
Arrest of a smiling extremist 

The government shows some unusual resolve. 

 
Abu Bakar Basyir returns to a familiar place 

THE arrest of Abu Bakar Basyir, the most high-profile radical Islamic cleric in Indonesia, 
suggests that the government may be ready to take firmer action against extremists in the 
country. Mr Basyir was detained on August 9th in West Java—his third arrest on terror-related 
charges. 

He is no stranger to a jail cell, though he has so far managed to avoid long spells behind bars. 
He was first held after the 2002 nightclub bombings which killed over 200 people on the resort 
island of Bali, but prosecutors botched the case against him and he served only 18 months for 
an immigration offence. Promptly detained again, he was prosecuted over a bomb attack on 
the Marriott Hotel in Jakarta in 2003, in which 12 people died. He served more than two years. 

The latest move in the game of cat-and-mouse comes after Mr Basyir publicly renounced 
violence and chose instead to become an irritant of Indonesia’s secular government. The frail-
looking 71-year-old would flash his trademark toothy grin as he railed against the West, Israel 
and women’s rights. But the choleric cleric was also reputed to be the spiritual leader of 
Jemaah Islamiah, an al-Qaeda-linked terrorist network, although prosecutors could never 
prove the allegation. 

Now the police say they have him cornered. He is accused of organising and funding a terrorist 
training camp in the remote province of Aceh, where plans were allegedly drawn up for the 
assassination of President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, as well as for Mumbai-style terror 
attacks on Western hotels and embassies in Jakarta. The discovery of the camp in February 
was followed by a manhunt across the country in which over 100 alleged militants linked to 
Jemaah Islamiah and other terrorist groups were captured or killed.  

Indonesia has a strong record in fighting terrorism, which would only be bolstered if 
prosecutors could now make the charges stick against Mr Basyir. Yet a related problem also 
needs tackling: legally recognised radical Islamic groups, some of which provide cover for 
home-grown terrorists. Mr Basyir, for example, is chairman of Jamaah Ansharut Tauhid, which 
has a network of regional offices and promotes the implementation of Islamic law. Five 
members of the group were arrested on August 7th on terrorism-related charges, joining three 
others who have been in jail since May. Leaders in the group have a violent record: one was 
convicted of providing explosives for the bombing, in 1985, of a famed ninth-century 
Borobudur Buddhist temple near the city of Yogyakarta. 



Mr Basyir’s latest arrest came a day after members of another radical legal outfit, the Islamic 
Defenders Front, assaulted Christian worshippers while they held a service in the West Java 
town of Bakasi, on the outskirts of Jakarta. Recent months have seen a string of violent 
incidents against Christian worshippers and churches, and against members of a minority 
Islamic sect. Emboldened radical groups have also thrown stones at nightclubs and bars in 
Jakarta and beaten up interfaith peace activists. 

Mr Yudhoyono’s government has been weak-kneed in confronting such groups, perhaps 
because he fears that voters would see a crackdown as unIslamic. The police, too, have been 
woefully inactive. But, after receiving strident criticism in the press for doing too little, Mr 
Yudhoyono on August 10th told the police to stop any radical groups from launching attacks 
during Ramadan, which is now under way. The president is a cautious political player, but 
decisive action is needed if more extremists are to be stopped from becoming out-and-out 
terrorists. 
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