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Islam and Global Peace: Galvanising the Narratives  
of Islam with the Da’wah of Moderation 

 
DATO’ DR. NASHARUDIN MAT ISA*  

 
 

Abstract 
 

In a time where the incompatibility of Islam and the modern world is served with 
much regularity and that the religion of Adam, Abraham, Isaac, Moses, Isa and 
Muhammad (peace be upon All the Prophets) is projected in an image of barbarity, 
terrorism and violence, it is easy for the Muslim ummah to comply to elements of 
extremism, liberalism and pluralism. However, the truer challenge would be to 
stay upon the path of al-Wasatiyyah and to moderate the challenges within the 
proper essence of Islamic teachings. Thus, this paper ventures in brief upon the 
negative image portrayed towards Islam and the ummah in the current context 
and the need for the Ummah to reclaim its narrative or image in its proper path, 
by regaining its lost soul and essence.   

 
 

Introduction 
 

1. In a time where the incompatibility of Islam and the modern world is served with 
much regularity and that the religion of Adam, Abraham, Isaac, Moses, Isa and 
Muhammad (peace be upon All the Prophets) is projected in an image of barbarity, 
terrorism and violence, it is easy for one – be it an individual, tribe or a community – to 
easily give in to the narrative and fold upon the concept of popular culture. Much easier 
still, would be to rebel and fight in arms and in ignorance to the narrative, be it perceived 
or otherwise. However, and most unfortunately true, the greater and truer challenge 
would be to intellectually discern and to combat such anecdotes in accordance to the 
truth. It is the middle ground that differentiates and lends credence to one’s ideals, goals, 
actions and ultimately, source of existence in this very life of ours.  In a time of much 
confusion, angst, fear and intolerance, it is most indefinitely easier to compel to the 
narrative and follow suit in promoting the ill-conceived message; easier too, to blindly 
combat the environment without whatsoever bearings. As the Quran would have it, the 
challenge and thus, the right way would be:  
 

“O you who have believed, if there comes to you a disobedient one with 
information, investigate, lest you harm a people out of ignorance and become, 
over what you have done, regretful.”1 

 
2. Herein lies the equation, that in the issues confronting Islam and in the search for 
that ever-elusive global peace, is the challenge to discern information and to contest it 
with true and sound knowledge. Thus, this paper looks upon the negative image 

                                                           
*A Keynote Address in a ‘Islam and Global Peace’ International Seminar organized by GMMF-UKM from 6 -
7 December 2016. The writer is Executive Chairman & Chief Executive Officer of the Global Movement of 
Moderates Foundation (GMMF). 
1Holy Quran (49:6).   
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portrayed towards Islam and the ummah in the current context and the need for the 
Ummah to reclaim its narrative or image in its proper path, by regaining its lost soul and 
essence.   
 
 

The Lost History of Peaceful and Glorious Co-Existence 
 
3. The scribes of history and man’s civilisation would undeniably inform that for a 
period of up to four centuries, there was a time that the followers of Judaism, Christianity 
and Islam were able to coexist wherein the values of mutual tolerance, intellectual 
acumen, wisdom and moderation were not only cultivated but reign supreme par 
excellence. At a time when the Western civilisation was at its depths of darkness, the 
Muslim world, exemplified by Muslim Spain, was at the time, the cradle of the human 
civilisation. The eminent Western historian and philosopher, John Locke - in his 1689 
classic, Letter Concerning Toleration - commented on tolerance, and the irony of 
Christians being able to enjoin in their faith freely in Muslim lands as compared to when 
in Christendom, “…the Turks would meanwhile silently stand by and laugh to see what 
inhuman cruelty Christians thus rage against Christians” before urging his contemporaries 
to learn and emulate on how the Muslims tolerated the Christians and Jews of their time.2 
The glorious peak that was Andalusia saw to it the Convivencia period wherein Muslims, 
Christians and Jews were able to live and cooperate successfully towards the 
advancement of arts, science and humanity among others.3 This golden period of Muslim 
rule, starting from 711 and ending in 1492, not only help continue the knowledge of the 
Greeks but also paved the way for modern successes, to be enjoyed upon by the Western 
world.4 The acquisition of knowledge, its single-mindedness of approach towards 
excellence within the true spirit and respect of Islam and the other faiths, led to the 
religious tolerance that was enviously admired by John Locke as aforementioned. Alas, 
such a glorious period in mankind’s civilization started to flounder with the abandoning 
of the principle of moderation and tolerance in all dimensions of life from social and 
religious practices to even education. For example, history has gone on accord regarding 
the rise of intolerance within the people, and consequently, the various factions’ 
venomous vying of power hence deserting the very fabric of what had ensured their 
successes in the initial phase.5  
 
4. The period of Islamic rule in Andalusia serves as a noteworthy model for the 
capabilities of the spirit of coexistence given that the Muslim conquerors at the time 
ensured for the preservation of their citizens’ cultural and religious complexities via 
freedom of their faith and places of worship, protection of family and fortune and 
assuaging to their security as well as general well-being.6 Invariably, this social 
environment and cohesion between the communities was preserved and respected under 

                                                           
2 John Locke, A Letter Concerning Toleration, introd. Patrick Remanell (New York: Bob Merill, 1955) cited 
in Mudathir Abd. Rahim, Human Rights and the World’s Major Religions: The Islamic Tradition. London: 
Praegers Publication. 2004, p. 5. 
3 Refer to UNESCO’s Routes of Al-Andalus and Menocal, Marfa Rosa’s The Ornament of the World: How 
Muslims, Jews, and Christians Created a Culture of Tolerance in Medieval Spain (2002); Reilly, B. F. 
(1995). The Contest of Christian and Muslim Spain: 1031-1157. Blackwell. 
4 Sarah-Mae Thomas’ The Convivencia in Islamic Spain at 
http://www.fountainmagazine.com/Issue/detail/the-convivencia-july-2013.   
5 Reilly, B. F. (1995). The Contest of Christian and Muslim Spain: 1031-1157. Blackwell. (PP.231). 
6 Ibid  

http://www.fountainmagazine.com/Issue/detail/the-convivencia-july-2013
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the Muslim rule for as long as it did not endangered the safety of the reign and Muslim 
faith.7 Nevertheless, such a system did prosper to the extent that the Spanish Jewry 
flourished in Andalusia and in latter days, is also referred by its descendants to be one 
period of golden age.8 Such an observation is concurred by Fazlur Rahman, who noted 
that “…under Muslim leadership, no Jewish holocaust were committed at the hands of 
Muslims. It was under the Muslim rule that Jewish philosophers such as Ibn Gabirol and 
Musa ibn Maymun (Maimonies) excelled. In fact, the Jewish experience in Spain, under 
Muslim rule, was looked upon as a ‘Golden Period’ as mentioned by 19th century Jewish prime 
minister of Britain, Benjamin Disraeli. During this Golden Period, ranging from 1000 C.E. to 
1140 C.E., the Jews in Spain lived peacefully under Muslim rule. The Jews recognised, as they 
were given certain political positions for example Hasdai ibn Shapirut was a counsellor for 
Caliph ‘Abd Rahman III in Cordoba and Ibn Ghanzalah was a minister in Granada. Being 
able to live in peace and enjoy the spirit of tolerance under Muslim rule, had given the Jews 
the opportunity to develop their intellectual enterprise, so much so this period was also 
known as The Golden Age of Hebrew Literature.”9 It is most pertinent to add that such 
instances of coexistence are congruent to the principles of the maqasid syariah in Islam 
itself; a principle which ensures for the protections of one’s faith, life, lineage, wealth, and 
intellect.10 It is most interesting to note that this period of tolerance would reach its zenith 
during the period of Abdul Rahman’s rule wherein not only days with religious 
connotations were respected, but also in the palaces wherein the great intellectuals of the 
three religions lived and coexisted with another in a most able and complementary 
manner. One such prevalent example would be the cooperation between eminent scholars 
such Ibn al-Kattani, Hasdai ibn Shapirut and Rabi’ ibn Zaid, of Muslim, Jewish and 
Christian backgrounds respectively and much respected in their own fields and religious 
communities, in assembling and undertaking the task of studying the works of 
Dioscorides.11 
 
5. While the La Convivencia may represent the pinnacle of coexistence, similar 
experiences where observed in Sicily of Italy that was just as resounding in its celebration 
of diversity and respect of religions to that of Al-Andalus; not so much as recklessly 
embracing pluralism but recognition and acceptance, of the plurality of religions.  It was 
thus in Sicily that ‘over the course of several centuries that interfaith exchanges in cultural, 
religious and scientific fields’12 took place. It was in Sicily as well that an active diverse 
melting pot of cultures and traditions where free to intermingle with each other and ‘for 
a time, Sicily was truly the crossroads between East and West, Islam and Christianity. The 
island was one of the rare bright spots of the Middle Ages’13 with much of the growth and 
expansion stemming to the earlier Muslims’ introduction of technological and agricultural 
innovations which help cultivated a state-of-the-art living conditions and products, which 
in turned help spur other industries such as textiles as well as producing silk and paper.  

                                                           
7 Reilly, B. F. (1995). The Contest of Christian and Muslim Spain: 1031-1157. Blackwell  
8 Ibid.  
9 See Fazlur Rahman’s Islam’s Attitude (p.8); Irfan Abd-al Hamid ‘al-Yahudiyyah: Ara Tarikhuna’ (p.120)   
10 Jasser Auda, Maqasid al-Shariah, A Beginner’s Guide. Occasional Paper Series. International Institute of 
Islamic Thought: London. 2008. p. 26   
11 UNESCO’s Routes of Al-Andalus, op cited.  
12 See Craig Considine’s The Other Al-Andalus — When Muslims and Christians Flourished Side 
By Side in Sicily (2016) at http://www.huffingtonpost.com/craig-considine/the-other-
alandalus_b_9730774.html  in addition to Dalli’s ‘Between Religion and Violence in Medieval 
Sicily’ (2010).  
13 Ibid.  

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/craig-considine/the-other-alandalus_b_9730774.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/craig-considine/the-other-alandalus_b_9730774.html
http://www.academia.edu/download/1884434/Dalli_Between_Religion_and_Violence.pdf
http://www.academia.edu/download/1884434/Dalli_Between_Religion_and_Violence.pdf
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6. While Sicilian rule under the Muslims would later diminished and eventually 
relinquished14, Norman-ruled Sicily stood forth in a wholly bigoted world that had 
enclaved upon Europe at the time as a leading light of tolerance (or at the least, toleration) 
and enlightenment due in part to the Sicilian rulers’ nous to continue with the flexibility 
of the existing social structure put in place by the previous Muslim rule15 so much so that 
the writer stated:  
 

“Roger II’s vision was multicultural long before multiculturalism became a 
fad in the “Western” world. The language of his court was French, but all 
royal edicts were written in the language of the people they were addressed 
to: Latin, Greek, Arabic and Hebrew. Astronomy, medicine, philosophy and 
mathematics were some of the subjects discussed in Roger’s palace; books 
were translated into various languages and became the standard textbooks 
in 12th century universities that were popping up around Europe. Learning 
and the dissemination of knowledge were key components of Roger II’s 
Sicilian society. The most famous book of his reign - The Book of Roger (also 
known as Kitab Rudjdjar) - was written in Arabic by Muhammad al-Idrisi, an 
Arab Muslim geographer.”16 

 
7. These historical anecdotes bear notice that the spirit of coexistence in addition to 
global peace, as being not elusive, but that there are challenges and efforts needed in 
sustaining it. Moreover, it also bears testimony that even in the darkest of environments 
surrounding these civilisations, the East and the West; Islam-Christianity-Judaism could 
live together in an inclusive, respectful and tolerant society, creating together some of 
human civilisation’s greatest achievements recorded in the annals of history.   
 
 

Galvanising the Movement of Moderates as a Method of Da’wah for the Muslim Ummah 

 
8. While the world over is now ever-increasing inclined and dominated by the 
narratives equating Islam to Arabs and Middle East, and hitherto, Middle East to conflicts 
and extremism, there is also another aspect which requires the Muslim ummah to 
address. That is that Islam and its ummah, is bigger than the Arabs alone, that Muslims 
does not simply equate to Arabs alone and more importantly, that the Muslim population 
comprises of a diverse population that encompasses the entire global world. In one 
aspect, the Muslim ummah can take heart that leaders along the lines of Barack Obama 
have promoted and urged caution against blanketing such heavy-handed equation of 
terrorism to Islam, in stating: “There is no doubt, and I've said repeatedly, where we see 
terrorist organizations like al Qaeda or ISIL -- They have perverted and distorted and tried 
to claim the mantle of Islam for an excuse for basically barbarism and death…These are 

                                                           
14 In parallel to the time in Al-Andalus, it was noted that a Muslim population (it’s likely much of the island 
followed Islam by the time of the Norman conquest) continued to live under Christian rule. The treatment 
however varied, depending on the policies and subsequently, temperament of the Norman kings of the time. 
History has acknowledged however that the reign of Roger II (1130-1154) was particularly tolerant and 
represented the pinnacle. It was also during his reign that the great geographer al-Idrisi completed 
magnum opus, i.e. world atlas know as Tabula Rogeriana. Refer to http://lostislamichistory.com/muslim-
sicily-part-1/ and Dalli’s ‘Between Religion and Violence in Medieval Sicily’ (2010).  
15 Craig Considine & Dalli, op cited. 
16 Craig Considine, op cited.  

http://lostislamichistory.com/muslim-sicily-part-1/
http://lostislamichistory.com/muslim-sicily-part-1/
http://www.academia.edu/download/1884434/Dalli_Between_Religion_and_Violence.pdf
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people who've killed children, killed Muslims, take sex slaves, there's no religious rationale 
that would justify in any way any of the things that they do…But what I have been careful 
about when I describe these issues is to make sure that we do not lump these murderers into 
the billion Muslims that exist around the world, including in this country, who are peaceful, 
who are responsible, who, in this country, are fellow troops and police officers and fire 
fighters and teachers and neighbours and friends”.17 
 
9. Thus, this is an opportune time, for while Da’esh and similar terrorist networks 
have painted a negative picture of Islam, and convincingly used the new-age media in 
promoting a ‘da’wah’ that is falsely equated to Islam, then it is upon the ulama and the 
Ummah at large to rediscover itsself and arise from its stupour, and to readdress the 
balance between terrorism committed in the name of Islam and its after-effects, namely 
Islamophobia. This can only be possible if the lessons of al-Wasatiyyah be heard and 
followed upon, in calling for the world to turn away from reactionary violence - in deeds 
and words - and to turn that pain into something good and constructive. This however, 
must be done in an efficient manner, and in accordance to the jargon of a particular field 
or the slangs or tone of a particular group. The Carter Centre dictates that “Da’esh’s media 
strategy and recruitment continue to spread to all corners of the world in conjunction with 
the rise of Islamophobia”18 so much so that the US-President, Barack Obama readily admits 
that Da’esh has successfully attracted recruits and spread its message worldwide through 
online, social and print media, and that to overcome it requires defeating their ideologies 
not with guns but with ideas too – in a more attractive and compelling vision.19 

 
Such a compelling vision, or at the very least of it, the concepts have long been 

indicated and dare it be said that it simply requires the promotion in ways that are more 
contemporary and appealing in nature. These ideals revolve centrally around the concept 
of wasatiyyah or moderation, which has long been promoted by Muslim leaders in Jordan 
and Malaysia amongst others, as well as members of the ulama. The Muslim world’s 
initiative revolving around The Amman Message, the various institutes of wasatiyyah 
found throughout the globe and latterly, the Global Movement of Moderates are all 
initiatives that endorse the beautiful spirit of Islam and its capability as well as capacity 
for peaceful coexistence. If Da’esh is able to create compelling images and words or 
translations of Quranic verses, albeit in the most wrongful of understandings, then it is 
incumbent upon the learned of the ummah – from the ulama to the professional writers, 
graphic makers, artists and politicians - to conspire to promote the beauty and the truth 
in the most compelling of ways. It needs mentioning that Islam affirms that the way to 
calling all to God is founded upon kindness and gentleness, that it shuns cruelty and 
violence for the message of Islam is the message of mercy and goodness to all of 
humanity.20  
 

                                                           
17 See Barack Obama’s statement at http://edition.cnn.com/2016/09/28/politics/obama-radical-islamic-
terrorism-cnn-town-hall/  
18 Refer to Carter Centre’s Overview of Daesh’s Online Recruitment Propaganda Magazine, Dabiq at 
https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/peace/conflict_resolution/countering-isis/dabiq-report-
12-17-15.pdf  
19 Remarks' by President Obama at the Leaders’ Summit on Countering ISIL and Violent Extremism. Office 
of the Press Secretary, White House Remarks, UN Leaders’ Summit. September 29, 2015 at 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/theIpressIoffice/2015/09/29/remarksIpresidentIobamaIleadersIsummitI
counteringI isilIandIviolent  
20 Refer to the Quran (21:107) 

http://edition.cnn.com/2016/09/28/politics/obama-radical-islamic-terrorism-cnn-town-hall/
http://edition.cnn.com/2016/09/28/politics/obama-radical-islamic-terrorism-cnn-town-hall/
https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/peace/conflict_resolution/countering-isis/dabiq-report-12-17-15.pdf
https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/peace/conflict_resolution/countering-isis/dabiq-report-12-17-15.pdf
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10. Consider the following, that while Da’esh propaganda arm, namely the magazine 
Dabiq has admittedly revolutionised the recruitment of foreign fighters into their lands, 
it has done so in the manner of offering crisp imaginary and innovative use of language.21 
Furthermore, this crisp layout, initially, was only around 30 to 45 pages, and upon gaining 
traction, was expanded to around 80 pages, while the issues were systematically targeted 
to sets of particular groups, from youths to females to the disillusioned in the next issue.22 
One can see how it simplifies the message to initially capture the imagination prior to 
expanding in further depth. How does this compare to our current counter-narratives of 
spouting books denouncing extremism that are 80-90 pages long in textual content or by 
issuing of fatwas which may better be served with infographics.  It is in this very regard 
that proposals and efforts must be made to propagate the message of peace, of mercy and 
goodness be clearly and graphically delivered so as to dissuade the masses. Additionally, 
it requires synergy of cooperation and calculated and continuous use of the new-age 
media, in the sense that prior to Islam’s equation to extremism, the Amman Message was 
already in existence. That prior to Da’esh’s existence and reign of chaos, the Letter to Al-
Baghdadi was already promptly delivered. Unfortunately, it was not fully expanded and 
encouraged to the masses in methods of dakwah approaches (al-asaalib) that are enticing 
to a particular set of audience, rendering the messages of peace confined to the converted.   
 
11. It is in this very context that GMMF has cooperated with various parties abroad, 
which in turn, invited the foundation to share Malaysia's experience in promoting 
moderation and counter-terrorism, serving as a main reference point for the 
coordination and dissemination of information and campaign materials to those 
interested in participating to fight extremism. 
 
12. This is in addition to explaining about Islam and its true path; in light of the battle 
between Da’esh and Islamophobia, GMMF also seeks to implement various programmes 
to promote moderation, not only in the country itself, but also regionally and the global 
forums.  
 
13. Apart from the religious, GMMF also focuses on other aspects including the 
establishment of common peace, good governance and rule of law, finance and 
economics, education, conflict resolution, managing Islamophobia, countering as well as 
preventing violent extremism. 
 
14. It has been earlier mentioned that the annals of history have been on the record 
that the spirit of co-existence between Muslims, Christians and Jews, and of particular 
distinction, how the laws of the faiths could be freely practiced by each set of faiths23 – 
and this prior to the plight of the Palestinians. This is what needs to be percolated, in the 
sense that while extremism does exist in all religions, the moderates, the peace-loving 
sections of the faith must galvanise the momentum and the narratives therein permeating 
the spirit of co-existence and peace to the global community.  Essentially, the ideals of al 

                                                           
21 Refer to Carter Centre’s Overview of Daesh’s Online Recruitment Propaganda Magazine, Dabiq at 
https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/peace/conflict_resolution/countering-isis/dabiq-report-
12-17-15.pdf 
22Ibid.  
23See UNESCO’s Routes of Al-Andalus and Menocal, Marfa Rosa’s The Ornament of the World: How 
Muslims, Jews, and Christians Created a Culture of Tolerance in Medieval Spain (2002); Reilly, B. F. 
(1995). The Contest of Christian and Muslim Spain: 1031-1157. Blackwell. 

https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/peace/conflict_resolution/countering-isis/dabiq-report-12-17-15.pdf
https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/peace/conflict_resolution/countering-isis/dabiq-report-12-17-15.pdf
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wasatiyyah and alongside it, moderation is endorsed and found in all the religions and 
great traditions of the world of all religions, hence it needs be fully propagated and 
practiced upon at various levels of society and politics as a call of hope and of co-existence. 
This needs to be done without ever diluting one’s respect for other religions.24  As the 
message of moderation is further gaining traction within the circles of international 
relations, it is time for the ulama and the ummah to utilise it in spreading the message of 
Islam’s beauty and of the capacity towards coexistence since failure to disseminate will 
only result in further transgressions and regression of the Ummah. As an example, it has 
been noted by scholars that the failure and ultimate demise of the Ottoman empire – the 
last great Islamic rule - stemmed largely from its stagnancy to react to the current realities 
of their times, aggravated by the views and approaches of Islam as simply being “a set of 
traditions and forms, overlooking its fundamental nature as a value system and 
framework.”25  
 
 

Conclusion 
 
15. To conclude, it is undoubtedly that Islam has been a most misunderstood religion 
of the world,26 in due part to the behaviours of the Muslims themselves for not being able 
to be exemplary to the non-Muslims, insofar in its inefficiency of dakwah bil-lisan, and of 
more critical element, absence of dakwah bil-hal. The Holy Quran states that dakwah 
revolves around inviting to the way of God with wisdom and good instruction, and that to 
argue with them in the best way.27 Herein, it has been proposed for lessons to be heeded 
from past civilisations and to interpret it to current times via current technologies, so that 
proper knowledge can be propagated in various styles to alleviate confusion and to 
promote intellectual discernment. This will lead to the development of a better 
understanding vis-à-vis galvanising the image of Islam through the moderation discourse 
and in accordance to Islamic traditions. Additionally, it calls for the incorporation of 
leading by example and by words and just as important, to tackle the issue in multi-
faceted of approaches thereby benefiting the intended audiences and masses. After all, 
the issue of moderation and its reclamation of the global stage from the clutches of 
extremist tendencies is a topic of critical importance in impacting issues of global policy 
and subsequently, global peace. 

 
 

 

 
 

 

                                                           
24 Refer to the Quran (6:108) which states “And do not insult those they invoke other than Allah, lest they 
insult Allah in enmity without knowledge. Thus We have made pleasing to every community their deeds. 
Then to their Lord is their return, and He will inform them about what they used to do.” 
25M. Khadduri’s ‘Translator’s Introduction’ to Al-Shaybani’s The Islamic Law of Nations, pp. 63-64.  
26Muhammad Qutb, Islam - the Misunderstood Religion, Kuwait, 1969.  
27The Holy Quran (16:125). 
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Abstract 
 

Up to the present time, many countries have proved to be successful in 
operational counter-terrorism, but not strategic counter-terrorism. To achieve 
complete success, the operational hunt for terrorists must be accompanied with 
the correction of their misled ideologies. Investing in religious rehabilitation is 
one of the vital strategies in pursuing a holistic approach in deradicalisation 
programmes. This is because many terrorists of today commit act of violence 
under the guise of religion. In Singapore, the Religious Rehabilitation Group 
undertook the onerous task of helping detained terrorists by countering their 
ideological misunderstanding of religion through religious counselling sessions. 
Beyond counselling sessions, the group also took the responsibility to spread 
awareness to the public on the dangers of radicalism and extremism. The group 
also plays a great role to educate the public on the peaceful messages and 
moderate message of Islam, universal Islamic and moral values that are deemed 
important in the current context. 
 
Keywords: Deradicalisation, Rehabilitation, Religious Rehabilitation Group 

 
 

Introduction 
 

Many major religions of the world promote compassion, tolerance and moderation. 
Unfortunately, there are those individuals or groups who misused religion in the process 
to convince people to commit atrocities. The past two decades, the world has witnessed 
terrorism coming from the deviant form of Hinduism, Judaism, Christianity, Buddhism, 
Islam or Sikhism.1 One of the remedies to cure this is for the religious teachers and 
scholars from the respective religions to rectify the deviance by replacing the wrongful 
interpretation of religion with the rightful ones. Terrorists of today commit atrocities in 
the name of religion, particularly those who belongs to groups like the Islamic State of 
Iraq and Syria (ISIS), al Qaeda and its affiliates such as Jemaah Islamiyyah (JI) and Boko 
Haram. These groups commit violence and mass murder in the name of Islam. By the 
skillful manipulation of Islamic concepts that many Muslims hold dear, these terrorists 
are slowly making inroads into the hearts and minds of the Muslim masses particularly 
its vulnerable sections like the Muslim youths. 

  
This calls for having qualified speakers of the faith to engage with terrorists who 

are being detained a necessity. This will not just address the misrepresentation of religion 

                                                           
1 Rohan Gunaratna, “The Battlefield of the Mind: Rehabilitating Muslim Terrorists,” UNISCI Discussion 
Papers, October 2009. 
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but also to ensure that once terrorist detainees are released, they would have already 
developed the capacity to resist from straying back to their old path and help them 
reintegrate back into the society. The job of these terrorists is made easier by the 
continuous conflicts in many Muslim communities worldwide where terrorists portray 
their ideology and movement as the defender and saviour of the oppressed Muslims 
everywhere.2 Thus, the biggest challenge is to provide a viable alternative interpretation 
of these concepts that can be accepted by the masses. 
  

Religious ideology is important and all-encompassing in terrorist organisations as 
it permeates the structure, viability of the organisations and to gain support from the 
masses. There are many paths to terrorism, and its causes are complex and often multi-
factorial. However, ideology is a uniting force for many terrorists.3 Irrespective of how 
individual terrorists come into a terrorist organisation, ideology allows them to share a 
common goal, a sense of brotherhood and provide meaning (justification) for their 
struggle. This is especially so for ideology that has deep religious undertones.  Yet another 
very important point to note is that ideology is formed in the realm of a person’s mind, 
and therefore, the “capture or kill” strategy alone will not be enough to reduce the threat.  
Although we can imprison the physical self in the highest security prison or detention 
centre, we cannot imprison the mind. If we destroy the physical body, there are many 
more who are infected with the ideology will come forth to take up the struggle.  
  

In terrorist groups and movements, ideology plays a significant role. Firstly, 
ideology is the organising principle of the terrorist organisations. It provides a motive 
and framework for their actions. Secondly, as demonstrated by ISIS and subsequently 
other terrorist attacks, ideology provides justification for their acts of violence.4 Thirdly, 
ideology is a language of mass mobilisation. Calling for jihad in the garb of performing an 
Islamic duty has enabled terrorist groups to continuously indoctrinate and recruit 
terrorist members. Fourthly, in the guise of a social programme, ideology can generate 
Muslim public support whether as supporters who provide financial, logistical assistance 
or as sympathisers who do not morally condone these acts, but showed signs of sympathy 
towards the cause of terrorist groups. Finally, over time, the ideology will further 
radicalise Muslim communities by indoctrinating them into a culture of violence and 
radical interpretations of Islam. 
  

Thus the best form of medicine is that which targets the diseased organ - in this 
case the mind. A deradicalisation process or religious rehabilitation is needed to 
deconstruct the ideology that is being misconstrued by terrorists that can only be 
addressed by religious scholars. This process is defined as the process of “changing an 
individual’s belief system, rejecting the extremist ideology, and embracing mainstream 

                                                           
2 Heffelfinger, Chris. "Waiting out the Islamist Winter: Creating an Effective Counter Narrative to Jihad." 
In GTReC ARC Linkage Project on Radicalisation conference. 2010. Accessed November 20, 2016, 
http://artsonline.monash.edu.au/radicalisation/files/2013/03/conference-2010-counter-narratives-
ch.pdf. 
3 Mohamed Bin Ali, “De-RadicalisationProgrammes: Changing Minds?”, RSIS Commentaries, September 23, 
2008, accessed November 20, 2016 at: https://www.rsis.edu.sg/wp-
content/uploads/2014/07/CO08100.pdf. 
4 Khairuldeen Al Makhzoomi, “Terrorism in Southeast Asia and the Role of Ideology,” The Huffington Post, 
March 10, 2016, accessed November 20, 2016, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/khairuldeen-al-
makhzoomi/terrorism-in-southeast-as_b_9396942.html. 
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values.”5 In order to fulfill this process is for the religious scholars to challenge their 
negatively imbibed ideology and replace it with the rightful understanding of Islamic 
knowledge and also to exemplify Prophet Muhammad’s teachings of the values of mercy 
and compassion. Hence at the same time protecting the sanctity of Islam from being 
tainted by terrorist groups. 

 
 

The Religious Rehabilitation Group of Singapore 
 
Arising from the news of arrest of Singaporean JI members in the late 2001, a group of 
Muslim religious teachers or commonly known as asatizah believed that the 
responsibility to reflect upon extremist ideologies rest upon the asatizah fraternity. To 
correct the misconstrued understanding of Islam by the JI members, religious 
counsellings, dialogue and discussions were soon identified as the way forward. 
Together, this group of asatizah formed a voluntary group called Religious Rehabilitation 
Group (RRG). Since the concerned individuals were in detention, the only sound approach 
to accomplish this intent is by partnering with local authority which later allow the 
asatizah access to detainees.6 RRG was officially formed in April 2003 and had only 16 
male and 5 female asatizah. The former counsel the JI detainees while the latter worked 
with the wives and children of the detainees. Since then, the group has grown in 
size.While initially, the RRG’s primary objective was to rehabilitate the JI detainees, the 
group has since broaden its scope to include counselling detained self radicalised 
individuals and those in support of ISIS. 

 
It was not a smooth sailing for RRG during its initial stage. RRG members were 

accused as the “agents of the government”and “hypocrites of Islam” by the detainees and 
some in the Muslim community viewed them in suscpicion and second-guessed their 
intentions.7 Nevertheless, RRG continued to strive to correct the JI detainees’ distortion 
of Islamic teachings and assisting them in reintegration. The hardwork paid off, as of 
more than 60 JI members detained since 2001, more than two-thirds have been released.8 
To necessitate the holistic approach in rehabilitation, the RRG partnered with the 
voluntary Inter-Agency Aftercare group (ACG) which was established in 2002. The ACG 
is a voluntary community effort between different Malay-Muslim agencies and 
organisations that provide assistance in form of emotional, social and financial support 
for families of detainees.9 To tackle the problem of youth radicalisation, RRG and ACG 

                                                           
5 Angela Rabasa, Stacie L. Pettyjohn, Jeremy J. Ghez, Christopher Boucek, “Deradicalizing Islamist 
Extremists”, RAND Corporation, 2010, p.xiii. 
6 Rohan Gunaratna and Mohamed Feisal Bin Mohamed Hassan, “Terrorist Rehabilitation: The Singapore 
Experience,” in Terrorist Rehabilitation and Counter-Radicalisation, edited by Rohan Gunaratna, Jolene 
Jerard and Lawrence Rubin, (New York: Routledge, 2011), p.38. 
7 “Sterling work against lure of terror,” The Straits Times, August 28, 2014, accessed November 21, 2016, 
http://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/sterling-work-against-lure-of-terror. 
8 Linette Heng, “She fights terror her way,” asiaone, March 29, 2013, accessed November 21, 2016, 
http://www.asiaone.com/print/News/Latest%2BNews/Singapore/Story/A1Story20130327-
411744.html. 
9 Alice Chia, “Muslim community’s efforts in countering extremism lauded,” Channel News Asia, August 29, 
2015, accessed November 21, 2016, http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/muslim-
community-s/2085628.html. 
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organised several youth forums to raise awareness on the threat of terrorist ideology and 
to inspire youths to play an active role in countering it.10 

 
After more than a decade of voluntary counselling sessions and dousing the threat 

of religious extremism, RRG became the first organisation in Singapore to be honoured 
with the prestigious Anugerah Jauhari Berita Harian 2014 or Berita Harian Achiever of 
the Year Award 2014. This annual award honours Malay/Muslim individuals or 
organisations for their achievements in their chosen fields, organised by local Malay daily 
newspaper Berita Harian.11 This award marks as a reminder of  RRG’s great service to the 
communit yby dedicating their time to rehabilitate the detainees and counter the 
fallacious interpretation of Islam by the terrorists. 

 
 

Treading the Path to Peace 
 
RRG has made continous efforts to demystify ideas that advocate segregation, hatred and 
violence, and replace them with messages of peace, tolerance and mutual understanding 
and respect that Islam propagates. Beyond counselling, RRG also conduct seminars and 
public talks to the community. The objective for reaching out to the community is for 
them to have a clear perspective of Islam’s position when it comes to extremism and 
violence, as well as ensure that they do not be swayed by terrorist propaganda on the 
internet. For this, RRG has set up a website and a facebook page to take the counter-
narrative efforts online and preventing at the same time the vulnerable from being led 
astray.12 In its ongoing efforts to raise awareness of the dangers of the Syrian conflict and 
the fallacies of ISIS Islamic Caliphate, RRG published two educationalpamphlets and 
distributed to the public.13 RRG also uploaded online videos to debunk misconceptions 
that fighting in Syria and Iraq is a form of religious obligation and explain why ISIS’ brutal 
methods are against the teaching of Islam. Both pamphlets and videos also explain that 
Islam preaches peace, tolerance and denounce terror. 

 
RRG has further strengthened its position as the authority in the field of 

countering religious extremism and terrorism. In July 2014, RRG set up the Resource and 
Counselling Centre.14 The centre serves as a platform to chronicle the work of RRG and 
enhance its capability and capacity to meet with the evolving challenges of radicalism and 
terrorism. More importantly, the centre provides the general public and the counter-

                                                           
10 Maryam Mokhtar, “200 students attend youth symposium to discuss social cohesion and racial harmony,” 
The Straits Times, March 8, 2016, accessed November 21, 2016, 
http://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/200-students-attend-youth-symposium-to-discuss-social-
cohesion-and-racial-harmony. 
11 “RRG Jauhari tahun ini,” Berita Harian, August 19, 2014, accessed November 21, 2016, 
http://www.beritaharian.sg/setempat/rrg-jauhari-tahun-ini. 
12 See https://www.rrg.sg and https://www.facebook.com/Religious-Rehabilitation-Group-RRG-
218225878199660/. 
13 Nur Irfani Saripi & Nur Azlin Mohamed Yasin, “Countering the Narrative of Terrorism: Role of 
Singaporean Community Crucial,” RSIS Commentary, June 8, 2015, accessed November 21, 2016, 
https://www.rsis.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/CO15133.pdf. 
14 Amelia Tang, “Islamic group launches centre to help counter extremist ideologies,” The Straits Times, July 
11, 2014, accessed November 21, 2016, http://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/islamic-group-launches-
centre-to-help-counter-extremist-ideologies. 
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terrorism fraternity the understanding of the socio-political and religious contexts that 
shaped RRG’s role in Singapore’s counter-terrorism efforts. 

 
To prevent the spread of radical ideology, the group introduced several other 

initiatives including a helpline for the public to call if they have questions related to issues 
on radicalisation. It is also a platform for callers to seek clarification on any matters 
pertaining to ISIS.15 The most recent initiative is the launching of a mobile app. The app 
allows users to chat with RRG counselors to discuss issues and concerns they have.16 

 
 

The Future 
 
Eradicating terrorism proves to be difficult and a long-term fight that require continuous 
efforts from governments and communities. The threat of religious extremism and 
terrorism can cause doubts and sow divisions among communities in Singapore, but 
thanks to the RRG who has done a lot to counsel terror detainees and counter the 
ideological propaganda of the extremists. 

 
The JI episode may have faded into history but the threat of ISIS and self-

radicalisation are emerging. Although ISIS is far away from Southeast Asia but the threat 
of radicalisation particularly online is a major threat in the region. In 2016 alone, there 
were at least 8 isis-related cases in Singapore that was reported by the Ministry of Home 
Affairs.17 Moreover, the conflict has already drawn more than 50,000 foreign fighters 
including an estimated 1150 fighters from Southeast Asia.18 Thus, rehabilitation is the 
key to help those fighters upon their return home and the experiences of the RRG and 
other rehabilitation or deradicalisation initiatives in the region can be of beneficial. 

 
In Singapore, there are five psychological factors that may have motivated 

individuals to develop sympathy and eventually wants to join ISIS. First, they justify 
violence. Second, they possessed the idea of the current Islamic states as corrupt and 
inefficient thus embracing the romanticised concept of the Islamic caliphate. Third, to 
atone for their past sins, they seek to be ‘good’ Muslims by accepting the notion of 
redemption and reward for participating in Jihad that was offered by ISIS. Fourth, they 
believe that their current lives are perceived as ‘unbearable present’ and that by 
partaking in war with ISIS will improve their situation. Finally, they fall to the trap of the 
end time prophecies campaigned by ISIS.19 It is evident that without winning over the 

                                                           
15 Olivia Siong, “New helpline, guidebook to counter ISIS propaganda, radical ideology,” Channel News Asia, 
June 9, 2015, accessed November 21, 2016, http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/new-
helpline-guidebook-to/1902416.html. 
16 Jeremy Koh, “Religious Rehabilitation Group launches mobile application to combat radicalization,” The 
Straits Times, May 31, 2016, accessed November 21, 2016, 
http://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/religious-rehabilitation-group-launches-mobile-application-to-
combat-radicalisation. 
17 See MHA’s Press Releases available at https://www.mha.gov.sg/newsroom/press-releases#k. 
18 The Soufan Group, Foreign Fighters: An Updated Assessment of the Flow of Foreign Fighters into Syria and 
Iraq (New York: The Soufan Group, 2015), http://soufangroup.com/wp-
content/uploads/2015/12/TSG_ForeignFightersUpdate3.pdf. 
19 “The Psychological Effeects of The Threat of ISIS: A Preliminary Inquiry of Singapore Case Studies,” Report 
on East Asia Summit Symposium on Religious Rehabilitation and Social Reintegration, 16-17 April 2015, 
Singapore. 
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community at risk such as the ones above, radicalisation will continue and may escalate. 
The communities targeted by the terrorists for recruitment and support must be engaged 
by practitioners. Unless the community producing terrorists and supporters are not 
being engaged, the threat will persist and even grow. In addressing this issue, the RRG 
has proved that soft power approach in countering terrorism and extremism is effective 
in changing the hearts and minds of detained terrorists and their sympathisers or 
supporters among the communities. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
In the fight against terrorism, deradicalisation or rehabilitation can be seen as an 
innovative approach that goes beyond strategies that rely on harsh oppression and 
detention of terrorists. Efforts to deradicalise/rehabilitate terrorists in prisons have 
provided a platform for convicted terrorists to express remorse, repent, recant their 
violent ideology. Drawing from the experience of the RRG, religious scholars play a vital 
role in correcting the mindset of detainees as they misinterpret religious concepts to 
serve their political end. The religious component in deradicalisation programme could 
not be simply copied and paste to suit the programme. It needs to be tailored according 
to the demands of each country although certain common principles could exist and be 
shared among stakeholders. Religious rehabilitation is a long-term continuous learning 
process and it is difficult to draw a fixed timeline. Religious rehabilitation should be part 
and parcel of a holistic approach in a deradicalisation programme. This is because unlike 
an ordinary detention process, the religious component of the programme strikes the 
core of the problem that is, the religious ideologies misconstrued by terrorist groups. The 
religious component aims to eradicate the ideologies based on a misconstrued 
understanding of Islam and to replace it with the correct Islamic teachings. It is partly due 
to the success of the religious component, among others, that authorities had the 
confidence to release detainees. 
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Abstract 
 
The paper is a conceptual discussion of best practices in Peacebuilding which 
were used as a mechanism for Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) focusing 
primarily on the experiences of interfaith groups and best examples of working 
models in Muslim CSO’s. Key words: Interfaith, Multiculturalism, Inter-Religious 
Dialogue, Islamic Pluralism, Interfaith in the Philippines.  

 
 

Introduction 
 
The Quran speaks about mankind being created as tribes and nations so that they may 
know one another, the Holy Prophet Muhammad (salawatullahi alayhi) has mentioned 
that “differences among my Ummah is a mercy”, both Allah and Prophet Muhammad has 
clearly shown that diversity is one of the attributes of creation as well as there is but 
diversity of cultures and beliefs and that it is but a mercy to have such a multiplicity of 
ideas, concepts and cultures. With this as the pivot in our discussion, allow us to discuss 
the context that hinges in the Philippine Interfaith Experience: respect for diversity in 
culture and experiences.  
 
 

The Historical antecedents of Peace in Mindanao: The Three Centuries of Moro wars 

 
The Filipino Muslims throughout the development of the Filipino nation has experienced 
state sponsored violence and Mindanao itself had experienced different levels of civil 
disturbance and insurrection. During the Spanish era, Moros were engaged in a three 
century war of self-defense. This resulted into a 300 year war between the Spanish 
Colonial authorities and the Muslim Sultanates of Sulu and Maguindanao (and their 
satellite feudal states, like Rajah Buayan, Kabuntalan and the Pat-a-pangampong i Ranao) 
which was resulted in stalemate as both sides scored significant military and diplomatic 
victories against each other and that the casualties were primarily people who lived in 
Coastal areas prone to naval bombardment and raids.  
 
 

Personal engagements of the Spanish friars and the Moro Datus 
 
In the pursuit of proselytizing as well as capturing natural resources for the Spanish 
crown, friars venture and established missions in different parts of Mindanao, with the 
Jesuits playing a very important role. Many Spanish outposts and Escuela catholica 
(parochial schools) were established both as subtle means of cultural colonization as well 
as attempt to bring in the western educational system. Both were violently opposed by 
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the local datus, equating Spanish education with conversion to Christianity. On the other 
hand, local datus who realized that having calibrated engagements with the friars and 
Spanish colonial authorities gave them benefits both in terms of recognition from the 
Spanish crown as well as trading important items which were primarily from western 
shores such as guns and better cannons.  
 

 
The American Occupation, Moro Province and the post commonwealth period 

 
The entry of the Americans and the eventual dissolution of the traditional sultanate as a 
form of governance didn’t actually led to its demise but led to the rise of recognition as 
an indigenous socio-cultural structure which was used as a substrate mechanism for 
many purposes, politics and accession to portals of power and governance, which 
eventually led to the rise of the Datu-politicians, with the recognition of American 
authorities, local datus who became powerful politicians and government officials 
welcomed Christian settlers in their lands believing that this will assist in the 
development of their lands and property.  

 
The open attitude of the Datus towards the settlers who came and thought of 

opening new spaces for engagements allowed both the settler Christians and the Moros 
to freely interact and engage with each other, except for the instances when national 
government policies collided with local interests and the sudden outburst of inter-
community violence. Both the Muslim and Christian communities up to the Marcos era 
was predominantly peaceful. The primary problem was the gradual rise to power of 
settler politicians and the these politicians land grabbing of lands that belonged to the 
Moros and the indigenous peoples.  

 
 

Martial law and the Post Martial Law years 
 
The political concerns of the period of martial law created greater conflict which was 
utilized by politicians in power, which then gave rise to the Blackshirts (Muslim groups) 
and Ilagas (Christian armed settler groups) . It was during this period that the 
government increased the number of militias and heavily militarized the rural areas, this 
gave rise to conflict between Muslim and Christian settlers in Mindanao which gave rise 
to the Blackshirts (Muslim insurgents) and the Ilagas (christian militias) who were locked 
in territorial battle until Marcos pacified the groups through military means.  

 
The political interests of Marcos gave rise to the Jabidah massacre ad eventually 

to the huge scale Moro rebellion which was launched by the Moro National Liberation 
front (MNLF) and eventually the Moro Islamic Liberation front (MILF) which split off 
from the MNLF. Marcos then had negotiations with the MNLF and which continued to the 
end of his term and continued off by then President Corazon Aquino and President Ramos 
who then struck a final peace agreement leading to the creation of the Autonomous 
Region of Muslim Mindanao (ARMM). The Ramos, Estrada, Arroyo and Aquino 
governments all negotiated with both the MNLF and the MILF in search of seeking a 
comprehensive peace agreement. During the Aquino administration (2010-2016) three 
important agreements were reached, (1) the Framework Agreement on the Bangsamoro 
(FAB) which led to the creation of the Bangsamoro Transition Commission (BTC), (2) the 
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four annexes to the FAB and (3) the Comprehensive Agreement on the Bangsamoro 
(CAB). Upon the assumption of President Rodrigo Duterte, he unveiled a Peace and 
development roadmap that aimed to settle all conflicts both the Communist Movement 
and the Moro Groups.  

 
Unacceptability of the Negotiated Peace Agreements and International events. The 

unacceptability of some sectors in the peace agreements between the Government and 
the Moro groups resulted in splits of smaller more radical groups which had ideological 
roots with international movements. The Moro revolutionary groups sent their men 
abroad for education and trainings and some of them were exposed to radical ideologies 
abrad during their education and training. Some even participating in foreign wars such 
as in Afghanistan, Chechnya and Bosnia.  

 
These gave these individuals both the experience and ideological orientation that 

upon return to the Philippines carried with them extremist Islamic ideologies such as 
those being propagated by the Taliban, Al-Qaeda and Jemaah Islamiyah. Groups such as 
the Abu Sayyaf Group which was founded by Abubakar Janjalani, a Muslim scholar sent 
abroad by the MNLF, the Rajah Sulayman Movement which was founded by Lakay Ahmed 
Santos and Sheikh Omar Lavilla with other Balik Islam who were radicalized as Overseas 
contract workers or those who were studying in Darul Hijrah foundation in Baguio City, 
the Bangsamoro Islamic freedom fighters who split from the MILF , all were groups who 
were formed either because they were not happy with the results of the peace process or 
with the desire to create an Islamic state (or both). These groups brought with them the 
violent extremist ideologies which eventually settled in the country. 

 
These radical groups primarily send a message that can be summed up in three 

categories: 1. Islam is under attack around the world and in the Philippines 2. Rage and 
Rise against the corrupt kuffar governmentix 3. Muslims of the World, unite towards the 
establishment of a Pan-Islamic state where the Takfiri Ideology would be established. 
Responding to these messages has been done differently in the Philippine Context.  

 
 

The rise of the Inter-faith era 
 
During the peace negotiations, both the Christian and Muslim religious leaders (Bishops, 
pastors, Ulama and Imams) actively engaged with the government and the Moro fronts to 
get to a settlement. But they also performed a key function- dialoguing with the 
community so that they may understand the peace process and not be brought in into the 
web of dissatisfaction and drawn to joining extremists groups. These groups played a 
crucial role in managing if not preventing the radicalization of certain groups and 
individuals and prevented them from become violently expressive of their dissatisfaction 
of the peace process. 

 
 

Silsilah Dialogue Movement 
 
Silsilah was founded in 1984 by Italian missionary priest Sebastian D’Ambra, who was 
assigned to the southern Philippines in the late 1970s. It was around the time that a 
separatist insurgency became active, straining relations between local communities. ”I 
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observed how the relations between Muslim, Christian and also the indigenous people 
was not really dialogical [sic],” says D’Ambra. “My mission was in Siocon, it’s a remote 
area. I started to take care of refugees, to visit people. I need to be like a bridge between 
Muslims and Christians. I became negotiator for MNLF because they requested me, so 
going to the forests, meeting the rebels, military and find solutions.” During his time in 
the region, Father D’Ambra earned the respect of several Muslim rebels and was asked to 
serve as a go-between with area Christians. He says groups of people willing to find 
common ground are key to solving complex social problems.  

 
 

Peace Advocates of Zamboanga 
 
PAZ is a Catholic organization whose objective is the promotion of peace by strengthening 
good relations among Muslims and Christians, and all other peoples. The organization is 
an offshoot of the ZAMBASULI Consultation on Peace and Justice held in 1994. Convinced 
of the needs of the Church to be directly involved in the region, the representatives of the 
Archdiocese of Zamboanga City forged PAZ, to keep “the small flame of peace flickering”. 
It works in solidarity with Muslims and other non-Catholic groups in the pursuit of peace 
in Zamboanga and the region.  

 
 

Salaam 
 
The Social Advocacy Living and Advocacy for Muslims (SALAAM) was established by the 
late Prof Amilussin Jumaani, Prof Alih Aiyub, Dr Bagian Abdulcarim, Zeny Lim and other 
Muslim Professionals as a Muslim interfaith group in Zamboanga city. Originally SALAM 
as the counterpart of Peace Advoocates Zamboanga and was primarily doing interfaith 
and religious solidarity work in Mindanao until the death of Prof. Jumaani in the early 
2000. SALAM advocacy with government led to the formation of other Muslim groups 
that strongly engaged in Interfaith and inter-religious activities.  

 
 

The Ulama League of the Philippines 
 
The Ulama conference of the Philippines was established during the Ramos period as a 
mechanism of including the Ulama in the peace process, this was primarily been the 
brainchild of intellectuals who wanted the ulama to play a more active role in the peace 
talks and to endorse the peace talks In 1992, the ULP was conceptualized during the first 
term of office as Provincial Governor of the late Dr. Mahid M. Mutilan –founding President. 
Its materialization was in 1995 at the Villa Victoria, the now Megrande Resort Hotel in 
Davao City, participated in by more than 100 ‘ulama in the Philippines. From that time 
on, series of conferences and fora were held by its members and other non-Muslim 
religious leaders.  

 
The second of which was in Marawi City in 2002 with President Gloria Macapagal-

Arroyo of the Philippines and Dr. Mohammad Ahmad Al-Sharief of the Libya-Base World 
Islamic Call Society (WICS). Participated-in by more than 5000 ‘ulama, its theme was 
“Islam: Its Contribution to Peace and Security in the Philippines”. With Dr. Mutilan as 
founding President, series of inter-faith dialogue was held prior to the eventual 
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organization of the Bishops-Ulama Forum (BUF) in 1996 at the Ateneo de Manila 
University, Manila which was afterwards changed to Bishops-Ulama Conference (BUC) 
by virtue of Resolution No. 01, Series of 2003, Grand Regal Hotel, Davao City.  

 
BUC is a tripartite body composed of selected representatives from the ‘Ulama, the 

Catholic and Protestant groups of the Christian faith in the Philippines. The tripartite 
body is headed by three convenors of which the ULP President is automatic co-convenor. 
This Muslim and Christian approach to the appreciation of peace and development in the 
Philippines was much applauded by the international communities, particularly in Asia. 
As an evidence, the first of its kind encounter of Muslim and Christian leaders was held 
on August 18-21, 2003 at the Philippine Westin Plaza in Manila participated-in by 
Bangladesh, Hong Kong, Japan, India, Indonesia, Libya, Malaysia, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, 
Taiwan, Thailand, Uzbekistan and the Philippines.  

 
Bishops Ulama Conference with their respective networks of churches, mosques, 

schools and socio-cultural institutions being the largest and most widespread in the 
region of Mindanao, the Christian and Muslim religious leaders, at the suggestion of the 
Philippine Government and the Moro National Liberation Front, organized a loose 
association initially called the Bishops-Ulama Forum (BUF) which later became Bishops-
Ulama Conference (BUC). 

 
This was on 29 November 1996; two months after both parties signed their peace 

agreement. It was their hope that the peace pact could only be satisfactorily implemented 
with the help of Muslims and Christians of moral integrity who would come under the 
influence of the Bishops-Ulama Conferencexvi . The BUC is composed of 24 Catholic 
bishops who are also members of the Catholic Ulama Bishops Conference of the 
Philippines (CBCP), 26 Ulama and Ustadz, members of the Ulama League of the 
Philippines (ULP), and 18 Protestant bishops and pastors who are members of the 
National Council of Churches in the Philippines (NCCP).  

 
Official observers are the officers of Panagtagbo, a Confederation of the 18 

Indigenous Peoples of Mindanao, and bishops of the Philippine Conference of Evangelical 
Churches (PCEC). Its Convenors were Archbishop Fernando R. Capalla of Davao 
Archdiocese, Dr. Mahid M. Mutilan, President of the Ulama League of the Philippines, 
Bishop Hilario M. Gomez, Jr., and Bishop Emeritus of the United Church of Christ in the 
Philippines (UCCP). Governed by a board of directors called Tripartite Commission 
composed of 4 Catholics, 4 Muslims, and 4 Protestants, three of whom are conveners, its 
operations and its activities are coordinated by a Central Secretariat composed of 
Catholics, Muslims, and Protestants Among their Significant Interfaith Dialogues the BUC 
have conducted were:  
 Dialogues in the grassroots through the Imam-Priests-Pastors Forum (IPPF).  
 Dialogues in the academe through seminars on peace education given to school 
administrators, teachers and students.  
 Dialogues with the Indigenous Peoples’ Federation, Panagtagbo and Panaghoy whose 
ancestral domain issues were recognized by the GRP Panel through the help of the BUC 
co-conveners.  
 Dialogues among the Youth which the BUC sponsors every other year through its Youth 
desk and the Mindanao Tripartite Youth Core.  
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 Dialogues among the Families of BUC members including the children. They are the 
first line of support of the BUC.  
 Dialogues with the Military and Police triggered by the threat of an all-out war against 
the Moro Islamic Liberation Front and the terrorist group Abu Sayaff.  
 
 

The Peace processes in the Philippines 
 
One of the most important lessons to understand in the peace process in Mindanao is that 
it should not as a process be engaged with the different secessionist groups such as the 
MNLF and the MILF but more of multi-sectoral peace process initiatives, a process of 
listening to all sectors, because primarily any extremist organizations that become 
violent is because of its disagreement with the peace overtures and agreements taken by 
the different peace tables. The role that the different interfaith groups play in ensuring 
that communities take the path to constructive listening and engagement insulates them 
from becoming easy target of religious and political extremists who may use extremist 
discourse in justifying open rebellion against the government. 

 
 The rise of extremist organizations and their underground networks clearly show 

that there are specific elements that give rise to these organizations and that their 
discourses of social anger and hatred against the state and the democratic systems of the 
country is a justification. These extremist groups provide both the ideology and 
justification for violence against the state and the innocent civilians. In order to address 
these concerns, multiple responses and mechanisms must be enabled to be able to 
respond to these issues presented by extremist organizations unhappy with the peace 
process and desiring of the establishment of a state in line with their ideology.  

 
The Ulama conference of the Philippines Moving forward: New alternatives for 

peacebuilding and peace processes.  
 
 

Taaruf : Knowing one another 
 
The concept of Taaruf (knowing one another) is a concept that is illustrated in the Holy 
Quran in Chapter 49 verse 13 “O mankind, indeed We have created you from male and 
female and made you peoples and tribes that you may know one another. Indeed, the 
most noble of you in the sight of Allah is the most righteous of you. Indeed, Allah is 
Knowing and Acquainted.” This concept is best understood through the demonstration of 
discourse and dialogue. The demonstration of discourse and dialogue can be exemplified 
by Interfaith/intrafaith dialogues, multi-sectoral engagements and actively reaching out 
to organizations and individuals. These can be maximized using the following paradigms: 
Multiculturalism and cultural pluralism.  

 
The paradigm of recognizing the importance of others and the cultural value they 

possess is an important aspect in peacebuilding and interfaith dialogue, this allows 
people from different beliefs and orientations to be able to welcome the diversity of 
beliefs, cultures and perceptions. This springs from an innate feeling of certainty of ones 
beliefs and yet respectful of the beliefs of others. This then creates mutual respect and 
appreciation of diversity of others. How do we get our acts together? Filipino culture as 
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well as Filipino Muslim culture has an indigenous concept also known as Bayanihan 
(Filipino Hospitality manifested as helping one another) or Pintakasi (group working 
together to finish a project or program).  

 
In Tausug and Sinama this is also known as Partabangan Kakasih (helping dear 

ones) or agtautabang (helping each other). This is best demonstrated today in what is 
known as “All of society approach” wherein all stakeholders convene and discuss 
important issues and concerns and jointly create a plan of action to address current social 
ills with programs and projects that directly impact the community. This whole of society 
approach would mean addressing both the narratives, stories and the issues that these 
extremists do social discourse about. Meaning creation of counternarratives, stories and 
programs that directly address the root causes of conflict and extremism in the country. 
The Armed forces of the Philippines has demonstrated this through the Bayanihan 
Internal Peace and Security Program (BAYANIHAN IPSP)xix and is coming up with 
another integrated all of nations approach to be able to bring together all sectors in 
“winning the peace and increasing the gains” for all stakeholders in the Peace process and 
countering violent extremism.  

 
 

Two Philippine Models that address the peace process and countering 
violent extremism: Teach Peace Build Peace Movement 

 
It is an NGO that directly addresses youth from communities that are affected by conflict. 
TPBPM specializes on peace education for younger generations of Muslims and 
NonMuslims as en effort in developing a sustainable culture of peace for generations to 
come. This is materialized through the creation of peace themed workshops, games, 
books, comics, animated films and murals which it works with different stakeholders like 
the Armed forces of the Philippines, civil societies and local government units. Its primary 
levels of engagements are workshops for government and NGO’s that do peacebuilding, 
community cenctric youth activities such as Mural paintings, Lakbayan sa Kapayapaan 
(journey for peace), Peace Concerts and conversations.  

 
SALAAM Movement SALAAM a whole of society approach in addressing the peace 

process and violent extremism. This was developed as a social development and 
formation program in the Ateneo University system. SALAAM primarily stands for Social 
Action Learning and Advocacy for Ateneo Muslims. Its primary aim is to create a Muslim 
faith based advocacy inside the Ateneo University system that incorporates both Social 
Development and Community engagement with Islamic spirituality. Part of the argument 
for the creation of SALAAM is that Ateneo understood tthat student organizations provide 
a strong radicalization mechanism in schools recruiting them into accepting extremist 
ideas.  

 
SALAAM pushes forward the idea that if Muslim youths want to change the 

community or change their situation, it should be through progressive and positive 
action. Action that is affirmed through positive values which aims to transform the 
community and society towards peaceful change and development, not through violent 
and extreme methods. Part of SALAAMs activities were centered on three core areas : (1) 
academic excellence wherein Muslim students are encouraged to become academically 
interested, and showing that one of the best models of Muslim youth is to show that they 
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are focused and interested in their academic secular studies, not simply in their 
theological studies, (2) is formation (tarbiyyah) where students are given recollections, 
retreats and lectures on Islam which forms part of the counter-narrative against 
extremism and radicalism and lastly (3) Community engagement where students are 
asked to engage in the community with their own programs and projects. Interfaith 
engagements forms a crucial part of this formation so that they get to understand both 
the social, political and even religious dimensions of engagement with the communities.  
 

From the discussions above, we can surmise the following: Taaruf (knowing each 
other through active engagement) as a tool for peacebuilding can be demonstrated by : 1. 
Interfaith dialogue through multiculturalism and respect for diversity 2. Community 
immersion and social development programs at the grassroots level. These ideas sum up 
as the key principles in the peacebuilding and CVE efforts in the Philippines.  
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Introduction 
 
Protesting against construction of mosques by local Buddhists and the Buddhist monks 
in several areas in the north and northeastern part of Thailand in recent years have 
caused a severe damage on a long history of peaceful coexistence between Islam and 
Buddhism in the majority Buddhist country of Thailand. On 7th of January 2015 hundreds 
of local residents in Nan province led by Buddhist monk marched toward the provincial 
city hall to meet the governor, their demand was to suspense the construction of the first 
mosque in the province. Five months later on 29th June 2015 in the tourist province of 
Chiang Mai, the area regarded by scholar as one of the most harmonious Muslim-Buddhist 
relations in the country1, a group of community leaders together with their Buddhists 
fellow, local politicians, and more importantly the provincial Sangha president (Chou 
Khana Changwad) the highest Buddhist authority in the province gathered in the 
Buddhist temple to demand the suspension of government-sponsored Halal industrial 
project. Three months later similar protests erupted against mosques construction in 
Mukdahan and Bueng Kan Provinces, the North-Eastern provinces bordering Loa PDR.  
As people of the two regions of Northern and North-Eastern of Thailand have long been 
regarded as one of the most mild, cultural receptive, and accommodative to religious 
others, the emergence of religious enmity in these regions, therefore, sent a very strong 
signal to the Thai society in general and the Muslims in particular that the old, unwritten 
notion of “live and let live2” governing relations of the two faiths communities for the past 
generation has to be urgently reconstructed.   

 
The majority of Muslims in Thailand are Sunis following the Shafiite school of 

Islam. There are a small number of Hanafi followers, especially among the Haw Chinese 
and the Indians. The Shiites also have a strong base in Thailand, especially in the Thonburi 
district of Bangkok. They established their community and occupied prominent political 
role served in royal court during the golden period of ancient empire of Ayutthaya, “the 
affinity they enjoyed with the traditional Buddhist polity was clearly illustrated by the 
trust placed in them by the Ayutthayan rulers who appointed them as ministers, advisers, 
governors, and servants of the court”3.  Descendants of those Muslims dignitaries 
continued to serve in various important posts of the monarchical system during the early 
Rattanakosin era (1782-). When people revolution of the 1932 turned Thailand absolute 
monarchy into democracy - a momentous event to which a group of Muslims played an 

                                                           
1 Omar Farouk Bajunid, “Islam, Nationalism, and the Thai State,” in Wattana Sugunnasil, (ed.), Dynamic 
Diversity in Southern Thailand (Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books, 2005), 7. 
2 Imtiyaz Yusuf, “The Southern Thailand Conflict and the Muslim World,” Journal of Muslim Minority 
Affairs, 27(2),323. 
3 Omar Farouk, op cit, 6. 
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active role - Muslims also still hold a ministerial post in the following democratic 
government.  

 
From the late 1980s onward, a relatively opened political system of democracy 

paved the way for Muslims to participate in the political process, Muslims rose to 
prominent in civil servant and became astute politician at the local and national level. Den 
Tohmena, son of Haji Sulong, the ideologue of Patani Muslim, was deputy Interior 
Minister, Wan Muhammad Noor Matha was House speaker, Minister of Interior, 
Transportation and Communication Minister, Minister of Agriculture and Cooperative, 
Deputy Prime Minister, Arepen Utrasin was deputy Minister of Education, Dr. Surin 
Pitsuwan was Foreign Minister, and later the ASEAN’s Secretary, General Sonthi 
Bunyarataglin was Commander in Chief, and later the leader of a coup d’etat  against 
Taksin government, and became deputy Prime Minister of the government aftermath of 
the coup. These Muslim figures have played a very important role at the official level in 
maintaining relations between Buddhist and the Muslim community in the country. At 
community level, public space provided by democratization process enables Muslims to 
engage in discussions and debates concerning public issues. As political reform was 
accentuated and culminated in the People’s Constitution of 1997 Muslims became more 
active and played a meaningful participation in political affairs. Furthermore, economic 
boom of Asia, particularly in the Southeast region had increased opportunities in virtually 
every sector of the Muslims’ life.  

 

Taken together all factor mentioned above, Thai Muslims community – excluding 
those of the Malay Muslims in southern Thailand who have fought a bloody war with the 
Thai - had embedded into “normal” segment of the Thai society, albeit, culturally distinct 
segment of the Thai polity4, it chooses to integrate itself with the national identity, as a 
Thai Muslim, and become part of the established social and political structure of Thailand. 
This high degree of integration led Lorna Dewaraja to described the Thai Muslim as 
follow: 

…During the last 500 years the Thai Muslim who are an assorted 
community and spread into the Thai Buddhist environment except for fact 
that they have remained Muslims. Thai Muslims have assimilated the host 
culture much more than the Sri Lanka Muslims, for the former speak Thai, 
wear Thai dress and have adopted Thai forms of greeting5  

According to Yuan-Kang Wang’s comparative study of Muslim in Xinjiang and 
Guangdong, if the government give equal opportunities in political and economic 
mobilization to the political elite, and treat everyone equally as citizens, minorities will 
tend to take the middle or integrative path. This is what occurred in the case of Muslim 
minority in Guangdong. On the contrary, if the government restricts mobility for the 
political elite of minorities and treats them discriminately, they will tend to take a 
peripheral position, namely resistance and rebellion, as with the Muslim minority in 

                                                           
4 Imtiyaz Yusuf, “Islam and Democracy in Thailand: Reforming the Office of Chularajmontri/Shaikh Al-
Islam,” Journal of Islamic Studies, 9(2), 1998, 280 
5 Cited in Ahmad Suaedy, “The Muslim Minority Movement in Southmost Thailand: From the Periphery to 
the Center.” Paper presented at a public lecture, International Institute of Advanced Islamic Studies, Kuala 
Lumpur, December 30, 2009 
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Xinjiang6. Wang’s observations, partly, provide an explanation of the Muslim as a 
minority living a peaceful life in the Buddhist majority of Thailand. Under stable 
constitutional monarchy in the form of a secularized Buddhist polity7, to which the king 
is the Supreme Upholder of all Religions (Akhr Sasnupthamphk) the Muslims and 
Buddhist had coexisted, socially engaged, the Muslims Mosques and Buddhist Temples 
were built side by side as did their respective communities.         

     
 

The causes of rising tension between Buddhists and Muslims in Thailand 
 
Variety of factors interwoven to one another had contributed to the evolving of an 
attitude of distrust, hatred and enmity between Muslims and their Buddhist counterparts. 
Peaceful scenario of the Muslims and the Buddhist relations began to shaken, and in some 
places as mentioned earlier unfolding into an opened opposition against the Muslims, as 
a result of these factors, to which this paper identifies the following 4 major of them:    

 
Firstly, the protracted conflict in southern Thailand. Bangkok has long been 

engaging in military conflict with the Malay Muslims in the Deep South. After annexation 
to its sovereignty in 1909 of the today modern provinces of Yala, Pattani and Narathiwat 
the Thai has trying hard with a heavy-handed military operation in order to put down the 
resistant from the Malay Muslims. The resistance evolved into separatist movements in 
the early 1950s, and turned violence causing both parties thousands of deaths and 
casualties for the past half-century.  From the Thai side, military personnel, police 
officers, civil servants, Buddhist monks were among those suffered. Since the new wave 
of violence began in 2004 the separatists had employed a more severe and barbaric 
tactics aimed at creating fear on their enemies, these include mutilating killed body, set 
on fire alive those who was accused of being spy, kills their enemy in front of their family, 
etc.  

 
This protracted conflict has contributed enormously to the rise of enmity and 

hatred toward the Muslims in Thailand, it severely undermining trust between the two 
religious communities. The Thai generally perceived the Muslims as perpetrator and 
terrorist. But why did the sense of Islamic threat gathering high momentum, and finally 
broke into protest in North and North-Eastern regions of Thailand? The answer lied in 
the fact that the majority of those military personnel and police officers, most of them low 
rakings and conscribes, who died or made disabled were from these regions. The number 
of casualties put enormous pressure on the government so much so that the government 
established a committee headed by provincial governor in each major province in the 
North and the North-East. This committee tasked specifically with authority to help those 
families who lost their love ones. Those who suffered from the conflict and their relatives 
were rarely known about what really is going on in the war-torn region of Deep South. 
The only thing that they have in mind is that the sense of pride for serving the nation, 
protecting it from bad guy, the Muslims separatist who try hard to tear apart their 
beloved nation.  

 

                                                           
6 Ibid, 7. 
7 Chai-Anan Smudavanija, cited in Yusuf, op.cit, 278. 
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Second, the strong anti-Islamic religious and ethnic sentiments currently being 
worked up in Myanmar has been responsible for the rising of Buddhist nationalist 
sensitivity in Thailand. A group of extremist Buddhist intellectuals such as Dr. Banjob 
Bannaruji, a retired Buddhist scholar at Chulalongkorn University recently hired by 
Mahachulalongkorn Rajchawitthayalai – the highly respected university for Buddhist 
monk - and their youth wings openly admired Phra Wirathu – the notorious extremist 
monk who led the Buddhist genocides against the Muslim Rohingja – they invited him to 
Thailand to talk on defending the Buddhism, Dr. Banjob himself took a photo with Phra 
Wirathu and praised him and posed it on his facebook. Previously, the most prominent 
scholar-monk, the de facto Buddhist intellectual leader in Thailand, Prayudh Payutto , 
who in the word of one scholar “had taken a dark and conservative ethnonationalist turn 
against other religions particularly Islam” had insisted that “ only Buddhism could 
preserve religious freedom in Thailand, as well as providing the source of Thai national 
identity”8.  

 
The rising of Buddhist sentiment and their receptive to ethno-religious extremism 

imported from Myanmar has inextricably linked to the protract conflict in southern 
Thailand. Pictures of monks lying bare on street, a trace of blood flowing on his half head 
body were highly circulated in social media. Some Buddhist temples such as those in 
Ratchaburi province, an hour drive from Bangkok where small Muslim community 
established a big Mosque in the heart of the town, placed this picture on their information 
board in order to gather money to help monks in southern Thailand. Monks and their 
Buddhist fellows perceived that the authority has not tough enough on the Muslims, the 
government failed to protect one of the most important pillars of Buddhism, the monk, 
for these reasons they have to step forward to take to task on their own. Myanmar has 
inspired on how to protect Buddhism from the threat of the Muslims. 

 
Thirdly, the war in the Middle-East and the rise of global terrorism has played a 

very negative role on Buddhist-Muslims relations. Much of the Buddhist perceiving, not 
to mention understanding, of Islam come not from the reliable sources, or being closely 
associated with the Muslims, but from the widespread misrepresentations, 
demonizations or distortions of the Western media in the context of heightened 
Islamophobia in the Western countries. The global media’s focus on the almost daily 
scenario of senseless violence, unending political chaos in the Middle-East, West Asian, 
South Asian and African countries involving Muslim actors has painted the face of Islam 
and Muslims with the darkest of color. The Muslims have been generalized as trouble-
maker; they make trouble everywhere they exist.     

 
Fourthly, the rise of the literalist-reformist Islam in the Thai Muslim society. Islam 

in South East Asia has long been praised for its peaceful way of spreading its massage. 
One of the distinctive features of Shafiite school of thought which widely accepted in this 
one of the most cultural diverse region is its accommodative to local-sociocultural 
contexts. This integrative aspect brings about the harmonious blending of Islamic 
jurisprudence (fiqh), theology (‘lm al-altawhid), Islamic spirituality and mysticism 

                                                           
8 Duncan McCargo, cited in Aryud Yahprung, Islamic Reform and Revivalism in Southern Thailand: A 
Critical Study of the Slafi Reform Movement of Shaykh Dr. Ismail Chapakia Al-Fatani, 1986-2010, Ph.D 
Thesis, International Islamic University Malaysia, 2014, 181.  
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(tasawwuf) and reformist thought (islah-tajdid-ijtihad)9. A result of these understanding 
of Islam, Muslims communities in the region have long experiencing of living side by side 
with non-Muslim communities and forging lasting political alliances with them, as in the 
case of Muslims in Thailand.  

 
The emergence of literalist-reformist understanding of Islam has stirred up 

friction within Muslim community and with the Buddhist-Muslim’s tie. The Salafis, as they 
called themselves, refused to sing national anthem, arguing that it incompatible with 
Islam. Women are strictly prohibited in their public activities, their face must be covered 
if they want to expose to outside their house. The salafi’s interpretation of the hadith 
which states that “Whoever imitates a community he is but one of them10” is very simple 
anything which associated with Thai culture will be outright rejected as it will jeopardize 
the ‘qidah. Muslims were told to dissociate from Thai cultural ceremonies such as those 
of New Year, Father’s Day, National Day, Children’s Day, because of these ceremonial 
activities were understood as no Islamic bases in the sacred texts. This understanding of 
Islam by the literalist-reformists has alienated Muslims from Thai society, it creates 
barrier between the two faiths communities, which prior to the rise of the Salafis walked 
and worked together through cultural activities. The incline towards simple 
understanding of religion propagated by the Salafis also serves the interests of ultra-
Buddhist nationalist who persistently attack Islam of preaching disloyalty which would 
destroy national integrity of the country.  
 
 

Concluding remarks 
 
The Muslim’s response to the rising tension with their co-religious Buddhist fellows has 
been of reactionary at worst and passive at best. When Dr. Banjob criticized Muslims of 
being a terrorist he was met face to face with a group of Muslim men who reportedly 
threaten his life. In response to a complaint lodged by a Buddhist who own hotel located 
near to the Mosque about the later uses of loud-speaker, the Muslims together with their 
religious leaders in Aow Kham district, a resort province of Phuket took to street, close 
down the road and round-up the hotel. The media reported Muslim’s protest of which the 
Muslims’ picket sign full of rude words targeting the complaint tiff. Whenever issues 
involving Muslims-Buddhist’s conflict arise, the internet, twitter, line application and chat 
rooms all are full of fierce exchange between members of the two faiths communities. The 
Muslims have not yet developed a proper way they should react to religious insult and 
provocation. In short, the Muslim lacks basic knowledge and training on how to dialogue 
with an opened, modern and ever changing society where people can question and 
challenge everything about Muslims and Islam. 

 
There is virtually no solid mechanism functioning as a platform where Muslim and 

Buddhist could raise their concerns, bridges the differences, and solve their 
(mis)understanding. In fact, there exist a Council of Inter-Religious Relations, a non-
governmental organization representing the three main religious beliefs in Thailand, 

                                                           
9 M. Kamal Hassan, “Reconstruction of Muslim Civilization in A.S.E.A.N. Countries, based on the Concept of 
Islamic Moderation (Alwasatiyyah): The New Islamic Agenda for Peace and Harmony in the Region,” 
Paper Presented at Public lecture at the Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok, organized by the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of Thailand, on 28th of September 2015, 18.   
10 The Hadith in question is  َْمْن تََشبَّهَ بِقَِوٍم فَُهَو ِمْنُهم  
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Buddhism, Islam and the Catholic, this Council however comprised of a senior member of 
the three religions in question they are however rarely convene a meeting let alone 
responsive to challenges. Furthermore, as Buddhist is the majority they do not feel the 
need to be urgently active in tackling the issue of religious enmity, they are in control 
anyway.  Added to the lack of interests in engaging inter-religious tension is the 
perception by Buddhist monk that this problem is originated from the Muslims – it was a 
Muslims who create the problems. 
  

Muslims in Thailand have to come to realize that structural change is already 
underway in the Thai society. Unlike the previous conflict, new wave of violence in the 
south has causing unprecedented damages on public image of the Muslims contributes 
much to the Buddhist’s antagonism toward the Muslim. Unless the Muslim throughout 
the country joint hands to condemn the violence, and ready to participate in the peaceful 
resolution of the southern problems the Muslims will suffer most.  

 
As regard to the rising of Islamophobia resulting from internal and external 

factors, channel of communication and mechanism must be established in every level of 
the society. These platforms should be initiated particularly by the Muslim so that 
differences and misunderstandings between the two faiths communities can be 
neutralized. The Islamic organizations either official or civil society must take a lead.      
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Jokowi and Multiculturalism in Indonesia 
 

MUHAMMAD FARID1 
 
 

Abstract 
 

President Joko Widodo (Jokowi) suddenly made a quick movement after the big 
action of 411 Muslims peace march, responding to the demands of the masses 
calling itself "Islamic Defense" for the case of insulting the faith of Islam toward the 
governor of Jakarta, Basuki Tjahya Purnama (Ahok). Jokowi then did a lot of official 
visits to a number of religious leaders, civic leaders, and military leaders. But some 
analysts said the political maneuvering was too late, and also judged as too elitist; 
he only hear suggestions and voices from the circle power, adopts the opinion of 
certain religious elites, but ignores the voices of the commoners, clerics of the 
grassroots. Jokowi was considered no longer "the president of the people," as he 
used to be. He turned to bureaucrats who were only familiar to the front stage. His 
political attitudes showed that he was lack of understanding to religious blasphemy 
case, failed to face and deal with social movement wisely, and unable to manage 
this multicultural society (multiculturality). Jokowi was even made himself being 
dragged down by the large current politics surround him, while he seemed not 
really bear to notice. If the government fails to fulfill people sense of justice in the 
case of religious blasphemy, then it will resulted on the extremely negative 
implications for the multicultural life in Indonesia. 
 
Keywords: Religious Basphemy, Social Movement, Multicultural Awareness 
 

 
Background 

 
Starting from the controversial statements of Governor of Jakarta, Basuki Tjahya 
Purnama (Ahok) in Pulau Seribu, which is an insult to the holy quran verses, have 
triggered a wave of mass protests of nearly 2 million Muslims from various regions in 
Indonesia taken over the streets of central Jakarta on November 4, 2016. This action was 
considered as the largest mass action since the 1998 reform, which was driven by an 
organization called the National Movement Guard of Indonesian Ulema Council Fatwa 
(MUI GNPF) focusing on one demand - a prison for Ahok. 

 
Despite the end-chaos, due to the elements’ provocation act, the action known as 

the 411 went relatively peaceful. Yet, ironically, the positive attitude of 411 action didn’t 
seem to attract the president’s attention, who, at the same time, preferring to handle the 
project site rather than to hear directly the aspirations of the Muslims requesting for 
diplomacy. 

 
After ignoring the nearly 2 million Muslims visiting his palace, the day after, Jokowi 

immediately made a statement that he promised to instruct police officers to process 
Ahok’s case with a quick, accurate, and transparent process. Jokowi also continued to 
lobby political party officials, leaders of Islamic scholars from large organizations, and 
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military elites. These political steps, to some analysts, appeared to be the picture of the 
government concern of the demands of the Islamic masses who promised to make even 
bigger action if the state still ignores the case of Ahok. The result was on November 16th , 
Ahok finally went to court, even though the process was not transparently executed as 
promised by  the president.   

 
Ahok suspect status did not instantly make the masses of Muslims content, referring 

to their sole and ultimate demand was to prison Ahok. This demand is actually  based on 
juridical facts, that the rules of criminal law (KUHP), Indonesia clearly set penalties for 
religious blasphemy, and supported also by social facts in the community that almost all 
cases of religious blasphemy in this country is resulted in 2 to 5 years in prison. Therefore, 
if Ahok is free from bars, then, the assumption of Muslims about the existence of a large 
force protecting Ahok confirmed its justification. Hence, to meet the demands of justice 
for the insult upon the muslims belief, GNPF-MUI agreed to undertake the next mass 
action on December 2nd, which they called as an act of "defense of Islam part III". 

 
However, quoted from the guardian.com (16/11), some analysts still believe that 

the Ahok case has a more political nuance rather than religious. More shockingly, a 
number of Muslim religious leaders assessing Ahok’s speech on Q.S al-Maidah verse 51, 
claiming that the quotes was not considered as an insult, conversely, it was merely an 
ordinary remark that was twisted by certain parties for political purposes. Statement 
from Syafii Maarif defending Ahok is an example. Some analysts and Syafii strongly 
believe that Ahok case is a common matter, sort of speech errors, and that should be 
forgiven sufficiently with ahok’s apology, therefore no need for further punishment. Since 
the case was emerged at almost the same momentum of the local elections in Jakarta that 
made this exceptional case is easily to be politicized.   

 
The presumption that the case is purely political will have implications on other 

allegations in which massive protest actions against Ahok is also considered as political 
movement, particularly the sectarian politics. Sectarianism is understood as a fanatical 
ideology that favor one class only, and put hatred towards plurality and otherness. Thus, 
all elements and sympathizers of "act of defense of Islam" was accused of being the class 
of people of hardline, radical, conservative, anti tolerance. This view is clearly illustrated 
in many foreign media headlines. Like for example, written on TIME.Com “Basuki T. 
Purnama, seen as a symbol of tolerance, has been the target of hard-line Muslim 
protesters”. The same thing on the news website BBC.Com wrote “at least 100,000 people 
took part in a protest led by a hardline Muslim group in Jakarta calling for his resignation 
and prosecution. The movement against Mr Purnama has taken on anti-Chinese 
overtones”. And also news on Washington post, “Jakarta was rocked by a massive protest 
by conservative Muslims against the governor. One person died and dozens were injured 
in rioting. Hard-liners have threatened more protests if Ahok isn’t arrested.” Foreign 
news media seem so vulgar positioning movement against Ahok as a resistance against 
social plurality. Rejecting the difference.  

 
Emerged, then, an action from groups calling itself "Kebhinekaan Parade" on 

November 19, 2016. As quoted from page Republika.co.id (19/11), the originator parade 
asserted that "this is a collective expression of our nationhood and diversity", in which he 
consider that the diversity in Indonesia is quite threatened after the sequence of events 
411. Evident by the church bombings in East Kalimantan, and such figure like Syafii 
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Maarif which behave differently from the mainstream of Muslim opinion. "People who 
are different then reviled, bombed, and isolated, we do not want that," explains the 
initiator of the event. Kebhinekaan Parade is intended to remind people to not to be afraid 
to reject attitudes of anti-diversity and anti tolerance of that sort. 

 
This paper attempts to offer a critical reading to the three phenomenon, they are; 

Ahok case, Jokowi attitude, and the phenomenon of multiculturalism movement in 
Indonesia; through three theoretical frames - The theoretical concept of religious 
blasphemy; multiculturalism; and the social movement. At the end writing, I will give a 
narrative from the perspectives of the peace practice of ex-combatants Muslim in Ambon 
of the multicultural communities.  

 
 

Religious Blasphemy 
 
From the perspective of sociology of religion, religious blasphemy case is quite close with 
tolerance and religious intolerance. According to Russell Powell and Steve Clarke in 
Religion, Tolerance and Intolerance: Views from Across the Disciplines, to be tolerant 
only for people who want to "intentionally" let something he did not like, though he has 
the ability to reject it. But if he let things he disliked not because of "intentionally", or as 
indifferent and unconcerned, then the action does not include action of tolerant. 

 
According to Powell and Clark, the element of "intent" to refrain from undesirable 

is the main factor of tolerance. This element firmly asserted in the principle of "non-
disturb" or non-interference. That is, only with "intentionally not to disturb" the attitudes 
and actions of others, that is called tolerance. Conversely, if he does not like the principles 
and beliefs of others and declare openly the dislike and even hatred, thus, such action was 
clearly not an action of tolerant but intolerance. 

 
Intolerance is the opposite ends from continuum of tolerance. If the tolerance refers 

to the tendency of individuals to refrain from negative attitudes towards other people, 
then intolerance is the negative attitudes among individuals or groups who do it openly. 
In view of Hunsberger (1995) intolerance is caused by "excessive confidence" (over-
generalized beliefs), which subsequently manifests on three things; First, the stereotype 
of the "outside groups brought low"; second, the attitude of deeply disgust or dislike to 
the groups outside; and third, disposition of unwelcome conduct toward out-group 
members, both in interpersonal and social policy terms. 

 
Prejudice is "the initial layer" of intolerance. Shape of views disparaging, degrading, 

and “dwarfing” the others. The second layer appears in the form of the attitude of dislike 
or hate towards something different. The third and last layer is the unpleasant behavior 
or arrogant action against people or anything different. This last phase is a form of 
intolerance in many ways. Therefore, people can have negative outlook, but not 
necessarily willing to make it apparent in the attitudes and actions. 

 
What was exhibited by Ahok in the case of "al-Maidah verse 51" is evidence of 

intolerance performed verbally, as quoted; "Do not be fooled by almaidah 51…". This 
sentence, even though seemed like ordinary verbal, yet should not regarded as a mistake, 
or accident, since it clearly signaled Ahok distaste of the interpretation of certain versions 
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from the Qur’an, in which he himself failed to conceal his dislike to public. Unfortunately, 
the version quoted by Ahok was commonly believed by mainstream of Indonesian 
Muslims at this present era. It was the prohibition to choose a pagan?? ( better  non-
muslim) leader which has strongly believed since long, by majorities of Islam. To this, 
therefore, a wave of mass protest of Islam communities became inevitable.  

 
 

 “Kebhinekaan” And Multiculturalism 
 
Yet "kebhinekaan" Indonesia should not be understood partly from its mantra of 
authenticity, which is "Unity in Diversity". So called mantra because this sentence is not 
a mere slogan, but storing up two key understandings - tolerance and unity. Without 
"tolerance", the difference may not to be melted into unity which then prevents disunity 
and conflict. And without "Unity", variety of race, ethnicity, and religions could not be 
pursued, built together, and realized in order to bind Indonesian nationality.  

 
The idea of nationality from the founding father, Mohammad Hatta, written in 1932 

on a political pamphlet entitled "Towards Indonesia Merdeka", strongly suggested that 
the struggle resisting colonialism should not just be aspired to the liberation of all man, 
still, must be grounded in the spirit of nationalism. That is, the idea of liberty is not a mere 
individual freedom or social freedom but all people of Indonesia, which is freedom of an 
independent nation. Independent nation presupposes the equality of every individual. 
Then, brotherhood or complete humanism will not be enough if it lack of freedom and 
independence at the nation's top. Bung Hatta rejected the liberal freedom preferring the 
freedom of individuals to other individuals, but accepted the social freedom reflected on 
the fifth principles of Pancasila - social justice for all Indonesian people. 

 
As clearly understood, Multiculturalism was born from the social setting of liberal 

society that embraces the principle of similarity of all persons before the law and 
upholding the rights of individual, including; rights of ethnic, religions, feminist groups, 
the disabled, homosexuals and other value orientations, to obtain the recognition of 
collective identity within a country. This understanding emerged as a strong protest to 
all forms of injustice against certain groups who were excluded from the majority, solely 
because of their otherness.2 

 
Two reasons underlying the struggle of the multiculturalist; first, that individuals 

and groups have the freedom to 'select value' and access to culture and information 
where values grew. Second, the recognition of universal rights of individuals on the basis 
of the UN human rights declaration is also absolutely acknowledge membership in a 
particular group, so that not only benefit the majority only.3 Because of these reasons, 
they continued to push the multiculturalist group of liberal interpretation that allows 
dual recognitions; respect for their unique individual identity, and respect for all the 
activities and the way the world views them.4 

                                                           
2 Kymlicka, Will, Multiculturalisme Citizenship. A Liberal Theory of Minority Rights, Clarendon Press, 

Oxford, 1996, h.19 
3 Ibid., h.51 
4 Lihat Gutman, Amy (ed.), Multiculturalism. Examining the Politics of Recognition, Princeton University 

Press, 1994, h.8 
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On a sociological level, the struggle of the multiculturalist usually leads to public 
policy concerns; public services, religious holy days, the court, and a number of public 
decisions which are considered more profitable to partial or majority groups, including 
the policy of school curricula and university - teaching materials, language, and social 
environment. This group of persistent fighting in conducting social and educational 
modified in order to eliminate the biases of cultural and religious stereotypes, to create a 
community which is plural yet equal to their rights. 

 
Normatively, the values fought by multiculturalist seem authoritative; recognition 

of the rights, equality, and the elimination of cultural biases and religion, is an ideal 
values. But in practice, the struggle is more focused on the defense of the rights of 
minorities indiscriminately. As far as they are the minority, must be defended, even if they 
do deviations. To mention some of old cases such as; Ahmadiyah congregation which 
deviated from the teachings of the Koran; the case of Lia Eden who claimed to have met 
Gabriel and made the Messiah or the reincarnation of the Virgin Mary; also the case of 
Ahmad Musadeq who claimed to be the last prophet who brings a new treatise.  For the 
multiculturalist, these minor groups must be protected by the State, exclusion against 
them is wrong and must be rejected. And for the nearest case, is how the multiculturalist 
so passionately defending Ahok who is seen as the representation of the minority of 
Chinese and Christian. As a minority, Ahok must be defended, even if he proved to insult 
Islam. 

 
This multiculturalism perspective not only be able to harm the unity of the nation 

as predicted by  Bung Hatta, but also dangerous for the future of living together among 
tribes, nations and religions in Indonesia. Because , in the understanding of 
multiculturalism, the differences are celebrated with a base of understanding of 
liberalism that recognizes individual freedom absolute. "Absolutely free" is another word 
for acting at large, and oppose any action that would be seen as the deprivation of the 
rights of the individual. Ahok who insulted the Qur'an is not a fault, but rather viewed as 
a part of his freedom to do so. Ahok even rated to have the right to "interpret" al-Maidah 
51, although he is not a Muslim. And his actions should not be banned, because only he 
himself knows what he meant, as displayed by Nusron Wahid at his defense for Ahok 
which was very fiery broadcasted on  private television prime time. 

 
If so, then the purpose of the multiculturalist is predictable, because it is no longer 

merely the defense of minority rights, instead, a blind to defense against any act of the 
minority, in spite of the actions that might threaten the integrity of the nation. From here, 
we should be cautious of any actions, even under the guise of "kebhinekaan gerakan", yet 
it is difficult to hide the mission inside, which is the ideas of Western-liberal 
multiculturalism, and not “Bhineka-Tungga-Ika”, the original philosophy of Indonesia 
nation. 
 
 

Phenomenon Of The Social Movement and How to  
Understand "Islamic Defense Movement" 

 
The notion that a social movement (social action) always has a cost and benefits, political, 
found on the structuralist perspective to understand the basis of the emergence of a mass 
movement on the issue of limited economic resources and political issues of the state. 
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Perspective on "benefits and profits", according to M. Jasper (2007) is a legacy of the 
tradition of rationalism is indeed only see the importance of the welfare of yourself, the 
material wealth, as something that is absolutely desirable and always pursued as the 
interests of the movement (economic determinism), and close a blind eye to the human 
life more essential.   

 
At the other end, there is a model of cultural perspectives (cultural framing). If the 

first model is structural oriented, the second approach is more oriented to action or 
collective action of society. Action here, is not merely understood in concrete action, but 
be able to take place at the level of ideas, thoughts of the individual or group. Action on 
the symbolic level, is called ideology, or often referred to as a form of resistance in mind 
(Scott, 2000: 51) 

 
Of course, both approaches can be used to understand the movement of any mass, 

including the mass movement of Islamic defense. But if we use a cultural perspective, the 
mass movement of Islamic defense could be explained by two reasons. First, we could see 
the contents of the demands of the masses, that there are issues which arise ideology. 
Ideology here is sourced from the Islamic beliefs of the masses reaction against any 
deviation. From here, then, produce understandings on the attitude of resistance. Second, 
rituals and emotions. Along the way of the march, the mass recited and shouted "Allahu 
Akbar" of remembrance and praises, impacted on the rise of emotion and fighting spirit, 
and helped strengthening the solidity and solidarity of faith in that actions of Truth. 

 
Structurally perspective, although it also has plenty of arguments, yet, it seems 

difficult to argue to the Facts of mass action of "defend Islam" itself. First, Political bias of 
the mass movement has indisputable failure of the political lobbying Jokowi  prior to the 
mass movement. In fact, Islam continues to resist mass action despite Jokowi and 
Prabowo continues visit to each other till today. Second, assumed chaos by some 
observers were not proven as well, overturning the rationalization of structural paradigm 
that assess the mass action will always end in a conflict. 

 
 

Managing the Potential Religious Violence In Indonesia: Learning From The 
Everyday Peace Of Ex-Combatants Muslim Ambon 

 
Indonesia has suffered enough from many cases of religious violence at old times. 
Tragedy of Sampit, Poso and Ambon are part of the story of the many dark events for 
inter-religious life. Perhaps, Ambon is the central of attention, becoming the largest and 
worst human tragedy since the massacre by the Communists (PKI) in Java. And from the 
life story of ex-combatants Ambon in 1999, we heard many about the complexity of 
understanding of their dark past situation, and the ups and downs of togetherness in 
generating peace today. 

 
Although the dark past was so complicated to understand, there is one thing that 

most clearly stored in the "stock of knowledge" of Muslim ex-combatants, which is the 
morality of faith is a necessary thing. The entity of faith is not negotiable, moreover 
inviolable. Massive conflicts in Maluku for 4 years according to them was caused by an 
interference to their faith; their prophet is abused, their sacred books burned, their 
masjid destroyed, brothers slaughtered in front of their eyes. All of this bothered their 
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faiths which then excite Jihad, transformed into a mass wave of emotion that they can not 
control it themselves. 

 
Why is faith so fragile to be disturbed? Not a few sociologists deny this faith moral 

entity. Yet, in fact, it occupies a central and fundamental position of human life. Therefore, 
all the struggle and the defense of the morality of faith can not be reduced as a purely 
material interests. Moral faith in people is more fundamental than moral material. Michel 
Foucault (1998: 379) even called moral sentiments as the most noble and attractive 
entity has ever had in history. Her genealogy approach shows how moral intuitions and 
emotions as if emerging from the deepest intestinal tissue of the human body. It is simply 
to show how deep and essential. 

 
Today, two different religious communities in Ambon continuously strive to "guard 

the peace" by continuesly trying to understand each other and the differences between 
the typical. Restraints of attitude, speech, and actions that may disturb their religious 
beliefs. And stay together uphold the unity as one nation, Indonesia. National unity is 
absolutely necessary, and not the unity of religion and belief. For the ex-Muslim 
combatants Ambon, every effort that is about to unite sustainability-religious and their 
faith, or various forms of religious ceremonial peace in the programs that only oriented 
project only to be rejected firmly. Because for them, the union of religion and belief was 
impossible, and peace between religions is not possible fabricated. What they want is only 
esteem and respect (tolerance) to the peculiarities of their beliefs, without intervention, 
moreover disturbance. 

 
If only the government and all stakeholders want to learn from the cases of religious 

violence that have occurred in this country, then the issue of blasphemy should be 
immediately ceased. Here, the role of Jokowi as president is crucial. Jokowi should firmly 
establish and not easily be swayed by the insistence and interest. Jokowi also must 
remain himself at his previous character - concerned about the fate of small people, and 
the interests of the grassroots. Yet, Jokowi showed just the opposite. He was increasingly 
powerless to resist the urge and the current range of interests around him, which was , 
unfortunately, the more elitist in his political action, and away from his original style; 
president of the "grassroots". Jokowi is not the person he promised to be. He transformed 
to become a "king", only want to see the "aristocrats", also arrogant and anti-criticism. 

 
Jokowi ought to understand, that this nation is made up of diverse cultures and 

religions. However the problem of the diversity of the nation lies not in mere majority-
minority dichotomy; majority must protect minorities and minorities must also respect 
the majority. Not only that! Problems of diversity of the nation lie in the attitudes and 
actions of the intolerance between groups of people, where one group is free and 
offensively unimpeded in demeaning the beliefs and life principles of other groups. 
Ahmadiyah group was allowed to continue their teachings, which deviates the principal 
teachings of other Muslims. Ahok was allowed to talk about the version of the 
interpretation of the Qur'an even though he is a Christian. If actions like this is continued 
to be permitted, then there will be a tremendous noise in this multi-nation country like 
Indonesia. 

 
Thus, "social justice for all Indonesian people" which was instilled by the founder of 

the nation, then, needs to be re-sounded. Social justice is clearly not the same as the 
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liberal principles such as "celebrating otherness". Social justice means respect 
uniqueness of each group, covers the rights and beliefs with each other without breaking 
the boundaries existed; to build the unity of the nation of Indonesia. 
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