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 Chinese Muslims in Indonesia are far from being a homogenous ethno-religious 

group. 

 

 Popular preacher Felix Siauw disapproves of non-Muslims leading a Muslim 

majority, and has been a vocal opponent of former Jakarta Governor Basuki Tjahaja 

Purnama (Ahok).  

 

 Popular preacher Anton Medan is a staunch supporter of Ahok and the right of non-

Muslim leaders to govern. 

 

 The influence of Chinese Muslim preachers such as Felix Siauw and Anton Medan 

reflects the growing importance of popular preachers in Indonesian politics.  

  

 The successes and failures of Chinese Muslim political candidates show that, local 

dynamics, party affiliation and business networks can be more decisive than religion 

and identity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*Hew Wai Weng is Visiting Fellow at ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute  

                                                        
1  Based on my forthcoming book, Chinese Ways of Being Muslim: Negotiating Ethnicity and 

Religiosity in Indonesia (NIAS Press, 2017) and fieldwork data collected between January 2016 and 

March 2017, this article provides an update on the Islamic preaching and political participation of 

Chinese Muslims in Indonesia today.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Chinese Muslims constitute only about 3-5% of the total ethnic Chinese population in 

Indonesia. During the New Order period (1966-1998), Chinese Indonesians who converted 

to Islam were assumed to have lost their Chineseness, and to have assimilated themselves 

into various local ethnic majorities. Today, there are increasing numbers of Chinese 

Muslims who are publicly performing their Chinese ethnicity alongside Islam, exemplified 

by the popularity of a Chinese Muslim nasyid group (Lampion), the establishment of 

Chinese-style mosques, and the celebration of Chinese New Year in mosques. These 

initiatives are also strategies of Islamic propagation (dakwah).  

 

Built in 2011, the Surabaya Cheng Hoo Mosque was the first Chinese-style mosque 

established by the Indonesian Chinese Muslim Association (PITI, Persatuan Islam 

Tionghoa Indonesia). Following its success, at least ten more Chinese-style mosques have 

been built in many cities across Indonesia, including Palembang in Sumatra, Purbalingga in 

Java, Banjarmasin in Kalimantan, and Makassar in Sulawesi. While these widespread 

projects suggest a unified front on the part of Chinese Muslims, they do not reflect Chinese 

Muslims’ different religious, cultural and political affiliations. Examining Chinese Muslim 

preachers and politicians with different backgrounds sheds light on significant issues of 

diversity and religious change in Indonesia in general. 

 

 

CHINESE MUSLIM PREACHERS  
 

Chinese Muslim preachers such as Tan Mei Hwa, Anton Medan, Koko Liem, Felix Siauw 

and Syafii Antonio are popular religious figures in Indonesia. They appear regularly in 

religious programmes on TV, give public talks, and some are active on social media. 

Chinese preachers have a special marketing pull, because of their ethnicity and their status 

as converts. Many Muslims think that having experienced the spiritual journey towards 

piety, these ‘converts-turned-preachers’ can be persuasive role models for non-practicing 

Muslims. Their preaching takes various forms and they each have different messages, 

reflecting their diverse socio-economic backgrounds, cultural outlooks, conversion 

experiences and religious education. Some preachers such as Koko Liem and Tan Mei Hwa 

strategically insert their Chineseness in their preaching, while others do not. Here, I contrast 

two important and controversial figures – Felix Siauw and Anton Medan. 

 

Felix Siauw, born in 1984 in Palembang, South Sumatra, was Catholic but converted to 

Islam in 2002, after learning about Islam through friends affiliated with Hizbut Tahrir 

Indonesia (HTI) at Bogor Agriculture Institute, West Java. Since his conversion, he has been 

active in dakwah activities. I first met Felix Siauw in 2008. Initially a part-time, freelance 

and low-profile preacher, he has since been frequently invited to lead Islamic study sessions 

and training courses organised by HTI in various locations. Felix Siauw has openly 

acknowledged his Chinese background, retains his Chinese surname and always narrates 

his conversion stories when preaching. Yet, unlike other Chinese preachers such as Koko 

Liem, he rarely uses Chinese cultural symbols. While many Chinese Muslim leaders think 

that Chinese New Year celebrations are permissible as long as they do not involve religious 

rituals, Felix Siauw follows the argument used by HTI activists that such “un-Islamic” 

activities should be avoided. 
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Felix Siauw became a fulltime preacher in 2012, and is currently a leading preacher on 

various social media platforms. As of March 2017, he has nearly 4 million followers on 

Facebook, 2 million followers on Twitter and 1 million followers on Instagram. He is also 

very active in visual dakwah, publishing Islamic-themed visual books such as ‘Yuk 

Berhijab’, ‘Putusin Aja’ and ‘Art of Dakwah’, as well as posting daily images and Islamic-

themed messages on his Facebook and Instagram. Together with her wife, they run Hijab 

Alila, an Islamic fashion brand, named after their first daughter. He has his own publishing 

house, AlFatih Press, with which he has authored at least eight books that promote HTI 

ideology. 

 

Unlike other popular preachers who avoid contentious political topics and who distance 

themselves from political parties, Felix Siauw does not shy away from his commitment to 

establish a transnational Islamic Caliphate, as propagated by HTI, and has openly rejected 

democracy, nationalism, capitalism and secularism. He often labels non-Muslims as ‘kafir’ 

(infidels) and unfit political leaders of Muslim-majority societies such as Indonesia. It is no 

surprise, then, that Felix Siauw has been a vocal opponent of Ahok. After the Al-Maidah 

incident which led Ahok to be charged for blasphemy, Felix Siauw immediately tweeted 32 

short messages attacking Ahok for offending Muslims. One of his tweets stated: ‘Let us tell 

Ahok, this is not racism, Muslims are not taught to hate race, but to hate infidel-ness, 

arrogance and injustice’ (Twitter, Felix Siauw, 7 October 2017). In this sense, Felix Siauw 

is an HTI poster boy, showing that the organization is not ‘anti-Chinese’, and is only against 

those who insult Islam. He has labelled Ahok a ‘penista agama’ (insulter of Islam) and has 

used his social media platforms to mobilize crowds to join the ‘Aksi Bela Islam’ (Defending 

Islam Action) anti-Ahok rallies in Jakarta. 

 

Of course, not all Chinese Muslims are against Ahok. Anton Medan, another preacher and 

currently the chairperson of PITI, is in fact a staunch supporter of Ahok. He often appeared 

in Ahok’s election campaigns, and conveyed the message that it is fine for Muslims to elect 

a non-Muslim leader. He too has used social media platforms such as WhatsApp and 

Facebook to endorse Ahok, even though his social media outreach is not as intensive as 

Felix Siauw’s. In a personal interview, he attacked Felix Siauw for being ‘un-Islamic’, 

telling me, ‘he keeps labeling non-Muslims as kafir. That means his non-Muslim parents 

are also kafir. Is it Islamic if someone does not show respect for his parents?’.2  

 

While Felix Siauw is popular among certain segments of young Muslims on social media, 

Anton Medan is well connected with established businessmen, religious elites and 

paramilitary groups. Born in 1957, he had also been a controversial character, having been 

earlier in his life a preman, or gangster. His involvement in robbery, drugs and illegal 

gambling saw him spend 18 years in prison. After converting to Islam in 1992, he started 

his preaching career among prisoners and prostitutes, before becoming popular with a wider 

public on television. His personal transformation from an immoral hoodlum to a pious 

preacher is his hallmark. In 2005, he established an Islamic boarding school, Pondok 

Pesantren Terpadu At-Taibin, in Bogor which promotes entrepreneurship alongside 

religious education, and where Chinese language and business skills are compulsory 

subjects. The boarding school compound features a Chinese-style mosque, Masjid Tan Kok 

                                                        
2 Interview, Anton Medan, 1 December 2016. 
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Liong, named after his Chinese name. According to Anton Medan, this building is part of 

an effort to preach Islam to Chinese Indonesians, and to promote ‘pembauran’ 

(intermingling) between Chinese and non-Chinese Indonesians.  

 

Despite religious differences, Anton Medan, who speaks fluent Hokkien and a little 

Mandarin, maintains good relationships with many non-Muslim Chinese. He sees himself 

as a bridge between ethnic Chinese and Muslim Indonesians, and is occasionally involved 

in inter-faith activities helping non-Muslim Chinese solve disputes with Islamic leaders. He 

has interesting ties with the hardliner Islamic Defenders’ Front (FPI, Front Pembela Islam) 

and its chief Rizieq Shihab. In 2008, Anton claimed to be an advisor to FPI. He expressed 

regret that the FPI chief was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment for involvement in the 

MONAS incident, which saw a clash between the FPI and an alliance of organizations that 

supported religious freedom in 2008.3 Since 2012, their relations deteriorated when Anton 

campaigned for Jokowi and Ahok in the Jakarta election held that year. In 2016, he 

continued to support Ahok, while Rizieq Shihab was a strong opponent of Ahok.  

 

 

CHINESE MUSLIM POLITICIANS 

 

After the collapse of the New Order regime, many Chinese Indonesians began standing as 

candidates in elections. Some were successful, not only as legislative members at both the 

local and national levels, but also as mayors and governors. Not unlike their non-Muslim 

counterparts, a few Chinese Muslims also began taking an active part in Indonesian politics. 

Some of them have contested both national and local elections, for seats in the DPR (Dewan 

Perwakilan Rakyat, People’s Representative Council or the national parliament) or the 

DPRD (Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat Daerah, Regional People’s Representative Council), 

mostly representing Islamic-based and Islamist parties. 

 

There have been some successful candidates, mostly elected as representative members in 

regional assemblies on behalf of the National Awakening Party (PKB, Partai Kebangkitan 

Bangsa) and the National Mandate Party (PAN, Partai Amanat Nasional), such as Gautama 

Setiadi in DPRD Semarang, Central Java (PKB, 1999-2004), Eddy Susanto in DPRD 

Mojokerto, East Java (PKB, 2009-2014) and Budi Setyagraha in DPRD Yogyakarta (PAN, 

1999-2004). These different local Chinese Muslim politicians have something in common 

– they are businessmen and PITI leaders. They are also members of the Muslim organisation 

dominant in their localities (NU for those in East Java and Central Java; Muhammadiyah 

for those in Yogyakarta), joining the parties that represent their affiliated organisations 

(PKB for NU and PAN for Muhammadiyah). Besides PAN and PKB, some Chinese 

Muslims have also stood as candidates in elections under the banner of the Islamist party, 

Prosperous Justice Party (PKS, Partai Keadilan Sejahtera), such as Iskandar Abdurrahman 

(DPRD candidate in Salatiga, 2004), Syarif Tanudjaja (DPR candidate for Jakarta, 1999) 

and Surya Madya (DPR candidate for East Kalimantan, 2004. None were elected.  

 

Many analysts have examined how ethnicity, religiosity and other factors have contributed 

to the success or failure of non-Muslim Chinese politicians in the direct elections of mayors, 

                                                        
3 Interview, Anton Medan, 9 January 2009.   
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regents and governors in Indonesia.4 Here, I briefly describe three case studies of Chinese 

Muslim involvement in local direct elections.  

 

In 2017, Budhi Sarwono, also known as Wing Cin, a Chinese Muslim businessman, was 

elected regent for Banjarnegara in Central Java. Backed by Golkar, the Democratic Party 

and the United Development Party (Partai Persatuan Pembangunan, PPP), Budhi Sarwono 

secured 54 percent of the vote, far outnumbering his two rivals. He suffered a defeat in the 

2013 Banjarnegara election when he ran as an independent candidate. In 2013, Mochamad 

Anton, also a Chinese Muslim businessman, became the first Chinese mayor of Malang, 

East Java, with the endorsement of PKB. Anton is also the chairperson of PITI Malang and 

a local NU leader. In 2015, with the support of PKS and the Gerinda party, a popular female 

Chinese Muslim preacher Tan Mei Hwa ran for deputy regent for Sidoarjo, East Java. 

Together with her running mate, Utsman Ikhsan, they secured less than 10 percent of the 

vote, while the incumbent Saiful Ilah won sizeably with more than 50 percent of the support 

in a 3-corner fight. PKS-Gerinda is also the same coalition that supports Anies Baswedan 

and Sandiaga Uno who won in the Jakarta election. 

 

These cases show that while ethnicity and religion matter, party affiliation, business 

networks and local dynamics have also played important roles in election outcomes. Both 

Budi Sarwono and Mochamad Anton are businessmen endorsed by the major parties that 

are influential in their respective areas, especially for Anton in Malang who won in a PKB 

stronghold. His connections with NU and his business network certainly helped him win. A 

local news report characterized Anton as ‘Ahok of Kota Malang’, because he shares Ahok’s 

ethnic identity and style of governance.5 Unlike Ahok, Anton is a Muslim convert. Being a 

close acquaintance of Hasyim Muzadi, the former chairman of NU and a sponsor for various 

local religious events, Anton has cultivated a strong relationship with the people of Malang, 

many of whom are NU followers. Anton’s victory shows that his Chinese identity did not 

stymie his election. He won not only because of his religion (being a Muslim), but also 

because of his religious affiliation (being a NU leader) and political connections (being a 

PKB candidate). The electoral failure of Tan Mei Hwa in Sidoarjo further illustrates this 

point. Although a popular preacher, her affiliation with PKS might have led her to heavy 

defeat in Sidoarjo, another supposedly PKB stronghold. Given Tan Mei Hwa’s popularity 

among female NU followers in East Java, PKS might have fielded her as a candidate to 

capture NU voters, yet such a strategy appeared to have limited effects.  

 

 

 

                                                        
4 For some examples, see Setijadi, Charlotte, 2017, The Jakarta Election Continues: What Next for 

Embattled Governor Ahok? ISEAS Perspective (18) 

[https://iseas.edu.sg/images/pdf/ISEAS_Perspective_2017_18.pdf]; Hui, Yew-Foong, 2017, 

Decentralization and Chinese Indonesian Politics: The Case of Singkawang, West Kalimantan. 

ISEAS Perspective (19)[https://iseas.edu.sg/images/pdf/ISEAS_Perspective_2017_19.pdf]; Chong, 

Wu Ling, 2017, Hanging on by a ‘sin’ and a prayer. New Mandala. 

[http://www.newmandala.org/hanging-sin-prayer/] 
5 See Mochamad Anton, Sosok ‘Ahok’ dari Kota Apel Malang (Mochamad Anton, Ahok’s 

‘Personality’ from the Apple Town Malang). Jitunews 2017. 

[http://www.jitunews.com/read/36984/mochamad-anton-sosok-lsquo-ahok-rsquo-dari-kota-apel-

malang]. 

https://iseas.edu.sg/images/pdf/ISEAS_Perspective_2017_18.pdf
https://iseas.edu.sg/images/pdf/ISEAS_Perspective_2017_19.pdf
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CONCLUSION 
 

Preachers such as Tan Mei Hwa, Anton Medan and Felix Siauw, and politicians such as 

Budi Sarwono and Mochamad Anton, are all prominent Chinese Muslim figures in 

Indonesia, yet they have different cultural practices, religious affiliations and political 

opinions. Indeed, Chinese Muslims are as diverse as other Indonesian Muslims. Despite 

sharing the same ethnicity and religion, Anton Medan and Felix Siauw do not share the 

same religious and political viewpoints.  

 

In the recent Jakarta election, Anton Medan strongly supported Ahok, while Felix Siauw 

strongly opposed him. Their different political positions challenge some studies that 

analyzed the election through the lens of identity politics, for example, emphasizing that 

Ahok is an Indonesian Christian of Chinese descent and Anies is an Indonesian Muslim of 

Arabic descent. Having said that, this does not imply that ethnicity and religion are not 

important factors in Indonesian elections. Instead, what should be considered is that an 

analysis of “identity” must attend to larger contexts, be they political or economic 

competition, or inter-religious and intra-religious contestation.  

 

Instead of focusing on inter-ethnic and inter-religious competitions in Indonesian politics, 

this article points to the importance of examining intra-ethnic and intra-religious 

contestations, as well as other social factors that contribute to electoral outcomes. The cases 

discussed here suggest that, in terms of electability, religious and/or political affiliation (e.g. 

being a PKB candidate or a Muhammadiyah member) is more important than religious 

identity (e.g. being a Muslim). Like other Indonesian preachers such as Yusuf Mansur and 

Ariffin Ilham, although Felix Siauw and Anton Medan do not contest in elections 

themselves, they play increasingly significant roles in shaping political opinions and 

mobilizing Muslims. Future analysis must further explore the intersection between Islamic 

preaching and political participation, as well as how popular preachers are shaping, and 

being shaped by Indonesian politics and Islamic discourses. 
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