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The rapid expansion of the Internet, marked by a storm of blogs and social networking platforms,

is perceived as an enabling instrument for Muslims to be engaged globally. In this regard, the

blogosphere can be a vehicle for worldwide interactions and the formation of global Muslim

community, the ummah. While this idea is enchanting, this article shows that such an idea needs

judicious scrutiny. Using three prominent cases from Indonesia, this article tries to explore the ways

in which Muslim bloggers in Indonesia use this new flexible form to be engaged in conversations

that are related to Islam and to answer the following questions: How do the features of the

blogosphere influence discussions on Islam related issues? Does the promise of a “global village”

change the dynamics of Muslim communities in Indonesia? Does the blogosphere perpetuate

a sense of ummah consciousness or does it reinforce nationalism? Does the blogosphere offer

promising possibilities for new types of Muslim communities to emerge in the form of globalized

community?

In July 2006, three cyber communities—Indonesian Muslim Blogger (IMB), Islam Dot Net

(ISDN), and Muslimah-IT—congregated in a face-to-face event named Silaturahmi1 and Islamic

Discourse of Cyber Communities (IMB, 2006). As suggested by its name, the event was more

than just a social gathering of like-minded Indonesian Muslims. The event was meant to serve

as a venue where Indonesian Muslims could discuss the importance of cyberspace, specifically

the blogosphere for Islam. The highlight of this gathering was the talk of ustad2 Ahmad Sarwat

Correspondence should be sent to Merlyna Lim, Consortium for Science, Policy & Outcomes, Arizona State

University, PO Box 875603, Tempe, AZ 85287-5603. E-mail: Merlyna.Lim@asu.edu
1Silaturahmi is an Islamic-Indonesian term, it refers to a friendly social communality emphasizing strong family

values and mutual solidarity.
2Ustad or ustād in its original language (Persian) means “a master, teacher, tutor; an artificer, manufacturer, artisan;

a barber; ingenious, excellent, celebrated, famed for any art or work of ingenuity; enters into the composition of proper

names” (Steingass, 1892). While there is no reference to the term ustad in any classical texts, in Indonesian context

it is commonly used for those who teach the religion of Islam.
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from EraMuslim.Net. In his talk entitled “Bringing Islam Down to Earth by Cyber-dakwah,”3

the ustad emphasized the significance of Web sites and blogs especially as tools for enforcing

moral conducts and for dakwah (preaching) (IMB).

Blogs have been increasingly prominent in the Indonesian cyberspace in recent years and

have been successful in promoting a range of subcultures. The medium appears flexible enough

to capture the attention of people from various walks of life, from rock music fans to religious

groups. Blogs have become a vehicle to produce a new communication sphere: to broadcast

personal social and political commentaries, to build networks of individuals of similar interests

(e.g., sharing recipes among housewives), to serve as an outlet for personal catharsis (curhat),

and even to do the dakwah, as propagated by ustad Ahmad Sarwat.

As our societies become more networked and globalized, many scholars claim how the

concept of ummah—a universal community of those who profess Islamic faith, a community

that transcends race, ethnicity, nationality and class—has become closer to the mind of many

Muslims (Bunt, 2003; Mandaville, 2001; Roy, 2006). Some believe that by bridging distances,

new media and information and communication technologies have led Muslims to reimagine

ummah as a renewed form of political community (Mandaville, 2001, p. 19). The role of these

technologies for global Muslims is often paralleled with the role of a newspaper in creating the

“imagined community” of nationhood (Anderson, 1991). While the Internet “has not superseded

traditional forms of political expression,” it has become “a means through which conventional

boundaries and barriers can be transcended” (Bunt, 2003, p. 19). Marc Sageman (cited in

Wright, 2004) further argues that “the Internet stands in the idea of ummah” and “makes this

ideal community concrete, because one can interact with it” (p. 7).

In this regard, blogosphere can be a vehicle for global interactions and the formation of

global Muslim community, the ummah. While this idea is enchanting, this article shows that

such an idea needs judicious scrutiny. Do Indonesian Muslims, as exemplified in this article,

network with Muslims in other countries as a result of shared religious convictions, and, if so,

what is the fabric of such networks? Undeniably, global fiber-optic networks have become

a vehicle to transform one local concern into a global cause and vice versa. Yet as this

article shows, while enabling issues and messages to flow globally, the global availability

of these free flowing networking platforms do not automatically perpetuate global interactions.

These networks do not mechanically sum globally shared issues into global metanarratives4 nor

advocate for a uniform course of actions. Local contextualization of global discourses results

in a diverse mosaic of interpretations, meanings, and translations into actions.

3In Indonesian, the title of the talk is “Membumikan Islam dengan Cyberdakwah.” In his talk, Ustad Ahmad

Sarwat highlighted: (1) The Internet could be an effective means to spread Islam and deepen understanding of Islam;

(2) producing more Islamic Web sites and blogs could effectively counter obscene Web sites; (3) the spirit of cyber-

dakwah should be followed with the production of sound, attractive, and, if possible, original content; and (4) the

lacking of cyber-familiarity among (Islamic) preachers should be seen as an opportunity to bridge them with digital

literate Muslims who still feel inadequate to preach in cyberspace (IMB, 2006).
4Metanarrative is a big story, a story of mythic proportions that claims to account for, explain, and subordinate

all lesser, little, local narratives (Lyotard, 1979). Meta refers to overall, totalizing. Lyotard rejects the narrative that is

assumed to be the ultimate universal narrative. Foucault (1972) associates the concept of metanarrative with legitimacy

as it can be used as a tool for social and political mobilization against perceived antagonistic, hegemonic forces while

it also seeks to create its own hegemony.



LIFE IS LOCAL IN THE IMAGINED GLOBAL COMMUNITY 129

BLOGGING, POLITICS, AND ISLAM

Weblogs, or blogs, are frequently updated online journals presented in reverse chronological

orders. They are a relatively new feature of the political landscape. In the context of American

politics, the blog was virtually unknown during the 2000 election cycle but gained popularity

in 2004, especially as it is associated with the rise (and fall) of Howard Dean, the Democrat

presidential candidate. Dean’s Blog for America showed how a blog could be used for building

social networks of political support. His employment of blogging and the rapid rise in the pop-

ularity and proliferation of political blogs that year demonstrated their potential to politicians.

In subsequent years, blogging has become much more popular: by 2006, about 57 million

American adults were reading blogs (Lenhart & Fox, 2006), and in 2008 that number rose to

about 73 million (or 32% of all adults) (Smith, 2008).

Admittedly, in the United States and around the world, political blogs take up only a fraction

of blogosphere. Most blogs serve as personal diaries. They are sparsely connected nodes in the

blogosphere and are not political in nature (Herring et al., 2005). Still, political blogs occupy

an important role in blogosphere. A cursory glance at blog popularity rankings provided by

Technorati and The Truth Laid Bear reveal a prevalence of political blogs such as Instapundit

and Daily Kos in the top 100. Such high profile personal political blogs easily garner more

than 350,000 hits per day (Klam, 2004). Multiauthor political blogs pick up even more hits.

Huffington Post, for example, easily attracts three to six million readers a day.5 HitWise, a

Web site influence ranking firm, estimates that the most popular political blog receives more

than 0.0051% of all Internet visits per day (BBC News, 2004), a rather high percentage for

the whole web.

Due to the relative novelty of blogging, little has been published by academics about its

political implication. Among scholars who write about this phenomenon, some investigate

blogging’s ability to democratize political content creation (Chadwick, 2006; Sunstein, 2008)

and its implications for truth claims and perceptions of credibility (Johnson & Kaye, 2004;

Munger, 2008). Others focus on a blog’s capacity to enhance citizen political participation

and challenge the domination of less-participatory nature of traditional media (Hewitt, 2005;

Kerbel & Bloom, 2005; Posner, 2005; Farrell & Drezner, 2008; Woodly, 2008). Others look

at the pattern of political clustering facilitated by blogging such as exemplified by Adamic

and Glance’s (2005) map of the American political blogosphere, Kelly and Etling’s (2008)

map of the Iranian blogosphere, and Etling, Kelly, Faris, and Palfrey’s (2009) map of the

Arab World blogosphere. These maps show how blogosphere is politically divided along

ideological lines with the extension of this division into discussions. Generally, they also

reflect the polarization theory (Wilhelm, 2000). Polarization theory is fundamentally rooted

in the principle of homophily, which asserts that people who share similar characteristics

will interact more often and more closely than those who are dissimilar (Granovetter, 1973;

McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001). In general, homophily is found to have a strong

influence on the organization of social networks. Categories that lead most directly to strong

homophily are race, ethnicity, and religion.

With such a relative novelty, research on the political discourse in the Muslim blogosphere is

a rarity. There are two dominant threads of speculation about the role of the Internet, including

5Measured using Quancast.com on April 15, 2012.
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social networking platforms such as blogging, in Indonesia and throughout the Muslim world.

The first is a view of the Internet as primarily a vehicle for radicalization (Last & Kandel,

2005; Weimann, 2006; Denning, 2010). The second is the hope that the Internet, especially

social media, would empower political movements that can move Muslim societies toward

democratic values and governance (Hofheinz, 2005; Howard, 2011). Previous studies on the

Internet in Indonesia, however, suggest that the Internet plays a double-edged sword (Sen &

Hill, 2005; Lim, 2002, 2004, 2009). While fundamentalism and radicalism appear, previous

studies on Indonesia found little support for terrorism or violent jihad in the blogosphere (Lim,

2009) and on the Internet in general (Lim, 2005). Lim’s studies support some aspects of the

view that the Internet can empower political movements in the country since it provides the

infrastructure to express alternative views (to the mainstream) and mobilizing voices for bottom-

up contributions to the public agenda. However, while the Internet lays a good foundation for

a battle of ideas, it does not necessarily favor a winner, and it is not proven to have capacities

to fundamentally transform society into a more democratic state (Lim, 2002, 2003). Drawing

from this perspective, this article aims to contribute to the discourse on the Internet and politics

not by asking whether the blogosphere promotes democracy but rather by closely investigating

how political issues are discussed and disseminated in this sphere. This article examines how

Islam-related issues were discussed in the Indonesian Muslim blogosphere to show how the

general features of blogosphere do not always have the same outcomes in societies. While

the convivial6 nature of the global Internet is unreservedly amplified in the blogosphere, the

local contextualization of information, knowledge, and ideas together resist the emergence of

a single storyline—a metanarrative—put forth by a powerful player or a dominant group and

allows various narratives to emerge.

INDONESIAN BLOGOSPHERE

The Indonesian blogosphere operates in a freer sociopolitical environment under a new govern-

ment if compared with one of the New Order (Orde Baru) era under President Suharto (Lim,

2009). In the years since the overthrow of Suharto, the people of Indonesia have been able

to freely access all forms of media. Even during the Suharto era, the Internet development in

Indonesia provided a much more democratic media environment if compared with other media

spheres such as television, radio, and print (Lim, 2003). In addition, the political experiences

of the 1990s show how the substantially unregulated Internet contributed to the pro-reform

movements that led to the downfall of the New Order regime (Lim, 2002, 2006; Sen & Hill,

2005).

In 2008, the Indonesian government passed the Electronic Information and Transaction Act,

called UU ITE (Undang-Undang Informasi & Transaksi Elektronik), which was considered

the first initiative of the country to enact a comprehensive legislation on cyberlaw. While it

does not directly enforce the legal issue of Internet pornography, impacts of the 2008 Indone-

6Characterized by convergence, low cost, broad availability, and resistance to control, the Internet is a “convivial

medium” that affords a greater scope for freedom, autonomy, creativity, and collaboration than previous media. The

first use of the term conviviality to describe the socio-technical landscape of the Internet is found in Lim (2003,

p. 274).
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sian pornography laws are extended to cyberspace. Despite attempts to regulate the Internet,

Indonesian cyberspace is still perceived as a freer sphere compared with other types of media.

Currently, there are 45 million Internet users in Indonesia (total population is 240 million)

(Lim, 2011). Indonesia tops the worldwide charts of social networking usage and even occupies

the top three position in Multiply.com (number 1 in September 2009 and number 2 in September

2011), Friendster.com (number 1 in September 2009 and number 4 in September 2011), and

Facebook (number 3 in September 2011).7

The first generation of Indonesian bloggers had started blogging since 2001, but blogging

activity only became popular in 2004, mostly due to the relentless campaign of early bloggers

such as Enda Nasution (the father of Indonesian blogging),8 Priyadi,9 and A Fatih Syuhud,10

as well as the availability of free blogging platforms such as Blogger.com, LiveJournal.com,

Wordpress.com, and Multiply.com. The number of Indonesian bloggers is not well documented.

At the 2007 Pesta Blogger (Blogger Fiesta) in Jakarta, Enda Nasution said that the number of

bloggers in Indonesia had reached 150,000. In the same year, Jakarta, the capital of Indonesia,

had become one of the world’s top 30 blogging cities (Businessweek, 2007). Despite some

claims that Indonesian blogosphere had started to die with the rapid growth of Facebook and

Twitter users, the number of bloggers had continued to grow. In 2012, it is estimated there are

5.5 millions Indonesian bloggers making Bahasa Indonesia (Indonesian language) one of the

most used languages after English in the blogosphere.11

Indonesian bloggers seem eager to participate in networked communities. The booming use

of Multiply.com and Friendster.com12 illustrate this tendency. Unlike the more open blogging

structure used by Wordpress.com and Blogger.com, Multiply and Friendster structurally cluster

blogs into a hierarchical network. Culturally speaking, just like in most Asian societies,13 social

network is one of the most important dimensions of social life in Indonesia. Indonesian social

relations are those typified by a reciprocal social network. Often societal obligations within

the network are characterized in familial terms. Indonesians tend to see social relations in

term of networks rather than boxes, where people are perceived as being “near” or “far”—

with a gradation in between—rather than simply “in” and “out.” The level of network, nearer

or further, is very much correlated with the type of communication. Someone would reveal

different types of information to different levels of networks.

The choice of platform is also influenced by age. In the United States, Friendster is

particularly popular among the 12- to 17-year-olds while Multiply is popular among the 18- to

49-year-olds. Multiply users in Indonesia, too, tend to be older. Multiply seems to fit squarely

7Sources of data: http://www.alexa.com, http://www.compete.com, http://www.multiply.com, http://www.word

press.com, http://www.socialbakers.com (September 2011). Indonesia’s rank on Friendster and Multiply started to

go down with the increased growth in Indonesian users of Facebook and Twitter.
8http://enda.goblogmedia.com
9http://www.priyadi.net
10http://afsyuhud.blogspot.com
11Bahasa Indonesia is the third most used language in Multiply.com, after English and Tagalog, and the fourth,

after English, Spanish, and Portuguese, in Wordpress.com.
12Friendster.com used to provide a blog feature. But such a feature was eliminated on May 31, 2011, when

Friendster was restructured to be a social entertainment site for people to play games and music (Wauters, 2011).
13This is consistent with the Multiply’s demographic data of American users. Nineteen percent of Multiply users

in the United States are Asians, and this figure is much higher (3.9 times) than the average Asian population in other

social-networking platforms (Quantcast, 2009).
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in the social networking culture of the older generation. Its features are aimed at users who

want to circulate photos, videos and blog posts within a walled garden of friends and relatives

rather than venture into the Facebook and MySpace toga parties. While simultaneously using

Facebook, some Indonesians choose to share more on their Multiply accounts. Multiply is a

better solution for the demographic of people in their 30s and older with close-knit friends

who want to have control over what is shared and with whom.

Meanwhile, open blog platforms such as Wordpress and Blogger embrace users from all

age groups. While the list of the top 100 Indonesian bloggers is dominated by male Internet

users, female bloggers also have a presence in the Indonesian blogosphere. Female bloggers

mostly do not dedicate their blogs exclusively to politics. They intersperse politics within their

stories and conversations of everyday life experiences.

With the rapid growth of the blogosphere in Indonesia, some questions arise. How do the

features of the blogosphere influence discussions on Islam related issues? Does the promise

of a “global village” change the dynamics of Muslim communities in Indonesia? Does the

blogosphere perpetuate a sense of ummah consciousness or does it reinforce nationalism? Does

the blogosphere offer promising possibilities for new types of Muslim communities to emerge in

the form of globalized community? In attempts to answer these questions, the following section

will explore the ways in which Muslim bloggers engage in global and domestic discourse related

to Islam.

BETWEEN GLOBAL AND LOCAL: DISCUSSING ISSUES IN THE

INDONESIAN BLOGOSPHERE

Using three major events (2006–2008) that are related to the Muslim world as well as tapping

into Indonesian society, the following summaries provide snapshots of how the Indonesian

blogosphere correspond with global, domestic, and local issues.14 These events were selected

in correspondence with their significance and popularity in the Muslim world and in Indonesia.

2006 Israel–Hezbollah War

The 2006 Israel–Hezbollah War refers to a 34-day military conflict between Hezbollah paramil-

itary forces and the Israel military. It took place in Lebanon, northern Israel, and the Golan

Heights from July 12 to August 14.

Following the conflict, Indonesian Muslim bloggers responded to the event individually

and collectively in a more expeditious manner than to any domestic events. Individual entries

condemning the act of Israel swiftly emerged all over the blogosphere. The community of

14The summary of discussions on these three case studies was originated in the observation of 194 blogs consisting

of 97 bloggers who are member of the Indonesian Muslim Blogger (IMB) community extracted from the IMB blog

aggregator (http://blog.muslimblog.net) and 97 top Muslim bloggers selected from the list of top Indonesian bloggers

from http://blogs.indonesiamatters.com. Only blog posts that contained discussions on the events were included in the

observation. By the time this article is published, the IMB community Web site is not active. According to the IMB

leader, the Web site has undergone a major reconstruction and will be up and running again very soon. Individual

blogs of IMB members, however, are still online.
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IMB,15 one of the largest blog clusters in the Indonesian blogosphere, took this chance to

strengthen a sense of collectivity by launching some competitions related to this conflict.

These competitions include the best “Condemning Israel” banner, the best blog entry, and the

best poem for mujahid16 related to the conflict. The winner of the best entry and the best poem

for mujahid competitions was Aksara Kauniyah with an entry entitled “Darah yang tidak tidur”

(A Sleepless Blood) (Kauniyah, 2006a) and a poem entitled “Mengetuk Langit” (Knocking the

Sky) (Kauniyah, 2006b). Both the entry and the poem were somber, provoking emotions and

bringing Muslim readers to a poignant milieu.

To show the sense of unity, the IMB community called for acts condemning Israel. The

reasoning behind this call for action was exemplified in the entry of one of the IMB leaders

(Sufehmi, 2006):

: : : Israel is the root of the problems in the Middle East. First, it took over other people’s land [to]

create the country of Israel. Second, it has now employed [racist] policies, it has became the Nazi

of Middle East [: : : ] There are propaganda campaigns going on all over the Internet that say the

points above are wrong. But when you check with unbiased sources, you will find out that they

are correct. We have been invaded as well ([by] Dutch & Japan), so we know that the ordeal of

the Palestinians and others around Israel [is] worse. Back at that time, our freedom fighters too

were branded as terrorists. Guess who ended up unmasked as the real terrorist? My heart goes to

the victims of Israel’s atrocities.

Beside publishing stories, commentaries, and opinions on the conflict, many Indonesian Muslim

bloggers took this moment as an opportunity to publish stories on what they call historical proof,

a truth, of Israel’s hostility against the Islamic world. Stories on the complicity of Israeli leaders,

which were noted as true stories, were published in blogosphere. Some songs that hailed the

Palestinian intifada17 were also posted even though the conflict itself did not directly involve

Palestinians.

The reaction of Indonesian Muslim bloggers to the event was not surprising. Any conflict

between Israel and Arab nations is always associated with the Israel-Palestine dilemma. In

the minds of most Indonesians, the conflict between Israel and Palestine has always been

fundamentally religious rather than political or territorial. This is not without reason since

Arab nations commonly “present the Arab-Israeli conflict as a religious conflict of the Mus-

lims against the so-called ‘infidel Jews’ ” (The Palestinian Human Rights Monitoring Group

[PHRMG], 2010, p. 1). Thus, Islamic religion is used “as an ideology to mobilize the Arab

as well as non-Arab Muslim nations against Israel” (PHRMG, p. 1). Consequently, Indonesian

Muslims who sympathize with Palestinians not only view the conflict as an illegitimate military

occupation of Palestine supported with military and diplomatic assistance of the United States.

They also see this conflict as a manifestation of the Zionist-Christian (West) conspiracy against

Islam, a global metanarrative of conspiracy (Lukens-Bull & Woodward, 2009). Many view

15http://komunitas.muslimblog.net
16A Mujahid (Arabic), literally translated as struggler, justice-fighter, or freedom fighter, is a person who is fighting

for freedom. The plural is mujahideen. The word is from the same Arabic trilateral as jihad (struggle).
17Intifada (Arabic), literally translated as the act of shaking off, is commonly used for uprising, rebellion,

specifically for an armed uprising of Palestinians against Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip (Merriam-

Webster, 2012).
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the Hezbollah armed resistance, supposedly defending the Palestinian rights, not only as a

self-defense and a human right but also as a justified jihad against the infidel and the enemy

of Islam. This metanarrative of conspiracy continues to be a dominant narrative inscribed in

stories and information exchanged among Indonesian bloggers as much as in global Muslim

blogosphere. The concept of ummah seems to be materialized here.

However, while subscribing to the same metanarrative and reacting similarly (condemning

Israel), Indonesian bloggers did not directly communicate with non-Indonesian bloggers such

as those from Middle Eastern countries. There was no trace of global interactions with non-

Indonesian even among Indonesians who blogged in English. International outlinks found in the

blogs’ entries mostly pointed to news or sources of information rather than to non-Indonesian

blogs. Even though the Internet is capable of bridging distances, the idea of a global village

with ummah as a renewed form of political community (Mandaville, 2001) apparently stays

as an idea. In actuality, Indonesian Muslim bloggers still pretty much adhere to the notion of

nation-state as their political community.

On the surface, when it comes to any events related to Israel–Palestine, Indonesian bloggers

seem to voice their opinions in unison, “condemn Israel!”, with a strong belief in the metanar-

rative of conspiracy. As expected, in the Israel–Hezbollah conflict there was no known blogger

who posted a different opinion. None spoke of the conflict as more than just a religious one. On

a cursory glance, one might come to the conclusion that the majority of Indonesian bloggers

are indeed firm believers in the conspiracy. Deeper observation, however, reveals a modest but

significant nuance. What is missing from the picture is a considerable number of bloggers who

did not blog about the event. In private conversations, some of these bloggers explained that they

actually had different opinions—more nuanced—but did not feel comfortable expressing them

in public. Self-censorship appears as a common practice among Indonesian Muslim bloggers.

The voice of bloggers who see the Israel–Hezbollah conflict as political, territorial, and being

more complicated than portrayed by fundamentalists is mostly subdued. Their hesitance is

rooted in the feeling that they would incite conflict had they done so. This situation reflects the

process called “Spiral of Silence” (Noelle-Neumann, 1974). According to the Spiral of Silence

theory (Noelle-Neumann, 1974), people tend to keep their opinions or thoughts to themselves

when they think they are in the minority because they fear separation or isolation from those

around them.

Beyond that, there is also something cultural behind “not saying anything” (the silence) in

Indonesian context. In everyday encounters the absence of a reaction is usually interpreted as a

sign of nonconfrontational disagreement. Interestingly, the void of textual signifier is a signifier,

in its emptiness. In this context, for some Indonesian Muslim bloggers who were absent from

the discussion of Israel–Hezbollah conflict, their “silence treatment” does not automatically

exclude these bloggers from the discourse. The “collective silence” can actually be read as a

form of expression; silence is an action.

Fitna and YouTube (2008)

The second case involves Fitna, a 17-minute movie by Geert Wilders, a far-right Dutch

parliamentarian. Showing a selection of Suras from the Qur’an interspersed with media clips

and newspapers showing acts of violence and/or hatred by Muslims, the movie attempts to

demonstrate that Quran, the Islamic Holy Book, encourages its followers to loathe those who



LIFE IS LOCAL IN THE IMAGINED GLOBAL COMMUNITY 135

violate the Islamic teachings and, thus, is the root of acts of terrorism, anti-Semitism, and

sexism. Unquestionably, the movie Fitna is an attack on Islam.

On March 27, 2008, the first edition of Fitna was released on the Internet on the video

sharing Web site Liveleak, but the following day the movie was removed from the servers,

citing serious threats to Liveleak’s staffs. Soon, however, copies of it appeared in various video-

sharing Web sites such as BitTorrents and YouTube, stirring some reactions from Muslims all

over the world. International reaction to Fitna consisted of condemnation in the international

community, such as a fatwā (religious proclamation) by Al-Qaeda against Geert Wilders, and

attempts by Southeast Asian countries to censor the movie. The Indonesian government reacted

by banning several Web sites, such as YouTube, MySpace, Rapidshare, and Metacafe, as

directed by the Ministry of Communications and Information.

By and large, Fitna elicited indifference among the general public in Indonesia. The In-

donesian blogosphere was filled with reactions to the movie, but there was no collective

condemnation. The prolonged reactions in blogosphere mostly related to the banning of some

major Web sites by the Indonesian government rather than the Fitna itself. While their reactions

toward Fitna varied, most Muslims bloggers were upset with the banning and connected this

issue with the newly issued cyberlaw (UU ITE), which partly was seen as government’s attempt

to control and scrutinize the cyberspace. Reacting to the public sentiment, on April 11, 2008,

Muhammad Nuh, the Minister of Communications and Information, apologized to the public

for the inconvenience and lifted the ban. The case of Fitna and YouTube, which also extended

to the cyberlaw issue, occupied the blogosphere in a longer period than the first case and

stimulated more debates, although the discussions, while sparking Fitna, were mostly about

the banning of Web sites.

This case shows that when a global issue is directly connected with local narratives of

everyday situation, Indonesian bloggers show more interest and are more willing to discuss it.

In this case, self-censorship practices that often appear in the Indonesian blogosphere when

dealing with the metanarrative of the conspiracy of the West against Islam are diminished.

Human consciousness, as argued by Berger and Luckmann (1991, p. 39), is aware of the

existence of multiple realities, among which the reality of everyday life is experienced as

reality par excellence. For Indonesian Muslim bloggers, the banning of Web sites materialized

as a reality that was closer than a distant reality of Fitna’s attack.

Certainly the nature of the issue lends itself to multiple paths of discourse. The banning of

YouTube that exacerbated the Fitna case distinguished the religious issue that located Muslims

vis-à-vis Christians (GeertWilders) from the surveillance and freedom (to access information)

issue between people and Indonesian government. Metanarrative of conspiracy overrode the

Fitna issue was easily subjugated by a more real, more tangible, and closer narrative of control

and power.

Pornography Bill (2006–2008)

The third case is the proposed antipornography and porno-action bill, first announced to the

public in February 2006. In early 2008, this bill was revised and entitled “pornography bill,”

removing the “action” part. Known in Bahasa Indonesia as Rencana Undang-Undang Anti

Pornografi dan Pornoaksi (RUU APP), the proposed bill criminalizes all public acts and

material capable of raising sexual desires or violating “community morality.” In Western
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countries, pornography would be largely confined to published material (e.g., magazines,

videos, DVD), but in the world’s largest Muslim country the pornography issue gets mixed

up in everyday social fixations, such as dress, dance, and entertainment as well as physical

articulations of affection of a consensual relationship. Originally scheduled to be enacted on

September 23, 2008, Indonesia’s House of Representatives had decided to postpone the debate

over the antipornography bill since it had been very divisive across the country. Yet in the end,

the bill was passed into an Act on October 30, 2008.

This bill triggered many reactions among Muslim bloggers. Fundamentalist bloggers wel-

comed the bill as the solution to fix moral decay and believed that this could be the cure for

an ill and corrupt society. Many, if not most, bloggers, male and female, belonged to the IMB,

were supporters of the bill, and saw it as a positive driver for the betterment of society as well

as a tool to protect women. Most arguments revolved around the belief that man is a sexual

animal who cannot help but being aroused when visually stimulated by obscenity.

In the meantime, opponent bloggers had various reasons in their disagreement. Some saw

the bill as a form of Talibanization, which was not really about pornography but rather about

imposing strict Muslim codes on the country, written and put forward by men who sought to

turn Indonesia into a Sharia (Islamic) state. Some female Muslim bloggers felt they were getting

the short end of the stick and therefore did not want the bill to pass. Some others felt they

were being unfairly blamed for society’s ills. Some perceived the antipornography bill as being

disrespectful to a woman’s right to her own sexuality. Some others denounced the proposed

bill as too far-reaching and posed a threat to local customs on some islands such as Bali, where

naked temple statues proliferate and minimally dressed foreign tourists flock the beaches. They

urged government to not discriminate over race, religion, and ethnicity and believed that the

porn bill is a serious threat to the country’s unity since it disrespects the plurality of Indonesia.

Between groups of those who strictly opposed and supported, there were some who, while

agreeing that the antipornography bill could be used to protect women, worried that in practice

this bill would be misused by certain individuals/groups in power against their opponents.

While it can be contextualized as a moral issue, the antipornography bill issue is a corporeal

issue. For those who opposed it, the bill—especially when it still entailed the porno-action

part—is a form of control over the physical, the body. The issue is, therefore, not only closer

to everyday reality but also more tangible and more corporeal. Such disposition compelled

apolitical female Muslim bloggers to pause—from telling stories of their children and sharing

recipes from their kitchens—and take time to engage in the conversation. As such, the pornog-

raphy issue generated responses that were richer and more colorful than in previous cases.

While there was no significant dialogue or cross-communication, contrary to the polarization

theory (Sunstein, 2001), neither was there a deep polarization happening in the Indonesian

blogosphere. What did exist were the many voices that were not previously found in traditional

media spheres.

What is interesting about this porn issue is that it has triggered various expressions in the

hybrid realm of culture and politics, especially in form of visual artifacts. Some of them were

artistic, others humorous. Among some examples are an Indonesian couple living in Singapore

posted their picture, kissing each other while sitting at the public park, and wrote, “catch us for

violating anti pornography bill” (Indrani, 2006); a poster with a picture of a nude Balinese statue

completed with a statement “Pornography?—go to psychiatrist or back to school!” (Arianto,

2008).
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These artifacts can always be seen as an apolitical product or a cultural product of po-

litical aestheticism. Nonetheless, these amateurish productions exemplify an active individual

participation in both political and cultural spheres. Rather than passively consuming political

information, these bloggers actively materialize their views by producing and distributing their

own works. While these works may not always foster democratic values, an opportunity to

express cultural preference enables amateur producers “to make statements that widen the

spectrum of contestations over political meanings and practices” (Lim & Kann, 2008, p. 98).

As such, it can potentially contribute to the formation of more open and diverse cultural and

political segments in the online public sphere (Lim & Kann, 2008, p. 99).

Neither Face-to-Face nor Imagined Community

In some way or another, nearly all communities are imagined. In his pivotal work Imagined

Communities, Benedict Anderson (1991, p. 6) argues that “all communities larger than primor-

dial villages of face-to-face contact (and perhaps even these) are imagined.” Anderson defines

the nation as an “imagined political community” in which members of a nation will never know

or see most of their fellow members yet are associated with each other with a “deep, horizontal

comradeship” (1991, p. 7). Anderson limited his observations to the effect of media, particularly

the role of the newspaper, on the internal workings of national identity. His concept of imagined

community is also commonly extended to other forms of communities, such as ethnic, regional,

and religious communities such as ummah. In this context, the Internet is assumed to allow

“Muslims to create a viable imagined community, enabling a hitherto impossible embodiment

of the global ummah” (Saunders, 2008, p. 312).

In reality, the global blogosphere is a compound of countless smaller spheres. While

associated with the global community of ummah, for most bloggers, including Indonesian

Muslim bloggers, the majority of interactions take place in smaller clusters. In the clusters such

as the IMB community and various Multiply groups, members interact with each other on daily

basis. This kind of community does not parallel a face-to-face community or a mere imagined

one. Unlike in the imagined community where its members are faceless, in this “conversed

community,” its members know each other by name. They recognize each other’s faces from

photographs they share. These bloggers converse with each other through writing, reading,

and commenting. While Indonesian Muslim bloggers sympathize with the suffering of distant

Palestinian mothers, sad stories of fellow bloggers evoke more emotions and reactions. The

three cases show that while Islam related global incidents matter, what matter more are tangible

issues that are grounded in their life-worlds. The global reach of the blogosphere does facilitate

the rapid flow of information, images, and ideas. However, these flows do not instantaneously

enable the embodiment of the global community. Global narratives are recontextualized and

mediated by national and local contexts and are always in contestation with micro narratives

that come from the diversity of everyday life experiences.

CONCLUSIONS

The three cases presented in this article show how the global technology of the Internet

facilitates not only the emergence of a new global community but also connects familiar
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strangers based on “old” and traditional boundaries such as nation-states. While global fiber-

optic networks have become a vehicle to transform one local concern into a global cause and

vice versa, the very same networks also perpetuate local interactions and identification. The

idea of a global community such as ummah does resonate beyond nation-states as reflected in

collective responses to the Israel–Hezbollah conflict, but national boundaries still linger.

This article demonstrates that the deterritorialized blogosphere is neither placeless nor

monolithic, and nor is Islam. Using Indonesia as a focal point, this article extends the discussion

on virtual ummah as imagined community to overlapping function of Muslim religious identity

across nations and cultures. Challenging those who believe in the significance of the Internet for

reifying the transnational ummah (Bunt, 2003; Mandaville, 2001; Anderson, 2005), this article

shows that there are significant differences and tensions across nation-states and cultures despite

shared religious identities.

The Indonesian blogosphere is present in the nexus of state-civil society relations that are

contextualized by local histories and embedded in the ideological construct of the nation-state

(Lim, 2009). In the freer political atmosphere of a postauthoritarian regime, political discourse

does not exclusively present a contest between civil society and the state. Conversations

on Islamic-related issues take place in the social sphere. As such, conversations tend to

accommodate to social rather than political pressure about what can and cannot be said. In

their attempts to voice personal opinions, Indonesian bloggers show a tendency to filter out the

dissonances that would be uncomfortable for their friends, networks, and community. In this

manner, a hidden social censoring of blogosphere reflecting the “Spiral of Silence” (Noelle-

Neumann, 1974) process does occur. This is more apparent when discussing global events that

are related to the metanarrative of conspiracy against Islam, where each Muslim blogger feels

attached to a broader community of Islam, the global ummah.

The prevalent occurrence of the “silent no,” as demonstrated in first case, shows that while the

discussions in blogosphere can encompass issues that are global, the ways in which Indonesian

bloggers communicate are very much framed by local cultural codes, where silence functions as

a cultural signifier of an ambiguity and/or disagreement. This scenario is played out differently

when it comes to issues that are more easily translated and connected to everyday life and

attached to local context. As much as identifying themselves as Muslims and members of

ummah, each Indonesian Muslim blogger has a national identity—they are all Indonesian.

Beyond that, they are also men, women, mothers, fathers, sisters, daughters, friends, and more.

In reality, they can and will always alternate between these identities and thus tend to embrace

issues that connect multiple identities, for example, religious, national, and local. In grappling

with multiple identities and multiple realities, the reality of everyday life is experienced as

reality par excellence (Berger & Luckmann, 1991). Micro narratives that are closer to the

everyday life experience are embraced more openly, resulting in the plurality of voices, allowing

for differences, nuances, and even counter-hegemonic voices. The closer to home the issue

resonates, the more conversations take place. Life is local, even in the global blogosphere.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The author would like to thank all bloggers who contributed to this study, anonymous reviewers

for their helpful comments, and James for his valuable editorial assistance.



LIFE IS LOCAL IN THE IMAGINED GLOBAL COMMUNITY 139

REFERENCES

Adamic, L., & Glance, N. (2005, March 4). The political blogosphere and the 2004 U.S. election: Divided they blog.

Retrieved from http://www.blogpulse.com/papers/2005/AdamicGlanceBlogWWW.pdf

Anderson, B. (1991). Imagined communities: Reflections on the origin and spread of nationalism. London, England:

Verso.

Anderson, J. (2005). Wiring up: The Internet difference for Muslim networks. In M. Cooke & B. Lawrence (Eds.),

Muslim networks: From hajj to hip hop (pp. 252–263). Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press.

Arianto, J. (2008, September 24). Kritik hokum atas materi RUU pornografi [Web log message]. Retrieved from

http://joeniarianto.wordpress.com/2008/09/24/kritik-hukum-atas-materi-ruu-pornografi/

BBC News. (2004, December 1). ‘Blog’ picked as word of the year. Retrieved from http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/tech

nology/4059291.stm

Berger, P. L., & Luckmann, T. (1991). The social construction of reality: A treatise in the sociology of knowledge.

Harmondsworth, England: Penguin.

Bunt, G. R. (2003). Islam in the digital age: E-jihad, online fatwas and cyber Islamic environments. London, England:

Pluto Press.

Businessweek. (2007, July 1). Graphic: The blog belt. Retrieved from http://www.businessweek.com/stories/2007-07-

01/graphic-the-blog-belt

Chadwick, A. (2006). Internet politics. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Denning, D. E. (2010). Terror’s web: How the Internet is transforming terrorism. In Y. Jewkes & M. Yar (Eds.),

Handbook on Internet crime (pp. 194–213). Cullompton, England: Willan Publishing.

Etling, B., Kelly, J., Faris, R., & Palfrey, J. (2009). Mapping the Arabic blogosphere: Politics, culture, and dissent.

Internet & Democracy Project, Berkman Center for Internet & Society. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University.

Farrell, H., & Drezner, D. W. (2008). The power and politics of blogs. Public Choice, 134(1), 15–30.

Foucault, M. (1972). The archeology of knowledge and the discourse on language. New York, NY: Pantheon Books.

Granovetter, M. (1973). The strength of weak ties. American Journal of Sociology, 78(6), 1360–1380.

Herring, S. C., Kouper, I., Paolillo, J. C., Scheidt, L. A., Tyworth, M., Welsch, P., : : : Yu, N. (2005). Conversations

in the blogosphere: An analysis from the bottom up. System Sciences, 2005. HICSS ’05. Proceedings of the 38th

Annual Hawaii International Conference. Hawaii, HI: HICSS.

Hewitt, H. (2005). Blog: Understanding the information reformation that’s changing your world. Nashville, TN:

Thomas Nelson.

Hofheinz, A. (2005). The Internet in the Arab world: Playground for political liberalization. Uluslararasi Iliskiler/

International Relations, 4, 79–96.

Howard, P. N. (2011). The digital origins of dictatorship and democracy: Information technology and political Islam.

New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Indonesia Muslim Blogger (IMB). (2006, July 14). Laporan pandangan mata: Silaturahim & kajian Islam komunitas Cy-

ber [Web log message]. Retrieved from http://blog.muslimblog.net/2006/07/14/laporan-pandangan-mata-silaturahim-

kajian-islam-komunitas-cyber/

Indrani. (2006, October 10). Violating Indonesian new law [Web log message]. Retrieved from http://www.indrani.net/

2006/02/violating_indonesian_new_law

Johnson. T. J., & Kaye, B. K. (2004). Wag the blog: How reliance on traditional media and the Internet influence

credibility perceptions of weblogs among blog users. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 81(3), 622–642.

Kauniyah, A. (2006a, August 2). Darah yang tak tidur [Web log message]. Retrieved from http://aksarakauniyah.blog

spot.com/2006/08/darah-yang-tak-tidur.html

Kauniyah, B. (2006b, August 2). Mengetuk langit [Web log message]. Retrieved from http://aksarakauniyah.blogspot.

com/2006/08/mengetuk-langit.html

Kelly, J., & Etling, B. (2008). Mapping Iran’s online public: Politics and culture in the Persian blogosphere (Vol. 1).

Berkman Center for Internet & Society. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University.

Kerbel, M. R., & Bloom, J. D. (2005). Blog for America and civic involvement. Press/Politics, 10(4), 3–27. doi:

10.1177/1081180X05281395

Klam, M. (2004, September 26). Fear and laptops on the campaign trail. The New York Times Magazine. Retrieved

from http://www.nytimes.com/2004/09/26/magazine/26BLOGS.html

Last, M., & Kandel, A. (2005). Fighting terror in cyberspace. Singapore: World Scientific.

Lenhart, A., & Fox, S. (2006). Bloggers: A picture of the Internet’s new storytellers. Washington DC: Pew Internet

and American Life Project. Retrieved from http://www.pewinternet.org/PPF/r/186/reportdisplay.asp



140 LIM

Lim, M. (2002). CyberCivic space in Indonesia: From Panopticon to pandemonium. International Development and

Planning Review, 24(4), 383–400.

Lim, M. (2003). The Internet, social network and reform in Indonesia. In N. Couldry & J. Curran (Eds.), Contesting

media power: Alternative media in a networked world (pp. 273–288). Lanham, MD: Rowan & Littlefield.

Lim, M. (2004). The polarization of identity through the Internet and the struggle for democracy in Indonesia. Electronic

Journal of Communication, 14(3–4). Retrieved from http://www.cios.org/www/ejcrec2.htm

Lim, M. (2005). Islamic radicalism and anti Americanism in Indonesia: The role of the Internet. Washington, DC:

East West Center.

Lim, M. (2006). Cyber-urban activism and political change in Indonesia. Eastbound, 1(1), 1–19.

Lim, M. (2009). Muslim voices in the blogosphere: Mosaics of local-global discourses. In G. Goggin & M. McLelland

(Eds.), Internationalizing Internet: Beyond Anglophone paradigm (pp. 178–195). London, England: Routledge.

Lim, M. (2011). @crossroads: Democratization and corporatization of media in Indonesia. Report to the Ford

Foundation, Jakarta. Jakarta, Indonesia, and Tempe, AZ: The Ford Foundation & ASU Participatory Media Lab.

Lim, M., & Kann, M. (2008). Networked politics: Deliberation, mobilization and networked practices of agitation. In

K. Varnelis (Ed.), Networked publics (pp. 77–107). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Lukens-Bull, R., & Woodward, M. (2009, March 6). Israel nukes versus Palestinian slingshots: David and Goliath in

Indonesia. Report #0901, Tempe, AZ: Consortium for Strategic Communication. Retrieved from http://www.comops.

org/article/122.pdf

Lyotard, J. F. (1979). The postmodern condition: A report on knowledge. Manchester, England: Manchester University

Press.

Mandaville, P. G. (2001). Transnational Muslim politics: Reimagining the umma. London, England: Psychology Press.

McPherson, M., Smith-Lovin, L., & Cook, J. M. (2001). Birds of a feather: Homophily in social networks. Annual

Review of Sociology, 27, 415–444.

Merriam-Webster. (2012). Intifada. Retrieved from http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/intifada

Munger, M. C. (2008). Blogging and political information: Truth or trustiness? Public Choice, 134(1), 125–138.

Noelle-Neumann, E. (1974). The spiral of silence: A theory of public opinion. Journal of Communication, 24(2),

43–51.

Posner, R. (2005). Bad news. In A. Rolls (Ed.), New media (pp. 53–63). Bronx, NY: H.W. Wilson.

Quantcast. (2009, September 23). Quantcast audience profile. Retrieved from http://www.quantcast.com/multiply.com/

demographics

Roy, O. (2006). Globalized Islam: The search for a new ummah. New York, NY: Columbia University Press.

Saunders, R. A. (2008). The ummah as nation: A reappraisal in the wake of the “cartoons affair.” Nations and

Nationalism, 14(2), 303–321.

Sen, K., & Hill, D. (2005). The Internet and democracy in Indonesia. London, England: Routledge.

Smith, A. (2008). New numbers for blogging and blog readership. PEW Internet & American Life Project. Retrieved

from http://www.pewinternet.org/Commentary/2008/July/New-numbers-for-blogging-and-blog-readership.aspx

Steingass, F. J. (1892). A comprehensive Persian-English dictionary, including the Arabic words and phrases to be

met with in Persian literature. London, England: Routledge & K. Paul.

Sufehmi, H. (2006, August 2). Indonesian bloggers condemn Israel [Web log message]. Retrieved from http://harry.

sufehmi.com/archives/2006-08-02-1228/

Sunstein, C. (2001). Republic.com. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Sunstein, C. (2008). Nether Hayek nor Habermas. Public Choice, 134(1), 87–95.

The Palestinian Human Rights Monitoring Group [PHRMG]. (2010, April 9). The role of Islam in the Israeli-Palestinian

conflict. Retrieved from http://www.phrmg.org/Articles%20PDF/The%20Role%20of%20Islam%20in%20the%20

Israeli-Palestinian%20Conflict.pdf

Wauters, R. (2011, April 26). Social network pioneer Friendster to erase all user photos, blogs, and more on May 31. Re-

trieved from http://techcrunch.com/2011/04/26/social-network-pioneer-friendster-to-erase-all-user-photos-blogs-and-

more-on-may-31/

Weimann, G. (2006). Terror on the Internet: The new arena, the new challenges. Washington DC: U.S. Institute of

Peace Press.

Wilhelm, A. G. (2000). Democracy in the digital age: Challenges to political life in cyberspace. London, England:

Routledge.

Woodly, D. (2008). New competencies in democratic communication? Blogs, agenda setting and political participation.

Public Choice, 134(1), 109–123.

Wright, L. (2004, August 2). The terror web. The New Yorker. Retrieved from http://www.newyorker.com/archive/2004/

08/02/040802fa_fact


