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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has transformed Indonesia’s national defense paradigm from a militaristic orientation to a model of total social defense based on community participation. This study aims to analyze how Muhammadiyah, as a religious organization in Indonesia, implemented the practice of Total People’s Defense (Sistem Pertahanan Semesta/SISHANTA) through civil society–based strategies during the pandemic crisis. Employing a qualitative case study approach, this research explores Muhammadiyah’s strategies and resource mobilization patterns through the Muhammadiyah COVID-19 Command Center (MCCC). Data were collected through document analysis, in-depth interviews, and field observations in three key regions: Yogyakarta, Jakarta, and West Sumatra Findings show that Muhammadiyah operationalized three key pillars of defense: health (defense of life), education (defense of knowledge), and economy (defense of welfare). These dimensions illustrate a model of civil defense that integrates faith, science, and humanitarian action to strengthen national resilience. Muhammadiyah’s experience illustrates that total defense can be realized through moral conviction, social solidarity, and institutional collaboration. Faith-based organizations serve not only as humanitarian agents but also as partners in safeguarding national stability and human security. The study suggests the need for stronger integration of civil and faith-based organizations into Indonesia’s national defense policy and the inclusion of civic and humanitarian values in educational curricula to cultivate resilience. This study focuses on a single case Muhammadiyah’s response in three regions during the 2020–2022 pandemic thus limiting generalization. Future research should adopt comparative approaches to explore broader models of civil-based defense in Indonesia.
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INTRODUCTION 
The outbreak of the Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) has shaken global order and posed an existential challenge to Indonesia’s national resilience (Samudro & Madjid, 2020). Beyond its impact on public health, COVID-19 also generated significant social and economic disruptions, including declining income, rising unemployment, and disturbances in transportation, facilities, and industries affected by the pandemic (Alarifi et al., 2020). The spread of COVID-19 was rapid, transboundary, and affected all layers of society, offering an important lesson for Indonesia on strengthening its national defense system.
National defense is a shared responsibility among all components of the nation. Article 30 of the 1945 Constitution of the Republic of Indonesia emphasizes that national defense and security are the duties of every Indonesian citizen (Danga et al., 2023). In this context, Indonesia embodies its defense system through the Total People’s Defense System (Sistem Pertahanan Rakyat Semesta/SISHANTA), which relies on the participation of all national components. Given the limitations of military and security personnel, Indonesia cannot rely solely on the armed forces (TNI) and police (POLRI) to safeguard the nation. Therefore, the development of national defense capacity should not be interpreted merely as war preparedness but as an effort to maintain regional and global balance by engaging all elements of the nation (Fathurrohman & Supriyadi, 2024).
This doctrine is mandated in Law No. 3 of 2002 on National Defense, which stipulates that national defense must be total and integrated, mobilizing all national resources (Kusuma, Prakoso, & Dadang, 2022). In the context of COVID-19, the participation of civilians and non-military resources became the frontline of defense, reaffirming the relevance of SISHANTA in facing non-traditional threats where defense is no longer solely the domain of military power (Danga et al., 2023).
The Total People’s Defense System seeks to safeguard the nation’s sovereignty and security through the active involvement of all citizens. It underscores that defense is not exclusively the military’s responsibility but also requires the participation of civil society in diverse forms. SISHANTA can be actualized in response to the evolving nature of defense threats amid the changing strategic environment. These threats include not only traditional and military challenges but also non-military and non-traditional threats (Rusfiana, 2022).
This perspective became increasingly relevant as Indonesia faced non-traditional threats such as the COVID-19 pandemic, which triggered multidimensional disruptions in health, economy, environment, education, and social life, even at the household level (Pan & Yue, 2022). Addressing the pandemic required an adaptive and comprehensive governance model. Polycentric Governance provided an appropriate framework for understanding defense strategies because it empowers diverse and heterogeneous actors in defense management (Fathurrohman & Supriyadi, 2024). Polycentricity refers to the existence of multiple governing authorities operating at different levels or scales, each possessing relative independence in establishing norms and rules within its jurisdiction (Huitema et al., 2019). This model highlights that national defense strengthening should not depend on a single dominant authority—such as military dominance—but rather be understood as a shared civic responsibility.
Within a polycentric governance spectrum, crisis management success depends on synergy between defense objectives and public welfare goals. The pandemic left many states uncertain in both technical and non-technical responses (Suswanto, 2024). This challenge was aggravated by limited governmental capacity during the emergency. Consequently, collaboration with non-military civil organizations possessing strong social bases became essential in managing the crisis.
In this regard, religious organizations play a significant role. Muhammadiyah, one of Indonesia’s largest Islamic organizations, demonstrated its contribution through the establishment of the Muhammadiyah COVID-19 Command Center (MCCC), which became a frontline actor in pandemic response (Falahudin, 2020). The MCCC mobilized Muhammadiyah’s vast resources, ranging from hospitals and educational institutions to grassroots community networks (Ramdan & Sahman, 2025). With its extensive network, Muhammadiyah not only implemented public health mitigation but also distributed social assistance, promoted public literacy on pandemic awareness, and advocated evidence-based policymaking through research and policy engagement (Sholahah, 2025). These concrete steps represent a civil actor’s realization of SISHANTA during a national emergency.
However, academic studies on Total People’s Defense remain predominantly focused on military dimensions, positioning the state as the central actor. Conversely, Non-Military Defense has often been institutionalized through government bodies coordinated within the “Triumvirate Ministries”—the Ministry of Home Affairs, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and Ministry of Defense (Yusuf et al., 2023). Since non-military defense aims to anticipate non-traditional threats to the nation’s survival, the discourse should also encompass non-state, polycentric actors. The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the emergence of such non-state civil actors as strategic pillars of social defense.
This study argues that Muhammadiyah’s engagement during the pandemic transcended humanitarian action; it represents a form of Total People’s Defense in civil society practice. With its modernist Islamic ideology, Muhammadiyah embodies a model of social mobilization grounded in religious values and rational modernity (Burhani, 2020). Despite widespread recognition of Muhammadiyah’s effectiveness, academic analysis has yet to position this massive contribution explicitly within the framework of the Total People’s Defense doctrine. Existing studies have largely examined Muhammadiyah’s role from the perspectives of civil society organizations (CSOs) or faith-based organizations (FBOs) (Purwaningsih & Amrurobbi, 2021).
Therefore, this research seeks to fill this gap by analyzing how Muhammadiyah’s comprehensive resource mobilization during the pandemic can be interpreted and justified as an operationalization of SISHANTA. The study aims to enrich academic discourse on the evolution of Indonesia’s national defense doctrine in addressing non-traditional threats.


METHODS 
This study adopted a qualitative research approach with a case study design to comprehensively understand how Muhammadiyah, as a religious organization, operationalized the concept of Total People’s Defense during the COVID-19 pandemic. The qualitative paradigm was chosen to capture the depth and dynamics of social and religious behavior that cannot be adequately measured through quantitative indicators. As argued by Baxter and Jack (2008), a case study design is appropriate when the researcher seeks to explain a complex phenomenon within its real-life context—particularly when the boundaries between the phenomenon and its context are not clearly defined.
In this regard, the case of Muhammadiyah represents an ideal site for examining how civil society organizations embody national defense principles through community-based and faith-driven initiatives. Rather than attempting to generalize findings, the study seeks to generate a contextual and interpretive understanding of Muhammadiyah’s strategies in transforming religious and humanitarian values into instruments of national resilience during a crisis.
The research was conducted in three regions, Yogyakarta, Jakarta, and West Sumatra, selected purposively to represent the ideological, political, and cultural variations of Muhammadiyah’s movement. Yogyakarta serves as the ideological and historical center of Muhammadiyah, reflecting its intellectual and organizational foundations. Jakarta, as the nation’s political capital, represents the arena of public policy contestation where Muhammadiyah’s advocacy and partnerships with the government are most visible. West Sumatra, on the other hand, signifies the historical spread of Muhammadiyah beyond Java and embodies a distinct reformist-Islamic tradition deeply rooted in communal religiosity (Mulkhan, 2000; Rush, 2017). By situating the research in these diverse socio-geographical contexts, the study aimed to reveal how local expressions of faith-based activism intersect with the broader framework of national defense.
Data were collected through in-depth interviews, participant observations, and documentary analysis. Interviews were conducted with Muhammadiyah leaders, members, and volunteers across organizational levels, selected using a snowball sampling technique to reach key informants with relevant experience in the pandemic response. The interviews explored participants’ perspectives on mobilization strategies, decision-making processes, and inter-organizational collaboration during the crisis. Participant observations were carried out during the implementation of health services, social aid distribution, and public education programs organized by the Muhammadiyah COVID-19 Command Center (MCCC). These observations enabled the researcher to capture real-time interactions and community responses in the field. In addition, document analysis involved reviewing official circulars, fatwas, and policy statements issued by the Central Board of Muhammadiyah, as well as MCCC’s operational reports and government documents related to pandemic management. The combination of these sources allowed for a multi-layered understanding of both institutional narratives and grassroots actions.
The collected data were processed through thematic analysis, following the steps of reduction, categorization, and interpretation (Creswell, 2007; Akinyode & Khan, 2018). Thematic analysis was used to identify recurring patterns and strategic themes that illustrate Muhammadiyah’s role in national defense during the pandemic. Data analysis was conducted simultaneously with data collection, enabling continuous reflection and refinement of emerging insights.
To ensure credibility and dependability, the research employed triangulation of sources and methods (Campbell et al., 2018). This approach not only enhances analytical rigor but also ensures that interpretations reflect the diverse realities experienced across different Muhammadiyah networks. Ultimately, this methodological design provided the analytical depth required to interpret Muhammadiyah’s collective response as an embodiment of civil defense within Indonesia’s broader Total People’s Defense System (SISHANTA) framework. The approach demonstrates how religious organizations can function as vital social actors in non-military defense domains—bridging moral, scientific, and humanitarian imperatives for the protection of national resilience. 


RESULT AND DISCUSSION 
A. The Muhammadiyah COVID-19 Command Center (MCCC) as a Manifestation of Total People’s Defense

The COVID-19 pandemic served as an unprecedented test for Indonesia’s national resilience. Unlike conventional wars, this crisis required no weapons but demanded the nation’s capacity to organize social, moral, and spiritual solidarity (Nurhadi et al., 2023). Within this context, Muhammadiyah emerged as a strategic civil actor that strengthened the nation’s defensive capacity through community-based mobilization.
Muhammadiyah’s rapid establishment of the Muhammadiyah COVID-19 Command Center (MCCC) on March 5, 2020, demonstrated its institutional agility and capacity for coordinated crisis response (Djalante et al., 2020). MCCC was created under the auspices of the Muhammadiyah Disaster Management Center (MDMC) to serve as an integrated command unit for pandemic response. This decision reflected the organization’s ability to transform its moral and religious values into systematic, measurable social action—aligning humanitarian missions with national defense principles.
The emergence of MCCC illustrated how a religious organization could operationalize Total People’s Defense (SISHANTA) in a non-military context. Its structure was both decentralized and community-driven, mobilizing resources from Muhammadiyah’s nationwide network of hospitals, schools, mosques, and local chapters. This grassroots approach enabled rapid, adaptive responses that were contextually sensitive to local needs, contrasting with the often bureaucratic, centralized mechanisms of state agencies.
At the heart of MCCC’s operations lay a moral imperative to protect human life (defense of life). Amid widespread fear and uncertainty during the early months of the pandemic, MCCC issued practical health and funeral protocols grounded in both scientific and Islamic principles. This ensured that COVID-19 victims were treated with dignity while upholding public health standards. The initiative represented a concrete form of civil participation in national defense, where community institutions took shared responsibility for citizens’ safety and wellbeing.
Muhammadiyah’s mobilization through MCCC can thus be interpreted as a grassroots embodiment of total defense, where resilience is built through civic coordination, philanthropy, and public education. The organization demonstrated that national defense extends beyond military preparedness; it also includes collective moral commitment, scientific literacy, and humanitarian solidarity.
Through its extensive network, MCCC coordinated over 80 Muhammadiyah–‘Aisyiyah hospitals, hundreds of educational institutions, and numerous community centers across the archipelago (Kusnadi et al., 2020). Its actions were framed not only as health interventions but as acts of national service, reinforcing public trust and bridging the gap between the state and society. This aligns with the philosophical foundations of SISHANTA, which emphasize the mobilization of all national resources in safeguarding the people’s welfare.
Importantly, Muhammadiyah played a dual role: as a partner of the state and as a moral counterbalance to public policy. While collaborating closely with government agencies on vaccination programs, public education, and social protection, Muhammadiyah also exercised critical oversight of policies perceived as unscientific or detrimental to public safety (Nurhadi et al., 2023). This moral oversight exemplified a mature civil society posture within the defense ecosystem, maintaining both cooperation and constructive critique in service of the nation.
Philanthropic action through Lazismu, Muhammadiyah’s charitable arm, constituted another strategic pillar of social defense. During lockdowns and movement restrictions (PSBB and PPKM), Lazismu distributed self-isolation kits, oxygen cylinders, and microbusiness aid to economically affected households. These initiatives not only alleviated economic suffering but also strengthened social cohesion and public resilience by fostering empathy and shared responsibility—values deeply embedded in the Islamic principles of ta‘āwun (mutual assistance) and ukhuwah insaniyah (human fraternity).
The organization’s religious adaptability also played a crucial role in mitigating societal disruption. Through the Majelis Tarjih (Religious Affairs Council), Muhammadiyah issued guidelines for worship during the pandemic, harmonizing religious obligations with public health measures. This integration of faith, science, and ethics positioned religion as an epistemic resource supporting national policy (Muttaqin, 2021). The theological principle of hifz al-nafs (protection of life) became the moral foundation of Muhammadiyah’s approach, demonstrating how religious interpretation can serve the broader objectives of national resilience.
Institutionally, Muhammadiyah’s modern bureaucratic structure and coordinated communication systems enabled swift decision-making and resource mobilization. The combination of hierarchical organization and horizontal solidarity allowed MCCC to operate as an effective “civil defense unit” within Indonesia’s total defense architecture. These structural features, complemented by moral legitimacy and community trust, exemplify how non-state actors can assume strategic roles traditionally associated with the state.

In essence, Muhammadiyah’s MCCC functioned as a prototype of non-military defense in practice. By integrating humanitarian values, religious ethics, and professional management, MCCC demonstrated that Total People’s Defense is not confined to armed resistance but can be actualized through social preparedness, civic empowerment, and moral solidarity. The Muhammadiyah model thus broadens the theoretical scope of national defense to include the moral and social dimensions of collective resilience.

B. The Three Pillars of Muhammadiyah’s Total Defense Strategy during the COVID-19 Pandemic

Muhammadiyah’s total defense strategy during the COVID-19 pandemic was realized through a multidimensional approach encompassing three fundamental sectors: health, education, and economy. These three domains formed an interrelated and mutually reinforcing system of social and religious action designed to strengthen community resilience amid the multidimensional crisis. Rather than a reactive response to the pandemic, Muhammadiyah’s actions represented a systematic expression of the organization’s core ethos, Islam Berkemajuan (Progressive Islam), which integrates faith, knowledge, and social service as the foundation of civic duty (Nashir, 2020). Within the framework of Total People’s Defense (SISHANTA), this multidimensional strategy demonstrates that national security is inseparable from the social resilience and moral integrity of its people.

Figure 1. The Three Pillars of Muhammadiyah’s Total Defense Strategy in Responding to the COVID-19 Pandemic

1. Health Sector: Defense of Life
In the health sector, Muhammadiyah mobilized its extensive network of hospitals to serve as the frontline institutions in combating the pandemic. More than 80 Muhammadiyah–‘Aisyiyah hospitals across Indonesia were designated as COVID-19 referral centers, providing treatment, isolation facilities, and emergency medical services (Ichsan, 2022). This large-scale mobilization was coordinated through the Muhammadiyah COVID-19 Command Center (MCCC). 
MCCC’s initiatives included supporting the national vaccination program, developing Islamic-compliant funeral management guidelines, and offering telemedicine and public health consultations (Sadikin, 2021). These efforts exemplify defense of life, a moral and operational commitment to safeguard human existence as an integral dimension of national defense. The proactive engagement of Muhammadiyah hospitals and medical personnel contributed not only to saving lives but also to maintaining societal stability at a time when public institutions were overwhelmed.
Through these actions, Muhammadiyah positioned health as a strategic domain of civil defense, emphasizing that protecting the population’s wellbeing constitutes a core element of national resilience. The organization’s medical mobilization demonstrated how non-state actors could serve as essential complements to state capacity, embodying the collaborative spirit of SISHANTA.

2. Education Sector: Defense of Knowledge
In the education sector, Muhammadiyah activated its vast educational network, comprising over 3,300 primary and secondary schools and 172 universities, to sustain learning continuity and promote public awareness throughout the pandemic. Educational institutions became key instruments for building scientific literacy, moral awareness, and adaptive capacity among students and the broader community (Baidhawy, 2015).
When public schools faced closures due to health restrictions, Muhammadiyah rapidly transitioned to digital-based learning systems, trained teachers in online pedagogy, and developed emergency curricula emphasizing empathy, solidarity, and resilience. Educational activities extended beyond classrooms, incorporating community outreach and public campaigns on health protocols, vaccination, and hygiene practices.
This educational activism embodies the principle of defense of knowledge, in which awareness and intellectual preparedness become vital resources for social endurance. By integrating religious reasoning with scientific understanding, Muhammadiyah’s educational initiatives countered misinformation and promoted rational, ethical responses to the crisis. Thus, education functioned as a defensive shield against fear, ignorance, and disinformation, which are themselves threats to social stability.

3. Economic Sector: Defense of Welfare
The third pillar of Muhammadiyah’s defense strategy lies in the economic and welfare domain, operationalized primarily through its philanthropic institution, Lazismu (Lembaga Amil Zakat, Infaq, dan Shadaqah Muhammadiyah). During lockdowns and mobility restrictions, Lazismu became a vital engine for economic resilience and humanitarian assistance. 
Through nationwide campaigns, Lazismu distributed food packages, oxygen cylinders, protective equipment, and direct cash transfers to vulnerable households. It also provided micro-business assistance to affected entrepreneurs and supported community-based food security programs, such as the Aisyiyah Food Security Movement that empowered women to sustain local production and mutual aid (Maryati et al., 2022; Piliyati, Latief, & Anwar, 2020).
These initiatives exemplify defense of welfare, a form of social defense rooted in compassion and collective solidarity. By stabilizing household economies and strengthening community-based production, Muhammadiyah’s philanthropic networks mitigated the socioeconomic impacts of the pandemic while reinforcing public trust in civil institutions.
Together, the health, education, and economic dimensions constituted a holistic model of civil defense embedded within Muhammadiyah’s organizational structure and moral philosophy. This integrative strategy reflects the doctrine of Total People’s Defense as outlined in Law No. 3 of 2002 on National Defense, which mandates the involvement of all citizens and national resources in a comprehensive, continuous, and integrated defense system.
Traditionally, the total defense doctrine has been interpreted within a militaristic framework, emphasizing territorial defense and mobilization of reserve components. However, the COVID-19 crisis redefined the concept of threat—demonstrating that pandemics, environmental degradation, and information disorder can challenge national stability as profoundly as armed conflict. Muhammadiyah’s multidimensional response provided empirical evidence that faith-based organizations can effectively operationalize SISHANTA through humanitarian, social, and educational engagement. 
As Djalante et al. (2020) observed, the effectiveness of pandemic response in Indonesia depended largely on collaboration between the state and civil society. Muhammadiyah’s MCCC successfully bridged gaps in public coordination, embodying the spirit of civil defense through rapid mobilization and evidence-based decision-making. The organization’s structure, legitimacy, and values allowed it to function as both a moral partner and strategic actor within Indonesia’s broader defense ecosystem. Ultimately, Muhammadiyah’s multidimensional strategy transformed the pandemic into a laboratory for total defense, illustrating that national resilience is not limited to military preparedness but also derives from moral conviction, social cohesion, and civic participation. In this sense, Muhammadiyah’s response represents a civilizational model of defense, one that defends life, knowledge, and welfare as interdependent pillars of national security and human dignity.

CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND LIMITATIONS 
The COVID-19 pandemic has fundamentally reshaped the meaning and practice of Total People’s Defense (SISHANTA) in Indonesia. This study found that the crisis not only tested the state’s institutional resilience but also revealed the critical role of civil and religious organizations as non-state actors in safeguarding the nation. Through its Muhammadiyah COVID-19 Command Center (MCCC), Muhammadiyah successfully transformed faith-based social energy into a structured, coordinated, and evidence-based civil defense system.
The findings demonstrate that national defense, in its broadest sense, is not solely determined by military strength but also by a society’s capacity to mobilize moral conviction, social solidarity, and intellectual competence. Muhammadiyah’s strategies exemplified this multidimensional form of defense through three interlinked pillars health, education, and economy, each representing a domain of collective resilience.
These three dimensions collectively reflect the operationalization of SISHANTA as envisioned by Law No. 3 of 2002 on National Defense, which mandates the involvement of all citizens and national resources in defending the nation. What Muhammadiyah demonstrated, however, is that this mandate can be realized not only through coercive or militaristic mobilization but also through voluntary, ethical, and community-based participation.
The pandemic thus becomes not only a humanitarian crisis but also a social laboratory that validates the relevance of civil-based defense in the modern era. Muhammadiyah’s experience demonstrates that resilience arises from the harmony of ethical conviction and collective action, a synergy that transforms religion from a doctrinal system into a strategic force for public welfare and national endurance.
Ultimately, the study concludes that the future of Indonesia’s defense system must evolve toward a human-centered and polycentric model, in which the strength of the nation is measured not only by its ability to deter military threats but also by its capacity to unite citizens under shared values of humanity, solidarity, and justice. The Muhammadiyah model offers a sustainable blueprint for building a resilient nation, one that protects sovereignty while upholding life and dignity as the highest expressions of defense. 
The findings of this study highlight the need to strengthen Indonesia’s Total People’s Defense System (SISHANTA) through the inclusion of civil and religious organizations as integral components of national resilience. Muhammadiyah’s experience during the COVID-19 pandemic demonstrates that defense is most effective when the state collaborates with capable non-state actors. Therefore, the government should institutionalize the role of faith-based and civil organizations within the broader framework of defense governance.
This study recognizes certain limitations that shape the scope of its analysis. It focuses on Muhammadiyah as a single case study representing the model of civil-based defense. While this approach provides analytical depth, it limits generalization to other religious or civil organizations that may operate under different social or institutional contexts. Comparative research involving other major organizations, such as Nahdlatul Ulama or interfaith humanitarian networks, would enrich the theoretical understanding of civil-based defense in Indonesia.
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