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Abstract

This study explores the strategies implemented by the National Unity and Politics Agency (Bakesbangpol) in strengthening religious harmony and examines the challenges encountered in their application. Using a qualitative descriptive approach, data were collected through interviews, observations, and document analysis to gain an in-depth understanding of Bakesbangpol’s initiatives. The findings reveal that Bakesbangpol employs a multifaceted approach, including interfaith dialogues, conflict prevention mechanisms, community engagement, and public education campaigns, all aimed at fostering understanding and reducing tensions among diverse religious communities. Interfaith dialogues and the Forum for Religious Harmony (FKUB) play pivotal roles in mediating conflicts and promoting peaceful coexistence. However, the study also identifies significant challenges, such as deep-rooted social prejudices, the spread of misinformation on social media, and resource limitations that hinder the full realization of religious harmony. Despite these obstacles, Bakesbangpol’s efforts have positively impacted community relations, highlighting the importance of proactive and collaborative government-led strategies in managing religious diversity. The study concludes with recommendations to enhance these initiatives through expanded dialogue programs, improved digital literacy, strengthened community engagement, and increased resource allocation to ensure sustainable interfaith harmony. 
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Introduction 
Religious diversity is a fundamental characteristic of many societies worldwide, reflecting the coexistence of various faiths, beliefs, and cultural practices within a single social fabric (Basinger, 2021; Iversen, 2023). While this diversity enriches cultural heritage and promotes mutual understanding, it also presents challenges in maintaining social cohesion and harmony. In pluralistic societies, religious differences can become sources of tension, especially when amplified by social, political, or economic factors (Ezzy et al., 2020; Modood & Sealy, 2021; Ragnarsdóttir et al., 2020). As a result, fostering religious harmony has become a critical objective for governments, religious institutions, and civil society organizations alike.

The promotion of interfaith harmony requires deliberate efforts to bridge divides, encourage dialogue, and cultivate mutual respect among diverse religious communities (Ali, 2024; Widiyanto, 2023). Numerous studies have examined the role of education, community initiatives, and interfaith dialogue in strengthening social cohesion. For example, Nugroho et al. (2024) highlighted the importance of religious moderation as a tool for promoting tolerance and coexistence. Their research identified four key indicators of religious moderation: national commitment, tolerance, anti-violence, and acceptance of local traditions. These elements are essential in creating a balanced approach to interfaith relations, emphasizing respect and understanding among different religious groups.

Similarly, Riaz et al. (2023) explored the role of Islamic education in fostering interfaith tolerance. Their study demonstrated how inclusive curricula, which emphasize the values of peace, respect, and social responsibility, can help students develop a deeper understanding of other faiths. Educational institutions play a pivotal role in shaping young minds and can serve as powerful agents of change in promoting religious harmony.

Kruja (2022) focused on strategies for maintaining interfaith harmony among youth, particularly through education and community dialogue initiatives. His research emphasized the importance of empowering young people to become active participants in promoting social cohesion. By engaging students in interfaith activities, discussions, and community service, these programs help build bridges between diverse religious communities.

Despite the valuable contributions of these studies, most existing research focuses primarily on community-led initiatives and educational programs, with limited attention given to the strategic role of governmental institutions in managing religious diversity. This creates a significant research gap, particularly concerning how government agencies like the National Unity and Politics Agency (Badan Kesatuan Bangsa dan Politik — Bakesbangpol) develop and implement policies aimed at strengthening religious harmony. Understanding the strategies employed by such institutions is crucial, as they often have the authority and resources to implement large-scale programs that can influence interfaith relations on a broader societal level. Addressing this gap will provide a more comprehensive view of the multi-faceted efforts required to promote and sustain religious harmony.

This study aims to analyze the strategies employed by the National Unity and Politics Agency in strengthening religious harmony and to evaluate the challenges faced in implementing these strategies. By examining the agency’s approaches, this research seeks to fill the existing gap in the literature and contribute to a broader understanding of how government-led initiatives can effectively manage religious diversity. Understanding these strategies is crucial for developing comprehensive policies and practices that foster social cohesion and ensure peaceful coexistence in diverse communities.
Method
This study employs a qualitative research approach (Gladovic et al., 2022) to explore the strategies implemented by the National Unity and Politics Agency (Bakesbangpol) in strengthening religious harmony. A qualitative design was chosen to gain an in-depth understanding of the agency's strategic approaches, the rationale behind them, and the challenges encountered in their implementation. This approach allows for a comprehensive analysis of social dynamics, institutional practices, and community responses related to interfaith relations. A descriptive qualitative design was adopted to systematically explore and present the strategies used by Bakesbangpol. This design enables the researcher to capture rich, detailed data about the agency’s efforts in promoting religious harmony and managing interfaith relations.

Data collection was conducted through interviews, observations, and document analysis. Semi-structured interviews were held with key stakeholders, including Bakesbangpol officials, religious leaders, community representatives, and experts in interfaith dialogue. These interviews provided insights into the agency’s strategies, their perceived effectiveness, and the challenges encountered in fostering religious harmony. Observations were carried out during interfaith dialogue sessions, community outreach programs, and public events organized by Bakesbangpol, offering firsthand perspectives on the agency's initiatives and the dynamics of interfaith interactions. Additionally, relevant documents, such as policy guidelines, official reports, strategic plans, and media publications, were analyzed to understand the formal strategies and frameworks guiding Bakesbangpol’s efforts.

The collected data were analyzed using a descriptive-analytic approach, with thematic analysis applied to identify key themes and patterns. The process began with data familiarization, where transcripts, observation notes, and documents were thoroughly reviewed. This was followed by coding relevant data segments based on recurring themes related to strategies, challenges, and outcomes in promoting religious harmony. These codes were then organized into broader themes, such as interfaith dialogue initiatives, conflict prevention mechanisms, and challenges in policy implementation. Finally, the themes were interpreted to draw conclusions about the effectiveness of Bakesbangpol’s strategies and their impact on religious harmony.

Ethical considerations were maintained throughout the research process. Participants provided informed consent before interviews, and their confidentiality was protected to ensure privacy. The study also adhered to ethical guidelines in data collection and reporting, ensuring the accuracy and integrity of the findings. However, this study has certain limitations. It focuses on the strategies of a single governmental agency, which may limit the generalizability of the findings to other contexts. Moreover, while diverse perspectives were sought, the availability of certain stakeholders for interviews was constrained, potentially affecting the breadth of viewpoints included.
Results
The findings reveal a multi-faceted approach involving interfaith dialogue, community engagement, conflict prevention mechanisms, and public education. Data collected through interviews, observations, and document analysis provide a comprehensive understanding of these strategies and their real-world impact. One of the core strategies employed by Bakesbangpol is the facilitation of interfaith dialogue. The agency regularly organizes forums where religious leaders, community representatives, and government officials come together to discuss issues related to religious harmony. These dialogues focus on promoting mutual respect, addressing potential sources of tension, and fostering understanding among diverse religious communities. In an interview, a Bakesbangpol official stated: 
“The interfaith dialogue sessions are essential for building trust among religious groups. We focus on shared values and encourage open discussions to address misunderstandings.” 
Religious leaders interviewed also emphasized the importance of these dialogues. A local Christian leader noted: 
“Through these forums, we have learned to understand and respect each other’s traditions, which has significantly reduced tensions in the community.”
Observations of interfaith dialogue sessions revealed a structured format that encourages open communication. Participants were seen discussing sensitive topics such as religious celebrations, community concerns, and conflict resolution strategies. These sessions not only promote dialogue but also serve as a preventive measure against potential conflicts.

Bakesbangpol plays a key role in supporting and strengthening the Forum for Religious Harmony (Forum Kerukunan Umat Beragama – FKUB). FKUB serves as a platform for collaboration among religious leaders and acts as a mediator in addressing interfaith conflicts. Interviews with FKUB members highlighted the forum’s active role in resolving disputes and promoting peaceful coexistence. An FKUB representative shared:
“We work closely with Bakesbangpol to mediate conflicts and ensure that religious issues are addressed before they escalate. Our role is to create a safe space for dialogue and problem-solving.” 
A review of FKUB meeting records confirmed the forum’s involvement in several mediation efforts, including disputes over places of worship and community tensions during religious festivals.

Bakesbangpol also provides training and resources to FKUB members to enhance their mediation skills and understanding of conflict resolution. This capacity-building approach ensures that FKUB can effectively fulfill its role in maintaining religious harmony.

Proactive conflict prevention is a cornerstone of Bakesbangpol’s strategy. The agency has developed an early warning system to monitor potential sources of interfaith tension. This system involves regular community engagement, monitoring of social media, and collaboration with local leaders to identify and address emerging issues. A Bakesbangpol official explained:

“We closely monitor community dynamics and social media to detect any signs of rising tensions. When we identify a potential issue, we act quickly to mediate and prevent escalation.” 
This proactive approach was evident during an observed incident involving a dispute over the construction of a new place of worship. Bakesbangpol intervened early, organizing dialogue sessions between community members and religious leaders, which ultimately led to a peaceful resolution.

In addition to monitoring, the agency conducts educational programs aimed at promoting tolerance and understanding. Workshops and seminars on conflict resolution are regularly held, targeting community leaders, youth groups, and educators. These programs equip participants with the skills and knowledge needed to address conflicts constructively.

Bakesbangpol actively engages in public education to raise awareness about the importance of religious harmony. Through workshops, seminars, and media campaigns, the agency promotes messages of tolerance, mutual respect, and social cohesion. These campaigns are designed to reach diverse audiences, including students, community leaders, and the general public.

During a workshop observed as part of this study, Bakesbangpol officials led discussions on topics such as religious freedom, interfaith dialogue, and conflict resolution. Participants engaged in role-playing activities to practice mediation skills and explore strategies for fostering understanding in their communities. An interview with a high school teacher who attended the workshop highlighted its impact:
“The training provided us with practical tools to promote tolerance in the classroom. It also encouraged students to think critically about stereotypes and prejudices.” 
Such educational initiatives play a crucial role in shaping attitudes and promoting long-term social cohesion.

Bakesbangpol also leverages social media and traditional media outlets to disseminate messages of peace and tolerance. Campaigns often feature stories of successful interfaith collaboration and highlight the benefits of diversity. These efforts aim to counteract misinformation and promote positive narratives about religious harmony.

While Bakesbangpol’s strategies have been largely effective, the study identified several challenges that hinder their full implementation. One significant challenge is the persistence of social prejudices and stereotypes that fuel misunderstandings and tensions between religious communities. Despite ongoing education efforts, deeply ingrained biases remain difficult to overcome. A Bakesbangpol official acknowledged this issue, stating:
“Changing mindsets is a slow process. We see progress, but there is still resistance in some communities.” 
This sentiment was echoed by a community leader who noted:

“Some people are still hesitant to participate in interfaith activities due to longstanding prejudices.”
Another major challenge is the influence of social media in spreading misinformation and hate speech. Interviews with Bakesbangpol officials revealed concerns about the rapid dissemination of false information that can incite tensions. 
“We’ve seen how quickly rumors can spread online, leading to misunderstandings and even conflicts,” one official remarked.
Resource limitations also pose challenges for Bakesbangpol. Funding constraints and limited personnel affect the agency’s ability to expand its programs and reach more communities. An official highlighted this issue, stating:
“We have many ideas for new initiatives, but our resources are limited. We rely heavily on partnerships with other organizations to implement programs.”
Despite these challenges, Bakesbangpol’s efforts have yielded positive outcomes. Interviews with community members and religious leaders revealed a general consensus that interfaith relations have improved due to the agency’s initiatives. A local imam shared:
“We’ve seen a significant decrease in conflicts over the past few years, thanks to the dialogue sessions and education programs.” 
Similarly, a community elder noted:
“People are more willing to engage in discussions and resolve issues peacefully.”
The agency’s focus on youth engagement has also been particularly impactful. Several youth leaders interviewed emphasized the importance of involving young people in interfaith activities. One participant stated:
“These programs help us understand each other better and create lasting friendships across different religious groups.”
Discussion 
The findings of this study reveal that the National Unity and Politics Agency (Bakesbangpol) plays a pivotal role in promoting religious harmony through a multi-faceted approach, including interfaith dialogues, conflict prevention strategies, community engagement, and public education. These strategies are designed to foster understanding among diverse religious groups, prevent conflicts, and build a cohesive society. One of the most significant findings is the central role of interfaith dialogue in fostering religious harmony. The regular forums organized by Bakesbangpol provide a platform for open discussions, helping to bridge gaps between religious communities. These findings align with previous study, which emphasizes the importance of dialogue in promoting mutual understanding and reducing religious tensions (Indainanto et al., 2023; Kruja, 2022; Zarzycka & Puchalska-Wasyl, 2020). By encouraging open communication, Bakesbangpol’s interfaith dialogues help to dismantle stereotypes and prejudices, leading to more cohesive communities.

The observed dialogues also resonate with Contact Hypothesis Theory, which posits that under appropriate conditions, interpersonal contact is one of the most effective ways to reduce prejudice between majority and minority group members (Imperato et al., 2021; Pettigrew, 2021). In Bakesbangpol’s interfaith forums, the conditions for positive contact—equal status, common goals, cooperation, and institutional support—are present, facilitating meaningful exchanges and reducing intergroup biases. However, the study also highlights challenges in implementing interfaith dialogues, particularly in communities with deep-seated prejudices. Despite structured dialogues, some participants remain hesitant or resistant to fully engage. This observation supports previous research by previous study, who argues that while diversity can foster tolerance, it can also lead to social withdrawal if not managed effectively (Aruman et al., 2024; Nugroho et al., 2024; Riaz et al., 2023). Therefore, Bakesbangpol’s efforts to create safe and inclusive dialogue spaces are crucial, but additional strategies may be needed to engage more resistant community members.

Bakesbangpol’s proactive conflict prevention mechanisms, such as monitoring social dynamics and implementing early warning systems, play a crucial role in mitigating religious tensions. The agency’s ability to identify potential sources of conflict and intervene before escalation aligns with theory of conflict transformation, which emphasizes the importance of addressing the root causes of conflict and building long-term peace (Lederach, 2015; Shipe, 2025).

The effectiveness of these strategies was evident in cases where Bakesbangpol successfully mediated disputes over places of worship and diffused tensions through dialogue and community engagement. This supports the findings of previous study, who highlighted the importance of early intervention and community-based conflict resolution in maintaining interfaith harmony (Kruja, 2022; Moh. Muslih et al., 2023). However, the study also identified challenges in conflict prevention, particularly the spread of misinformation and hate speech on social media. Bakesbangpol officials expressed concerns about the rapid dissemination of false information that can exacerbate tensions. This finding echoes research by previous study, who notes that misinformation can perpetuate stereotypes and fuel intergroup conflicts (Ahmed & Gil-Lopez, 2022; Chen et al., 2022). Therefore, while Bakesbangpol’s early warning systems are effective, there is a need for more robust strategies to monitor and counteract harmful narratives on digital platforms.

Community engagement and public education are central to Bakesbangpol’s efforts to promote religious harmony. Through workshops, seminars, and awareness campaigns, the agency educates the public on the importance of tolerance and mutual respect. These initiatives align with theory of Pedagogy of the Oppressed, which advocates for education as a means of empowering individuals to challenge social injustices and foster critical consciousness (Aqil et al., 2021; Freire, 2020; Fritzsche, 2022; Mtombeni et al., 2025).

Participants in Bakesbangpol’s educational programs reported increased awareness and understanding of interfaith issues, supporting the idea that education can play a transformative role in promoting social cohesion. This is consistent with previous research findings, which highlight the role of inclusive curricula in fostering interfaith understanding among students. However, the study also revealed limitations in public education efforts, particularly regarding resource constraints and varying levels of community engagement. In some cases, deeply ingrained prejudices limited the impact of educational initiatives. This challenge reflects findings by previous study, who emphasized that while education is essential, it must be complemented by community-based initiatives that address local dynamics and foster direct interpersonal interactions (Kastner & Motschilnig, 2022; Morais et al., 2021; Olmedo & O’Shaughnessy, 2022).

The study underscores the critical role of the Forum for Religious Harmony (FKUB) in mediating conflicts and fostering dialogue among religious groups. FKUB acts as a bridge between government institutions and religious communities, ensuring that issues related to religious harmony are addressed inclusively and collaboratively. The active involvement of FKUB in conflict resolution aligns with Lederach’s (2015) emphasis on the importance of grassroots peacebuilding initiatives. By involving local religious leaders and community representatives, FKUB facilitates culturally sensitive and context-specific solutions to interfaith conflicts (Fanzikri, 2024; Sawalhi et al., 2024; Wajdi et al., 2024). However, interviews with FKUB members revealed challenges in maintaining neutrality and balancing diverse religious interests. Some participants expressed concerns about potential biases in conflict mediation, reflecting broader debates in the literature about the challenges of maintaining impartiality in interfaith forums (Alshamary, 2021; Masood, 2024; Zuhri et al., 2024). Addressing these concerns is essential to strengthening FKUB’s credibility and effectiveness.

One of the most persistent challenges identified in the study is the prevalence of social prejudices and the spread of misinformation, particularly through digital platforms. Despite Bakesbangpol’s efforts to promote tolerance, deeply ingrained stereotypes and cultural biases continue to hinder interfaith relations. The role of social media in exacerbating these challenges cannot be overlooked. As noted by previous study, misinformation and hate speech can rapidly spread online, reinforcing negative stereotypes and fueling tensions (Ahmed & Gil-Lopez, 2022; Komendantova et al., 2023; Peters, 2022; Zamri et al., 2023). Bakesbangpol’s current strategies to monitor and counteract harmful narratives are valuable, but there is a need for more comprehensive digital literacy programs and collaborations with technology platforms to address this issue effectively.

Efforts to counteract social prejudices must also involve long-term community engagement. As highlighted by previous study, transformative change requires ongoing dialogue and critical reflection (Kirk, 2024; Southworth, 2022; Woiwode et al., 2021). Bakesbangpol’s workshops and educational programs are steps in the right direction, but expanding these initiatives and involving more community members, especially youth, could enhance their impact.

The findings of this study have several implications for policy and practice. First, the success of Bakesbangpol’s interfaith dialogues and conflict prevention strategies highlights the importance of government-led initiatives in promoting religious harmony. Policymakers should consider replicating and scaling these programs in other regions to foster broader social cohesion. Second, addressing challenges related to social prejudices and misinformation requires a multi-pronged approach. This includes strengthening digital literacy programs, promoting responsible media practices, and encouraging community-based initiatives that foster direct interpersonal interactions. Third, enhancing collaboration between Bakesbangpol, FKUB, religious institutions, and civil society organizations is crucial for creating a comprehensive and sustainable approach to interfaith harmony. Building strong partnerships can help overcome resource limitations and ensure that diverse perspectives are included in decision-making processes.

While this study provides valuable insights into Bakesbangpol’s strategies for promoting religious harmony, it has several limitations. The focus on a single governmental agency limits the generalizability of the findings to other contexts. Additionally, resource constraints and limited access to certain stakeholders may have affected the breadth of perspectives included in the study. Future research should consider comparative studies involving multiple regions and agencies to gain a broader understanding of government-led initiatives in fostering interfaith harmony. Longitudinal studies could also provide insights into the long-term impact of these strategies on community relations and social cohesion.
Conclusion 
This study highlights the crucial role of the National Unity and Politics Agency (Bakesbangpol) in promoting religious harmony through a comprehensive approach that includes interfaith dialogues, conflict prevention mechanisms, community engagement, and public education. These strategies have contributed significantly to fostering understanding and reducing tensions among diverse religious communities. However, challenges such as deep-seated social prejudices, misinformation on social media, and resource limitations continue to hinder the full realization of religious harmony. Despite these obstacles, Bakesbangpol’s efforts have positively impacted community relations, emphasizing the importance of government-led initiatives in managing religious diversity and fostering social cohesion.

To strengthen Bakesbangpol’s initiatives, it is recommended that the agency expands interfaith dialogue programs, enhances digital literacy to counter misinformation, and deepens community-based conflict prevention efforts. Strengthening collaborations with civil society organizations, increasing funding, and integrating long-term educational initiatives on tolerance and interfaith understanding are also essential. Furthermore, implementing robust monitoring and evaluation systems, alongside promoting success stories of interfaith cooperation, can amplify the impact of these strategies and ensure sustainable religious harmony within diverse communities. 
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