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This book was written originally as a Skripsi S-1 (equivalent of an honours' thesis for a Batchelor's
degree) for Gadjah Mada University. It is a study of the Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), the largest Islamic 
organization in contemporary Indonesia, as a political phenomenon. It analyzes NU's history with 
particular emphasis on the most recent period since its decision in 1984 to withdraw from party politics 
and "return to the 1926 Khittah (Basic Guidelines)", re-confirming its original identity as socio-religious 
organization (jam'iyah diniyah). It has an explicit "bias for NU", as the author's teacher, Afan Gaffar, 
mentions in the preface, for he hails from an NU environment in Madura. It is dedicated to Gus Dur 
(Abdurrahman Wahid), the current top leader of NU. 

The book consists of seven chapters. Chapter One introduces conceptual frameworks to situate NU in
the politics of the New Order. The author adopts the concept of "interest group" from Almond to apply 
to NU and decodes the notion of Ahlussunnah wal Jamaah ("The People of Prophetic Tradition and their 
Community") as the basic religious identity of NU. 

Chapter Two is a brief analytical history of NU from its formation in 1926 to 1984. The author's
periodization differs significantly from that of previous NU observers. After setting the years between 
1926 to 1936 as the formative period, the author then recognizes a continuous period of rising political 
consciousness from 1936 to 1952, during which grand alliances of Islamic organizations, MIAI, 
MASJUMI, and the Masjumi Party, were successively formed having NU as their important component. 
The author sees the next 32 years, from 1952 to 1984, as one single period, during which NU first took 
the form of an independent political party (1952-73) and then fused into a larger political party, PPP 
(1973-84). Against this historical background, the author perceives that NU made a decisive departure 
in 1984 from the preceding period by adopting the policy of "return to the 1926 Khittah". The decision 
involved, besides the re-affirmation of NU's identity as a socio-religious organization, its acceptance of 
Pancasila as ideology for national integration, and its withdrawal from the "practical politics" of the 
New Order. This chapter also examines the authority structure of NU (supremacy of the ulama) and its 
mass basis (pesantren tradition). 

Chapter Three discusses the thoughts and influences of Abdurrahman Wahid, Chairman of the
Executive Council, Tanfidziyah, of NU since 1984, who has been instrumental in bringing about NU's 
transformation. Attempts are made to delineate the roots of his liberalism and tolerance in reference to 
traditional Islamic jurisprudence, usul fiqh, of the Shafi'i school, which values moderation, as well as to 
his open-mindedness in absorbing universal values useful for the enlightenment and enrichment of the 
Muslim community and for the promotion of national integration. 

Chapters Four and Five discuss respectively internal and external dynamics of the implementation of
the 1984 decision. The most important internal consequence, according to the author, is the dilemma 
of enhancing the authority of ulama on the one hand and encouraging organizational democratization 
on the other, to which no solution has been found. Externally, the contribution of NU to decision 
making in national politics has become more "qualitative than quantitative", in that the number of 
public seats is no longer the criterion for the NU's successful political participation. As to the 
relationship with the existing three political parties, NU has severed formal ties with PPP, adopting a 
policy of neutrality and equal-distance from all of them while encouraging its individual members to 
become active in any of their choice, and thus enhanced its bargaining position as an interest group. 

In Chapter Six concerning the prospects of NU, the author foresees little possibility of its re-emergence
as a political party so long as the political framework of New Order continues. Instead, NU is 
transforming itself under the leadership of Abdurrahman Wahid into a more inclusive, more responsive 
organization, directly contributing to national integration and people's well-being. This transformation 
is advanced by younger generations of ulama and intellectuals who hold grass-roots support. 
Concerning its relationship with Muhammadiyah, the author finds a series of convergences developing 
between the two giant Islamic organizations but predicts their sub-cultural differences will remain for a 
long time to come. 

This book ends with a Postscript in Chapter Seven in which the significance of NU's metamorphosis is
assessed in view of the current trend of Islamization of politics in Indonesia since the beginning of the 
1990s, epitomized by the formation of ICMI (Ikatan Cendekiawan Muslim Indonesia, "The Indonesian 
Association of Muslim Intellectuals"). The author regards NU's non-committal stance regarding ICMI, 
which largely depends on political patronage by power-holders, as an important reserve for the future 
democratization of Indonesia. 

This book seems to be a timely reading since NU is undergoing another phase of metamorphosis in the
context of the post-Suharto era in which the formation of political parties is liberalized. A new political 
party, Partai Kebangkitan Bangsa ("Awakening of the Nation Party"), has been established with the 
blessing of NU's central leadership and is likely to obtain a good share of popular votes in the coming 
general elections scheduled for mid-1999. Does this mean that NU is re-emerging as a political party 
making its recent efforts to go back to the 1926 Khittah almost irrelevant? The reader will find a 
number of clues to answer this and other questions about NU in this book. The author analyzes NU 
from within but communicates well with outsiders through social science language. The very fact that 
such an insightful young political scientist has emerged from the NU circles suggests that its recent 
metamorphosis is substantial. 

Nakamura Mitsuo 

Chiba University
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