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FOREWORD

MARC SAGEMAN

I do hope that policymakers and opinion leaders will read this remarkable series of assessments of
terrorism in Southeast Asia. They should read the actual assessments, which are already brief
summaries of local situations, in their entirety. Decisions based on partial readings are already
cartoon versions of reality and are necessarily couched in abstract simplistic arguments, familiar
to Western policymakers. “Are we winning or losing the war on terror? Is al Qaeda on the run or
on the move? Is al Qaeda a social movement or a network? Is it an ideology? Is al Qaeda
franchising locally?” All these questions are nonsense, and these assessments, which rarely
mention al Qaeda—an American obsession after the 9/11 tragedy—bring us back to the reality on
the ground. I must warn the reader that these assessments are difficult to read because they are
full of exotic foreign names, which are hard to keep straight, but the effort is definitely worth it
because they collectively paint a concise picture of clarity as to the nature of the violent Islamist
threat in Southeast Asia. In effect, they will recalibrate the debate on what to do about this threat.

The essays on Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, the Philippines, Singapore, Cambodia, Burma, and
Australia have a thread in common: terrorism, like politics, is local. Yes, there is a superficial
frame, which is shared by local terrorists, but the vicissitudes of violence vary according to local
events. Except for training provided a decade earlier to some aspiring terrorists, al Qaeda is
notably absent from the various accounts in the present collection. Indeed, the weak links to al
Qaeda central, trumpeted in the West more than in Southeast Asia, obscure the local dynamics,
showing an upsurge in the threat earlier in this decade and a general decline as time goes on.
While the ideology is similar, local social conditions change, and law enforcement agencies learn
to deal with their foes.

As the essays show, the situation is improving in Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, and Australia.
The situation is deteriorating in Thailand because violent Islamists wrapped themselves with
separatist grievances, while the situation in the Philippines is so embedded in local politics that it
is difficult to even analyze it in terms of “terrorism.” Indeed, there, the complexity of local factors
well known to local inhabitants is obscured by the fears of Western politicians, who insist on
putting strange labels on the belligerents. This reminds me of the situation in Africa in the 1970s,
when the United States became alarmed at the prospect of Communism in countries that did not
have any industry, let alone a proletariat. Such categories do not make sense in certain parts of the

» «

world. Now, they have been replaced by “al Qaeda,” “Islamist extremists,” “a clash of
civilizations,” or some other fanciful nightmares of the polemic Western supremacists. This will
not be a long war unless Asian governments choose to make it so, as the government of Thailand

seems determined to do.
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The local nature of the threat in Southeast Asia is demonstrated by the fact that virtually no
Southeast Asians travel elsewhere to fight the jihad. Despite the fact that the Southeast Asian
Muslim communities constitute a large proportion of Muslims worldwide, they do not travel
much to other contemporary theaters of war, such as the West, or even the Middle East, to fight.
They do not respond to a mythical al Qaeda Comintern and do not seem to be the recipient of
feared envoys of such a global terrorist board of trustees in the past seven years.

The successes by various governments in fighting this threat have been local: good law
enforcement directed specifically at the potential perpetrators and encouragement of mainstream
Muslims, which undermines the arguments of those advocating violence. Indeed, the successes
have not come from reframing the narratives or countering the ideology but from old-fashioned
good police work and reducing local grievances, thereby undermining the appeal to violence.
Indeed, the atrocities committed by local perpetrators stimulated local pushback, which
ultimately defeated the appeal of violence for the pool of potential terrorist wannabes.

In Southeast Asia, as in the rest of the world, it would be naive to believe that terrorism can be
defeated. It is and will remain a tactic of the weak against their government, and Southeast Asia
has seen its share throughout modern history. However, the appeal of Islam is fading in some
theaters but gaining strength in a few others due to local reasons. In the future, terrorism in
Southeast Asia may still be waged in the name of new concepts. The key to holding it in check is
to not overreact, punish only the criminals directly involved in violence, and encourage young
people that might be attracted to violent ideology to pursue their political activism in a more
effective and lawful way.

Marc Sageman
Sageman Consulting, LLC
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INTRODUCTION

These assessments were drafted by members of the CSIS Trusted Information Network project on
Southeast Asia (TIN-2). To access the primary TIN-2 report, please see
http://www.csis.org/component/option,com_csis_pubs/task,view/id,5462/.

Because the TIN-2 discussion questions focused on overarching thematic issues, we felt it was
important to draw on the tremendous and varied knowledge of the TIN-2 team to create a
regional threat assessment. To this end, we asked TIN members to draft a short paper on their
respective areas of expertise in late autumn 2008. These assessments illustrate what a modest level
of outreach to nongovernmental experts can provide.



RADICAL ISLAM IN THE MIDDLE
EAST AND SOUTHEAST ASIA:
A COMPARISON

2

Giora Eliraz

Any attempt to make comparative generalizations about Islamic radicalism by contrasting the
Middle East with Southeast Asia faces methodological difficulties. These challenges are
compounded by ambiguities in the term “Islamic radicalism.” In addition, the movements,
organizations, groups, and individuals commonly associated with this term do not create a
homogeneous entity. Nevertheless, some significant insights and observations can be suggested
through such a comparison.

For centuries, the Muslim population of Southeast Asia has demonstrated a strong affiliation to
the “center” of the Islamic world, particularly the Middle East. Varied channels and cultural
brokers have transmitted Islamic knowledge and ideas from the Middle East, exposing Muslims
in the Malay-Indonesian world to a broad spectrum of Islamic streams of thought.! Similarly,
radical Islamic fundamentalist ideology, beliefs, and spirit have also found their way to Southeast
Asia.?

Radical Muslims in Southeast Asia share tenets, rhetoric, organizational structures, operational
thinking, and ways of action with their Middle Eastern counterparts. It should come as no
surprise that these commonalties exist. Radicals from both areas drink from the same ideological
well. They share a collective memory of formative events in the global jthad—such as the Afghan
jihad against the Soviets in the 1980s—and there are those among the radicals in both regions
who have links to the al Qaeda network.

There are many ideological commonalities between radical fundamentalists in these two areas.
Both wish to see the establishment of the authority of God (al-hakimiyya) on Earth and place the
vision of an Islamic state based on Islamic law (Shari’a) as supreme in their worldview. Like their
Middle Eastern equivalents, Southeast Asian fundamentalists also regard the obligation of jihad,
one’s duty to exert effort along God’s path, as significant. Furthermore, many among them give
priority to the concept of the jihad by sword (jihad bil-saif, “striving through the sword”) and
even interpret this armed jihad as a compulsory duty that has to be performed by every single
Muslim (fard ‘ayn); this is distinguished from jihad as a collective duty of the Islamic community
(fard kifaya). As in the Middle East, there are radical Muslims in Southeast Asia who are engaged

! See Eliraz Giora, Islam in Indonesia: Modernism, Radicalism and the Middle East Dimension (Brighton,
U.K.: Sussex Academic Press, 2004), 44-56.
2 1bid., 37-42.
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in “jihad by tongue” (jihad bil-lisan). This approach seeks to propagate Islam and strengthen,
through speech and writing, the faith of Muslims who have become lax in their beliefs. This duty
is known in the Malay-Indonesian world as dakwah (da’wa in Arabic). Some radical
fundamentalist movements and groups are engaged in both da’wa and armed jihad. Others are
significantly inspired by an Islamic duty of “commanding right and forbidding wrong” (amr bil-
ma’ruf wal-nahi ‘an al-munkar).” Members of such groups raid “places of sin” and forcibly seek to
impose Islamic moral values on society.

As is the case in other regions of the world, Islamic radical movements and groups in Southeast
Asia and the Middle East require the “hated other” or “enemies.” Confrontation and opposition
are essential to their vitality.* The dichotomist approach of “we” (the “good”) and the “other” (the
“evil”) inspire them. Naturally, radicals in the Middle East and Southeast Asia have their own
particular “hated other.” But they also share enemies. Christians, for example, are perceived by
radicals in both regions as dangerous “enemies of Islam.” Radical Muslims in Southeast Asia do
not necessarily draw their perceptions of the enemy exclusively from their own experiences and
reality. Among their perceived enemies are those included in “a radical package deal” transmitted
from the “center” of the Islamic world to Southeast Asia. Thus, anti-Semitic expressions have
infiltrated into the perception and rhetoric of radical Muslims in Southeast Asia alongside anti-
American attitudes.

In order to prevent contamination and to maintain their purity, radicals need to demarcate the
borders between their cultural enclave, the abode of the “faithful Muslims,” and that of the “false
Muslims,” the unbelievers.” Hence, radical Muslims in both the Middle East and Southeast Asia
see it as their duty to identify unbelievers and infidels. Because of this obligation, they both regard
the concept of takfir—the excommunication of an individual from the umma, or charging a
person with unbelief or apostasy—as important. The view that divides the world between dar al-
Islam (the territory of Islam) and dar al-harb (the territory of war), which is common among
radical Muslims, has also been adopted by radicals in Southeast Asia.

Though there is a strong resemblance between Islamic radicalism in the Middle East and in
Southeast Asia, we should avoid wide brushstrokes and categorizing every call for jihad in
Southeast Asia as a reflection of Middle Eastern radical Islam. Any attempt to ignore the local
context and view Islamic radicalism in Southeast Asia through a strictly Middle Eastern lens or
the ambiguous lens of “global jihad” is doomed to fail. The unique local contexts in which the
Southeast Asian radical players act produce distinctive case studies. Laskar Jihad’s military

* On the Islamic duty of amr bil-ma’ruf wal-nahi ‘an al-munkar, see Michael Cook, Commanding Right and
Forbidding Wrong in Islamic Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).

* Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby, “Conclusions: An Interim Report on a Hypothetical Family,” in
Fundamentalism Observed, ed. Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1991), 820-821.

> See Ibid.
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involvement in the Maluku Island conflict from 2000 to 2002, for example, cannot be simply
summarized as another manifestation of a “universal” Islamic radicalism or “global jihad.” The
same holds true for the militant Islamic separatism in the southern Philippines and southern
Thailand, whose roots preceded the contemporary phenomenon of Islamic radicalism.

But perhaps the greatest difference between the two regions, with regard to Islamic radicalism, is a
distinctive cordon sanitaire that exists in countries like Indonesia and, to a lesser degree,
Malaysia. It is striking that although Indonesia possesses certain circumstances that have proven
vital for Islamic radicalism in the Middle East, Islamic radicals in that country only constitute a
tiny proportion of the vast Muslim population and are kept on the fringes of society.® The reason
for this phenomenon seems to be a product of Indonesia’s unique fabric of polity, society, and
culture. Indonesia’s long-established tradition of religious pluralism and tolerance, which is
deeply anchored in the tradition of Sufism, is one example of this. So is the assertive, influential
moderate Muslim mainstream that played a leading role, unknown in the Middle East, in the
democratization of Indonesia and the construction of a robust civil society.

Indonesia’s moderate Muslim mainstream also shows a commitment to combating religious
extremism and militancy. The distinctively influential voice of liberal Islam in Indonesia, also
unknown in the Middle East, delivers a comprehensive countermessage to the radical worldview,
militancy, and terror. The influential concept of “cultural Islam” as a competing concept to
political Islam and Indonesia’s religiously neutral ideology, the Pancasila, also contributes to the
ideals of tolerance and pluralism.”

Radical and militant Islam has grown stronger during Indonesia’s transition to democracy. In the
first years of the post-Soeharto era, the absence of authoritarianism that restrained the political
expression of Islam pushed Indonesia into political turmoil that was largely marked by sectarian
conflict, religious extremism, and even threats of terror. Perhaps the building of Indonesia’s
liberal democracy, almost unknown in the Arab Middle East, will function in the long run as a
significant bulwark against Islamic radicalization. The availability of democratic channels of
political participation for those who wish to promote an Islamic political agenda may moderate
proponents of political Islam, making them committed partners in democracy building and more
receptive to national values of tolerance and pluralism.

Though Malaysian democracy is commonly observed as having limitations and shortcomings, it
still presents an interesting model of democracy in a predominantly Muslim country. In Malaysia,
like Indonesia, radical Muslims enjoy an opportunity to promote their vision of an Islamic state
through democratic channels. The Malaysian polity prevents Islamists from monopolizing the

¢ Such similar circumstances include, for example, the cultural bewilderment and distress that follow a
process of modernization, economic hardships, and annoyance with the luxurious life of elites.

7 For a wider discussion on bulwarks against Islamic radicalism in the Indonesian context, see Giora Eliraz,
Islam and Polity in Indonesia: An Intriguing Case Study (Washington, D.C.: Hudson Institute, 2007), 6-12,
http://www.futureofmuslimworld.com/research/publID.62/pub_detail.asp.
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Muslim voice and agenda. This is largely due to the government’s Islamic countermessage
embodied in the progressive, moderate concept of civilizing Islam, known as Islam Hadhari. In
addition to the basic tenet of faith and piety, this concept includes ideals such as progress,
modernization, science, knowledge, protection of women, minority rights, and multiculturalism.
Islamists in the Middle East do not face a similar challenge.®

The vivid Islamic discourse in Malaysia even yields some countervoices to religious extremism
from within civil society. An intriguing example is the Sisters in Islam (SIS).” This group of
Muslim professional women aims to achieve women rights by arguing, among other things, that
oppression and ill-treatment of women is not found in the foundations of Islam. Instead, they
argue, this conduct results from a process of interpretation and codification dominated by male
jurists and scholars. They also blame the cultural practices and values of a patriarchal society.

The case of the southern Philippines and southern Thailand is different. In these two areas,
separatist aspirations and Islamic radicalism often intersect. The overall contexts of both areas do
not provide a similar set of bulwarks against Islamic radicalism as found in Indonesia or Malaysia.
It seems that it is mainly the power of the central government—as is often the case in the Middle
East—that opposes radical, militant Muslims.

The Islamic separatist aspirations in these two areas are deeply grounded in the local context.
Their roots are based, among other things, on a yearning for the Islamic “golden age” that
included the sultanates of Mindanao, Solo, and Pattani. These separatist aspirations are also
nourished by a sense of being Muslims who are living at the boundary of dar al-Islam and dar al-
harb and by a refusal within Muslim-minority communities to submit to the rule of “infidels”

(kuffar).

These formative elements are strengthened by current grievances on political, economic, social,
cultural, and religious grounds and join the contemporary dilemma of reconciling the demands of
traditional Islam with the citizenship requirements of a non-Muslim, modern state. Certainly, the
confluence between separatism and radical Islamic ideas is basically unknown in the
predominantly Muslim Middle East.

8 On Islam Hadhari, see, for example, Terence Chong, “The Emerging Politics of Islam Hadhari,” in
Malaysia: Recent Trends and Challenges, ed. Saw Swee-Hock and K. Kesavapany (Singapore: Institute of
Southeast Asian Studies, 2006), 26-46; and Ioannis Gatsiounis, “Islam Hadhari in Malaysia,” Current
Trends in Islamist Ideology 3 (February 2006): 78-88,
http://www.futureofmuslimworld.com/research/pubID.43/pub_detail.asp.

® On Sisters in Islam, see, for example, Zainah Anwar, “What Islam, Whose Islam?: Sisters in Islam and the
Struggle for Women’s Rights,” in The Politics of Multiculturalism: Pluralism and Citizenship in Malaysia,
Singapore, and Indonesia, ed. Robert W. Hefner (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2001), 227-252.
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THE MIDDLE EAST, ISLAMISM,
AND INDONESIA: PULL VERSUS
PUSH FACTORS

Anthony Bubalo

In 2005, Greg Fealy and I wrote a paper examining the influence of Islamism from the Middle
East in Indonesia.' In large part, the paper was stimulated by a view in Australia, but also in
Indonesia and elsewhere, that Middle Eastern influences were radicalizing Indonesian Islam. As
our paper argued, such an attitude reflected two misconceptions. One was a perception of
Indonesian Islam as almost exclusively moderate and irenic. Although the overwhelming majority
of Indonesian Muslims fit this image, such a view ignored the significant strands of radicalism
and militancy that, historically, have also been present within Indonesian Islam.

The other misconception, closely related to the first, was that if there were negative factors to be
found within Indonesian Islam, they were the result of certain elements within Indonesia’s
Muslim community being infected by “the Middle Eastern disease.” Militancy was seen as being
pushed into Indonesia by outside nefarious influences. What this underestimated was the degree
to which elements within Indonesia actively sought out militant ideas, finance, and training from
the Middle East. In other words, it was not just about push factors, it was also about pull.

Reality, as is usually the case, is even more complex than this. The flow of militant ideas,
doctrines, funding, and training has all occurred alongside a far broader transmission of ideas,
people, and material support related, very broadly (and sometimes very tangentially), to Islam.
This includes everything from interest within Indonesia in Middle Eastern forms of Islamic
religiosity and the travel of Indonesian students to Arab centers of Islamic learning to the activism
of Middle Eastern-based Islamic charities in Indonesia, all facilitated by the forces of
globalization. Moreover, these transfers, whether malign or benign, have rarely ever been received
within Indonesia passively. In most cases, there has been a process of indigenization at work,
absorbing what was seen to be applicable to Indonesia and discarding what was not.

! Anthony Bubalo and Greg Fealy, Joining the Caravan? The Middle East, Islamism and Indonesia, Lowy
Institute Paper 05 (Alexandria, Aust.: Lowy Institute, 2005), http://www.lowyinstitute.org/
Publication.asp?pid=229; for an abridged version of that paper, see also, Anthony Bubalo and Greg Fealy,
Between the Global and the Local: Islamism, the Middle East, and Indonesia (Washington, D.C.: Brookings
Institution, 2005), http://www.lowyinstitute.org/Publication.asp?pid=229.
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Which Islam? Which Islamism?

To understand these transmissions between the Middle East and Indonesia (and more broadly,
Islamic Southeast Asia), it is important to be clear about what is being transmitted. The various
flows from the Middle East to Indonesia (related to Islam) can be divided into three broad
categories: those related to matters of Islamic religiosity; those concerned with Islam as an
ideology; and those that provide or support a narrative for activism, typically of a militant variety.

Of the three categories, flows related to Islamic religiosity are by far the most significant. These
are defined by their focus on matters of Islamic creed, religious practice, and education, although
these influences are extremely diverse and date back centuries from the very arrival of Islam to
Indonesia.* Contemporary examples include not only religious and language education provided
by Islamic institutions in the Middle East (and their branches in Indonesia) and the Salafist
preaching in Indonesia by groups and individuals from Saudi Arabia and other Gulf countries
(Kuwait, Yemen), but also the ideas of “liberal” Islamic thinkers; activism by Middle Eastern
charities (insofar as charity reflects both a central obligation of the Islamic faith and a vehicle for
preaching); and the published translations of popular Middle Eastern Islamic scholars, notably
Yusuf al-Qaradawi.

Those flows focused on an ideological reading of Islam would comprise the second most
important category. Here, I am, of course, referring to the transmission of Islamist ideas. By
Islamism I mean not just the ideologization of Islam, but a set of specific ideas that propose the
revival of Islam as the basis for societal reform, with the ultimate goal being the establishment of
an Islamic state (or system) defined by its implementation of Shari’a (crudely, Islamic law). The
most prominent examples of Middle Eastern Islamic influence of an ideological variety would be
the Muslim Brotherhood and, more recently, Hizb ut-Tahrir.

One might include in this ideological category those influences and flows of training and money
from al Qaeda to its Indonesian partisan, Jemaah Islamiyah (JI). Yet for a number of reasons, it
makes more sense, arguably, to place these influences in a different category. The French scholar
Olivier Roy has referred to al Qaeda as providing less of an ideology than a “narrative.” That
narrative portrays the sufferings of Muslims globally as a result, primarily, of Western persecution
and emphasizes the role of individual Muslims or a small vanguard working to avenge that
persecution by striking back at the West.* For Roy, it is precisely because al Qaeda tries to marshal
diverse conflicts into a common struggle to defend a virtual umma that limits its ability to provide

2 For an excellent overview of the historical interchange of Islamic thinking, see Azyumardi Azra, The
Origins of Islamic Reformism in Southeast Asia, Southeast Asia Publications Series (Canberra: Asian Studies
Association of Australia, 2004).

? Olivier Roy, Al Qaeda in the West as a Youth Movement: The Power of a Narrative, CEPS Policy Brief 168
(Brussels: Centre for European Policy Studies, August 2008), http://shop.ceps.eu/
BookDetail.php?item_id=1698.

41bid., 7.
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anything more specific than this very generalized narrative. Militant action becomes an end in
itself.

This is not to suggest that JT and other jihadi groups in Indonesia have not also been influenced
by more explicitly ideological militant Islamist thought from the Middle East. There is, for
example, evidence that JI's General Declaration of Struggle was drawn from the Charter of Islamic
Action of the militant Egyptian group al-Gama’a al-Islamiyyah.’ But it is also true that alongside
its historical militant Islamist goals aimed at establishing an Islamic state in Indonesia and a
regional caliphate, one part of JI came to adopt al Qaeda’s narrative of struggle against the West.
This decision had specific consequences, reflected in the targeting of Westerners in Indonesia and
neighboring countries, most infamously in the Bali bombings of 2002.

As the foregoing implies, while useful from an analytical perspective, these three categories
cannot be viewed too rigidly. There are gray areas and overlaps among them, and not just
between ideological and narrative categories. In the past, funding for charitable and da’wa
purposes (that is, from within the broad category of religiosity above) has ended up in militant
hands. Indeed, in our 2005 paper we recounted our own contacts with the then-head of the
International Islamic Relief Organization (IIRO), who noted that individual Saudi donors had
been scared off from providing charity to the organization because of some cases where IIRO
offices (including in Southeast Asia) had been used to fund extremists.® It is also important not to
conflate different influences from the Middle East (see below) and to recognize that we still have a
pretty incomplete picture of such flows from the Middle East to Indonesia and the broader
Southeast Asian region.

Push, Pull, and Push Away

As already noted, where ideas from the Middle East are being proselytized or being appropriated
in Indonesia, there is almost always a process of local adaptation going on, which can also change
over time. Historically, the key conduit for al Qaeda’s influence into Indonesia (and Southeast
Asia more broadly) was the war in Afghanistan against the Soviets in the 1980s. Some hundreds of
Indonesians went through jihadi training camps, and it was in these camps that links among
people who would go on to form the nucleus of both al Qaeda and JI were established (JI did not
exist as an organization when Indonesians first started going to Afghanistan).”

* Bubalo and Fealy, Joining the Caravan? The Middle East, Islamism and Indonesia, 82.

¢Ibid., 61.

7 For a full discussion of this, see International Crisis Group, Indonesia Backgrounder: How the Jemaah
Islamiyah Terrorist Network Operates, Asia Report 43 (Brussels: International Crisis Group, December 11,
2002), http://www.crisisgroup.org/home/index.cfm?id=1397 &CFID=70514125&CFTOKEN=18844882;
and International Crisis Group, Jemaah Islamiyah in Southeast Asia: Damaged but Still Dangerous, Asia
Report 63 (Brussels: International Crisis Group, August 26, 2003), http://www.crisisgroup.org/home/
index.cfm?]1=1&id=1452.
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That initial connection certainly reflected both elements of push and pull. It was through this
connection that al Qaeda was able to push its narrative in Southeast Asia, reinforced by the
money and training it was also able to provide. Indeed, initially al Qaeda had more success in
Southeast Asia and other areas at the periphery of the Muslim world (such as Chechnya or
Europe) than it had in the Middle East in lining up militant Islamists behind its narrative. Most
established militant groups in the Middle East by and large rejected its call for action against “the
far enemy.”

In terms of pull factors, the initial attraction of the Afghan jihad for those that would go on to
form JI, Abdullah Sungkar and Abu Bakar Bashir, was that it provided a place to acquire military
training to be used in domestic conflicts in Indonesia. But it is also true that some of those
Indonesians who went to Afghanistan returned with a more globalist outlook. It was this group
within JI (notably those around JI figure Hambali) that responded most favorably to Osama bin
Laden’s famous call in February 1998 for the formation of a “World Islamic Front” against “Jews
and Crusaders” and went on to carry out the Bali bombings, among other attacks.

As Sidney Jones has argued, not everyone within JI accepted bin Laden’s reasoning. His 1998
fatwa prompted considerable debate within JI. Since the Bali bombings, tensions between those
keen to follow the al Qaeda narrative and attack Western targets and those keen to keep JT’s
militant and proselytizing energies focused on local concerns in Indonesia have persisted and
strengthened. For the latter group, the harsh security-driven reaction of the Indonesian state and
the antipathy among ordinary Indonesians caused by the Bali bombings and subsequent attacks
(in which typically more Indonesians were killed than Westerners) reaffirmed the imprudence of
prioritizing global over local concerns.

Ultimately, at least in terms of jihadi activism, pull rather than push factors seem to play a bigger
role. Indonesia (and Southeast Asia more broadly) has never been a key topic in bin Laden’s
rhetoric. There were some exceptions, notably bin Laden’s November 2001 letter to Al Jazeera’s
Kabul bureau, in which he accused Australia’s “Crusader armies” of separating East Timor from
Indonesia. But, perhaps reflecting al Qaeda’s preoccupation with Iraq, in recent years Indonesia
has hardly rated a mention, if at all. Given both the strong possibility, in my view, that al Qaeda
and the jihadi trend will become even more preoccupied with the Middle East broadly defined
(including Afghanistan and Pakistan), and the limitations that have been placed on the movement
of extremists and their money since 9/11, this drift away from Southeast Asia will probably
continue.

This is not to say that Middle Eastern jihadi thinkers have become unimportant in Indonesia, or
that events in the Middle East no longer provide an important backdrop for the jihadi worldview
in Southeast Asia. But the key role in the transmission of these ideas is still going to be played by
locals. An excellent example of this is Indonesia’s burgeoning jihadi translation and publishing
industry. As Sidney Jones has noted, Indonesian jihadists have been eclectic and promiscuous in
their translation of various Middle Eastern militant thinkers and writers—to the extent where
they have even translated some of the debates among Middle Eastern jihadists over al Qaeda’s
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strategy, potentially feeding them into local debates about the continuing applicability of the al
Qaeda narrative to the Indonesian context.®

I would argue that this also reflects more than just the break in physical contact between al Qaeda
and parts of JI caused by the arrest of Hambali in particular. As al Qaeda’s decline in Iraq has
underlined, its narrative is often going to generate tensions between local and global agendas. As
Olivier Roy and others have pointed out, it is no coincidence that its appeal has been strongest
among the uprooted and dislocated, for whom a global struggle in defense of a virtual umma,
where acts matter more than specific ends, is always going to make more sense. Even in the
Indonesian case, the members of JI most attracted to the al Qaeda narrative were the ones like
Hambali who found themselves living in exile outside of Indonesia.

Of course, this does not mean that push factors won’t still play some role and that small groups of
Middle Eastern jihadists might not turn up in Indonesia or elsewhere in Southeast Asia. More
generally, despite the great pressure placed on the activities (both malign and in some cases
benign) of a range of charitable and da’wa organizations since the start of the Global War on
Terror, these activities still take place in Indonesia and neighboring countries. In this regard,
Salafist da’wa from the Persian Gulf will still generate concern, given the role played by some of
these organizations in the past as facilitators for extremist and xenophobic ideas, and for money,
training, and people. Yet it is also important to remember that such activities are also not in every
case linked with militant activity and terrorism.’

8 International Crisis Group, Indonesia: Jemaah Islamiyah’s Publishing Industry, Asia Report 147 (Brussels:
International Crisis Group, February 28, 2008), http://www.crisisgroup.org/home/index.cfm?id=5324.

? See International Crisis Group, Indonesia Backgrounder: Why Salafism and Terrorism Mostly Don’t Mix,
Asia Report 83 (Brussels: International Crisis Group, Sep