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Ethnic Politics in Indonesia 
An Interview with Jessica Soedirgo

In 2005, the Ahmadiyah, a small minority Muslim sect in South and Southeast Asia, 
began experiencing increased religious persecution and discrimination in Indonesia. Why 
did an economically and politically marginal group, constituting less than one percent of 
the national population, suddenly become targets of violence and repression? The Journal 
invited Jessica Soedirgo, former postdoctoral fellow in the Asian Studies Program at 
Georgetown University, to discuss her research on this question, which is the subject of 
her book project, The Threat of Small Things: Patterns of Repression and Mobilization 
Against Micro-Sized Groups in Indonesia. Dr. Soedirgo also spoke about her meth-
odological approach to fieldwork, emphasizing the importance of “active reflexivity,” as 
well as the impact of the coronavirus pandemic on the direction of Indonesian politics.

Journal: How did you become interested in ethnic and religious conflict in Southeast 
Asia? What drew you to focus on micro-sized groups in Indonesia, the subject of your 
book project, The Threat of Small Things: Patterns of Repression and Mobilization 
against Micro-Sized Groups in Indonesia?

Soedirgo: There is a saying that “research is ‘me’-search,” and that definitely applies 
to my own experience. I grew up in Canada but am of Chinese-Indonesian heritage. 
One of my first moments of political consciousness was the transition to democracy in 
Indonesia, which was accompanied by different kinds of political violence. In the capital 
city of Jakarta, anti-Chinese violence erupted quite early on and this political moment 
was really something that I thought about a lot. 

This historical moment got me interested in political science and ethnic conflict. I orig-
inally wanted to study the secessionist violence in Aceh or Christian-Muslim sectarian 
violence in Indonesia’s eastern province of Maluku. By the time I got into my Ph.D. 
program, however, that conflict had thankfully de-escalated. What was going on at the 
time was lower-level violence that largely did not involve killing, but did involve arson 
and mob vandalism. I became interested in understanding why a group that I had never 
heard of—the Ahmadiyah—were suddenly victims of this kind of violence. 
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Journal: Your research explores how and why the Ahmadiyah sect is treated as a threat. 
Could you talk about the conclusions of your book project and some of the arguments 
that you found either surprising or particularly interesting?

Soedirgo: Let me answer this question in two steps. First, the Ahmadiyah is a hetero-
dox sect of Islam. The main aspect of difference between Ahmadis and orthodox Islam 
is that the Ahmadis believe that the founder of their sect, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, is a 
prophet. In contrast, orthodox Muslims believe that there can be no prophet after the 
Prophet Muhammad.  

In Indonesia, the sect suddenly became targets of violence in 2005. This struck me as 
strange, as the group represents less than one percent of the national population. As 
such, they did not pose a political threat, they were pacifist, and were not economically 
privileged in any way. And so, part of what the book project tries to answer is why would 
this group be seen as threatening?

I argue in my book project that the Ahmadiyah sect does not pose a material threat, 
but they pose what I call a visible constitutive threat. Essentially, the Ahmadiyah sect 
represents a challenge to who counts as Muslim, which is a foundational category in the 
Indonesian nation. It is this destabilization of categories that is what makes Ahmadis 
threatening to Muslims. 

In addition to trying to understand the nature of threat, the book project also tries to 
understand why violence against the Ahmadiyah began in 2005. The argument that I 
am trying to make is that this violence has to do with decentralization and the ways 
in which the shift of political power from the national level to the local level changed 
incentive structures and gave more opportunities to religious hard-liner groups to access 
political power and resources. It also made politicians more susceptible to local pressures, 
and many of these local communities have been concerned about the threat posed by 
the Ahmadiyah. 

Journal: What insights does your research provide for understanding the democratic 
process in Indonesia, the region, or democracy in general?

Soedirgo: I think my research speaks to this growing global shift from pluralism to 
illiberalism. We see that happening all over the world, and I think a key mechanism of 
that in the Indonesian context and beyond is anti-minority mobilization that enables 
conservative voices to gain political power. 

Understanding what makes these anti-minority calls to action powerful is thus important. 
And while material threats are important, I think we need to be able to think beyond the 
material components of threat. My work suggests that even these small minorities can 
be threatening simply because they challenge the understanding of who belongs to the 
group in a visible way. This suggests that perceptions of threat are shaped by elements 
such as representation in politics, media, the celebration of festivals and ceremonies, and 
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even the everyday ways that minorities mark public space through signage, institutions, 
and dress. My work asks us to pay attention to these nonmaterial factors.

Journal: Looking back at your research, how would you suggest that policymakers in 
Asia operationalize your findings to disincentivize political actors from utilizing this 
anti-minority rhetoric and activity as their platform?

Soedirgo: This is a really tough question, as I am still navigating the normative implica-
tions of my work. My findings suggest that the public visibility of minority groups shapes 
whether or not members of the majority group view them as a threat. For governments 
that do want to protect minorities––and I am very aware that many of them do not––I 
think this work can signal which minorities are more likely to be targeted and when. For 
example, there might be particular activities that will make minorities more visible, and 
so it would be worth it to invest much more in terms of safety and protection during 
those particular times. I also think my work reemphasizes findings from other scholars 
such as David Guss and John Gillis, who see public spaces as sites for contestation, 
and how normalizing certain symbols and practices can contribute to changing what it 
means to be a member of a particular category. 

I think a really good example in the Indonesian case is Chinese Indonesians. Like I 
mentioned, one of my entry points to being interested in politics was that Chinese Indo-
nesians were consistently targets of violence during the transition to democracy and in 
the Suharto era. There were many attempts to manage the visibility of this group during 
the Suharto era. For example, there was a ban on the celebration of Chinese festivals to 
ensure that the Chinese community was invisible because their identities were considered 
outside of the national project. That has changed because those boundaries of nationhood 
have shifted. The Chinese are now visible, and they do celebrate Chinese New Year, for 
example. I think we can think of public spaces as spaces for challenging narrow views 
of what it means to be American, for example, or what it means to be Indonesian. 
My work also talks about decentralization as incentivizing violence. So, again, I think this 
echoes work by scholars like Dawn Brancati who show that decentralization can have 
negative effects. Yes, decentralization can have a lot of positive effects. It can increase 
political accountability, but it can also magnify local concerns and tensions in ways that 
can bring harm to minority communities. 

So those are two things—the way that visibility shapes threat perception and political 
decentralization may increase intergroup tensions—might be helpful to policymakers.

Journal: In your recent article “Toward Active Reflexivity: Positionality and Practice 
in the Production of Knowledge,” which you co-authored with Aarie Glas, Assistant 
Professor at Northern Illinois University, you argue that researchers should include 
reflections on their positionality in their research process and in their published work. 
Could you briefly explain why active reflexivity matters in social science research, and 
how more social scientists can apply these ideas to their work?
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Soedirgo: We wrote this article at the suggestion of our mentor, the late Lee Ann Fuji, 
who wrote several important texts on reflexivity and research. We owe her a great debt. 
The assumption of the large scholarship on reflexivity is that our social location––our 
gender, our class, our age, etc.––influences the kinds of knowledge we produce. So, if our 
social location impacts the kinds of questions we ask, the data we are able to gather and 
how we interpret that data, we should pay attention to this dimension of social science 
research. I think that social science research is fundamentally a human enterprise, and 
so we should not pretend that the bodies that we inhabit do not have an effect on the 
research we produce.

Journal: How did you practice active reflexivity in the research process for your book 
project? 

Soedirgo: Maybe the better question is how I did not practice active reflexivity. Aarie 
and I wrote our article on active reflexivity because we tried to be reflexive but were 
not actively so. For my book, I was studying religious conflict, so obviously, I thought 
that my religion mattered. I am also Chinese Indonesian, which is important given the 
context and I am a woman. I thought these dimensions of my identity would matter, as 
most of the people that I would be interviewing would be Muslim, men, and pribumi 
(indigenous Indonesians). I had assumed that as long as I thought about religion, ethnic-
ity, and gender, I would be fine. But I think that was a very static assumption of what 
positionality looked like, because people are different, and they hold different priorities. 
It was a mistake to assume that religion and gender would be the only things that shaped 
the answers I received. 

Reflecting on my research, I realized that age and level of education were also influenc-
ing my research interactions. When you are in academia, you often forget that it can be 
somewhat intimidating to talk to someone who has more formal education than you do. 
Also, I am Chinese Indonesian, but I was raised in Canada not Indonesia, so that made 
a difference as well. Thus, my assumptions about positionality were the entry point for 
writing this co-authored article.

Journal: Your research highlights structural issues, such as economic inequality and weak 
governance, as factors leading to discrimination, extremism, and fundamentalism. How 
do you think your work fits into the broader conversation about social justice, racism, 
and inequality, especially within large, multiethnic democracies?

Soedirgo: My work does not touch on material aspects as much, but I suppose that my 
work fits into broader conversations of social justice, racism, and inequality by highlight-
ing the role of public visibility. It has been interesting to see how my work has parallels 
with the American experience, and the Canadian experience as well. I think we are 
starting to realize that symbolic politics is really important and the different ways that 
people claim space are fundamentally political. Caring about a flag or the name of a 
street may seem inconsequential on the face of it, but they are about groups and group 
hierarchy. My work helps further our understanding of why these things matter. By 
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furthering understanding of why these things matter, we can better address the effects 
of these concerns. 

Journal: You have also written extensively on extremism and fundamentalism in Indone-
sia and the 2019 Indonesian general election. How do you see the coronavirus pandemic 
impacting this split political discourse between Islamist and plurality parties in India, 
especially considering Jokowi’s reelection?

Soedirgo: First of all, there are a lot of other people—Sana Jaffrey, Greg Fealy, Marcus 
Mietzner, and Alex Arifianto to name a few—who have written more extensively about 
COVID-19 in Indonesia. I will say that in the case of Indonesia, COVID-19 will likely 
continue to exacerbate the polarization of the country, which has been growing over 
the last five, six years. Part of this polarization will likely come from the use of covid 
as a pretext for repressive activity. In fact, we have been seeing some really interesting 
developments around religious cleavages and growing polarization in Indonesia even in 
the last two to three weeks [in late November and early December]. Habib Rizieq, the 
leader of the Islamic Defenders Front, probably the largest Islamic hard-liner group in 
Indonesia, was in self-imposed exile, but returned to Indonesia [in early November.] 
Since he has been back, there have been a lot of protests in support of him. He has 
contravened a lot of COVID-19 restrictions by gathering. That is very interesting because 
Rizieq has been a very outspoken critic of Jokowi. 

Note: Habib Rizieq was arrested in December 2020 for violating Covid restrictions. 
Eventually, the Jokowi government banned the Islamic Defenders Front from operating due 
to the organization’s frequent violations of law and order. 

Journal: How has being connected with the Georgetown and Washington policy 
community supported and enhanced your scholarship? 

Soedirgo: I have been doing this postdoc remotely in a pandemic, but I am looking 
forward to coming in January. It is definitely different, and I am sad to not have those 
opportunities to meet people in the hall and to have spontaneous conversations about 
research. Still, I have still been so warmly welcomed into the Georgetown community. I 
think it has been really exciting to be able to talk to people about my work, and people 
have been very generous with their time. 

Beyond that, it has been great to be able to attend these virtual talks and be exposed to 
new, interesting, and exciting work, as that is what makes me want to write and work. 
Additionally, being part of the School of Foreign Service and listening to policymak-
ers come and give talks has really forced me to think more carefully about the policy 
implications of my work.

Journal: As a recent Ph.D. graduate with a career in academia, where do you see your 
future academic scholarship intersecting with the policymaking process, and what are 
some research directions you hope to pursue in your next position as an Assistant 
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Professor at the University of Amsterdam? 

Soedirgo: I have slowly come around to the idea of deeper engagement with policy 
communities. I was somewhat resistant to this because the more you learn about some-
thing, the more you realize you do not know that much about it. I continue to feel like 
I do not know much about religion and politics and violence in Indonesia, but in reality, 
if you spent years studying a country, and years looking at a political phenomenon, you 
probably do have something to say about it. The first step in writing policy is that you 
have to understand the roots of the problem that you are trying to solve, and often these 
problems are very complex so providing deep area knowledge is where my work will 
intersect with the policymaking process. This is what I believe academics can contribute 
to the policymaking process, the information that you have painstakingly connected is 
something that should be shared and should be a public good. 
In terms of what is next, the priority is definitely getting the book out! 
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School of Foreign Service, Georgetown University. She is affiliated with the Prince Alwaleed bin 
Talal Center for Muslim-Christian Understanding and the Berkley Center for Religion, Peace 
and World Affairs. She has published on the topics of ethnic and religious conflict—particularly 
in Indonesia—as well as qualitative research methods. In April 2021, she will begin as Assistant 
Professor in the Department of Political Science at the University of Amsterdam.


