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During the maiden visit of the Indian Prime Minster to Indonesia in May 2018, it was agreed upon
by both sides to organise the first-ever Interfaith Dialogue in early October 2018. This dialogue
between India and Indonesia would be held in the Indonesian city of Yogyakarta1 which will be
followed by a similar dialogue in India the following year. The two leaders during the Indian
Prime Minister’s visit shared their views on the urgent need to address the issue of growing
radicalism and terrorism, and to promote peaceful pluralism.2 Faced with the increasing incidence
of radicalism and extremist violence in the name of religion, it provides both the nations a
partnership for promoting a culture of peace and harmony.
Significance of the Interfaith Dialogue for Indonesia
Indonesia has the largest Sunni Muslim population in the world and recognises six religions –
Muslim, Catholic, Protestant, Hindu, Buddhist, and Confucian – of equal status, based on the
countries ideology of Pancasila.3 Indonesia has been partnering with like-minded countries that
also face similar challenges in the containment of tension and violence caused by religion-based
non-state entities. The Interfaith Dialogue becomes one of the essential platforms for Indonesia
towards addressing this challenge, apart from the various bilateral and multilateral security
partnerships being undertaken. Two underlining factors threaten the status-quo of the
Indonesian society, which make the interfaith dialogue significant.
Role of Islam in the Indonesian Republic
The first President of Indonesia Sukarno4 had a vision of an independent Indonesia which was to
be a secular republic, rather than a monarchy or a theocracy. For Sukarno, the identity of an
independent Indonesian state was not to be defined in terms of any religion. The BPUPKI or
Committee for the Preparation of Indonesian Independence, with 21 members, was set up in
March 1945. The committee discussed formats for the establishment of an independent
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government had representation from all the major ethnic groups of the archipelago as well as the
Chinese. Sukarno’s groups that dominated the committee talked of the five principles or
Pancasila, which was formulated by Sukarno and Muhammad Yamin5 in June 1945 as the basis for
organising the new country. These five principles were national identity, a place in the
international community, people’s sovereignty, social justice, and belief in one God.6 The Islamic
group represented by Mohammad Natsir7, rejected Sukarno’s notion of an Indonesian state. For
him, Islam was more than just a system of theology, but a complete civilisation comprised of
general principles which regulates the interaction among individuals and between individual and
society. In Natsir’s view, the idea of unity between religion and the state was imperative and
maintained that the affairs of the state is an integral part of Islam. Thus, a compromise amongst
the two groups in the committee had to be adopted in order to find an acceptable solution. The
compromise was fully achieved in July 1945 and was based on the tenet that the new Republic
would take neither a secular nor a theocratic identity. The new Republic would be a state based
on Pancasila in which “belief in one God” constitutes one of the principles.8
Both Sukarno and Suharto9 were aware that Indonesia being a Muslim majority state
would find it hard to separate religion from politics. However, both emphasised on the principles
of Pancasila as the guiding force towards ensuring religious freedom by creating an atmosphere of
peace, tolerance as well as of mutual understanding and respect. This delicate balance between
religion and the state has been constantly under pressure. In the new millennium with the
increasing level of terror linked violence, it has raised concerns on Indonesia’s religious tolerance.

Growing Incidence of Extremist Violence in Indonesia
In the 21st century there has been a growing incidence of violence from radicalised and religious
extremist groups. Further, Indonesia being a vast archipelago with porous borders makes it an
attractive destination for international terrorist to illicitly enter and open networks for carrying
out their operations on Indonesian soil. According to the global terrorism database maintained by
the University of Maryland, from 2001-2017, there have been 448 incidents of terrorist related
violence in Indonesia. The Al-Qaida and Jemaah Islamiya (JI) bombing in the tourist district of
Kuta in the Bali Island on October 12, 2002, that killed 202 while injuring close to 300 is one such
major terrorist attacks in recent Indonesian history. Acts of violence have also been carried out by
Muslim radical groups that include Jamaah Ansharut Daulah (JAD), Majahidin Indonesia Timur
(MIT), Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant, as well as by Christian extremist group such as in
Karubaga on July 17, 2015.10
More recently on May 13, 2018, a family of suicide bombers linked to JAD attacked three
churches across Surabaya, killing at least 12 people and injuring 41 others. Later the same day,
another explosion was reported at a low-cost apartment in the neighbouring city of Sidoarjo.
Further, on May 14, a bomb exploded at the Surabaya Police headquarters. In total, 25 people,
including 13 suicide bombers, were killed and dozens injured in the series of bombings in
Surabaya. This was the worst terrorist attack in Indonesia in a decade.11
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Conclusion
This makes the first ever Interfaith Dialogue between India and Indonesia significant as it is being
done with the purpose of building a culture of peace by promoting religious harmony. Further, as
both nations share commonality in terms of their religious diversity along with the increasing
threat to their social fabric, central towards their nation building. It becomes necessary to expand
their security collaboration beyond traditional arrangements and undertake initiatives that
promote religious understanding in order to counter radicalisation and extremist violence being
carried out in the name of religion. Thus, the upcoming interfaith dialogue seems to be a mature
step forward in the new India-Indonesia comprehensive strategic partnership.
***
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