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Article

What do political scientists study when they study “reli-
gion?” Is everyone studying the same phenomenon? In 
recent years, political science has devoted increasing 
resources to studying religion’s entanglements with poli-
tics, but religion itself remains undertheorized. This is not 
due to a shortage of available theories. Rich conceptions 
emerge in works by Asad (1993), Connolly (1999), 
Mahmood (2005), Taylor (2007), and others, and in the 
essays filling de Vries’ compendious Political Theologies 
(de Vries and Sullivan 2006) and Religion: Beyond a 
Concept (de Vries 2008). Many political theorists have 
responded to older definitions’ inability to account for 
“things one intuitively wants to call ‘religion’ . . . that are 
oriented less toward ‘belief’ and the status of the individ-
ual believer, and more to embodied practice, discipline, 
and community” (Lincoln 2006, 1). At the same time, 
some theorists (e.g., Cavanaugh 2009; Sullivan 2005) 
express doubt that a single analytic object religion can be 
isolated in the first place. Although these latter may be 
correct in a philosophical sense, there is clear heuristic 
value to defining religion. “Religion” names an important 
site for cross-case and cross-cultural comparison, without 
which our maps and models of the world would be empiri-
cally much impoverished. Naturally, some subfields 

within political science have and should continue to pro-
duce internally useful models of “religion.” Still, it seems 
clear that some concordance of definition is necessary if, 
for instance, the vast literature on religion in a U.S. 
American context is to usefully be set in conversation with 
work on religion in Central Asia, China, and other locales. 
To the extent that political science has properly scien-
tific—that is, conceptually encompassing—aims, the dis-
cipline needs well-grounded definitions that admit of 
good conversation among subfields.

Political science has yet to engage widely, however, 
with the cross-culturally aspirational, materialist defini-
tions of religion offered up in recent years. Drawing 
implicitly on the intellectual heritage of Marx, Weber, 
and Durkheim, many comparative political scientists help 
themselves to “secular modernity,”1 taken as neutral epis-
temic grounds, as the conceptual backdrop for their work 
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on religion. From such a standpoint, it seems enough to 
know that religion hinges on “belief” (before which a 
gray “erroneous” lurks and against which empirical ratio-
nality would be arrayed). Equally if for opposite reasons, 
scholars of American politics have tended to leave reli-
gion in general undefined, assuming belief as its basis 
and expending much definitional energy on discerning 
subtypes of (especially Protestant) Christianity.2 After all, 
for much of the U.S. history, suffusion of the political 
realm by Protestantism ensured the centrality of belief to 
religion, with “belief” apprehended as fundamentally dis-
tinct from (as opposed to merely harder to observe than) 
other material practices.

This said, political scientists (especially in the field of 
American politics) do periodically invoke “The Three 
Bs”—belief, belonging, and behavior—as warrant for 
cross-cultural claims.3 These three Bs themselves, how-
ever, are drawn from the work of British sociologist 
Grace Davie and theologian Robin Gill, neither of whom 
developed the definition for cross-cultural comparison. 
Although certainly a catchy phrase, the Bs were not 
developed by Davie and Gill as a theoretically well-
grounded schema for understanding religion and politics 
in general. To the contrary, Davie suggests “belief” and 
“belonging” in a nearly off-hand manner, identifying the 
latter simply with church attendance for British 
Protestants; Gill’s addition of “behavior”—added in an 
effort to understand Britain’s apparent secularization in 
terms of a drop-off in Christian religiosity—broadened 
the taxonomy without systematizing the definition. This 
is not to say the taxonomy has not been useful; especially 
in Protestantism-dominated political contexts like the 
United States, it makes intuitive sense and has informed 
much within-context research (it undergirds much of the 
work collected in The Oxford Handbook of Religion and 
American Politics [Smidt, Kellstedt, and Guth 2009], to 
take one example). But it is not well suited to bringing 
together work on religion stemming from different sub-
fields of political science.

What the “Three Bs” do not give political science is 
twofold: (1) a sense of the systematic way in which reli-
gious studies and anthropology/philosophy of religion, 
and so forth have reconstituted “religion” in recent years 
by de-emphasizing belief and (2) a cross-culturally viable 
definition of religion as an analytic object. The three Bs 
describe, in an indifferent relation, three characteristics 
expected to obtain for religions—much as if a definition 
of apples were to assert that apples are roundish, crunchy, 
and red. Apples are surely roundish, are somewhat 
crunchy when ripe, and are sometimes red. Indeed, such 
a description obtains wonderfully for Red Delicious 
apples, today the most common strain. But it cannot 
account for all apples, and it is not a definition or model 
in a strong sense—no relations are posited among its 

constituent elements. Similarly, the notion of the three Bs 
is at once specific to a particular cultural, even ideologi-
cal, context and indifferent to relations among its 
constituents.

Contrast this with recent work in anthropology of reli-
gion and religious studies. Schilbrack (2014), Smith 
(2004), Tweed (2006), and Vásquez (2011), for example, 
each reconstructs the Protestantism-derived, belief-ori-
ented notion of “world religions” along material, less 
ideologically tangled lines. Their particular definitions 
vary, but all aim for coherence and recognize “belief” as 
only one among a host of religiously significant activi-
ties. Focusing on material practices, each suggests, helps 
in re-rendering religion a viable concept for comparative 
study. Throughout, a consensus emerges that “‘religion’ 
is not a native term; it is a term created by scholars for 
their intellectual purposes, and therefore it is theirs to 
define” (Smith 1998, 281). Scholars not only may define 
religion; on this view, they are positively obligated to do 
so. “Religion” is not a natural kind, is not available for 
study without definition. With that admonition in mind, 
this essay offers a superordinate definition of religion that 
should foster broad conversation among different sub-
fields in empirical political science, rather than seeking to 
replace existing definitions (where these exist at all). The 
essay concludes by briefly demonstrating the definition’s 
explanatory force: we reframe Sukarno’s religious rheto-
ric at Indonesia’s founding moment as productive of a 
distinctively Islamic civil religion.

Why is our definition necessary? At present, nothing 
guarantees that (often thinly theorized) studies of inter-
sections between religion and politics all study the same 
phenomenon. In particular, political scientists who opt 
not to define religion cannot say for sure that their proxies 
bear between-study or even within-study comparison. 
Political scientists who do define religion often rely on an 
at-best locally viable common sense: that religion is pri-
marily about belief. Otherwise fine empirical studies 
(including many published in Politics and Religion and 
most drawing on World Values Survey data) presume an 
idea of “world religions” that is hotly contested among 
scholars of religion today. Political scientists here face a 
familiar dilemma. Theoretical and ethnographic scholar-
ship makes compelling claims for dispensing with or 
radically altering an idea of “world religions” that relies 
on belief as its conceptual anchor, and could perhaps be 
put directly to use in framing political science research. 
Much of that scholarship, however, is committed to thick 
description, contextual particularities, and theoretical 
richness in ways that do not readily provide clear guid-
ance for empirical political science, which is underpinned 
by comparative and reductionist aims.

In light of this dilemma—whereat social scientists 
studying religion risk the possibility that their object is 
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not in fact unitary, and hence that between-study com-
parisons may not be viable—this paper proposes a parsi-
monious definition of religion. In so doing, we align 
ourselves with scholars like Bruce Lincoln, who defines 
religion in part as “[a] discourse whose concerns tran-
scend the human, temporal, and contingent, and that 
claims for itself a similarly transcendent status. Discourse 
becomes religious not simply by virtue of its content, but 
also from its claims to authority and truth” (Lincoln 2006, 
5; italics in original). The point is that authority and truth, 
even in so-called secular discourse, anchor to terms that 
are in some sense oriented toward transcendence. This is 
thus not to reject Philpott’s (2009) interesting claim that 
political science struggles to define religion because its 
own rise corresponds with the dominance of secularism. 
However, when in passing Philpott defines religion as 
“communities of belief and practice oriented around 
claims about the ultimate ground of existence” (p. 192), 
his focus is on claims about ultimate grounds. Our defini-
tion encourages political scientists to restrict themselves 
to observable ultimate terms. In other words, at the level 
of the definition, we de-emphasize examination of claims 
about ultimate grounds, important as these no doubt are 
for many religionists. The focus is shifted here toward the 
organizing force of god terms or transcendent signifiers 
for given communities of practice. Our definition is not 
an exclusive model, then, but hopes rather to tilt political 
science toward production of more comprehensive maps 
of religion, maps that account equally well for both sub-
jective experiences of meaning and belief and observable 
practices, terms, and organizational tendencies.4

Defining religions as systems of shared activity orga-
nized around transcendental signifiers, we emphasize the 
observable and the delimitable. Shared activity systems 
are relatively bounded and comparatively subject to clear 
description. And transcendental signifiers are equally 
available for study. They are “god terms” identifiable in 
public discourse and organizing (or resting at the center 
of organized) systems of shared activity. Burke (1969) 
describes such god terms in A Grammar of Motives as the 
“universal title[s] or all-inclusive epithet[s] to which any 
less generalized terms would be related as parts to a 
whole” (p. 73). God terms give us headings or titles under 
which to live together, organizing shared activities at the 
same time as and by virtue of reaching out beyond fields 
of more or less exhaustible meaning. Transcendental sig-
nifiers name without exhausting a sense of meaningful-
ness that is central to a group organized around those 
signifiers.5 Emphasizing shared activity systems and 
transcendental signifiers helps our definition escape the 
over-emphasis on belief for which older notions of reli-
gion have rightly been criticized. This re-focusing ensures 
the continued viability of the comparative term religion 
for political science.

The definition of religion advanced here comprises 
two key features. With (1) systems of shared activity, it 
takes up an element common to recent theories. 
Religion, scholars today agree, is at least partially a 
matter of externally discernible shared activities, of 
“phenomena produced, performed, circulated, con-
tested, sacralized, and consumed by embodied and 
emplaced individuals” (Vásquez 2011, 321). Religion 
is in and of the world. It is not merely “in people’s 
heads.” Indeed, as Lincoln (2006, 5–7) has it, religion 
entails not only authoritative discourse but also prac-
tices, communities, and institutions; we gloss these last 
three, in relation to one another, as systems of shared 
activity. And, like Lincoln with transcendent discourse, 
our definition emphasizes that religion’s activity sys-
tems are organized around special terms, (2) transcen-
dental signifiers. Religion gestures beyond the 
observable world. It is not merely a set of material  
practices.6 Leaving behind the difficult-to-observe 
metaphysical baggage of words like “sacred” or “holy,” 
and moving researchers away from a spurious deism,7 
which makes it hard to apprehend important phenom-
ena such as Confucianism and various animisms as reli-
gious, transcendental signifiers keep the focus on what 
is naturalistically observable.

Transcendental signifiers are words or phrases that 
gesture beyond the realm of humanly conceivable mean-
ing. They commit to, as we have said, meaning more than 
can be meant. Such terms are recognizable as “transcen-
dental” from outside, not only from inside religious com-
munities. Even as we may ourselves ascribe no special 
meaning to others’ god terms, we apprehend them as hav-
ing a special charge for those whose activities are 
arranged around them. Transcendental signifiers like 
“ahimsa,” “Allah,” and “Jesus” are recognizable as tran-
scendental irrespective of our personal practices and 
beliefs. We may not be able to tell whether people really 
believe one or another interpretation of their sacred texts, 
and terms such as the sacred may be too phenomenologi-
cally rich to admit of reductive empirical study, but we 
can ask which terms function as transcendental for a 
given group of people, and we can ask whether, how, and 
to what extent those people organize systematic activity 
around their transcendental terms. In so asking, we can 
draw relatively clear outlines around different religious 
groups. To be Muslim, for instance, is to practice the five 
pillars of Islam, organized around transcendental signifi-
ers such as Qur’an, Allah, hadith, zakat, and shariah 
(transliterated, of course). The definition of religion prof-
fered here understands transcendental signifiers as nodes 
around which collective activities are organized. At the 
close of this essay, we use this definition to help us under-
stand the mobilization of religion in Indonesia’s 1945 
constitutional moment.
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Political Science’s Definitional 
Dilemma

We are hardly the first to note political science’s need for 
a richer, clearer conception of religion. Bellin (2008) 
begins an otherwise useful survey of work on “Faith in 
Politics: New Trends in the Study of Religion and 
Politics” by not defining religion—but she closes the 
piece by asserting that “the failure of the subfield to 
coalesce around a common question or overarching 
agenda constitutes a problem for the accumulation of 
knowledge” (p. 345). And Philpott (2009) notes the pau-
city of scholarship on religion in political science, attrib-
uting this to a “pervasive secularism in assumptions and 
methods” (185). Indeed, political science today still has 
no single, widely persuasive, naturalistically observable 
definition of religion; Philpott is likely correct in seeing 
this as the result of a (fantastically) areligious secularism 
among political scientists. Strikingly, Norris and Inglehart 
(2004) start off their wide-ranging and influential analy-
sis of World Values Survey data on “religiosity” by defin-
ing and discussing secularization—but not religion. A 
lack of definitional clarity in the texts most oriented 
toward large-scale views of religion plays out as concep-
tual vagueness or circularity in smaller scale empirical 
research. Consider Altinordu’s (2010, 520) comparison 
of nineteenth-century political Catholicism in Germany 
with contemporary political Islam in Turkey, which tau-
tologically explains “the politicization of religion” as 
“the rise of successful religious parties.” There is consid-
erable value in developing a newly rigorous theoretical 
framework for political science research on religion.

Some scholars are already doing conceptually insight-
ful work at the intersections of religion and politics. 
Menchik (2014), for instance, urges that Indonesia’s polit-
ical development be understood in terms of “godly nation-
alism.” Godly nationalism, for Menchik, describes “an 
imagined community bound by a common, orthodox the-
ism and mobilized through the state in cooperation with 
religious organizations in society” (p. 594). The point is 
that Indonesian articulations of shared theism make 
national practices cohere. Nationalism itself is organized 
around a transcendental “godliness.” Menchik’s reading 
of Indonesian politics through the lens of godly national-
ism—most specifically, of persecutory state policies 
toward the heterodox Islamic movement Ahmadiyah—
has much to recommend it. He offers a compelling picture 
of Indonesian statehood as dependent on a version of civil 
religion distinct from pictures of both Rousseau ([1762] 
2002) and Bellah (1967). Perhaps most importantly, he is 
able to show how moderate practices of religious intoler-
ance can serve useful functions for a polity. In this telling, 
state involvement in the regulation of religion, paradoxi-
cal as it may seem, need not serve illiberal ends, but can in 

fact promote broad regimes of tolerance. In a sense, this 
should be obvious: most secular pluralists readily 
acknowledge pluralism’s limits, and it should be unsur-
prising to discover that discourses other than secular plu-
ralism can also serve broadly liberal ends while 
maintaining firm boundaries beyond which tolerance does 
not extend. That Menchik’s argument is novel—and to be 
clear, it is—points up the blinders with which many social 
scientists still regard religion (and especially Islam). 
Menchik’s basic argument, that “Indonesian nationalism 
continues to be rooted in religious solidarities even while 
it is not an Islamic state” (p. 598), is thus an important 
contribution to understanding both Indonesia and some 
general contours of religion’s and politics’ interweaving.

And yet, it is not clear that Menchik’s way of 
approaching religion is entirely satisfactory. Emphasizing 
theism, his study rests on a background notion of “world 
religions” that retains belief as a central constituent. 
Menchik (2014, 605) has thus far not offered a new defi-
nition of religion. To the contrary, he notes the relative 
narrowness of “the Indonesian word for religion, 
agama,” relative to “its English equivalent” assuming a 
common sense version of the latter and restricting him-
self to study of the former. Menchik’s (2012, 2014) lau-
datory work on the intertwining of secularity and religion 
notwithstanding, at this point, he relies on the same unre-
constructed common sense as do less nuanced scholars. 
Thus, though offering a crucial call for renewal of politi-
cal science’s understanding of religion-state matrices, 
Menchik carries forward a part of the discipline’s aspira-
tionally atheoretical armature. It is well enough to study 
religion in Indonesia through legal definitions of the 
term, as Menchik does, but this does not tell us anything 
about relations between religion and politics per se. 
Menchik shows that a god term of Indonesian national-
ism and statehood, agama, organizes shared activities, 
but he does not acknowledge that, in effect, this makes 
Indonesian nationalism a sort of religion (as, indeed, we 
would suggest nationalisms tend to be). Examining reli-
gion’s institutionalized state manifestations subsumed 
one variable beneath another; Menchik’s study of agama 
thus tells us much about Indonesia but less about “reli-
gion” in Indonesia in a manner allowing for external 
comparison. Without a covering definition of religion, 
we cannot say what, exactly, is being studied beyond the 
state itself.

And religion is anything but self-evident. As Nongbri 
(2013, 7) notes,

the idea of religion as a sphere of life separate from politics, 
economics, and science is a recent development in European 
history . . . projected outward in space and backward in time 
with the result that religion appears now to be a natural and 
necessary part of our world.
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For Nongbri, this cashes out in an untenable, but widely 
shared implicit definition: “Religion is anything that suf-
ficiently resembles modern Protestant Christianity” (p. 
18). When we think of “religion,” we kind of always 
mean “modern Protestantism-ishness.” It is thus imper-
missibly ethnocentric to study religion from an unrecon-
structed, intuitive sense of what the object is. Moreover, 
if the shared feature of what usually can be counted as 
“religion” is similarity to Protestantism, it is virtually cer-
tain that political scientists who study religion without 
carefully defining it are missing other important, even 
crucial features of the phenomena they study. An easy 
reliance on common sense about religion makes compar-
ative work and broad conjectures about religion and poli-
tics problematic at best. The implicit Protestantism of 
“religion” does make sense, however, in historical 
context.

The Protestant-centrism of “world religions” is espe-
cially clear in Harrison’s (1990) now-classic “Religion” 
and the Religions of the English Enlightenment. As 
Harrison painstakingly documents, the idea of “religion” 
as an object of scientific study was an invention of the 
early Enlightenment, mostly in England (to some extent 
also France and, later, Germany). Moreover, “the whole 
comparative approach to religion was directly related to 
confessional disputes within Christianity”; indeed, “these 
confessional conflicts were the single most important fac-
tor in the development of comparative religion” (p. 3). 
The comparative study of religions, the study of “world 
religions,” developed out of efforts to stabilize a “cor-
rect” version of Protestantism by reference to supposedly 
universal features of religion, rationally conceived. It was 
only over time, and without shedding its implicit disen-
franchising of the “wrong” religions, that the term reli-
gion became an outsider’s term, a way of naming an 
apparently neutral (and thereby neutralized) object of 
study. Eventually, Harrison notes, “the science of religion 
could no longer include the rational justification of cer-
tain religions or types of religion” (p. 172). But until then, 
and in some sense up to the present day,8 “religion” 
remained a tendentious way of naming a site of contesta-
tion. Treating “world religions” as a natural kind erases 
this history, leaving us with a lens on politics that distorts 
and confuses. If we cannot account for ways in which 
common sense notions of religion—and its ever-more 
enlightened, if also ever-more questionable double,  
secularism9—is the product of doctrinal disputes among 
one particularly belief-oriented group of Christians, we 
will tend to import features of that group’s corporate 
identity into our pictures of the world. We will discover 
religions where there may be none and will overlook the 
religions staring us in the face. And we will emphasize 
the wrong, or insufficient of the right, features of the phe-
nomena that we study as “religion.” Indeed, in failing to 

reconstruct their (often largely implicit) theories of reli-
gion, political scientists blind themselves to important 
contingencies of the very ideas of state and shared orga-
nization as well.

Recognizing the dilemma, however, cannot of itself 
deliver scholars to workable empirical solutions. For 
instance, in a recent article examining the influence of 
Islamic “religiosity” on Central Asian political prefer-
ences, Collins and Owen (2012) acknowledge the diffi-
culty with many empirical studies of religion, but 
nonetheless offer proxies that reinstate the prevailing, and 
unworkable, idea that religion-in-general is primarily 
about belief. Recognizing that “religion” does not announce 
itself as a discrete category of political activity, Collins and 
Owen search for another window into the role of Islam in 
two Central Asian states. This leads them away from reli-
gion to “religiosity,” which they see as better admitting of 
direct empirical study. Defining religiosity broadly as “the 
depth of individual belief, practice and commitment to reli-
gious ideas,” they contend that, “contrary to prevailing 
theories, [they have found] a strong, consistent relationship 
between religiosity . . . and regime preference” (p. 499). 
This strong claim is undercut somewhat, however, when 
we arrive at the project’s rationale for taking religiosity as 
a proxy for religion. Religion is “a group affiliation based 
on a belief system—ideas about the divine, morality, and 
justice. Religiosity is the depth of belief, practice, values 
and commitment of an individual who subscribes to a reli-
gion’s ideas” (p. 503). A group affiliation based on belief is 
supposed here to become measurable in depth of belief. 
Religiosity, in other words, is (tautologically) a measure of 
individuals’ intensity of subscription to something funda-
mentally unmeasurable: religious ideas. The aim here is a 
good one—to study religion in a coherent, systematically 
justifiable fashion. And the authors’ distinction between 
Islamic and non-Islamic forms of democracy is without 
question an important contribution to the literature on reli-
gion and democratization. But Collins and Owen’s ide-
ational approach cannot resolve the conceptual dilemma 
religion poses for political science.

In an effort to sidestep the predicament of determining 
the interior states of others, Collins and Owen have devel-
oped a survey instrument that asks respondents to rate 
their own “religiosity” on a five-point scale. Besides well-
known difficulties with the self-report of beliefs, espe-
cially for high-stakes issues, the trouble is that this 
instrument still reduces religion to ideas/belief. Asking 
individuals to report on the intensity of their commitment 
to key ideas (these latter, very much to Collins and Owen’s 
credit, are developed in focus groups, rather than simply 
stipulated, as has been a common practice) only tells you 
something about religion if religion is indeed necessarily 
about belief. But, as much contemporary scholarship on 
religion has it, religion is not necessarily about belief. 



562	 Political Research Quarterly 69(3) 

Although Collins and Owen are right to critique mosque 
and church attendance as proxies for religiosity—as they 
note, neither are obligations for all members of their 
respective religious communities—they lean too heavily 
on ideation. Our rhetorical definition of religion would 
serve researchers like Collins and Owen in re-directing 
focus group work toward development of more materially 
grounded survey measures. By identifying the transcen-
dental signifiers most salient to the groups under study, 
and by querying the practices systematically associated 
with these god terms, researchers can develop measures 
that reflect the understandings of religion, both practical 
and ideational, most germane to their subject populations. 
With regard to Islam, such a revision of process would 
likely find “religiosity” to be far more closely tied to prac-
tice of the five articulated pillars of the religion, with 
interesting variance in the levels of importance ascribed to 
different transcendental signifiers identified in focus 
groups. As it stands, however, Collins and Owen ask us to 
accept “depth of belief” as a key factor in regime prefer-
ence, without observable markers of that depth or a clear 
view of the specifically religious activities it organizes.

Defining Religion Rhetorically

This paper proposes, again, a rhetorical definition focused 
on key terms that organize practices. We define reli-
gion—for political science purposes—as a naturalisti-
cally observable phenomenon comprising transcendental 
signifiers and systemically shared activities. This defini-
tion is rhetorical because it focuses on the way in which 
words organize activities. Implicit is acknowledgment 
that, although they do not do so independent of other 
realities, words shape the world. Words are things that act 
in the world—and a pretty important class of things, at 
that. As important, they are both observable in themselves 
and clustered at the center of systematically shared net-
works of activity that are also more or less observable. 
Central to our definition is the notion that humans orga-
nize behavior around a very special variety of term, words 
that transcend meaning, that mean more than can be 
clearly established. From the perspective of empirical 
research, our definition has the virtue of leaving “feels-
like” questions largely by the wayside. Individual experi-
ences of the sacred, levels of subscription to normative 
doctrinal belief, and “religious feelings”—though 
intensely important to some religionists—are not readily 
observable. Indeed, these are, perhaps by definition, 
unobservable. Moreover, current work in political sci-
ence tends to kick the definitional can down the road 
when operationalizing the term. What, after all, makes 
“religiosity” a measure of “religion?” What makes a 
“religious political party” “religious” in the first place? 
Our definition can answer these questions.

Religious political parties and other modes of collec-
tive activity are religious insofar as they emanate out 
from or are consistently associated with systems of shared 
activities organized around transcendental signifiers. 
This definition still allows political science to study the 
collective formations known as “world religions,” but 
now with a more appropriate understanding of what is at 
stake in those collective formations and with a better 
attunement to the activity of other religious formations 
(nationalisms of all description, economic religions such 
as capitalism, communism, etc.). For political science, it 
is useful to determine which transcendental signifiers 
have organizing force for a given system of shared activi-
ties. On that basis, we account this a religion, that not a 
religion. In turn, as we suggest with reference to 
Indonesia’s founding moment, looking at religion through 
this lens throws different features of the social landscape 
into relief. The result is a more usefully responsive pic-
ture of political realities. If the aim of political science is, 
as Jeffrey Isaac (2015, 9) urges, to “relate to—speak to, 
but also listen to—the complex and power-infused world 
that [political science] both inhabits and takes as its object 
of study,” then developing definitions of key variables 
and phenomena that do not simply replicate existing 
power dynamics is crucial. Our rhetorical definition of 
religion offers a terminology that can unify the methods 
and results of political science studies of religion, ensur-
ing the viability of individual comparative work and of 
between-study comparisons. We conclude this essay by 
using the definition to examine the co-development of 
state and nation in Indonesia. First, however, we address 
some key concerns it is liable to face.

“But what about belief?” Religion as we define it still 
involves belief, but the emphasis has shifted. Rather than 
belief as a matter of propositional content, the belief in 
question is only a practical attitude toward key terms in 
shared discourse, observable in shared activities.10 The 
loci of such belief are transcendental signifiers. Their 
“signified” or meaning cannot be fully explained or 
accounted for by the tools at hand within a given system 
of discourse—but they are nonetheless recognized by 
discourse participants and outsiders alike as having legit-
imate meaning. Recognizing god terms entails no par-
ticular metaphysical latticework, nor are these as 
squishily difficult to measure as religious feelings, a 
sense of the sacred, and so forth. The point is only that 
religionists believe in the simultaneous meaningfulness 
and inexhaustibility of their central terms, as evident in 
their conscious or unconsciously driven organization of 
activity around these. In other words, religionists believe 
that their central terms, transcendental signifiers, mean 
something crucial even as this meaning cannot be fully 
accounted for by ordinary discourse (hence theology, 
and religious interpreters from shamans to priests). A 
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community’s transcendental signifiers work to organize 
its activity systems.

Our definition of religion is useful for political science 
because it is characterized by two readily observable fea-
tures: some set of signifiers that can be called “transcen-
dental” and some system of “shared activities” that are 
consistently correlated with those signifiers (i.e., orga-
nized around them). To study religion and politics using 
this definition is to look for correlations between clearly 
specified political variables and the mobilization of tran-
scendental signifiers within and beyond the communities 
of practice organized around those signifiers. A study of 
Islam and electoral politics in Indonesia, for example, 
might forsake analysis of the vote-share of self-defined 
Islamic parties in favor of discourse analysis examining 
mobilization of transcendental signifiers like shari’a or 
taqwa as this correlates with electoral outcomes.

Some will still wish to link “religion” more strongly to 
belief, however. Many older definitions of religion 
accorded belief a central place, especially belief in the 
supernatural or sacred, and it can be hard to relinquish 
tradition. Thus, Whitehouse (2004, 2) writes that “reli-
gion consists of any set of shared beliefs and actions 
appealing to supernatural agency,” echoing the Victorian 
scholar Edward Tylor, while Durkheim’s ([1915] 1976, 
47) view of religion as “a unified system of beliefs and 
practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set 
apart and forbidden” remains popular in some quarters.11 
Our definition de-emphasizes the contents of belief. 
Transcendental signifiers entail an observable weak belief 
(visible in action), rather than an unobservable strong 
belief (on which we only can ask people to report, with all 
the problems attendant on high-stakes survey research). 
The function of belief for empirical studies of religion 
and politics is transferred away from propositional con-
tent (“There is no god but Allah, and Muhammad is His 
Prophet,” “Life is suffering,” “For God so loved the 
world, that He gave His only begotten Son,” etc.) and 
onto transcendental signifiers (Allah, Mohammad, 
Prophet, Suffering, God, Son, etc.). Religionists believe 
their key terms mean more than can be meant in ordinary 
language, and this belief is evidenced by shared activity 
organized around those transcendental signifiers. 
Irrespective of individual inclinations to more or less 
strongly affirm the “real” transcendentality of their key 
signifiers, religionists organize communities of practice12 
around god terms.

Thinking in terms of transcendental signifiers renders 
the world more richly religious. These terms reach out 
beyond the systems that produce them, organizing our 
experiences of understanding and activity, having disci-
plining or ordering functions relative not only to belief/
knowledge but also to a variety of other behaviors. If 
meaning is relational, the positing of a thing with respect 

to something else, then transcendental signifiers are the 
most basic tools we mean with. They are the terms autho-
rizing relational meaning in the first place, with respect to 
their given discourse communities. This indicates that 
there can be no thoroughly non-religious spaces.13 And, 
indeed, we regard secularism itself as an essentially reli-
gious phenomenon—as in French laïcité, a god term 
around which a national activity system is organized. 
Transcendental signifiers give political scientists a vari-
able to work with in understanding religion that can be 
discerned in consensual object-reality—a variable sus-
ceptible, unlike “depth of belief,” to direct empirical 
study. Inasmuch as one sees a community organizing 
itself with respect to a shared set of transcendental signi-
fiers, one has at least potentially spotted a group of 
religionists.

All this suggests that one strong measure of religion is 
appearance in public discourse. Public expressions of 
religion are moments where public discourse is organized 
around transcendental signifiers associated with one or 
another religion. Regardless of whether participants in a 
discourse are consciously aware that they are expressing 
religion, this is expression that participants could recog-
nize as religious in character without shifting their overall 
understanding of the world. The nodal points of such 
expression are transcendental signifiers, and can be mea-
sured in a variety of different ways. We find it helpful to 
model religion’s appearance in public discourse on a 
spectrum ranging from suffusion to mobilization. As the 
expression of transcendental signifiers occurs more natu-
rally, with less reflexivity or conscious intent—in short, 
where the appearance of religion in discourse does not 
make special claims for or on behalf of a given religion, 
in the values-talk of quasi-homogenous communities, for 
instance—we may speak of religious suffusion. And as 
religion is expressed with greater intent and self-con-
sciousness, as religion appears not as a background fea-
ture of language but rather a particular locus of discussion, 
the religious activity in question moves up the scale 
toward mobilization.

Finding Religion in Politics

Theoretical projects cry out for empirical positioning, ours 
no less than others. We turn now to a founding moment in 
the development of the Indonesian state, and we do so 
advisedly. Owing to its Muslim-majority demographics 
and relatively smooth democratic transition, many political 
observers have looked at religion in Indonesia since the fall 
of the Suharto-led New Order regime in 1998.14 A boister-
ous electoral scene contested by a range of parties, includ-
ing self-identified religious parties, lends itself to 
speculation on the role of religion in politics. Instead of 
addressing here the complexity of the post-Suharto 
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transition, however, we consider a much earlier moment, 
central to subsequent developments in state–religion rela-
tions. Returning to a key speech of Sukarno’s preceding 
formal declaration of independence, we draw out some of 
our definition of religion’s analytic possibilities. We focus 
particularly on the constellation of god terms that allowed 
Sukarno to use the June 1, 1945, Lahirnya Pancasila 
(“Birth of Pancasila”) speech to articulate a compelling 
vision of Indonesian national identity—so rhetorically 
effective, in fact, that Pancasila became the guiding ideol-
ogy of Indonesian nationalism and constitutionalism both. 
Examining this particular site illustrates how attention to 
the elements of our definition allows for critical revision 
(in concordance with emerging historical consensus) of a 
conventional political narrative.

For anyone analyzing religion and politics in 
Indonesia, Pancasila looms large. Comprising the 
Preamble to the 1945 constitution (itself the basis of the 
current constitution), Pancasila names the “Five Bases” 
of the Indonesian state.15 The first principle of Pancasila 
as presented in the Preamble asserts “absolutely unitary 
Divinity” (ketuhanan yang maha esa) as the foundation 
of the state (reversing the order of points as presented in 
the Lahirnya Pancasila speech, where “absolutely uni-
tary Divinity” was the final of five principles). This novel 
construction has been variously translated as “the One, 
Supreme God,” “God,” “The One and Only God,” 
“Singular Lordship,” and so forth. The second base is a 
“Just and Cultured Humanism,” the third is a “Unified 
Indonesia,” the fourth is “Popular Sovereignty under the 
Wise Guidance of a Representative Consultative Body,” 
and the fifth is “Social Justice for the People of Indonesia.” 
Scholarship on the place of religion in Indonesian politi-
cal life has devoted much attention to ketuhanan yang 
maha esa (absolutely unitary Divinity)—a term that fits 
imprecisely any pre-existing religious terminology. This 
strange neologism plays an important role in establishing 
the “godliness” of the subsequent state. It reappears 
within the body text of the constitution, for example, 
where it modulates the rights of religious exercise con-
ferred on Indonesians, with Indonesian-ness conceived as 
monotheistic, godly. Looking not only at this phrase, but 
at the discursive context of its emergence, helps us better 
understand the mobilization of religion guiding the birth 
of Indonesia. We look here at where ketuhanan yang 
maha esa site within a constellation of other god terms 
that Sukarno deploys in the speech known as “The Birth 
of Pancasila.”

Starting with transcendental signifiers fosters exami-
nation of the religious landscape at Indonesia’s founding 
in a reductive, but non-tautological fashion. As already 
noted, it is tautological, though common in the empirical 
literature, to take “religious political parties” as proxies 
for “religion.”16 To be scientific in a strong sense, 

political science must define its objects of study more 
coherently. Our definition encourages researchers to look 
to groups whose shared activities coalesce, in more or 
less systematic fashion, around small clusters of god 
terms. In Indonesia, this leads us to ask different ques-
tions than have previous studies. Prior observers have 
focused, for instance, on political attitudes and activities 
associated with membership in the religio-political com-
munities Muhammadiyah and Nahdlatul Ulama,17 or 
have simply asserted the significance of various constitu-
tional provisions with only limited analysis.18 By con-
trast, our larger study compares Indonesia’s two primary 
constitutional moments (1945 and 1998–2002), the better 
to understand religion’s place in the makeup of the 
Republic. In this illustrative application of the definition, 
however, we highlight only the kind of details to which 
our definition calls attention.

The conventional account of Indonesia’s founding 
casts Sukarno in a mediating role between those he refers 
to as the “Muslim contingent” and secular nationalists, 
including but not limited to communists and leftist allies. 
A close reading of “The Birth of Pancasila” complicates 
this characterization. Religion as we define it helps politi-
cal observers to escape a false opposition between “secu-
lar management” of religion and “religious manipulation” 
of the apparatuses of a purportedly secular state, and thus 
to better understand what is at stake in founding moments. 
Sukarno’s speech accomplished something far more 
interesting than merely mediating between a religious 
group and a (putatively) non-religious group. He was 
negotiating between the various god terms mobilized at 
Indonesia’s founding to lay a civilly religious foundation 
for the state. In the space that would become the world’s 
largest Muslim country, Sukarno’s rhetoric drew on reli-
gious resources to found a state on Islam without thereby 
founding an Islamic state. Sukarno imagines a state 
blessed with the features associated with the European 
nationalist tradition, but anchored to Islamic values and 
to deeply felt indigenous mores.

God Terms in Lahirnya Pancasila

Indonesia’s constitutional moment was, as one prominent 
historian puts it, “confusing for all involved” (Vickers 
95). Kemerdekaan, or Independence, was declared on 
August 17, 1945, by leaders of an independence move-
ment that had first emerged under Dutch colonialism and 
then coalesced during the wartime years of Japanese rule. 
This movement now found itself—two days after the 
announcement of Japan’s surrender in World War II—
beginning an armed struggle for freedom against not only 
Japanese and Dutch, but occupying British and Americans 
as well. Moreover, an Indonesian declaration of indepen-
dence took place only under duress, as founding father 
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Sukarno and his sometime-deputy Muhammad Hatta 
were kidnapped by young nationalists who convinced 
them to make the Proklamasi, or Proclamation of 
Independence. This itself post-dated Sukarno’s “Birth of 
Pancasila” speech and the drafting of what would be the 
country’s first constitution by over two months. And 
though the Constitution was formally adopted for the new 
state on August 18, 1945, it would not appear in the stat-
ute books until February 16 of the following year.19 
Adding to the confusion was considerable conflict over 
what it should mean to be Indonesian in the new state.20 
Key constituencies, including Muslim nationalists, com-
munists, and secular nationalists, all felt that their reli-
gious programs should play a defining role in the national 
identification of Indonesia.21

In a historical-institutionalist reading of Indonesian 
politics, Bertrand (2004, 30) identifies three main atti-
tudes at this critical juncture: (1) self-defined nationalism 
on the Western European model, (2) Islamism preferring 
“an Indonesian nation that would build unity around 
Islam as the common characteristic of the diverse peoples 
of the archipelago,” and (3) communism on the revolu-
tion-by-country model advocated by Stalin in the 1920s. 
Particularly crucial in arguments among these different 
approaches was whether the new state should be “Islamic” 
or “nationalist” in its sociopolitical organization. As 
Effendy (2003, 14) puts it, the “nationalists” claimed in 
contradistinction to the “Islamists” that because 
“Indonesia is socio-religiously heterogeneous, for the 
sake of the country’s unity, [it was] required that the state 
be based on a ‘deconfessionalized’ ideology—Pancasila.” 
The “Islamists,” however, contested Pancasila from the 
moment Sukarno introduced the term, arguing that it 
could not do justice to the country’s majority Muslim 
population. The going story for a long time, though chal-
lenged today by Menchik and others, was that Indonesia’s 
emergence as a state was accomplished via the secular 
containment of religious impulses.

In the old story (particularly attractive during the Cold 
War), Sukarno is a wily manipulator, slyly mobilizing a 
religion in which he does not really believe to achieve 
secular nationalist—and personally ambitious—ends.22 
That story is not especially helpful in mapping the reli-
gion–politics matrix of Indonesia, being too concerned 
by half with what Sukarno believes. More interesting for 
political science is the question of religious effectivity. 
How has Indonesian political space been constituted in 
part by the mobilization of religion, right from the start? 
Sukarno’s articulation of five pillars of Indonesian-ness 
was, without question, profoundly shaped by Islam as a 
site of political effectivity—not simply the last, and later 
first, principle of “absolutely unitary Divinity,” but the 
other, seemingly “non-religious” principles as well. 
Sukarno’s speech would guide—and in some ways, 

decide—the nation’s character, and is best understood as 
one aspect of a complex religious mobilization occurring 
during Indonesia’s founding moment. In so saying, we 
follow recent scholarship in disputing the “secularity” of 
Sukarno’s political formulation.23 The state Sukarno 
articulated, however, appears in the light of our definition 
as both more and less clearly religious than Menchik 
(2014) and others have argued. Sukarno was trying to 
imagine a novel state form that would adopt the efficacy 
of European nation states and couple this with the plural-
ism possible in indigenous and Islamic social formations. 
Such pluralism was not only foreign, but at the level of 
public discourse, habitually excluded from the European 
nation states during formation of the Westphalian order—
which refutes characterizations of Sukarno’s nationalism 
as derived directly from European examples.

“The Birth of Pancasila,” delivered on June 1, 1945, 
showcases the tense mobilization of religion in public 
discourse, and foreshadows constitutional efforts to 
resolve that tension. Sukarno began by stressing the 
importance of negotiating and developing a unitary 
Weltanschauung (he used the German) and listed off by 
name the political actors representing different ethno-
religious factions that were to come together around “one 
modus.”24 Unable to reconcile competing visions of 
Indonesian statehood per se, Sukarno formulated a novel 
possibility, an idea of godly nationalism that would even-
tually be transcendentalized as civil religion. This was 
neither a secular nationalism nor a generalized theism. 
Rather, it involved repositioning a distinctly Islamic con-
stellation of transcendental signifiers as foundationally 
“Indonesian,” even as Sukarno strictly avoided articulat-
ing Indonesia as an Islamic state properly so called. “The 
Birth of Pancasila” performs deference to those Sukarno 
characterizes as “the Muslim contingent,” but in the end 
does not directly address many concerns animating that 
group—particularly the issue of state enforcement of 
shari’a for Muslim citizens. Instead, Sukarno speaks 
within an Islamic idiom by positioning key principles of 
Pancasila, such as consensus in deliberative consultation, 
as arising from Islamic values (here, mufakat, unanimity, 
and permusyawaratan, deliberation, among representa-
tives). He does so even as he disavows Allah as a tran-
scendental signifier under which to organize the “godly” 
state of Indonesia, substituting in its place the clever 
neologism ketuhanan yang maha esa.

In Sukarno’s telling, it is actually mufakat and per-
musyawaratan, comprising together a single Pancasila 
principle, that offer the best prospects for realizing Islam 
within the new nation. Mufakat and permusyawaratan 
readily reveal their Arab-Islamic genealogy. The former 
derives from the Arabic radical wafiqa (to be right or fit-
ting, in this form, to be in accord or unanimity), the latter 
from shura (consultation). At the same time, they are cast 
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as the “traditional” deliberative strategy of Indonesian 
village-level governance. Sukarno mobilizes these terms 
to name something quintessentially Indonesian, but the 
terms themselves harken also to an idealized time in 
Islamic history, when the community organized around 
the Prophet also used these principles to guide decision 
making.25 As members of Sukarno’s audience were well-
aware, the Qur’an directs the Prophet to consult his com-
panions when making decisions affecting the community, 
and also directs the community to use the same delibera-
tive process (3:159; 42:38). In articulating mufakat and 
permusyawaratan as pillars of the Indonesian state, 
Sukarno mobilizes Islamic transcendental signifiers in 
the service of the new nation. Something traditionally 
Indonesian appears as always already Islamic.

Moreover, Sukarno articulates these deliberative pro-
cedures as serving both state and religion:

For the Muslim contingent, this is the best place to safeguard 
religion. We, myself included, are Muslims, and a thousand 
apologies, my practice of Islam is far from perfect, but if you all 
opened my breast, and looked to my heart, you sirs would find 
nothing, nothing but a heart of Islam. And this heart of Islam of 
Brother Karno [in the affectionate third person used by his 
supporters] wishes to defend Islam in mufakat, in 
permusyawaratan; by means of mufakat, we improve 
everything, even the safety of religion, that is, by way of 
discussion or permusyawaratan within a people’s representative 
body.

Sukarno, navigating a path through competing political 
aspirations, rhetorically mobilizes Islam as an authorizing 
discourse. He does so to thwart measures that he foretells 
would compromise the safety/security/integrity (kesela-
matan) of religion in the new nation. It is by deferring actual 
religious policies to future legislatures, he argues, that the 
interests of Islam are best advanced: “The Representative 
Body, truly, this is the place to put forward the claims of 
Islam.” When a political actor describes himself in terms 
naturalistically observable to be religious (“this heart of 
Islam”), and characterizes his desired political intervention 
underneath a sign naturalistically observable to be religious 
(“permusyawaratan by means of mufakat”)—that is, in 
transcendental signifiers drawn from the web of systemati-
cally shared activity that they organize—what we should 
see is mobilized religion. The question remains, toward 
what ends are these god terms mobilized?

In “The Birth of Pancasila,” Sukarno imagines reli-
gion’s entrance into political domains in electoral terms. 
He argues that for Indonesia to be Islamic is first and 
foremost a matter of electing Muslims.26 Sukarno returns 
repeatedly to this point: a representative body dominated 
by Muslims will naturally evince Islamic interests and 
require no prior, authorizing guarantee. To this end, he 
introduces a hypothetical:

Supposing the People’s representative body had 100 
members, okay, let’s work, work as hard as we can, so that 
60, 70, 80, 90 representatives that sit in this people’s chamber 
are Muslims, leaders of Islam, and all by itself, the laws that 
emerge from the people’s representative body will be the 
laws of Islam [hukum Islam] as well.

At the height of his oratory, Sukarno asserts that, in fact, 
only electoral domination will prove the vitality of Islam 
in the archipelago:

If that actually happens, only then can we say that the 
religion of Islam is well and truly alive in the souls of the 
people, to the point that 60%, 70%, 80%, 90% of the 
representatives are Muslim, leaders of Islam, scholars of 
Islam [ulama Islam]. So I say, only if it is thus, only if it is 
thus, does Indonesian Islam truly live and not just lip-service 
Islam.

Sukarno positions his preferred political compromise as a 
condition for the realization of authentic Islam. Indonesia 
need not be constitutively Islamic, because it will become 
more truly Muslim through legislative processes that are 
themselves, as Sukarno has it, already Islamic. This is 
mobilization of religion, but not at all an effort to enshrine 
religious law as religious law. To the contrary, arguing 
against those who wanted Indonesia to be constituted in 
terms of shari’a, Sukarno suggests that religion lives best 
when it expresses itself “in the souls of the people” as 
these, in turn, manifest in “the people’s representative 
body.” In wishing for a future of what we would term 
religious suffusion, then, a naturalized background Islam, 
Sukarno was carefully negotiating the charged situation 
of religious mobilization in which he found himself. He 
was enlisting Islamic transcendental signifiers in the ser-
vice of a newly emergent Indonesian state, roughly coter-
minous with an Indonesian nation imagined along godly 
lines.

So, too, Pancasila’s monotheism. The final principle 
of Pancasila as Sukarno outlined it in this speech was 
commitment not to the Allah of Islam, but to a more gen-
eralist, though still unitary “God”: ketuhanan yang maha 
esa (absolutely unitary Divinity). This might at first 
seem to have been a rhetorical misstep. The strange com-
promise of this principle threatened to alienate non-Mus-
lims without alleviating the concerns expressed by the 
“Muslim contingent.” On one hand, the denotational 
value of the novel phrase ketuhanan yang maha esa, as 
Sukarno presented it in “The Birth of Pancasila,” looks 
plausibly like a gloss of normative Islamic theology. 
That is to say, the radical monotheism asserted by “abso-
lutely unitary Divinity” relies on implicit reference to 
tauhid (oneness, unicity, Arabic tawhid), doctrinally and 
transcendentally central to Islam. But, on the other hand, 
this “absolutely unitary Divinity” is specifically not 
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Allah, not an Islamic transcendental signifier. Rather 
than a misstep, this on the same order as Sukarno’s 
emphasis on permusyawaratan toward mufakat, deliber-
ation for consensus. By highlighting the superlative 
“oneness” of the interreligious Lord (tuhan), Sukarno 
promotes Indonesian-ness as commitment to a deconfes-
sionalized God that is allied to the absent signifier Allah. 
Once more, religion is mobilized even as it is put in the 
service of a regime of toleration.

Sukarno further explains the background of ketuhanan 
yang maha esa by referencing an already circulating 
Islamic transcendental signifier, bertakwa. Per Sukarno, 
the aim of Pancasila’s final principle is to “construct a 
Free Indonesia with god-consciousness [bertakwa; 
loosely, piety and fealty, from Arabic taqwa: fear of, and 
hope in, God] towards an absolutely unitary Divinity.” 
The transcendental signifier taqwa here suggests that we 
take seriously the possibility that Sukarno was not just 
instrumentally enlisting Islamic terms, but was perhaps 
himself motivated by them. Our definition of religion, 
however, obviates the need for final determination in this 
regard. It is sufficient to acknowledge that Sukarno’s 
rhetoric confounds simplistic understanding of his activ-
ity in terms of a secular nationalism that would “manage” 
religion. Indeed, Sukarno’s mobilization of Islam was not 
limited to the notions of taqwa, permusyawaratan, and 
mufakat. It was not only through god-consciousness and 
deliberative consensus that he drew on the Islamic tradi-
tion, but also through definitional practices concerning 
the category of religion itself.

“The Birth of Pancasila” mobilizes a recognizably 
Muslim way of defining religion in suggesting parame-
ters for subsequent Indonesian experiences. Classical 
Islamic jurisprudence considers deen (life-path, also reli-
gion) as a tradition organized by scripture, prophecy, and 
devotional practice.27 Sukarno does the same when he 
lays the definitional groundwork for Indonesia’s godly 
nationalism:

Not just the Indonesian nation relates to God [bertuhan], but 
each Indonesian should relate to her own god. Those that are 
Christian relate to God according to the guidance of Jesus 
the Messiah [Isa al Masih]; Muslims relate to God according 
to the guidance of the Prophet Muhammad sallallahu alaihi 
wasallam [Sukarno uses the customary Arabic blessing]; 
Buddhists carry out their worship according to their scripture 
[kitab, Ar. for book, in Indonesian usually devotional or 
scriptural texts].

The sly inclusion of “godless” Buddhists at the end of 
Sukarno’s list reveals the extent to which the definitional 
practices of Islam both do and do not shape the Indonesian 
national imaginary.

Islam accords a special status to followers of tradi-
tions that have (1) a singular God, (2) a prophet, and (3) 

a scripture. In the Malay world, there are long-standing 
debates about who is properly within the ambit of “peo-
ples of the book,” with implications for business, mar-
riage, and the provisioning of food.28 Sukarno mentions 
first the Christian tradition, with prophet and scripture, 
then the Islamic tradition in similar terms, and finally the 
Buddhist tradition. By using kitab for the Buddhist 
canon, Sukarno implies an expansive reading of “peo-
ples of the book.” Here, “god terms” extend beyond the 
Prophet and the Messiah, including a transcendentalized 
“scripture” denoted by the Arabic loan word kitab. 
Religion (agama) is defined here through an inclusive 
“or” rather than an exhaustive “and” (a singular god or a 
prophet or a scripture). Understanding the civil religion 
that subsequently develops in Indonesia requires review, 
such as that suggested here, of the largely Islamic theo-
logical language in which it was first articulated. Our 
emphasis on transcendental signifiers allows for new 
insight into a moment when the state (or, at least, its 
chief architects) was forced by the mobilization of reli-
gion to define “religion” itself.

Sukarno, operating in the highly charged context of 
nationalist deliberation, mobilizes key transcendental 
signifiers (mufakat, musyawarah, takwa, kitab) to autho-
rize his preferred constitutional compromises. By impos-
ing an interreligious ketuhanan yang maha esa, set in a 
constellation of legibly Islamic transcendental signifiers, 
Sukarno and his allies were able to prevent explicitly 
Islamic confessional dictates from determining subse-
quent law and constitution. Rather than being merely 
mediation between secular forces and Muslims, how-
ever, Sukarno’s intervention was itself a manner of 
mobilizing religion within the political domain. 
Specifically, his was an effort to create an Indonesian 
civil religion on the basis of existing transcendental sig-
nifiers, to create “Indonesia” as an Islam-inspired meta-
religion that could contain Muslims, Communists, 
Christians, and Buddhists alike within the shared activi-
ties of the state it was to order. The contest at Indonesia’s 
founding is thus best understood as competition between 
religious visions of the state, rather than between reli-
gious and (putatively non-religious) secular actors. So it 
appears, at least, when we study this founding moment 
through the lens of a capacious and well-grounded defi-
nition of religion.
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Notes

  1.	 See Connolly (2006, 278–86).
  2.	 See Woodberry et  al.’s (2012) reflections on their own 

seminal work in this regard.
  3.	 Often enough that Friesen and Wagner (2012) wonder how 

to get “beyond” the three Bs.
  4.	 Following Clarke and Primo (2012), our definition bids 

to be a broadly useful verbal model of religion. A model-
centric view of political science emphasizes the usefulness, 
rather than the truth or falsity, of a given definition or map. 
Our map is useful for political science because it is (a) 
systematically coherent, (b) admitting of direct rather than 
only indirect observation, and (c) less beholden to long 
inherited, largely unexamined cultural prejudices.

  5.	 The reader skeptical that “god terms” are indeed inex-
haustible or difficult to pin down should recall that most of 
theology comprises unresolvable disagreement about how 
best to understand one or another central term.

  6.	 Kevin Schilbrack (2013, 313) defines religion as “forms 
of life predicated upon the reality of the superempirical,” 
emphasizing the necessity of distinguishing religious from 
non-religious forms of collective organization. Our “tran-
scendental signifiers” may be seen as observable corre-
lates of his (by definition unobservable) “superempirical 
beliefs” that organize practice (p. 315). In other words, 
while superempirical beliefs may be the mechanism of 
organization for religion’s systems of shared activity, 
transcendental signifiers are the observable tokens around 
which those practices are organized.

  7.	 Noting the twinning of deism and colonialism in the histor-
ical development of “world religions,” Masuzawa (2005, 
4) observes, “The restless shifting of appellations [for ani-
mism] may be a measure of the discomfort felt by con-
temporary scholars of religion in their effort not to appear 
condescending to those peoples who used to be referred to 
as savages.” Skepticism toward a deistic idea of religion is 
also present within political science and political theory—
addressed in the case of Confucianism, for instance, by El 
Amine (2015). We affirm El Amine’s case against most 
treatments of Confucianism as a religion, and submit that 
our definition addresses many of the dilemmas she raises.

  8.	 On the political stakes of naming “religion,” it is worth 
quoting Josephson’s (2012, 72–73) excellent The Invention 
of Religion in Japan at length: “The translation of religion 
occurred in this period [1853-1872], because the Japanese 
prohibition of Christianity was no small part of the negotia-
tions. . . . Hence, religion occurs in international treaties as a 
shadow of Christianity, in that the diplomats of Christendom 
disguised their advocacy of Christianity through an appeal 
to a discourse of rights and religious toleration. Yet, the 
international law texts that justified these rights did so in 
Christian theological language. . . . At the very least, Western 
leaders wanted to guarantee that their own subjects residing 
in Japan would have the freedom to practice their religion. 
Accordingly, the primary crisis around the term ‘religion’ 
originated from a context in which the Japanese government 
was forced to formulate the term’s legal meaning, and to fix 
its implications and establish its boundaries.”

  9.	 See especially Cavanaugh (2009), Connolly (1999), Taylor 
(2007), and Asad (2003).

10.	 We could as well call this, following philosopher Tamar 
Gendler (2008), alief. For “meaning,” see Horwich (1998).

11.	 These are, respectively, substantive and functionalist 
definitions of religion. Like Schilbrack’s (2013, 2014), 
our definition aims to incorporate the basic aims of both. 
With “transcendental signifiers,” we register the particu-
larity of religion, its special substance. With “shared sys-
tems of activity,” we address functional coherence and 
organization.

12.	 Wenger (2000) defines communities of practice as shap-
ing our capacities for engaging with one another and the 
world; imagining ourselves, one another, and the world; 
and aligning our shared practices with the other networks 
and systems of practice in which each member also par-
ticipates. Communities of practice are joint enterprises 
characterized by mutuality and a shared repertoire of 
intellectual and material resources. This offers one useful 
framework for understanding the systematically shared 
activities of religious formations.

13.	 Why not discard “religion” as a category, and simply say 
“ideology?” Meaning always anchors itself in transcen-
dental signifiers, key terms that reach out beyond the fields 
of meaning they secure. There is thus no position available 
from which to decry systems of shared activity organized 
around god terms as “mere ideology” (though such decry-
ing remains appropriate in other arenas).

14.	 See Nasr (2005), Ufen (2008), and Hefner (2002). Nasr 
examines the operations of Islamic parties during demo-
cratic transition, Ufen takes a long-view look at new politi-
cal parties, and Hefner, here as elsewhere, underscores 
the democratic commitments of some Indonesian Muslim 
political actors.

15.	 “Five Bases,” from panca (five) and sila (principle, base, 
precept). This compound old-Javanese word needed expla-
nation for its primary audience, sounding more like Sanskrit 
than contemporary Javanese or Indonesian. Sukarno thus 
further defines sila as azas or dasar, “principle” and 
“foundation,” respectively. This construction, along with 
Pancasila as a whole, introduced crucial transcendental 
signifiers into the Indonesian political imaginary.

16.	 In addition to Altinordu (2010), see Tanuwidjaja (2010), 
Liddle and Mujani (2007), and, more sympathetic to our 
cause here, Ozzano and Cavatorta (2013). Ozzano and 
Cavatorta take pains to discern religious motivations 
within parties including parties organized without obvi-
ous reference to religion. See also Pepinsky, Liddle, and 
Mujani (2012).

17.	 See Lussier and Fish (2012) and Mujani and Liddle (2004).
18.	 Intan (2006), though careful in many respects, constantly 

re-asserts “Pancasila” as a clear foundation rather than a 
compromise or a negotiation. Thus, he arrives at a plea for 
deconfessionalized politics rather than an analysis of how 
religion actually has shaped—and perhaps must continue 
to shape—Indonesian political possibilities.

19.	 Moreover, the 1945 Constitution was implemented only 
in 1959, part of Sukarno’s move toward the authoritarian 
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executive configuration referred to as Guided Democracy. 
During the revolutionary struggle from 1945 to 1949, 
power circulated differently—frequently at gunpoint—
from the manner laid out in the constitution, and the 
document was replaced by another in 1949. For more on 
this process and its subsequent unfolding in independent 
Indonesia, see Vickers (2005) or Bertrand (2004).

20.	 For emergence of a specifically and broadly “Indonesian” 
nationalism, see especially pp. 78–82 in Vickers’s (2005) 
work. See also Lev and McVey (1996).

21.	 We treat all three as, in effect, religious phenomena. For 
more on the relationship between communism and Islam 
in pre-independence Indonesia, see especially pp. 15–33 
in Effendy’s (2003) work. For a more detailed account of 
the communist party’s history, see Mcvey ([1965] 2006). 
Of note is that the question of what to count as religion 
remains open, and cannot be finally answered by our or 
any definition.

22.	 See Legge (1972) for the best of this genre and Penders 
(1974) for the worst. For recent iterations, see Friend 
(2003) and Driessen (2014).

23.	 Alongside Menchik (2012, 2014), see especially the 
re-framing of this period offered by Fogg (2012). For a 
consideration of how godly nationalism has structured 
the possibilities of Indonesian citizenship, see Abalahin 
(2005).

24.	 All quotes from Sukarno are the authors’ own translations.
25.	 See Shafiq (1984) for this latter.
26.	 The formulation stuck, shaping political reality and, in 

that, becoming an important element of Indonesia’s reli-
gion–politics matrix—regardless of whether Sukarno him-
self believed it or not.

27.	 See El Fadl (2002), for instance.
28.	 See, for instance, Sajoo (1995) and Friedmann (1975).
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