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ABSTRACT

Muhammad Rizieq Shihab has been one of the most well-known faces of
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INTRODUCTION

Muhammad Rizieq Shihab—more commonly known as Habib Rizieg—is
one of the most well-known faces of the far-right in Indonesia. He has been
a permanent fixture in Indonesian popular culture since the late 1990s but
drew international media coverage in late 2016 and early 2017, where he
spearheaded mass protests intended to derail the election campaign of
Basuki Tjahaja Purnama (widely known by his nickname “Ahok”), the eth-
nic-Chinese, Christian governor of Jakarta. Billed as “Protests to defend the
Qur'an,” they were more widely known as the “2/12 protests” because the
largest of the protests, which saw over 500,000 people flood the center of
the national capital, was held on 2 December 2076.

In 2020, Shihab again made headlines when he was arrested for holding
large public gatherings, as part of his “moral revolution” campaign, in the
middle of COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns. As a radical Islamist scholar with
links to Saudi Arabia, Shihab has spent the last three decades as an anti-state
voice of the “pious Muslim majority” in Indonesia. He claims to position him-
self as a “righteous” and “fearless” leader who is dedicated to defending Is-
lam—the faith of “the people.”



The Roots of Shihab’s
I[slamist Ideology

One of the most important political de-
velopments of the twentieth century for
Muslim majority populations across the
world was the fall of the Ottoman Empire
(Gubbay, 2000; Lewis, 1980). The decline of
this vast empire, as with other great em-
pires, occurred incrementally. It entered
a nearly two-century-long twilight phase
before it was broken up following its deci-
sive defeat in the First World War (Gubbay,
2000; Lewis, 1980). The majority of Sunni
Muslims across the world traditionally saw
the Ottoman Empire as representing a
modern continuation of the Muslim ca-
liphate, which started with the leadership
of Prophet Muhammad.

When the symbolic figurehead of the
Sunni Muslim world suddenly ceased to
exist, the gap was soon fulfilled by the rel-
atively new leadership of the Saud family
who became the rulers of modern-day
Saudi Arabia (Dillon, 2009; Gubbay, 2000;
Lewis, 1980). The kingdom had itself been
part of the Ottoman Empire. Saudi Ara-
bia hosts two of the holiest cities in the
Islamic faith, Mecca and Medina, to which
Muslim pilgrims pay annual visits in the
form of Haj or umrah.

Saudi Arabia's symbolic significance
derives from it being the home of the two
holy cities and custodian of the Kabah.
While the Ottomans were, like the Saudis,
followers of Sunni Islam, they adhered
to the teachings of Imam Abu Hanifa.
Thus, the Ottomans followed the Hanafi
school of thought, and in approaching the
Qur'an, the sunnah and the hadithsought
to understand Islam using the methods
of ijma (consensus) and qgiyas (deduction
from analogy) (Baer, Makdisi, and Shryock,
2009; Gawrych, 1983). This idea of interpre-
tation using deduction and consensus has
made the Hanafi school more flexible and
open to adaptation to the changing times
than the Hanbali school followed in Saudi
Arabia.

In addition to the Hanafi influence, the
societies of the Ottoman Empire were also
influenced by thousands of Sufi teach-

ers, writers, and mystics (Baer, Makdisi, &
Shryock, 2009; Gawrych, 1983). The Sufi
approach to Islam believes in establishing
a direct connection between the higher
power and the individual and does not
solely rely on sacred texts and religious rit-
uals to build this connection (Baer, Makdi-
si, & Shryock, 2009; Gawrych, 1983). Hanafi
approaches to interpretation and the
influences of Sufi thought and practice
combined to make the religious culture
of the Ottoman Empire generally open
and tolerant. There were a great variety

of sects and Islamic traditions welcomed
in the empire. Still, there were also many
opportunities for non-Muslims to play im-
portant functional roles, not just in society
but also in administrative affairs.

In contrast with Ottoman society’s
pluralistic and flexible practices, the Al
Saud dynasty took a narrower and more
rigid approach as followers of the literalist
new school of Sunni thought established
by Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab. In
the eighteenth century, Muhammad bin
Saud, the founder of the Al Saud dynasty,
joined forces with Muhammad ibn Abd
al-Wahhab. The former accepted the
latter’s ideology and approach to religious
life in exchange for al-Wahhab's endorse-
ment of the legitimacy of the Al Saud
leadership. The Wahhabi movement, or
Salafi school of thought, is markedly more
stringent than the schools of thought that
came before it as it was formed as a “re-
formist” movement to “purify” Islam from
what is thought of as “additional” rituals
(Dillon, 2009).

Over the years, Salafi hardliners have
propagated the idea that it is only
through their legalistic approach that true
adherence to the Islamic ideal of mono-
theistic worship is possible. The Salafi take
a negative and, at times, hostile attitude
and behavior toward the various sub-sects
of Sunni Islam and toward Shia Muslims
and non-Muslims (Dillon, 2009). Since the
mid-twentieth century, Saudi Arabia has
been able to spread its brand of Islam
through its petrodollar wealth generated
from the fossil fuel industry. Leveraging
the cultural capital of its guardianship
of the sacred sites and drawing liberally
on its financial capital to disseminate its
ideology by financing various educational
organizations, Saudi Arabia has tried to in-



fluence Muslim-majority countries such as
Pakistan, Indonesia, Bangladesh, Afghan-
istan, and Egypt to accept Arab culture
and Salafi Wahabism as being essential to
authentic expressions of Islam.

In this endeavor, education represents
an essential vehicle for propagation.
Funding of madrasa (religious schools)
and even universities—such as the Inter-
national Islamic Universities—through the
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC)
and sponsoring scholarships for students
from Muslim countries to gain religious
education at King Saud University con-
stitute key elements of Saudi influence
(Junior, 2017; Ghoshal, 2010).

In observing the presence of Saudi in-
fluence in Asia, Ghoshal (2010) comments,
“this process of homogenization and reg-
imentation—a process | would like to call
the ‘Arabization’ of Islam—puts greater
emphasis on rituals and codes of conduct
than on substance, through the Wahha-
bi and Salafi creeds, a rigidly puritanical
branch of Islam exported from, and subsi-
dized by, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.” As
a result, in Asia, Muslim-majority countries
have witnessed growing radicalization
since the 1980s. Various leaders trained at
Saudi-funded and affiliated institutions
have continued to spread the hardline
narrative of Wahhabism (Freeman, Ellena
& Kator-Mubarez, 2021, Benjamin, 2016).

Indonesia

Indonesia’s Salafist
Protége

As one of the most well-known faces
of the far-right in Indonesia, Muham-
mad Rizieq Shihab positions himself as
a “righteous” and “fearless” leader who is
dedicated to defending Islam—the faith of
“the people.” In this quest, he formed the
Front Pembela Islam (FPI) in 1998 (Jahroni,
2004). Shihab has used his knowledge of
sharia law to declare himself the “grand
imam” of Indonesia, dressed in symbolic
white—a “pure” color in Islam—with either
a green turban (reflecting the color of the
shrine of Muhammad) or white turban to
symbolize the “purity” and “truth” of his
message. While assuming an anti-state
approach, Shihab has nevertheless acted
as a lobbyist for mainstream right-wing
populist parties by swaying voters their
way.

In the typical manner of a populist lead-
er, Shihab seeks a direct connection with
“the people.” Not only does he use his flu-
ent Arabic and standard religious rhetoric
to incite intense emotions in the crowd,
but he also draws upon his origin story of
“humble beginnings” to relate to his audi-
ence. The wearing of plain clothes, the use
of “crude” or simplistic language, and the
cracking of jokes at rallies while talking
about the “evils” that plague the Muslims
of the world are his populist hallmarks
(Maulia, 2020). Like other populist leaders,
Shihab channels the “common person”
persona to successfully position himself
against the “corrupt elite” with the under-
lying assumption that “the elite” cannot
relate to, and thus do not care about,

“the people” (Yilmaz, 2021a; McDonnell &



Ondelli, 2020; Nai & Coma, 2019). When
Narendra Modi, for example, takes pride in
his humble beginnings as a chai wala (tea
stall owner) or when Recep Tayyip Erdo-
gan calls himself a “Black Turk” (Yilmaz,
2021b) to relate with the conservative and
historically disenfranchised Muslims of
small Anatolian towns, both are relating
to the “common people” by identifying
themselves as being an approachable and
relatable leader in contrast to “the elite”
and “corrupt” who do not speak, dress,
behave and at times look the same way as
“the people.”

Rizieq Shihab lost his father as a child
and was raised in modest circumstances
by his widowed young mother. He gained
his school degree at the Salafist Lemba-
ga llmu Pengetahuan Islam dan Bahasa
Arab (LIPIA), which is one of a chain of
Islamic schools funded by Saudi Arabia in
Indonesia (Varagur, 2020). At LIPIA, Shihab
was exposed to “true Islamic teachings”
mixed with state curriculum guidelines.
Varagur's (2020) investigation into Saudi
influence in Indonesia revealed that LIPIA
uses a blended curriculum employing
Wahhabi ideology and the social ideas of
“Muslim Brotherhood-oriented political
thinkers.” Consequently, LIPIA produces
both Salafi teachers and Islamist social
leaders. Like Shihab, many other figures
have emerged from this milieu as Isla-
mist leaders occupying prominent roles
in domestic politics, such as Hidayat Nur
Wahid, the leader of the Prosperous Jus-
tice Party (PKS), aligned with the Egyptian
Muslim Brotherhood (Varagur, 2020).

Being well-versed in Arabic texts and
Salafi teaching, it was not hard for Shi-
hab to earn a scholarship at the King
Saud University in Saudi Arabia, where he
continued his studies of sharia and Islam.
Following his studies, he spent some
time teaching in Saudi Arabia and later in
Indonesia at Salafi educational institutes
(Jahroni, 2004). As a popular preacher
in the field of tableeg (spreading the
religion), Shihab was a fixture in various
Jakarta suburbs at Majelis Ta'lim (religious
lectures) (Rijal, 2020; Woodward, 2012). Via
these gatherings, Shihab built his social
capital with the locals as a spiritual men-
tor who was imparting the “right” version
of Islam to them. His involvement in Maje-
lis Ta'lim was one of his first opportunities

to interact with people outside the school
setting to whom he could preach Salaf-
ism.

Given the conditions on Java, a densely
populated island with wide disparities
in wealth and endemic urban poverty,
the Islamic ideals of equity and justice
preached by popular figures like Shihab
have great appeal for the disenfranchised.
Yilmaz, Morieson, and Demir (2021) have
pointed out that the use of “social justice”
by populist Islamist leaders to call out the
failure of government is an important
theme. Using this notion, Shihab entered
Jakarta’s politics with one foot in the door
with the help of popular Islamic preach-
ing in the 1990s. He made effective use of
Salafi idealism to address what conven-
tional and “Western” forms of democracy
had failed to deliver for the Indonesian
people.

Post-Suharto, as Indonesia returned to
democracy in 1998, a plethora of new reli-
gious and conservative parties seized the
opportunity to campaign and participate
in elections. This led to a rise in religious
groups forming parties and registering
them, including the FPI (Hadiz, 2016). As
a counter to growing student-led civil un-
rest against the regime, right-wing parties
were also promoted by the state to count-
er the protesters on the streets (Hadiz,
2016: 154). With democratic freedoms and
encouragement by the state, Indonesia
soon saw a marked rise in right-wing par-
ties, of which the FPI was one.

Before 1998, Shihab had a limited au-
dience for his religious lectures. But new
political freedoms gave him a chance
to use FPI as a populist Islamist party to
spread its Salafism to a much wider audi-
ence. FPI preaching drew heavily on Salafi
romanticization of jihad, which “tend|s]
to emphasize the military exploits of the
Salaf (the early generations of Muslims)
to give their violence an even more im-
mediate divine imperative” (Hamid & Dar,
2016). As a result, FPI, under the leadership
of Shihab, carried out frequent acts of
vigilantism under the banner of a “moral
jihad” against “the Other” (Woodward,
2012; Jahroni, 2004).



The mass action “Jogja Bergerak untuk Keadilan dan HAM" demands the release of Rizieg Shihab and the inves-

tigation of the shooting case of the FPl army in Yogyakarta
Surbakti

, Indonesia on December 18, 2020. Photo: Hariyanto

Shihab’s Call for
Vigilantism

Who constitutes this “Other,” one might
ask? From Shihab’s perspective, “the Oth-
er” is not only limited to the political elite
of the country. He has constantly catego-
rized liberal Muslims, non-Muslims, and
Western countries as “enemies.” They are
seen as being antagonists of the faith, and
their actions are said to constantly endan-
ger Islam at home and across the world.
Firmly believing in the call for action,
Shihab has called out his followers to pick
up arms against “the others.” Thus, a core
part of FPI's activities has been vigilan-
tism.

Hardline Islamism has been used to
spew hatred to those who are seen as the
“outsiders.” Shihab has used his “anti-es-
tablishment agenda” to incite people to
take up arms (Mietzner, 2018). His narra-
tive hinges on inciting “fear” among his
followers. Given the correlated nature
of faith and identity, when the followers
perceive a threat to their faith, they feel
an ontological crisis looming above their

heads. Using this vulnerability by inciting
fear and feelings of victimhood as part

of the oppressed Muslim ummah, the
“faithful” are guided to solutions. In Shi-
hab's case, the narrative is that Indonesian
politicians are either mere puppets of

the Western powers or are simply incom-
petent. Thus, to save oneself in this life
and the life after, the believer must take
action. Since the formation of FPI in 1998,
numerous members have been arrested
and charged with spreading terror by van-
dalism (Facal, 2019; Ricklefs, 2012; Jahroni,
2004).

By placing the Qur’an (in line with
Wahabi thinking) above the state and
the democratically elected government,
the FPI has urged its militia members to
continue their actions against “the Oth-
er” on the ground that it is necessary to
bring sharia to Indonesia (Mietzner, 2018;
Hadiz, 2016: 112; Wilson, 2015). Hadiz (2016:
112) argues that “[The FPI is] believed to
be involved in criminal activity, including
racketeering, even as they ardently op-
pose the presence of ‘dens of vice’ such as
nightclubs, pubs and massage parlours.”
Shihab has raised a private army of volun-
teers. The Islamic Defenders Front Militia/
Front Pembela Islam or Laskar Pembela



Islam (LPI) is the militant wing of Shihab’s
group, which puts its ideology into action.
They are unlike terrorist groups in the
sense that they do not use sophisticated
weapons to terrorize citizens at various
“hot spots” such as nightclubs. However,
they believe in the same ideology that
“un-Islamic” behavior is threatening Islam
and the future of the ummah, and thus
action needs to be taken.

Over the years, Shihab has been able to
design and organize the LPI militia in a
highly systematic manner, with individ-
uals leading paramilitary cells of various
sizes just like an army. These are volunteer
citizens who dress in paramilitary garb
and use their sticks, batons, and shouts
of “Allahu Akbar” to terrorize and attack
those seen as “Other.” The members of
the LPI are called “Jundi.” Jundi fighters
are organized into ranks, with superior
officers responsible for anywhere between
25 and 25,000 vigilantes (Jahroni, 2004).
Within this militia, the overarching lead-
er is the Imam Besar (“grand imam”)—
namely, Shihab himself—who is the
“spiritual guide” for all the actions of the
vigilantes (Jahroni, 2004).

The LPl is also known to welcome
non-militia members of FPI, such as the
volunteers, while purging “hotspots” in
the city (Facal, 2019). Sito (2019: 191) notes
how Shihab has legitimized violence as
the answer to problems faced by Mus-
lims as he “stated that such businesses
[i.e., hotspots of vice] ensure only social
deviance which are the product of West-
ern secularism (sekularisme), pluralism
(pluralisme), and liberalism (liberalisme),
shortened as “sepilis.” The acronym is a
homophone of syphilis, which is intended
to mock and draw an equivalency be-
tween sexually transmitted diseases and
Western culture and capitalism, pegged
as the culprit of the economic crisis in
1997 and 1998. Accordingly, over the years,
the FPI has claimed that such vigilantism
is an expected outcome of upholding the
Muslim duty to “promote good and pre-
vent evil.”

The militant activities of the FPI have
been highly visible ever since its inception.
In 1998 various members of its groups
were involved in a clash between the
ethnic Chinese residents of Ketapang

that lead to the death of over a dozen of
ethnically Chinese Indonesian Catholics
(Bouma, Ling & Pratt, 2009). Attacks on
nightspots, bars, clubs, and suspected
LGBTQ+ events have become a hallmark
of the group. While the group was banned
recently due to its terror sprees, its activ-
ities have been able to continue because
of the support it has received from law
enforcement agencies.

While Indonesia might seem like a
peaceful country on the surface, it has
long been struggling with reactionary
religious forces. In election campaigns,
radical Islamism has become an import-
ant factor, and public perceptions about
modesty, norms, and values are primar-
ily driven by those claiming to act in the
name of Islam. Within this context, Shihab
has been able to build an alliance with the
state security forces (including the police),
who are also proactive in their crackdowns
on “deviant” groups such as the LGBTQ+
and Ahmadiyya communities. The FPI has
been known to carry out the “dirty work”
by attacking these groups and, at times,
acting as informants about their activities
for the police. This symbiotic relationship
has allowed both these groups to benefit
(Amal, 2020: 585; Budiari, 2016).

The group targets “the Other” to ensure
“the purity” of religion remains intact for
“the people.” The police get to work to co-
vertly appease politicians, who feel pres-
sure to persecute “deviant” groups who
“defy” religion. For its part, the members
of the FPI have the opportunity to chan-
nel negative feelings—instilled through
the preaching of Islamist populist leaders
such as Shihab via a trauma-inducing
narrative—into a physical manifestation of
rage against “the Other” (Amal, 2020: 585;
Budiari, 2016).

Due to the intensity of the violence
associated with LPI activities, the group’s
leaders and street militia members have
been repeatedly arrested and imprisoned
for threatening the country’s unity and
law and order. Rizieqg Shihab has twice
served time for hate speech inciting LPI
members to attack tourist spots or target
non-Muslim and Ahmadiyya groups and
villages (Jahroni, 2004: 218). While some
politicians initially valued the LPI and FPI
as useful counters to civil rights protests,



these vigilantes have become harder to
control and have used their street power
to challenge the state (Facal, 2019; Juoro,
2019: 28; Mietzner, 2018; Hookway, 2017).

While Shihab’s Salafist call for jihad has
not resulted in the FPI becoming a true
violent extremist group in Indonesia, it has
seen its members turn to transnational
populist jihad. Shihab has convinced his
followers that they are not only Indone-
sian citizens but also part of the global
ummah of Muslims and, thus, have a
collective obligation to pursue global jihad
against “the Western lobby” and “the
Zionists” (Nuryanti, 2021; Mietzner, 2018;
Hadiz, 2016).

Shihab effectively uses victimhood
narratives anchored to nationalism and a
faith-based identity that transcends geo-
graphical bounds. In this way, the Salafi
training that thousands receive in Indone-
sia makes them prone to become part of
the global jihad effort (Adiwilaga, Mustofa
& Rahman, 2019). This has become a very
dangerous idea as today the world is more
connected than ever, and jihadist groups
rely upon these ideas to recruit young
people (Adiwilaga, Mustofa & Rahman,
2019). In Shihab's speeches, the “evils” and
“cruelty” of the Zionists against the Pales-
tinians is a re-occurring theme that not
only talks about the plight of the Pales-
tinians but also politicizes it an attack on
every Muslim and the Islamic faith itself.
There are clear indications that many have
passed through the ranks of the FPI to go
on to violent extremist groups such as Al
Qaeda and ISIS (MEI@75, 2027; Idris, 2018:
9).
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Members of The Islamic Defenders Front or Front
Pembela Islam (FPI) rally in front of Indonesia elec-
tion supervisory agency (Bawaslu) in Jakarta on May
10, 2019.

The FPI a Surrogate
Welfare System

The FPI is not merely a vigilante group.
The organization has established exten-
sive networks of humanitarian aid provid-
ing relief in cases of natural disasters and
assistance to the urban/suburban poor of
Jakarta (Singh, 2020; Facal, 2019; Sheany,
2018). Services include education and
ration packets for the poor. Shihab himself
was groomed for his role in a welfarist ma-
drasa setting, winning scholarships as he
progressed from one stage of his educa-
tion to the next.

Keeping this model in view, Shihab has
helped the FPI develop many religious
schools where children gain an Islamic
education and some Arabic training as
well. These schools are usually built in
impoverished areas where the state has
failed to reach out and address the most
pressing needs of the people (Facal, 2019).
The schools established by Shihab and
the FPI leadership follow Salafi Wahabi
teaching, which is reflected in gender seg-
regation, strict adherence to dress codes,
and other “sharia principles” (Facal, 2019).
When public schools are too far from local
villages or suburban homes, the proximity
of the FPI madrasa gives those who would
not otherwise be able to afford it a chance
to educate their children. However, these
seemingly altruistic establishments are
places where young minds are shaped
and influenced by the ideology propagat-
ed by Shihab and the FPI at large.



Aid work has been a rich field of oppor-
tunity for the FPI to extend its influence
and build its credibility. Shihab's popu-
larity and his Saudi connections along
with local supporters have allowed the
FPI to establish grassroots networks of
volunteers to carry out aid work that
ranges from evacuating residents from
flood-stricken areas to rebuilding homes,
such as after the 2004 tsunami that killed
hundreds of thousands in the Indonesian
province of Aceh. Much of the humani-
tarian work was not done by the military
nor the state in the immediate aftermath
or long-term recovery (Sheany, 2018).

One report noted that in mid-February
2004, only the TNI (the Indonesian armed
forces), the Mujahedeen Council, and the
FPI were the only ones actively involved in
the region: “One should note that at the
time the volunteers who had been work-
ing in the immediate period were already
exhausted. Thus, the [aforementioned
parties] seem to be the ones who work
when nobody else wants to. Whereas at
the initial stages, it really was not [the mil-
itary] who managed the corpses’ evacua-
tion and took care of the sick and injured”
(East West Center, 2005: 33). Thus, it is
clear that over time, the FPI has created a
synergetic relationship at the grassroots
within members and commmunities by pro-
viding welfare services (Hookway, 2017).

When the state fails to cope with press-
ing social and economic issues, populist
actors can effectively use dissent and
direct it at political leadership. Since the
FPI has been seen carrying out “altruistic”
actions in the most vulnerable communi-
ties, it can draw support from there and
establish its stronghold in the vacuum left
by a weak state. Thus, Shihab’s rhetoric
has repeatedly talked about how the ula-
ma are targeted by an “amoral” govern-
ment. Therefore, the state’s refusal to “re-
pent” for its sins leaves “the people” with
no choice but to carry out its own jihad to
guarantee its welfare both in this world
and the hereafter (Maulia, 2020; Lembaga
Survei Indonesia & Wahid Institute, 2016).
With a loyal support base of followers,
Shihab’s self-proclaimed mission of es-
tablishing a “caliphate” or a Daulah Islam
is strengthened where “the people” can
practice their true faith (Salafism) “freely.”
The political “elite” and “minorities” are
accorded little or no room in this idolized

N

caliphate (Campbell, 2017, Hookway, 2017).

More than 200,000 Muslim protesters has descended
on Jakarta to demand the governor of Jakarta, Basuki
Tjahaja Purnama or Ahok, be arrested for insulting
Islam on November 4, 2016.

Shihab’s Targeting of
Ahok in Political
Lobbying

After Shihab’s first arrest leading to
jail time in 2003, he stepped back and
restyled himself, becoming a member
of the FPI's board. In 2013, he declared
himself the “grand imam” of the organi-
zation. He took a less active role in leading
protests but remained, as always, the face
of the organization. The anti-Ahok pro-
tests showcased his charisma and power,
reminding many of why the FPI remained
a potential threat to the political elite of
Indonesia.

Even before the protests broke out
in 2016, signs of the potentially signifi-
cant political power of the FPI and other
right-wing political players were present.
Stoking “fear” and using the rhetoric of
hate while attributing the markers of
moral superiority and victimhood to “the
pure people,” groups and leaders such as
Shihab have been able to influence the
writing and implementation of legislation
in key areas, particular at the local level.
Hookway (2017) has noted how the FPI
has been able to develop social capital
through its “morally driven” vigilantism
and community-based activities: “In re-
cent years, lobbying groups such as the
Islamic Defenders Front (FPI) have helped
introduce more than 400 Shariah-inspired
laws, including those that penalize adul-



tery, force women to wear headscarves
and restrict them from going out at
night” (Hookway, 2017). Sharia-inspired
legislation has been passed in FPI strong-
holds, where its presence has been deeply
entrenched with the community (Hook-
way, 2017).

In terms of mainstream politics, the FPI
on its own never possessed a voter bank
large enough to win a significant place
in the parliament. With Shihab’s Islamist
political rhetoric, however, right-wing poli-
ticians saw a ready resource for mobilizing
support on the street in the form of the
FPI. Shihab has long been active in main-
stream politics, and the plethora of ban-
ners and posters in communities where
the FPI is deeply attached showcases
support for the leader and his allies. The
FPI has supported the populist politician
Prabowo Subianto since 2014, and this re-
lationship only grew in intensity following
the Ahok protests in 2076.

Ahok was the Christian-Chinese depu-
ty governor and righthand man to Joko
Widodo (Jokowi) when he was governor of
Jakarta. When Widodo became president,
Ahok replaced him as governor. Ahok’s
very positive public image made him a
well-liked figure, and after the 2014 victo-
ry of Jokowi, it was speculated that Ahok
would be his running mate in the 2019
elections and even a possible presidential
candidate for the 2024 general elections
(Mietzner, 2018: 270). But before the for-
mal announcement of Jokowi's running
mate in 2016, Ahok became embroiled
in a religious scandal that targeted his
religious and ethnic background. He was
accused of committing blasphemy when
he criticized his opponents for their po-
liticized misuse of Quranic verses against
him (Nuryanti, 2021; Amal, 2020; Adiwilaga,
Mustofa & Rahman, 2019; Fossati & Mi-
etzner, 2019; Mietzner, 2018).

A heavily edited campaign video in
which Ahok made critical comments
alongside discussion of the Qur'an sur-
faced in 2016, and he became an instant
target of attack. He was charged with
blasphemy, found guilty, and sent to jail,
meaning he can never hold public office
again (Nuryanti, 2021). While Jokowi is a
pluralist, he remained largely silent and
distant during Ahok’s trial and, at the
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end in 2019, chose a conservative Muslim
running mate in the form of Ma’aruf Amin,
the chair of the influential Ulama Council
of Indonesia (Majelis Ulama Indonesia,
MUI) (Yilmaz, 2020).

After the viral spread of the Ahok video,
the MUI issued a fatwa urging the gov-
ernment to look into the matter as they
responded to public sentiment that Ahok
had committed blasphemy and harmed
the sentiments of the majority of Indone-
sian Muslims (Nuryanti, 2021; Amal, 2020;
Mietzner, 2018). Ahok’s public apology
following the video's surfacing and blas-
phemy accusations did little to satisfy
the hardliners who were now able to not
only attract conservative masses but even
moderate Muslims (Nuryanti, 2021).

The Action to Defend Islam (Aksi Bela
Islam) demonstrations were country-wide
protests and sit-ins by the FPI and other
right-wing parties and organizations that
called for Ahok’s resignation as the gov-
ernor and immediate prosecution (Fealy,
2016). Ethnic Chinese business people
and other members of the elite were a
constant target of the FPI even before
the Ahok video surfaced. The xenophobic
line of attack taken by Islamist populists
like Shihab had turned this group into
“the Other,” based on differences of faith
and ethnicity. Given Indonesia’s past,
Shihab had instilled fear in the electorate
by claiming that were national leaders
selected from among the ethnic Chinese
community, communism would be re-im-
posed in Indonesia (Seto, 2019).

Even as early as 1999, the FPI had printed
banners and hung them across university
campuses warning students, “Alert! Zion-
ism and Communism penetrate all as-
pects of life!” (Seto, 2019). Shihab was able
to forge strong alliances with opposition
parties and right-wing groups as the FPI
became the face of the anti-Ahok move-
ment. By making the issue about “de-
fending Islam,” he was able to evoke deep
emotion among crowds. Shihab began
to describe himself as “the Great Leader
of Indonesian Muslims,” proclaiming a
theologically grounded authority to voice
the people's desire for a devout life and
the removal of Islam’s enemies (Fossati
& Mietzner, 2019: 774). Shihab's religious
populism has thus deployed Islam as a



tool to further his agenda and place in
the political arena, mobilizing millions to
march in support of the movement (Fealy,
2016; Hutton, 2018).

Rizieq Shihab's loud proclamations that
the people had been “hurt” and that reli-
gion was “insulted” cast him as a defender
of Islam in the eyes of many who sup-
ported the marches. In 2017, Ahok, once
popular and riding high, lost his re-elec-
tion bid and subsequently served time in
prison. The FPI actively supported a rival
candidate for governor of Jakarta. While
the protests were able to create an “asym-
metric multi-class alliance” between the
FPI, religious groups, and the opposition,
they failed to secure a majority in the 2019
parliamentary and presidential elections.
Nevertheless, the current mood points to
the likelihood that the same alliance wiill
come together to contest the 2024 gener-
al elections as well (Adiwilaga, Mustofa, &
Rahman, 2019).

The mass action "Jogja Bergerak untuk Keadilan dan
HAM" demands the release of Rizieg Shihab and the
investigation of the shooting case of the FPI army in

Yogyakarta, Indonesia on December 18, 2020. Photo:

Hariyanto Surbakti

Shihab Imprisonment
and the Future of
Salafism in Indonesia

Joko Widodo was able to safeguard his
political position by distancing himself
from the Ahok in 2017 and staying largely
silent on the protest movement. Never-
theless, following Ahok’s loss in the guber-
natorial elections, the government began
to move against the FPI leadership. See-
ing the tide turn, Shihab left Indonesia,
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ostensibly on a short umrah pilgrimage
to Saudi Arabia. However, he remained in
self-imposed exile in Saudi Arabia when it
became clear that the Indonesian police
were seeking him in connection with por-
nography charges.

During his extended sojourn in Saudi
Arabia, Shihab remained active online,
connecting with “the people” and con-
stantly spewing hatred and spreading
conspiracies under the banner of “defend-
ing Islam.” During this time, he did not
refrain from portraying the government
in power as “the enemy” of “the faithful.”
The charges against Shihab were subse-
quently dropped, and he returned home,
espousing a mission to lead a “moral revo-
lution” across Indonesia. Political analysts
quickly and loudly concluded that this
was simply Shihab's latest Islamist popu-
list tactic to gain momentum ahead of the
2024 general elections (Singh, 2020).

Taking an anti-Jokowi Islamist stance
amidst the COVID-19 pandemic in early
2020, Shihab was given a “hero’s wel-
come” on his return home after nearly
two years exiled in Saudi Arabia. The mass
gatherings that resulted were troubling
for the government because of their risk
as super-spreader events. Moreover, they
were politically troublesome, feeding into
a general sense of despondency triggered
by the economic effects of the pandem-
ic. Indonesia was hit hard as its economy
suffered greatly due to the fall-off in inter-
national tourism and periodic lockdowns
(Singh, 2020). In the context of growing
discontent directed toward the govern-
ment, the return of the “grand imam” who
promised a better future for the country
and afterlife has been a worrying and un-
welcome development (FR24, 2020).

Shihab made himself an increasingly
large target for government prosecu-
tion. He loudly refused to get tested at
a government facility for COVID-19 and
continued to promote large gatherings
of supporters and evoked extreme emo-
tions busing his trademark blend of street
humor, political rhetoric, and Islamist hate
speech demonizing others. The day before
his anticipated arrest, six young mem-
bers of the FPI were shot dead in a violent
confrontation with the police (Agil, 2020).
The government claimed that the victims



were armed terrorists trying to destabilize
the country’s law and order. Shihab was
arrested for violating COVID-19 regula-
tions, and the FPI was banned as various
members and key leaders were found to
be involved in inciting violence (Kelemen,
2021).

Shihab voluntarily handed himself over
to the authorities. In the eyes of his fol-
lowers, this casts him as a martyr and the
government as “tyrannical.” In custody in
March 2021, he refused to participate in his
trial (held remotely by video link), signal-
ing non-compliance by reciting verses
from the Qur'an whenever the court
sought to question or otherwise engage
with him, and his behavior delayed the tri-
al. Since being sentenced, the Indonesian
government has refused to disclose his
location for fear of drawing large crowds
of protesters and supporters (detikNews,
2021).
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CONCLUSION

While Shihab's immediate future hangs in the balance, there is certainty re-
garding Islamist populism in Indonesia. Shihab is not the only populist po-
litical actor in the country who has used Islamism to build a following. It is
still unclear how the disbanded FPI leadership will regroup around the 2024
elections. The sudden ban, the shooting deaths of supporters, and the use of
COVID-19 lockdown legislation to arrest Shihab have only served to cast him
as a holy martyr in the eyes of his followers.

At the same time, the efficacy of exploiting religious sentiment to generate
fear has compounded the power of populist Islamism in Indonesian life. Shi-
hab's radical Salafist message continues to inspire thousands to action. The
FPI may be outlawed, but tens of thousands of FPI activists can regroup un-
der new banners or join or form similar groups. Even behind bars, evidence
of Shihab's political power is displayed by the fact that his location is kept
secret due to fear of protests and riots outside the jail. Shihab’'s courtroom
theatrics involving the recitation of the Qur'an to delay his trial while dis-
playing his “heroic piety” show the enduring power and efficacy of Islamist
populism in Indonesia.
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