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Zulkifli

Being a Shi‘ite among the Sunni Majority
in Indonesia: A Preliminary Study of
Ustadz Husein Al-Habsyi (1921-1994)

Abstraksi: Sejumlah kajian berkaitan dengan posisi dan peranan komunitas
Arab di kawasan Asia Tenggara, telah dilakukan, baik yang berkenaan
dengan kehidupan sosial, politik dan ekonomi maupun mengena kehidupan
intelektual dan relijius mereka. Akan tetapi, satu hal yang masih luput
dari perhatian adalah menyangkut afiliasi komunitas Arab Nusantara
dengan Syi‘ah, aliran (madzhab) Islam minoritas yang dalam berbagai
aspek berbeda dan bertentangan dengan Islam Sunni. Syi‘ah sebagai aliran
politik dan keagamaan dianut oleh sekitar 10 persen dari total penduduk
Muslim di Dunia, dan yang terbanyak adalah penduduk Iran. Syi‘ah
bahkan menjadi agama resmi masyarakat Iran sehingga terdapat kesan
bahwa Syi‘ah identik dengan Iran. Aliran ini tampaknya baru menarik
perhatian para sarjana, terutama di Barat, setelah kemenangan Revolusi
Islam Iran 1978-1979 yang dipimpin Ayatullah Ruhullah Khomeini.

Keberadaan Syi‘ah di Indonesia, seperti halnya di daerah lain di luar
Iran, masih belum banyak diketahui baik oleh para sarjana maupun oleh
pemimpin Muslim sendiri. Padahal beberapa penulis beranggapan bahwa
Syi‘ah telah masuk ke wilayah Nusantara sejak awal kedatangan Islam.
Artinya, terdapat penganut Syi‘ah di kalangan penyebar Islam awal
dimaksud yang ditunjukkan oleh beberapa tradisi Syi ‘ah yang dipraktekkan
oleh kawm Muslim di Indonesia dan adanya beberapa karya sastra yang
memperlihatkan pengaruh Syi‘ah.

Fenomena Syi‘ah ini berkaitan erat dengan peranan kaum Alawiyyin
—vyang dianggap sebagai agen yang memperkenalkan Syi ‘ah di
Indonesia— dalam penyebaran Islam. Bahkan, pada akhir abad ke 19 dan
awal abad ke 20 terdapat sejumlah tokoh Syi‘ah dari kalangan Sayyid
meskipun hanya diketahui oleh kalangan terbatas karena mereka tidak
pernah, kecuali sebagian kecil saja, menampakkan diri mereka sebagai
penganut Syi‘ah. Tokoh-tokoh dimaksud, antara lain, adalah Muhammad
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bin Ahmad al-Muhdar (1861-1926), Muthammad bin Agil bin Yahya (1863-
1931), Ali bin Ahmad Shahab (1864-1945), dan Agqil bin Zainal Abidin
al-Jufri (1870-1952).

Sebagian figur Syi ‘ah tersebut, bersama-sama dengan tokoh-tokoh Arab
lain, ikut ambil bagian dalam pendirian dan pengelolaan organisasi Islam
pertama di Hmdm Belanda, Jami‘at Khair, yang berdiri pada tahun 1901
di Jakarta dan lembaga-lembaga sejenis di Pekalongan, Solo, dan Surabaya.
Akan tetapi, tokoh-tokoh Syi‘ah tersebut tampaknya mengajarkan dan
menyebarkan ajaran-ajaran Syi‘ah hanya terbatas pada keluarga, kerabat
dan sahabat dekat saja. Hal ini karena penganut Syi‘ah merupakan
kelompok keagamaan minoritas di Indonesia.

Artikel ini mencoba melihat bagaimana cara-cara yang dilakukan oleh
seorang ulama Syi 't yang berasal dari kelompok Sayyid, Ustadz Husein
Al-Habsyi (1921-1994), dalam memelihara dan menyebarkan keyakinannya
sebagai penganut Syi‘ah dan ajaran-ajaran Syi‘ah lainnya di tengah
mayoritas masyarakat Muslim Sunni; bagaimana pula respon kelompok
Sunni setelah mereka mengetahui bahwa sang ‘alim tersebut seorang
penganut Syi‘ah dan berusaha menyebarkan ajaran-ajarannya.

Tulisan ini lebih dari sekedar potret seorang tokoh tetapi menyangkut
berbagai tokoh dan organisasi sosial keagamaan penting di Indonesia
sehmg qa signifikansinya tampak jelas dalam mngk[l memahami kompleksitas
dan dinamika Islam Indonesia pada umumnya and hubungan Sunni-Syi ‘i
pada khususnya.

Yang menjadi fokus perhatian artikel adalah bagaimana Husein Al-
Habsyi memperoleh pendidikan di lingkungan pendidikan Arab Indonesia,
Malaysia, dan di beberapa negara di Timur Tengah dan sekaligus
mengabdikan dirinya sebagai pengajar di lembaga-lembaga serupa. Di sinilah
dia mengenal dan mempelajari Syi‘ah. Kemudian, dia terjun ke dunia
politik dengan aktif di Masyumi sehingga dapat menjalin hubungan dengan
tokoh-tokoh politik.

Setelah Revolusi Islam Iran, Husein Al-Habsyi memuji revolusi dan
pemimpinnya, Ayatullah Ruhullah Khumaini. Akan tetapi, penting
dicatat bahwa kendati Husein Al-Habsyi—seperti terdapat dalam karya-
karyanya—membela ajaran-ajaran Syi‘ah, dia tetap menyatakan diri
sebagai pengikut Sunni. Yang disebut terakhir ini dikenal dengan istilah
taqiyyah, yakni menyembunyikan keyakinan diri guna menghindar dari
bahaya dan malapetaka yang mungkin terjadi. Akan tetapi, akhirnya
keyakinan sebagai Syi‘ah tersebut diketahui juga oleh masyarakat Sunni
di Jawa Timur. Secara umum, reaksi kaum Sunni cenderung negatif
terhadap Husein Al-Habsyi khususnya, dan Syi‘ah pada umumnya,
sebagaimana ditunjukkan dalam berbagai tindakan oppressive. Sebagian
pemimpin Sunni tersebut menolak kehadiran Syi‘ah di Indonesia baik
karena alasan teologis maupun alasan-alasan sosial politik.
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Being a Shiite 279

position and the role of the Arabs in Southeast Asia in re-

gard to either social, political and economic aspects or their
religious and intellectual life. To mention just one example, the
recent publication of Transcending Borders: Arabs, Politics, Trade and
Islam in Southeast Asia edited by de Jonge and Kaptein (2002). This
book, which originates from the twelfth international workshop
with the theme ‘The Arabs in Southeast Asia (1870-1990)" in Leiden,
8-12 December 1997, is a compilation of articles discussing the in-
terrelationships between aspects of political, economic and reli-
gious life within the Arab communities and the societies of South-
east Asia in general. As indicated in the title of the book, almost
every essay in the book also shows the interaction between devel-
opments at local, national, and international levels (2002:4).

However, significant research on aspects of political, economic
and religious life of the Arab communities in Southeast Asia still
needs to be to carried out, as de Jonge and Kaptein (2002:9) write:
“There are still many gaps and imperfections in the data collected
and many unanswered questions are awaiting an answer”.

One of the important research topics related to the Arab com-
munities in Indonesia, and in Southeast Asia in general, that is
likely to be neglected is their adherence to the Shi‘ah, a minority
school of Islam that differs from the Sunnt majority in terms of
several principal doctrines. As far as Islamic studies and social
scientists studying Islam are concerned, the Shr'ah outside Iran
seems to be a neglected research topic. Studies of Islam in Indone-
sia, like those in the Middle East, are mainly studies of the Sunni
school. Therefore, aspects of the social, political, economic and
religious life of the Shi‘ites in Indonesia remain unknown to schol-
ars of Indonesian Islam as well as to Indonesianists.

It is evident that the majority of Muslims and of Arabs in this
region are Sunnf but it is also a fact that some Arabs are Shi‘ite
and, as far as my preliminary observations are concerned, it is the
Arabs, particularly the ° lawiyyin (descendants of ‘Alf bin Abt
Talib, the first Imam within the Shi‘ah), commonly known as Sayy-
ids (Arabic, Sadah), who introduced the Shr'ah to Indonesian soci-
ety. Therefore, the Arabs are said to have played a significant role
in the development of the Shi‘ah in Indonesia.

We can identify several leading Shi‘ah figures from Sayyid fam-
ilies in the Southeast Asian region at the end of the nineteenth and
early twentieth century, such as Muhammad bin "Aqil bin Shahab

R ecently there has been growing interest in researching the
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(1863-1931), Muhammad bin Ahmad al-Muhdar (1861-1926), ‘Al
bin Ahmad Shahab (1864-1945) and ‘Aqil bin Zainal *° bidn al-JufrT
(1870-1952) (Shahab 1961). Some of them took part in the estab-
lishment of modern-style Arab schools, Jam‘iyyat al-Khair in Jakar-
ta and its sister organisations in Pekalongan, Solo, and Surabaya.
As members of a minority religious group, they attempted to prop-
agate the Shr'ite teachings exclusively to their own family, rela-
tives and close associates. In present day Indonesia, particularly
since the Iranian revolution of 1978-1979, the Shi‘ah appears to
have attracted many influential Muslim intellectuals and universi-
ty students. Even though the Shi‘ites are a minority religious group
in this country their number is growing. They have even played a
major role in the fields of education and cultural life of Indonesian
society.

This essay aims to consider the position of a Sayyid Shriite Is-
lamic scholar (‘alim, pl. ‘ulama’) amongst the Sunnt majority in
Indonesia. This preliminary study will analyse how Ustadz Husein
Al-Habsyi preserved his beliefs and the Sht'ite teachings, propa-
gated this school of Islam within the context of a majority Sunni
community and how the Sunni community reacted to him and the
Shr'ah in general. At the outset a brief biography will be provided
in order to understand the whole historical and sociological con-
text of Ustadz Husein Al-Habsyi’s position. This study is signifi-
cant in understanding not only the complexity and dynamics of
Islam in Indonesia, but also the historical development of the Shiah
in Indonesia and its relation to the religious hegemony of the Sun-
ni majority in this area.

A Brief Biography of Ustadz Husein Al-Habsyi

Ustadz Husein Al-Habsyi, or al-Ustadz al-Habib al-Shaikh
Husayn bin Abi Bakr al-Habshi, as written by Muhsin Husein (1997)
in his article published in al-Isyrag, is one of the most famous Indo-
nesian Shi‘ite ‘ulama’ since the Iranian Islamic revolution of 1979.
His name should not be confused with Husein bin Ali al-Habsyi,
the leader of Ikhwan al-Muslimin of Indonesia. Born in Surabaya,
21 April 1921, Husein Al-Habsyi is the second son of an Arab fam-
ily from the Sayyid group, the descendants of the Prophet Muham-
mad through his grandson Husain bin ‘Alf. Very little is known
about his parents’ life. His father is believed to have passed away
when he was six years old so he lived with his maternal uncle who
was a prominent ‘alim, Ustadz Muhammad bin Salim Baraja. This
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Being a Shr'ite 281

Islamic scholar was the president of the Hadramawt school in Sura-
baya and an editor of the twice-monthly magazine al-Igbal in the
same city.

Husein Al-Habsyi began his formal education in a well-known
Islamic school named Madrasah Al-Khairiyyah, a sister organisa-
tion of the pioneering Jam‘iyyat al-Khair of Jakarta and one of the
oldest and most famous madrasah in Surabaya, East Java. At the
age of ten Husein Al-Habsyi actively participated in regular reli-
gious gatherings (pengajian), which provided teachings from sev-
eral branches of Islamic knowledge, such as Islamic jurisprudence
(figh), Islamic theology (tauhid), and ethics (akhlag). He is said to
have been capable of reading Arabic books, such al-Ghazaltr’s Ihya
‘Ulam al-Din, the famous books concerning ethics and Sufism used
in Islamic educational institutions in Indonesia, when he was still
twelve years old (Bukhori n.d:10).

However, there is no complete information about his teachers
during his Islamic schooling in Surabaya. Some of his sons and
students reported that alongside his maternal uncle, Ustadz Mu-
hammad Baabud, Ustadz Abd al-Qadir Bilfagih, and Habib Abu
Bakr al-Saqqaf of Gresik influenced his Islamic traditionalist
thought (Husein 1997:3). He also studied with a Moroccan ‘alim
named al-Sayyid Muhammad Muntasir al-Kattant and a Palestin-
ian one by the name of al-Shaikh Muhammad Rabaah Hasuna of
Qalili. These two ‘ulama’ contributed Islamic knowledge as teach-
ers in the Madrasah Al-Khairiyyah. The madrasah also invited some
other ‘ulama’ from Hadramawt to teach its students. It is impor-
tant to note here that Husein Al-Habsyi began his career as an
Islamic teacher when he was only fifteen years old; he spent two
years teaching at his almamater (1936-1938) (Zamzami 1999:4).

Next, Husein Al-Habsyi went with his brother Ali al-Habsyi,
to continue his education in Johor Baru, Malaysia, due partly to
his mother’s advice. One of his influential teachers there was al-
Habib Alwi bin Tahir al-Haddad, a muft7 of the Johor Sultanate. In
Johor, Husein Al-Habsyi also taught at Madrasah al-Attas for a
long period of time. His students came from various regions in
Malaysia and some of them then became prominent ‘ulama’ in
Malaysia. He also reportedly visited Hadramawt (Yemen) to study
Islamic knowledge before he moved to Saudi Arabia, where he
stayed for about two years, though there is no information about
his teachers in the two regions. Husein Al-Habsyi then pursued
his Islamic learning in Iraq with some prominent ‘ulama’ such as
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al-Sayyid Muhsin al-Hakim of Najaf. This took about one year (Beik
1997:14). He returned to Malaysia and married his uncle’s daugh-
ter, Fatimah bint ‘Abd al-Rahman al-HabsT (Panitia 2002:1). Sever-
al of his sons from this first marriage were born in Malaysia.

After living in Malaysia for several years, Husein Al-Habsyi
and his family returned to Surabaya, his hometown. The exact
reasons for his return are not known, though one of them was
probably that Malaysia was still under British colonial rule whilst
Indonesia had reached independence. This is closely tied to Husein
Al-Habsyi’s interest in political practice, alongside his teaching at
Al-Khairiyyah and Islamic propagation activities (Panitia 2002:1).

Husein Al-Habsyi began his political career through participa-
tion in the Masyumi (Majelis Syuro Muslimin Indonesia or Consul-
tative Council of Indonesian Muslims). This participation made
him known not only to the influential Masyumi leaders such as
Dr. Mohammad Natsir, Mr. Kasman Singadimedjo and Mr. Sjafrud-
din Prawiranegara, but also to other political leaders in Indone-
sia. He was then selected as a member of Konstituante (the Con-
stituent Assembly) at the eighth Masyumi conference in Bandung
from 22 to 29 December 1956. He is said to have become the head
of the Human Rights Commission within the Constituent Assem-
bly (Panitia 2002:1).

Although he was active in political practice, Husein Al-Habsyi
paid a great deal of attention to the development of Islam. He
tended to preserve the traditionalist ideology of Islam in response
to the reformist movements in Indonesia. In this respect, he was
involved in polemics with one of the most prominent reformist
leaders in Indonesia, Ahmad Hasan of Persatuan Islam (d. 1958),
who in April 1956 wrote a treatise entitled Risalah al-Madhhab which
argues that to follow a school of law like Shafi‘ite jurisprudence is
forbidden. He also wrote Halalkah Bermadzhab? In response to the
treatises, Husein Al-Habsyi in the same year wrote a critical pa-
per, Lahirnya Madzhab yang Mengharamkan Madzhab-madzhab (the
Formation of a School of Law that Forbids Schools of Law), which
strongly rejects Ahmad Hasan’s opinion that following a particu-
lar school of law is unlawful. Ahmad Hasan then wrote a refuta-
tion of Husein al-Habsyi’s criticisms and published it in Pembela
Islam (January 1957).

In April 1957 Husein Al-Habsyi wrote another critical treatise,
Haramkah Orang Bermadzhab 11?7 (Is it Forbidden for One to Follow
the School of Law II?). In the polemics both writers accused the
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other of having insufficient knowledge of Islam and omitted views
that did not support their arguments (Minhaji 2000:105-107). The
argument was likely to continue. Both sides agreed to carry out
an open debate on the matter in order to achieve a true answer to
whether it is lawful to follow a certain madhhab in Islam. But the
debate never took place. Ahmad Hasan’s side accused Husein Al-
Habsyi of avoiding participation in the debate whilst the latter
claimed that he was prepared for it, but Mohammad Natsir, an-
other Persatuan Islam leader and a close associate of Husein Al-
Habsyi in the Masyumi, suggested to him that the debate not be
carried out so as to avoid religious conflict and disunity in the
Muslim community (Minhaji 2000:107). Hashem (2002:8-9) also
points out the same reason as Husein Al-Habsyi’s.

Husein Al-Habsyi had a very negative attitude towards the
Indonesian Communist Party (PKI), in line with the perspective of
the majority of Masyumi leaders, both at the time of his participa-
tion in the Masyumi and after the dissolution of the party in 1960.
It is important to note that this attitude may have become a reason
for the dissolution of the Masyumi by Sukarno because of the lat-
ter’s close relation to the Indonesian Communist Party. This is
closely linked to the fact that there was enmity between the
Masyumi leaders and Sukarno, as they were opposed his guided
democracy and became involved in PRRI (the Revolutionary Gov-
ernment of Indonesian Republic) (Ricklefs 2001:325). In the 1950s
Husein Al-Habsyi, together with Hasan Aidit and Ainul Rofig,
was said to have participated in the establishment of the Front
Anti Komunis (Anti-Communist Front), which played a major role
in foiling the Communist movement with its widespread and di-
verse activities throughout the country during the Old Order pe-
riod (Zamzami 1999:6).

Upset with the political developments and the political leaders
after the dissolution of the Masyumi, Husein Al-Habsyi ceased all
political activities. He seemed to change his worldview from one
of political struggle to Islamic education and proselytisation. For
him, the development of Islam cannot be achieved through politi-
cal practice but can only succeed through the fields of education
and proselytisation. On his return to Surabaya he continued to
teach at Al-Khairiyyah and his name was closely tied to the fa-
mous madrasah. It is likely that he paid a great deal of attention to
the development of the madrasah while he was active in political
activities. Quitting politics, Husein Al-Habsyi concentrated on the
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development and progress of Al-Khairiyyah, in addition to Islam-
ic propagation. Due to his Islamic knowledge and managerial abil-
ity he was then entrusted to lead another Madrasah, Al-Khair-
iyyah, located in Bondowoso, East Java.

During the period of his withdrawal from political activity post-
1960s, Husein Al-Habsyi’s worldview was strongly influenced by
the ideology of Ikhwan al-Muslimin (Muslim Brotherhood) of
Egypt, led by Hassan al-Banna. He even became a member of the
so-called fundamentalist movement and established good relation-
ships with its prominent leaders in the Middle East. He travelled
to the Middle East not only to visit but also to learn about the
movement’s ideology from Hasan al-Banna and his colleagues.
Furthermore, he made contacts with other high ranking ‘ulama’ in
the Middle East, such as Mawdadi, Nadawi, Tilmasam, Yusuf
QardawT and Muhammad Ghazalt. His trips to Middle Eastern
countries such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Kuwait, Libya, Traq and
Iran were also an opportunity to collect donations from individu-
als as well as Islamic organisations, to be used for the develop-
ment of Al-Khairiyyah and the Muslim community at large (Husein
1997:5).

In the field of Islamic proselytisation, Husein Al-Habsyi had,
during his life, routine schedules to preach in mosques in Bangil,
Surabaya, Gresik, Jember and other towns, in addition to non-
regular religious activities. He was known as being very good at
delivering sermons and preaching. As an excellent orator he could
enthral his audiences, not only because he applied accurate com-
munication strategies, but also due to the fact that he had mas-
tered various branches of Islamic knowledge and knew about
western thought and actual world developments (Beik 1997:14-
15).

In addition to his activities in the fields of education and pros-
elytisation, in 1961 Husein Al-Habsyi joined an Islamic founda-
tion called Yayasan Penyiaran Islam (YAPI), or the Islamic Propa-
gation Foundation, which was established by a number of young
Muslim activists and intellectuals, such as Omar Hashem, Muham-
mad Hashem, Hadi A. Hadi, Dr. Masduki Sulaiman, Dr. Muham-
mad Suherman and Sa’ad Nabhan (Hashem 2002:12). Several so-
cial and religio-intellectual activities, such as workshops and pro-
ducing publications, were carried out by the foundation. One of
its publications is a translation of the Barnabas Gospel by Husein
Al-Habsyi himself. Since the 1980s the foundation has published a

Studia Islamika, Vol. 11, No. 2, 2004



Being a Shiite 285

large number of Shi‘ite works, mainly translations from English.
Through the foundation the young Muslim activists and intellec-
tuals established contacts with such international Muslim figures
and ‘ulama’ as boxing champion Mohammad Ali and al-Shaikh
Ja*fart of Najaf (Iraq) (Husein 1997:4). This foundation later in-
spired the establishment and naming of Husein Al-Habsyi’s fa-
mous pesantren, Yayasan Pesantren Islam, which is also abbreviat-
ed to YAPIL

Following the ideology of Ikhwan al-Muslimin, along with his
negative attitude towards secularism and all Western worldviews,
Husein Al-Habsyi attempted to apply its values within the educa-
tional system of Al-Khairiyyah, free from Western influences. To
achieve this, strict discipline and rules were enforced on the stu-
dents as well as the teachers at the madrasah. As a consequence, the
majority of madrasah teachers, who strongly upheld traditionalist
views, were likely to refuse his fundamentalist approach. This in-
evitably led to conflict between Husein Al-Habsyi and the major-
ity of madrasah teachers as well as “° lawiyyin ‘ulama’ in Bondowoso,
a conflict which caused him to leave Al-Khairiyyah and Bon-
dowoso. But the madrasah teachers did not imagine that when
Husein Al-Habsyi left for Bangil he would be followed by many
of his qualified students as a result of their close relationship with
him and their agreement with his ideas. The madrasah party must
have regretted their actions, even though the relationship between
the two sides later became relatively close again (Husein 1997:5).

To realise his ideals of Islamic education and proselytisation,
Husein Al-Habsyi founded his own Islamic educational institu-
tion, called Yayasan Pesantren Islam (YAPI). He initially set up
the pesantren in Bondowoso in 1971 but about five years later the
pesantren moved to its present location, Bangil, East Java where it
grew and developed in a relatively rapid way.

Forced to leave Bondowoso, Husein Al-Habsyi was offered a
large house by a rich man in Bangil, which became a centre of
Islamic learning that later developed into a famous pesantren. In
this house, with limited facilities, he taught the students who had
followed him. Husein Al-Habsyi made a great effort to realise his
ideals in the field of education, particularly in his desire to devel-
op and expand the pesantren. To this end he made his second trip
to several Muslim countries in the Middle East so as to get finan-
cial support. With this funding and an area of land granted to him
Husein Al-Habsyi could build a relatively large building, which
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functioned as both a dormitory and a classroom. With these ade-
quate facilities, YAPI of Bangil could house more students from
different areas of Indonesia and provide them with a more com-
prehensive learning process. As a result, the pesantren and its leader
became more and more well known, not only to the kyai (‘ulama’)
in Indonesia, but also to several prominent ‘ulama’ throughout
world, as Husein Al-Habsyi continued to establish contact with
them.

Once the YAPI for male students had been relatively well orga-
nised Husein Al-Habsyi intended to establish a centre of Islamic
education for females. He was able to afford an area of land situ-
ated in the village of Kenep, Beji sub-district, about three kilome-
tres south of Bangil, and with the assistance of his students he
built pesantren facilities in this location. This then became the YAPT
for male students while the previous location was provided for
female students. He also founded a kindergarten in Bangil.

His approach to Islamic education still followed the Ikhwan al-
Muslimin model, which emphasised strict discipline and rules and
an anti-western attitude. He upheld this as the best approach to
achieving his Islamic educational ideals. As the head of his pesant-
ren Husein Al-Habsyi devoted himself to its detailed development
and progress. Not only did he manage the institution but he also
carried out teaching and learning processes in several fields of
Islamic knowledge, particularly Arabic, Quranic Exegesis (Tafstr),
and Principles of Islamic Jurisprudence (Figh). In addition, his main
task in regard to his Islamic educational ideals was to form cadres
and consciousness among his students in order to revive their spirit
in the struggle for Islam and the Muslim Community (Panitia
2002:2).

In short, Husein Al-Habsyi’s attempts to lead his pesantren and
educate his students were relatively successful. Some of the YAPT
alumni were able to pursue their education in such diverse coun-
tries of the world as India, Pakistan, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Syria,
and Qatar (Husein 1997:5). This was the result of his good rela-
tionships with ‘ulama’ in those regions and possibly with Moham-
mad Natsir, the leader of the Indonesian Council for Islamic Prop-
agation (DDII), who established networks with the international
‘ulama’. After the victory of the Iranian revolution many of them
pursued their studies in Iran. After several years of studying there,
they then became teachers in Islamic schools and foundations in
various areas of Indonesia.
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While continuing to head his pesantren, Al-Habsyi began to pay
attention to the development of Islam in several remote areas of
the outer islands, such as Irian Jaya, East Timor, and Maluku (Pan-
itia 2002:2). In these areas his chief programmes were preaching
activities in mosques and prayer places and making contacts with
teachers to discuss social and religious problems that were faced
by the Muslim community in the region. In some of these areas he
set up pesantren, which began as branches of YAPI and later sepa-
rated into independent Islamic institutions. One of them is Nurul
Tsaqalain, located in Hila, Central Maluku. It was founded in 1989.

A few years before his death Husein Al-Habsyi assigned his
son-in law, Ustadz Zahir Yahya, to carry out the leadership of
YAPI, while he continued his guidance. His main activity was to
continue the propagation of Islam in various regions, including
Malaysia, until he passed away on 14 January 1994. Not only did
he leave YAPI and his students scattered throughout Indonesia
but he also bequeathed his literary works on several branches of
Islamic knowledge.

Husein Al-Habsyi as a Shi‘ite ‘Alim

There is no exact information about when Husein Al-Habsyi
“converted” to the Shi‘ah. The information that was developed
by his students and children suggests that Husein Al-Habsyi be-
came a Shr‘ite after the Iranian Islamic revolution of 1979, attract-
ed attention from many Muslim leaders throughout the world,
including Indonesia. However, we cannot ignore the possibility
that he had become a Shr‘ite before the Iranian revolution.

One source (Husein 1997:6) suggests that Husein Al-Habsyi’s
interest was first sparked by a desire to understand the nature of
Islamic revival in Iran, which was led by Imam Khoumeini and
succeeded in demolishing the powerful Shah who had been sup-
ported by the USA. According to the source mentioned above, it
was this victory that first attracted him, not the Sht'ite doctrines
that were, and still are, adhered to by the majority of the Iranian
community. One should, however, bear in mind that his interest
in the victory of the revolution may have led him to more deeply
understand the revolution’s ideology, which was basically rooted
in the Shi‘ite doctrines of the imamate, the central doctrine within
the Twelver Shi‘ah, to which the majority of Iranian’s subscribe.

In order to understand the Sht'ite teachings, according to this
source, Husein Al-Habsyi attempted to obtain some books on the
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subject and thus made contact with the Iranian embassy in Jakarta
and with ‘ulama’ in Iran. It is evident that the Iranian embassy in
Jakarta used to distribute books and its magazine, Yaum al-Quds,
for free to the Islamic foundations, as well as to individuals who
requested them. Husein Al-Habsyi’s knowledge of the Shi‘ite
teachings and the development of the Shi‘ites became more exten-
sive as a result of these books and magazines, as well as through
his personal communication with Shi‘ite figures in Iran. Addition-
ally, he was frequently invited to participate in meetings with the
Shi‘ite ‘ulama’ in Iran.

From the early 1980s Husein Al-Habsyi frequently praised the
Iranian revolution and paid his high respects to its leader, Imam
Khoumeini, in his Islamic proselytisation activities in mosques in
East Java, including in Surabaya, Malang and Bangil, with the aim
of reviving Islamic spirit and the religiosity of the Muslim commu-
nity. In response to this, the majority of the Muslim population in
the region, particularly the Muslim youths, respected him and re-
garded him as an ideal ‘alim’ and Muslim leader. Amongst these
Muslim youths was Ja‘far Umar Thalib, the former leader of
Lasykar Jihad, a famous paramilitary organisation in Indonesia
that dissolved in October 2002. Ja‘far Umar Thalib once wrote
that Husein Al-Habsyi mastered several fields of Islamic knowl-
edge and enthusiastically defended Islam and the Muslim com-
munity (Thalib 1993:13-14), though he later strongly criticised
Husein Al-Habsyi after he discovered that the latter was a Shi‘ite.

Muhsin Husein (1997:6) argues that what made Husein Al-Hab-
syi more attracted to learning the Shi‘ah was the attitude and con-
duct of a number of Sunnt leaders in Indonesia who were hostile
towards the Sht‘ites, and the Sunni views that recognised the
Shi‘ites as disbelievers. Husein Al-Habsyi attempted to defend
the Sht'ite teachings and followers by emphasising that the Shi‘ah
is a true school of Islamic thought and practice and that its adher-
ents are Muslims. This controversial view inevitably startled the
majority of Sunnf leaders in Indonesia who upheld the opposing
position.

One should bear in mind, however, that he must have acquainted
himself with the Sht'ite doctrines long before the Iranian revolu-
tion. Several facts indicate this probability: two of the founders of
Al-Khairiyyah were Shr‘ite; Sayyid Muhammad bin Ahmad al-
Muhdar (d.1926) (Husein 1997:3) who was known to have taught
Shi‘ite doctrines in Indonesia and Sayyid Ahmad bin ‘Abd Allah
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al-Saqqaf (d.1949). Therefore, it is quite possible that some aspects
of the Shi‘ite doctrines spread amongst teachers and students at
the madrasah, including Husein Al-Habsyi.

Furthermore, Husein Al-Habsyi used to study Shi‘ite teach-
ings with a prominent Shi‘ite ‘ulama’ and independent jurist (muj-
tahid) named Ayatullah al-‘Uzma Sayyid Muhsin al-Amin in Najaf,
Iraq. In addition, the Madrasah Al-Khairiyyah was frequently vis-
ited by Middle Eastern ‘ulama’ who discussed various Islamic
teachings, including Shi‘ite teachings, with the madrasah teachers
and students. To give an example, Hamzah, a famous Shi'ite teacher
in Bondowoso, told of two Shi‘ite ‘ulama’ coming to visit Al-Khair-
iyyah in the early 1960s, during which such important Sht‘ite teach-
ings as the position of Abt Hurairah as a transmitter of Prophetic
traditions were discussed. The discussion, Hamzah said, took place
over four days. It is important to note that this teacher, who “con-
verted” to the Shi‘ah in around 1969, also became a teacher at the
YAPI in Bondowoso, which was founded by Husein Al-Habsyi in
1971 (interview 15 October 2002). Husein Al-Habsyi also partici-
pated in the discussion, which may have influenced his thoughts
on the Shi‘ah. This in turn facilitated his “conversion” to the Shi‘ah,
if he was not already a Sht'ite at the time.

It is important to pinpoint characteristics of the Shi‘ah in Indo-
nesia prior to the Iranian revolution. The first was its exclusive-
ness. As Jalaluddin Rakhmat (1995) points out, the Sht'ites in In-
donesia tended to state their Shi‘ite beliefs only for themselves or
for their close relatives. From their outward appearance, they were
adherents of the Sunnit school of Islam, but they upheld the Sht‘ite
beliefs whilst practising Shafi‘ite Islamic jurisprudence. In addi-
tion, they did not have a missionary zeal to proselytise the Shi‘ite
teachings to the community. As mentioned before, one can find
Shr‘ites amongst the Indonesian Arabs who continued to preserve
the Shr'ite teachings. Husein Al-Habsyi was educated and trained
in an Arabic educational environments and it is quite probable
that he too had the above characteristics. The victory of the Irani-
an revolution just revived the consciousness and spirit of the
Shi‘ites.

It is evident that although he defended the Shi‘ah in all of his
preaching and dialogue, Husein Al-Habsyi never stated publicly
that he was a Shrite. He always admitted that he was a follower of
the Sunnt school of Islam, commonly known as ahl al-sunnah wa al-
jama‘ah. In his response to a group of students from Gajah Mada

Studia Islamika, Vol. 11, No. 2, 2004



290 Zulkifli

University and the Indonesian Islamic University, Yogyakarta, who
during a dialogue in Solo asked him to explain matters related to
the Shr'ah, Husein Al-Habsyi (1991a:6) stated: “But what a pity be-
cause I myself am not a Sht'ite, so it is more accurate if you ask
these questions to those who declare that they are Shi‘ites”. Not
only did he admit that he was a Sunnt but he also used Sunnf argu-
ments to support the validity of the Shi‘ite teachings. This, he writes,
was done so that “attacks directed towards the Imamiyyah Shr‘ah
can be terminated because there are no differences in terms of prin-
cipal matters between the two schools of Islam” (1991a:3). Accord-
Ing to my observations, it is not unusual for Sht‘ites to defend Shi‘ite
teachings in this way, particularly within the framework of tagiyyah,
that is, the dissimulation of one’s belief in order to protect one’s
life and family from trouble and danger. It is appropriate to con-
clude, therefore, that Husein Al-Habsyi had already become a Sht'ite
but practised tagiyyah (religious dissimulation). Within the Shi‘ah,
this teaching is permitted, especially when the Shrites live under
the Sunnt majority, as was the case for Husein Al-Habsyi.

There was another indication of his being a Shr'ite. In the early
1980s Husein Al-Habsyi began to send students, mainly YAPI alum-
ni, to pursue their education in Qum, one of the holy cities in Iran.
This programme continued until his death in 1994. Thus, Husein
Al-Habsyi was known as the Indonesian ‘alim who sent the most
students to study in Qum. It is important to note that after several
years studying in Qum, these students returned to their home-
land and became Shr‘ite teachers. Some founded Islamic founda-
tions while others, in very small numbers, established pesantrens.
For example, Ustadz Ahmad Baragbah is a Qum alumnus who
was one of the first students sent by Husein Al-Habsyi in 1982.
Today he is a prominent Shr‘ite ‘alim in Indonesia who founded
and leads a famous Shi'ite pesantren called Al-Hadi in Pekalongan,
Central Java.

Regarding the practice of tagiyyah, it is interesting to note a
translation of a personal letter to someone in Iran whose name is
unrecognised that was published in Aula, a famous magazine of
Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), the largest traditionalist Muslim organi-
sation in Indonesia, titled “a Letter to Someone in Iran”. The Aula
editorial board (1993:59) notes that it received a number of phone
calls, letters and records regarding the Shi‘ah and its figures in
East Java and the board considers it important for the NU com-
munity to read the contents of the letter. In the letter the writer
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used the term “my Master” to address the person in Iran. The
original Arabic letter was considered to be written by Ustadz
Husein Al-Habsyi, although some objections were directed to the
Aula editors because, as Abdullah Beik wrote, it could not be prov-
en that the letter was written by Husein Al-Habsyi. In legal terms,
therefore, Husein Al-Habsyi could have brought a case against
the magazine for defiling his good reputation. Beik further stressed
that the personal letter should neither be read nor be published in
the mass media without the owner’s permission. Finally, accord-
ing to Beik, it was not prohibited to send a letter to the Islamic
Republic of Iran, provided the letter did not discredit the state or
disrupt peace and stability (Aula, December 1993:7).

The central purpose of the letter was to respond to the mas-
ter’s suggestion to the writer that he leave the practice of tagiyyah
and instead declare that he was a Shi'ite. In the letter the writer
provided several reasons for his practising tagiyyah:

First, I thank you for your correct suggestion to me, which has been a
consideration on mine for long time, that is, since Imam [Khoumeini]
defeated the Shah. Although I have postponed it I do not doubt at all the
truth of the all al-bayt branch of Islam, and this delay is not because I fear
people and if I leave tagiyyah it will not be in order to get praise from
people. Not at all. However, [ now consider my surrounding situation.
The Sunni fanaticism in general is still strong.

To approach them, I want to appear like a Sunnt. Because if I show my
own beliefs and respond to attacks from their nawasib “ulama’ (anti-Shrah)
they would say: a Shr'ite defends the Shi*ah. | have succeeded in approach-
ing a significant number of their “ulama’ so that they understand the vir-
tues of the alhl al-bayt school of thought and practice. I think it is a step
forward in our struggle (Aula November 1993:60).

It is quite possible that the writer was Husein Al-Habsyi and
therefore it is clear from the above quotation that he had prac-
tised tagiyyah long before the Iranian revolution occurred, and he
even believed that he had to stop practising it at the time of the
victory of the revolution. This also means that, contradictory to
the opinion of the previous source, Muhsin Husein, it was not the
Iranian revolution that made Husein Al-Habsyi ‘convert’ to the
Shi‘ah. He concealed his own belief as a Shr'ite because he was
living among the Sunni majority, who tended to be hostile to wards
the Shrt'ites.

Tagiyyah is practised to protect the Shi‘ah so that it does not
fade away, particularly when the Sht‘ites do not have the ability
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to preserve the ShT'ite teachings in the face of those who are eager
to abolish them. Under these circumstances the Shi‘ites are allowed
to dissimulate their beliefs (Al-Habsyi 1991a:95).

The second argument that the writer put forth for his practis-
ing taqiyyah was that he required good strategies and procedures
in order to prepare Sht‘ite teachers, this included the need for him
to master all the Shr‘ite teachings. For him, this was the most im-
portant element because he would be an ‘ulama’ to whom the Shr'ite
community would refer when problems needed solving. Related
to this was the preparation of other Shi‘ite teachers capable of
substituting teachers in the pesantren who would leave if conflicts
between the SunnTt and the Shi‘ite erupted. In this regard, the writ-
er’s children in Qum, Iran, still required a period of schooling
before they could become well-prepared teachers (Aula, Novem-
ber 1993:60-61).

The writer then described a situation in which some of his stu-
dents spread sayings that shocked and annoyed the Sunni communi-
ty. In relation to this he wrote: “enemies in Surabaya and Malang
spread the sayings to criticise us. Consequently, there arose strong
reactions from the community against us” (November 1993:61). In
order to calm the situation down the writer contacted Ahmad Barag-
bah in Pekalongan, asking him to take some of the writer’s students.
However, when he visited Pekalongan to attend Ahmad Baragbah’s
wedding ceremony he found a high level of tension between the
Sunni and the Sht‘ite in the community. He was successful in mediat-
ing an agreement by the two conflicting groups to stop cursing each
another. The writer stated further that he frequently responded to
the question of whether the teachers in Qum suggested their stu-
dents curse Bukhart and Muslim, the two most important transmit-
ters of Prophetic Traditions within the Sunnt branch of Islam, by
emphasising that the Imam [Khoumeini] disliked cursing and by ad-
vising them to read the authoritative Shr'ite books.

Afterwards, the writer stated that he would send his Shi‘ite
friend, Asmawi Abdul Alj, to visit the master. Asmawi Abdul Ali,
like him, also practised tagiyyah and other appropriate approaches
to the point where he successfully influenced a number of ‘ulama’
and university students in his region. For all of the above reasons
the writer expected the master to let him continue his propagation
of the Shr'ite teachings. Then he wrote:
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Do not trust people who say: “if Ustadz Husein Al-Habsyi declares his
school of Islam, people will follow him”. My master, by God there is no
God but Him. If only it were true I would not doubt, for the sake of
propagating my belief. And God will curse those who lie.

On the contrary, as far as I know, if I declare it I will be engaged in
bitter fighting with Sunni, both in writing and speaking, and the accursed
government will interfere by attenuating my party. Moreover, the Nahd-
latul Ulama has declared the apostasy of the Shi'ites from Islam and a
Catholic General gave a speech in front of the followers of Nahdlatul
Ulama reminding them of the danger of the Shi'ah (Aula, November
1993:62).

In addition to Husein Al-Habsyi’s explanation of the reasons
for practising tagiyyah (religious dissimulation) the letter also men-
tioned several facts that may have been experienced by Husein
Al-Habsyi, such as his close relationship with Ahmad Baragbah,
who did not practise tagiyyah; conflicts between the Sunntand Shr'ite
in Pekalongan and other areas; and his children who were still
studying in Iran. It is also a fact that he had close connections with
a number of ‘ulama’ in Iran.

It is widely acknowledged that in his teaching, preaching and
dialogue, Husein Al-Habsyi continued to emphasise the extreme
importance of Islamic brotherhood between the SunnT and the
Shr'ite. It is not important, he suggested, whether one is a Sunnt
or Shi‘ite, especially if the differences create social and religious
conflicts that inflict a loss upon the Muslim community at large.
Instead, one has to uphold the true teachings of Islam, which are
based on the Qur’an and the Hadiths and which are practised in
every aspect of life. Additionally, according to Husein Al-Habsyi,
the Muslim community needs Islamic brotherhood in order to solve
all the social and economic problems that are faced (Al-Habsyi
1991a:9-10).

That Husein Al-Habsyi was a Shi‘ite can be scrutinised in some
of his writings. Although he never admitted to adhering to Shr'ite
teachings, one might interpret it in the framework of practising
tagiyyah. Husein Al-Habsyi (1991b) wrote a 34-page book on the
Qur’anic exegesis of Strah ‘Abasa: 1-10 which then became one of
the most controversial books in regard to the Sunni-Sht'ite rela-
tionship in Indonesia. Its title is Benarkah Nabi Bermuka Masam?
Tafsir Surah Abasa (Did the Prophet Frown? A Commentary on Sirah
‘Abasa). Its controversy lies in its contents, which strikingly con-
trast with the Qur’anic commentary books widely read in Indone-
sia and with the views of the majority of Sunni ‘ulama’ in the coun-

Studia Islamika, Vol. 11, No. 2, 2004



294 Zulkifli

try. The central idea in the book is a criticism of the widespread
views that the Prophet Muhammad frowned and turned away
when *Abd Allah ibn Ummi Maktim came to his meeting with the
Quraish elite. For Husein Al-Habsyi, it was impossible that the
Prophet, who was immune to both minor and major sins, frowned
and turned away when ‘Abd Allah ibn Ummi Maktim, a Muslim
who believed in God and his prophets, came to the meeting. In-
stead, it was al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah, a Meccan tyrannical infi-
del, who frowned and turned away.

Below is a complete translation of the Surah ‘Abasa: 1-10, which
can be compared with Husein Al-Habsyi’s Qur’anic commentary.
This translation was produced by the Department of Religious
Affairs, which represents the dominant view of the interpretation
of the Surah (1989), particularly upheld by the Sunnt ‘ulama’.

1. He (Muhammad) frowned and turned away

2. Because there came to him the blind man

3. But what could tell thee that he might purify himself (from
sins)

4. Or that he might receive admonition, and the teaching might

profit him?

As to one who regards himself as self-sufficient

To him dost you attend

Though it is no blame on thee if purify himself not (believe)

But as to him who came to thee striving earnestly (to receive

“admonition)

9. And with fear (of Allah)

10.0Of him wast thou unmindful.

ol

In Husein Al-Habsyi’s Qur’anic interpretation, the Strah ‘ Abasa
contains a dialogue between three social structures in the history
of mankind, represented by three people, namely the Prophet
Muhammad, al-Walid ibn al-Mughtrah and ‘Abd Allah ibn Ummi
Maktom (the blind man). In his view, the Prophet Muhammad rep-
resents the first social structure, that is the prophets of God sent
down to remind human beings of their existence. All prophets,
according to Husein Al-Habsyi, attempted to remedy the misdi-
rection of human development in all facets of life. In their duties
the prophets always faced the elite as well as the poor and the
oppressed. The second social structure, the elite and the oppres-
sor, is represented by al-Walid bin al-Mughirah towards whom
this Sturah was directed. This social group tends to seek and pre-
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serve power for the sake of their own interests, and in order to
fulfil this desire they tend to implement various forms of oppres-
sion. The third social structure is symbolised by ‘Abd Allah ibn
Ummi Makttm, a blind man who believed in God and the Prophet
Muhammad and submitted fully to Him. Husein Al-Habsyi notes
that the blind man, representing the oppressed, had a close rela-
tionship with the Prophet (Al-Habsyi 1991b:11-13).

Husein Al-Habsyi (1991b:17-23) goes on to argue that the views
of Qur’anic commentators who pinpoint the Prophet in the Sirah
‘Abasa are contrary to the Prophet’s immunity because more than
ten Stirah of the Qur’an that were revealed before the Sturah ‘Abasa
cleardy stated the Prophet’s excellence. For example al-Qalam: 4
means: “And thou (standest) on an exalted standard of character”
(Ali 1991:1506). On the other hand, it is generally agreed among
Qur’anic commentators that several verses of Strah al-Muddathir
and al-Najm are directed towards al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah. Strah
al-Muddathir: 21-22 states: “Then he looked around. Then he
frowned and scowled” and Strah al-Najm: 33 means: “Seest thou
one who turned back” (Ali 1991:1382). Therefore, like these two
Strah, Strah ‘Abasa: 1-10 refers to al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah.

According to Husein Al-Habsyi, there was no motive for the
Prophet, as an infallible person, to behave like the Qur’an describes.
However, al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah wanted to establish an exclu-
sive elite clique and thus objected to commoners, let alone blind
men, joining his meeting (1991b:31-32).

In his Qur’anic commentary, Husein al-Habsyi cites Jalal al-Din
al-Suyuti’s works, al-Durr al-Manthiir and al-Itgan in order to sup-
port his argument. His commentary thus has strong logical argu-
ments and it is in accordance with the basic ideals of Islamic teach-
ings in general, and with the Islamic teachings on the virtual ex-
cellence of the Prophet Muhammad in particular.

In his epilogue Husein Al-Habsyi (1991b:33-34) concludes that
even though the main aim of his work is to criticise a misleading
interpretation of the Stirah ‘Abasa, this work is essential because
an accurate interpretation of this Strah in turn results in a correct
understanding of social philosophy and the formation of society.
A view that disparages Islamic teachings and the Prophet will in-
evitably humiliate the Muslim community at large and the Islamic
teachings of piety, love, and justice and so on will have no mean-

ing.
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As for the ideas of Islamic brotherhood, Husein Al-Habsyi
(1992b) wrote a well-known book entitled Sunnah-Syi'ah dalam
Ukhuwah Islamiyah which, as shown by the sub title, criticises ‘Al
Nadwi, who had distorted the Shri‘ite teachings in his book. But
the book is also directed towards those who have made the same
mistakes. In this respect, Husein Al-Habsyi points out some of the
weaknesses in the writings of Sunni ‘ulama’ and intellectuals in
relation to the Shr'ah. First, he says, the works do not reflect an
appropriate and deep understanding and they in fact contain many
serious misunderstandings. Their criticisms do not deal with mat-
ters that are agreed upon by the majority of the Sht'ite ‘ulama’.

Husein Al-Habsyi argues that their second weakness is that
they quote only parts of the Shi‘ite sources with which they agree.
The third weakness is their own interpretations without reference
to the interpretations of the Sht'ite mujtahid (independent jurists).
He concludes that the interpretations of Sht'ite teachings made by
the majority of the Sunnt ‘ulama’ and intellectuals are mainly based
on their passion and hatred (1992b:12-13).

Instead of distorting the Shi‘ite teachings and defaming and
judging the Shr‘ites as a group deviating from the true teachings
of Islam, the Sunnt ‘ulama’ and intellectuals are advised to carry
out workshops or conferences in which both Sunnt and Shr‘ite
‘ulama’ participate. Through these workshops the Sunnt ‘ulama’
may address various matters on which they frequently criticise
the Shi‘ah and have the opportunity to ask the Sht'ite ‘ulama’ to
explain the matters based on the rational argumentation and the
authoritative doctrinal sources that they uphold (1992b:228-229).

There can be no more doubt that the Shrite “ulama’ will always be
prepared to participate in all such meetings in order to prove and present
their arguments about the truth of their school of Islam. Through these
meetings they can satisfy, and be satisfied by, their SunnT fellows with
regard to the basic aim of having a strong and united Muslim community.
We strongly expect the realisation of this approach and demand unification
rather than disintegration (Al-Habsyi 1992b:229-230).

If such expectations are fulfilled, Husein Al-Habsyi wrote, both
the Sunnt and Sht'ites can live side by side, in an environment of
tolerance and mutual cooperation in which the minority groups
do not fear the Sunni majority, who will in turn protect them, not
oppress them (1992b:229). However, as Husein Al-Habsyi experi-
enced, this expectation was never realised.
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Responses of the Sunni

Even though Husein Al-Habsyi admitted that he was a follow-
er of Sunnischool of Islam and used various Sunnf arguments when
defending the Shr'ite teachings, some of the Sunni ‘ulama’ and
leaders acknowledged that he was practising tagiyyah. The major-
ity of them had negative reactions to Husein Al-Habsyi in differ-
ent forms and levels of intensity; very few had a sympathetic atti-
tude.

Among the prominent Sunnt ‘ulama’ and leaders sympathetic
to the Shi‘ah as well as the Shi‘ites in Indonesia is Abdurrahman
Wahid, commonly known as Gus Dur. He stresses the sustainabil-
ity of the Sunni community itself. Below is a quotation from a
discussion in Surabaya between two representatives of the Al-Bayy-
inat Foundation and Abdurrahman Wahid after he presented a
speech at a thanksgiving for the Tfjaniyyah Order. In his speech
Abdurrahman Wahid mentioned and praised the last two Sifrsaints
(wali) of the twentieth century, Sayyid Muhammad Alawi al-Jazai-
ri and Sayyid Ayatullah Ruhullah Khoumeini. During the discus-
sion Abdurrahman Wahid answered all questions, including a ru-
mour about his being a Shi‘ite and one about the abuse of his name
in the propagation of the Shr‘ah in Indonesia.

Al-Bayyinat: Indeed, we are already in good manner. But they (Ustadz
Husein and his son-in law) do not care for our invitation. Therefore, there
are then a religious gathering of alil al-bayt and that of ahl al-sunnah wa al-
jama'ah. Even, we have cooperated with military authority. We have giv-
en the authority the data on them. We got the data because we smuggled
our people to their place. They pretended to study there. We cooperate
with the military in order that they fear.

Gus Dur: (Listening to the explanation Gus Dur looked regret and
shed tears), abki akhi, abki akhi, abki akhi (1 am crying, my brother; I am
crying, my brother; I am crying, my brother). To solve religious prob-
lems, why did you cooperate with the military authority? You have even
given the data to the authority. This is the same as that you want to kill
our own brothers. It is like in the Dutch colonial era that many “ulama’
died because of action of their own brothers (Anla, September 1993:18-19).

Abdurrahman Wahid then advised them not to bring religious
problems to the military authorities but to instead solve them by
consulting with the ‘ulama’ and Muslim leaders. Another approach
is to write and publish books, in a scientific and modest manner,
about the Shtite teachings (1993:19).

Another indication of Abdurrahman Wahid’s sympathetic atti-
tude towards the Shi‘ites is that he allows the Shr'ites to use his
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mosque in Ciganjur. Greg Barton (2002:174) points out four rea-
sons for Abdurrahman Wahid’s support of the Shi‘ites. First, by
nature he tends to help wronged and oppressed minorities. Sec-
ond, he opposes anything that impinges upon the freedom of faith
and principle. Third, for him Shi‘ite scholarship, which contains
an on-going tradition of ijtihad and metaphysical philosophy, can
profitably be explored by all Muslim intellectuals. Fourth, he ar-
gues that many NU rituals and approaches to Sufism are rooted in
Persian Shi‘ah and thus it is suggested that NU scholars under-
stand the Shi‘ah so that they can comprehend the nature of Sunni
Indonesian Islamic traditionalism.

In contrast to Abdurrahman Wahid’s sympathetic attitude, the
majority of the Sunnt ‘ulama’, particularly in East Java, tend to be
hostile towards the Shi‘ah. An initial strongly negative reaction
came from Husein Al-Habsyi’s own colleagues. As soon as he be-
came widely known as a Shrt'ite, several of the prominent YAPI
teachers who were alumni of the pesantren in Sidogiri, Langitan,
and other areas in Central Java, left the pesantren. Some of them
did it on their teacher’s command. No doubt this one-sided deci-
sion shocked Husein Al-Habsyi and his students and created some
difficulties in carrying out the pesantren’s activities. Fortunately,
his thorough preparations enabled him to solve the problem. Some
of his senior students replaced the former teachers and continued
to conduct the pesantren activities.

There were several other negative reactions, both major and
minor, to Husein Al-Habsyi after the Sunnt community heard of
his being a Shi‘ite. These reactions were in the form of threats
directed towards him and his family through mysterious letters,
telephone calls and pamphlets. Faeces and dead mice were some-
times thrown at his house and its front fence once had “kafir” (in-
fidel) written on it. He was also excluded from several social and
religious activities by the community and his relatives. His being
forbidden to preach and teach at the Great Mosque of Bangil, de-
spite the fact that he had been a regular preacher in the mosque
for several years, was another fierce reaction. What annoyed him
more was a conspiracy that tried to dissolve the YAPI pesantren.
Some visited the students’ parents in various areas of Indonesia
to persuade them to withdraw their children from YAPI and enrol
them in other pesantrens that certainly taught Sunni lessons. One
day several youths from various Muslim groups in the town,
equipped with tools, prepared to destroy the YAPI facilities, even
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though the unexpected destruction was avoidable (Husein 1997:7;
interview 5 October 2002).

His life was becoming more difficult when a number of fanatics
defamed him and reported him to the government as having been
involved in discrediting the government and subversion of the state
(Husein 1997:6-7). He was libelled as being linked with the Malang
Bombings (24 October 1984), the Borobudur attack (21 January 1985),
and the explosion on the Bali-bound Pemudi Ekspres night-bus (16
March 1985) because, as the commander of the East Java Military
command Major-General Soelarso stated, these attacks were linked
to an international Sht'ite network. Soelarso even mentioned a Sht‘ite
named Husein Ali al-Habshi and warned Muslim leaders in East
Java of an extremist Shi‘ite movement that had gained influence in
the province (Tapol 1987:81-82). Even though there was no proof,
Husein Al-Habsyi was arrested for several days during the investi-
gation process. He had such experiences several times during his
life. It is reported that when he was in jail no ‘wlama’ or Muslim
leaders from any organisation visited him.

Closely related to the Sunni response to the Sht'ites was the
high level of tension between the Sunnis and the Shr‘ites in Bangil,
a multi-religious town in East Java. Two opposing religious gath-
erings were carried out. One was a religious gathering of ahl al-
sunnah, which consisted of representatives from Nahdlatul Ula-
ma, Persis, Muhammadiyah, and the Al-Bayyinat Foundation and
was supported by hundreds of participants. During this forum
the group not only learned the teachings of ahl al-sunnah but also
criticised the teachings of the Shi‘ah. The other forum was the
religious gathering of ahl al-bayt, which was headed by Ustadz
Zahir Yahya (Husein Al-Habsyi’s son-in law) and Ali Al-Habsyi
(his son) (Aula, September 1993:12-13). These two forums clearly
represented not only the two schools of Islam in Bangil but also
the two prominent leaders of each school of Islam, who bitterly
opposed each other, namely M. O. Baabdullah, a Sunni figure as-
sociated with Al-Bayyinat Foundation and Manarul Islam Mosque,
and Ustadz Husein Al-Habsyi. It is important to note that both of
them were Arab descendants.

In response to the development of the Shi‘ah in East Java, par-
ticularly in Bangil, on 2 August 1993 the Council of Indonesian
‘ulama’ of East Java held a meeting in Surabaya, and invited the
‘ulama’ from various Muslim organisations such as Nahdlatul Ul-
ama, Muhammadiyah, and Persatuan Islam, as well as the Al-Bayy-
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inat Foundation, known to have bitterly criticised the Shi‘ah. At
first, the meeting, led by K.H. Misbach, the chief of the Council,
aimed at discussing a question from the Court of East Java in re-
gards to Husein Al-Habsyi’s Qur’anic commentary, Benarkah Nabi
Bermuka Masam? Tafsir Surah ‘Abasa. However, it then developed
into a forum of judgement about the Shi'ah.

During the meeting several participants presented their views
on the Shi‘ah from theological perspectives while others described
the development of the Shi‘ah in East Java, particularly Bangil,
where Husein Al-Habsyi lived and headed his famous pesantren.
It is evident from the discussions in the meeting that the most
negative views were upheld by Al-Bayyinat and Muhammadiyah
figures. Muhammad Baabdullah of Al-Bayyinat of Bangil, for in-
stance, stated that Shr'ite doctrines are more dangerous than Zi-
onism. He argued that the Shi‘ite do not have the right to live in
Indonesia, which is based on Pancasila (the Five Principles that
constitute the Republic of Indonesia’s state ideology), because the
Sht'ah is a new religion which is not recognised in this country.
Similarly, Muammal Hamidy of Muhammadiyah was of the opin-
ion that the development of Shi‘ah caused restlessness and unease
among the community, so its activities should be forbidden. He
proposed that the Council establish a team to scrutinise the char-
acteristics of a new religion. K.H. Rochim Noer, the head of Mu-
hammadiyah of East Java, had the same opinion as Baabdullah’s
that the Sht'ites are disbelievers while, like Muammal Hamidy, he
proposed the formation of a team to scrutinise the Shi‘ah and the
reasons for their infidelity. Finally, the Council of Indonesian
‘ulama’ of East Java approved the proposal to establish a team to
scrutinise the Shi‘ah (Aula, September 1993:24-28).

Various responses to the results of the Council meeting arose.
The Aula editors (October 1993:55) criticised the results of Council
meeting as a non-progressive achievement because on 9 January
1992 the Council of Indonesian ‘Ulama’ of East Java had cited and
distributed the results of the 1984 Council of Indonesian ‘Ulama’’s
national workshop on the Shi‘ah. It is very clear from the recom-
mendation that the Council of Indonesian ‘ulama’ urged Indone-
sian Muslims who adhere to the Sunni school to prevent them-
selves from being influenced by the Shi‘ite doctrines because of
the principal differences between two. If the national Council had
formulated a clear recommendation then the provincial Council
should produce more than the establishment of a team.
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In his response to the development of the Shi‘ah in Bangil,
Muhammad Munir (1993:59), one of the committee members of a
religious gathering of ahl al-Sunnah, stated that the Shi'ites, as a
minority religious group, should be able to live in harmony with
the majority Sunni community. Yet he expected that the Sunni
‘ulama’ would be firm in their decision that Shi‘ites not only fol-
low practices that deviate from Islam but also lead Muslims astray.
Therefore, they must be monitored and the Muslim community
should be cautious when responding to their teachings.

Although the Shr‘ite minority expected a tolerant attitude from
the Sunni majority, the Sunnt in East Java and in Indonesia in gen-
eral had the opposite reaction. Some of the Sunnt leaders believed
that the Shr'ites themselves should control their sayings, attitudes
and conduct because they are a minority in Indonesia. Indonesia
is a Sunni country and it is common for the minority to adjust
themselves within the cultural, social, and political contexts of the
society (Misdi 1993:80). Misdi (1993:80) further states: “if the
Shi‘ites want to be free, it is not in Indonesia that they live but in
Iran or in the countries where the Shi‘ites are majority”.

A bitter reaction to the development of the Shr'ah in East Java
and in Indonesia in general was in the form of intellectual activi-
ties. In 1990 M. O. Baabdullah published a book that strongly crit-
icised the Shr‘ite teachings. For him, the Sht‘ites are infidels even
though they pronounce the confession of faith that there is no God
but Allah and Muhammad is His messenger. He emphasises that
their infidelity is clearly shown in their thoughts, which are con-
trary to the true teachings of the Prophet Muhammad, and that
this fulfils the requirements as categorised in the Qur’an and the
Prophetic Traditions. Viewing the present development of the
Shi‘ah, Baabdullah (1990:83-84) points out two important indica-
tions that it is a religious current outside Islam: first, the Shi‘ite
theological doctrine of the changing of the Qur’an, along with a
number of other deviating principal doctrines that were formulat-
ed later, show that the present day Shi‘ites are more evil than the
previous ones. Second, the contemporary Sht'ites have mixed up
a number of evil and dangerous currents and follow polytheism.
Although this book concerns the Shi‘ah in general it also includes
criticisms of Husein Al-Habsyi, as Baabdullah was known to be a
harsh opponent of his.

In regard to Husein Al-Habsyi’s books, there were two types
of negative reaction: intellectual and non-intellectual. A non-intel-
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lectual response was to ban the books. Soon after Husein Al-Hab-
syi’s commentary on the Qur’an (1991b) was published there were
serious reactions from the Muslim community. Several Sunnt
‘ulama’ like KH. Zakky Ubaid suggested the commander of Braw-
ijjaya Military Division of East Java stop the distribution of this
book, along with another book by the same author, Sunnah-Syi’ah
dalam Dialog (1991a). The reason for this, according to Zakky Ubaid,
is that the two books have radical leanings and will inevitably be
damaging to the unity of the Muslim community. Husein Al-Hab-
syi was in a position to discuss his two books and did not mind if
they were banned, provided the ban was based on accurate legal
rules (Surabaya Post, 25 October 1991).

Husein Al-Habsyi was also visited by two youths, delegates of
a prominent ‘ulama’ who participated in a meeting in Probolinggo
between two hundred and fifty ‘ulama’ and the commander of
the Brawijaya military division of East Java. The meeting agreed
to the rejection of Husein Al-Habsyi’s Qur’anic exegesis (Al-Hab-
syi 1992a:1I). The two youths presented some critical questions,
which were then answered by him in great detail.

Another reaction to the book was intellectual, namely the pub-
lications of books and articles that criticised Husein Al-Habsyi’s
books. Intellectual polemics arose within the Sunni-Shi‘ite rela-
tionship in Indonesia. The first critic was Ibnu Mursyid who wrote
an article published in AI-Muslimun (January 1992), a famous peri-
odical of Persatuan Islam in Bangil. The second was Ja’far Umar
Thalib (1993) who wrote a lengthy critical book.

By presenting several arguments, Ibnu Mursyid (1992) criticises
Husein al-Habsyi’s commentary that states that the Strah was di-
rected to al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah. First, if it were true it would
mean that the Qur’anic verses were revealed to al-Walid ibn al-
Mughirah, a view that is certainly rejected by all Muslims. Second, it
is impossible, Ibnu Mursyid insists, that * Abd Allah ibn Ummi Mak-
tim came to al-Walid bin al-Mughirah to ask for admonitions and
teachings. Third, the events reconstructed in Husein Al-Habsyi’s
Qur’anic exegesis are illogical and inconsistent. Then Ibnu Mursyid
analyses Husein Al-Habsyi’s commentary by providing fourteen
questions and answers to prove its mistakes, illogical nature and
inconsistencies. He concludes that according to the majority of
Qur’anic commentary books that derive from reliable sources from
both the Sunni school and some from the Shr'ite school, it is agreed
that the Prophet Muhammad frowned and turned away, as shown
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in the Strah ‘Abasa: 1-10. However, according to some Shi‘ite sourc-
es, it was someone from the Umayyah clan who frowned and turned
away. “If Ustadz Husein wants to seek ‘unity’ as shown in his work
Sunni-Shr'ite in Dialogue ... he will certainly accept and approve of
the fact that the Sarah ‘Abasa (80): 1-10 was directed towards the
Prophet Muhammad” (Mursyid 1992:74).

In his critical book, Ja’far Umar Thalib argues that Husein Al-
Habsyi is a Sht‘ite ‘ulama’ who fits into the category of the ahl al-
bid'ah groups (‘people of innovation’), and resembles the majority
of the Shi‘ite ‘ulama’ in terms of motivating Muslims to refuse to
hold the Sunnt books or to at least doubt the honesty of Sunni
Traditionists (ahl al-hadith). According to Ja’far Umar Thalib, the
Shi‘ite ‘ulama’ create snares, namely by arguing that Qur’anic com-
mentators were not immune to error so everyone may doubt the
accuracy of their interpretations, and that the authority of Tradi-
tionists (ahl al-hadith) needs researching, criticising and correct-
ing, including their standard hadith books. Ja‘far Umar Thalib ar-
gues that these scientific activities are merely attacks and scientif-
ic betrayal (1993:33-34).

To support his arguments, Ja’far Umar Thalib (1993) starts de-
fining the concept of ‘infallibility’ according to both the Shrt'ite
and Sunnt schools. He upholds the Sunni view that the Prophet
Muhammad was infallible in regard to the revelation of God’s
message but his infallibility did not make his human attributes
disappear in matters unrelated to God’s messages. It is on the
basis of this definition that Ja’far Umar Thalib elaborates several
authoritative sources with regard to the revelation of the Surah
‘Abasa and confirms that the Sturah was directed towards the
Prophet Muhammad and this does not contradict the immunity of
the Prophet. In his fierce criticism he writes that the Sht'ite ‘ulama’
are very capable of distorting the Qur’anic verses and the Pro-
phetic Traditions according to their passions and worldly inter-
ests (Thalib 1993:58-59).

After elaborating his critical analysis, Ja’far Umar Thalib
(1993:115-117) provides six points of conclusion. First, Husein Al-
Habsyi and his groups refuse Sunni commentary because they base
their views on the definition of infallibility that they themselves
construct. Second, the sources that are used by the Sunnt ‘ulama’ in
their commentary on the Sturah ‘Abasa are valid and reliable. Third,
the Qur’anic verses that were revealed before the Stirah ‘Abasa nei-
ther negate nor oppose the Prophet Muhammad’s conduct, as shown
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in the Strah ‘Abasa. Fourth, the Sunni ‘ulama’ have generally agreed
that the Strah ‘Abasa was revealed as God’s correction of His mes-
senger. Fifth, there are very few sources on the involvement of al-
Walid bin al-Mughtrah in the revelation of the Strah ‘Abasa, which
cannot become a basis for accurate interpretation. Sixth, the Surah
‘Abasa does not indicate a prohibition of the propagation of Islam
to disbelievers even if they refuse it. God only corrected His Prophet
so that he would not give priority to disbelievers rather than the
Muslims who believe in and surrender to God.

Husein Al-Habsyi attempted to respond to some criticisms di-
rected towards his commentary. He provided detailed explanations
of the questions presented by the two youths as mentioned above
and analyses of the questions and answers provided by Ibnu Mursyid.
One of Husein Al-Habsyi’s sons, Musa Husein Al-Habsyi, wrote a
lengthy critical chapter in the book (1992a), refuting Ibnu Mursy-
id’s article as well as Ja’far Umar Thalib’s critical book.

In his refutation of Ibnu Mursyid’s reconstruction, Husein Al-
Habsyi (1992a:42-47) provides his translation and commentary on
the Strah “Abasa: 1-10 :

1. He (al-Walid ibn al-Mughitrah) frowned and turned away

2. Because there came the blind man to him (the Prophet)

3. Butwhat could tell thee (al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah) that he (‘ Abd
Allah ibn Ummi Maktim) might purify himself (from sins)

4. Or that he (*‘Abd Alldh ibn Ummi Maktim) might receive ad-
monition (listened from the Prophet in your meeting), and the
teaching might profit him?

5. As to one who regards himself as self-sufficient (like Abt Jahl
and other Quraysh elites)

6. To him dost thou (al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah) attend

7. Though it is no blame on thee (Oh al-Walid) if he (‘Abd Allah
ibn Ummi Makttum) purifies himself not

8. But as to him who came to thee (your meeting Oh al-Walid)
striving earnestly (to receive admonition and knowledge from
the Prophet)

9. And with fear (of Allah)

10.0f him wast thou (Oh, al-Walid) unmindful.

Finally, Husein Al-Habsyi asks a rhetorical question: what makes
some people eager to force others to agree with their views that
“the Prophet Muhammad frowned and turned away”? “Clearly,
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as long as the problem concerns the historical background of the
revelation let us be free to hold the ‘ulama”s views most suitable
to our taste. Don’t force others to take a view that is said to con-
tain peculiarity and impropriety” (Al-Habsyi 1992a:53).

In response, Ja’far Umar Thalib then claimed that his book sold
well and the publisher received numerous requests for it from the
Muslim community. It is said that he got Husein Al-Habsyi’s refu-
tation in that he invited “his son, who was only to play marbles, to
refute” (Thalib 1993:15). In his view, Husein Al-Habsyi does not
actually defend his views but only declares his Sht'ite beliefs. For
him, Husein Al-Habsyi was an Indonesian Shtite ‘ulama’ who be-
came a spokesperson for the Shi‘ites in their spreading of hate and
spite towards the Companions of the Prophet and the Successors
(tabi‘tn). In his book, Ja’far Umar Thalib insists that Husein Al-Habsyi
shows his cynical attitude towards the Sunnf interpretation of the
Strah ‘Abasa, particularly in his commentary, which uses sources
from Aisha. However, Ja’far Umar Thalib did not respond to Musa
Husein Al-Habsyi’s rational refutation except to say that Musa was
too young to participate in the polemics. He wrote a lengthy pref-
ace to the second edition of his book, claiming that Husein Al-Hab-
syi was at a loss and thus very emotional in defending his views.
He could have written another more polite and scientific refutation
rather than mocking Husein Al-Habsyi, as this showed his boorish
attitude when upholding a refutable stance.

The intellectual polemics on the Qur’anic interpretation of the
Strah ‘Abasa came to an end without closure. Husein Al-Habsyi
did not respond to Ja’far Umar Thalib’s preface to his second edi-
tion book before his death on January 1994. Nor did his sons,
students or other Sht'ite ‘ulama’ write on the matter of the polem-
ical commentary. Along with the fact that Ja’far Umar Thalib did
not present additional information or arguments, it seems that
they believe the argument is finished and that one is not allowed
to compel a particular point of view on others.

Conclusion

Husein Al-Habsyi was an Indonesian Shr'ite Sayyid ‘alim who
became acquainted with Shr'ite teachings when was educated with-
in the Arab education system. As a Muslim scholar and teacher,
he played a prominent role in the development of Islamic educa-
tion and propagation in the Muslim community. In addition to
writing several books, he also founded the famous Yayasan Pe-
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santren Islam located in Bangil, which has attracted students from
throughout Indonesia. This pesantren has played a significant role
in the spread of Shi‘ite teachings in Indonesian society, particular-
ly through its alumni who become Shr‘ite teachers.

This study has also shown how difficult it was for Husein Al-
Habsyi, as a Shi‘ite ‘alim, to preserve his beliefs among the Sunni
majority in Indonesia. It is unknown when he became a Shr'ite,
but it is evident that from early on he practised tagiyyah, which is
lawful within the Shi‘ite teachings, in order to protect him and his
family from the hostility displayed by the Sunnt community. In
some of his teaching and preaching activities and his written works
he even attempted to promote the importance of Islamic brother-
hood, particularly between the Sunni and Shi‘ite adherents, in solv-
ing the political and socio-economic problems that are faced by
the Muslim community. However, the fact that he practised ta-
qiyyah was acknowledged by the Sunnf ‘ulama’ and leaders.

Negative responses arose in response to the Shi‘ah in general
and Husein Al-Habsyi in particular, and these ranged from minor
to major in their intensity. Most Sunni ‘ulama’ tended to reject the
existence of the Shr‘ites in Indonesia, for theological, social and
political reasons. Not only did the Sunnt ‘ulama’ judge the Shi‘ites
as disbelievers but they also accused them of disturbing the peace
within Indonesian society and of threatening the stability of the
country. The majority SunnT community was inclined to enforce
its own points of view in terms of religious interpretation, as well
as social norms, upon the Shi‘ite minority in Indonesia. In short,
for the Sunnit ‘ulama’ in Indonesia the Shi‘ites are disbelievers,
and because Indonesia is a Sunni country there is no place for
them here.
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