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INTRODUCTION

Identity-based groups have played a central role in the democratic decline of many countries 
over the past several years.1 In the United States, Hungary, and Indonesia, for example, 
identity-based groups evoking religious and racial sentiments have undermined institutions 
that underpin democracy (Anna Vachudova, 2020; Gorski & Perry, 2022; Sebastian et al., 2020). 

 1We define identity-based groups broadly as groups that are unified by the (perceived) similarity on, or that emphasize the 
importance of, a particular identity dimension, primarily—though not limited to—religion, race, and ethnicity.
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Abstract
When are identity-based groups harmful to democracy? 
We argue that identity-based groups become harmful to 
democracy when they engage in and promote victimized 
majority narratives—portraying the majority as being re-
moved from power and sidelined by minority groups. We 
support this argument through a mixed-method approach 
and by analyzing Muslim groups in Indonesia. Through 
interviews with leaders of moderate and hardliner Muslim 
groups, we show that the narratives are more prevalent in 
the latter than the former type of groups, even though the 
groups may hold similar views on other issues such as the 
question of heterodoxy and blasphemy. We then test this 
argument at the individual level using original panel data 
of identifiers of Muslim groups, showing that identifying 
with hardliner groups—but not the moderate groups—
correlates with higher support for political Islam, higher 
religious intolerance, and higher support for religious 
violence.

https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.70159
www.wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/pops
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7932-3691
mailto:
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6350-9646
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:nathanael.sumaktoyo@fulbrightmail.org
mailto:nathanael.sumaktoyo@fulbrightmail.org
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1111%2Fpops.70159&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-05-27


2 of 23  |      SUMAKTOYO and SOEDIRGO

These groups motivate politicians to adopt anti-democratic policies (Buehler,  2016; 
Soedirgo,  2018), provide a receptive base for populist appeals (Margolis,  2020; Whitehead 
et al., 2018), or help propagate undemocratic social and political attitudes among their mem-
bers (Bean, 2014; Ben-Nun Bloom et al., 2021).

Still, although some identity-based groups have propagated anti-democratic ideas and 
incentivized politicians to adopt anti-democratic attitudes, other groups have done the very 
opposite. For example, religious groups have cultivated political attitudes supportive of de-
mocracy (Hefner, 2000; Lussier & Fish, 2012) and mobilized constituencies in pro-democracy 
protests (Im, 2020; Slater, 2009).

When do identity-based groups hinder democratic consolidation or become a threat to 
democracy? Existing work has paid relatively less attention to theorizing how groups that 
potentially threaten democracy differ from those that pose little or no such threats. Such a 
distinction is often made ex post based on the groups' anti-democratic actions or lack thereof. 
This hinders our ability to theorize about the antecedents of these actions.

Defining “harmful to democracy” as support for measures restrictive of minority rights 
and as cultivation of exclusionary political attitudes, we argue that identity-based groups 
become harmful to democracy when they promote “victimized majority narratives”: nar-
ratives that portray the majority as being removed from power and sidelined by minority 
groups. We test our argument using original interviews of leaders and members of Muslim 
groups in Indonesia, the world's third largest democracy. These interviews are comple-
mented with original panel data of almost 500 identifiers of moderate and hardliner Muslim 
groups.

IDENTITY-BASED GROU PS A N D DEMOCRACY

The political importance of identity-based groups can hardly be overstated. Such groups con-
tribute to the advancement or erosion of democracies around the world. African-American 
churches were instrumental in cultivating racial consciousness that was the fuel of civil rights 
movements in the 1960s (Calhoun-Brown, 2000). Religious groups promote political participa-
tion (Sarkissian, 2012) and have been crucial political actors in processes of democratic transi-
tion and consolidation (Gill, 1998; Im, 2020; Slater, 2009).

Yet, the literature also articulates the undemocratic influence of some identity-based 
groups, such as in the case of white nationalists in the United States (Gorski & Perry, 2022), 
nativist and anti-immigrant groups in Great Britain and Europe (Arzheimer & Berning, 2019; 
Iakhnis et al., 2018), Hindu nationalists in India (Varshney et al., 2021), or hardliner Muslim 
groups in Indonesia (Woodward et al., 2014).

Identity-based groups can motivate politicians to adopt anti-democratic policies. These 
groups' cohesive networks and committed members provide them with the capacity to stage 
mass mobilizations that pressure politicians to adopt certain policies (Jahroni,  2004). The 
same qualities also make the groups an attractive campaign target for office-seeking politi-
cians (Margolis, 2020; Wong, 2018).

In the context of Indonesia, some Islamist groups employed threats of violence to pressure 
politicians to adopt certain policies, such as restrictions on the construction of churches (Ali-
Fauzi et al., 2011). Conversely, aware of the groups' electoral influence, politicians may take 
initiatives in proposing conservative legislation to appeal to them, such as laws that regulate 
how women should dress (Buehler, 2016).

At the same time, the groups also propagate certain social and political attitudes among 
their members. Social networks in identity-based groups tend to be homogeneous, with stricter 
groups tending to have networks that are more cohesive (Everton, 2015). Homogeneous networks, 
in turn, facilitate the development of exclusionary intergroup attitudes (Sumaktoyo, 2021), the 
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flow of group-affirming information (Huckfeldt & Sprague, 1987), and the maintenance of 
strong group identity (Levendusky et al., 2016). Because they facilitate social monitoring, ho-
mogeneous groups also exert stronger social pressures that are influential in shaping the atti-
tudes of group members and discouraging dissent (Levitan & Verhulst, 2016).

While these insights explain how identity-based groups may threaten democracy, the liter-
ature is less developed when it comes to explaining when such groups are harmful to democ-
racy—that is, in specifying a priori conditions under which an identity-based group supports 
undemocratic policies or cultivates undemocratic attitudes among its associates.

The distinction between groups that are harmful to democracy and those that are not is 
often made retrospectively, based on their undemocratic actions or lack thereof—essentially 
arguing that some groups are harmful because they engage in undemocratic actions. This 
reasoning borders on tautology and limits our ability to theorize about the precursors of these 
actions.

Some studies that theorize on antecedents point toward the importance of values and ide-
ology. White nationalist and nativist ideologies tend to be correlated with undemocratic ex-
clusionary attitudes (Jardina, 2019). Similarly, a religious group's theology determines whether 
the group is a threat to democracy (Gorski & Perry, 2022).

However, values can be leveraged for different purposes. Although a commitment to plu-
ralism led Indonesian Muslim organizations Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) and Muhammadiyah 
to commit to democracy in 1998 (Hefner, 2000), these values also led the groups to support 
restrictions of certain radical and heterodox groups (Nuraniyah,  2020). Conversely, it was 
hardliner Islamist groups, partly out of self-interest for their survival that resisted democratic 
backsliding in Indonesia (Fossati, 2024).

In short, focusing on actions―that a group is harmful to democracy because of its undem-
ocratic actions―leads us into a tautological explanation. Similarly, focusing on values and 
ideology―that a group is harmful to democracy because of its ideological or theological ori-
entation―does not allow us to account for potential temporal variations in an identity-based 
group's threat to democracy.

VICTIM HOOD A N D VICTIM IZED M AJORITY 
NARRATIVES

We define a victimized majority narrative as a narrative that portrays the majority group as 
having less than what it deserves (Gurr, 1970). Groups construct and deploy victim narratives 
in ways that are politically consequential. Victimhood is not a natural outcome of suffering, 
but a constructed identity that crystallizes when groups develop ideological consciousness 
of their grievance and engage in processes of political mobilization and recognition-seeking. 
Members of a group may have different perceptions of victimhood even if they encounter the 
same experience of victimization or harm (Jacoby, 2015; Vollhardt, 2020), depending, for ex-
ample, on their degree of attachment to the group or their exposure to leader rhetoric.

For example, analyzing multiple ethnic conflicts, Volkan (1999) argues that unresolved his-
torical trauma may be incorporated into a group's identity. Political leaders can leverage this 
trauma to mobilize ingroup solidarity against outgroups. Studying mass violence in Indonesia, 
Cambodia, East Timor, and Myanmar, Putra et al. (2024) write how elites use grievances to 
mobilize perpetrators and frame actual victims (even those who were murdered) as the ones 
being threatening and aggressive.

A concept particularly relevant to our victimized majority narratives is competitive victim-
hood or a tendency to claim that one's group's suffering exceeds that of other groups (Young & 
Sullivan, 2016). Claims of being more victimized or wronged help increase ingroup cohesiveness 
and justify retaliation as morally legitimate (Noor et al., 2012). Campbell and Manning (2018) 
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write about a “victimhood culture” in which claiming victim status confers the highest moral 
standing, creating perverse incentives for even powerful groups to portray themselves as ag-
grieved. Similarly, Enns (2012) critiques contemporary “victimism” that often extends unqual-
ified understanding to victims of injustice, which in turn shields them from accountability, 
even when they themselves become perpetrators.

Against this rich literature, it is therefore important to delineate our concept of victimized 
majority narratives more clearly with regard to four factors: group, level, context, and conse-
quences. Regarding the group of interest, victimized majority narratives focus on narratives 
of victimhood circulated among members of a majority group. The narrative, for example, can 
portray the majority as being sidelined by minority groups. It could also portray the majority 
as being more influential than other groups but still unjustly constrained by the influence of 
other smaller groups. Scholars have observed the increased usage of narratives of victimhood 
by dominant groups (Hronešová & Kreiss, 2024; Young & Sullivan, 2016), highlighting the 
importance of studying how these narratives influence politics.

Victimized majority narratives can be closer or further from empirical reality. In some cases, 
feelings of victimization are rooted in clear inequalities between a powerful minority and a 
disadvantaged majority, such as among Black South Africans during apartheid. Still, there 
are cases where perceptions of majority victimization are not empirically substantiated, for ex-
ample, among White Americans who feel marginalized by other racial groups (Jardina, 2019). 
By focusing on the majority, our study highlights how narratives of victimization can be con-
structed even around a group that is numerically superior and already occupies significant 
social and political influence.

Regarding level, our study concerns victimhood claims made by societal, non-state identity-
based groups (Markiewicz & Sharvit, 2021). Of course, states as well as political actors and in-
stitutions can advocate for a narrative of victimhood (Barton Hronešová, 2024; Lerner, 2020; 
Subotić, 2019), where narratives assume a more institutionalized form. However, victimized 
majority narratives are more informal social discourses that are advocated by some groups but 
are not necessarily adopted by more mainstream political actors.

Victimized majority narratives are therefore more relational than political, and more psy-
chological than strategic. They emerge primarily out of perceived disadvantage or injustice 
done by another group (Bar-Tal et al., 2009) and are not simply a strategic calculation crafted 
to attract sympathy from external observers (Kuperman & Crawford,  2006). The informal 
and social nature of the discourses also mean that alignments between groups and discourses 
can be quite fluid. Groups claiming to represent a collective (e.g., a religion or an ethnicity) 
can agree whether the collective is disadvantaged relative to one collective and still disagree 
whether it is disadvantaged relative to another—a phenomenon we find in our analysis when 
it comes to victimized discourses regarding Muslims vis-à-vis non-Muslims and Muslims vis-
à-vis heterodox Muslims.

Regarding context, our conceptualization of victimized majority narratives differs from 
many existing works on victimhood by focusing on political contestation taking place in a 
democratic polity rather than (intractable) violent conflicts (Bar-Tal et al., 2009; Jacoby, 2015; 
Markiewicz & Sharvit, 2021). Communal conflicts are undoubtedly an important subject of 
study, one where victims suffer obvious material loss. However, they are not the only (or even 
the most prevalent) context in which claims of victimhood are deployed.

Claims of victimhood also color everyday democratic politics. Voit et al.  (2025) examine 
the manifestos of German political parties and find an increase in the number of victimhood 
claims. They also find that leftist and rightist parties are more likely to employ victimhood 
claims than centrist ones. Examining polarization in American politics, Hameiri et al. (2024) 
find that trait victimhood (a tendency to feel victimized in daily life) predicts support for po-
litical violence and that experimentally induced competitive victimhood predicts support for 
violence, but only among individuals high in trait victimhood. Similarly, Nguyen et al. (2026) 
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find that competitive victimhood predicts support for anti-democratic policies among both 
Democrats and Republicans.

The importance of victimized majority narratives becomes clearer once we consider this 
context of everyday democratic politics. Democracy has a majoritarian character and is there-
fore more sensitive to the demands of the majority—or groups that claim to speak on behalf of 
the majority—than to those of minorities. Understanding how identity-based groups claiming 
to speak on behalf of the majority wield narratives of victimhood would help us understand 
how these narratives sustain or threaten democracy.

Lastly, regarding consequences, we theorize that the ways in which victimized majority nar-
ratives shape political attitudes in everyday politics partially (but not fully) overlap with what 
scholars have argued regarding the effects of victimhood narratives. Consistent with studies 
that show how narratives of victimhood nurture anger (Vollhardt, 2020) and group solidarity 
(Bar-Tal et al., 2009; Noor et al., 2012), victimized majority narratives would also evoke these 
emotions, which fuel political action (Valentino et al., 2011). People are more motivated to act 
when they feel angered by injustice, especially against their ingroup, than when they simply 
learn factual information or feel enthusiastic or anxious.

Victimized majority narratives also help foster anti-democratic attitudes by providing psy-
chological justification for holding such attitudes (Bar-Tal et al., 2009; Noor et al., 2012). As 
people generally regard democracy and civil liberties as desirable (Diamond, 2010), holding 
anti-democratic attitudes may create cognitive dissonance that one needs to resolve. Victimized 
majority narratives help resolve such dissonance by deflecting blame. Restrictions on minori-
ties become understandable, or even justified, once they are not framed as discrimination, but 
as taking (back) what rightfully belongs to one's group.2

At the same time, focusing on victimized majority narratives highlights a potentially 
overlooked mechanism through which narratives of victimhood degrade democratic qual-
ity. Such narratives challenge the legitimacy of existing political systems. People who be-
lieve that existing social and political institutions disadvantage their group, or prevent it 
from getting what it deserves, should find (extreme) rearrangements of said institutions 
more appealing, notwithstanding their effects on overall democratic quality, including the 
rights of minorities.

To summarize, we posit that victimized majority narratives are a necessary condition for 
an identity-based group to be harmful to democracy. It may not be a sufficient condition, 
however, as the extent to which such groups contribute to democratic erosion also depends 
on factors external to the groups. Factors such as degrees of competition with other groups 
(Pelletier,  2021), government restrictions and control of political discourse (Fox,  2020), the 
strength of public demand for democracy (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005), and the behavior of po-
litical elites (Lorch, 2019) are examples of these external factors.

CASE: IN DON ESI A A N D ITS DEMOCRATIC CH A LLENGES

We analyze qualitative and quantitative data from Indonesia, focusing on religious groups as 
identity-based groups of interests. Religious groups are good representatives of identity-based 
groups as they play major roles in the politics of the world's three most populous democracies: 
India (Varshney & Staggs,  2024), the United States (Gorski & Perry,  2022), and Indonesia 
(Menchik,  2016), collectively accounting for about 25% of the world's population. Indonesia 
offers a setting where both our dependent variable (threats to civil liberties and minority rights 

 2Scholars of interpersonal violence would recognize this mechanism as similar to the Deny, Attack, and Reverse Victim and Order 
Framework (DARVO; Harsey & Freyd, 2020). In this logic, victims deserve the violence (in our case, minority groups deserve the 
exclusion) because they are perceived to have hurt, violated, or offended the perpetrator first.

 14679221, 2026, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/pops.70159 by U

va U
niversiteitsbibliotheek, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [23/07/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



6 of 23  |      SUMAKTOYO and SOEDIRGO

as critical features of a democracy) and independent variable (religious groups and the narratives 
they subscribe to) are readily observable, socially salient, and politically relevant.

Religious freedom and place of religious minorities

Debates concerning the proper relations between state and religion, especially Islam, have 
been an integral part of Indonesia's politics. During the drafting of the constitution in 1945, 
nationalists and Christians opposed the Jakarta Charter—a proposal by Islamists to mandate 
the implementation of sharia laws. The proposal was eventually shelved in exchange for a 
compromise where the state does not mandate Islamic laws but explicitly declares itself to be 
based on the idea of monotheism, borrowing from Islam's principle of tawhid (Menchik, 2016).

Suharto's 32 years of dictatorship, from 1966 to 1998, relegated debates about the position 
of Islam to the backburner. The nationalist-Islamist cleavage regained its salience after stu-
dent demonstrations removed Suharto from power. Islamist political parties, banned under 
Suharto, participated in every election thereafter. Collectively, the vote shares of these parties 
never surpassed those of non-Islamist parties, in part because non-Islamist parties themselves 
often embraced religious agendas (Tanuwidjaja, 2010).

Discourses on the place of non-Muslims and the role of Islam in public life thrive beyond 
the electoral arena. A 2017 survey of Indonesian voters found that 36% of Muslim respondents 
agreed that Islam should become Indonesia's only official religion and 49% agreed that the 
government should prioritize Islam over other religions (Fossati et al., 2020). Another survey 
from 2016 found that about 52% of Muslim respondents objected to non-Muslim houses of 
worship being built in their neighborhood and 39.6% objected to non-Muslims organizing a 
religious service in the neighborhood (Mietzner & Muhtadi, 2018). What these statistics mean 
is that there are variations in our outcome of interest―views regarding rights for minorities―
and that they are openly expressed without fear of repercussions.

Religious groups and their political significance

Another reason why Indonesia offers a good case to test our theory relates to the country's 
associational life. The seventh wave of the World Values Survey finds that 66.7% of Muslim re-
spondents in Indonesia indicated that they were either active or inactive members of a religious 
organization. This is much higher than in neighboring Malaysia, where the number stands at 
40.1%.

High levels of associational life provide space for religious organizations to thrive and as-
sume significant roles in Indonesian society and politics. Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), founded in 
1926, and Muhammadiyah, founded in 1912, are two Muslim organizations with the largest 
numbers of followers in the country. NU is considered traditionalist in that it tends to adhere 
to the guidance of ulema and afford them special organizational and social roles. This is dif-
ferent from the reformist Muhammadiyah that relies less on traditional structures and instead 
encourages a more independent and literal interpretation of the Qur'an.

Observers generally credit NU and Muhammadiyah for helping Indonesia navigate the tran-
sition from an autocracy to a new democracy in the early 2000s (Künkler & Leininger, 2009). 
Their commitment to and preference for a democratic political system was often considered a 
reason why efforts to reimplement the Jakarta Charter failed and why Indonesia maintained 
its principally secular constitution (Künkler & Stepan, 2013).

In this study, we consider NU and Muhammadiyah to be moderate groups–those that 
pose little threats to democracy. It would be a mistake, however, to assume that NU and 
Muhammadiyah are liberal organizations. Both groups have values that might be conducive 
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to both authoritarianism and democracy (Menchik,  2019). Generally, however, NU and 
Muhammadiyah, compared to other religious groups, are more willing to tolerate non-Muslim 
groups (Hariyadi et al., 2023), even if they are not necessarily more tolerant than non-affiliated 
Muslims (Mietzner & Muhtadi, 2020).

Standing far apart from NU and Muhammadiyah are hardliner groups. The Defenders of 
Islam Front (FPI or Front Pembela Islam) was arguably the most infamous of these groups. 
Founded in 1998, the FPI, in tandem with other hardliner groups, was known for staging 
violent and non-violent protests targeting religious minorities, such as by forcefully closing 
churches or disbanding gatherings of heterodox Muslim groups (Panggabean et  al.,  2014). 
These frequent episodes of mobilization contributed to the institutional undermining of mi-
nority protections in the country (Sumaktoyo, 2020).

The FPI was eventually targeted by state repression. In response to their illiberal challenges 
to democracy, and as a part of his power consolidation, Joko Widodo's (Jokowi) administra-
tion banned the FPI altogether in 2020 (Power & Warburton, 2020). Still, few would dispute 
that hardliner groups―FPI and others―have posed challenges to the quality of democracy in 
Indonesia. The groups' actions created a climate of fear among religious minorities (Ali-Fauzi 
et al., 2011), undermined laws (Jaffrey, 2020), and pushed state institutions to adopt restrictive 
policies toward minorities (Crouch, 2010a).

The disbandment of the FPI resulting from a secular political consolidation also does not 
equate to declining threats against Indonesia's religious minorities and its quality of democ-
racy. Less well-known groups, backed by or working with conservative politicians, continue to 
engage in exclusionary actions against minority groups. For example, in 2021, Islamist groups 
opposed a ministerial decree that prohibited public schools from requiring female students to 
wear the hijab. Even though the decree protected non-Muslim students from a discriminatory 
dress code, these groups framed it as an attack on Muslim religious freedom—a victimized 
majority narrative (Burhani,  2021). This illustrates how victimized majority narratives can 
remain influential even against the backdrop of a secular democratic erosion.

QUA LITATIVE STU DY: FEELING VICTIM IZED

The description above illustrates how moderate groups, exemplified by NU and 
Muhammadiyah, differ from hardliner groups, most notably the FPI, regarding the extent to 
which they harmed democracy by promoting exclusionary policies and restricting minority 
rights. What led to this divergence?

Scholars have pointed to several explanations, such as leadership (Barton, 2002) and auton-
omy from government (Künkler & Leininger, 2009). However, these explanations are limited 
in different ways. Religious leaders who support undemocratic agendas are another symptom 
of, not a precursor to, a group being a threat to democracy. Autonomy from government is an 
interesting explanation, but it emphasizes a factor external to the group in the form of state 
interference. Our interest is in understanding a marker internal to the group that signifies a 
group being potentially harmful to democracy. In this section, we demonstrate that victimized 
majority narratives are more dominant among hardliner than moderate groups, setting up a 
condition for the former to pose a threat to democracy.

Methods

This section is based on an analysis of 24 in-depth interviews that revolved around the 
topic of Indonesia and Islam (see Online Appendix). Interviews are a suitable method for 
understanding the kinds of narratives to which people are exposed, with which they engage, 
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8 of 23  |      SUMAKTOYO and SOEDIRGO

and which they consider appropriate to articulate, thereby allowing for inferences about the 
narratives circulating at the organizational level. Our participants are members of Muslim 
organizations representing mainstream organizations like NU and hardliner organizations 
such as the FPI, the Forum of Muslim Clerics (FUUI or Forum Ulama Umat Islam), the 
Islamic Reformation Movement (GARIS or Gerakan Reformasi Islam), and the Hizbut 
Tahrir Indonesia (HTI). Participants consisted of both those in leadership positions and 
those in the larger membership.

We conducted these interviews in 2010, 2014, and 2015. This timing is significant. The 
2014 presidential election was marked by a polarization between Joko Widodo's and 
Prabowo Subianto's supporters. The victorious Jokowi's consolidation of power accelerated 
the country's democratic regression (Power & Warburton,  2020). Because our interviews 
were conducted before or at the onset of this regression, these interviews give us a picture 
of ideas that were being articulated by different religious groups and their effects on civil 
liberties prior to when actions of the state started to accelerate the country's democratic 
decline.

We conducted a thematic analysis of our interview transcripts to identify common patterns 
and themes in the data (Naeem et al., 2023). As the aim of this project is theory testing, we 
analyzed interview transcripts for the presence or absence of victimized majority narratives, 
specifically narratives portraying the majority group as being sidelined or constrained by the 
interests of minority groups.

Results and discussion

Our analysis of interview data shows that most interviewees belonging to Muslim hardliner 
groups expressed a narrative characterizing Muslims as being victims of the current system. 
Out of the 11 interviewees belonging to an Islamic hardliner organization, nine articulated—
completely unprompted—victimized majority narratives. In contrast, such claims were largely 
absent from interviews with those belonging to moderate Islamic organizations.

Our interviewees most often articulated victimized majority narratives in their critique of 
existing institutional arrangements, expressing that the current system of government did not 
benefit Muslims. One typical formulation was expressed by Yusuf, a member of GARIS. 
Explaining the background of the organization, Yusuf noted that GARIS “originally was 
about how to establish sharia in this country. Afterwards, however, we criticized government 
policies, especially those with values not aligned with sharia.”3

When asked about specifics, Yusuf referred to a Governor Instruction regulating the con-
ducting of animal sacrifices, passed by the Chinese Christian then-governor of Jakarta Basuki 
Tjahaja Purnama or Ahok. He complained that: “Ahok's policy banning the selling of sacrifi-
cial animals violates our rights to conduct sacrifices in our mosques, which we have done for 
centuries.” Yusuf's characterization of this regulation was inaccurate; although the regulation 
forbade the stowing, selling, and butchering of animals in public spaces, Muslims were allowed 
to do so in mosques. Still, the quote shows that our interviewee felt that this regulation—im-
plemented by a politician from a minority group—was infringing upon his ability to freely 
practice his religion.

Yusuf similarly was upset at the government for what he perceived as their inaction on is-
sues of heterodox—what he called “blasphemous”—sects of Islam. Speaking emotionally, 
Yusuf said, “Blasphemous sects are divisive to the harmony of people of religion, especially the 
people of the majority. But the government shut their eyes to blasphemous sects that are here, 

 3Yusuf, GARIS member, interview by Jessica Soedirgo, Jakarta, October 9, 2014. All names are pseudonyms to protect the 
anonymity of interviewees.
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       |  9 of 23IDENTITY-BASED GROUPS AND DEMOCRACY

like the Ahmadiyya … why hasn't the government been brave enough to issue a clear directive 
on this?”4 Although various governments had imposed significant limits on the ability of het-
erodox groups like the Ahmadiyya to practice (Crouch, 2010b; Soedirgo, 2018), Yusuf was an-
gered by a government that he believed was failing to protect “the majority” from what he 
considered a threat.

Rizqi, a member of the FPI, articulated similar narratives to Yusuf. At the beginning of 
the interview, Jessica Soedirgo asked what the purpose of the FPI was. In response, Rizqi 
said:

To defend Islam means to defend the morality of Islam as a religion, because 
Muslims make up the majority of Indonesia. So, there has to be a defense of the 
Muslim religion and people—especially in this country where there is not any jus-
tice and there are violations of human rights.5

Rizqi's statement embodies the idea that Muslims have entitlements because they are the 
majority group. Because these entitlements were not being fulfilled, the FPI was responsible 
for securing them. The narratives espoused by Rizqi and Yusuf are not unique. In addition 
to other interviewees articulating the idea of Muslims in Indonesia as vulnerable despite 
their majority status, Aji (2024) observes that groups like the FPI regularly invoke the ma-
jority trope in official speeches and publications, noting that the FPI often states that “be-
cause Muslims make up the majority in Indonesia, the implementation of laws based on 
Islam must be prioritized over minority groups.”

Interviewees attributed the vulnerability of Muslims to three factors: the historical posi-
tion of Islam in Indonesia, the ails of the democratic system, and the international position 
of Islam. First, several interviewees stated that the position of Muslims in Indonesia in the 
democratic era was a continuation of the weakened position of Islam in previous eras. Ilham, 
a part of the leadership of the FPI, articulated such sentiments in an interview with Nathanael 
Sumaktoyo about the organization's view of politics in Indonesia. After discussing the organi-
zation's opposition to the principle of Pancasila, Ilham stated:

The constitution of Indonesia that originally had the Jakarta Charter, that was 
inspired by Islam, was removed, right? The implementation of Islamic law was 
erased by Frans Seda, by the nationalists and also Christians. Because if there 
were Islamic requirements, then they would secede. So Sukarno capitulated. 
Erased.6

Ilham attributed the sidelining of Islam at the birth of the Indonesian state to the demands of 
religious minorities. Sukarno's removal of the Jakarta Charter was driven by concerns about the 
secession of Christian-majority areas in the East (Elson, 2009). However, the framing of Sukarno's 
actions as a capitulation to Christian interests is contested given his secular nationalist leanings 
(Bourchier, 2019). Similarly, the blame laid on Frans Seda by Ilham is notable. A Catholic who 
served as a Minister in both the Sukarno and Suharto cabinets, Seda was not a member of the 
constitution drafting committee. Ilham's quote reveals a sense that Islam has unfairly been mar-
ginalized by religious minorities in Indonesia.

Second, a few interviewees saw democracy as a system that was specifically harmful to 
Muslims. Fitri, a spokesperson for the HTI, came up with a list of all the problems caused by 
democracy and capitalism, including “millions of abortions that often happen because of 

 4Ibid.
 5Rizqi, FPI member, interview by Jessica Soedirgo, Jakarta, September 25, 2014.
 6Ilham, FPI member, interview by Nathanael Sumaktoyo, Jakarta, March 2010.
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10 of 23  |      SUMAKTOYO and SOEDIRGO

sexual promiscuity” and “domestic violence due to frustrations over unemployment.” Arguing 
against a reformist approach to problem solving, she stated: “Solutions like having more 
women wear hijabs, having more Islamic schools—these don't work! There are a lot of Islamic 
schools, but those do not have the capability to challenge values that are built into this demo-
cratic government. We need [peaceful] systemic change.”7

Rizqi was less critical than Fitri but still saw democracy as exacerbating problems in 
Indonesia, stating: “It is precisely after Reformasi that things became unconscionable with 
regards to transactional politics, with corruption, etc.”8 Ilham likewise viewed the democratic 
process as enabling the victimization of Muslims, arguing that recent changes to laws on the 
construction of houses of worship made it easier for Christians to exploit the system to build 
churches in Muslim-majority areas. He stated:

In a Muslim majority area, they tried to bribe people by handing out money, right? 
So that the residents would agree to sign. Actually, in the past they were not al-
lowed to do that … Now that the Joint Ministerial Decree [about houses of wor-
ship] has been changed … It was changed so that churches could be built in a 
Muslim majority area if 60 Muslim families sign. They are exploiting this.9

For Ilham, Christians were using loopholes to build churches in Muslim-majority areas because 
democracy made this possible.

Finally, even though Muslims are the majority in Indonesia, many of our interviewees felt 
that this position was overridden by the distribution of power at the global level. Many of the 
interviewees articulated conspiracy theories where religious minorities were utilizing their 
international ties to weaken Islam in Indonesia. For example, Ilham argued providing schol-
arships was a tactic by the global Christian and Jewish community to influence Muslim reli-
gious leaders. This influence was the reason why “Indonesia is as broken as it is.”10

The influence of international actors was similarly articulated by Muhammad, a member 
of FUUI and someone who was actively involved in fighting against supposedly heretical sects 
of Islam.

The international aspect is the main obstacle. The number of Shi'a in Indonesia 
is how many? Tiny! Ahmadiyya, even smaller. When the government was hesi-
tant about banning the Ahmadiyya … the vice-minister was asked by a journal-
ist about this and he admitted that he was being pressured by four countries not 
to disband the Ahmadiyya: America, the UK, Canada and I forget the last 
country … The international factors make the state unable to act in a maximal-
ist way.11

For Muhammad, external intervention was preventing the Indonesian government from acting on 
the issue of religious heresy, an issue he felt was important.

Unlike most of the hardliners we interviewed, the majority of members from moderate 
Muslim organizations did not articulate victimized majority narratives in interviews. We 
argue that this absence is evidence that victimized majority narratives are not as pervasive or 
openly expressed in moderate organizations compared to hardliner groups.

 7Fitri, HTI spokesperson, interviewed by Jessica Soedirgo, Jakarta, September 3, 2014.
 8Rizqi, FPI member, interview by Jessica Soedirgo, Jakarta, September 25, 2014.
 9Ilham, FPI member, interview by Nathanael Sumaktoyo, Jakarta, March 2010.
 10Ilham, FPI member, interview by Nathanael Sumaktoyo, Jakarta, March 2010.
 11Mohammad, FUUI member, interview by Jessica Soedirgo, Bandung, October 16, 2014.
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       |  11 of 23IDENTITY-BASED GROUPS AND DEMOCRACY

There are, of course, other possible reasons for the absence of such narratives in the inter-
views, including social desirability bias and sampling bias. It is also possible that hardliner 
groups are more likely to embrace these narratives because they tend to be on the fringe. 
Fringe groups may have a greater interest in championing victimized majority narratives to 
win followers, whereas moderate groups do not need to adopt incendiary rhetoric given their 
dominance in the religious market. While these concerns merit consideration, our qualita-
tive evidence and field observations indicate that the absence of articulated victimized ma-
jority narratives among interviewees reflects the types of narratives circulating within these 
organizations.

First, both hardliners and moderate groups were aware of our positionalities and that we 
might not necessarily agree with them. For example, Rizqi demonstrated this awareness when 
talking about Christians to Jessica Soedirgo, somewhat sheepishly prefacing his statement 
with, “Sorry, don't be offended, but …” Even with this statement, he still employed narratives 
framing Muslims as unjustly treated because that was what he thought. If victimized majority 
narratives were commonplace in moderate organizations, some version of it would likely be 
articulated by our interviewees.

Second, the narratives articulated by the members of moderate groups we interviewed 
broadly align with the organization's broader messaging. Unlike hardliner organizations, 
which frequently articulate the need for Muslims to be prioritized due to their majority status 
(Aji, 2024), NU and Muhammadiyah typically avoid these kinds of statements. Although there 
is undoubtedly variation among members given the size of these organizations (Arifianto, 2017), 
the leadership of both organizations generally promotes an ethos of pluralism (Ali, 2020), re-
jecting the idea that Muslims should be prioritized due to their majority status.

Third, when members of moderate organizations have the same concerns as members of 
hardliner groups, they articulate and frame these concerns in different ways. One clear exam-
ple is how our interviewees from moderate organizations discussed Christian proselytization 
and churches. As discussed above, hardliners like Ilham blamed the state and the devious 
actions of Christians for the building of churches in Muslim majority areas. Individuals from 
NU and Muhammadiyah also shared concerns with us about Christian proselytization and 
the building of churches.

For example, Abdul, a representative of NU on a government-affiliated religious body, 
shared his concern about the growth of churches:

The growth of mosques is 65%, but churches have grown more than 300%, but 
people still say that Indonesia is intolerant due to cases like Yasmin. When people 
build churches in areas where there are no Christians, they won't get a permit and 
they're still forcing the issue … Muslims have to follow the same rules in areas 
where they are the minority like in Papua.12

Both Abdul and Ilham are frustrated about the building of churches and had issues with the 
behavior of some Christians on this point. However, although both men shared this frustration, 
Abdul did not frame Muslims as being victimized. Rather, his quote suggests that he understands 
Christians and Muslims to be constrained on the same grounds, depending on an area's demo-
graphics. If victimized majority narratives were commonplace in moderate circles, then we should 
expect members of moderate groups to frame concerns about Christians similarly to their hard-
line counterparts.

Finally, we do not think that victimized majority narratives are just about mainstream 
groups and fringe groups because sometimes even mainstream and moderate groups can 

 12Abdul, NU representative, interview by Jessica Soedirgo, Surabaya, November 5, 2014.
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12 of 23  |      SUMAKTOYO and SOEDIRGO

embrace the narratives. Although this was not something we found in our interviews, other 
sources of data and scholarship demonstrate that, in certain cases, moderate groups openly 
articulate victimized majority narratives. This has happened most prominently in the case of 
heterodox groups such as Shia13 and Ahmadiyya. As Menchik (2016) argues, while NU's and 
Muhammadiyah's conception of the country's religious identity includes non-Muslims such as 
Christians and Hindus, it excludes non-believers and heterodox groups.

The similarities in which moderate and hardliner groups employed victimized major-
ity narratives are noteworthy. In a demonstration protesting Ahmadiyya organized by 
the Islamist Moon and Crescent Party, for example, a participant held up a banner saying 
“Muslims are a victim of violence because the government is indecisive [on Ahmadiyya]” 
(DetikNews,  2011). Among moderate groups, Din Syamsuddin, then-chairman of 
Muhammadiyah, remarked in 2011 how Ahmadiyya violated “the human rights of Muslims” 
(JPNN, 2011).

On another occasion, former NU-chairman Hazyim Muzadi justified the persecution of 
Ahmadiyya saying: “Muslims cannot be not angry if suddenly there was a group claiming to 
follow Islam declared a person as the next prophet.” (Antaranews.com, 2011). These examples 
illustrate how victimized majority narratives are not exclusive to hardliner groups. Whether 
embraced by hardliner or moderate groups, our evidence suggests that they are a significant 
marker for the groups' willingness to support measures restrictive of minorities.

QUANTITATIVE STUDY: CORRELATIONS WITH ATTITUDES

As discussed above, another layer of our operationalization of “harmful to democracy” con-
cerns how groups cultivate exclusionary attitudes among their members. In this section, we 
test our hypothesis that identification with a moderate group (NU or Muhammadiyah), where 
victimized majority narratives are less prevalent, and with a hardliner group (FPI), where such 
narratives are more salient, has different relationships with political attitudes. Identification 
with FPI should correlate with exclusionary attitudes, whereas identification with NU or 
Muhammadiyah should not.

We fielded original two-wave online surveys, using Facebook to advertise the surveys and 
recruit respondents. We used 25 keywords to narrow our audience from general Facebook 
users to Facebook users who were likely to be conservative Muslims, including words that 
were generally related to Islam such as “sadaqah”, “umrah”, and “hajj”, as well as words that 
were more relevant to Islam in Indonesia such as “Nahdlatul Ulama”, “Muhammadiyah”, or 
“Ustadz Arifin Ilham”. These keywords helped us sample respondents with ties to Muslim 
groups in general and hardliner groups specifically.

Methods

The first wave of our surveys was fielded from February to March 2021 and collected re-
sponses from 4418 respondents, of which 4124 (93.34%) identified as Muslim. The second wave 
was fielded from August to October 2021 and collected responses from 6639 respondents, of 
which 5903 (88.91%) were Muslim. This second wave first employed direct invitation emails to 
Wave 1 respondents, followed by the same Facebook advertisement. As such, the Wave 2 sam-
ple consisted of recontacts from Wave 1 and a fresh set of respondents.

 13The organizations we studied and their figures are all adherents of Sunni orthodoxy. Indonesia itself is widely considered a 
Sunni country.
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       |  13 of 23IDENTITY-BASED GROUPS AND DEMOCRACY

Our panel data consisted of 944 Muslim respondents who participated in both surveys. 
However, missingness means that the various statistical tables and models below may have smaller 
sample sizes. In Wave 1, this sample had a mean age of 30.14 years old with a standard deviation 
of 7.94. About 57% of the respondents were female and 88% had a high school degree. This sample 
was more educated than the Indonesian population and also more concentrated in the island of 
Java. These imbalances, typical of online samples, should not affect the validity of our arguments. 
Our arguments concern relationships, as opposed to descriptive statistics such as how many adult 
Muslims are members of hardliner groups. Findings concerning relationships between variables 
are relatively robust to convenience sampling (Berinsky et al., 2012; Mullinix et al., 2015).14

We analyze three categories of exclusionary attitudes antithetical to democracy: support for 
political Islam, religious intolerance toward non-Muslims, and support for religious violence. 
We define political Islam broadly as a support for a greater role of Islam in public, political, 
and social affairs. It is operationalized as an average of seven questions adapted from Fossati 
et al.  (2020). Example items include “the government should prioritize Islam over other re-
ligions”, “sharia law should be implemented throughout Indonesia”, and “Islam should be-
come Indonesia's only official religion.” The scale has a good reliability (� = .84 in Wave 1 and 
� = .85 in Wave 2) and a unidimensional structure with the first dimension explaining 50.72% 
(Wave 1) or 52.62% (Wave 2) of the variance. The theoretical values of the scale range from 1 to 
4 with higher values representing stronger support for political Islam.

While some items in the scale may not appear exclusionary, we contend that political Islam 
is inherently exclusionary toward non-Muslims. Historically, support for political Islam 
echoes the debate on the Jakarta Charter described earlier. Empirically, special recognition 
toward one religion (or a group of religions) is correlated with discrimination against others 
(Fox, 2016; Grim & Finke, 2010). This pattern holds true in Indonesia, where the government 
policy of recognizing only six official religions contributes to discrimination against hetero-
dox groups and indigenous beliefs (Menchik, 2016).

The second dependent variable, religious intolerance, captures Muslim respondents' willingness 
to respect the rights of non-Muslim minorities to exercise their faiths. The six-item scale captures 
issues such as whether non-Muslims should be allowed to construct a worship house in the neigh-
borhood, lead a Muslim-majority locality, or serve as a neighborhood leader. The reliability of 
the scale is � = .85 in Wave 1 and � = .86 in Wave 2. Evidence of unidimensionality is present with 
the first dimension explaining 58.5% and 60% of the variance in Waves 1 and 2, respectively. The 
theoretical values of the scale range from 1 to 4 with higher values representing higher intolerance.

Lastly, the third dependent variable, religious violence, measures the extent to which the re-
spondent had engaged or was willing to commit certain acts of violence: disbanding another re-
ligion's religious celebration, opposing the construction of another religion's house of worship, or 
refusing neighborhood newcomers from another religion. Each of the items is a binary 0/1 variable 
with 1 denoting an experience in or a willingness to engage and 0 denoting no experience in and 
an unwillingness to engage in one. In Wave 1 the scale had a reliability coefficient of � = .76 with 
the first dimension explaining 69% of the variance. In Wave 2 the statistics are � = .71 and 65%, 
respectively. Both the religious intolerance and the religious violence scales were adapted from ex-
isting studies on politics and religion in Indonesia (Kuipers & Sumaktoyo, 2026; Lembaga Survei 
Indonesia, 2018; Mietzner & Muhtadi, 2018) and supplemented with original questions.

Our independent variable, identification with Muslim organizations, is nominal with three 
categories: whether the respondent identified with a moderate organization, a hardliner orga-
nization, or neither. Our survey questions focused on ties with NU and Muhammadiyah as rep-
resentatives of moderate groups, and the Defenders of Islam Front (FPI) as the representative 

 14Our sample size was determined by budget considerations. In Online Appendices A11 and A12, we present sensitivity analyses 
for our cross-lagged panel models given our sample size.

 14679221, 2026, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/pops.70159 by U

va U
niversiteitsbibliotheek, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [23/07/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



14 of 23  |      SUMAKTOYO and SOEDIRGO

hardliner group. This categorization reflects the landscape of religious organizations in 
Indonesia described above.

NU and Muhammadiyah are Indonesia's two largest Muslim organizations and have played 
a significant role in its democratization (Künkler & Stepan, 2013). Although our qualitative 
study included multiple hardliner groups, many (e.g., GARIS and FUUI) are organizations 
with membership concentrated in a few cities, making them unsuitable for a nationally scoped 
survey. FPI, by contrast, was particularly well-known for its vigilantism, maintained branches 
across many provinces, and had the longest history among hardliner groups. These factors 
gave it the national visibility needed for inclusion in the survey.

For each of these organizations, we asked the respondent whether they were an active 
member, a passive member, not a member but a sympathizer, or neither a member nor a 
sympathizer of the group. We coded the respondent as identifying with a moderate group if 
they indicated that they were either a passive or active member or a sympathizer of either the 
NU or the Muhammadiyah, or both. If the respondent indicated that they were a member or 
a sympathizer of the FPI, we coded them as identifying with a hardliner group, even if they 
also identified with the more moderate NU or Muhammadiyah. If the respondent indicated 
that they were neither a member nor a sympathizer of any of the groups, they were coded as 
unaffiliated. These categories are represented with two dummy variables (one for moderate 
identification and one for hardliner identification), with unaffiliated serving as baseline.

Coding participants who identified with both FPI and either one (or both) of the mod-
erate organizations as a hardliner identifier is justified given our focus on the effects of 
hardliner, rather than moderate, groups. Identifiers of moderate groups who also belong 
to hardliner groups would be exposed to victimized narratives espoused by the latter. They 
should have exclusionary attitudes that are closer to the attitudes held by identifiers of 
hardliner groups than identifiers of moderate groups. These double identifications are not 
uncommon. Indonesians' memberships in religious groups are f luid. People may join main-
stream organizations such as NU, while at the same time maintaining ties with more hard-
line organizations.

Table 1 presents the proportions of respondents who belonged to each identification cate-
gory in Waves 1 and 2. The plurality of respondents indicated some level of identification with 
the moderate groups, demonstrating the effectiveness of our targeted sampling. While we ob-
served some movement across categories, reliability was respectable, with 65% (528 out of 813) 
of respondents maintaining their group identifications (or lack thereof).15

 15In the Online Appendix, we present regression models that predict two possible changes in group identification: moderating 
(moving from identifying with the FPI to identifying with NU/Muhammadiyah or to none of the groups) and radicalizing (moving 
from identifying with NU/Muhammadiyah or from no identification to identifying with the FPI).

TA B L E  1   Proportion of each identification category.

Wave 2

Moderate Hardliner None Total

Wave 1

Moderate 227 (70%) 41 (12%) 60 (18%) 328 (40%)

Hardliner 35 (21%) 92 (56%) 37 (23%) 164 (20%)

None 71 (22%) 41 (13%) 209 (65%) 321 (39%)

Total 333 (41%) 174 (21%) 306 (38%) 813

Note: The inner percentages indicate the proportions of respondents from each category who stayed in the same or moved to 
another category between Waves 1 and 2. The outer percentages indicate the proportion of the respective category relative to the 
total valid respondents.
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       |  15 of 23IDENTITY-BASED GROUPS AND DEMOCRACY

Figure 1 presents a visual description of our cross-lagged panel models. We estimated this 
model with the lavaan package on R (Rosseel, 2012), running a separate model for each depen-
dent variable. We control for the effects of gender, age, education, income, employment status, 
frequency of practicing salat, and primacy of religious identity—all using the variables' values 
from Wave 1.

Salat frequency is operationalized with a 4-point scale that ranges from “never” to 
“routine/always”. Religious identity was measured with a question adapted from Kuo and 
Margalit  (2012), in which respondents were asked to choose an identity that best repre-
sented themselves from a list of possible identities (e.g., religious, ethnic, gender, occu-
pational, political). Respondents were assigned a score of 1 on the primacy of religious 
identity variable if they chose religion as the identity that best represented themselves. 
Roughly 23% of the Muslim respondents in Wave 1 and 30% in Wave 2 chose religion as 
their primary identity.

Results and discussion

Table 2 presents unstandardized coefficients from our cross-lagged models. Three patterns 
are evident. First, group identifications and the dependent variables remained relatively sta-
ble between Wave 1 and Wave 2. Second, we find evidence of self-selection: respondents with 
higher support for political Islam and higher religious intolerance in Wave 1 were more likely 
to identify with the FPI and less likely to identify with NU or Muhammadiyah in Wave 2. 
This self-selection may explain why studies on Muslim organizations often regard NU and 
Muhammadiyah as examples of moderate Islam.

Lastly and most importantly, even with the stability of the variables and the effect of 
self-selection, we find that group identification matters. Identifying with the FPI in Wave 
1 corresponds with a higher support for political Islam, a higher level of religious intol-
erance, and a higher willingness to commit religious violence in Wave 2. Identifying with 
any of the moderate groups, however, has no relationship with the dependent variables. 
This supports our argument that hardliner groups are associated with stronger exclusion-
ary attitudes.

Are the relationships between identification with hardliner groups and exclusionary 
attitudes driven by these groups' roles in cultivating religiosity and strengthening reli-
gious identity, rather than by their embrace of victimized majority narratives? Given that 

F I G U R E  1   Visual representation of our cross-lagged panel model.
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religiosity and religious identity tend to be positively correlated with exclusionary atti-
tudes (Gibson, 2010), if hardliner groups promote religiosity and religious identity more 
strongly than moderate groups (for example, through more frequent and intense mass 
gatherings), then they may foster exclusionary attitudes independently of the narratives 
they advocate.

To explore this possibility, in Table 3, we ran regression models using the same specifi-
cations as in Table  2, but with salat frequency and religious identity as the dependent 
variables. If hardliner groups promote religiosity and religious identity, we should observe 
significant effects of hardliner identification on these variables. However, we find no such 
effects. Identification with hardliner groups does not predict higher religiosity or 
stronger religious identity. This suggests that, compared to those who identified with no 
religious groups, those who identified with hardliner groups were not more likely to be-
come more religious or to develop a stronger religious identity. As such, the relationships 

TA B L E  2   Cross-lagged models predicting exclusionary attitudes.

Political Islam Religious intolerance Religious violence

Stability paths

Moderate (W1) → Moderate (W2) 0.45*** (0.036) 0.466*** (0.036) 0.461*** (0.037)

Hardliner (W1) → Hardliner (W2) 0.369*** (0.038) 0.385*** (0.039) 0.405*** (0.038)

DV (W1) → DV (W2) 0.591*** (0.029) 0.542*** (0.032) 0.377*** (0.039)

Self-selection paths

DV (W1) → Moderate (W2) −0.132*** (0.029) −0.084** (0.029) −0.125+ (0.066)

DV (W1) → Hardliner (W2) 0.138*** (0.025) 0.102*** (0.025) 0.055 (0.056)

Predictive paths

Moderate (W1) → Hardliner (W2) 0.004 (0.031) −0.01 (0.031) −0.005 (0.031)

Moderate (W1) → DV (W2) −0.048 (0.036) −0.028 (0.039) −0.021 (0.022)

Hardliner (W1) → Moderate (W2) 0.021 (0.044) 0.012 (0.045) −0.016 (0.045)

Hardliner (W1) → DV (W2) 0.126** (0.044) 0.199*** (0.049) 0.067* (0.027)

Covariatesa

Female (W1) −0.008 (0.016) −0.005 (0.016) −0.026+ (0.014)

Age (W1) −0.001 (0.001) 0 (0.001) −0.001 (0.001)

Education (W1) −0.01 (0.011) −0.009 (0.012) −0.001 (0.01)

Income (W1) 0.011+ (0.006) 0.015* (0.006) 0.013* (0.006)

Working (W1) 0.001 (0.016) −0.009 (0.016) −0.008 (0.014)

Salat (W1) −0.004 (0.01) −0.001 (0.01) −0.003 (0.009)

Religious Identity (W1) 0.04* (0.018) 0.046** (0.018) 0.057*** (0.016)

Goodness of fit

�
2
(df) 20.01 (14) 24.78 (14) 21.45 (14)

CFI 0.994 0.987 0.988

RMSEA 0.024 0.032 0.027

SRMR 0.016 0.018 0.017

N 738 731 706

aThese covariates are modeled as influencing Wave 2's values of the dependent variable and the group identification variables. 
Each covariate's paths to these variables are constrained to be equal for reasons of model parsimony.
+p < .10;

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

 14679221, 2026, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/pops.70159 by U

va U
niversiteitsbibliotheek, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [23/07/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



       |  17 of 23IDENTITY-BASED GROUPS AND DEMOCRACY

between hardliner identification and exclusionary attitudes are unlikely to be driven by 
increased religiosity.16

GEN ERA L DISCUSSION

Victimized majority narratives mark a high likelihood of an identity-based group being 
harmful to democracy. Our qualitative analysis shows that such narratives are prominent 
features of interviews with members of hardliner groups known for advocating for Islamist 
policies. These narratives undermine the legitimacy of existing political arrangements and 

 16In the Online Appendix, we show that our results are not driven by religious extremism. Understanding that our political Islam 
and religious intolerance dependent variables correspond to the political dimension of religious extremism and the religious 
violence dependent variable corresponds to the social dimension (Wibisono et al., 2019), we use each dependent variable as a proxy 
for extremism and include it as an additional covariate in models that predict the other two dependent variables. Even with this 
model specification, which accounts for possible indicators of extremism, identification with hardliner groups continues to have 
positive and statistically significant relationships with the dependent variables.

TA B L E  3   Cross-lagged models predicting religiosity and religious identity.

Salat frequency Religious identity

Stability paths

Moderate (W1) → Moderate (W2) 0.475*** (0.036) 0.482*** (0.035)

Hardliner (W1) → Hardliner (W2) 0.416*** (0.038) 0.388*** (0.037)

DV (W1) → DV (W2) 0.289*** (0.033) 0.368*** (0.038)

Self-selection paths

DV (W1) → Moderate (W2) −0.016 (0.022) −0.045 (0.038)

DV (W1) → Hardliner (W2) 0.006 (0.019) 0.105** (0.033)

Predictive paths

Moderate (W1) → Hardliner (W2) −0.005 (0.031) −0.016 (0.03)

Moderate (W1) → DV (W2) 0.003 (0.054) −0.064+ (0.035)

Hardliner (W1) → Moderate (W2) 0 (0.044) 0.007 (0.043)

Hardliner (W1) → DV (W2) −0.104 (0.066) 0.047 (0.044)

Covariates

Female (W1) −0.009 (0.016) 0 (0.015)

Age (W1) −0.002 (0.001) −0.001 (0.001)

Education (W1) 0.008 (0.012) −0.01 (0.011)

Income (W1) 0.01 (0.006) 0.01 (0.006)

Working (W1) −0.016 (0.016) 0.004 (0.016)

Goodness of fit

�
2
(df) 23.8 (10) 14.01 (10)

CFI 0.976 0.994

RMSEA 0.043 0.023

SRMR 0.023 0.016

N 744 769

Note: We apply the same specification and equality constraints as in the main models.
+p < .10;

**p < .01; ***p < .001.
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promote resentment that serves as a justification for exclusionary behavior. Our statistical 
models further show that identification with groups which articulate these narratives correlates 
with higher support for exclusionary attitudes such as intolerance and support for violence.

An important scope condition for our findings is that they may be particularly applicable to 
democracies. The majoritarian character of democracy provides space for majority groups to 
be more influential than minority groups. Freedom of association allows groups to establish 
roots in society, cultivating values, norms, and identities among their members. Without the 
ability to organize at the grassroots level, even if hardliner groups like FPI existed on paper, 
they would not be able to shape individuals' attitudes.

Democracy also allows societal groups to adopt different narratives and strategies to ad-
vance their agendas. In Indonesia, NU and Muhammadiyah rely on mass education and eco-
nomic empowerment. By contrast, FPI and other hardliner groups are more willing to take 
more adversarial approaches. Without these diverse strategies, victimized majority narratives 
would have no explanatory power: they either would be non-existent—if no groups portrayed 
the majority as victimized—or a universal strategy—if all groups did so.

Our study offers three insights that travel beyond the Indonesian context and speak to 
broader questions about when identity-based groups help or harm democracies. The first 
concerns the relative importance of narrative framing versus substantive grievances. It 
is common to assume that what groups fight over determines how dangerous they are to 
democracy. For example, groups focusing on religious issues such as sharia law may be 
perceived as more threatening than groups concerned with redistribution. Our qualitative 
evidence challenges this.

Moderate and hardliner Muslim groups in Indonesia share many of the same substan-
tive concerns, such as Christian proselytization and church building. Yet, they frame these 
issues differently. Different framings, in turn, produce different political judgments and 
attitudes (Chong & Druckman, 2007). The implication is that the narratives groups circu-
late may be a more reliable early indicator of democratic threat than the policy domains 
they engage with. In the context of anti-immigrant groups, for example, groups that oppose 
immigration by highlighting “the great replacement” theory may pose a bigger threat than 
anti-immigrant groups that base their rhetoric on concerns about immigrants' (in)ability 
to assimilate.

Second, our findings suggest that narratives and organizational context may matter more 
than the relatively stable individual-level characteristics. Our models show that identifying 
with a hardliner group predicts exclusionary attitudes more strongly than religiosity and reli-
gious identity (see Table 2). The implication is that religious communities cannot be assessed 
for democratic risk simply by measuring how devout their members are. The narratives they 
cultivate are the more consequential factor, and one that can change even when the underlying 
religiosity of the group stays constant. Evangelical groups, for example, do not threaten the 
quality of American democracy because they are religious. They pose a threat when they start 
to embrace narratives that portray Christianity in the United States as under attack by liberals 
and non-Christians (Whitehead & Perry, 2020).

Third, our study draws attention to the internal diversity of majorities and the competition 
among groups claiming to speak on their behalf. This intra-majority competition is conse-
quential. Hardliner groups that claim to represent the majority can pull the discursive center 
toward victimized majority framing, pressuring even moderate groups to respond. This dy-
namic is recognizable across democracies, from the influence of Tea Party and MAGA move-
ments on mainstream Republican identity in the United States (Skocpol & Williamson, 2012) 
to the Hindutva movement's effect on how centrist Indian parties articulate Hindu interests 
(Varshney et al., 2021). Understanding democratic threat therefore requires attention not only 
to hardliner groups themselves but to how their competition with moderate groups reshapes 
the broader majority's political identity.
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Having established the scope conditions of our argument and highlighted the applicabil-
ity of our findings beyond Indonesia, it is important to reflect on the limitations of our study 
and how future research can improve on them. First, our study measured the presence or ab-
sence of identification with Muslim organizations, but not the level or strength of such identi-
fication. How attached are individuals to their group? To what extent do these groups provide 
them with meaning and purpose? These are questions that we cannot answer with our measure. 
Yet, it is reasonable to hypothesize that the effects of group identification would be stronger 
among strong than nominal identifiers. Future research would benefit from measuring not only 
whether individuals identify with a group, but also the strength of this identification.

Second, our evidence on the different ways moderate and hardliner groups embrace victimized 
majority narratives is primarily drawn from interviews and secondary sources. It is concerned 
with group- and elite-level adoptions. Future studies would benefit from assessing the extent to 
which these narratives are also shared by ordinary members of the organizations. Do members of 
hardliner groups embrace the narratives more strongly than members of moderate groups?

Third, future research would benefit from employing an experimental design to examine 
the causal effect of victimized majority narratives on political attitudes. In our study, we prox-
ied endorsement of victimized majority narratives with identification with a hardliner group. 
However, unlike identification with a moderate or hardliner group, which would be unethical 
to randomly assign to participants, researchers can randomly assign exposure to victimized 
majority narratives and examine their effects. Combined with the preceding research idea that 
compares levels of endorsement of victimized majority narratives between identifiers of mod-
erate and hardliner groups, such an experimental design would provide more direct evidence 
for how these narratives and their circulation among certain identity-based groups affect the 
quality of democracy.
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