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At times when Soeharto was the president of Indonesia, many people felt that he 

was not a president; nevertheless he was a Javanese king. His attitude and 

behaviour, either in his own life or in his capacity as a leader, was very much 

Javanese. As a Javanese king, Soeharto likes harmony, a special Javanese 

philosophical view.1 In life, people have to harmonize their relationship between 

mankind, nature and God. Such Javanese view is truly accord with the Pancasila. 

Perhaps it happened that, fundamentally, Pancasila is a Javanese principle of life 

which formulized into modernized form by Soekarno. History knows that 

Soekarno was the inventor of Pancasila.2 

 

Pancasila which in Soeharto’s reign was the state’s, political parties’, mass 

organizations’ and other organizations’ only foundation, is actually reflects his 

desire to harmonize or to “javanize” Indonesia. To Soeharto, a harmony in politics 

and religion is important, thus anything should infer with the harmony shall be 

banished. Soeharto was quite successful in such “Javanization” in Indonesia, that 

during his occupancy, every conflict disturbing the harmony was settled. This was 

different than Soekarno. Although he was the inventor of Pancasila, his effort to 

culture Pancasila itself in Indonesia was unlikely successful. As Soeharto, 

Soekarno does also hold harmonization of life. The difference is that the 

harmonization brought by Soekarno was leading into the harmonization of 

ideology. By the concept of Nasakom (National, Religion, and Communism), it 

was seemed that Soekarno wants to synchronise the three views, a typical way of 

thinking for a Javanese.3 Alas, Soekarno’s effort was approached repressively so 

that his aim to realize the harmony was turned out to be a failure. This was 

                                                 
 
1 See Allan A Samson “Army and Islam”, Pacific Affairs, Vol.XLIV, No.4, Winter 1971-72 p.546: 

“...the leadership is tied to Javanese culture, which places a high value on order, harmony, and 

calmness...” 
2  Pancasila (Five Principles) was formulated by Sukarno, the first President of Indonesia, in his 

speech of 1 June 1945. He laid out his doctrine of Pancasila which were to become the official 

philosophy of of independent Indonesia : Belief in God, nationalism, humanitarianism, social 

justice and democracy. See M.C.Ricklefs, A History of Modern Indonesia, Macmillan Education 

Ltd, Houndmills, p.197. 
3 In 1960 Sukarno began emphasizing a theme as old as his articles of 1926 which had argued for 

the unity of Nationalism, Islam and Marxism. This was callaed the Doctrine of Nasakom (from 

Nasionalime, Agama, Komunisme. See M.C.Ricklefs, A History..., p.256. 
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because moslims does not want to be “harmonized” with the atheist communism. 

Soekarno as a major philosopher, was obsessed to unite Indonesian people whose 

ideology and belief vary. Should it succeed, Indonesia will be a miniature form of 

the world’s society. While Indonesia could harmonize the three differing 

ideologies, why shouldn’t the world? What Soekarno wanted was great. A society 

united and harmonized despite of different ideologies, which even contrast such as 

the believers and communists. Should the great idea was accepted; a harmonic 

“peaceful and united” world might be realized. Perhaps that is the universal view 

of a Soekarno as a great Javanese philosopher. Soeharto in his 32-year regime, at 

a massive cost, was able to realize his aim to harmonize the political and ideology 

life of Indonesia. While Soekarno, with his brilliant ideas formed into Pancasila 

did not succeed to unite the Nasakom. Nasakom, at the time and until this day, 

may remain an “oversized suit” for Indonesian people. Suppose that the way of 

thinking of Indonesians have become universally as broad as Soekarno’s, the idea 

may possible to be realized. Isn’t it in Europe that today a communist may sat 

down together along with liberals or democrats, even with people of religious-

ideology parties? Also in Europe, for instance, people can find an atheist 

nationalist, or an atheist who respects people with beliefs. They –nationalist, 

religious, and communists- can live together. Even though the idea of Nasakom in 

Indonesia proved to be fail, but in developed countries such idea have became 

reality. 

 

Soekarno or Soeharto are Javanese who highly respect Javanese culture. However, 

their approaches toward Javanese culture are different. Soeharto as a son of a 

farmer seemed to be more realistic in applying Javanese culture in his government. 

While Soekarno, an engineer and universal philosopher, may seem to be 

unrealistic in achieving the desire of harmony in Indonesia’s life. As the 

consequence, great ideas of Soekarno such as Nasakom, happen to be hibernated. 

Whereas Soeharto’s single principle can last for tens of years, though it must 

collapse since his resignation. 

 

DEFICIT OF JAVANESE CULTURE 

 

If Soekarno and Soeharto in certain boundaries said to have Javanize the state 

living, on the contrary, there are Javanese complained that the present Javanese 

culture is lack of influence. The Forum Religiositas in Yogyakarta in a discussion 

for instance, stated that the present Javanese culture have suffered a significant 

regression4. And such regression would result into a national regression. This has 

                                                 
4 Google.co.id., Mengapa Kebudayaan Jawa Mengalami Kemunduran Yang Signifikan?, 

contributed by Forum Religiositas Agama di Yogya dan Bali, 12 Februari 2008. 
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occurred since most Indonesian is Javanese. And the Forum said that one of the 

causes of the regression of the Javanese culture is religion and money politics. In 

the view of Forum Religiositas, Middle East countries are now striving hard to 

expand their influence at all cost. As the consequence opening the cultural gate, 

Javanese and foreign culture have been intensively ongoing. Such openness is 

being advantaged by oil exporters to interfere into Indonesian culture generally, 

and specifically to that of Javanese. As for instance, such phenomenon can be 

seen from TV shows in Indonesia. Forum Religiositas mentioned that in TV series, 

negative and mystical matters are often related with people wearing Javanese 

clothing. While the good-side often to be connoted with Middle Eastern religious 

clothing such as turban and jilbab. The conclusion of such mystical TV series is 

generally to be that Javanese often related with evil and that Middle Eastern 

should prevail it. In the other hand, Javanese language with its delicate wordings 

has also prevailed by Middle Eastern ones. For example in an opening of a speech, 

it is almost always started with Assalamualaikum. And then, these Arabic idioms 

started to fill into many conversation in Indonesia. Words such as taufiq, hidayah, 

shalihah, sakinah, mawaddah, rahmah, berkah, and so on for instance, have been 

the popular vocabulary in everyday life, which prevail Javanese wordings such as 

sugeng rawuh, tut wuri handayani,, menang tanpo ngasorake, and so on. 

Connoted also in TV series that Arabic suit is much closer to the heaven, while 

Javanese ones are closer with hell. 

 

Forum Religiositas also accused the popularization of Arabic clothing such as 

jilbab, koko shirt, and turban, as compared with Javanese original clothing like 

blangkon, mondolan, surjan, and kemben. The Government have also endorsed 

the regression of Javanese culture by building mosques all over the country. Word 

said that the mass constructions of mosques were mostly sponsored by the Middle 

East countries. While the development of Javanese culture is almost none. At the 

summit of it, the Majelis Ulama Indonesia (MUI), an institution which more 

similar to that of the Mufti Assembly in the Egypt, is provided with an 

extraordinary power by the government and Muslims. The Government seems to 

be forgotten that Indonesia is not an Islamic state like the Middle East. In the view 

of Forum Religiositas, MUI has gone too far into many dimensions; social, 

politics, and even economy. The latter is that MUI obliged every industry to label 

their products with halal status on the package. The Forum Religiositas had also 

deemed that MUI had ruined Indonesians trust and suppressed the differences 

within Islam itself. In this case, the Ahmadiyah Islamic Sect is one of the victims. 

Due the MUI authority, the harmonized living among religious communities 

which have been the desire of Javanese culture had wiped away. People who have 
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not followed the mainstream Islam would now feel insecure due the MUI’s anti-

harmonic instructions.  

 

The aforementioned examples showed how terrified the Javanese are going to lose 

their identity due the Arabic influences, specifically Islam. Islam and Arabic 

culture, according to the Forum Religiositas, had in purpose destroyed the 

Javanese culture systematically. Moreover, the Forum said, the destruction of 

Javanese culture is supported by the Government.What the Forum conveyed is 

much factual. However there are ones that missed that the “destruction” of 

Javanese culture is not always due the influence of Islam, but also modernism. 

Compared to that of by Islam, Javanese culture regression by modernization is 

perhaps much more significant. Modern living which profound to Western style is 

more influential to the present day Javanese living. Whether the Javanese culture 

should emerge in the modern life, its nature would be merely to show the ethnical 

identity and without internalization and substance. This can be seen in mantenan 

(wedding),  birth and funeral ceremony. Javanese culture with all of its details 

may show, but tend to only as symbols. Thereafter, the modern lifestyle which 

tends to hedonic and materialistic penetrates their life. Javanese culture which 

adores the adiluhung (noble) values such as rukun agawe santoso (peace is 

power), narimo ing pandum (be grateful), and sangkan paraning dumadi (things 

came from God, and eventually will return to God) seemed to be disappear by the 

domination of modern life. 

 

 

JAVA AND ISLAM 

 

What the Forum Religiositas had stated may be a bare truth, or wrongful. If we 

see mystical TV series or religious ones, the phenomenon that the Forum said may 

be true. But the problem is, why the makers would describe Javanese culture in 

such manner, and also, why the plot always leads to the triumph of Islam. The 

next question, why Javanese themselves did not see that such TV series is a form 

of harassment toward their culture? In this context, perhaps we should see 

Javanese and Islamic culture within the framework of distinct culture. Some 

people say that Java is not merely a cultural entity, but also a religion. A term like 

the Abangan introduced by anthropologist Clifford Geertz, for instance, is not 

something imaginative or been made-up, but it really exists. Javanese teachings 

and philosophy are broad. Geertz viewed that it is appropriate to make it into a 

religion. Although such Abangan or Kejawen religion has never been recognized 
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as a formal religion by the country, even by Javanese, factually there are teachings 

and behaviour of Javanese people that strictly follows the Kejawen teachings5. 

 

Then, what is the difference between the Kejawen teachings and other religions? 

The Kejawen teachings, if they as a religion, it will be a soft religion, meaning 

that the religion is very accommodative to external influences. Different to that of 

Islam which is having formal and rigid teachings such as shalat, fasting, haji and 

syariah laws, Kejawen religion have not such matters. In certain context, Kejawen 

is more like Christian teachings that flexibly adaptable since there is no formal 

and rigid laws contained. Logically, the Kejawen religion is much closer to 

Christianity. But the fact is the Kejawen religion is closer to Islam. Seemed that 

the Javanese belief of the God the Almighty and the Superior (gusti kang mung 

siji lan murbeng dumadi) which unimaginable in form (tan keno kinoyo ngopo), is 

very similar to Islam’s concepts that God is one (Allahu ahad) and nothing similar 

to Him (laisa kamitslihi syaiun). Perhaps this is what makes it different to 

Christianity. The trinity concept seems hard to enter into Kejawen constructs, 

even though both in law and formulization other aspects of living are more 

relevant to Christianity. But since the religion constructs is about the faith toward 

God, and the concept of Gusti kang mung siji is more relevant to the concept of 

Allahu Ahad (one God), so it is understandable why Kejawen tends to close with 

Islam. 

 

Depictions in TV series where ustadz –ones whom wearing robe and turban- 

always be the winner in competition with shamans in black clothing and wearing 

blangkon; they are actually being the part of collective memory of Javanese which 

well-recorded both into oral and written (babad) history, as described in Babad 

Tanah Jawi. In a writing that consists of the story of Java since the first man of 

Adam until 1647, Islam missionaries known as the Sunans is always be described 

as good and divine people. For instance, when the King Brawijaya of Majapahit 

heard that many people were conquered by Sunan Giri –Islam missionary in 

Gresik and surroundings- he sent Patih Gajah Mada to come upon Sunan Giri. At 

that time Sunan Giri was writing a manuscript using qalam (pen). Hearing that an 

enemy is coming, he prayed to Allah so that the pen was transformed into a 

                                                 
5 See Clifford Geertz, The Religion of Java, Free Press, New York, 1960, pp. 5-7.  Through this 

book Geertz popularized  the use  of  abangan, santri, and priyayi terms to describe the religious 

life of the Javanese. Abangan are those who are nominally Islamic, but their religio-cultural 

outlook has been most influenced by thye importanty Indic element in Javanese civilization. Santri 

are those who are devoutly Islamic and identify themselves primarily with an Islamic organization. 

Priyayi  originally referred only to the hereditary aristocracy, but in the later development also 

covered the white-collar elite who work in salaried civil service sectors. See alsoKoentjaraningrat, 

Kebudayaan Jawa, PN Balai Pustaka, Jakarta, 1984, pp.310- 312.He used the term Agami Jawi  or 

Kejawen  for the religious practices of those who are non-santri.     
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magical kris which raged violently by itself. Many of Majapahit’s men were died 

while the rest retreated. After they dismissed, the kris returned and lied down with 

blood all over it. Seeing that kris, Sunan Giri prayed so that all of his deeds shall 

be forgiven and told his followers that the kris is so-called Kolo Munyeng 6. 

 

Such story and others alike are not something new at all, and it has been a long 

time it featuring the stories of Islam missionaries in Java. Stories such as these are 

the part of Javanese religious perceptions of Islam missionaries known as the 

Sunan or Wali as people who have magical power more than the other figures. In 

addition to that, the Wali Songo, with their cultural approach through puppetry 

stories such as Dewa Ruci and Jamus Kalimo Sodo, had succeeded obtaining 

people’s sympathy. Traditional puppet stories, despite their basis of Hinduism and 

played important role in Javanese belief, were easily modified into Islamic-

version of stories by Wali Songo. The Kalimosodo charm which makes its owner, 

Puntodewo, became very strong and immortal, is none other than the Javanized 

version of kalimah syahadat which is a phrase vowed when someone come into 

Islam7. While the sekaten in commemorating the birth day of Muhammad the 

Prophet (maulid) remains celebrated lavishly in the Yogyakarta and Surakarta 

sultanate is a Javanized version of the term syahadatain, recognition that there is 

no God but Allah and that Muhammad is His messenger. By such cultural 

approach, Wali Songo succeeded to put Islamic substances into Javanese people. 

Javanese people in the remote areas of Central Java, for instance, they mention 

“khitanan” or circumcision as an ngislamaken ceremony for their sons. Even a 

pervert Javanese would scare like hell when someone threats him that he would 

not be buried diujurke ngalor when he died (buried northward while facing the 

kiblat as Islam instructed). 

 

So, why did Javanese culture remains characterized with mysticism which 

sometimes contrast to Islamic teachings? The answer is because Islamization 

process in Java is not finished and it will never stop. It is since the reign of Sultan 

Agung of Mataram in 1613-1646, most of Java’s inhabitants hold Islam, but their 

faith are mostly nothing more than a social adaptation toward their Muslim King. 

Because they are the people of an Islamic kingdom, they also felt as Muslims. To 

those who lived nearby Islamic boarding schools, mosques, surely that Islam 

teaching has a stronger influence in their life. However, to those quite distant from 

such religious institutions it is understandable that their faith is not quite strong. 

The existing difference of exposure to Islamic teachings eventually created 

                                                 
6 See Babad Tanah Jawi: Mulai Dari Nabi Adam Sampai Tahun 1647, Indonesian translation by 

H.R. Sumarsono, PT Buku Kita, Jakarta, 2008, p.37. 
7 See also Amrin Ra’uf, Jagad Wayang, Garailmu, Yogyakarta, 2010, pp. 29-34. 
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categorization between santri and abangan type of Muslims. Santri is referred to 

they who perform Islamic teachings, especially to which spiritual worshipping 

intensely. While abangan refer to they who confess that they are Muslim but they 

would answer: “agami kulo Islam” and continued with another: “namung dereng 

nglampahi”, meaning that they do not or not yet performing spiritual worship. The 

use of dereng nglampahi rather than mboten nglampahi indicates that they haven’t 

performing shalat yet, but someday they will. Such term also indicates that 

religion in their view is a dynamic matter. Thus, in religious aspect of life, 

everyone is often seen from the state of becoming, not in a final condition or state 

of being.8   

 

By using the state-of-becoming perspective in their view toward religious life by 

Javanese themselves brought the Javanese culture into what the Forum perceived 

to be degraded and Arabic-ated. What really happen is not the degrading Javanese 

culture due Arabic culture, it is rather that the increasing significance of Javanese 

people’s consciousness, who mostly Muslim to perform the teachings. In this 

relevance, we can observe the religious life of Soeharto. Though that in the early 

days of his rule he was allegedly dislike Islam (Soeharto refused the rehabilitation 

of the biggest Islamic political party in 1950s, Masyumi, which was disassembled 

by Soekarno; Soeharto was forcibly applying the single basis of Pancasila 

although it was refused by Islamic community, and others), but eventually Islam 

turned out to be the feature in Soeharto’s regime. This is related to Soeharto’s 

Javanese view. Priyayi Jawa, Alan A Samson wrote in Army and Islam in 

Indonesia: “was more amenable to Dutch rule than to what it perceived as the 

clearly greater threat of Islamic fanaticism” 9  . Nevertheless, every Javanese, 

including the priyayi Soeharto, will get closer to his religion during his late age. 

Almost every Javanese Kings, in his late age entered tasawwuf with strong 

colours of Islam. This can be seen on the tombs of Javanese Kings, where Islamic 

symbols are always being the ornament on their pasarean. As similar as Soeharto, 

although that he was an abangan as people thought, and his status upgraded to as 

Priyayi after he married Siti Hartinah, a daughter of a Javanese priyayi, where 

Soeharto gets closer to Islam at his late age. Soeharto’s proximity with Islam in 

his late age was not because of political strategy as Fachry Ali often to wrote, but 

it was actually the life pattern of a Javanese. Javanese life pattern was reflected in 

a series of Javanese compositions which began with mijil (the birth) and ended 

with megatruh (separation with the spirit). 

 

                                                 
8 See M.Bambang Pranowo, Creating Islamic Tradition in Rural Java, Ph D Thesis at The 

Department of Anthropology and Sociology, Monash University, 1991,  p.416. 
9 See Alan A.Samson, “Army and Islam in Indonesia”... p.545 
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Coincidently, Soeharto inclination toward Islam is a match with the then political 

movement. Islam community, which at first was discriminated, changed at the 

time when Pancasila was applied as the state’s single basis. Pancasila was then 

being the fundamental in every government’s policies and decisions. The first 

verse of Pancasila, one God is a measure whether a village or a region has 

implemented Islam or not, as such, a sub-district administrator whose village that 

has no worship place will not be chosen as a model one. In fact, in villages and 

even in remote area, a place of worship is identical to mosque. It is because that 

either abangan or priyayi are mostly Muslim. Muslim’s place of worship is 

mosque. Therefore, many mosques established in villages to earn recognition that 

the village has been performing Pancasila fundamentals.1 0   

 

On the other hand, a government decision to set the floating mass policy- where 

political parties are only allowed to have managerial agents up to the second-level 

region- started to dismiss the barrier that have kept the Priyayi apart and to those 

who were seemed as abangan from those of santri. Eventually, it breaks the myth 

that bureaucracy is not the habitat of santri. Because, the then ruling party 

(Golongan Karya or Golkar, Functional Group) started to include Islamic figures 

to get more mass from santri regions. In Golkar itself the MDI (Majelis Dakwah 

Islamiyah or Islamic Propagation Board)) is assigned to persuade santri mass with 

Golkar. MDI is a part of Golkar thus the Islamic figures may have a tight 

relationship with Golkar’s politicians an bureaucrats, which in turn endorse santri 

bureaucracy. A combination of Pancasila’s influence and santri’s made the 

dichotomy categorization of the abangan and santri collapsed. Mosques 

established in villages which Geertz categorized them as the abangan. Moreover 

after Soeharto established the Amal Bhakti Muslim Pancasila Foundation which 

its main purpose was to construct mosques in areas required it. Until his death, the 

foundation has built 963 mosques of 999 planned. So the accusation of Forum 

Religiositas that so many mosque establishments were sponsored by the Middle-

East countries is obviously untrue. In fact, despite there are mosque establishment 

sponsored by Middle-East but they are outnumbered by mosques built collectively 

or sponsored by the Amal Bhakti Muslim Pancasila Foundation. Attention of the 

ruling regime toward Islam was also opened the access for Muslim students to 

enter the bureaucracy. Such condition was formed when Soeharto allowed BJ 

Habibie and his companions to establish ICMI (Ikatan Cendekiawan Muslim 

Indonesia or the Indonesian Muslim Intellectual Association). The result had 

become apparent today. Mosques are available in every governmental office and 

                                                 
1 0  See M.Bambang Pranowo, “Which Islam and Which Pancasila?” in Arief Budiman (ed),  State 

and Civil Society in Indonesia, Centre of Southeast Asian Studies, Monash University, Australia, 

1990, pp.491-495. 
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many Muslims sat on significant positions. Uniquely, the bureaucracy 

Islamization also penetrates the sultanate, which is the centre of Javanese culture. 

The semakan (reciting the Qur’an until finish) in a ceremony to comemorate the 

sultanate anniversary in the Yogyakarta sultanate is now became a new tradition. 

 

CULTURAL ROOTS 

 

Should we track backwardly, the unfinished Islamization process in Javanese 

kingdoms is also related to the occupation of western colonist such as the Dutch 

and Portuguese into Java. It is because that Javanese kings must strive hard in 

battles to get rid of the colonists. Therefore, their function as sayidin panoto gomo 

(the ruler of religious life) didn’t work as they should. The active role of Islamic 

figures in many rebellions against the Dutch, such as the Diponegoro battle (1825-

1830), was also the cause that many villages in the remote areas of Java, which 

have not touched by Islamization intensely. The Dutch colonial government’s 

policies that categorize the people into three categories: the first class, the 

Europeans; second class, foreign Asian, and the third class, the native blood 

(inlander) were also disadvantaged the Muslims since such categorization causes 

the majority of indigenes who also Muslims identical to the lowest class. 

 

Such problem was worsened by the Dutch’s policy in Java that was not just 

dividing the kingdom, but also tends to resent Islam society, especially against 

santri who are notably disseminator of Islam in Java. In order to ban the influence 

of santri, the Dutch triggered feudalism among Javanese society. The Dutch 

parsed Javanese society into certain groups according to feudal line of generation. 

The priyayi group for instance, provided with the access to modern education (the 

Dutch), while the santri hasn’t. The priyayi group were also provided with access 

to be employed in colonial government offices. It was all made by the Dutch to 

obstruct Islam on one side, and live up feudalism in the other. The Dutch must 

maintain feudalism to earn access to the centre of Java’s authority. 

Simultaneously with such access, the Dutch may be able to divide and conquer 

Javanese kingdoms. Consequentially, Javanese kingdoms were separated. 

Nevertheless, feudalism remain maintained by the Dutch, one reason is that 

feudalism can obstruct “fanaticism” among santri, one who are often emerged as 

profound figures fighting against the colonists, as it reflected in the rebellion of 

the farmers in Banten 1 1. 

 

                                                 
1 1 See Sartono Kartodirdjo, Protest Movement in Rural Java: A Study of Agrarian Unrest in the 

Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries, , Oxford University Press, Singapore, 1973. 
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Such issues can explain why Islamization in Java is unfinished. Hence, though 

Javanese claim themselves as Muslim, they remain holding their Javanese 

traditions and culture. However, they claim themselves as Muslim despite that 

they have not performed Islamic instructions. Such matter can be seen from 

Javanese music compositions that contain Islamic nuances. In Serat Kidungan 

Kawedar by Raden Wiryapanitra, we could find the Islamic tales of the prophets 

and angels, although it is combined with Javanese mythology, so as Serat 

Centhini and Serat Dewaruci. In those compositions, Islamic nuances are quite 

apparent despite of their form are modified in Javanese music which are full of 

symbolism and metaphors.1 2  

 

Hence, notwithstanding to the observer’s temporary analysis, Javanese’s faith in 

Islam are often categorized as “bad muslims”. However, culturally they cannot be 

separated from the influence of Islamic teachings. From the names of day, names 

of month, to the occasions related to the lifecycle (birth, circumcision, 

matrimonial, and funeral), and commemoration of holidays, all is full of Islamic 

colours. Such influence penetrates Javanese’s social and cultural life from the 

sultanate even to the most distant village.Clifford Geertz associated the sultanate 

life with the significance of “Hindu-Buddhist mysticism” influence, of which 

being the reference to priyayi. However, as Woodward stipulates, after he had in-

deep analyse upon the religious life in Yogyakarta’s sultanate, Geertz’s evaluation 

reflects his own failure to provide appreciation toward Islamic characteristics 

within Javanese’s religious life and their social organization which are caused by; 

first, the lack of sufficient understanding toward the dynamics and variations in 

Islamic philosophy; second, theoretic perspective which used to ignore any 

considerations about the relevance between history (including histories of 

religion), structural assets in the form of myths and doctrines, and the symbolic 

interpretation. 

 

According to Woodward, Geertz and Peacock who wrote Muslim Puritans (1978) 

have failed in appreciating the existence of difference between urban Islam and 

rural Javanese Islam. Such failure is specifically caused by ignoring the plenty 

written evidences of Sufism, either from the Middle East or South Asia, and ones 

about the popular religiousness. More specifically Woodward mentioned: “Geertz 

failed to come to understand either the principle that underlie religious debate in 

Java or the striking influence of classical Sufism on modern Javanese religious 

thought, action, and discourse”.1 3 

                                                 
1 2 See for example  R.Wiryapanitra, Serat Kidungan Kawedar, Dahara Prize, Semarang, 1995. 
1 3 See M.R.Woodward, Islam in Java: Normative Piety and Mysticism in the Sultanate Of 

Yogyakarta, The University of Arizona Press, Tucson, 1989, p.245. 



11 

 

 

Thus, it is obvious that culturally the sultanate life which is the “kiblat” of 

Javanese’s culture is somewhat an Islamic life, in spite of whatever its pattern. 

How high is its level? To answer such question we should quote Thomas Arnold’s 

which emphasised that in Islam, “there is no intermediary between the Muslim 

and his God”. 1 4 As long as one admits that there is no God but Allah and 

Muhammad is Allah’s messenger, then he is a Muslim. Therefore, Snouck 

Hurgronye stated that the question is worthless since there is no standard that can 

be used to measure one’s faith of an Indonesian Muslim, as to be compared with 

the others. Anyway, the condition deemed to be the plus or minus have never been 

constant.1 5  Therefore, it is obvious for the observers to initially place the sultanate 

priyayi as the real muslims, though they may fluctuate as can also happen to any 

Muslim. 

 

Such perspective allow the observer to be more understand why, for instance, the 

king Sri Mangkunegoro VII of Surakarta who in turn being a priyayi joined 

Muhammadiyah in 1986, a modern Islamic organization. 1 6  While the current 

king of Yogyakarta, Sultan Hamengkubuwono X, is a hajj who is active in many 

Islamic activities. The look of santri in Yogyakarta completed since Sri Paku alam 

VIII went for hajj –the second most important person in Yogya Sultanate- with 

almost the rest of his family in 1998. in the era of Sultan Hamengkubuwono X, 

the tradition of reciting Qur’an until finish (semakan) is being the part of the 

ceremony commemorating Yogyakarta sultanate’s anniversary. This phenomenon 

is understandable well if only we initially put them as Muslims, and not a part of a 

group that contrast to that of santri, although that both kings are priyayi in Greetz 

terminology. So that no matter how far a Javanese away from his religion and 

hence categorized as priyayi or abangan, but their cultural root is a strong 

motivation to grow and develop into one who perform Islamic teachings. 

 

Once the sultan of Yogyakarta who is being the role model of Javanese went for 

hajj, or being a santri in Greetz’s term, it is understandable why many officials, 

both civilians and military, or people who were categorized as Abangan or 

Kejawen are also now went for hajj. In several companies, both state-owned and 

private, hajj is now become a reward for employee’s achievement and, in fact, it 

became into a new kind of tradition. In the old days, a mayor went for hajj is 

viewed oddly, contrarily now, a mayor who has not yet gone for hajj will tend to 

                                                 
1 4 See T.W.Arnold, The Preaching of Islam, Constable &Company Ltd, London, 1913, p.409. 
1 5 See also C.S.Hurgronje, The Acehnese, Vol. II (translated by A.W.S.O’Sullivan), E.J.Brill, 

Leyden, p.208. 
1 6 See “Pokok dan Tokoh” in Tempo, 8 February 1986, pp.58-59.  
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be viewed odd. It was all indicates there is an increase in the seriousness of 

Javanese to perform their religious duties. Not only ritually, but also in the aspects 

of appearance. Thus, it is no wonder that in villages of Java we can easily found 

mothers wearing jilbab (head scarf). Whether they be asked about it, their answer 

would be because that they wants to perform their religious teachings better. In 

other words, it is not Arabization, but rather Islamization, or santrinization for 

precisely since they are already Muslim. 

 

BETWEEN JAVANIZATION AND SANTRINIZATION 

 

In certain constraints, Geertz was not entirely wrong in identifying the existence 

of Abangan or Kejawen religion in Java. This occurred because Geertz sees that 

within Javanese teaching there are universal values that are being the 

characteristics of a religion. In the Javanese teaching, there is a teaching about the 

oneness and superiority of God. There is also a teaching about the obligation to 

pay respect to his or her parents, to be generous, to perform good deed to anyone, 

good behaviour to other people, and et cetera. Interestingly, in certain teachings, 

Javanese is more universal in nature as compared to certain religion that remain 

believe that “good and honor” lies genealogically. Javanese culture, in spite of its 

feudalism, doesn’t recognize genealogy of honor. In such relevance, Kejawen is 

more identical to manner and behaviour, and not genealogy. Therefore, it is 

obvious that Kasunanan Solo or Yogyakarta sultanate are often bestow certain 

titles to some figures, of whose behaviour perceived to be good deed. 

 

A Javanese, for instance, may never confuse about a leader who is not a Javanese. 

Collonel M Hasbi, an Aceh officer, had been the district head of Boyolali for 

twice. In 1980s, for instance, two renowned schools in Yogyakarta; Gajah Mada 

University and the State Institute of Islam, was led by Aceh headmaster (Prof. Dr. 

T Jacob and Prof. Muin Umar). Such occurrence may hard to happen in other area. 

A criterion of local citizen is almost being a specific consideration to assign 

someone to be a headmaster in many universities in other area. This is not going 

to happen in Yogyakarta, which notably the centre of Javanese cultural centre. In 

individual context for instance, there are many non-javanese who behave like a 

Javanese. They usually called such people as “njawani” (to behave like the 

Javanese) Dr Ir Akbar Tandjung (the former chairman of the assembly of 

representative) for instance, he was often said to be a non-javanese who is 

njawani for his humble, understanding, and simple behaviour. Perhaps it happen 

to be that Akbar’s wife is a princess of Solo, however, he could internalize 

Javanese culture in spite that he is not a Javanese. 
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The njawani individual behaviour is now become an interesting phenomenon in 

Indonesia since Javanese themselves able to accept some of them. Even to every 

Javanese in villages, they will accept non-Javanese outsiders who behave njawani 

as part of them. Contrarily, they will reject even a Javanese who is not behaving 

njawani, as a part of them. This shows that Javanese culture is more like a pattern 

of behaviour rather than a pattern of genealogy. In other words, Javanese culture 

is sui generic and highly adaptable against other cultures. 

 

From the above depictions, Javanese culture that close to Islam and not being 

genealogic is easily adaptable with the rest of complex Indonesia. Indeed, many 

Javanese –even from the sultanate which is the centre of the culture- who have left 

their Javanese tradition. Even the Javanese language itself, the subtle one, have 

already left by Javanese youths. It is seldom that the students in Gajah Mada 

University of Yogyakarta or the Sebelas Maret State University of Surakarta, are 

able to speech in Javanese in their work practices in villages. They are more 

comfortable to speech in Indonesian. In other words, while in one hand there is 

Javanizing Indonesia, and Indonesianizing Java. Therefore, many Javanese 

puppetry or ketoprak shows performed in Indonesian. Nevertheless, for its 

proximity to Islam, the Javanese culture is growing in villages, especially in those 

of santri’s. As such, can be seen in matrimonial ceremonies or religious occasions. 

In the ular-ular (a counselling speech for bride and groom) which usually 

performed in Javanese, and delivered by an ustad or kiai. Why is that? It is 

because nowadays ustadz and kiai are generally able to use Javanese in either 

ngoko (rough) or kromo (subtle) one, since they are reciting the Islamic classic 

scripts (known as kitab kuning or yellow scripts) in Javanese. Great Islamic 

schools in Java, for instance, remain using Javanese in learning the yellow scripts. 

Students remain to use Javanese vocabulary in interpreting every verse of the 

yellow scripts. That is why Islamic students in Java are also maintaining Javanese 

culture despite of their origin. 

 

On the other hand, Javanese behaviour which tends to be delicate, soft and 

tolerant seems to be a universally “good” behaviour thus makes it the part of 

intellectuals, specifically to Islamic intellectuals. Hence, unlike other culture that 

emphasizes genealogy lines, Javanese culture actually open and easily adaptable 

toward the situations. Therefore, Javanese culture is dynamic, and everyone can 

follow. The proximity of Javanese culture with Islamic values makes it 

developing in many other regions. If in the sultanate, which is notably the centre 

of the culture, Islam’s influence gets stronger (with Qur’an reciting in important 

occasions), in many other regions the Javanese’s influence is also gets stronger. 

This happens partly as a result of program transmigrasi (transmigration program) 
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- a program carried out since the Dutch colonial era to reduce the population 

density of Java by moving them to many other regions outside Java. In the other 

hand, many non-Javanese who studied in Yogyakarta or Solo interested in 

Javanese behaviour and then trying to practice it in their daily life. Thus, in the 

dynamics of Javanese culture, Javanese features will be developing since Javanese 

values are universal and  practicable by anyone. While in the other hand, it is the 

fact that santrinization appears stronger colouring the Javanese religious life. 

 

CLOSING 

 

From the above description, it is obviously depicted that Javanization of 

Indonesian culture to a certain extent is an ongoing fact and perhaps it will remain 

going, considering that Javanese is the majority in this country. Nonetheless, as a 

part of Indonesia, the reciprocal process is also occurring; Indonesianization of 

Java, as can be seen by the increase of Indonesian language used in remote areas. 

In the other hand and in several decades, the dynamics of Javanese life is also 

indicated with the increase of ongoing santrinization. Interactions and interplay 

between Javanization, Indonesianization and santrinization remain ongoing and 

have not resulted a final portray. 

 

By observing the above development, several conclusions can be drawn. First, the 

birth of Indonesia that consists of many tribes is basically obtaining a significant 

share from the Javanese culture which emphasize harmony. With such 

characteristics of Javanese, in spite of their majority in this country, could easily 

accept the Indonesian language –which was so-called as Malay prior to the Youth 

Oath of 1928- as a national language. The use of Indonesian language intensively, 

including in remote areas of Java, will surely enforce the bound that unites various 

tribes in Nusantara into Indonesia. Second, Islam influence is stronger culturally, 

even though that Islamic politics –represented by Islamic political parties- has 

never won in Javanese cultural bases. This indicates that in reading Islam in Java, 

there should be an initial consciousness that difference between religious 

commitment and political commitment do exists. Third, the increase of Islam’s 

influence toward Javanese culture is basically an ongoing process of the  

development of Islam which is unfinished and also reflects the mainstream of 

Islamic features that most Javanese follow; a peacefully developed Islam, 

benevolent and accommodative toward cultural values encountered it. In the 

future,  Islamic development should not only in formal and symbolic aspects, but 

also aimed at a substantive Islam which emphasize the values of justice, equality, 

and consensus, appreciation to difference, diversity, and tolerance. By observing 
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principal proclivity in Java, there is no reason to worry about Javanization or 

santrinization, since it will lead to the strong process toward Indonesianization. 
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