,
p. 63). Specifically, these movements believe that

Islam is an integrated totality that offers a solution to all problems of life.

It has to be accepted in its entirety, and to be applied to the family, to the

economy, and to politics....the realization of an Islamic society is

predicated on the establishment of an Islamic state, that is, an ‘ideological

state’ based on the comprehensive precepts of Islam (Ayubi, 1991, pp. 63-

64).

In sum, culturalist/modernization theory tends to view political Islam as a
single unilateral group that promotes extremist and revivalist religious ideas that
run counter to Western political values, such as democracy, human rights, and
religious freedom. Furthermore, it is willing to use violent means if necessary, in
order to establish an Islamic state based on the shari’a law, while ignoring the

ideological, theological, as well as geographical diversity of Islamic movements

within the Muslim world (Sadowski, 2006, pp. 216-219, Wilson, 2000, p. 256).
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The culturalist approach suffers from its fixed assumption of ideas and culture
that ignores the possible ideological or theological differences among members of
the same religious group as well as its deterministic predictions that assign blame
for a society's predicaments (e.g., prevalence of authoritarianism in Muslim-
majority countries) by attributing them to cultural factors.

Today, most political scientists no longer subscribe to culturalist or
modernization theory. Some scholars have attempted to create a definition and
assumption of culture that is more flexible, subject to contests by multiple actors,
and more adaptable to structural, historical, and socio-cultural changes, including
Wedeen (2002). Social constructivist theory, which held culture and ideologies as
socially constructed, subject to reinterpretation and reinvention based on the
actions of human agents, is another theoretical approach working in the same
spirit with these scholars. It is an effort to create a more nuanced treatment of
culture, ideas, identities, and deeply held theological beliefs. It takes these
variables seriously as potential causal variables that could influence political
actions that are socially constructed, subject to political contestation, and are
amendable to change over a period of time and space. At the same time,
constructivism also try to develop clear concepts, assumptions, and measurements
about culture, ideas, and identities that could be turned into theoretical
generalizations, unlike the more “uncertain, ambiguous, and messy”
conceptualizations of these variables by interpretivists-oriented scholars (e.g.,

Wedeen, 2002, p. 726).
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Rational choice (rationalist) approach. Another theory commonly used
in political science literature to explain the actions of religious groups is the
rational choice theory. Rational choice theory assumes that all humans form their
preferences based on how they weight their varying needs and desires. The
content of these preferences are undetermined and the theory itself has little to say
about it (Gill, 2008, p. 28). It is up to the scholars who are doing the investigation
to make an assumption on whether these preferences are instrumental or
ideational in nature, and in most cases, both types of preferences could be utilized
at the same time.

Rational choice theory does assume that

....given those preferences, people will try to achieve their goals (i.e., their

preferential needs and desires) in the least costly manner possible, given

the various environmental and strategic constraints that they face....As
these constraints change, so do the cost-benefit incentives faced by

different individuals, and hence the strategic choices they make (Gill,
2008, p. 28).

Since the basic premise of rational choice theory stated above is simple
and parsimonious, it emerges as a leading theory in the social sciences over the
last three decades or so. During this period, it has evolved greatly in order to
develop a more nuanced explanation about political behavior that assumes
rational behavior of human actors that is also contextualized in a given history,
culture, institution, or other structural and historical contexts. Its view on the role
of ideas in influencing the behavior of political actors has also evolved as well.
The first generation of rational choice scholars rejected cultural and ideational-
based explanations of group behavior altogether. They argued that fulfilling

instrumental interests is the primary, if not the only, rationale for a group’s
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political behavior, often defined as the desire to gain material wealth and/or
political power. These interests were shaped by structural factors (i.e., social
class, international system, etc.) that dominated these groups’ political behavior
and squeezed out any ideational considerations that these groups might have held
(Philpott, 2001, p. 59). For many first-generation rational choice scholars, ideas
and culture were at best secondary causes of social phenomenon. Often, they only
served as the ex post facto justifications (or ‘hooks’) that are used by these groups
to cover up their real instrumental interests (Gill, 2008, p. 57, also see Shepsle,
1985, cited in Philpott 2000, p. 217, fn. 34). In the view of first generation
rationalists, political and religious actors are cloaking their power-seeking or
material interests with ideational rhetorics and narratives — for instance, the
Protestant rulers’ support for Protestant Reformation during the 16th century
could be interpreted by these scholars as a ploy to seize the power and the wealth
of the Catholic within their respective territories (Philpott, 2001, p. 137).

The first generation of rational choice scholarship immediately faced
strong criticisms from scholars who were advocating for ideational based
explanations of political behavior. One major criticism was its instrumentalist
assumption. Because often it proposed a priori assumption privileging the
instrumental and material considerations as determining factors for a political
actor’s interests, it had difficulties accounting for non-instrumental/ideational
factors such as norms, values, and identities that might also shape the preferences
of this actors as well. Critics argued that while many political actors were using

ideas merely as a cloak to mask their real instrumental or political interests, not all
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of them were using them in these manners. Other actors, religiously-inspired ones
in particular, might have adopted ideas and norms as their genuine preferences to
pursue their political goals (e.g., to change/reform their religious groups).
However, hard-core rationalists usually assumed away this possibility in order to
retain the theoretical parsimony of their theories (Philpott, 2001, pp. 86-87).2

The next generation of rational choice scholarship attempts to answer
these criticisms by incorporating ideas as potential mechanisms that help to
determine the choices of political actors or as potential preferences that can
complement the instrumental preferences of these actors. For instance, Judith
Goldstein and Robert Keohane argue that ideas could serve as “road maps” that
help determine actors’ preferences or to help them understand the relationship
between their goals and alternative strategies to reach them (Goldstein and
Keohane, 1993, pp. 12-13). Under this framework, ideas serve as a causal
mechanism that helps political actors to channel their action into specific
choices/tracks and to exclude other policy choices and options (Goldstein and
Keohane, 1993, p. 12).

Contemporary rational choice scholars also offer a more nuanced

theoretical argument which incorporates ideas as potential mechanisms that help

® One example of such criticism is Daniel Philpott’s criticism Anthony Gill's
theory on the origins of religious liberty in the United States for excluding the
impacts of ideologies such as Protestant Reformation and secular Enlightenment
philosophy as motivators for the enactment of religious liberty clauses in the
United States Constitution (Philpott, 2009, pp. 194-195). Anthony Gill’s analysis
of this case could be found in Gill, 2008, ch, 3 (pp. 60-114).
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shape the groups’ preferences. Works by these scholars carefully specify the
possible constraints, such as historical legacy, institutional structure, and religious
leadership, which together determine the choices religious groups made in
different cultural and societal settings. Unlike the first generation of rationalist
scholars, they no longer simply reduce the primary preference of these actors as
the pursuit of power or material interests. Instead, they simplify it as a mechanism
to maximize a certain goal, which are agnostic in nature and are determined by
the scholar who conducts the investigation. For instance, Anthony Gill assumes
that the preferences of religious leaders in his work include maximizing the
market share of their denomination’s converts/followers and maximizing the
advantage of their status under the law, dependening on whether they are a
hegemonic religious majority or a religious minority (Gill 2008, p. 44-45). This
assumption is more nuanced and sophisticated compare to those made by first
generation rational choice scholars, who simply assumed that all political actors
were having the same sets of preferences (e.g., gaining political power or
collecting material benefits).

Contemporary rational choice scholars tend to examine in detail the
complex causal mechanisms and scope conditions which explain why religious
actors under different historical political settings are pursuing different sets of
strategies in order to achieve their political goals. Examples of work using this
approach include Anthony Gill's comparative studies of relations between the
Catholic Church and the state in Latin America. Gill finds that the church is more

likely to have a more distant relationship with the state and support democracy in
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countries where it faces a higher degree of competition from Evangelical
Protestant denominations (e.g., in Chile and Brazil). On the other hand, the church
IS more supportive and is closer to the authoritarian regime where it does not face
Protestant competition (e.g., in Argentina) (Gill, 1998). In another study
comparing the development of regulations promoting religious liberty in colonial
America, Mexico, Russia, and the Baltic states, Gill finds that religious liberty is
more likely to be promoted in countries with a higher level of religious pluralism
and a government that wishes to generate higher economic growth and trade
openness (Gill, 2008).

Another study that uses this approach in the field of religion and politics is
Carolyn Warner (2000), which examines how did the Catholic Church hierarchies
in three European countries — France, Italy, and Germany — chose whether to ally
with emerging Christian Democratic parties at the end of the Second World War
I1. She argues that the church’s hierarchy made its decisions through cost-benefit
calculations based on the hierarchy’s perception of which political parties could
best deliver the church’s preferred policies within each of these countries.
However, the costs and benefits calculations of the church were also shaped by
the history of the church’s political engagements and alliances within a specific
country, the structures of the church hierarchy, as well as the leadership of the
church hierarchy (Warner, 2000, pp. 35-38). The differing historical relationships,
institutional structures, and leadership within the three national churches resulted
in a varying sets of alliances with Christian Democratic parties in each countries

in post World War I1: developed close alliance with the Italian Christian
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Democrats, developed co-alliance with the Protestants in the Christian
Democratic Party of Germany, but abandoned the alliance with the Popular
Democratic Front (MRP) in France. Through this highly contingent and
contextualized research design, Warner is able to develop an explanation for the
diverging forms of support of the Catholic Church for Christian Democratic
parties in Western Europe that is nuanced and persuasive, as it incorporates all the
historical and institutional constraints that affected how these preferences were
formed in the first place. It certainly serves as a model on how future works on
religion and politics utilizing a combination of rational choice theory and
comparative historical analysis should be conducted.

The sophisticated theoretical explanation developed by rational choice
scholars in the above works has certainly given us a better explanation on how
political groups, specifically religious groups, developed their political
preferences based on highly contextualized costs and benefits calculations. Ideas,
conceptualized for instance as “world views” (e.g., religious beliefs) and
principled beliefs (e.g., normative beliefs such as human rights) (Goldstein and
Keohane, 1993), certainly could influence the preferences and goals of political
actors. In addition, the highly contextualized sets of preferences in recent rational
choice works on religion and politics means that it is highly likely that both
instrumental and ideational preferences are involved in the decision-making
process of each political actors, making the analyses of how these preferences are
established and their sociopolitical implications more complex, nuanced, and

highly sophisticated.
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The question that remains unanswered is how to strike the proper balance
between ideational and instrumental preferences in future rational choice works.
While the works reviewed above shows that a growing number of scholars of
rational choice theory are trying to take ideas seriously in their theoretical
explanation, more scholars need to fully take into account both instrumental and
ideational preferences when we study the political actions of religious actors.
Most importantly, the role of ideas, culture, and identities of the religious group
being studied, while are incorporated by contemporary rationalists in their works,
are generally still underplayed and under-valued, in contrast to instrumental or
material-based preferences based on the strategic calculation of members of these
movements.? For instance, Philpott argues that the lack of ideational variables in
rational choice theory makes it difficult for the theory to explain the formation of
state policy towards religion, where ideologies play a major role in the political
actors' decision either to promote religion (e.g., post-1979 Iranian government) or
to severely restrict it (e.g., Turkey under Kemal Ataturk) (Philpott, 2009, p.
195).10 Timothy Shah criticizes Gill’s 2008 study for its exclusive focus on the

role of government regulation in determining the level of religious freedom within

® This does not imply that all rational choice works always underplay ideational-
based preferences in favor of instrumental-based ones. Work by Warner (2000) is
an example that gives an equal weight for the two types of preferences. Stark
(2003) is another.

19 Gill’s interpretation on the Protestant Reformation could be found on Gill,
2008, pp. 76-91. He argues that expansion of religious freedom in Britain post-
Reformation has more to do with the desire to expand trade and economic
prosperity of the country rather than ideational concerns for equality for all
Christian denominations (Gill, 2008, pp. 90-91).
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a specific society, while ignoring the role of societal regulations, which are likely
to be shaped by “an accumulated stock of socially embedded religious ideas and
mores” in shaping the level of religious freedom within the same society as well
(Shah, 2009, p. 329)."* Thus, critics of the rational choice theory, while praising
recent works that included ideas, norms, and other ideational variables their work,
also argue that more needs to be done in order fully incorporate these factors into
the analysis of religious groups’ political actions and behavior. They assert that in
order to be able to properly explain these, rationalists as well as scholars from
other theoretical perspectives, need to gain a better understanding of the theology,
institutional organization, history, cultural dynamic, and as the institutional
dynamics and changes within these religious groups (Philpott, 2009, p. 198). Both
instrumentalist and ideationalist factors need to be equally considered by scholars,
regardless whether they identify themselves with rational choice theory or not.

In sum, rational choice theory tends to emphasize the role of cost-benefit
calculations, structural incentives, and strategic choices of religious groups at the
expense of their ideational or theological rationales. It portrays political actors
(including religious ones) as strategically calculating actors with undefined sets of

preferences. While most rational choice scholars emphasize instrumental and

1 However, rational choice scholars are beginning to study the impacts of societal
regulations on religion. This research finds that social regulation of religion does
play a significant role in increasing religious persecution, because societal
pressure/restrictions against religious minorities are often formalized to become
government regulations against these minorities. This is especially so in Muslim-
majority societies (Grim and Finke, 2007; see also Grim and Finke 2010).
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material interests in their research, some also acknowledges the role of ideas. This
is especially so for contemporary rationalist scholars who are taking religious
ideas, culture, and leadership of religious groups as important intermediate
variables in their works (e.g., Gill, 2008, Warner, 2000). However, other
rationalists are still underplaying the potential role of ideas, culture, and identities
as potentially constitutive, if not causative, variables that help to explain such
actions. In doing so, rational choice scholars risk the possibility of ignoring the
detailed analyses of doctrine, theology, rituals, and institutional structure of
religious groups that might play a factor in explaining their political behavior
(Philpott, 2009, p. 193). While it is important for scholars to understand the
instrumental preferences of religious groups that serve as the basis for their
political actions, a full theoretical understanding of these groups need to take into
account for both the ideational and theological preferences that have inspired
these groups’ preferences and actions in the first place.

Social constructivist theory. In response to the rational choice theoretical
arguments outlined above, some scholars have responded that political scientists
need to have a better understanding of the role of ideas, norms, and identities, in
generating political actors’ preferences and actions, and how they adapt to the
changing sociopolitical structures and conditions. They made a counter-argument
that rational choice theory tends to simplify religious actors’ interests by
assuming that they primarily originate from instrumentalist/materialist
preferences. By making such an assumption, rationalists often (but not always)

overlook the normative social fabric of politics that might also serve as potential
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sources of these actors’ interests and preferences as well (Checkel, 1998, p. 324).
As an alternative to rational choice theory, constructivists propose that by
studying social fabrics such as ideas and norms, and explain how they help to
constitute actors’ political identities and interests, they could “develop new and
meaningful interpretations of international politics” (Checkel, 1998, p. 325).

Social constructivist theory attempts to explain “how does the interplay of
actors, social structures, as well as material and ideational factors constitute,
inform, and explain our social life” (Burch, 2002, p. 61). While constructivists are
far from being a coherent group of scholars,? there are three main ontological
propositions that are broadly shared by them: 1) an emphasis on “social facts”
(i.e., ideas, norms, and identities) as major, if not the primary, determinants of
identity formation and political action of actors, 2) an agreement that such actions
are based on the interpretation of social meanings that are shared intersubjectively
by a group of sociopolitical actors, and 3) an agreement on the mutual

constitutionality of social structure and human agents in helping to constitute (or

12 substantial disagreements exist between mainstream and critical/postmodernist
constructivists. While mainstream constructivists question the material
epistemological assumption of their rational choice counterparts, they remain
committed to the idea of a positivist social science inquiry and believe that
science should be a value-neutral enterprise. On the other hand, critical
constructivist question both the ontological and epistemological foundations of
positivist social science, advocating a pluralistic and interpretive approaches to
generate knowledge, reject value neutral theorizing, and question the role of
science in helping to promote the domination of powerful groups against the rest
of the humanity. For further details on the similarities and differences between
mainstream and critical constructivists, see Guzzini (2000), Hopf (1998), and
Price and Reus-Smit (1998).
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cause) a given political outcome (Price and Reus-Smith, 1998, pp. 268-269; Klotz
and Lynch, 2007, ch. 1). In short, constructivists believe that any meaningful
human action (including political action) is only possible within an intersubjective
social context, in which actors develop their interests, preferences and goals based
on their relationship with other actors. Together, they are social facts that have
specific meanings to their respective organization or society (Hopf, 1998, p. 173).

Social facts are norms, rules, identities, languages, cultures, and
ideologies that help to create actors’ identities, shape their interests, and guide
their actions as well (Checkel, 1998, p. 325; Klotz and Lynch, 2007, p. 7).
Constructivists argue that rationalists often do not consider social facts that are
highly complex and contextualized to be the primary explanatory variables for
their theoretical assumptions, in order to achieve theoretical parsimony. They
argue that complex social facts are difficult to be explained using unidirectional
causal chains, but instead should be understood as social construction, in which
human actions are at once constrained and enabled by a complex mix of social
facts, such as norms, culture, language, and ideologies (McCann, 1996, p. 463). In
turn, these social facts become part of an intersubjective understanding by a
collective of actors that go beyond simple aggregate beliefs of individuals (Klotz
and Lynch, 2007, p. 8).

Constructivists also believe that complex social structures (e.g., culture,
institutions, the state) and human agents mutually constitute their actions, each are
shaped and being shaped by the other. Unlike culturalists, who favor structure

over agency, or rationalists, who favor agency over structure, constructivists
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argue that complex social phenomena are difficult to explain with unidirectional
causal chains, but that they instead should be understood as “constitutive” social
construction, in which human actions are at once constrained and enabled by a
complex mix of social facts (e.g., norms, culture, language, and ideologies) that
should be understood as constitutive, rather than independent and exogeneous,
determinants of political action (McCann, 1996, p. 463).

According to Martha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink, social facts such as
ideas, norms, and identities do not emerge on their own, but are “actively built by
agents having strong notions about appropriate or desirable behavior in their
community” (Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998, p. 896). They put a significant role
on what they called 'norm entrepreneurs' - a person or an organization that
promoted the norm in the first place, using both persuasive and coercive tactics to
convince the majority of states in the international system to accept the norm and
institutionalize it into their domestic legal and constitutional frameworks
(Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998, pp. 896-901). States decided to adapt and
institutionalize these norms within their territory due to a combination of factors
such as: pressures from 'norm leaders' states, the desire to enhance their
international legitimacy, and the desire of state leaders to improve their self
esteem (i.e., their political image/ legitimacy) in front of their domestic
constituency (Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998, p. 895).

One of the main research interests of constructivist scholars is on the role
of identity and how it influences domestic and international politics.

Constructivists believe that the identity of a political unit helps to shape its
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interests, preferences, and political actions. They believe that identities are a type
of “social relationship between agents and structures that change over time and
across contexts” (Klotz and Lynch, 2007, p. 65). Because they are conceptualized
as continuously evolving relationship between agents and structures,
constructivists believe that “identities are not immutable characteristics of
individuals or groups,” but they are instead constantly being produced and
reproduced in their interactions with other individuals, groups, or states (Klotz
and Lynch, 2007, p. 65). Thus, constructivists recognize that new identities could
emerge to reframe and reconstruct any pre-existing ones. Such identities are
perpetuated through the active interactions between agents and structures who
managed to promote and institutionalize these ideas within their political
organizations.

There are some important criticisms against social constructivist theory.
First, some have argued that constructivism has focused too much attention on the
role of structure rather than that of agency. Since constructivists put a priority on
how collective and intersubjective norms influence the behavior of states and
other political institutions, they often neglect the role of individual agency, which
might have been very important, especially at the beginning stage when these
institutions were first founded. Thus, constructivists should be attentive to the
process of social construction both at the individual and at the collective/
institutional level (Checkel, 1998, p. 340). /

Next, critics of constructivism also argue that it is more of a meta-

theoretical framework than a middle-range theory that could be applied and tested
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for a variety of sociopolitical problems. Constructivist arguments often do not
detail the causal mechanisms and scope conditions that explore the causal link
between ideas and political actions being investigated (Checkel, 1998, pp. 342 &
346). Rationalist critiques of constructivism argue that while ideas might have
some influence on the actions of political actors, ideas are also vulnerable from
the manipulation and selective uses of these actors, which justify their political
actions. Thus, while ideas might have initially inspired these political actors, often
“it is the rational calculation of these actors that plays the leading role to motivate
actions taken by these actors” (Checkel, 1998, p. 346). To strengthen this
component, constructivists should specify “the processes and mechanisms in
which actors are more likely to adapt rationalist calculations in their preferences
and under which conditions they are more likely to be influenced by ideational
concerns and use these ideas to either constitute or shape the preferences of these
actors” (Checkel, 1998, pp. 345-346).

Finally, another major criticism of constructivism lies on its emphasis on
studying certain norms or over others. While constructivists have used the theory
to analyze numerous topics and problems in political science,*® there is only a
small number of constructivist scholars who are studying religiously-inspired

norms and how they have impacted domestic and international politics.

'3 These work range from the creation and institutionalization of human rights
norms (e.g., Keck and Sikkink, 1998), the cultural foundations of national security
policy (e.g., Katzenstein, 1996), the social construction of democracy in non-
Western societies (e.g., Schaffer, 1998), and the role of neoliberal ideology in
shaping the policies of international financial institutions (e.g., Weaver, 2008).
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Nevertheless, the number of constructivist scholars working in this field is
certainly growing. This includes the works by Ferrari (1998), Hassner (2007 &
2009), Hurd (2008), Juergensmeyer (1993 & 2008), Philpott (2001 & 2009), and
Toft, Philpott, and Shah (2011). The lack of constructivists (as well as by other
political scientists) work in religion and politics/international relations could have
been attributed to the prevalence of secularist, “Westphalian presumption,” that
was commonly shared among social scientists, which presumes religion as a set of
privately held doctrines or beliefs, rather than as a community of believers that
could potentially be active in the public sphere. As a result, many international
relations scholars have failed to grasp the nature of religion as a potential social
order in international relations (Thomas, 2000, pp. 820-821).

In conclusion, constructivism has its strength and weaknesses. While its
focus on ideational variables such as ideas, norms, and identities enables scholars
to investigate the origins of ideational preferences that specific political actors or
groups might have held. It gives equal attention to the roles on human agency and
social structure, and how the two could work together to either cause or prevent
an idea or a norm from being institutionalized within a political group. At the
same time, it also has several key limitations: it tends to privilege ideational over
instrumental interests, it tends to prioritize structure over agency, and it tends to
study certain (often “good”) norms over others. However, despite these
limitations, constructivism has a great potential to make significant new
contribution in the study of religion and politics, due to its focus on studying

social facts, which also includes religiously-based ideas, doctrine, and theology.
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In addition, its intersubjective ontology and its emphasis on the mutual
constitution between structures and agents also has the potential to better account
the role of religious ideas and norms in motivating political actions, compared to
culturalists who tend to assign fixed primordialist identities against religious
groups and rationalists who tend to ignore the ethical motivation of religious
actors in favor of instrumentalist/materialist motivations (Lynch, 2009, p. 388).
Thus, while it is relatively under-utilized in the study of religion and politics,
constructivism has the potential to develop a more nuanced understanding on how
theological ideas are being reframed and/or reconstructed by religious leaders
who serve as norm entrepreneurs within these religious groups and how their
structures and agencies help to influence the likelihood of these ideas from being
implemented. Furthermore, its weakness in under-theorizing the instrumental
preferences of a political group as well as its lack of attention on the role of
leadership and agency can be remedied by incorporating elements of rational
choice theory and Weberian charismatic leadership theory, which will be
analyzed below.

Weberian charismatic leadership theory. The last theory reviewed in
this study is the charismatic leadership theory developed by German sociologist
Max Weber (1864-1920). In his landmark work, Economy and Society (1978
[1922]), Weber asserts that there are three types of authority that political leaders
use to gain support and legitimacy among prospective followers: charismatic,
traditional, and rational-legal (bureaucratic) authorities. Charismatic authority is

based on “the quality of an individual personality” that makes him/her to be
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considered to have “supernatural, superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional
powers or qualities” (Weber, 1978 [1922], p. 241). Traditional authority is based
on “the established belief in the sanctity of immemorial traditions and the
legitimacy of those exercising authority under them” (Weber, 1978 [1922], p.
215), while rational-legal authority is based on “the belief in the legality of
enacted rules and the right of those elevated to authority under such rules to issue
commands (legal authority)” (Weber, 1978 [1922], p. 215).

What makes charismatic authority unique compared to the other two types
of authorities is the fact that it is based not on the power of the office that the
individual leader holds or on the status that s/he has, but instead comes from the
ability of the leader to “arouse and maintain belief in himself or herself as the
source of legitimacy” (Willner, 1984, p. 4). According to Weber, charismatic
leadership comes solely from the personal attributes of the leader, not from the
virtue of holding a political office or from formal legal rules. Instead, Weber
asserts that the only basis of legitimacy for a charismatic leader is “personal
charisma so long as it is proved, that is, as long as it receives recognition from
their followers and as long as [they] proved their usefulness charismatically”
(Weber, 1978 [1922], p. 244). Due to this charisma, charismatic leaders have the
capacity to generate personal loyalty toward themselves among their followers,
which sets apart from any other potential leaders within their organizations
(Willner and Willner, 1965, p. 77).

The authority of charismatic leaders is accepted by their followers based

on their ability to “believe in the statements made and ideas advanced by their
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leader simply because it is [the leader] who has made the statement or advanced
the idea” (Willner, 1984, p. 6). This is because the leader is perceived by his/her
followers to have special or extraordinary powers that most other persons do not
have. The followers’ faith on their leaders’ special powers is the primary source
of the leader’s charismatic authority. Due to this perception, the charismatic
leader has the capacity to build and sustain unconditional loyalty and support
from his/her followers on the basis of his/her personality, apart from any offices
or status s/he might have held (Willner and Willner, 1965, p. 79).

Scholars who have extended Weber’s charismatic leadership theory have
mapped out the causal mechanisms that contribute to the emergence of a
charismatic leader, which are the following: 1) the emergence of a crisis
situation®*, 2) increasing social distress among the population/potential followers,
and 3) the emergence of a new leader with a given doctrine or idea, who promises
to resolve the crisis and restore order and prosperity to his/her society (Willner,
1984, p. 43). Because of the tendency for charismatic leaders to emerge during the
time of a crisis, they have the potential to become a powerful revolutionary leader
within their group or society. They could then lead their followers to “transform
all values and breaks all traditional and rational norms” (Weber, 1978 [1922], p.
1115). The ideas that are proposed by these charismatic leaders could transform

an organization or a society if they managed to prevail against any opposing

4 What Weber calls a “crisis situation” is similar to the concept of “critical
juncture” used by institutionalists within the field of comparative politics. For
further details on critical juncture, see Collier and Collier (1991) and Capoccia
and Kelemen (2007).
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forces in the struggle to resolve the crisis. They are more likely to be more
influential when they lead newly founded or newly reformed/reconfigured
institutions that have weak or nonexistent countervailing power structures that
could have challenged their power and authority (Grindle, 2007, pp. 87, 92-93,
cited in Van Cott 2008: 59).

Charismatic leadership plays a significant role to motivate the action of
religious groups. In the literature on Islamic social movements, scholars have
argued that charismatic leadership plays an important role to legitimate the
political actions of Islamic groups. For instance, Ashour (2009) finds that efforts
to de-radicalize Islamic groups in Egypt and Algeria from pursuing violent
actions and instead favoring non-violent political engagement are more effective
if the charismatic leaders are brought on board to lend their support toward the de-
radicalization efforts. In Ashour’s study, support from charismatic leadership,
combined with other incentives such as material (jobs/employment) and non-
material inducements (pardon/early release from imprisonment), helped to ensure
that radical Islamic activists were no longer pursuing violent political actions in
these countries. Thus, the charismatic leadership of religious leaders seems to
have played an important role in helping to change the political discourse of
religious leaders from one direction to another (e.g., from radical to more
moderate/peaceful political engagement). Further research needs to be done to
confirm this proposition.

However, scholars who study charismatic leadership using Weberian

charismatic leadership theory also tend to under-emphasize the role of ideas and
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doctrine as a primary catalyst responsible for the emergence of a new charismatic
leader. They tend to put more emphasis on the personal characteristics of the
leader themselves (e.g., physical appearances, gestures and mannerisms,
speech/rhetorical styles, etc.) as the primary reason for gaining a mass following
rather than to the ideology or doctrine that are promoted by that particular leader
(Willner, 1984, pp. 58-59 & 63). They do not theorize whether the ideology or
doctrine plays any role in generating the popular support that the leader receives
from his/her supporters.

In contrast to the arguments presented by Weberian charismatic leadership
theory, I argue that while the moral authority leaders’ personal attributes and
charisma may have enhanced their reputation among their followers and might
have propelled them into prominence, it is the ideas or theology that they are
promoting that serves as the primary base of the popular following. This is
because moral authority leaders’ primary mean to transform themselves as
advocates for their moral ideas is the wide recognition of their status as experts of
theological norms, along with the ability to synthesize pre-existing theological
ideas within their religious groups (e.g., Islamic theology) with other ideas
coming from the outside (e.g., Western sociopolitical thought). In addition to this
theological expertise, they also have charismatic attributes that further enhances
their credibility as moral authority leaders among their followers.

Lastly, Weberian scholars do not theorize whether these charismatic
leaders serve as actors who can behave strategically and use the power of their

charisma for instrumentalist reasons. There is a need to theorize charismatic
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leaders as strategic actors who use their charismatic power and influence to
promote their instrumental and ideational goals. By incorporating elements of
both constructivism and rational choice theory, Weberian charismatic leadership
theory can be updated so that it can incorporate all potential preferences and goals
of any political or religious leaders. Together, the syntheses of these theories help
to form the moral authority leadership theory, the theoretical framework I shall
use in this study. | shall elaborate on how I define the concepts outlined in this
theory, the hypotheses, and the causal mechanisms predicted by this theory in the
following section.
Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses

This study is an effort to develop an understanding of the social conditions
that make Islamic organizations embrace progressive theological frames and
political identities This study asks the following research questions: Why do
Islamic organizations change their theological frames and political identities from
formerly revivalist Islamic theological interpretations to one that supports the
compatibility between Islamic and modern liberal ideas such as democracy,
human rights, and religious tolerance/pluralism? What is the role of religious
leaders to help bringing about theological change within these groups? Under
what conditions religious leaders are more likely to successfully change the
theological orientations of their religious organization (e.g., from one that
promotes a conservative revivalist interpretation of Islam to one that embraces
more liberal/progressive theological interpretation) and under what conditions

they are less likely to successfully accomplish such a change?
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The theoretical framework of this study is eclectic and is influenced by the
three theoretical approaches that were analyzed at great length in the previous
section: social constructivist theory, rational choice theory, and Weberian
charismatic leadership theory. Social constructivist theory influences this
theoretical framework through its emphasis on the potentially causative role of
theological ideas in constituting, if not causing, theological and political changes
within Islamic groups. Through the perspective of social constructivism, | argue
that the primary preference of moral authority leaders in promoting their theology
is their ideational preference. In this study, this preference is to have their
theological ideas successfully implemented and institutionalized within their own
organization, because they believe they are normatively the most appropriate
ideas for their organization to address the contemporary sociopolitical problems
the organization are currently facing. The new ideas could also potentially
transform the theological frames and political identities of the organization from
one theological and political position to another. When the new ideas are
articulated by moral authority leaders to amend or replace the older theological
frames, the process of social reconstruction is taking place within the
organization. The outcome of this process is determined by the interaction
between agency (moral authority leadership) and structure (institutional culture
and relationship between religious groups and the state) that together mutually
constitute the outcome of the reforms, whether it is successful or unsuccessful.

Using the premise of rational choice theory, | argue that moral authority

leaders and their followers are also behaving strategically and have instrumental
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goals in addition to ideational ones. They weight the cost and benefits of their
reform efforts and use a variety of means to increase support and minimize
opposition against their reforms both within and outside of their organizations.
This is achieved through alliances with friendly state actors in order to promote
their reforms and protect it against opposition from both inside and outside of the
organization. Sometimes, they could also resort in coercive means (e.g., purging
their opponents from the leadership positions of the organization and the use of
material incentives to increase support for and reduce opposition against their
reform efforts). Lastly, using the Weberian charismatic leadership theory, | argue
that the primary agents of theological change within these organizations are moral
authority leaders, who used their theological expertise and charismatic leadership
status to convert potential supporters and convince them to support the theological
reforms they promote within their respective organizations.

In short, moral authority leaders and their supporters are behaving
strategically in the short and intermediate run to deal with any opposition against
their reforms and ensure their organization’s survival (as well as their own) from
the forces of these opposing powers. However, they have a long-term goal for
their reforms that is ideational in nature — to see that their proposed theological
ideas are implemented by the organization because it would enable the
organization to meet the changing sociopolitical problems it is currently facing.
Moral authority leaders and their supporters take their theological ideas very
seriously and that they use the institutionalization of these ideas within their

groups as well as societies as the primary political goals that they seek to have.
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However, while moral authority leadership is a necessary condition for a
mayjor theoretical reform to occur, it is not a sufficient condition, since these
leaders are facing constraints against their reform efforts, both from other
factions within the organization as well as from outside of it, primarily from the
state authorities. The opposition against the reforms comes from rival factions
from within the organization who challenges the compatibility of progressive
political ideas that are promoted by moral authority leaders and their supporters
with the conservative Islamic theological frame that have guided their
organization for a long period of time. In addition, the opposition from state
authorities could come from two possible rationales: 1) opposition against the
liberal ideas promoted by the moral authority leaders because it threatens the
authoritarian rule of the regime who run the state, or 2) opposition against a more
active role for religious groups to actively participate in the political life of their
respective societies, because it threatens the tradition of separation between
religion and the state that are promoted by the state.

In order to overcome both the institutional and external (state) opposition
against these reforms, The success of moral authority leaders and their supporters
also depends on their ability to : 1) rely on a tolerant institutional culture that
historically tolerates new religious ideas, customs, and traditions and helps to
encourage or discourage opposition from the status theology against the reforms,
and 2) establish a peaceful and cooperative relationship between the religious

group and the state, within that particular society, that would enable the reformers
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to carry on with their reforms without facing any repressive intervention from the
state.

Conceptualizing political Islam. This study rejects the argument made by
culturalist/modernization theorists, who made a generalization about political
Islam and Islamic social movements from the perspective of radical/extremist
Islamic movements, such as the Wahhabi from Saudi Arabia or Hamas from the
Palestinian Territory. It does not assume that all Islamic movements have a
singular agenda to promote a revivalist/fundamentalist interpretation of Islam,
demand the establishment of a shari’a based Islamic state, and aim to achieve
political power through violent means. Instead, the theoretical framework that I
propose accounts for the diverse theological basis, political goals, and cultural
differences of different Islamic movements. It also recognizes the domestic as
well as international economic and sociopolitical conditions that might have given
rise to these movements in their particular geographic location.

| reject the assumption of first generation rational choice scholars that
religious, particularly Islamic, ideas and identities, are merely masks used by
religious actors to cover up their instrumental or material interests. However, |
acknowledge the theoretical argument made by contemporary rational choice
scholars. | share their assumption that rationalist logic is applicable in explaining
the political behavior of Islamic groups. Even though the primary theoretical
foundation of my theory is social constructivism, which argues that ideas, culture,
and identities help to shape the interests of these political actors, | also recognize

that in order to be effective as variables that help to change the previous
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ideological and cultural preferences within these Islamic groups, these ideas will
need to be used strategically by their promoters in their effort to replace the
previous preferences within these groups and institute a new sets of preferences
based on these new ideas. However, what differentiates my framework from the
standard rational choice framework is that | argue that we cannot reduce the
preferences and goals of the reform leaders within these groups to their
instrumental interests and strategic calculations alone. Instead, these promoters
(‘moral authority’ leaders) form their preferences primarily based on the virtue of
their ideas and because they believe these ideas will transform their groups to
become more compatible with the needs of modern and democratic societies,
which increasingly are the societies in which these groups are based upon.

| also argue that the theological ideas and religious identity of these groups
serve as the primary motivators for their political actions. This is especially true
for actions that do not produce immediate political payoffs and at least in the short
run, enormous material costs and personal risks to the group and its members.
These include opposition to the legitimacy of a well-entrenched authoritarian state
or suppot for a new regime that better promotes and respects democracy and
human rights in a society where these ideas have not historically taken significant
roots. | argue that the actions of religious actors can be better explained through
social constructivist theory rather than by rationalist paradigm alone, although the
latter can be useful in specifying the strategies of the actors whom have ideational

preferences as conceived by constructivists.
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| assert that Islamic social movements do not necessarily have similar
theological foundations and political goals. Furthermore, their members do not
necessarily agree to similar means on achieving them. While some Islamic
activists and movements do seek an Islamic state based on the shari’a law and do
not tolerate the religious freedom of non-Muslim citizens, others might only wish
to promote a greater role for Islam in the political life of Muslim society. Islamic
groups that seek to establish an Islamic state do not necessarily endorse violent
means to achieve this goal and instead are working to achieve them via peaceful
and democratic means. In fact, there are some Islamic groups who reject the
creation of a shari’a-based Islamic state in favor of a state that is politically
secular and respects the rights of its citizens to practice their own religious beliefs,
whether it is based on Islamic principles or not. They also support the largely
liberal interpretation that all citizens are entitled to have universal human rights
and have freedom to practice and choose their own religious beliefs. These two
Islamic groups are totally distinct from each other, each have their own different
interpretation of Islamic theology and legal jurisprudence. In turn, these
interpretations result in two separate identities for these Islamic groups, which are
outlined below.

Muslims who subscribe to the more liberal interpretation of Islam are
followers of progressive Islam. | define it as an interpretation Islam which
synthesizes the basic Islamic theological and legal foundations specified in the
Qur’an, the Hadith, and classical Islamic jurisprudence (figh)) with intellectual

ideas derived from Western social theory (e.g., democracy, human rights, and
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religious liberty/pluralism). In contrast, other Muslims embrace a different path of
reform by following revivalist/conservative Islamic perspective. Revivalist or
fundamentalist Islam is an interpretation of Islam that promotes reform by
returning to the living example and the formal/scripturalist rules formulated by
Prophet Mohammed and his companions. Both progressive and revivalist
Muslims are not theologically static. Both use the process of innovation,
reframing, reinterpretation, and renegotiation to create what in their view is the
ideal version of Islam that fit into their respective organization and society. After
these ideas have been invented, it frames the strategy of these Muslims actors as
they try to promote these ideas among their followers and institutionalize them
within their respective groups.

In many ways, the values reflected by the concept of progressive Islam are
similar to those expressed by the concept of liberal Islam (Kurzman 1998)."
However, I choose to use the term ‘progressive’ instead of ‘liberal” Islam
because: 1) Most Islamic thinkers who advocate ideas and values widely
considered as ‘liberal’ do not identify themselves as such (at least in similar ways

with their Western counterparts) and do not wish to be labeled as liberal

!> Liberal Islam is defined as “Islamic thinkers and organizations that has publicly
endorsed and lent support to liberal ideas and values such as opposition to a
shari’a-based Islamic state, support for democracy, protection of human rights,
especially for women and ethnic/religious minorities, freedom of thought and
expression, recognition of religious liberty or at least, religious tolerance, and
belief in the potential for human progress” (Kurzman, 1998, p. 4).
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Muslims.*® 2) Most importantly, even though these Islamic thinkers are
advocating similar values that are commonly shared by liberal thinkers from the
West and their works are often influenced by Western social theory, their version
of progressive Islam is constructed and promoted in their own terms, in order to
address timely domestic sociopolitical conditions, rather than to please any
potential constituencies or supporters from the Western world. | argue that the
term ‘progressive Islam’ better reflects the efforts of these moral authority leaders
to introduce ideas/values adopted from the Western liberal tradition such from
democracy, human rights, and religious tolerance, while doing so in their own
time and terms.

Theorizing moral authority. The primary explanatory (independent)
variable for spreading these ideas is the moral authority leadership of religious
leaders. Hypothesis No. 1 makes the following assumption.

Theological and political changes within religious groups (e.g., from

conservative into more progressive/liberal direction) are primarily

attributed to the words, actions, and other deeds of religious leaders, who
through their theological expertise and charismatic attributes, are able to
persuade, coerce, and convert other members of their group to support the

theological ideas they are advocating. These ideas shape their preferences

1% This is due to the negative connotation of the term “liberal” in much of the
Islamic world, where the term refers to Muslims who are either being suspected as
collaborators of foreign (Western) powers or have endorsed secularism or atheism
(Kurzman, 1998, p. 4),
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and help inform the strategies that they choose in order to implement and

institutionalize their ideas successfully.

Lisa Ferrari defines moral authority as “the ability to speak authoritatively
on matters of right and wrong behavior” (Ferrari, 1998, p. 84). Moral authority
leaders are well-recognized experts of a specific system of moral norms. They
also have charismatic attributes which help to enhance their theological expertise
among their prospective followers as well as outsiders. The theological expertise
and charismatic attributes of moral authority leaders serve as their primary assets
as they promote and implement their ideas within their respective organizations.
They are the primary tools these leaders deploy in order to overcome any
opposition against their ideas both within their respective organizations as well as
from outside actors (e.g., the state).

| argue that there are two ways to measure whether a religious leader
could be considered as a moral authority leader or not. First, moral authority
leaders should receive popular recognition within their group and society as
leading experts of theological and moral norms of a religious group (in this study
Islam). This recognition as a religious expert is achieved after years of training as
a religious scholar (ulama) through a specialized institution that trained members
of the religious tradition to become religious scholars - e.g., a graduate of Islamic

theological school (madrasah)*’ that trained young Muslims to become an ulama.

" The madrasah is the name in which these ulama training institutions are
commonly known in most English-speaking countries. Within their respective
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Alternatively, they have successfully obtained a Ph.D. in theology, religious, or
Islamic studies. In any case, the recognition must be given both by the ulama
community from their religious group, as well as from followers within their
group who consider them to have extraordinary knowledge of Islamic theological
and legal jurisprudence. These followers believe in their ideas because they
believe these ideas provide answers to the problems facing their respective
societies.

Second, in order to win recognition as a moral authority leader, the
religious leader should have charismatic leadership attributes that are assigned to
them by their followers. This attributes are achieved because the followers believe
that their leaders have extraordinary powers, talents, or abilities, which are far
beyond what other religious leaders (ulama) could normally offer to the followers.
These charismatic attributes are measured by the combination of two or more of
the following: 1) an attractive appearance or public personality, 2) an ability to
communicate their ideas in a way that generates support, loyalty, and trust from
their followers, 3) the ability to listen to different factions and constituencies
within their groups and to empathize with the different perspective and needs
represented by these different factions, and 4) an intensity or energy that motivate

their followers to implement their theological reforms and overcome any

societies, they are known by their local names such as pesantren in Indonesia, or
pondok in Malaysia.
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potential opposition to their efforts to promote these reforms.*® In addition to
these attributes, these leaders could be considered by their followers as
charismatic leaders because they are descendant - either directly (family) lineage
or indirectly (intellectual) lineage- of previous generation moral authority leaders
that are widely recognized from within their religious communities. By having
these charismatic attributes and genealogical lineages, these religious leaders are
able to be recognized as charismatic leaders that enable these leaders to command
strong loyalty and obedience from their followers that enable them to win the
power struggle over their proposed theological reforms and successfully institute
their reforms within their respective organizations.

| argue that moral authority leaders are able to get their theological ideas
implemented by their groups when they promote their ideas using both ideational
and instrumental strategies. They accomplish this by engaging in the process of
ideational promotion in order to convert potential followers — through making
sermons and speeches, authorship of books and op-ed articles, as well other
activities designed to spread their theological ideas. The followers trust the
theological ideas propagated by moral authority leaders because they are
perceived as talented and credible religious leaders, due to their theological

expertise and charismatic attributes.

'8 This operationalization of charismatic attributes come largely from the
operationalization made by Donna Lee Van Cott in her work on the role of local

mayors to promote “radical democracy” in Ecuador and Bolivia (Van Cott, 2008,
p. 65).
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In addition, moral authority leaders are acting instrumentally when they
use their followers to implement and institutionalize the theological ideas within
their organizations. They will use any economic and political resources at their
disposal in order to ensure that their theological reforms will be successfully
implemented by their religious groups. By engaging in alliances with the state,
buying off opponents, and other strategic activities, moral authority leaders and
their followers are hoping to change the existing theological frame and political
identity of organization in favor of new theological ideas they are advocating
(e.g., democratization, rejection of sharia-based Islamic state, tolerance toward
religious minorities, etc). However, what differentiates this explanation from the
standard rational choice explanation is that they are being used by leaders who are
primarily motivated by the desire to promote their ideas among their followers to
transform their religious groups by incorporating these ideas into the prevailing
ideological frames within their respective groups (Philpott, 2001, p. 58).

| propose the following primary causal mechanism (Figure 2.1) to explain
the process of how moral authority leaders are able to use the invention or
reinterpretation of theological ideas to win converts and then use these converts to

further promote theological and political change within their respective religious
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organizations.

New or reinterpreted theological ideas

\Z

Religious leader s use of ideational and instrumental strategies to persuade, coerce
& convert potential followers

\Z

Followers accept leader’s ideas based on his/her moral authoritv status attained
from his/her theological expertise & charismatic attributes

\Z

The leader andtheir followers overcome any opposition against the theological ideas
thev are promoting

\Z

Change inthe theological & political position of the religious group

Figure 2.1. Basic causal mechanism on moral authority leadership and successful

theological reform

Table #2.1 below is the detailed summary of the moral authority

leadership theory that | have outlined above. It also fully describes the criterias

and conditions | use to measure the presence (or absence) of moral authority

leadership as well as how | operationalize each of these measurements.
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Table 2.1

Measurement and Operationalization of Moral Authority Leadership

IndependentVariable Measurement Operationalization

Moral Authority I. Theological Expertise a. Oral and written statements recognizing

Leadership Widely recognized status asa the theological expertise of a religious
leading expert of Islamic scholar (ulama) by other ulama as well as

theology and jurisprudence his followers (for traditionalist scholars)

(law) b. The attainment of a doctoral (PhD)
degree or an equivalent in Islamic
theology, philosophy, or legal
jurisprudence (for modernist scholars)

Ila. Charismatic Attributes a. Oral and written statements from
members of thereligious group testifying
that their leaderpossesses a combination
of these attributes andskills, which
inspires them to follow and implement the
reforms sought by the leader

#1Combination of attractive
appearance andpersonality,
effective communication
andlistening skills w/different
factions withintheir group, and
extra intensity and
energywhich motivates
potential supportersto follow
and enact their reform ideas

IIb. Charismatic Attributes a. Oral and written statements establishing
family relationship with leading
ulamafrom the previous generationb. Oral
and written statements from moral
authority leader paying tribute and
recognizing the influence of leading
ulama from the previous generation

#2Family and/or
Intellectualgenealogy with
leading ulamafrom previous
generations

Sources: Author’s conceptualizations based on Ferrari (1998) on theological
expertise; Van Cott (2008) and Weber (1978) on charismatic leadership authority.

Intervening variables. The presence of a widely respected, charismatic
moral authority leader is a necessary condition for a successful change in the
theological and political orientation of religious groups, from a theologically
conservative group into one that is more progressive both theologically and
politically. However, by itself it is not a sufficient condition to fully explain the
change. Moral authority leaders and their followers are facing some constraints

that work against their ideas to change and transform the existing theological
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frames within their religious organization. There are factions within their religious
groups who oppose the reforms both for ideological as well as instrumental and
material reasons. In addition, the ideas promoted by the reforms (e.g., democracy,
human rights, religious tolerance, etc) might also be opposed by the political
regime which runs the state in which these religious groups are located. This is
either because these ideas are challenging the authoritarian rule promoted by these
regimes or because they are challenging the policy of strict separation between
religion and the state that are promoted by these regimes. The ideas promoted by
these moral authority leaders would be successfully institutionalized within their
respective groups only after they have overcome these oppositional constraints.

In order to overcome these oppositions and successfully implement their
reform ideas, the presence of the following intervening variables, combines with
the presence of a moral authority leader, would have lead a religious group to
embrace a major theological and political change. There are two intervening
variables that would have increased the likelihood of successful reforms within
these groups: 1) the presence of an inclusive institutional culture within the
religious group that promotes the integration or at least tolerates new theological
ideas, customs, and rituals, rather than rejecting them as forbidden heresies for
members of the religious group, and 2) the presence of a positive and conducive
relationship between the religious group and the state, achieved through strategic
alliances between the moral authority leaders and members of the ruling political
regime which help to diminish the likelihood of state-sponsored

crackdown/repression against the moral authority leaders and their followers. |
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will elaborate on the rationale for these two intervening variables and how they
help to increase the chance of the reform proposed by the moral authority leader
from being successfully institutionalized.

The institutional culture of the organization. Hypothesis No. 2 purports
that

moral authority leaders are more likely to successfully institute theological

reforms within their religious organization if the organization has an

inclusive institutional culture that tolerates new, innovative, and
unorthodox theological ideas. Their effort is less likely to be successful if
the organization has an exclusivist and intolerant institutional culture that
rejects the ideas propagated by these leaders as heretical innovations that
should be rejected by the organization.

The first structural feature that constraints moral authority leaders and
their efforts to reform their respective religious groups is the “institutional
culture” of the organization. In this study, culture is conceptualized as “an
interconnected set of collective, intersubjective understandings such as ideologies,
rules, rituals, and paradigms” (Autesserre, 2010, p. 24). It is a form of shared
knowledge commonly held by members of a community or an institution that
reflects their understanding of generally accepted ideas, rules, and norms within
that entity (Bukovansky, 2002, p. 2). The institutional culture of a religious
organization is the prevailing ideological frame within a religious group which
helps to shape the collective understanding of its members. In turn, it helps to

establish the parameters of acceptable behaviors as well as possible reforms and
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changes that are considered to be possible within the organization (Autesserre,
2010, p. 11). It is important for us to understand the institutional culture of a
religious organization, because it helps us to determine the likelihood whether
newly articulated theological ideas introduced by the moral authority leaders are
going to be accepted by other followers of their organizations. This determines
the likelihood that the organization would accept and incorporate these ideas into
the official theology of the organization or reject them as heretical innovations.

Different religious organizations have different levels of tolerance and
acceptance toward new theological innovations, localized rituals and customs, and
other forms of practices that might have contradicted the basic theological beliefs
of that organization. Some religious organizations have a history of tolerating
new theological ideas, even those that are considered to be “syncretic” and
“unorthodox” for the organization, while other groups consider most if not all
new theological ideas to be heresies that need to be rejected by members of the
religious organization. The institutional culture of the organization helps to
determine the likelihood of the theological reform proposed by the moral
authority leader to be successfully instituted within their religious group. It also
helps us to predict the strength of any opposition to the reforms advocated by the
moral authority leader within his or her group. This opposition needs to be
overcome by the moral authority leader and his/her supporters before they could
successfully implement and institutionalize their reform.

In this study, | predict that religious groups that have a more inclusive

and tolerant institutional culture towards new and “unorthodox” theological
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innovations are more likely to implement reforms propagated by a reformist
moral authority leader than those who have less tolerant and more fundamentalist
institutional culture. The degree of tolerance is measured via an ordinal variable
that ranges from ‘fully tolerant’ towards new theological innovations or “fully
hostile/intolerant towards them. Within the Islamic tradition, theological reforms
are more likely to occur within Islamic groups/sects that have a higher degree of
tolerance toward syncretic/unorthodox customs and rituals versus. This is in
contrast to Islamic groups that have a more conservative or revivalist-oriented
theological orientation that considers every religious rituals, customs, and
traditions that are not prescribed by the Qur’an and the Hadith as heresies (bid 'ah)
that should be eradicated from Islam, by the use of force if necessary.
Understanding the institutional culture of a religious organization will help
us to predict the level of support for pre-existing theological traditions that would
oppose the reform proposals advocated by the “moral authority” leader and
his/her supporters. If the religious organization has an institutional culture that
historically tolerates new theological ideas, its members are more likely to accept
the ideas proposed by the reformers, even if it is perceived to be unusual,
unorthodox, or even contradictory to the prevailing theology within the
organization. Consequently, the introduction of new theological ideas would not
generate much opposition from other members of the organization. However, if
the organization has an institutional culture that historically has resisted the
introduction of new theological ideas, condemned them as heresies, and

effectively sanctioned or punished anyone who propagates such reforms, then the
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ideas would have encountered strong opposition from members of the
organization and would be difficult, if not impossible, to be enacted by the
organization.

Moral authority leaders’ effort to implement new theological ideas within
their respective organization will be strengthed if they fully understand the
institutional culture of their respective organization. By understanding it, they are
able to strategically frame the arguments and discourses for their reform ideas as a
continuation of the prevailing theological frames/culture of their respective
organizations instead of promoting them as ideas that are unfamiliar or alien to
these prevailing theological and cultural frames. Doing so enhances the likelihood
that their reform ideas would be successfully implemented within the organization
and quell the opposition challenges and counter-narratives that these ideas are
contradicting the institutional culture of the organizations.

Table #2.2 below summarizes how | measure and operationalize the
institutional culture of religious groups in this study.

Table 2.2

Measurement of the Institutional Culture

Intervening Variable #1 Measurement Operationalization

Institutional Culture of  An ordinal indicator of whether Narrative accounts and statements

the religious group religious group tolerates new from primary and secondary
religious ideas or does not tolerate sources remarking on whether the
them at all (ranging from "fully organization members accept the
tolerant™ to "fully intolerant" new theological idea or resist it
against these new ideas) and how this change over time

Sources: Author’s conceptualization based on definitions of culture by Autessere
(2011) and Bukovansky (2002).
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Relations between the state and the religious organization. Hypothesis
No. 3 make the following assumption.

The degree of success of “moral authority” religious leaders and their

supporters in promoting and instituting their reforms is also determined by

the relationship between the state and the religious organization in the
society where the reforms are taking place. The reform is more likely to be
successfully institutionalized if the state refuses to intervene against the
reform due to the historically peaceful and co-operative relationship
between the two entities. On the other hand, reform is less likely to occur
if the state frequently intervenes within the religious organization due to
the historically conflictual relationship between the two entities.

The success of the reform efforts by moral authority leaders is also
dependent on the historical relationship between the religious group where the
reform is taking place and the state. Religious group needs to develop peaceful
relationship with the state in order to ensure that the latter would not intervene
against their efforts and repress the reforms and their supporters (e.g., arrest and
imprison the leader and his supporters, intimidation and other repressive actions
against them, etc.). State intervention against reform supporters could have
produced negative implications against the reform and at worst, could have
extinguished it before it even started.

The state opposes efforts to promote theological reforms promoted by
moral authority leaders because of two possibilities. An authoritarian regime

considers the progressive ideas promoted by the reform (e.g., support for liberal
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democratic ideas, human rights, religious tolerance, etc.) as potential sources for
opposition against its rule. Thus, the regime seeks to repress the ideas and the
reformers who advocate them in order to minimize the potential threat against
itself. Second, the state could oppose the reform efforts within these groups
because the ideas propagated by the reform would have challenged the strict
separation religion-state separation policy that has been institutionalized by the
state for some period of time. In some societies, the state restricts any expressions
of religion in the public sphere, imposes penalties, and persecutes any religious
groups who are trying to express themselves in the public sphere of these
countries. In states with a strict policy of religion-state separation, religious
groups have few avenues to openly express their political opinions in the public
sphere, as any actions they took to express and promote themselves publicly
might risk potential state reprisal against them in the forms of new restrictions
against the religious group and potential arrests and imprisonment of these
leaders.

However, if the religious group and the state could successfully negotiate
a truce or an alliance between themselves, there will be more opportunities for
moral authority leaders and their supporters to successfully implement their
reforms. This is because there is more room for the reformers to develop a
strategy to ease state repression against them if the opposition is based on just one
of the above rationales rather than if it is based on both. This strategy is based in
the formation of temporary alliance (or truce) between the religious group and

members of the ruling regime. If such an alliance is successfully established
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between the two parties, state repression against the religious group, and against
the reformers would have ceased, opening a pathway for the reforms to go ahead
and increase the likelihood that it will be successfully implemented. In order to
successfully negotiate this truce/alliance, the reformers develop a short-term goal
that is instrumentalist in order to gain the best deal with the state so that the latter
would have ceased its intervention against the religious group as well as its
repression against its leaders. However, the long-term goal of the reformers
remained ideational in orientation, since their main preference is the
implementation of the ideas that they have sought to propagate and
institutionalize within their own groups.

In this study, the relationship between religion and the state is measured as
an ordinal variable measuring the nature of state-religion relations within a
particular society, which is defined on a scale between ‘fully peaceful/
cooperative’ and ‘fully conflictual’ relations between religion and the state. More
peaceful relationship between the state and the religious group enhances the
likelihood of reformers to promote theological reforms within their respective
group. Under this condition, the state apparatus is less likely to intervene and
repress the reformers, thereby increasing the likelihood of that the reform could
be successfully implemented by the moral authority leader and their supporters.
On the other hand, more conflictual relationship between religious group and the
state increases the likelihood of state intervention and the likelihood of state
reprisal against the religious group and their leaders as well. Under this condition,

the state is more likely to intervene and take repressive actions against moral
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authority leaders and their followers. If these reformers are repressed, the reforms
can be squashed before they can take hold within their respective religious
groups. Consequently, state intervention and repression against the leader and
his/her followers could derail the prospect of reforms within these groups.

Table #2.3 below summarizes how | measure and operationalize the

relationsip between religious group and the state in this study.

Table 2.3
Measurement of Relationship between Religious Group and the State

Intervening Measurement Operationalization
Variable #2
Relationship An ordinal indicator that Narrative accounts and statements from
between religious  indicates whether a particular  primary and secondary sources indicating
group and the state has a peaceful the nature between the relationship between
state coexistence with religious the religious group being studied and the
groups or has a state, with an emphasis of the history of
hostile/conflictual relations state intervention/repression against
with them (ranging religious group and the alliances/truces
from"fully negotiated between the two entities over the
peaceful/cooperative time period being studied
relations" to "fully conflictual
relations™)

Sources: Author’s conceptualization based on definitions of state-religious group
relations by Kuru (2009).

Dependent variable. The dependent variable of this study is the
theological and political changes of the religious group in which the moral
authority leader promotes his/her reform. A successful reform outcome occurs
when moral authority leaders and their supporters are able to gain significant
support that enables them to implement and institutionalize the reforms they are
advocating. Thus, they are able to replace the theological frames and political

identities of their group from the old position to the new one advocated by the
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reformers. We can observe this when the group we are studying has made a
decision to abandon their previously conservative/revivalist theological positions
such as the rejection of democracy and democratic political institutions, support
for a shari’a-based Islamic state, the adoption of Islam as the primary official
religion of the country, and religious intolerance toward non-Muslim religious
minorities and other Islamic sects. The group will then begin to adopt more
progressive theological and political positions, such as the acceptance or tolerance
of liberal political ideas such as democracy, human rights, religion-state
separation, and religious tolerance/pluralism. In addition, the reform should be
considered to be successful if the group that in the past — before the reforms were
introduced - had advocated conservative/revivalist theological positions are now —
after the reforms have been successfully institutionalized - accept and support
progressive theological ideas that were introduced by the moral authority leader
into the group. These ideas include democratic political norms and institutions,
human rights, religion-state separation, and tolerance toward religious minorities.
The reforms would indicate major theological and political changes for the
organization from a previously conservative position (e.g., support for a shari’a-
based Islamic state or the requirement that the head of state must be a Muslim) to
a new position that are more progressive theologically, such as genuine
acceptance of democracy and democratic political institutions, and the rejection of
an Islamic state. These changes would not have been achieved without the strong

effort from moral authority leaders and their supporters to change the theological
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direction of the organization over a period of time and would reflect genuine
ideological and theological changes in the official ideology of the organization.™
On the other hand, the reform efforts should be considered to be
unsuccessful if the organization rejects the reforms proposed by moral authority
leaders and their supporters, therefore its theological and political positions does
not change. The organization remains committed to the ideas associated with
conservative/revivalist Islamic theology, such as support for a state that is largely
run on based on the shari’a law, the promotion of special rights for Muslims over
non-Muslims (e.g., only Muslims could become the head of state) , and
exclusionary attitudes toward non-Muslim religious minorities and Muslim
minority sects. In addition, the group would continue to either reject or seriously
question liberal ideas such as democracy, human rights, and religious
liberty/pluralism, on the ground that these values are not compatible with Islamic
theological and legal principles. Some groups might offer limited acceptance to
some of these ideas, but only for as long as they do not contradict these principles.
Among these groups, suspicions against these ideas are strong because they are
being perceived to be originated from the West, thus are not compatible with the

ideas and principles contained in the Islamic theological and political tradition.

191t is assumed here that the shift indicates a genuine ideological moderation for
the organization rather than tactical moderation, which only entails the
organization’s support of democratic rules and institutions, but little or no actual
change in the ideological and theological orientation of the organization
(Schwedler, 2007).
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| expect to see an empirical confirmation on the validity of the theoretical
framework | have outlined above through a close examination of the following
data: 1) oral and written statements from the religious followers stating that their
political actions they have conducted were done to fulfill the commands, orders,
wishes of the religious leader that they have considered as a moral authority
leader and 2) evidence of a change in the theological identities and political
positions of the religious groups to reflect the theological ideas advocated by the
moral authority leader that is sustained over the course of several years or
decades, without shifting back into more conservative theological direction. This
indicates the existence of genuine ideational change and theological moderation
predicted by my theory.

On the other hand, alternative theoretical explanations (political
culture/modernization theory and rational choice theory would find support
instead if the following can be observed from the data: 1) oral and written
statements from religious followers stating that their political actions were done to
gain more political power or material benefits both for their group as well as for
themselves, 2) evidence of a shift in the theological and political positions of the
group during certain political events (e.g., nearing an election) from conservative
to progressive direction, but this shift either stopped or shifted back into the more
conservative direction after the event has passed. This indicates that the reform
was conducted as a form of tactical and more opportunistic moderation instead of

a genuine ideological and theological moderation predicted by my theory.

73



Table #2.4 below contains the detailed summary of how | measure and
operationalize the theological and political change of Islamic groups, the

dependent variable of this study.

Table 2.4

Measurement and Operationalization of Theological/Political Change of Islamic

Groups

Dependent Variable Measurement Operationalization

Change in the I. Changes of theological and Narrative accounts and statements
Theological and political orientation from from primary and secondary
Political Orientation of  conservative/revivalist theological sources regarding the acceptance of
Islamic Groups position to progressive progressive ideas such as

theological orientation (indicating  democracy, human rights, and
successful institutionalization of religious tolerance and the

the new theological ideas) rejection of conservative ideas such
as shari'a-based Islamic state,
religious exclusivism intolerance
and political violence.

I1. Maintenance of conservative/
revivalist theological ideas and/or
the increasing orientation toward
religious fundamentalism within Narrative accounts and statements

the Islamic group (Indicating from primary and secondary
unsuccessful institutionalization sources regarding the rejection of
of the newtheological ideas) progressive ideas such as

democracy, human rights, and
religious tolerance and the
increasing support toward
conservative theological ideas such
as shari'a-based Islamic state, and
exclusivism/intolerance toward
religious minorities

Sources: Author’s own conceptualizations.

Causal mechanisms for successful and unsuccessful theological
change. To map out all the potential causal mechanisms involving the likely
outcome of the reform introduced by moral authority leadership, | have developed
two possible causal mechanisms/pathways of theological changes promoted by

moral authority leadership and is either helped or hindered by the internal culture
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of the religious organization and/or the relationship between the religious
organization and the state. Under the first pathway, the moral authority leader
manages to lead his/her group into a clearly successful reform outcome in which
all the independent and intervening variables work positively together to make the
reform efforts successful. However, under the second pathway called the
unsuccessful reform pathway, the reformers are facing an even bigger hurdle
because they are working against the internal culture that historically does not
tolerate the emergence of new theological ideas. This results in the emergence of
a strong opposition against the reformers, making these changes less likely to
occur in a positive direction. Under this pathway, the reformers could have faced
two challenges at the same time: a strong theological opposition against their
reforms and a hostile state that is trying to repress them and their reform efforts at
the same time. The reformers would not be able to successfully change the
theological outlook and political positions of their groups.

Under the successful reform pathway, the interaction between moral
authority leadership, tolerant internal culture, as well as peaceful/cooperative
religion-state relations, created a successful pathway for theological change. Since
under this pathway, the independent variable (the presence of moral authority
leadership) and the two intervening variables (tolerant internal culture and
peaceful/cooperative state-religious group relations) are going in the same
positive direction, the reformers are able to promote their reforms publicly. As a

result, the reform is successfully implemented and institutionalized with the
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organization. Under this pathway, these variables form the successful reform

causal mechanism, which is summarized in the following figure (Figure 2.2):

New or reinterpreted theological ideas

\Z

Presence of a widely recognized moral authoritv leader with theological expertise &
charismatic attributes

\Z

Religious organization w/tolerant internal culture + improved relations between
religious organization and the state

\Z

Change inthe theological & political position of the religious group

Figure 2.2. Causal mechanism 1: Successful reform pathway

However, under the unsuccessful reform pathway, theological reform is
unlikely to be successful due to the intolerant internal culture of the religious
organization. Under this pathway, the proponents of progressive theological
reform within Islamic groups are encountering strong opposition against their
reforms from other factions within their group who opposed the
institutionalization of the reform on ideological and theological grounds. Due to
the prevailing institutional culture of the organization which favors reform
opponents, they are able to block the reforms proposed by the reformers and
successfully prevent the reforms from being institutionalized within the
organization, despite the presence of other positive variables that are conducive
toward the reforms such as the presence of a religious (but not a moral authority)

leader within the group whom supported the reform and peaceful relations
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between the state and the religious group. Under this pathway (Figure 2.3), the

causal mechanism that works against reform is the following:

New or reinterpreted theological ideas

\Z

Presence of a widely recognized moral authoritv leader with theological expertise &
charismatic attributes

\Z

Intolerant internal culture cauises strong opposition from within the organization +
relations between religiots organization and the state

\Z

No change in the theological & political positions of the religious group

Figure 2.3. Causal mechanism 2: Unsuccessful reform pathway

The two case studies in this study represent each of these two possible
pathways: the Nahdlatul Ulama (causal mechanism #1 - successful reform), and
Muhammadiyah (causal mechanism #2 — unsuccessful reform). Further details on
the three movements and why they were selected as case studies in this study is
elaborated in the following section.
Research Methodology

The primary method that will be used in this research is the case study
method. Case study is defined as “an intensive study of a single unit for the
purpose of understanding a larger class of similar units” (Gerring, 2004, p. 342).
It is a form of qualitative research methodology, with the ultimate goal of
establishing causality between the explanatory and study (dependent) variables,

unlike quantitative methodology, which seeks to establish correlation between
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these variables, but not necessarily their causes (Gerring, 2004, p. 348). There are
several justifications for this study to use qualitative case study methodology.
First, the primary focus of this study is to trace the institutional dynamics and
processes operating within Islamic groups that could help us discover causal
mechanisms that link together the political theology of an Islamic group with its
mobilization strategy and political action. Case study method is most useful for
this study in comparison to other research methods such as large-n statistical
analysis or quasi-experimental research method. This is especially so because for
case study research, the investigator's primary goal is “to discover a set of causal
mechanisms that help link a set of variables that establish causality between these
variables within a specific context or condition” (George and Bennett, 2005, p.
137). Second, case study method is also very useful when the researcher’s
primary purpose of conducting the investigation is for theory development, “about
which little is previously known or about which existing knowledge is
fundamentally flawed” (Gerring, 2004, p. 345). In the study of Islamic politics,
currently we know very little about the institutional dynamics of Islamic social
movements, the leadership structure of these movements, and the specific role of
moral authority leaders in shaping and influencing such dynamics. With these
considerations in mind, | believe case study method is the most useful and
appropriate research methodology for this study.

Case selection and justifications. In this study, | conduct a comparative
historical analysis of two Islamic movements, each of them represents the two

possible causal mechanisms/pathways I outlined in the previous section. The

78



successful reform pathway (causal mechanism #1) is represented by the Nahdlatul
Ulama (NU) movement from Indonesia, and the unsuccessful reform pathway
(causal mechanism #2) is represented by the Muhammadiyah movement from
Indonesia. The two movements have been chosen because they represent the
differing outcomes of the theological reforms by moral authority leaders that are
predicted by each of the pathways. As predicted by the successful reform
pathway, the NU makes a full transformation from a conservative ulama-centered
movement that supported a shari’a-based Islamic state until the early 1980 into a
progressive Islamic group today, thanks to the reforms initiated by its charismatic
former chairman Abdurrahman Wabhid (1940-2009). However, as predicted by the
counter-reform pathway, reform efforts within the Muhammadiyah failed because
the progressive reformers were matched by a strong revivalist counter-movement
that dominated the leadership of the organization. Supporters of the revivalist
unsuccessful reform within the organization managed to prevent the reforms from
being institutionalized, despite the strong support of two moral authority leaders,
Nurcolish Madjid (1939-2005) and Syafi’i Maarif (b. 1935) who managed to get a
strong and popular following among reformist activists within the organization
and the generally peaceful relationship between the Indonesian government and
Muhammadiyabh.

Each of these movements has also been chosen because they are major
Islamic movements with significant number of followers, and both of them have
played significant roles as political and civil society organizations within

Indonesia. The NU and Muhammadiyah both command a large number of
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memberships among the Muslim population in Indonesia. The NU is estimated to
have 40 million affiliated members and Muhammadiyah has approximately 30
million affiliated members. Due to their size, some scholars have considered the
two organizations as the two largest Muslim organizations in the world (Mujani
and Liddle, 2009, p. 6).° In addition, the two movements are active participants
in the politics of their respective societies for last several decades. Both have
suffered from political reprisals and repressions (albeit in varying degrees of
severity) at the hand of the state within the last few decades as well. Lastly, both
movements have played a major role in the democratic transition and
consolidation that occurred in Indonesia during the last decade and a half.

Table #2.5 summarizes the theological and institutional differences
between the NU and Muhammadiyah, the different type of leadership exercised
by the reform leaders within each of the groups, the institutional culture and state

relations with the religious group that each of them have within their respective

20 However, these numbers only reflects the potential influence that the two
organizations could command in Indonesian politics, since neither the NU nor the
Muhammadiyah keeps an accurate record of their actual membership rolls
(Mujani and Liddle, 2009, p. 6, fn. 5 & 6). A statistical analysis of Indonesian
Islamic voter preferences estimates that 48% of practicing (santri) Indonesian
Muslims identify themselves with NU and 18% considered themselves as
Muhammadiyah followers (Mujani, 2003, cited in Asyari, 2007, p. 21). An
affiliation does not automatically mean that they are registered, due-paying
members of these organizations. It is estimated that only about 1 million
Muhammadiyah members are officially registered with the organization. Only
registered members could be nominated as a candidate for a leadership positions
with the organization and participate in policy-making meetings within the
organization (Asyari, 2007, p. 21). Given its similar size, NU is likely to have the
same number of registered members as Muhammadiyah.

80



societies, and summarizes the outcomes of the reforms that each of them

undertook within the past three decades:

Table 2.5

Comparison Between the NU and the Muhammadiyah

Organization

Nahdlatul Ulama (NU)

Muhammadiyah

Year Active

Moral Authority
Leadership

(Independent
Variable)

Institutional Culture

(Intervening Variable
#1)

Relations between the
state and religious

group
(Intervening Variable
#2)

Change in
Theological/ Political
Orientation of the
Organization

(Dependent Variable)

1926-present

Present. Theological expertise and
charismatic attributes of Abdurrahman
Wahid manage to dominate the
organization

Tolerant culture/ Weak opposition
from within the organization

Conflictual (1966-1984), temporary
truce (1984-1990), conflictual (1990-
1998), peaceful relations (1998-
present)

Successful

1912-present

Absent. Nurcolish Madjid and Syafii
Ma'arif were recognized for their
theological expertise, but not for their
charismatic attributes and authority

Intolerant culture/ Strong
opposition/counter-reformation from
within the organization

Peaceful relations throughout the

Suharto period (1966-98) and post-
democratic transition (1998-present)

Unsuccessful

Data sources. Because this study is a comparative historical analysis of

three Islamic social movements, the data for this study consists of historical

materials, both primary, and secondary historical documents. The primary sources

include: Islamic religious texts (the Qur’an, the Sunna, and Islamic legal

jurisprudences (figh)); scholarly interpretations about these texts written by moral

authority leaders: books, essays, and other articles written by these leaders to

promote their theological viewpoints; policy statements and other official

documents issued by their organizations; and other primary documents (e.g.,
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speeches and sermons by moral authority leaders, along with other religious
scholars and activists).

Many of these data sources are also available at Arizona State University
(ASU) library. This is because until 2006, the ASU library was designated as a
National Resource Center for Southeast Asian Studies. Consequently, the library
holds an extensive collection of original publications on Indonesian politics and
Islam in Indonesia that have served as substantial data resources for this study.”*
Even after the library lost its National Resource Center status in 2006, it continues
to receive numerous books and other publications on Islam in Indonesia, collected
primarily by Professor Mark Woodward of the Religious Studies Program from
the university, who lived in Indonesia and has extensive contacts with scholars
and activists from both the NU and Muhammadiyah. Other articles and
documents about the two religious organizations and their leaders were also
obtainable via the Internet, both in English as well as in the Indonesian language.

The secondary materials on the two Islamic movements in Indonesia
include previous in-depth studies done about the NU and the Muhammadiyah that
were conducted by political scientists, historians, anthropologists, and religious
studies scholars, both Indonesian as well as Western scholars. There have been a

number of English-language studies done by political scientists and other scholars

2 A search on the ASU’s online library catalog using the words “Indonesia” and
“Islam” reveals 2,042 titles available at ASU library, dating back from the 1950s
to the present.
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on both NU and Muhammadiyah movements in Indonesia.?* While most of these
works only studied a single Islamic movement within a single country and only a
small number of them directly compared two or more of these movements,? they
also provided rich amount of data and information about these movements and an
extensive list of bibliographical sources that can be consulted by other
researchers.

In addition to the data sources gathered from the ASU library and the
Internet, 1 also conducted field research in Indonesia during the summer (May —
August) of 2010 to gather additional materials about the NU and the
Muhammadiyah that were not obtainable through any other means. These
included official documents from these organizations as well as rare books and
articles written by religious leaders from both organizations that were not easily
obtainable on the public domain. Several organizations that were established by
the moral authority leaders studied in this study were especially helpful in
providing access to these documents. They were the Institute for the Study of
Islam and Society (Lembaga Kajian Islam dan Sosial — LKiS), the Wahid
Institute established by Abdurrahman Wahid (NU), and the Ma’arif Institute

established by Syafii Ma’arif (Muhammadiyah).

22 For Nahdlatul Ulama, see Bush, 2009; Fealy, 1998; Jung, 2009; Kadir, 1999;
Leong, 2008; and Ramage, 1995. For Muhammadiyah, see Alfian, 1989; Jung,
2009; Leong, 2008; Noer, 1973; Peacock, 1978; and Syamsuddin, 1991.

2% Exceptions include Hefner, 2000; Jung, 2009; and Leong, 2008.
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In order to link together the insights provided from these sources to
become analytic narratives that serves as empirical data for this study, | use the
process tracing method in order to shape the narratives that frame the causal
linkages of the variables analyzed in this study. Process tracing (also called
“narrative appraisal” by some methodologists, such as Mahoney, 1999) is a
method of inquiry in case study analysis where the researcher “examines the data
collected to analyze the studied case in order to see whether the causal process
hypothesized by his/her theory is in fact evident in the actual data being
examined” (George and Bennett, 2005, p. 6). It works by generating numerous
observations within a case that are linked together to constitute an explanation for
the case (George and Bennett, 2005, p. 207). Process tracing helps “to strengthen
comparative historical analysis by helping the researcher to assess whether
differences other than those in the variables being investigated might account for
the differences in outcomes”(George and Bennett, 2005, p. 81).

Since the data for this study are based on primary and secondary historical
sources, care was taken to avoid the possibility of selection bias in the reading and
interpretation of historical sources. Political scientists who rely on historiography
as their primary research method should be mindful that “our theories and their
conclusions....can only be as good as the rules to which [we] adhere for
distinguishing ‘accurate’ from ‘inaccurate’ historical monographs” (Lustick,
1996, p. 605). Accordingly, we should avoid selecting sources that shows how
events and actors’ behavior largely confirm to the implicit theories we have

adopted (Lustick, 1996, p. 607). To avoid such selection bias, | triangulate my
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data by using sources from the supporters of moral authority leaders as well as
from their opponents. Both groups have put down their arguments for and against
the reforms on numerous books, publications, and opinion pieces, so getting the
perspectives representing both sides of the conflict is not a difficult task to
accomplish. By using triangulation method, an accurate historiography of the
reform movements that is theoretically informing and analytically informative can

be constructed.
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CHAPTER 3
THE SUCCESSFUL REFORM PATHWAY: THE CASE OF THE
NAHDLATUL ULAMA
This chapter analyzes the successful institutionalization of progressive

Islamic ideas within the Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), the Indonesian Islamic
organization with traditionalist and formerly conservative theological outlook,
which now has embrace liberal ideas such as democracy, human rights, religion-
state separation, and religious tolerance/pluralism toward non-Muslim population
in Indonesia. The NU case is an illustration of the successful reform pathway.
Under this pathway, moral authority leadership interacts with tolerant institutional
culture and manages to develop peaceful relations with the state relations.
Together, they create the successful reform pathway in which progressive
theological reform could take place within a religious organization. This theory is
primarily based on social constructivist theory. It argues that the human agents
(“moral authority” leaders) play an important role in changing the shared ideas
(the theology) of Islamic groups. This helps to change the group’s political
preferences to become supportive of democracy and democratic political
institutions, respect the principle of religion-state separation, and recognize the
rights of religious minorities to exercise religious freedom within their society.

While the theory is primarily inspired by social constructivist theory, it is also
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influenced by the works of rational choice theory and the Weberian charismatic
leadership theory.?*

We can find evidence which shows the NU has followed the successful
reform pathway when we observe the history of the NU over the past three
decades and the theological changes within the organization that have occurred
during this period. Before 1984, the NU was widely known as an Islamic
organization which supported the theological positions commonly associated with
conservative and fundamentalist Islam, such as support for a shari’a-based Islamic
state and citizenship rights that privilege Muslims over non-Muslim minorities in
from participating in Indonesia’s public sphere.?> However, by the late 1980s and
the 1990s, the organization has reversed its theological position from a
conservative theological position into a progressive one. Not only did it abandon
its call for a shari’a-based Islamic state, but it also asserts the compatibility
between Islam and the secularist Indonesian state ideology Pancasila by arguing
that the latter is not a secular ideology because it recognized the rights of all
monotheistic religions (including Islam) as a fundamental human rights. The NU
also becomes known for its advocacy for liberal principles such as democracy,
human rights, and religious tolerance, principles that are often challenged and

rejected, by many other Islamic groups.

24 See chapter 2 for my discussion and analyses on these theories.

2% This includes the requirement that any Indonesian presidents and key
government ministers should come from the Islamic faith. See Fealy 1992, p. 6,
cited in Feillard 1994, p. 11 for details.
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In this chapter, | argue that the changing theological frames and political
preferences of the NU is the result of a reform effort within the organization that
began after the organization’s national congress (Muktamar) in 1984. The primary
instigators of the reform were a group of reformers led by an ulama named
Abdurrahman Wabhid (1940-2009), who was elected as chairman of the NU in
1984 and who led the organization for the next fifteen years (1984-1999). Wahid
was a well-recognized expert in classical Islamic jurisprudence (figh)