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Islam and the Dutch in the East Indies: Oppression or Opportunity? 

 

Nathan John Franklin∗ 

College of Indigenous Futures, Arts and Society, Charles Darwin University, Ellengowan 

Drive, Casuarina, NT 0810, Australia  

 

Abstract 

Dutch colonial ambitions in the East Indies had to contend with Islam, and this contention 

intensified as colonisation progressed and Islamisation deepened. The Dutch made pragmatic 

alliances with Muslim leaders and sultans in pursuit of trade dominance and profits. This, 

combined with protestant reformation in the Netherlands, allowed for significant religious 

freedom in the East Indies. The Dutch did proselytize Christianity, with most success in the 

Outer Islands to the east, mostly because of an absence of a major established religion in 

those areas. They favoured coexistence over religious wars. In order to improve the lives of 

locals, Islamic movements were permitted to establish enduring institutions. In the early 

twentieth century, this included the two largest Muslims groups in the world, the traditionalist 

Nahdlatul Ulama and the reformist Muhammadiyah, which coincided with the emergence of 

political Islam in the form of the Islamic Traders Party. These formed important socio-

religious structures that influenced political thought and modern state institutions, including 

the state ideology, the Pancasila, and the constitution, which obliged the state to 

accommodate religion. 
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Introduction 
 
The Islamisation of the East Indies, now Indonesia, was a gradual process over many 

centuries, beginning in the late thirteenth century, continuing during Dutch colonial rule 

(1605–1942), and ongoing in a different way today. Islam supplanted and synthesised with 

existing religions, mainly Hindu-Buddhism, and was absorbed by principalities to enhance 

authority and prestige and forge alliances. Although the new religion did not save the East 

Indies from the forces of European imperialism, Islam played an important role during the 

colonial period through to the National Revolution for independence (1945–49). It provided 

locals with faith, indigenous identity and self-determination, and offered concepts for social 

justice, the constitution, and the state ideology, Pancasila, which prevail to this day.1 

The central thesis of this article is that, despite the restrictions of colonialism, Islam 

could benefit from the presence of the Dutch through its recognition as a legitimate source of 

local authority and law, and through alliances, treaties, and concessions. Since the initial 

overarching Dutch objective was the submission of the local rulers to achieve a monopoly on 

trade and to maintain “peace and order” (rust en orde), Islam was not just tolerated but often 

protected and supported by the Dutch. When Islam became a threat, the Dutch adapted to 

combat it. As a result, contemporary moderate Indonesian Islam is partly the legacy of the 

Dutch efforts to support its moderate interpretations while quashing its radical forms. After 

the proclamation of independence in 1945, moderate Islam allowed Indonesia to embrace 

notions of secularism and the motto of “Unity in Diversity” (Bhinneka Tunggal Ika), which 

respects minority groups, religions and cultures.  

 In what follows I take a longue durée approach to Islam in the Dutch colonial period, 

which shaped modern Indonesian Muslim society. I focus on important historical events, 

which can roughly be divided into four periods: (1) the initial Islamisation of the East Indies 

and the arrival of the Dutch (1211–1619); (2) the Dutch relocation and consolidation in Java 
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(1619–1842); (3) the Dutch understanding of Islam through scholarship (1842–1901); and (4) 

the rise of Islamic movements and political Islam following the development of the more 

liberal Ethical Policy (Ethische Politiek) (1901–42), which provided greater freedom and 

opportunities to locals.2 The narrative presented, based on specific events in these periods, 

tracks the development of Islam and Dutch colonisation.  

The Dutch policies regarding the spread of Christianity were not always clear, or even 

a priority. The Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (VOC) (Dutch East Company), was 

created to colonise the East Indies as detailed by the octrooi (patent) of 1602, which 

contained no policy on religion, probably because its aim was to achieve trade dominance. 

The second octrooi, issued in 1622, stipulated that the Company also had spiritual duties 

alongside its commercial aims. However, Christian propagation was not applied consistently 

and was usually confined to areas where a major religion was absent, to replace Catholicism, 

which had been introduced by the Portuguese, or at the request of a local ruler who sought 

Dutch help to defeat a rival. The peak period of Christianisation was in the years 1900–

1940,3 but it was the Ethical Policy that had the most dramatic effect by allowing Islamic 

groups to establish themselves. Though not specifically aimed at Islam, the policy was 

designed to raise the educational standards and social well-being of locals, which eventually 

resulted in an educated indigenous group that demanded independence. By 1929, there were 

only 279 graduands from Dutch-language schools, including Indonesia’s future first 

president, Sukarno, yet this relatively small cohort proved enough to form the vanguard of the 

nationalist movement.4 Some freedoms were wound back, including the enactment of the 

Guru Ordinance (1925–42) that tightened control over Islamic education to combat the 

growing influence of reformist-inspired Muslims by initially supporting orthodox Muslims, 

but later shifting support to the aristocracy. 
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My aim is not to defend colonialism nor whitewash its crimes. Certainly, the Dutch 

suppressed Islam, but from the Dutch perspective this was a form of guidance, and parts of 

modern Islamic society in Indonesia were founded prior to independence. In the early 

twentieth century, Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje, Advisor on Native and Arabic Affairs, 

pushed for favourable relations with the native elites to secure their support, to counteract 

radical forms of Islam and anti-colonialism. To ease tensions further, Indonesian Muslims 

were permitted to go on the haj and to establish institutions that exist till today, such as the 

reformist Muhammadiyah founded in 1912 and the traditionalist Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) 

(Revival of Islamic Scholars) founded in 1926. In 1912, the Islamic Traders Party (Partai 

Sarekat Islam [PSI]) was founded and, although it later broke up, it was the first politicised 

form of Islam. In 1927, the Indonesian National Party (PNI) (Partai Nasional Indonesia) was 

formed, and while not Islamic in nature, it permitted the inclusion of religion in state affairs 

following independence, which reflected how pious the Dutch East Indies had become.  

 

Islamisation and the Arrival of the Dutch  

The Islamic grave of a Sultan on the northern coast of Aceh, dated AD 1211, is proof that the 

Islamisation of the East Indies had begun by the early thirteenth century.5 Over the next three 

centuries, the new religion spread eastward where kingdoms willingly converted, while 

others were defeated and replaced by rising Islamic principalities. In 1527, Java too 

succumbed after the Islamic kingdom of Demak defeated the Hindu-Buddhist Majapahit, the 

largest and greatest of the pre-Islamic kingdoms in the region.6 An Islamic Java reverberated 

throughout the archipelago, but Islamisation had already reached further east to the Malukas 

and the four kingdoms there—Ternate, Tidore, Jailolo, and Bacan—which had begun to 

adopt the new religion.7 Some had converted before the Portuguese arrived in 1511, but all 

had converted by the time the Dutch seized Ambon in 1605.8 Violent interactions with the 
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Catholic Portuguese caused some principalities, such as Bacan, the southernmost kingdom in 

Maluku, to form closer relations with Ternate and accept Islam.9  

The Islamisation in the Malukas spread to tributary principalities, including Ternate 

dependencies on the Hoamoal Peninsula of Seram. The islands of Buru, Amberlau, Manipa, 

Kelang, and Boano were also ruled by Muslim governors appointed by Ternate.10 The Tidore 

sultanate also spread Islam, including to its dependencies on South Halmahera in the northern 

Maluku and the Raja Ampat islands in Papua. The unifying force of Islam helped to counter 

the ongoing threats of the Portuguese and Spanish, and served the Dutch objective of getting 

the locals to do business only with the VOC. The Dutch wanted a monopoly on the trading of 

nutmeg (pala), mace (fuli), peppercorn (lada), and cloves (cengkih). In fact, nutmeg was so 

sensitive to climate and soil conditions that it would only grow in the Banda Islands;11 the 

“fragrant gold” made the area attractive to both local traders and European colonialists.12 

Banda comprised eleven islands, which were not really Islamised and were not a 

vassal Malukan kingdom, but instead were controlled by an oligarchic group of orang kaya 

(wealthy people).13 Banda was a central market place with many traders from the Kei Islands, 

Aru, Tanimbar, and the Seram Laut Archipelago, which also conducted trade with the 

Muslim kingdoms of Makassar and Java.14 In 1666, the Dutch escalated their war with 

Makassar, severing Makassarese and Javanese trade, which also stunted the Islamisation of 

the region. Some Muslim communities, like in the Aru coastal island of Ujir, looked for new 

sources of Muslim scholars, which turned out to be the Hitu in northern Ambon, but the 

Dutch governor of Banda sent a Protestant mission to Ujir to counter this. Generally, 

however, such intervention was unusual.15 

The Dutch had come a long way since their first expedition in 1595–97 to the Indies, 

which was almost a failure, though it did return a profit by establishing a route to the East 

Indies and the spice trade.16 Between 1599 and 1601, nine separate expeditions comprised of 
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thirty-one ships set sail for the East Indies.17 Private investors financed these expeditions, and 

they expected returns. To end competition amongst rival Dutch companies, the Vereenigde 

Oost-Indische Compagnie, or VOC, was founded in the first octrooi on 20 March 1602, 

which granted its seventeen-member council (or De Heren XVII) exclusive rights to the spice 

trade for twenty-one years.18 From that point on, the VOC effectively began to colonise the 

Indies on behalf of the Dutch government. The charter gave governing and military authority 

to the VOC, making it a powerful entity, which it needed to be in order to counter the 

Portuguese, Spanish, and English, who also had interests in the region.  

To achieve trade supremacy in the East Indies, the octrooi of 1602 anticipated the 

Dutch military conflict with the Portuguese and Spanish, and stipulated how damages were to 

be reimbursed and captured goods distributed. There is no record as to why religion was not 

included, it may have been simply forgotten,19 though the charter was obviously focused on 

economic imperatives, given its extensive details about rights and roles of directors and 

shareholders. Despite the absence of religion, colonial competition and a dislike of 

Catholicism led the VOC to exclude Roman Catholics from high positions and to forbid 

Catholic missionary work, fearing that they might be sympathetic to the Spanish and 

Portuguese.20 However, the VOC was never restricted to just members of the Dutch 

Reformed Church, since soldiers and marine personnel, and later some governors-general 

were Lutherans and even Catholics.21 Nevertheless, anyone working for the VOC was 

required to take an oath of loyalty to the Dutch government and the company.22  

Within three years of its founding, the VOC dispatched thirty-eight ships to the East 

Indies.23 They quickly drove out the Portuguese, with most accounts suggesting that locals 

preferred the Dutch since the Portuguese were more brutal and less tolerant, particularly on 

religious matters.24 The Portuguese had a reputation for resenting the Islamic view that 

Muslims worship only the God Almighty and not wooden or stone images like Catholics or 
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Heathens;25 and the Dutch used this to vilify their commercial rivals, saying that when it 

comes to the Trinity and idol worship, “that’s what the Portuguese do, not us.”26  

The Portuguese were the first Europeans to travel to the Banda Islands (1511) and 

establish a trading network that ended four centuries of the Venetian monopoly of the spice 

trade.27 However, on 23 February 1605, the Portuguese fortresses on the islands of Ambon 

and Tidore capitulated almost without resistance, and Ambon became the first Dutch 

territorial possession in the Indies.28 As Hendrik Niemeijer documents in “Dividing the 

Islands,” the Dutch pursued exclusive contracts, using military submission if necessary, to 

establish their monopoly over spice, but avoided religious wars with Malukan Muslim sultans 

and village chiefs. There was some mutual respect between the Dutch Protestants and 

Malukan Muslims since the Netherlands was struggling to break away from Catholic Spain, 

and both despised forced conversions to Catholicism. The importance of religion was seen in 

early spice trade contracts with local leaders, stipulating that neither party was permitted to 

convert the other’s subjects.29 On 6 January 1613, a contract was signed between the Dutch 

Governor General and the Sultan of Ternate and his vassal king of Makian, which included 

the statement that became the standard in future contracts–“both parties will respect each 

other as free and independent in their beliefs.”30 

In 1621, after a long battle with the English, the Dutch subdued the Banda islands, 

and a treaty was ratified recognising a VOC monopoly on trade.31 It included a concession on 

local religious matters, promising freedom of religion to all, including Muslims, Catholics, 

and Protestants.32 Territories that allied with the Dutch without military submission were not 

subjected to Dutch Christian propagation, and even in areas that fell to the Dutch through 

military conquest, like Banda and Ambon, there was no active Christian proselytising.33 

When villages did want to convert, the Dutch sent Christian schoolmasters, and it was only 

with government approval that Dutch Calvinists preached to Catholic and pagan followers in 
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the Ambon area.34 Similar contracts and styles of proselytising to those conducted by the 

Dutch in the first quarter of the sixteenth century continued for many decades until the 1660s 

and 1670s when large numbers of locals sought Dutch protection. The Dutch enforced upon 

the locals all contractual obligations; they viewed Muslims (“Mohammedans”) with 

suspicion, since they considered them pagans.35 An English trader noted that their behaviour 

towards the locals and attitude to another monotheistic faith was “a shame and infamy to 

Christendom.”36 This was a harsh assessment, for the Portuguese attitude was even worse: in 

1570 the locals had forced them off Ambon after their assassination of a sultan in Ternate.37  

The Dutch were aware of the havoc religious wars could create as the Calvinists and 

Reformists in the Netherlands had been locked in a decades’ long struggle for independence 

from Catholic Spain. In 1581, with the deposition of Phillip II, the northern section, the 

Dutch Republic, became independent when it finally broke away from the larger 

“Netherlands” ruled by Spain.38 In 1618–19, with the victory of the orthodox wing of the 

Reformed Church in the Synod of Dort, it was declared that the state was “to maintain the 

sacred service of the church, to prevent and eliminate every form of idolatry and false 

religion.” As a sign of their commitment to Protestant Christianity, and to differentiate the 

Dutch from the Catholic Spanish and Portuguese, a section on religious duty was included in 

the preamble of the second VOC patent issued on 31 December 1622.39 However, as history 

showed, the application of this in the East Indies was never a priority of the Company. 

 

Dutch Relocation and Consolidation 

In 1619, the Dutch moved their headquarters from Ambon to Batavia (now Jakarta). Shortly 

after, the VOC secured trading privileges along the northeast coast of Java, or pasisir, after 

the Kingdom of Mataram failed to drive “the infidel European invaders” off the Island.40 By 

the 1670s, the coastal areas of Java, particularly the east, had become the proverbial “rice 
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bowl and lumberyard” of the trading activities of the VOC in Asia.41 In 1746, the Dutch 

exercised their right to control the pasisir extending from Madura, Surabaya, Lamongan, 

Rembang, and Jepara, and other ports, as part of the treaty between Pakubuwono II and the 

VOC, signed on 11 November 1743.42 Pakubuwono II had granted this territory to the Dutch 

for their assistance in eliminating enemies to his throne, while the Dutch sought a policy of 

stability by allying themselves with a single king who could control all of Java and govern in 

their interests.43 As in the Malukus, the Javanese were free to practise Islam, but just as the 

VOC was attaining supremacy across most of the East Indies, it could not escape the events 

that were taking place back home. 

Between December 1794 and January 1795, the Napoleonic wars resulted in the 

successful French invasion of the Netherlands and the establishment of a pro-French 

regime.44 Meanwhile, the Dutch Prince of Orange, William Batavus V, fled to England and 

ordered the Dutch colonial officers to relinquish their territories to the British to save them 

from French control.45 However, on 1 January 1800, the VOC was dissolved after 

investigations revealed that scandals and mismanagement had left it bankrupt, and all its 

territorial possessions were transferred to the Netherlands Government.46 Finally, on 4 

August 1811, 60 British ships arrived in Batavia, took control of Java on August 26, and Sir 

Thomas Stamford Raffles was appointed Lieutenant Governor of Java. Although the British 

handed the East Indies back to the Dutch in 1816, its Sumatran enclave was not returned until 

1824.47  

During the interregnum, the British, namely, William Marsden, Stamford Raffles, and 

John Crawfurd, had been the first to study the culture and religion of the East Indies, its 

peoples, languages, country and history, which improved their colonial governance and 

policies. So, once the Dutch government replaced the VOC in governing the Indies and 

regained control of the region their governors too made efforts to study the geography, 
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history, linguistics, and ethnology of their Asian colony.48 For the Dutch authorities Islam 

presented a politico-religious problem that had to be dealt with by the military and the civil 

servants. To better manage this problem and other colonial matters, they established the 

Royal Academy in Delft in 1842, which from the following year onwards started training 

civil servants for running the Indies. Their training included learning the languages, 

geography, and ethnography of the Indonesian Archipelago, as well as the “Mohammedan 

Law” (Islamic Law).49 This professionalization of the colonial civil servants reflected the 

growing importance of understanding Islam and managing religious expectations. This 

became even more important once the Dutch gained control of Islamised Java after the Java 

War (1826–30), which brought them into greater contact with Arab Muslims as a result of the 

growing number of Indonesian Muslims going on the haj. 

In 1848, the Dutch government’s more liberal policy, particularly regarding the haj, 

further increased the number of haj pilgrims. However, Dutch scholars worried that “the 

danger lies not in the Hadjis themselves but in the spirit and principles of Islam, of which the 

Hadjis at present are the principal exponents.”50 One Dutch MP sought to justify restricting 

the number of pilgrims by arguing that Islam’s influence and prestige had declined as their 

numbers had increased.51 However, the haj was a religious obligation for all Muslims when 

physically possible, so denying Muslims this right could affect relations with locals, 

regardless of whether a Muslim could ever actually fulfil this obligation. What the colonial 

authorities feared was that the haj would enable anti-colonial ideas and sentiments of jihad 

(holy war) and demands for independence to be transmitted back to the Indies. These fears 

became reality when a series of Islamic-related incidents occurred in the late nineteenth 

century, the most notable cases of which were the Aceh War in 1873–c.1910 and the Banten 

Revolt in 1888. Faced by an Islam that proved to be a potent source of ideology, the Dutch 



11 
 

now sought intellectual assistance to avoid mismanaging the situation and the ruin of local 

alliances. 

 

Muslim Cooperation through Scholarship 

No Dutch colonial scholar of Islam was more famous than Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje 

(1857–1936), whose tact and intelligence proved formidable and enabled the Dutch to 

penetrate the social and political fabric of the Indies. From 1889 to 1906, Hurgronje served as 

Advisor on Native and Arabic Affairs.52 Having studied Arabic at the University of Leiden 

and the University of Strasbourg,53 he travelled to Mecca to gain firsthand knowledge of 

Islam. He managed to enter Mecca, which was, and remains, closed to non-Muslims, by 

pretending to be an Arab Muslim scholar from the Maghreb.54 Shortly after arriving in the 

Indies, he explored West Java, beginning in the Garut area, to understand Islam in the 

region.55 A little over half a century later Garut was involved in the Darul Islam (abode of 

Islam) rebellion, where its founder and leader, Kartosuwirjo, was finally captured.56 

Hurgronje concluded that it was not a case of simply colonising Islam but rather of 

convincing Muslims to cooperate in the interests of the Dutch regime. 

While the Indies Governor-General relied on advisors in managing tensions among 

the locals, Hurgronje argued that Islam was “a power which a colonial empire like ours 

should study seriously and which ought to be treated with great wisdom.”57 A different 

approach was needed, particularly in Aceh, if the Dutch hoped to succeed there. In 1873, the 

first Dutch invasion of Aceh ended in defeat and were repelled in further campaigns there. It 

took the determination and brutal tactics of General J. B van Heutsz and the genius of 

Hurgronje for the Dutch colonial regime to finally emerge victorious. 

During Hurgronje’s research on Muslims from the Indies living in the Middle East 

and those who had gone on the haj, he discovered that Aceh had become a centre of Muslims 
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opposed to European colonialism. Furthermore, the ulama (Muslim scholars) were the 

principal leaders and antagonists in the war in Aceh, providing theological support for 

jihad.58 Crucially, he also discovered that there was a rift between the ulama and the 

uleebelang (Acehnese aristocrats). His advice was to exploit this rift through greater efforts 

of rapprochement and efforts to ally with the uleebelang. In addition to opposing the Dutch, 

the ulama wanted to enforce a rigid form of Islam and shari’ah (Islamic) law, which would 

have diminished the position of the Acehnese aristocracy. Acting on the advice of one 

Acehnese nobleman, General van Heutsz created smaller, highly mobile units employing 

guerrilla tactics like those used by the enemy. With superior firepower and a strategic 

scorched earth policy, Acehnese resistance was cut off from support and supplies.59 In 1903, 

Aceh was declared pacified and Heutsz became governor, but this was a pyrrhic victory. The 

war had cost 400 million Dutch guilders (estimated to be 10 billion US dollars today), and 

had resulted in the death of 37,000 Dutch soldiers and 60,000–70,000 Acehnese. The fighting 

continued until 1910, and maintaining control of the area required the presence of over half of 

the colonial army–12,000 European and 23,000 Indonesian soldiers.60  

In 1888, the year before Hurgronje arrived in the Indies, Islam also played a central 

role in the Banten Revolt, which was led by the senior ulama who legitimised it as a jihad to 

annihilate foreign rule.61 This exposed how, through the network of ulama, kyai 

(headmasters), pesantren (boarding schools), and tarekat (Muslim Brotherhood), Islam could 

mobilise the locals. These ulama and kyai had also studied in Mecca, but it was not only their 

promotion of jihad that was dangerous: their ambition was to introduce shari’ah-inspired 

laws to address the laxity of religious practice in their country, which they described as Darul 

Islam, temporarily controlled by foreigners. Thus, these foreigners had to be conquered so as 

to enable the establishment of an Islamic state.62  
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The Banten Revolt only lasted from 9 to 13 July, and, like many rebellions in Java 

from 1840 onwards, it lacked organisation and strategic planning, modern ideologies, and 

nation-wide appeal, which quickly drained its momentum.63 However, its common 

characteristics with other rebellions provided Hurgronje with timely insights into the 

influence of ulama and kyai, the reach of the pesantren system and tarekat orders, and the 

importance of understanding religious grievances and the Muslim desire to overthrow the 

infidel government. It further convinced him of the need to encourage moderate Islam to help 

combat the rigidness of reformed Islam and the dogma of jihad, as well as of the need to 

continue monitoring the discourses and activities in Mecca. 

Towards the end of the eighteenth century, Mecca became the source of the puritan 

movement of the literalist Wahhabi sect, which also stirred Islamic reform, including among 

the Muslims in the East Indies. Hurgronje understood and respected the peaceful Islam of the 

moderates, but he opposed the literalist, radical Islam which included shari’ah law, the 

creation of an Islamic state, and jihad. Equally cautious about political Islam he advised the 

Dutch government to outlaw Islamic political parties in the Indies, and, if necessary, to resort 

to militarily intervention.64 Notwithstanding this, he recognised the moral and community 

value of Islam, and despite the influence of the radical ideas coming from Mecca, he believed 

that the haj was not a factor in fomenting rebellion. Although he was against restricting the 

right of Muslims to go on the haj, he was against recognising the title ‘haji’ and the wearing 

of Arab style clothing. As noted earlier, he favoured the moderate, traditionalist Muslims, 

who had helped promote harmonious relations with the Dutch colonialists.65 After his 

departure from the East Indies in 1906, this friendly coexistence led to the Dutch government 

giving unprecedented freedom and recognition to Islamic movements. 
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The Rise of Islamic Movements and Political Islam 

Despite the sustained Christianisation efforts of the Dutch, the most dramatic and lasting 

changes brought about by the Islamic movement in the East Indies occurred in the twentieth 

century.66 If anything, these efforts did not disturb the Islamic movement but spurred it on. In 

1901, the Dutch introduced the “Ethical Policy,” designed to raise the educational and social 

standards of the locals by channelling funds and resources to local educational institutions. 

This policy coincided with the spread of liberalism in Europe, which led to greater civil 

freedoms in the Indies as well, although the Muslims believed these freedoms favoured the 

Christians.67 Although the initial steps granting locals a greater role in decision making on 

political and economic matters were soon rescinded,68 the Dutch relaxed restrictions on the 

formation of organisations, so long as they did not pose a threat to the colonial order. Political 

Islam thus manifested itself in the form of Sarekat Islam, the Islamic Union (SI), while the 

Islamic movement of Muhammadiyah and the Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) also appeared around 

this time. Secular nationalist groups were also founded, including the Indonesian Communist 

Party (Partai Komunis Indonesia [PKI]) officially in 1924, although leftist groups were 

formed as early as 1914, the PKI was banned after an abortive uprising in 1925-6, and the 

Indonesian Nationalist Party (Partai Nasional Indonesia [PNI]), which was formed in 1927.69 

In 1905 the Islamic Traders Union (Sarekat Dagang Islam) was founded to support 

Muslims, mainly Javanese entrepreneurs and workers, who struggled to compete with 

Chinese traders.70 By 1912, having developed political ambitions, it was renamed Sarekat 

Islam, and had four principal objectives: (1) to promote commercial enterprises among the 

locals; (2) to promote mutual economic support; (3) to promote the intellectual and material 

well-being of locals; and (4) to promote the true Islamic religion.71 In 1913 the Governor 

General granted the Sarekat Islam legal recognition, allowing it to become the first mass-

based political organisation in the Indies. Some thought it was a mistake;72 but the authorities 
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were aware that even though the SI had pledged their loyalty to the regime, and though they 

disliked the Dutch, they disliked the Chinese and priyayi (Javanese nobility) even more.73 

By 1919, the SI claimed it had 2 million members, but may have actually had 

significantly fewer members—the “membership” being rather ambiguous (a similar debate 

continues today about the number of members of the NU and of the Muhammadiyah), with 

some scholars suggesting its membership was about a quarter of that number.74 Regardless of 

the exact number of followers, the SI was a formidable and bold organisation that espoused 

popular ideas on both nationalism and Islam. Its greatest popular appeal was in Java, though 

it also spread to other islands. Somehow, however, the Dutch never banned it even though it 

was associated with violent incidents across Java, which usually targeted Chinese merchants. 

Its appeal was driven by its messianism rather than by its presumed modern political ideology 

and organisation.75 As M. C. Ricklefs argues, the use of the word “Islam” in the name of the 

organisation was also a form of ethnic identification as Indonesian (rather than as simply a 

religious designation), but its spread also increased Islamic piety. The SI thus became, 

amongst other things, a political vehicle for devout Muslims, which Ricklefs calls the putihan 

(pure ones; lit. white ones),76 and that Clifford Geertz famously termed santri (strict adherent 

of Islam; lit. student of Islam).77 For a decade, the SI was at the vanguard of the national 

movement, but internal divisions on issues such as secularism, the caliphate, and 

communism, eroded its status.78 Its significance lay in its being a political organisation that 

could command a large following and could ignite anti-colonialist and other nationalist 

movements fighting for independence, even after its influence had declined from the mid-

1920s. Post-independence, it declined further and broke up into various splinter parties and 

was eventually dissolved in 1973 by President Suharto when he forced all Muslim parties to 

amalgamate. 
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The new political culture and Muslim politics were also stimulated by the 

establishment of mass socio-religious movements, including the Muhammadiyah and the NU. 

In 1912 Kyai Ahmad Dahlan (1868–1923) founded the Muhammadiyah in the Central 

Javanese city of Yogyakarta. He had studied in Mecca in 1890, and upon returning to the 

Indies, he set out to purify Islam and resist the Western missionaries’ Christianising efforts.79 

The Muhammadiyah was established as a reformist and socio-religious movement that 

espoused tajdid (Islam purification or reform) and ijtihad (individual interpretation and 

verification of the Qur’an and Hadiths). The Muslims in the Indies had been relatively 

isolated from the Middle Eastern countries following Islamisation and during much of the 

Dutch colonial occupation until travel became easier with the opening of the Suez Canal in 

1869, which allowed more Indonesian Muslims to study in Arab universities as well as to 

fulfil their religious obligation of the haj. 

It was the exposure to the Middle East that made Muslim intellectuals like Ahmad 

Dahlan re-assess Islam in the Indies. As a result, he founded the Muhammadiyah, which 

rejected Islamic syncretism (which intermixed animism, local superstition, Hindu-Buddhist 

elements, and unverified Hadiths). Further, as technology and modern economies developed, 

the Muslims felt they were being left behind, so the Muhammadiyah also focused on 

modernising their societies through formal educational institutions. The classical Islamic 

boarding schools, or pesantren, usually associated with traditionalist Islam (and later 

associated with NU), were not integrated into the Muhammadiyah agenda, and to this day, 

few pesantren are affiliated to it.80 As the organisation grew, it prompted the Dutch to enact 

the Guru Ordinance (1925–42), which aimed to control their teachings and contain their 

reforming efforts (as well as those of nationalist schools, such as the Taman Siswa in the 

Javanese educational network), by supporting traditional orthodox Muslims, though this 

support was later directed to the priyayi, who were less strict than the traditionalist Muslims. 



17 
 

The Dutch kept a close eye on the Muhammadiyah, wary that ideas from the Middle 

East would incite jihad in their colony, and though it was not militant, they welcomed the 

decision by traditionalist Muslims to create their own organisation as a counter to Mecca-

inspired reform. On 31 January 1926, Kyai Haji Hasyim Asy’ari (1871–1947) and Kyai Haji 

Chasbullah (c. 1883–1971) founded the NU (Nahdlatul Ulama: lit. “awakening of Islamic 

scholars”) to defend the interests of orthodox Muslims, which other eminent kyai from East 

Java soon joined81 (according to its leaders, the movement existed before it was officially 

founded). Like all Islamic movements, the NU too had to conform to colonial restrictions, but 

it prided itself on its self-sufficiency, particularly its pesantren network, which operated 

without state funding,82 and even today pesantren do not receive government funding if they 

do not include formal schooling in their curricula. 

It was only after WWII and the Japanese occupation of the Dutch East Indies from 

March 1942 to August 1945, and the subsequent National Revolution (1945–49), that the 

Indonesians could forge their own identity, which of course included Islam. In 1952, the NU 

became an independent political party, but in 1984, its leadership under Abdurrahman Wahid 

(Gus Dur) decided to return to the charter of 1926 based on its founding principles as a socio-

cultural and religious organisation. Although the Muhammadiyah has never formed or 

become part of a political party, it has often been intensely political, particularly in the post-

Suharto period from 1998 onwards.  

Today, Islam in Indonesia is mostly moderate and, since the democratic reform 

movement of the late 1990s (reformasi), successive governments have accommodated 

growing Muslim aspirations. In part, this was a response to the suppression of political Islam 

under the Dutch as well as under president Sukarno (1945–66), who disbanded the largest 

Muslim party, the Masyumi, in 1960, and under president Suharto (1966–98), who in 1973 

forced all Muslim parties into a single organisation, the United Development Party (Partai 
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Persatuan Pembangunan [PPP]). Although political Islam remains a popular idea, Muslim 

parties have not been particularly successful in elections compared to the secular-nationalist 

parties.83 However, over the past two decades, there are signs of a rising religious 

conservatism in Indonesia. It is unlikely that this will ever lead to the implementation of 

shari’ah law or the creation of an Islamic state, though it has begun to undermine Indonesia’s 

moderate Islamic image. Indeed, history has shown that the relationship between Islam, the 

ruling authority, and state, has never been simple. 

 

Conclusion 

The East Indies represent one of Islam’s greatest conquests in terms of geographical distance 

from Mecca and of sheer numbers of converts and adherents, with Indonesia, successor of the 

Dutch East Indies, now the largest Muslim-majority country in the world (in 2016 it had 

around 226 million Muslims out of a population of 259 million).84 This victory, however, 

was also a matter of survival under a European colonial power: for Islam under the Dutch 

was a period of both oppression and opportunity, while for the Dutch, it was a source of both 

colonial opposition and opportunity. Islamic leaders and sultans had to pledge allegiance, 

willingly or under the threat of force, to the Dutch, who in their turn allowed Islamisation to 

spread across the archipelago. Crucially, acquiescence to the Dutch did not require locals to 

renounce Islam and convert to Christianity. This allowed trade-driven objectives and 

colonisation to progress faster without resources being poured into religious conflicts and 

extensive missionary work, which was one of the factors that had undermined the Portuguese 

for almost a century before the Dutch arrived in the East Indies. 

For a colonial power managing the world’s largest archipelago—comprising 

numerous principalities and hundreds of different ethnic groups—Islam offered a common 

cause for unity. Respect for religion in treaties provided leverage for the Dutch to offer 
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relatively easy concessions. And this lesson, learnt in the early occupation of the Makulus, 

continued to guide Dutch policy in Java and elsewhere. The fact that Islam was often given 

specific consideration in treaties and policy decisions meant that it was a constant reference 

point for both locals and colonisers. However, it was also a constant reminder that Islam 

could ignite anti-colonialism and even jihad, which happened periodically, particularly from 

the late ninetieth century, but which the Dutch successfully dealt with. And yet it was the 

scholarly approach to Islam that eventually allowed the Dutch to comprehend its force. 

Indeed, the Dutch were considered so successful in managing the world’s largest Muslim 

population that their policies attracted the attention of other European powers, particularly of 

France, which sent twenty-five study missions to the Indies between 1891 and 1904 to learn 

the Dutch tactics, and translated Hurgronje’s works for use in their African Muslim 

colonies.85 

The colonial history of how the Dutch dealt with Islam falls into three phases. In the 

first phase (1602–1619), they subdued all threats, including those of Islam, so as to establish 

their authority. In the second phase (1619–1842), they avoided direct intervention in and 

regulation of Islamic law, practices, and education, while recognising its local religious 

authority. When civil conflict between rival groups erupted, they supported the pro-Dutch 

side. In the third phase—the academic approach to understanding Islam—which began in the 

mid-nineteenth century, they provided the relevant training to their colonial civil servants to 

deepen their understanding of the peoples of the Indies. Of course, it was Hurgronje who 

masterminded this approach by guiding colonial officials how to engage with willing locals 

and empower them to feel they owned and controlled their brand of Islam. This also included 

his belief that Islam should retain its syncretic form and local culture, rather than being 

purged of these as demanded by reformist Islam. 
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Hurgronje was also instrumental in crafting ways to undermine radical Islam and 

ensure that it did not become the vanguard of colonial opposition. This included monitoring 

and preventing Mecca-inspired ideologies and anti-colonialism, and disallowing any form of 

political Islam, thus obstructing reformism, military conflict with jihadis and their ulama, and 

supporting local aristocrats rather than Islamic leaders. As the twentieth century progressed, 

and with Hurgronje gone, more liberal policies were introduced that allowed Muslim society 

to represent itself by forming organisations. The fact that the locals were divided over the 

direction or interpretation of Islam allowed the Dutch to more easily introduce policies that 

were at times quite interventionist. Even today, after centuries of Islam, Indonesians are still 

debating the exact role of Islam in state affairs. Recent history has shown that Islam is usually 

more successful when it is not directly involved in politics and when it forms pressure groups 

to gain concessions from governments. Similarly, when Islam did not directly oppose Dutch 

authority, it was usually left alone. 

Compared to other colonial powers, the Dutch were perhaps the least destructive of 

Islam and Islamisation. The limited efforts at Christianisation along with the relative religious 

freedom and even protection, produced favourable conditions for the development of 

Indonesian Islam. But more than that, the Dutch colonial yoke acted as a buffer protecting the 

East Indies from other European powers vying for control in the region. This not only 

preserved local identity but allowed Islam to spread and develop as part of this identity, 

which prevails to this day. Had the Portuguese or the Spanish conquered the East Indies there 

would have been greater efforts of Christianisation, as was the case in East Timor and the 

Philippines. Had it been the British, they may have diluted the native population with non-

Muslim immigrants from the Asian subcontinent and China, as was the case in Malaysia and 

Singapore. Moreover, had it not been for the extensive reach of the Dutch colonial borders, 

encompassing Aceh to West Papua, modern Indonesia might have become numerous 
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independent countries divided by principality, religion, ethnicity, and geography. One thing is 

certain, the future of Indonesia will be moulded by Islam. Whether its Muslims are aware of 

or ever acknowledge it, the legacy of the relatively liberal Dutch policies and attitudes to 

Islam will continue to influence and shape its future in Indonesia. 
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Notes 

All translations from the Dutch and Indonesian are my own, unless indicated otherwise. 

1 The first clause of Pancasila requires the “Belief in the One and Only God,” though this 

applied loosely as Hinduism has many gods, and Buddhism has none. The 1945 Constitution 

included the following clause: “The State shall be based upon the belief in the One and Only 

God” (Constitution of the Republic of Indonesia, 1945, Chapter 11, Article 29, Clause 1). 

2 The Ethical Policy was intended to help the locals as a kind of ‘debt of honour’ (eereschuld) 

of the colonial government, and was actually a part of the Christian motivation to empower the 

people to live a better life (quoted in Aritonang and Steenbrink, 719). 

3 Niemeijer, “Dividing the Islands,” 253; Aritonang and Steenbrink, “History of Christianity 

in Indonesia,” 139. 

4 (Legge, Sukarno: a Political Biography, 26-7) 

5 Ricklefs, History of Modern Indonesia since c.1200, 4. 

6 Ricklefs ,“Balance and Military Innovation,” 42; Pigeaud and Graaf, Islamic States in Java , 

15. 

7 Niemeijer, “Dividing the Islands,” 254. 

8 Vlekke, Story of the Dutch East Indies, 60 and 67; Niemeijer, “Dividing the Islands,” 254–

45. 

9 Niemeijer, “Dividing the Islands,” 255. 

10 Ibid. 

11 Milton, Nathaniel’s Nutmeg, 3. 

12 The importance and value of the Spice Islands should not be understated. On 31 July 1667, 

under the Treaty of Breda, which ended the second Anglo-Dutch War, the Dutch colony of 

New Amsterdam, now New York, Manhattan Island, was traded by the Dutch to the British, 

in exchange for the island of Run in the Banda Islands. New Amsterdam had already been 
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seized by the British and renamed New York in 1664, similarly Run had been seized by the 
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13 Lape, “Political Dynamics and Religious Change,” 145–46; Loth, “Pioneers and 
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“Dividing the Islands,” 257). 

14 Niemeijer, “Dividing the Islands,” 257–59. 

15 Ibid., 259. 
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ships under the command of Cornelis de Houtman set sail for the East Indies. They arrived in 

Bantam, West Java, on 23 June 1596, and returned to the Netherlands on 14 August 1597. 
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leadership, infighting, and other setbacks, they brought back only 245 bags of pepper, 45 tons 

of nutmeg, 30 bales of mace, and some porcelain plates. This was well below their cargo 

capacity, but enough to be profitable (Coolhaas, Critical Survey of Studies, 12; Masselman, 

Cradle of Colonialism, 91–97; Milton, Nathaniel’s Nutmeg, 59–65; Vlekke, Story of the 

Dutch East Indies, 67).  

17 Vlekke, Story of the Dutch East Indies, 71. 
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