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Shedding Light on Indonesian Islam:
The Latest Trends from Europe

Muhammad Nida’ Fadlan

On December 13, 2024, the Institute for Languages and Cultures of
the Islamicate World at the University of Cologne held the “Indonesian
Studies Day 2024” in Cologne, Germany. Chaired by Prof. Dr. Edwin
P. Wieringa (Professor of Indonesian Philology, University of Cologne)
and co-chaired by Muhammad Nida Fadlan (PhD researcher in
Indonesian Islamic Philology, University of Cologne), this academic
event focused on the intersection of religion, culture, and identity
within the context of Islam in Indonesia. It served as a colloquium
that gathered Indonesian PhD students in Europe to discuss the latest
research on this subject.

There were two main reasons for this event. First, Indonesia is a
country that is globally still unfamiliar to many people, even though
it has the largest population of Muslims in the world. The attempts
to showcase the rich Islamic heritage of Indonesia have not yet been
very successful. Second and relatedly, there is still a need to promote
academic activities related to Indonesian Islamic studies. This forum
brought together doctoral students from different European universities
who are researching various topics related to Indonesian Islam, enabling
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profound and fruitful discussions. By coming together, this intellectual
gathering encourages and furthers research in this area.

Discovering the Latest Trends

The event presented six ongoing doctoral research projects. It featured
three main panels, each addressing distinct aspects of Indonesian Islam:
the transmission of intellectual traditions, Islamic interpretations across
various historical periods, and the identity and adaptation of diaspora
communities. The sessions concluded with a roundtable discussion on the
future directions of Indonesian Islamic studies in European universities.

The intersection of Islam and Indonesian society cannot be separated
from the influence of textual traditions. This is evidenced by the
abundant existence of written works, both in the form of manuscripts
and lithographic texts. Given this undeniable fact, the Islamic literary
tradition, originally articulated in Arabic script and language, had to
adapt to Indonesia’s established writing traditions, which had already
been around before the arrival of Islam. This background forms the
foundation of the research presented by Kamran Asat Irsyadi from
KU Leuven, Belgium, and Tiara Ulfah from Universitit Hamburg,
Germany, both of whom presented their work in the first panel.

Irsyadi emphasized how the spread of Islam in Indonesia is
reflected in the mushrooming of Arabic grammar manuscripts. The
production of these texts was based on the belief that Arabic is the key
to understanding authentic Islam, making the study of Arabic grammar
essential. Although the primary focus was on Arabic, these manuscripts
also showcase the diversity of Indonesian local culture. This reflects a
cultural adaptation that highlights the intellectual dynamics of Islam,
interconnected with broader Islamic traditions.

The interaction between Arab traditions and local Indonesian
practices is not only evident in manuscripts but also in the lithographic
tradition, which specifically emerged in the late nineteenth century.
Ulfah’s doctoral project examines Malay literary works from that
period, which are predominantly composed in Arabic script (Jawi).
This analysis of frequently neglected lithographic texts will demonstrate
the impact of substantial social, cultural, and political changes in the
Malay community during their interactions with European powers.
This research provides significant insights into the development of
Malay literature and culture during that period.
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The deep-rooted local cultural traditions in Indonesia have influenced
Muslims to interpret Islamic teachings from a local perspective, along
with the understanding that Islam comes from a different cultural
setting. 'The necessity of translating Islamic teachings into local
expressions became more pronounced with the accelerated growth of
Islam in the region. Thus, Islamic interpretations that integrate local
elements served as a strategy for Islamic leaders to apply religious
concepts of piety in daily practices.

Inthesecond panel, Nur Ahmad from Leiden University, Netherlands,
examined the process of interpretation, focusing on Muhammad Salih
ibn Umar al-Samarani (d. 1903) and his methodology in Quranic
exegesis. Salih, recognizing his local background, translated the Quran
into Javanese utilizing Arabic script (Pegon). His work was distinguished
by a method that, instead of providing a literal translation, employed
a mystical, Sufistic interpretation that incorporated Javanese mystical
concepts. Ahmad argues that, notwithstanding local influences, Salih’s
approach aligns with wider global Sufi doctrines, especially those
articulated by al-Ghazzali. Consequently, Ahmad designates Salih as
“Little al-Ghazzali,” emphasizing the modifications he made to adapt
these teachings to the Javanese cultural context.

The pursuit of defining Islamic piety continues into the contemporary
era, as seen in the doctoral project of Hamzah Fansuri from Universitit
Heidelberg, Germany. In his anthropological study, Fansuri examines
the urban Muslim community in Indonesia, particularly the fascination
with the hijrah (religious migration) movement, which is viewed as a
path to a more pious lifestyle. While seemingly an individual initiative,
this movement reveals significant intersections between faith and issues
of modernity, such as politics, economics, media, and identity. Thus,
the motivations and practices of individuals are interconnected with
the broader socio-political landscape of Indonesia and even global
contexts.

The issue of identity in Indonesian Islamic studies also extends
to the diaspora, including both Indonesian Muslims abroad and
foreign communities within Indonesia. Research on these topics was
productively discussed in the final panel, “Identity and Adaptation of
Diaspora Communities.” This panel featured research by Yulianingsih
Riswan from Universitit Freiburg, Germany, and Rangga Eka Saputra
from Universitit Hamburg, Germany.
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Riswan is currently completing her research on the Indonesian Muslim
community in the Netherlands. Her observations reveal that members
of this community tend to define themselves simply as Muslims without
emphasizing their Indonesian or Dutch Muslim identities. This finding is
significant as it shows a growing trend toward a more universal Muslim
identity. In her study, she argues that research on Indonesian Islam has
largely focused on practices within Indonesia, neglecting the experiences
of Indonesian Muslims abroad. According to Riswan, studying the
experiences and identities of the Indonesian Muslim diaspora can offer
a more comprehensive understanding of the dynamics of Islam and
Indonesian Muslim identity on a global scale.

The diversity of identity studies is also reflected in Saputra’s research on
the Hadrami-Arab community in Indonesia. His doctoral work focuses
on the social and economic activities of this community, especially in the
post-independence period—an aspect that has received limited attention
from scholars. The early decades of Indonesia’s independence were crucial
in redefining the ethnic identity of the Hadrami-Arabs, as they began to
connect with the local population, marking a significant shift in their
socio-economic and cultural landscape. Unlike other studies that focus on
their religious traditions, Saputra takes a secular perspective, uncovering
new dimensions in understanding their metamorphosing identity.

Future Directions

The “Indonesian Studies Day 2024” event served as an important
platform for reflecting on the future direction of Indonesian Islamic
studies. As an academic forum that brought together international
scholars, this gathering provided a space for discussing the importance
of further research on the connections between Islam, culture, and
identity in Indonesia. In the future, this field of study should continue
to evolve to address the need to update perspectives, methodologies, and
topics that are more relevant to the socio-political changes occurring in
Indonesia and around the world.

One of the key areas of growth in the future will be research on the
relationship between Islamic traditions and contemporary Indonesian
society. With increasing interest in social phenomena like the bijrah
movement and the role of social media in expanding the influence of
Islamic teachings, it is essential to continue exploring how traditional
elements and modernity interact. Academics will need to develop
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more contextual approaches to understand how Indonesian Muslim
individuals and communities respond to social and political changes,
both domestically and within the diaspora.

Additionally, in the context of globalization and migration, the study
of Indonesian Islam abroad is becoming increasingly relevant. Many
Indonesian Muslim communities living in countries across Europe, the
Americas, and the Middle East are developing their Islamic identities
in unique ways, often differing from practices in their home country.
Further research on the lives of Indonesian Muslims in the diaspora
will offer a more holistic understanding of the dynamics of Indonesian
Islam and how their identities and religious practices adapt to broader
social contexts.

While focusing on contemporary studies is important, it should
not overshadow the value of historical research, particularly because
Indonesia has a rich wealth of historical sources—written, oral, and in
other cultural forms. These sources hold great potential for gaining a
deeper understanding of Indonesian civilization, including its Islamic
heritage. Therefore, historical studies should continue to receive serious
attention from the academic community through innovative and
relevant approaches. By utilizing new interdisciplinary methodologies
and bridging the past with the present, historical research can make
a significant contribution to understanding the social, cultural, and
identity dynamics of Indonesia, while also enriching our perspective on
its progressive civilization.

In conclusion, the development of academic studies should be
complemented by promoting them in high-quality scholarly meetings.
Events like “Indonesian Studies Day 2024” highlight the importance
of international collaboration in encouraging Indonesian Islamic
studies, ensuring that these gatherings are not merely ceremonial. In
the future, this forum will be sustained and potentially expanded into
research collaborations between institutions in Indonesia and Europe.
This would open up opportunities for advancing interdisciplinary
research that not only addresses the theological and historical aspects
of Indonesian Islam but also considers its broader social, cultural, and
political implications in a global context.

Muhammad Nida' Fadlan, University of Cologne, Germany. Email:

mfadlan@smail.uni-koeln.de.
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