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Islam and Democracy in Southeast Asia 

Fall 201X / Spring 201X 

 

Instructor:   Ryan Tans 

Meeting Time:  Two or three times weekly (TBD) 

Room:    TBD 

Email:    rtans@stanford.edu 

Office:   TBD 

Office hours:   TBD 

 

 This upper-level course examines the political role of Islam in Southeast Asia, with 

special focus on the potential of Islam as a force to promote democracy. Approximately 15% of 

the world’s Muslims live in Southeast Asia, more than anywhere in the world except for the 

Middle East and South Asia. At the same time, Southeast Asian Muslims co-exist as fellow 

citizens with Christians, Buddhists, Hindus, and followers of various other religions. A majority 

of citizens are Muslim in Indonesia and Malaysia, while Muslims live as minorities in Myanmar, 

the Philippines, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam. 

In addition to these structural differences, the political role of Islam varies greatly within 

the region. In 2002, the Bush Administration responded to several jihadist-inspired terrorist 

attacks by declaring Southeast Asia the “second front” the War on Terror. Yet, just a few years 

earlier, prominent Muslims had been some of the most important leaders in the Reformasi 

movement that brought democracy to Indonesia. It is very clear that Islam in Southeast Asia 

encompasses a huge variety of political perspectives. 

As a result, Southeast Asia presents a valuable opportunity to study political Islam 

comparatively. How does the political role of Islam vary within and across countries and over 

time? This course considers this question in the case of four Southeast Asian countries: 

Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Myanmar. Indonesia is the world’s largest majority-

Muslim country, and it is a thriving democracy in spite of the pronouncements of some scholars 

that Islam and democracy don’t mix. In Malaysia, Islam is the official religion of an authoritarian 

regime, but Muslim organizations also participate actively in civil society and even oppose the 

government. In the southern Philippines, the “Moro” Muslim minority has spent decades 

engaged in an armed separatist struggle against the Government of the Philippines, and in 

Myanmar, the Rohingya are being persecuted so systematically that some observers believe 

genocide is being perpetrated by the newly democratic government of Aung San Suu Kyi. 

 

Required text: Fealy, Greg and Virginia Hooker, eds. 2006. Voices of Islam in Southeast 

Asia: A Contemporary Sourcebook. Singapore: Institute of Southeast 

Asian Studies. 
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All other reading assignments are available on the course website or on reserve at the library. 

Students are expected to attend class having read the assigned readings for that day and being 

prepared to discuss them. All readings are required, except those marked recommended.  

 

Course requirements: 

 

1. Map quiz    (5% of final grade) 

 

This is a course about Southeast Asia, which is a place. To ensure that we are all familiar 

with the particular places and place names that come up over the course of the semester, I will 

administer a map quiz during the second week of the course. I will distribute a list of countries, 

cities, and geographical features and ask students to label them on a map. Students will receive 

the list ahead of time in order to study. 

 

2. Discussion participation   (15%) 

 

I will begin each class by briefly introducing the material, then as a class we will discuss 

the assigned readings. Before each class I will circulate questions to guide discussion. I may also 

ask students, especially those who have written response papers, to introduce particular articles 

for the rest of the class. I encourage everyone to participate during class discussion. Not only will 

I award participation credit, but speaking up and sharing your opinion is a skill that takes 

practice. Please take advantage of this opportunity to develop a very useful skill. 

For the purposes of assigning a letter grade, I will evaluate participation based on four 

criteria: attendance, frequency of participation, thoughtfulness of participation, and 

courteousness. Please note that I define participation broadly to include my interaction with 

students during class, at office hours, and by email. 

I may give pop quizzes if I suspect students are not adequately preparing for discussion. 

 

3. Four response papers   (30%; 10% for each of three best papers) 

 

Students must write four 400-word response papers. In their response papers, students 

should analyze or critique the ideas in one (or two) of the assigned readings. To receive full 

credit for these response papers, students must go beyond mere summarization and strive for 

analysis, which can take various forms. Students might choose to critique, contextualize, or 

extend an author’s ideas, for example. They may show how the facts of a particular case relate to 

the broad themes of the course. Finally, students may also choose to compare and contrast two 

assigned readings, as long as they are mindful of the word limit. 

Response papers have no specific due date, because students may choose to write them 

for any of the assigned readings. However, each one of your response papers should address 

readings from a different section of the course. The course is divided into five sections 
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(Background, Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar/Philippines, Conclusions), so students should 

respond to readings from each of four different sections. Response papers should be submitted 

before class on the day we discuss the reading that the paper addresses. Please email papers to 

me at least one hour before class, and bring a hard copy to class to submit to me. That way I will 

be able to refer to your papers during class discussion. 

Response papers will be graded on a scale of 1 to 4. To earn highest credit, response 

papers should demonstrate original thinking, cogent analysis, and clear writing. Students have 

the opportunity to write four response papers; however, I will only consider their three highest 

scores when calculating their course grade. 

 

4. Review essay    (25%) 

 

Students must write one 5 page review essay that synthesizes 2 or 3 of the assigned 

readings with respect to the major themes of the course. I suggest that students choose their 

favorite response paper and expand upon it by incorporating one or two additional readings. 

Broadly speaking, review essays should discuss what selected readings teach us about 

democracy and Islam in Southeast Asia. To this end, review essays should show how different 

articles relate to one another. Do they agree or disagree? Does one build on another by 

expanding its argument or providing additional evidence? Do they both fit into some larger 

framework or theory? Most importantly, students should advance an argument about what the 

main takeaway is from reading these articles together. The review essay should highlight what 

readers can learn from reading these articles together that they wouldn’t learn if they read each 

one individually. 

Review essays will be assigned a letter grade according to the same criteria as the review 

papers. That is, they should demonstrate original thinking, cogent analysis, and clear writing. 

Review essays will be due on the last day of class. 

 

5. Final exam    (25%) 

 

The final exam will consist of three essay questions; students will answer two. The 

questions will ask students to take a position with respect to the major themes of the course, and 

to support that position with evidence from cases in Southeast Asia. The exam will take between 

one and two hours to complete. Please bring a blue book. 

 

Course Policies: 

 

Accommodation for students with disabilities 

In accordance with university policy, I am committed to providing appropriate accommodations 

to individuals with documented disabilities. If a student has a disability-related need for 

reasonable academic adjustments in this course, he/she should provide the instructor with an 
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accommodation notification letter from the appropriate office. Students are expected to give two 

weeks’ notice of the need for accommodations. If you need immediate accommodations or 

physical access, please arrange to meet with me, the instructor, as soon as your accommodations 

have been finalized. 

 

Academic integrity 

The honor code is in effect throughout the semester. By taking this course, students affirm that it 

is a violation of the code to cheat on exams, to plagiarize, to deviate from instructions about 

collaboration on work that is submitted for grades, to give false information to a faculty member, 

and to undertake any other form of academic misconduct. Students agree that the instructor is 

entitled to move them to other seats during examinations, without explanation. Students also 

affirm that if witnessing others violating the code they have a duty to report them to the 

appropriate authority. 

 

Electronic devices 

Laptop computers and, to a lesser extent, smart phones are powerful and useful tools for learning 

if used appropriately. I will tolerate electronic devices in the classroom as long as they are being 

used for this purpose. However, I reserve the right to ask students to put them away if I believe 

that they are distracting students from classroom activities. 

 

Classroom courtesy 

Class discussions of political issues can often stimulate strong feelings and heated debate. 

Because this is a college classroom, all discussions need to be scholarly. Scholarly comments 

are: 

 Respectful of diverse opinions and open to follow up questions and/or disagreement. 

 Related to the class and course material. Scholarly comments advance the discussion 

about issues related to the course and/or course material rather than personal beliefs. 

 Are delivered in normal tones and in a non-aggressive manner. 

 

Unacceptable behaviors in our classroom include: 

 Personal attacks. This includes attacks on a person’s appearance, demeanor, or political 

beliefs. 

 Interruptions of other students. Raise your hand and wait to be called on by the 

instructors. 

 Use of raised tones, yelling, engaging in arguments with other students, and physical 

aggression. 

 Ignoring of the instructors’ authority to protect the integrity of the classroom. When 

students are asked to discontinue a conversation that violates the guidelines that are 

outlined above, they are expected to stop. 
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Schedule 

 

Week 1: Syllabus and introductions 

 

1. Background and Concepts 

 

Week 2: What is Islam? How and when did it reach Southeast Asia? 

 Fealy and Hooker, Ch. 12 

 Omar Saif Ghobash. 2016. “Advice for Young Muslims: How to Survive in an Age of 

Extremism and Islamophobia.” Foreign Affairs, November 29. 

 Robert Pringle. 2010. Understanding Islam in Indonesia: Politics and Diversity. 

Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, Ch. 1. 

 

Recommended 

 Alatas, Syed Farid. 1985. “Notes on Various Theories Regarding the Islamization of the 

Malay Archipelago.” Muslim World 75: 162–175. 

 Fred M. Donner. 1999. “Muhammad and the Caliphate.” In John Esposito, ed., The 

Oxford History of Islam. New York: Oxford University Press. 1-61. 

 Vincent J. Cornell. 1999. “Fruit of the Tree of Knowledge.” In John Esposito, ed., The 

Oxford History of Islam. New York: Oxford University Press. 72-105. 

 

Map quiz 

 

Week 3: Is Islam anti-democratic? 

 Seyyed Vali Reza Nasr. 2005. “The Rise of ‘Muslim Democracy’.” Journal of 

Democracy 16(2): 13-27. 

 Steven Fish. 2002. “Islam and Authoritarianism.” World Politics 55(1): 4-37 

 John Sidel. 2007. The Islamist Threat in Southeast Asia: A Reassessment. Policy Studies 

37. Washington, D.C.: East-West Center 

 

Recommended 

 John Esposito and John Voll. 1995. Islam and Democracy. New York: Oxford University 

Press. 11-32. 

 

Week 4: Islam, women, and politics 

 Fealy and Hooker, Ch. 13 

 Michael Ross. 2008. “Oil, Islam and Women.” American Political Science Review, pp. 

107-110, 117-121. 

 Blackburn, Susan. 2008. “Indonesian Women and Political Islam.” Journal of Southeast 

Asian Studies 39(1): 83-105. 
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2. Indonesia: Pluralist Islam in a Muslim majority democracy 

 

Week 5: Introduction to Indonesia, the world’s largest majority Muslim democracy 

 Fealy and Hooker, Ch. 5. 

 V.S. Naipaul. 1981. Among the Believers. Andre Deutsch. pp. 278-285, 297-304. 

 Robert Hefner. 2000. Civil Islam: Muslims and Democratization in Indonesia. Princeton 

University Press. Ch. 7. 

 

Week 6: A long history of contested pluralism 

 Robert Hefner. 2000. Civil Islam: Muslims and Democratization in Indonesia. Princeton 

University Press, Ch. 2. 

 Robert Pringle. 2010. Understanding Islam in Indonesia: Politics and Diversity. 

Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, Ch. 5. 

 Jeremy Menchik. 2014. “Productive Intolerance: Godly Nationalism in Indonesia,” 

Comparative Studies in Society and History 56(3): 591-621. 

 

Week 7: Contemporary challenges to pluralism 

 Elizabeth Fuller Collins and Ihsan Ali Fauzi. 2005. “Islam and democracy! The 

successful new party PKS is a moderate alternative to radical Islamism,” Inside Indonesia 

81(Jan-Mar); accessible at http://www.insideindonesia.org/islam-and-

democracy?highlight=WyJwa3MiLCJwa3MncyIsInBrcyciLCIncGtzIl0%3D  

 Greg Fealy. 2010. “Front stage with the PKS,” Inside Indonesia 101(Jul-Sep); accessible 

at http://www.insideindonesia.org/front-stage-with-the-

pks?highlight=WyJwa3MiLCJwa3MncyIsInBrcyciLCIncGtzIl0%3D  

 Jeremy Menchik. 2009. “Symbols and signs,” Inside Indonesia 97(Jul-Sep); accessible at 

http://www.insideindonesia.org/symbols-and-

signs?highlight=WyJwa3MiLCJwa3MncyIsInBrcyciLCIncGtzIl0%3D  

 Paul Wolfowitz. 2009. “Indonesia is a Model Muslim Democracy,” Wall Street Journal, 

July 17. 

 Andreas Harsono. 2012. “Indonesia is No Model for Muslim Democracy,” New York 

Times, May 21. 

 Haeril Halim and Arya Dipa. 2016. “Muslims Lambast Christmas Service Raid in 

Bandung,” Jakarta Post, December 8. 

 

3. Malaysia: Official Islam in a Muslim-majority autocracy 

 

Week 8: An introduction to Malaysia 

 Fealy and Hooker, Ch. 6 

http://www.insideindonesia.org/islam-and-democracy?highlight=WyJwa3MiLCJwa3MncyIsInBrcyciLCIncGtzIl0%3D
http://www.insideindonesia.org/islam-and-democracy?highlight=WyJwa3MiLCJwa3MncyIsInBrcyciLCIncGtzIl0%3D
http://www.insideindonesia.org/front-stage-with-the-pks?highlight=WyJwa3MiLCJwa3MncyIsInBrcyciLCIncGtzIl0%3D
http://www.insideindonesia.org/front-stage-with-the-pks?highlight=WyJwa3MiLCJwa3MncyIsInBrcyciLCIncGtzIl0%3D
http://www.insideindonesia.org/symbols-and-signs?highlight=WyJwa3MiLCJwa3MncyIsInBrcyciLCIncGtzIl0%3D
http://www.insideindonesia.org/symbols-and-signs?highlight=WyJwa3MiLCJwa3MncyIsInBrcyciLCIncGtzIl0%3D
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 Aziz, Azmi, and A. B. Shamsul. 2004. “The Religious, the Plural, the Secular and the 

Modern: A Brief Critical Survey on Islam in Malaysia.” Inter-Asia Cultural Studies 5(3): 

341–356. 

 Greg Fealy. 2005. “Islamisation and politics in Southeast Asia: the contrasting cases of 

Malaysia and Indonesia,” in Islam in World Politics, eds. Nelly Lahoud and Anthony H. 

Johns. New York: Routledge. 

 

Week 9: Islamic opposition to an authoritarian regime 

 Meredith Weiss. 2006. Protest and Possibilities: Civil Society and Coalitions for 

Political Change in Malaysia. Stanford University Press. Ch. 4, 7. 

 William F. Case and Liew Chin-Tong. 2006. “How Committed is PAS to Democracy and 

How Do We Know It?” Contemporary Southeast Asia 28(3): 385–406 

 

Week 10: The limits of sharia law: the Lina Joy case 

 Jane Perlez. 2006. “Once Muslim, Now Christian and Caught in the Courts,” New York 

Times, August 24. 

 Claudia Theophilus. 2007. “Malaysian family split by faith,” Al Jazeera, May 7. 

 Saleena Saleem. 2016. “Malaysia’s secular versus religious divide,” New Mandala, 

October 10; accessible at http://www.newmandala.org/malaysias/  

 Kok-Hin Ooi. 2016. “The rise and rise of Muslim politics,” New Mandala, February 1; 

accessible at http://www.newmandala.org/the-rise-and-rise-of-muslim-politics/  

 Manjit Bhatia. 2016. “Muslim politics is not subsuming Malaysian politics,” New 

Mandala, February 8; accessible at http://www.newmandala.org/muslim-politics-is-not-

subsuming-malaysian-politics/  

 

4. Muslim minorities: repression and resistance in the Philippines and Myanmar 

 

Week 11: Moro Resistance in the Philippines 

 Fealy and Hooker, Ch. 7 

 McKenna, Thomas. 1998. Muslim Rulers and Rebels: Everyday politics and armed 

separatism in the southern Philippines Univ of California Press. Ch. 8. 

 Nathan Shea. 2016. “Growing insecurity in Muslim Mindanao,” New Mandala, 

December 7; accessible at http://www.newmandala.org/growing-insecurity-muslim-

mindanao/  

 

Week 12: The plight of the Rohingya in Myanmar 

 Fealy and Hooker, Ch. 3 

 New York Times. 2016. “Myanmar’s War on the Rohingya,” November 21. 

 Katherine Southwick. 2016. “Confronting Genocide in Myanmar.” New Mandala, 

December 3, accessible at www.newmandala.org/confronting-genocide-myanmar/  

http://www.newmandala.org/malaysias/
http://www.newmandala.org/the-rise-and-rise-of-muslim-politics/
http://www.newmandala.org/muslim-politics-is-not-subsuming-malaysian-politics/
http://www.newmandala.org/muslim-politics-is-not-subsuming-malaysian-politics/
http://www.newmandala.org/growing-insecurity-muslim-mindanao/
http://www.newmandala.org/growing-insecurity-muslim-mindanao/
http://www.newmandala.org/confronting-genocide-myanmar/
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 Sana Jaffrey. 2016. “Marvelling at Indonesian democracy in Myanmar,” New Mandala, 

December 8; accessible at http://www.newmandala.org/marvelling-indonesian-

democracy-myanmar/  

 

Recommended 

 Taylor O’Connor. 2014. “Pathways to Peace in Rakhine State,” New Mandala, April 29; 

accessible at http://www.newmandala.org/pathways-to-peace-in-rakhine-state/  

 Chan, Aye. 2005. “The Development of a Muslim Enclave in Arakan (Rakhine) State of 

Burma (Myanmar),” SOAS Bulletin of Burma Research 3: 397–420 

 

5. Conclusions 

 

Week 13: Islam in Southeast Asia: Model for the world? 

 Fealy and Hooker, Ch. 15 

 Pepinsky, Tom. 2014. “Political Islam and the Limits of the Indonesian Model.” Taiwan 

Journal of Democracy 10(1). 

 Hoesterey, Jim. 2013. “Is Indonesia a Model for the Arab Spring? Islam, Democracy, and 

Diplomacy.” Review of Middle East Studies 47(2):157-165. 

 

Week 14: Summary and conclusions 

 Nicholas Farrelly. 2016. “Tolerance in the Time of Terror,” New Mandala, July 13; 

accessible at www.newmandala.org/tolerance-time-terror/  

 

Review essay due 

 

Date TBD: Final exam 

http://www.newmandala.org/marvelling-indonesian-democracy-myanmar/
http://www.newmandala.org/marvelling-indonesian-democracy-myanmar/
http://www.newmandala.org/pathways-to-peace-in-rakhine-state/
http://www.newmandala.org/tolerance-time-terror/

