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Abstract: Populism has been on the rise in many countries. As a result, studies on populism have
proliferated. However, there are very few studies that investigate and compare different types of
populisms in a single nation-state. Furthermore, how these different populists in the same political
milieu use cyberspace has not been comparatively studied. This study addresses these gaps by
looking at a variety of populist forces within Indonesia that have emerged as major actors and
identifying the uses of cyberspace in populist political mobilisation. This paper argues that the
three main types of populism that predominate in political rhetoric (religious, chauvinistic, and
technocratic) do not exist in isolation but rather borrow from each other. This is reflected in their
cyberspace activities.

Keywords: populism; religious populism; technocratic populism; chauvinistic populism; Indonesia;
social media

1. Introduction

In a sense, when religious individuals or groups use social media, it is not only for
their online presence or preaching; rather, there is a mediation of meaning that takes place
where religious ideas and belief systems are exchanged and discussed actively by users
(Siuda 2021; Hoover 2006). With the advent of social media sites such as Instagram, Twitter,
TikTok, Facebook, SnapChat, etc. there is a growing agency on the user’s end to interact
with the materials; Siuda (2021) calls the internet a growing space where religion has an
“important role to play in negotiating and expressing beliefs as well” (Siuda 2021).

Even traditional religions such as Islam and Christianity have found a space for
reinvention and expression in cyberspace. This means that in the online space, religion
also finds itself being mixed up with populist politics. In the 1990s and even more so in the
2000s, the internet was seen as an ideal tool for globalisation and connectivity. However,
this somewhat untarnished reputation is now clouded by issues such as fake news and
propagation of xenophobia and hate speech (Bartlett 2018; Levinson 2020). Cyberspace
is inseparable from the social and political realities of real life and in many ways mirrors
those rifts.

Conventional media, and now increasingly social media, in Indonesia have played
profound roles in creating moral panic and anxiety around the idea that one’s identity is
under existential attack. Indonesian “voters strongly believing in pluralism or Islamism
are most fraught with notions that their identity is under attack, and they flocked to either
Jokowi or Prabowo and the Islamists to defend those identities” (Mietzner 2020, p. 433).

Unfulfilled dreams and unsatisfied demands have seen a discourse of dissatisfaction
gathering force that has been capitalised by the populists or leading populist politics to
shape the political landscape in Indonesia. In this context, where the political leadership
and opposition have both used populism, other groups have also profited from the growing
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susceptibility of populism in society. The growth of internet usage has meant that Islam
and politics have found themselves on various digital platforms in cyberspace. Within
cyberspace, as in the physical world, various groups have found a voice. While there is
a substantial increase in online presence, this has meant that religion, populism, and a
merger of both have also been present on these platforms used by politicians, religious
leaders, and citizens alike to at times research political goals or make sense of their identity
and belief systems.

This study focusses on this critical political junction of Indonesian politics to study
the variety of political populist spectrums by looking at the existing literature and under-
standing the main populist actors, their strategies, and their activities in cyberspace. It
addresses the need to provide a comprehensive account of populist leaders and parties
within Indonesia along with their use of social media.

2. Populism and Its Use of Cyberspace

A systematic review of populism shows that the concept emerged as a way of framing
the struggle of the ‘common person’ against the ‘elite’ and that this axial dichotomy
has evolved under a variety of political circumstances since its emergence (Yilmaz and
Morieson 2021). One of the earliest academic investigations into the phenomenon by
the sociologist Edward Shils led to its definitional parameters being summed up as the
following: “popular resentment against the order imposed on society by a . . . ruling class
which is believed to have a monopoly on power, property, breeding, and culture” (Shils
1956, pp. 100–1). Whilst the rise in populism around the world today has seen a significant
surge in academic interest in the topic, as yet no singular definition of populism has been
agreed upon. Nevertheless, Shil’s axial notion of “popular resentment” posed against “the
order” has advanced to become broadly accepted as the defining paradigm of populism.

One of the most common approaches to understanding and defining populism is the
ideological approach (De la Torre 2019; Mudde 2004). This approach argues that populism’s
divisional politics centre around ideological approaches that are used by the party/leader
to forge a shared ideology with ‘the people.’ Mudde (2004, p. 543) asserts that this
approach in politics “considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogenous
and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and in response argues
that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people”.
Another school of thought focuses on leadership itself rather than on ideology when
studying populism. The strategy approach examines the standpoint of a leader and their
personality as they form a connection with the people (Weyland 2001). A third scholarly
approach to populism frames it as a discourse of the underdog or ‘the people’ (De Cleen
and Stavrakakis 2017; Moffitt 2016; Laclau 2005). The fourth and most recent approach
looks at the language that populist leaders adopt, as they set themselves apart from ‘the
elite’ and attempt to forge a close connection with ‘the people.’ Analysts describe this as “a
political style that features an appeal to ‘the people’ versus ‘the elite’; ‘bad manners’ and
the performance of crisis, breakdown or threat” (Moffitt 2016, p. 45). In this approach, the
focus is on the appearance, speech, choice of language, and demeanour of the party or its
leader.

While these categories of populism are distinct in their framing, in practice political
figures tend to employ a blend of these approaches. Despite the difference in options and
the lack of a concrete definition, the polarising nature of populism is broadly agreed upon
in that it casts society in binaries of ‘in group’ and ‘out group.’ This classification of ‘in
group’ and ‘out group’ is based on socio-economic, religious, and political divides (De
Cleen and Stavrakakis 2017; Rooduijn 2015).

Many centrist and establishment politicians have been as adept as their populist
rivals in the use of cyberspace (Postill 2018, p. 756). However, among politicians, the
populists have been particularly interested in a close connection to the people (Taggart
2002, p. 67). They are the stars in political cyberspace and outshine their centrist opponents
(Hendrickson and Galston 2017). Populist communication manifests itself by emphasising
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the sovereignty to the morally pure people, advocating for the people, attacking corrupt
and evil elites, ostracising dangerous others such as minorities or foreign powers, and
invoking the heartland (Engesser et al. 2017, p. 1111). In this framing, the populists
construct themselves as the true representatives, advocates, and mouthpieces of the people.
Thus, they require “direct, unmediated access to the people’s grievances” (Kriesi 2014,
p. 363). Cyberspace has enabled this populist desire very effectively. While all media
establish a connection to the people, cyberspace and social media provide the populists
with a much more direct linkage (Engesser et al. 2017, p. 1113).

The relationship between cyberspace and populism has been increasingly studied
by scholars (see, for example, Gerbaudo 2018; Krämer 2017; Postill 2018). Scholars have
noted that the new wave of populism has emerged a result of the convergence of global
trends: worsening economic prospects; real or perceived anxiety of losing cultural, social,
or political status; and swift technological changes in relation to cyberspace opening a
gulf between ordinary citizens and the elites (Gerbaudo 2018). Gerbaudo (2018) labelled
the fusion of populist and cyber activism as cyber populism. With the popularity and
pervasiveness of cyberspace, populist discourses have flourished in cyberspace, mainly on
social platforms (Tong and Zuo 2020, p. 364).

While the popularisation of digital platforms has facilitated the process of political
communication, social networks have become one of the preferred communicative tools
for populists (Guerrero-Solé et al. 2020, p. 1). They have been actively using not only the
mainstream media but also omnipresent cyberspace to promulgate their ideas among sup-
porters (Bracciale and Martella 2017; Engesser et al. 2017; Kreis 2017; Zulianello et al. 2018).
They have incorporated social media networks into their propaganda strategies. More
research is needed to understand the role played by social media in spreading populism
(Vreese et al. 2018). However, the use of social media is thought to give more freedom to
populists to attack elites (Klinger and Svensson 2015), and therefore has facilitated anti-elite
populism (Suiter et al. 2018). Also, social media communication tends to be more personal
and emotional (Klinger and Svensson 2015; Enli 2017).

Cyberspace helps to mainstream populist values into political debates about con-
troversial issues and, by being included in political debates, deviant political values are
pushed toward the centre (Tong and Zuo 2020, p. 373). Populist discourses thrive more
easily in the cyberspace since the gate-keeping role of the news media is absent (Engesser
et al. 2017, p. 1123; Tong and Zuo 2020, p. 373). Cyberspace provides a direct linkage to the
people and allows the populists to circumvent the journalistic gatekeepers that generally
adhere to professional norms and news values, providing the populists with the freedom
to uncontestedly propagate their ideology and messages (Engesser et al. 2017, p. 1110).
Populists claim to own the truth and real information; thus, journalists become useless
(Campos 2021, p. 5). Since the populist messages do not have to follow the news values,
they are frequently more personal and sensationalistic in nature (Engesser et al. 2017, p.
1123).

Populist narratives translate well into short tweets and posts that reinforce the ten-
dencies of some people and spark feelings of outrage in others (Berezin 2016; Hendrickson
and Galston 2017). Since social media users do not usually adhere to any ethical media
conduct, they can easily spread misinformation that can contribute to racism, xenophobia,
and sexism (Campos 2021, p. 5).

Given the growing lack of trust in the mass media and professional journalists, most
people receive news from family and friends, and they are more likely share this type
of news than more traditional media articles (Campos 2021, p. 6). Coupled with this,
populism had concurred with the evolution of social media algorithms, leading to more
polarisation (Campos 2021, p. 7). Populists use social media not only as an effort to mobilise
against and politicise a particular issue, but also as an infrastructure that allows for the
inadvertent spread of misinformation as well as for the deliberate spread of disinformation
about the issue at stake (Conrad 2021, pp. 301–2). It has been demonstrated that false news
stories travel much faster online than true ones (Vosoughi et al. 2018).
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Populists in Indonesia provide significant empirical evidence that support the findings
of the above-mentioned scholarly literature on populism, cyberspace, and social media.

3. The Evolving Traditions of Populism in Indonesia

Half a century after gaining independence, Indonesia entered into an abrupt demo-
cratic transition following four decades of military-backed authoritarianism. On the 21
May 1998, President Suharto resigned after more than 30 years in power. Thrust into a
transitional role, former vice-president B.J. Habibie succeeded in an ambitious program of
democratic reforms which continued under President Abdurrahman Wahid, a progressive
cleric and civil society activist who was elected in October of the following year. Defying
expectations, the military was substantially side-lined, and democracy was consolidated
(Barton 2002).

Indonesia’s first two presidents, the extroverted and eloquent Sukarno and the intro-
verted and enigmatic Suharto, both deployed elements of populism in claiming extraordi-
nary executive powers. Since then, populism in various guises has remained a permanent
fixture in the politics of Indonesia. From presidents to leaders of vigilante Islamist groups,
populism has figured prominently in the mobilisation of mass-support (Mietzner 2020;
Hara 2017).

A decade after the Asian Financial Crisis of 1997 that plunged Indonesia into a deep
recession, and led directly to Suharto’s resignation, Indonesia embarked on the path of
a steady economic group averaging 5% per annum, lifting the world’s fourth largest
nation into the first rank of emerging economies, with a Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
of more than a trillion dollars. At the same time, however, Indonesia has become the
sixth most unequal place on the planet when it comes to income distribution. In the Post-
Suharto era, the oligarchs have benefitted disproportionately as Indonesia has continued
to see rapid growth in GDP coexisting with stubbornly high levels of unemployment and
underemployment (Tadjoeddin 2019; Hara 2017). By 2014, the leading political parties of
the governing coalition, PDIP (Partai Demokrasi Indonesia Perjuangan–the Indonesian
Democratic Party of Struggle) and Gerindra (Gerakan Indonesia Raya–the Great Indonesia
Movement Party) were judged to be failing in fulfilling the dreams of ‘the people’ or the
‘common folk’ (Mietzner 2020; Yilmaz 2020; Fossati and Mietzner 2019; Hara 2017).

Both Gerindra and PDIP have responded to the frustration with the lack of economic
progress felt by many by endorsing populist leaders who are better able to accommodate
the changing mood of ‘the people.’ At the same time, sharpening perceptions of inequality
combined with a changing global environment have provided new opportunities for
Islamist actors to contest the political arena (Hadiz 2016).

As Mietzner (2020, p. 421) notes with respect to Indonesia, “three competing forms of
populism have contested power since the early 2010s . . . Chauvinist and Islamist populists
have openly advocated against the existing democratic status quo, while more moderate,
technocratic populists have offered themselves as a middle-way alternative”. The roots of
Indonesia’s transition to an independent nation-state mean that populism was embedded
early on as a part of the political landscape. Post-independence politics in Indonesia were
dominated by nationalism; this was artfully invoked by Sukarno during the period of
‘Guided Democracy’. This framed opposition figures as dangerous ‘traitors’ threatening
national stability (Leslie 1957).

Spiralling social and economic instability in the late 1950s and early 1960s ultimately
led to Sukarno’s denouement. A year of hyperinflation and a mysterious event framed as a
coup in October 1965 led to a massive, bloody purge of members and alleged supporters
of the Communist Party of Indonesia (PKI) and to regime change. Another authoritarian
president came into power when the hitherto low-profile General Suharto replaced the
extroverted style and soaring populist rhetoric of President Sukarno with a softly spoken,
enigmatic command of power that channelled Javanese conceptions of kingship. This
positioned Suharto as a stately outsider who answered the call to duty to become a national
saviour. This led to a period of political and economic stability that saw significant growth
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in the country’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP), continuing up until the Asian Financial
Crisis of 1997. However, income disparities between rural Indonesia and major cities such
as Jakarta, Bandung, and Surabaya remained high (Muhtadi and Muslim 2020; Sub 2016).

After the fall of Suharto, previously marginalised Islamist actors seized hold of the
rhetoric of social justice and merged it with the language of Islamist politics in a populist
fashion to create a divide between the ‘pious’ and the ‘elite’ (Hadiz 2016; Fukuoka 2013;
Zarkasyi 2008). Despite this, Islamist parties have not been able to win a significant share
of the vote in Indonesia (Barton 2010a). Consequently, in order to obtain political leverage,
they have aligned themselves with opposition groups or right-leaning parties. Over the
past decade, one such party has been Gerindra (Partai Gerakan Indonesia Raya–Great
Indonesia Movement Party), created and led by Prabowo Subianto (Mietzner 2015). A
senior member of the political elite, Prabowo is a former military officer and the son-in-law
of Sukarno. Over its brief history, Gerindra has dallied with Islamist alliances whilst
asserting itself as being a champion of the ‘poor’ by appealing to rural and working-class
backgrounds. Prabowo presents himself as a reformist strongman promising to upend the
system of elite corruption and moral decay. Channelling his military service, the former
general and one time commander of the notorious Kopassus special forces has promised
strong, competent, ‘efficient’ leadership to address the issues of ‘the people.’ Mounting
the platform of Gerindra, Prabowo has deployed a classic ‘third world’ populist style
in evoking religious divides and calling for the end of corruption, casting himself as a
strongman who is able to manage the country he loves. A soft emphasis on revolution has
allowed Prabowo to use authoritarian overtones reinforced by a remarkable military career
to convey a compelling ‘strongman’ image (Mietzner 2015).

Another form of populism that has emerged in post-Suharto Indonesia is a populism-
lite or technocratic populism, which eschews the imagery of a military strongman in favour
of bold technocratic entrepreneurship arising from the real world of business outside of
the Jakarta political elite. Joko Widodo (Jokowi), the head of state for the second term, and
the Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle (PDIP) are proponents of this less overt form
of populism (Mietzner 2015). Compared to the familiar variations of reformist right-wing
populism, this variant represents a more liminal form. Jokowi is the face of this more
subtle form of populism, where a blend of personalistic style and practical solutions is
the focus. As a Central Java businessman from an impoverished background, Jokowi
connects with ‘the people’, and his story of a self-made man rising out of a childhood in
a modest riverside hut to become the two-term Mayor of Solo, then Governor of Jakarta,
and finally President, carries with it the hope of triumphing over the ‘political elites’ who
have failed to deliver (Mietzner 2015). With promises of reform pitched in concrete terms,
Jokowi has based his political appeal on technocratic populism that offers people improved
public service delivery (Yilmaz 2020). Beneath the beguiling everyman guise of naïve
outsider, however, there is evidence of considerable political savvy. To counter Prabowo’s
opportunistic embrace of a campaign of mass protests against Ahok, his long-term friend
and political partner, and his successor as Governor of Jakarta, spearheaded by FPI (Front
Pembela Islam–Islamic Defender’s Front) and MUI (Majelis Ulama Indonesia–Indonesia
Council of Ulama), Jokowi appointed MUI Chairman Ma’ruf Amin as his vice-presidential
running mate (Barton et al. 2021b; Chew 2019). Furthermore, in the face of mounting
criticism fuelled by the economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, Jokowi has shown
signs of authoritarianism in dealing with political opposition figures (Barton et al. 2021b;
Arifianto 2019; Bland 2019).

With the ending of Suharto’s New Order regime, Indonesia fared well on many fronts
compared to many other Muslim majority countries (Barton et al. 2013); however, even
with the consolidation of democracy and a return to economic growth, many felt left behind
(Barton et al. 2021b; Nuryanti 2021; Yilmaz 2020). In the eyes of many, Indonesia has faced a
deepening of “(a) pre-existing religio-racial, regional or class divisions, (b) the politicisation
of socioeconomic inequalities within the framework of those divisions, (c) the availability
of minorities as mobilising targets for populist campaigns, and (d) the willingness of
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established parties to support populists in order to retain political significance” (Mietzner
2020, p. 421). These factors combined have contributed to the development of a political
environment in which traditional political parties have increasingly formed alliances with
populist actors (Mietzner 2020).

4. Religious Populism

After gaining independence from the Dutch, Sunni Islamic parties have existed as
an integral part of Indonesian politics which Jati (2013) categorises as “Nahdlatul Ulama
(NU–the Awakening of Ulama), the modernist Islamic political party, Masjumi (Council of
Muslim Organizations) and the militant Islamist movements, Darul Islam (DI- Home of
Islam) and Tentara Islam Indonesia (TII–Indonesian Islamic Army)” (Barton 2010b).

Proto-Islamist actors and more radical movements calling for the implementation of
sharia and for Indonesia to be constituted as an Islamic state were seen to be dangerously
divisive. This was made much worse by insurgent movements such as the Darul Islam
(DI) or Indonesian Islamic State (NII) movements in West Java and South Sulawesi that,
post-independence, broke ranks with the numerous nationalist militia that had fought the
Dutch (Hadiz 2016, p. 120).

Tomsa (2019) points out that while Islamist parties mostly started with the call for
sharia-based political and social reforms in the 1950s, over the years more radical expres-
sions of Islamist politics were replaced by a more acceptable form of social conservatism:
“Both the United Development Party (Partai Persatuan Pembangunan/PPP) and the Pros-
perous Justice Party (Partai Keadilan Sejahtera/PKS) abandoned their original goals of
turning Indonesia into an Islamic state based on sharia law. Like other radical parties in
similar political contexts, they moderated in response to institutional incentives and immer-
sion in parliamentary and cabinet politics” (Tomsa 2019). In essence, while conservative
Islamic parties based on right-wing ideals have been active coalition partners in various
governments, they have done so by adopting a much less radical approach.

In Indonesia, PKS (Partai Keadilan Sejahtera–the Prosperous Justice Party) is a leading
example of a political party has partly merged welfarism with its politics while it largely
caters to the conservative, urban, educated middle-class during its evolution from the
radical Islamist far-right to social conservatism (De la Torre 2019). This dawah-based party
is responsible for bringing the ideas of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood to Indonesia.
It has focused on propagating the idea of Islamist social justice and calling for an end
of corruption as the central elements of its populist appeal (Temby 2020; Permata 2008;
Machmudi 2008). On the other hand, PPP (Partai Pembangunan Persatuan–the United
Development Party) represents an amalgamation of several Islamic parties that were forced
to combined during the Suharto era (Barton 2006). Ultimately, as moderate expressions of
Islam have dominated the politics of Indonesia, Islamist parties such as PPP and PKS have
struggled to position themselves as populist parties (Epley and Jung 2016).

More moderate Islamic parties such as the NU-based PKB (Partai Kebangkitan Bangsa–
the National Awakening Party) have found broader appeal by blending Islam and nation-
alism. PKB reached its zenith when NU leader Abdurrahman Wahid, who founded PKB
as a moderate non-Islamist alternative to PPP, was elected president in October 1999
(Barton 2002). A review of the 2009 manifesto of the party shows that, while the party has
taken a more centrist approach in politics, it continues to frame its ideological position
in Islamic terms. It says that it aims to solve social issues and problems in society in line
with Islamic moral derivatives. Its language, conception of problems and solutions, and
political rhetoric are all rooted in an Islamic connection of these ideas (PKB 2014). Wahid’s
time in office positioned PKB in more progressive terms, and during his short-lived govern-
ment he boldly promoted ideas of interfaith dialogue and normalisation of relations with
non-Muslim countries, including even Israel (Barton 2002). NU itself has been a politically
active group that has been part of the country’s early politics and, with around 40 million
affiliates, is Indonesia’s largest Islamic organization. The backbone of NU is its system
of pesantren (hybrid Islamic and secular residential schools) and other welfare projects
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(Feillard 2013). Post 9/11, with the surge of Islamist terrorism in Indonesia, NU leaders
have sought to play a more pivotal role in acting as a buffer between extremist Islam and
society by promoting Islam Nusantara, a moderate Indonesian expression of Islam (Fealy
and Bush 2014; Feillard 2013). For instance, following the protests against the Chinese
governor of Jakarta, Basuki Tjahaja Purnama, widely known as ‘Ahok’, and NU partnered
with young Catholic activists for a citizenship-based activism that opposes the idea of a
religious-based right-wing activism (Nilan and Wibowanto 2021).

While a number of Islamic political parties and groups have focused on maintaining
a balanced view, this case is not true for all groups. The Indonesian Muslim Intellectual
Association (Ikatan Cendekiawan Muslim Indonesia/ICMI) was created by Suharto as a
tame conservative special interest group to manage Islamist activism (Nuryanti 2021). The
group tapped into the rhetoric of Islamist welfarism and social justice, giving voice to the
frustrations of the rural and urban poor who have felt left-out by the mainstream policies
for decades. Nevertheless, it was originally disassociated with the grassroots and was
sustained on the patronage of the state as a pressure group. ICMI “characterises Muslim
intellectuals as people or a group of Muslims who pay attention to their environment,
continuously improve their quality of belief and devotion, improve their thinking ability,
deepen science and technology and try to understand and put science, technology, and
religious life into practice in their society in the interest of human prosperity” while it
has fanned a passive aggression against the ethnically Chinese Catholic community of
Indonesia that has been well positioned in the government agencies as well as economic
sectors of the country (Niam 2010, p. 291; Federspiel 1991).

In addition to ICMI, other right-wing groups with an Islamist orientation have con-
stantly used a populist appeal of ‘otherizing’ the Chinese community in Indonesia as a
threat to the ummah (De la Torre 2019, p. 174). Economic liberalisation has only strength-
ened this stance as the community has benefited greatly from the economic model and
have become part of ‘the elite’, while right-wing Islamicists have used this position to make
them scapegoats for the problems of the working-class Muslims of Indonesia who have
felt left behind (De la Torre 2019, p. 184). Despite being created by Suharto as a vehicle
for managing and containing Islamist activism, by 1997 various prominent figures from
ICMI called for Suharto to step aside and make way for democracy as they “militantly
campaigned by calling for Soeharto’s resignation from the presidency. At the same time
they increasingly promoted democracy as representing the only way out from political and
economic crisis that struck Asian countries in 1997” (Jati 2013).

MUI (the Indonesia Ulama Council), another religious special interest group produced
by Suharto’s New Order regime, was established as a non-political religious group intended
to act a moderating power broker between the state and various radical groups (Schäfer
2019). While it remains outside the ambit of electoral politics in the post-Suharto era, MUI
has become an active populist political force generally inclined to champion conservative
Islamist interests. As noted above, MUI took a central role in supporting protesters during
the anti-Ahok rallies of late 2016 and early 2017. It was MUI that took the lead in framing
Ahok as a ‘blasphemer’, contributing to the acceleration of the events (Yilmaz and Barton
2021b). MUI derives its main source of power from its self-appointed authority to issue
national fatwa: “It is not merely the anti-pluralist content of the fatwas themselves that is
democratically problematic, but rather the larger, more comprehensive claim of the council
to be an expert authority, whose views and verdicts cannot be challenged by political
authorities” (Schäfer 2019, p. 240). Using the general tide of populist rise and a growing
mainstreaming of religious populism, and with MUI’s “capacity as a semi-official advising
institution, the council has undermined Indonesia’s young and fragile parliament through
its epistocratic claims and by damaging the public standing of established civil society
organizations, whose competition had ensured a low degree of centralization of religious
interpretative authority for many decades” (Schäfer 2019, pp. 254–55).

In Indonesia, as in many other Muslim-majority countries around the world, populist
Islamist groups have at times resorted to the extremes of a jihadist approach. While jihadi
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groups have operated at a remove from mainstream politics, they have enjoyed dalliances
with Islamist parties and politicians and have continued to make their presence felt (Jati
2013). Over time, prominent groups have included Laskar Pembela Islam (the militia wing
of FPI), Laskar Jihad, Laskar Mujahidin Indonesia, and, most notoriously of all, Jemaah
Islamiyah (JI). Support for these groups has been strongest in communities where there
is a feeling of resentment and inequality; thus, the victimhood narrative and insecurities,
both economic and social, have given these groups a safe haven in vulnerable communities
(Barton 2005, 2010a). While their jihadism took the form of an armed struggle at various
points in Indonesian history, such as the independence struggle and the Afghan jihad, today
they mostly carry out dakwah missionary activities, keeping the spirit of jihad alive in an
acceptable fashion (Jati 2013).

Another version of far-right political parties has been parties that seek less direct
involvement in politics and are highly involved at the grassroots level. One of the most
prominent groups, until its recent ban, was FPI (Yilmaz and Barton 2021a; Yilmaz and
Barton 2021b), formed by Muhammad Rizieq Shihab in 1998 after the fall of Suharto. Shihab
and FPI boldly espoused right-wing Islamism as their ideology and over the years they
had taken on vigilante activism to “save” Islam from “vice” through their moral policing
activities (Amal 2020; Fossati and Mietzner 2019; Mietzner 2018). The group has opted
for forceful Salafist ideology implementation, seeking its roots in Saudi Islamist theology
(Barton 2021). Similar to other Islamist civilisationists (Yilmaz et al. 2021a, 2021b; Shakil
and Yilmaz 2021), this radical activist religious populism divided ‘the pious’ ummah and
demonised all who did not adhere to its strict codes; this ideology was propagated through
its dakwah centres and social welfare activities along with its notorious militia (Barton 2021;
Barton et al. 2021a, 2021b, 2021c; Yilmaz and Barton 2021a). Exploiting a sense of being ‘left
behind’ by the state and its policies, FPI provided its followers with a victimhood identity
and agency to ‘get back’ and ‘reform’ society with its vigilantism (Barton 2021; Barton et al.
2021b): “The FPI demonstrates the manner in which smaller, liminal, political actors can
instrumentalise religion and leverage religious rhetoric to reshape political discourse, and
in doing so, drive demand for religious populism” (Barton et al. 2021b).

FPI’s firebrand leader, Rizieq Shihab, now serving time behind bars for flouting
COVID-19 pandemic bans by organising large public gatherings, was a key element in
mobilising opposition to Jokowi. The return of FPI’s leader to Indonesia after a self-imposed
exile led to a ban on the group, yet behind bars Rizieq continues to earn followers by
portraying himself as the victim of the corrupt state as he refused to answer questions and
instead dramatically recited Quranic verses during his court appearance, using populist
symbolism and rhetoric effectively (Yilmaz and Morieson 2021). FPI was, for all its bluster,
a rather peripheral actor, but its grassroots welfarism, anti-state stance, and call for revival
of Salafist morality have given it a prominent voice in the surging right-wing momentum
in Indonesia. Moreover, whilst FPI remains banned, its ideology continues to live and
replicate in its former students and militia (Barton et al. 2021b; Yilmaz and Barton 2021b).

The failure of the ultra-right to significantly impact the 2019 election results despite
the mass anti-Ahok rallies of late 2016 exposes the lack of deep, broad support for far-right
Islamist politics (Hara 2019).

5. Chauvinistic Populism

A second very distinct form of populism is what can be referred to as chauvinistic
populism. Chauvinistic populism emphasises the superiority of ‘the people’ over ‘the
others.’ Unlike its technocratic counterpart, this variant of populism is not particularly
subtle and uses sentiment about faith and nationalism mixed with the call of revivalism to
stop ‘foreign powers’ and the ‘enemies within’ from taking away the rights and prosperity
of ‘the people’ (Mietzner 2020). Prabowo Subianto is a notable exponent of chauvinistic
populism in Indonesia. Whilst himself a member of the elite as a powerful general dur-
ing the Suharto regime and the beneficiary of an expansive business network, Prabowo
successfully reinvented himself as a politician, exploiting his falling-out with the Suharto
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family to distance himself from ‘the elite’, all the while remaining very much a part of the
Indonesian oligarchy (Mietzner 2020).

Prabowo’s core rhetorical theme is that the ‘corrupt’ elite have been looting the poor
and rightful people of Indonesia. In this narrative, he has added a tone of jingoism that also
calls out ‘foreign powers’ for exploiting the riches of Indonesia. Extending this criticism
to the political establishment, in a classic populist tone, Prabowo presents himself as
representing an ‘efficient’ strongman who can ‘clean up corruption’ in Indonesian society
(Aspinall 2015, p. 2; Mietzner 2020). His campaign speeches draw heavily on populist
ideas to cast in a populist chauvinistic mode. For example:

“All you who want Indonesia to remain poor, all of you who steal the people’s money—
I will not waver in the face of you! If you all say that the Indonesian nation can be bought, I
say it cannot be bought! . . . If you all want to commit fraud, brothers, I say ‘go ahead,’ and
watch—watch!—what will be done by the Indonesian people! . . . Beware all you foreign
stooges! All you who can only slander, can only insult people, but have never defended
the people, never gave thought to the people, never gave thought to the poor, who only at
election time pretend to care for the people . . . Do you think that the Indonesian nation is
one that can be lied to continually? Brothers, our struggle is right! Our struggle is right!
We struggle for justice, we struggle for an Indonesia which is respected, we struggle for
an Indonesia which can stand on its own feet! . . . we do not waver in the face of your
trickery . . . Beware all you who are used to stealing the Indonesian people’s money—I
don’t need to name them one by one, but when the time comes, if necessary, I will name
them, brothers . . . beware all of you who have a vision of an Indonesia broken apart, of a
poor Indonesia, we say: no! This time, NO! . . . Indonesia wants to rise up, brothers . . . the
Indonesian people want justice, the Indonesian people want a leader who is clean, who
doesn’t pretend to be of the people, yet steals the people’s money!” (Aspinall 2015, pp.
19–20).

Religious and ethnic divides are central to Prabowo’s narrative. At times, he targeted
Indonesia’s economically prosperous community of Chinese elite businessmen as being
allied with China (Mietzner 2020). This targeting of the Chinese community peaked during
his 2019 campaign, when he led the anti-Ahok protests that allowed him to allude to
idea of the Indonesian Chinese community as being the ‘enemy’ of not only the state
but also the faith during the blasphemy fiasco (Barton 2021; Yilmaz and Barton 2021a;
Yilmaz 2020). It is, however, interesting to note that Prabowo comes from a household
where his immediate relatives consist of both Muslims and Christians. Prabowo’s brother
Hashim Djojohadikusumo, a Christian, is the main financier of his campaign. At the same
time, Prabowo himself is not known to be an observant Muslim, nor does he pretend to
be so (Mietzner 2020). Yet despite these differences, during the 2019 political elections,
Prabowo effectively enlisted Islamic populism as a key element of his campaign. His
alliance with the Islamist right was diverse and complex. On the one hand he aligned
himself with far-right vigilante Habib Rizieq Shihab and his FPI for fiery street power
during the anti-Ahok demonstrations; on the other hand, he forged ties with Amien Rais, a
well-respected Islamic politician and leader of PAN (Partai Amanat Nasional–the National
Mandate Party) (Hara et al. 2019; Hara 2017). Prabowo used the campaign for the 2017
election for Governor of Jakarta as an early mobilisation vehicle for his campaign for the
2019 presidential and parliamentary elections. In late 2016–early 2017 Jakarta campaign,
he backed the high-profile Islamic intellectual Anies Baswedan as candidate for governor
and the popular entrepreneur Sandiaga Uno–Sandi–as his running mate. The pair were
successful in defeating the incumbent Ahok. Prabowo went on to select Sandi as his
running mate for the 2019 election. The Prabowo–Sandi duo thus became part of a deeper
wave of Islamisation that brought together various right-wing parties and actions in an
Islamism populist fashion under the call of Ukhuwah Islamiyah (Islamic solidarity) and
dakwah (religious appeals) (Hara et al. 2019; Hara 2017).

In his campaign speeches, Prabowo also freely employed rhetoric that was not only
jingoist but also narcissistic. He presented himself as being the ‘capable’ leader that the
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nation needed to lead a war against all ‘the enemies’ of the people. His style, manner-
isms, and rhetoric as the ‘saviour’ of the nation borrowed heavily from Sukarno. While
Prabowo has, so far, been unable to win an electoral victory with his populist ideas, he has
“comprehensively reshaped the Indonesian political landscape–mainly by enabling one
stream of Indonesian populism (Islamism) and imposing some of his ideas on another (the
technocrats’ populism ‘light’)” (Mietzner 2020).

Using constitutionalism, Prabowo has “deployed political rhetoric that draws on ideas
used by Suharto’s New Order regime” while he draws his support from the oligarchs,
non-Gerindra voters and parties, and a diverse network of patronage to various formal and
informal organizations across the country (Satrio 2019; Aspinall 2015, pp. 19–20). Fossati
and Mietzner (2019) drew on field research with voters to shed light onto the support
received by Prabowo. They found that Prabowo was able to position himself not just as
the voice of the poor but also as the spokesman for a more middle-class and elite segment
that in Pepinsky’s words is summed by Fossati and Mietzner (2019) as the following:
“The success of order-first political strategies reflects elite and middle-class frustrations
with unstable and ineffective governance, combined with a historically rooted belief that
political stability and material progress require the elimination of disorderly elements.”

Prabowo’s effective framing of a national crisis threatening the security of the nation as
a whole, and the Muslim ummah in particular, made him an effective chauvinistic populist
who could bring together various insecurities and rifts in society under one umbrella. This
might not have helped Prabowo secure a winning majority in the 2019 elections, yet it was
nevertheless sufficiently effective in demonstrating a significant appetite for populism and
Islamism in Indonesia.

6. Technocratic Populism

Not all populist leaders and parties deploy a fire-brand persona or display flare for
dramatic rhetoric. A more mellow or “middle-way” approach is also taken by some leaders
that can be described as “lite-populism” or technocratic populism (Mietzner 2020, p. 241).
In Indonesia, as mentioned above, technocratic populism has surfaced under the leadership
of President Joko Widodo, widely known as Jokowi. His approach has not been that of
appealing to religious conservatism or anti-elitism. It is rather founded on a promise of
practical solutions offered to the people to address their day-to-day issues. Buštíkovà and
Guasti (2018) describe “Technocratic populism as using the appeal of technical expertise to
connect directly with the people, promising to run the state as a firm, while at the same
time delegitimising political opponents and demobilising the electorate by instilling civic
apathy.” Thus, while remaining true to the anti-elite stance there is an air of confidence that
Jokowi has been able to emanate that shows his expertise and authenticity for solving the
issues of the common people.

Given his background outside of national politics, and coming from Solo, deep in
the heartland of Central Java, Jokowi was naturally positioned as being ‘close’ to the
ordinary people. His more recent governorship of Jakarta focused on management issues
and contributed to the credibility of his technocratic ‘lite-populism’ in his campaign for the
2014 elections. These factors have combined to keep Jokowi away from the more vulgar
expressions of populism that rely on an excessive focus on nativist nationalist stance or
reformist economic rhetoric. Jokowi’s outsider stance was also an important novel element
in Indonesian politics where all previous political leaders have been from oligarchical
families and the military elite in Jakarta. Amongst a voting base disillusioned with the
establishment status quo, the new face and fresh technocratic populist appeal of Jokowi
quickly found broad support (Yilmaz 2020). All these characterisations have allowed
Jokowi to embody the volonté générale of ‘the people’ as opposed to the ultra-rich and
military elite (Mietzner 2020, pp. 428–49).

The 2014 elections happened at a time when the country had become increasingly
dissatisfied with status-quo politics after Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono’s decade in office.
Dissatisfaction with the mainstream allowed for new expressions of populism to find room



Religions 2021, 12, 822 11 of 19

and flourish. In the 2014 election campaign Prabowo was the traditional populist who
waged a war on corruption and the “rotten” in the system, while his contender, Jokowi,
took a softer approach by advocating for a “pro-poor governance” (Mietzner 2015). The
promise of non-accommodation for the self-interested elites, however, was difficult to
maintain post-election victory for the president.

While Jokowi surfaced as a technocratic populist, his second term in office is now
showing clear signs of a change. The populist promises from the 2014 campaign were not
entirely fulfilled once he come into direct confrontation with the political elite comprised
of a military and civil oligarchy (Mietzner 2020; Yilmaz 2020; Bland 2020; De la Torre
2019; Bland 2019; Power 2018). While his rise to power has kept traditional authoritarian
and oligarchic populists at bay, his sway in politics has suffered due to the constant
accommodations Jokowi has made to the elite (De la Torre 2019, p. 376). In a bid to ensure
some fulfilment of his promises, the president has pushed for economic growth highly
reliant on Chinese debt; this has helped him realise his technocratic promises, but the
country’s external debt has soared beyond 8% (Yilmaz 2020).

During his term in office, Jokowi has come to use “legal instruments in this manner”
and is “far more open and systematic” when it comes to facilitating the government: “by
turning the institutions of security and law enforcement against democratic opposition,
the Jokowi administration has overseen a blurring of the lines between the interests of
the state and those of the government” (Power 2018). Other than mainstream opposition,
the government has also used security forces to curb grassroots movements, as in the
following two examples. Firstly, the grassroots opposition movement #2019GantiPresiden
surfaced on the internet calling for ‘a change of President in 2019’; a number of those who
shared the hashtag were threatened with treason charges and stalls selling the themed
merchandise in the markets were vandalised by the police force (Power 2018). Secondly, a
similar degree of intolerance has been displayed in 2021 towards FPI or the Islamist Islamic
Defenders Front–Front Pembela Islam (Barton 2021). The group has been banned after an
encounter that led to the death of six of its members on charges of terrorism and saw its
leader jailed (Barton et al. 2021b; Yilmaz and Barton 2021a). The excesses of this vigilante
Islamist group had previously been tolerated, but this changed abruptly when action was
taken against Rizieq Shihab, who had recently returned from a period of self-imposed exile
in Saudi Arabia to run a campaign of a ‘moral revolution’ as the government suffered from
rising public criticism, due in part to its perceived mishandling of the COVID-19 pandemic
(Barton et al. 2021b; Yilmaz and Barton 2021a).

While the Attorney General’s office and security forces are increasingly being used as
“political weapon” by the government to “to control opposition politicians”, there has also
been an increase in reintegrating the military with matters of the state (Power 2018). During
his second term, Jokowi has established closer ties with the military. In Indonesia, where
military-backed authoritarianism has marred the growth of open society, this rapproche-
ment with the military is alarming. The government has repeatedly called upon military
and police officers to promote the government’s achievements at the grassroots, with
Jokowi saying: “In relation to government programs, the work that we have carried out—I
ask all officers to go and promote this to the community. Pass on these [accomplishments]
whenever the moment is right to do so” (Power 2018).

Another substantial change, while adjusting to shifting political realities, has been
the reframing of Jokowi as a good Muslim leader rather than as a champion of religious
minorities (Mietzner 2020; Yilmaz 2020; Bland 2019). Since the anti-Ahok street protests
of late 2016, there has been increased pressure for the government to take a stance that
accommodates aspects of Islamism (Bland 2020). In the 2014 elections, Jokowi won 90%
of the non-Muslim vote and significant support from the Muslims came from moderate
groups; however, seeing the change in attitude over sentiments related to Islam, Jokowi is
now seen to be at risk of being co-opted by the Islamist far-right (Mietzner 2020). Prabowo’s
use of the far-right was countered by Jokowi’s embracing pf the Islamic right when he chose
as his running mate Ma’ruf Amin, the Chairman of MUI. Thus, the 2019 election showed
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signs that Jokowi’s ‘lite-populism’ had evolved into a hybrid populism that borrowed
some of the elements of chauvinist and Islamist populism from Prabowo: “he [Jokowi]
adopted some chauvinist elements–such as tough talk on defending Indonesia’s territory
against any ambitions by foreign powers; echoing the military’s rhetoric on a continued
communist threat; as well as a shoot-on-sight policy for drug dealers. At the same time, he
portrayed himself as more Islamic, acceding to a new wave of religious conservatism in
public life” (Mietzner 2020).

This co-optation extends beyond partnering with the right-wing and making compro-
mises with the elite. To ensure his political survival, Jokowi, on 23 October 2019, appointed
his political opponent Prabowo as Minister of Defence, in what was seen as a classically
Javanese power-play. “After securing the highest office, he [Jokowi] has increasingly pur-
sued compromise and co-optation, most evidently in his decision to appoint Prabowo
[ . . . ] Jokowi dismissed criticism of this move by arguing that Indonesian democracy is
not based on oppositional politics, a foundation stone of liberal democracies, but ‘mutual
cooperation’” (Bland 2019).

In essence, the populism of Jokowi has evolved from being that of a ‘man of the people’
to a growing blend of soft-authoritarianism and use of Islamic imagery in an attempt to
co-opt and adjust to changing political realities. This transition has also been supported by
the digression that the constitution of Indonesia allows to the government in power due to
it foundational roots in the ‘New Order’ which Jokowi has instrumentalised (Satrio 2019).
As De la Torre (2019) points out, over time Jokowi’s “own version of softer, technocratic
populism was strongly diminished by his need for continued elite accommodation”, which
has left him outside any specific class of populism, making him a realist who adopts various
streams of populism in ad hoc bases to meet the political challenges at hand (Bland 2020).

7. Populists’ Use of Cyberspace in Indonesia

Indonesia’s population has been amongst the most enthusiastic ‘uptakers’ of the
internet, especially of social media, as most of them use the internet as an information
source, including for religion (Solahudin and Fakhruroji 2020, p. 1). In the beginning of the
2010s, Indonesia had become the third largest nation on Facebook with 43 million users
and fifth on Twitter with 29.4 million users. The Indonesian blogosphere has grown rapidly
from only 15,000 bloggers in 2007 to 5 million as of 2011 (Lim 2015, p. 130).

A report has found that Southeast Asians generally trust social media platforms more
than people in Western societies, reflecting a lack of trust in local mainstream media and
official sources of information (Tapsell 2020). Key to understanding this heavy use of
the cyberspace in Indonesia is the loss of trust in traditional sources (Tapsell 2020, p. 6).
The legacy of authoritarianism and state-sponsored propaganda has had a lasting impact
(Tapsell 2018). Citizens grew up on a diet of pro-government official propaganda and then
turned to unofficial sources of information (Tapsell 2020, p. 8). Passing on information,
rumours, and gossip became part of being an Indonesian citizen who passes on the extra
information (Tapsell 2020, p. 9).

The utilisation of cyberspace in Indonesian politics has been studied in previous
research (e.g., Lim 2013, 2017; Miichi 2014; Aspinall 2015; Tapsell 2017). The importance
of cyberspace and social media in Indonesian politics came into the light for the first time
in 2009. In this year, there were two important events: a massive rally against corruption,
and the presidential election. The mass rally was organised by Facebook users to support
the Corruption Eradication Commission against the Indonesian National Police, who were
perceived as corrupt (Nadzir and Rastati 2020, p. 178). The second important event in 2009
was the presidential election. The success story of Obama in the USA inspired Indonesian
politicians to gain similar success in transforming social media support into votes (Nadzir
and Rastati 2020, p. 178). Joko Widodo (Jokowi), Anies Baswedan, and Ridwan Kamil
demonstrate the new wave of politicians that utilise cyberspace as an integral part of their
electoral campaigns (Nadzir and Rastati 2020, p. 179).
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Since 2014, however, Indonesia has become more politically polarised. Three ma-
jor elections have left the country more divided than it has been in decades: the 2014
presidential election, the 2017 gubernatorial election in Jakarta, and the 2019 presidential
election. As Johansson (2016) has shown, social media in Indonesia has become the dom-
inant domain of political communication based on identity politics as an alternative to
traditional media controlled by conglomerates (Genta and Wihartano 2018, p. 53). The
spread of political discourse based on religious identity has become more massive through
cyberspace, especially through social media such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and mass
media (Genta and Wihartano 2018, p. 53).

One of the most profound examples of religious populism and its intertwining with
cyberspace was the Ahok incident. Competition between President Joko Widodo (Jokowi)
and his former opponent, Prabowo Subianto, ignited a previously latent political cleavage
between Islamists and pluralists (Warburton 2020, p. 25). In 2014, Prabowo and his
allies spread the message that Jokowi was not a pious Muslim and that his politics were
too secular to govern a Muslim-majority nation. Simultaneously, a more sinister smear
campaign was run in the shadows via anonymous social media accounts (Warburton 2020,
p. 27). Jakarta’s popular governor, Basuki Tjahaja Purnama (known as Ahok), was the
target of a more explicitly sectarian campaign in the 2017 Jakarta election. As a Christian,
ethnically Chinese Indonesian and Jokowi ally, Ahok attracted extremist opposition from
Islamist groups that argued a non-Muslim had no right to hold high political office in
a Muslim-majority country. There were two election campaigns: the official campaign
where candidates talked of policies (such as education and entrepreneurship) and the more
emotive “unofficial campaign” online where voters were asked not to vote for Ahok because
he had allegedly insulted the Quran, or more covertly, because he had Chinese heritage
(Tapsell 2020, p. 11). A heavily-edited Ahok campaign video surfaced in late 2016 and
went viral, contributing to the rapid emergences of the mass right-wing movement: Action
to Defend Islam–Aksi Bela Islam–(Nuryanti 2021; Barton et al. 2021b; Amal 2020; Mietzner
2018). Anti-Ahok protests accused the Governor of Jakarta of blasphemy. Thousands
participated because the Muslim majority felt it was insulted by the critical comments
made by the Chinese Christian governor. This made the Muslims “the people” while the
“blasphemous” content of Ahok was cast as the enemy of the ummah (Adiwilaga et al. 2019,
p. 169).

Ahok’s opponent, a Prabowo ally named Anies Baswedan, joined forces with the
hardline Islamist groups opposed to Ahok, and these groups spread a sectarian message
through prayer groups, mosques, and especially online networks (Warburton 2020, p. 28).

As a result, Ahok was ousted and ultimately jailed for blasphemy. Social media
discourse, and the ability of campaigners to target Muslim voters on their pages, was not
the sole cause of this election campaign and its result, but it undoubtedly played a role.
This movement created an opportunistic space for Islamism in Indonesian politics, where
major religious parties had long assumed a more centrist stance.

The Jakarta elections signified the role of cyberspace and became an important moment
in the proliferation of intentional engineering of political environments in cyberspace
(Genta and Wihartano 2018, p. 48). It also exemplified how online political contention can
be materialised into physical mass movement on the streets (Genta and Wihartano 2018, p.
51). Since then, disinformation has become a politically significant mode of information
(Genta and Wihartano 2018, p. 52).

Since the event, the use of cyberspace to disseminate populist political expression
has become more prominent (Genta and Wihartano 2018, p. 54). Both sides, Jokowi
supporters and those opposed to Jokowi, do the same by carrying out their discourses
along with religious issues. However, what has been significant is the presence of public
figures. The Ahok blasphemy case triggered the rise of Islamic populist figures such as
Habib Rizieq and Anies Baswedan. Nonfactualist and sentimentalised narratives have
been increasingly proliferated, especially in cyberspace, by various actors ranging from
voluntary participants in discourses of war, to organised factories of fake news and hate.
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Moreover, these narratives that have accumulated in cyberspace are expressed by other
freeriding figures, in the hybrid form of particular discourses. (Genta and Wihartano 2018,
p. 56).

Right-wing parties and actions, including the opposition parties, used the Ahok in-
cident’s momentum in a campaign for the 2019 election that saw a surge in right-wing
Islamist elements. While the elections did not see the front runners of the Action to Defend
Islam ultimately victorious, it did force Jokowi to assume a more ‘Islamic’ outlook and
stance to appeal to the recent rise in religiosity (Nuryanti 2021; Yilmaz and Barton 2021a;
Barton et al. 2021b; Yilmaz 2020). The events surrounding the Ahok video clearly demon-
strate the power of social media in the context of the propagation of Islamist populism,
given that the video was heavily edited and misconstrued Ahok’s statements to evoke
emotions of ummah stemming from their sensitivities towards religion (Nuryanti 2021;
Amal 2020; Mietzner 2018).

While Ahok was certainly a victim of social media driven populism, others have also
come into the loop of blasphemy while making mistakes on social media during their
discussions on Islam. Evie Eendi, a religious scholar, was accused of blasphemy by MUI
after a controversial video of him surfaced (Solahudin and Fakhruroji 2020). MUI has
repeatedly targeted individuals it deems a ‘threat’ to Islam on social media platforms
to maintain its hegemony of religious populism (Solahudin and Fakhruroji 2020). The
stance taken by MUI showed its inability to maintain a moderating presence and has
threatened its hegemonic control over interpretation of faith; thus, social media has become
a space where non-MUI religious individuals are taking a lead on discussions (Solahudin
and Fakhruroji 2020). Salafism and its rivals have also presented themselves on social
media and the internet at large where clashes regarding the conception of the ‘ideal citizen’
between subgroups are common (Sunarwoto 2021).

The 2019 presidential election was the first media-savvy election where the distribution
and consumption of discourse were significantly determined by digital platforms (Santoso
et al. 2020, p. 116). From the public space to social media, “the use of religious language
and symbols in the political rhetoric has occupied not only existential public sphere but also
virtual public sphere. At this level, emotional aspect of our human capacity could easily
be manipulated for partial political purposes” (Wijanarko 2021). With the increasingly
authoritarian stance taken by the government, coupled with a muffled space for religious
deviance from MUI’s stance, Indonesian politics in the absence of a vibrant civil society has
seen the facilitation of religious populism on social media that mimics the ground realties
of the country (Wijanarko 2021; Santoso et al. 2020).

In a non-religious context as well, populism has surfaced in the social media of
Indonesian users. A study on the 2019 presidential campaign using content analysis of
political campaigns on social media showed that “infrastructure, food, energy, and radical”
were the main key themes of discussion for the duos of Prabowo-Sandi and Jokowi-Ma’ruf
(Santoso et al. 2020).

Populist polarisation reached a new zenith in the 2019 presidential election, when
Jokowi and Prabowo faced off again. Prabowo’s campaign again depicted Jokowi as a
threat to the ummah (Warburton 2020, p. 28). This time, the Jokowi campaign went on the
offensive and employed an equally polarising narrative, claiming that Prabowo’s victory
would lead to an Islamic caliphate that would threaten the essence of Indonesia’s pluralist
national identity (Warburton 2020, p. 28). During this election, politicians hired social
media campaigners to produce disinformation about their opponent (Tapsell 2020, p. 14).
Cyberspace, regardless of the type of platform, became a kind of mood booster so that
people’s emotions never subsided (Khoiri et al. 2021, p. 8). YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter
were full of content that become the gateway to the rival populist groups (Khoiri et al. 2021,
p. 18).
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8. Concluding Remarks

Clearly, Indonesia has witnessed significant recent growth in populist politics. This
increase has had several negative impacts on the state of democracy as well as on the social
balance in society. Populism has diversified in the context of Indonesia, where it has taken
various forms to meet the needs of different groups. What is more worrying is the ability
of one form of populism to absorb the attributes and ideologies from others and hybridise.
This hybridisation process is evident in the populism of both Jokowi and Prabowo. While
Prabowo’s populism is a hotchpotch of populist rhetoric (featuring authoritarianism,
anti-political elite, anti-corruption, etc.), the recent adoption of Islamist ideals since the
anti-Ahok protests has damaged the intricate balance of heterogeneity within Indonesian
society. Chinese-Catholics have repeatedly been targeted in Indonesia, and the anti-Ahok
campaign illustrated the pre-existing vulnerability in its society. Prabowo has used the
Chinese community as a scapegoat to add to a list of the ‘otherised’ while adding to the
trauma, insecurities, and plights of ‘the pious’. This merger of chauvinistic populism with
right-wing Islamism has made an opening for Islamism in Indonesian politics, which had
previously avoided the mainstreaming of conservatism in society.

At the other end of the spectrum, the absorptive capacity of Jokowi’s populism poses
a challenge of a different kind to Indonesian democracy. While it has tweaked its strategy
by opening up to Islamic elements in its politics, the most profound implications are the
transformation of ‘lite-populism’ to creeping authoritarianism. The use of constitutional
populism and penal populism has given Jokowi’s second presidency a more authoritarian
aspect. The constant political compromises with the political elite and adjustments made
to accommodate and pacify opposition, when combined with authoritarianism, have made
the environment in Indonesia highly conducive to grass roots oppositions, unwilling
to compromise for opposition groups and civil society. In the long-term, this constant
encroachment of rights and freedoms is only feeding marginalisation and divisions in
Indonesia. For instance, the ban on FPI has been seen by many to represent a politically
motivated move by the government. At the same time, it has alienated members of FPI and
has risked driving them towards more extreme forms of Islamism. At the same time, Jokowi
has established a precedent of revival of the military tradition era of instrumentalising state
institutions such as the security forces, media outlets, and office of the attorney general to
further its position in power.

While the existence of populism and its variants in the world’s largest Muslim coun-
try is worrying enough, the social and political realities of the political world are being
replicated in cyberspace as well. This study has shown that this mirroring of populism
has helped Islamists and non-Islamist populists enhance their presence and rhetoric with
the help of cyberspace activities. The replication of this negativity only helps increase
the feeling of isolation and abandonment felt by ‘the people’ and has given fuel to the
‘otherisation’ process. This enhanced impact of cyber populism is worrying because there is
a fear of further disillusionment of the public with the political system when the populists
fail to live up to their promises. The case of Jokowi demonstrates the consequences of
growing disillusionment with populist leaders. Jokowi came to power as a ‘lite-populist’
and his failure to live up to campaign promises combined with the growing counter pop-
ulism and compromises with the elite led him to adopt harsher streams of populism. The
2024 elections will be critical for Indonesia as Jokowi’s second term has been plagued
with resentful feelings towards the government, which open a doorway for either total
disillusion with the electoral process or for a new populist leader. In both situations, the
democratic order of the country suffers.

While each populist actor has their own ideology, each shares the pattern of di-
chotomising society into the ‘in’ and ‘out’ group categories, and they effectively use
cyberspace for this purpose. In a society where economic and social divides are prevalent,
the added burden of populist politics is a worrying development. While mainstream polit-
ical parties remain relatively immune from populism, they have cooperated and hosted
populists for their own survival in power. It is unclear how long this populist spree will last
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in Indonesia; however, it will take a lot of effort and commitment to undo the regression of
this period and its damaging effects to democratic institutions and the societal fabric.
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