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FROM MODERN TABOOS AND TRADITIONAL TOLERANCE

I would like to thank the Indonesian Heritage Society for inviting me to speak in this re-
spectable forum. I also want to thank the audience for being here to listen and, hopefully, 
to share opinion on this important topic.1
Tolerance, or intolerance, is a very pressing problem today. It will impact us sooner or later.

I want to start this presentation by showing you these pictures: 
The two men in the middle are convicts of a homosexual criminal offence in Aceh. A crowd 
is very eager to watch the flogging, they hold their smartphones high up to record the 
process. A group of female audience is no less excited. If you go to youtube, you can also 
see and hear people cheering and shouting at every lash. 

From Aceh we go to Yogyakarta. Banners in a demonstration: Communists and LGBTs 
must be eradicated. Fight the seeds of communism and LGBT.  LGBT is a plague. Save 
our young generation from perversion. Eradicate LGBT and its supporters.

Having seen these pictures, let us realise that Indonesia had never known any hatred 
against LGBT before 2000. What we have seen just now is a very new phenomenon. We 
may find it paradoxical, but it occurs exactly in democratic Indonesia.

 I would also thank my friends, Burhanuddin Muhtadi and Yulius Tandyanto, for their time and 1

comments during the preparation of this text. 
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Let us continue to other pictures. 
This is a statue titled Tiga Mojang (Three Ladies), a work by a prominent artist Nyoman 
Nuarta, located in Bekasi. The statue was condemned by certain Islamic groups as either 
a representation of the Christian Trinity or being too sensual. The next picture is the de-
struction of Jayandaru Monument in Sidoarjo. Next, statue of Arjuna, a hero from wayang 
story originated from Indian epic Mahabharata, in Purwakarta. There were four similar 
statues burned and destroyed. Next, the dismantling of the statue of a Chinese warlord, 
Kwan Sing Tee Koen, in front of a Chinese temple in Tuban. 

Iconoclasm or, here, the destruction of statues, was not seen in the ancient history of In-
donesia. The earliest recorded iconoclastic incident is the 1985 Borobudur bombing by a 
jihadist group that damaged nine stupas on the upper level. 

When did intolerant incidents start to take place in Indonesia?

Here is a rough list of earliest records of incidents that might relate to intolerance. This list 
is not comprehensive nor taxonomic. Some cases, after a deeper look, may not fall into 
the category of intolerance case.  But it’s helpful to start with.2

Anti-heresy. The earliest incident is found in the Javanese literature as the case of Syekh 
Siti Jenar, who was accused of heresy and sentenced to death in the 15th or 16th century. 
No hard historical proof about the existence of Siti Jenar, however he still has followers un-
til now, among Javanese muslims from the mystical schools. If not a historical fact, it is a 
narrative fact, written in many Javanese literary works, including the famous Babad Tanah 
Jawa and Serat Centhini. 

Anti-clerics. We heard about the massacre of the clerics in 1648 by Amangkurat I, a king 
of Islamic Mataram, Surakarta. The Dutch archive describes that around 6000 people—
comprising muslim clerics, their families, wives, children, followers—were killed within half 
an hour in the palace’s court. Here, it’s probably more of a political intrigue than a case of 
intolerance. The clerics were alleged to have supported a plot to topple the king.  In the 3

20th century, we also witnessed an anti-Islamism policy during Soeharto’s military regime.

Anti-Chinese. The first anti-Chinese massacre in Batavia (Jakarta) in 1740 was instigated 
by the Dutch colonial ruler. Whether this is a case of intolerance, we can debate. But, it is 
worth to mention here that the first recorded Chinese pogrom in Java was not perpetrated 
by the locals, but by the Dutch. Don't forget, it was the Dutch colonial ruler that enforced a 

 What we mean by cases of intolerance here is  any act of force or violence against individuals or 2

groups or symbols that is charged by the inability to accept differences in race, ethnicity, or belief.

 The report came from from Rijcklofs van Goen, a VOC’s officer that stationed in Mataram. The 3

record was later published in De vijf gezantschapsreizen naar het hof van Mataram, 1648-1654 
(1956). Merle C. Ricklefs in War, Culture, and Economy in Java 1677-1726 (1993) and Soemarsaid 
Moertono in State and Statecraft in Old Java: A Study of the Later Mataram Period, 16th to 19th 
Century (1968, p.64) described Amangkurat I as a brutal and despotic ruler. According to Mo-
ertono, there was a negative description in Serat Jayabaya about Amangkurat I, without particular 
nor detailed mentioning of the incident: Kalpa sru semune kenaka putung (A time as painful as 
having your nails off). 
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racial segregation law, dividing the society into three groups: Europeans, foreign Asians, 
and the natives. This would support our view that intolerance is a modern phenomenon. 

Anti-Christian. During the independence war, there was a series of attack toward Catholic 
schools in Central Java. Two clergymen were killed. Church buildings were damaged 
(1948). 

Inter-religious and inter-ethnic clashes happen from time to time, not very often, and 
rather difficult to pinpoint any earliest occurrence. 

Next, anti-communism & anti-atheism, starting in 1966. It is being continued until today, 
most of the time for political reasons.

In 1985, the first case of iconoclasm: the Borobudur bombing. The attack was said to be 
a retaliation of an anti-Islam massacre by the military one year earlier in Tanjung Priok. 
Since then, we didn’t hear any more iconoclasm until what we are seeing these days.

In the 21st century we see new movements of anti-pornography and “pornoaction” as 
well as anti LGBT. The word “pornoaction” is not in any dictionary. Even the Indonesian 
official dictionary doesn’t have “pornoaksi” as an entry. It is a new word coined by the leg-
islators to extend the definition of pornography in order to criminalise not only the produc-
tion of images and texts, but also people’s behaviour. There is a consistent movement to 
criminalise individuals whose sexual perceptions or behaviour differ from  what is prescribed by 
shari’ah.

What can we say about these facts?
Intolerance is a modern phenomenon in In-
donesia.
It is known in Indonesia’s history only after 
the introduction of monotheism and moderni-
ty. 

Monotheism here means Islam as well as 
Christianity—but practically we will talk mostly 
about Islam, as nearly 90% of Indonesia’s 
population are muslims. Islam had made an 
entry in Java since the 11th century or proba-
bly even earlier, but it started to gain domina-
tion in the 15th or early 16th century. 

And what do we mean by modernity here? 
Different scholars will agree to define modernity as either a historical period, a socio-cul-
tural norm, and a philosophy developed after the Middle Age, or the sum of them, with a 
strong emphasis on humanism, reason, technology, and market economy. Humans are 
being freed from the grip of God, and by using their reason only they can create technolo-
gy and rule the world. Modernity is considered to begin in the 16th century Europe, follow-
ing the Renaissance. It didn’t take long for the development in Europe to have an impact in 
Java, Sumatra, and the surrounding islands.

At the end of the 16th century, the Dutch explorer Cornelis de Houtman arrived in Banten, 
seeking for the spice islands. It would mark the beginning of the Dutch presence in the ar-
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chipelago for the next 350 years. Interestingly, the year de Houtman landed in Banten, 
1596, is also the year in which Rene Descartes, the father of modern philosophy, was 
born. 

Modernity is the spirit of that age. Indonesia is not isolated from that spirit, through colo-
nialism. Colonialism introduced to Indonesia a modern mechanism of control, by way of 
division, categorisation, and appropriation. 

Curiously, it is after the entrance of Islam and western modernity that intolerant incidents 
started to be seen in Indonesia. 

But, is it true that the ancient or pre-modern people in Indonesia were tolerant? That’s 
what scholars and our founding parents believe. I tried to seek some comparison from folk-
lore and myths. Let me give you three models of mitigation of religious frictions from the 
ancient time.

#1 Cleansing Ritual Model (Ruwatan). The story of Calon Arang. Calon Arang is one of 
the most watched traditional theater in Bali. It often combines performance art with a 
trance and cleansing ritual. Calon Arang is believed to be a historical figure from the c.11th 
century East Java. The story is about a black magic widow named Calon Arang who, by 
her dark power, sent a deadly plague to the kingdom of Kahuripan. In the end of the story 
she was killed and purified. 

For our interest here, this is a story of political conflict imbued with a possible religious ten-
sion between a certain Hindu practise and a certain Buddhism. Calon Arang observed a 
kind of left-hand Hindu tantric, she was a worshipper of Durga. King Airlangga assigned a 
Buddhist priest Baradah to overcome Calon Arang. 

How is the conflict resolved? Interestingly, we don’t see any inquisition here. Calon Arang is 
not treated as a sorcerer in Europe’s witch hunting in the c.15th century: condemned and 
burned at stake. No, she is not treated as a heretic. Yes, she gets, at the end of the story, 
killed. But she is killed with full respect for her high knowledge. To defeat Calon Arang is 
not to eradicate the tenets. The knowledge she has is not considered heresy.  Respect to 
Calon Arang still can be seen in the way the Balinese perform the story or keep the lontar 
text, and in the fact that the story is called by her name. 

#2 Syncretism Model. We go to the 13th century. This is Candi Jawi, also in East Java, 
built during the Singasari kingdom. What is special about this temple and other temples in 
East Java is the syncretism of two religions: one that worships Shiva, the other that wor-
ships Buddha, and they become Shiva-Buddha. Translated into the temple architecture is 
a body of a Shivaistic structure with the peak of a Buddhist stupa. Here, we see syncretism 
as a mechanism to unite differences or to end interfaith disputes.

#3 Synthesis Model. Next picture is the remnants of 14th century Majapahit kingdom. Ma-
japahit, as we know, is one of the most important inspirations for the construction of mod-
ern Indonesia. Compare to other inspirations, such as Sriwijaya, Samudra Pasai, 
Mataram, or others, Majapahit stands out for one reason: it treated religious difference with 
equality. Sriwijaya was a Buddhist kingdom. Samudra Pasai was an Islamic kingdom. We 
have Mataram Hindu and Mataram Islam. But Majapahit gave an example of religious plu-
rality. 
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It is from this era that we received important ancient literature such as Negarakertagama 
and Sutasoma. From those books, the Indonesian founding fathers extracted visions of 
synthesis solution to construct a modern nation that unites as well as opens to hetero-
geneity. 
Bhineka Tunggal Ika is the nation’s motto. It is taken from Sutasoma, a work by Mpu Tan-
tular.4

The point is, to answer the question whether the ancient Javanese were “tolerant”…  “Tol-
erant” is a modern concept that may not do justice to describe the ancient time. But, I think 
it is legitimate to confirm the view that the ancient societies and political organisations in 
this archipelago were open to religious differences and managed to soften tensions by way 
of: a) “syncretism”, like the Shiva-Buddha temple, or b) “synthesis”, like the formula of 
Bhineka Tunggal Ika. 

To sum up the ancient period, religious disputes and competitions were there, but the an-
cient people managed to keep the peace by way of, at least, syncretism. Syncretism is a 
kind of cushion when we have not reached a synthesis. 

The question: is syncretism still possible in the modern time? 

Now we leave the ancient time and enter the next period: 16th-19th century, a period that 
can be described as early modern. This is the period in which we start to see intolerant in-
cidents. There is a bountiful amount of Javanese literature to better our understanding of 
the period. The Javanese literature from this time gives us many records and hints to ten-
sions, frictions, even the use of force in relation to religious differences, unseen in the pre-
vious period.

I take from K.H. Muhammad Sholikhin’s work a list of Islamic mystics who were tried for 
heresy: #1 Syekh Siti Jenar was sentenced to death in Giri and executed in Demak. #2 

 Quoted from wikipedia:4

Rwâneka dhâtu winuwus Buddha Wiswa / Bhinnêki rakwa ring apan kena parwanosen / Mangka 
ng Jinatwa kalawan Siwatatwa tunggal / Bhinnêka tunggal ika tan hana dharma mangrwa.
Translation by Soewito Santoso:
It is said that the well-known Buddha and Shiva are two different substances. They are indeed dif-
ferent, yet how is it possible to recognise their difference in a glance, since the truth of Jina (Bud-
dha) and the truth of Shiva is one. They are indeed different, but they are of the same kind, as 
there is no duality in Truth.
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Sunan Panggung, burned at stake in Demak. #3 Ki Baghdad from Pajang, sentenced to 
death by drowning in the river. #4 Ki Amongraga, drowned in the sea. #5 Kiai Muta-
makkin, put on trial by Ketib Anom Kudus but freed after repenting his mistakes. 

At the least, we can find five names of mystics who were condemned as heretics by the 
religious court led by the legalists ulemas. The historicity of those figures is debatable. 
However, one of them, Syekh Siti Jenar, stands out among the others concerning the con-
tinuation of his influence. Until today, his followers claim to keep a set of oral or written 
teachings that can be traced back to Syekh Siti Jenar himself, and from Siti Jenar to 
prophet Muhammad.  5

Here, you see a new phenomenon. The problem of heresy is not found in the literature or 
narratives of the ancient time, or the Hindu-Buddhist period (8th-15th century). The prob-
lem of heresy seems to be distinctively monotheistic. In the Islamic Java (16th-19th centu-
ry) we start to see cases of heresy entering people’s mind. From those five names, we can 
debate whether all of them are historical figures, whether some actually are variants of the 
same story, or whether some are the rendering of the case of Al Hallaj.

If we look at the Javanese literature written between 16th-19th century, focusing ourself on 
religious frictions, we will see at least two kinds of tension regarding the groups involved. 
One is between Islam and the older Javanese spirituality (e.g. between the Sultan Agung 
the ruler of Java and Nyai Rara Kidul the ruler of the South Sea). Second is the legalistic 
ulemas against the mystics (e.g. the five cases mentioned before), and, in most of the 
cases, the author took sides with the convict. 

From outside Java, we can add here two cases from Sumatra to consider. First, the con-
flict between two schools of mystic: Hamzah Fansuri and Nuruddin ar-Raniry in Aceh. The 
outcome of the tension: Hamzah Fansuri’s books were burned. We also have in Minangk-
abau, West Sumatra, a conflict between tradition and Islam, exacerbated by the Dutch in-
volvement: the Bonjol war. The outcome of the conflict: left by the Dutch, the traditional 
group lost parts of its privilege. 

Back to Java, there are many many books worth mentioning if we want to talk about reli-
gious frictions. It would be best to start with Babad Tanah Jawa and Serat Centhini. 

Serat Centhini has to be highlighted here for some reasons.  6

First, it has cases of heresy relevant to our questions. It clearly takes sides with Syekh Siti 
Jenar and Syekh Amongraga, the mystics who were accused of heresy and sentenced to 
death. 
Second, it is a great book that describes vividly the social and cultural life, including the 
sexual practices, of the 17th century Java. It is quite open about the sexual life in Java of 
that time. Not only are there affairs among unmarried people, women who enjoyed having 
illicit relations, there are also sex scenes among men, and an explicit talk about anal sex. 
All written in the traditional poetry’s metre and rhyme. 

 K.H. Muhammad Sholikhin, Manunggaling Kawula-Gusti: Filsafat Kemanunggalan Syekh Siti Je5 -
nar, Narasi: 2008.

 There is a very useful translation of Serat Centhini into English prose, done by Soewito Santoso 6

and Kestity Pringgoharjono published by Marshal Cavendish. There is also a very beautiful literary 
interpretation of it by Elisabeth Inandiak, available in English, French, and Indonesian.
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The writer of Serat Centhini  managed to handle topics that would otherwise be consid7 -
ered taboos in his time or even in this modern era. This will bring us to questioning many 
presumptions about sexual norms in the history of Indonesia. Were sexual norms relaxed 
or tight in Indonesia? What are the norms now? What were and what are considered 
taboos, then and now?

Now we go to Candi Sukuh temple, that is also mentioned in Serat Centhini. Candi Sukuh 
is special in its architecture and symbolism. Unlike other temples, it depicts the male-fe-
male union (lingga-yoni) in a very realistic style. The second picture is also very intriguing. 
It depicts the story of Bima (hero from Mahabharata) seeking for the water of life tirta 
amerta. It is another version of mystical story Dewa Ruci, also frequently used by the Is-
lamic mystic in Java. Bima, in the journey to get the water of life, entered into himself. 
Here, in this relief, it seems that Bima is entering into a womb to meet the mother goddess 
Durga to get the water of life. For me, this relief looks like a diagram of an incision of a 
womb. Both reliefs show a biological perspective.

What we see here: History shows that Indonesia indeed had chances for sexual expres-
sions (or expressions related to sexuality). Sexuality was not always a taboo.

The next picture is of a Reog performance. Reog is a traditional performance from East 
Jawa. It celebrates masculinity. The star of the performance is the man wearing a huge 
lion mask. He wears the mask by biting on the mask. It needs a super-strength to be able 
to do that; you have to be super-strong, so the performance is actually a show off of mas-
culine power, a show of supernatural power. Traditionally, they believe that in order to have 
that power, the main dancer has to refrain from sexual relation with women in a certain pe-
riod of time. However, they can have sexual intercourse with men.

In this old picture, we still see the line of young men wearing white shirts, escorting the lion 
dancer on the right and left sides. Traditionally people would accept that the lion dancer 
has sexual relationship with the young men. In the modern times, because of the rise of 
homophobia and the change of norms, we see more Reog performances with young 
ladies replacing the young men. 

Intercourse between men is also described vividly in Serat Centhini without any harsh 
judgment.  

 Serat Centhini was commissioned by the Prince Mangkunegoro III (1784-1823) of Surakarta to 7

court writers R.Ng. Yosodipuro II and Kyai Ngabehi Sostrodipuro, but it is said that the the crown 
prince himself that wrote the part that describes cultural and sexual life of the Javanese. He was 
later enthroned as Pakubuwono V. 
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What can we say at this point? 
The Javanese were certainly more open and relaxed about their sexuality, less hypocritical 
and less judgmental than we are now. I’m not saying that in overall they are better off than 
us today. Equality, protection of minors, or protection from marital rapes were not an issue 
at all at that time.

Regarding religious frictions, we have seen an alteration from the ancient Hindu-Buddhist 
time to the early modern and Islamic period in the way people deal with religious frictions. 
In the past, syncretism occurred rather smoothly in mitigating frictions. Now, in the early 
modern period (16th-19th century) we still see syncretic efforts, but they did not go as 
smoothly as before. 

Syncretism in early modern times is realised as containing unresolved tensions and logical 
inconsistencies. Syncretism that used to be successful as the solution to religious frictions 
during the ancient time has lost its effectiveness in the modern time.
 
The question: can syncretism work in the modern time as a peace-keeping mechanism? 
I’m not very optimistic. We cannot resort to old-time syncretism to deal with the challenges 
of today. Especially, because the infrastructure and the mental capacity for syncretism are 
no longer here.There has been a gradual change in our brain since the 16th century on. 
Now, our brain has lost its flexibility or capacity for syncretism. It is caused by the perva-
sion of the collaboration between monotheism and modernity.
Let me explain what I mean.

Let me invite you to concentrate on following words that have association in one way or 
the other with tolerance:

TOLERANCE is a PRACTICE. It is not so much a theory as a practice. You don’t theorise 
tolerance so much as you practice it.8
This “ethical practice” is passed on from generation to generation through TRADITION.
This practice seeks for a synthesis. If it doesn’t reach a synthesis, it’s happy with SYN-
CRETIC solutions. 
It aims at UNITY in harmony (a harmonious togetherness). 

 See, for example, Franz Magnis-Suseno, Etika Jawa (Gramedia: 1985).8
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Because it is not a theory, the practice of tolerance is not accompanied by a set of rules, 
neither a clear line between what is good and bad, what is enough and what is excessive. 
In this kind of situation, how do we keep the balance, the unity? 
It is by way of RASA. 

Rasa is a very meaningful word in Javanese literature.   Rasa is often translated as emo9 -
tion or sentiment. But Rasa is not just sentiment or emotion. Rasa is the non-divisive 
mechanism through which we understand the presence of others and connect or even 
unite with them. By understanding the presence of others we know how to position our-
selves to maintain the cosmological unity and harmony. For the Javanese, Rasa is both 
the way and the truth (the mechanism and the goal).

In the table above, on the left-hand side is a group of words  associated with tolerance. On that 
basis it is Rasa. Tolerance is basically supported by the mechanism of Rasa. 

Now we see, in the right-hand side, another group of words of the opposite tendency. 
When you are very strong on the capacities mentioned in the previous group, you might be 
weak in the capacities in the next group:
When you esteem tolerance and togetherness too highly, you tend not to prioritise META-
PHYSICAL TRUTH.  
When you are busy with on-site practices, you tend to forget about THEORETICAL SYS-
TEM.
The metaphysical truth and theoretical system are main features of modern philosophy.
If you are prioritising syncretism, you may lose LOGICAL CONSISTENCY. 
Logic can only work upon rigid terms. But a term is only made by way of DIVISION or 
DISTINCTION. That is, the division between what is included in the term and what is ex-
cluded from the term. Division is the basic process in categorisation, definition, identifica-
tion. And those are the mechanism of REASON.

Now, I hope you can see the difference between the mechanism of Rasa and the mecha-
nism of Reason. Rasa works by way of connection and union. Reason works by way of 
drawing lines, making distinction and categorisation.

The Javanese culture is saturated with Rasa. There is an abundant amount of Javanese 
literature that deals with Rasa. As mentioned, Rasa is originally Sanskrit but the Javanese 
developed their own conceptualisation. If we compare it with the usage of rasa in 
Natyashastra, the ancient Indian treatise on theatre dated from the 3rd century, the Ja-
vanese have raised Rasa to a very high and spiritual level. Interestingly, it is used many 
times, probably all the time, to argue against the legalistic approach of Islam.

This is one example. This is a couple of verses from Suluk Malang Sumirang,  probably 10

the oldest Javano-Islamic mystical text.  Written in the voice of Sunan Panggung, the mys-
tic who was sentenced to death. This is what he sings upon entering into the fire. Pay at-
tention to how important “rasa” is here:

 For Sanskrit meaning of Rasa, see, for example, the explanation of Rasa (Sentiments) in 9

Natyashastra, a treatise on drama and performance art ascribed to Bharata Muni (around 3 CE), 
chapter 6 (page 100-117). English translation by Manomohan Ghosh M.A. Ph.D (Asiatic Society of 
Bengal:1951).

 The quotation of Suluk Malang Sumirang here is taken from Prof.Dr.M.Ng. Poerbatjaraka, Ke10 -
pustakaan Djawa (Djambatan:1952) page 110.
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Dosa gung alit tan den-singgahi, 
ujar kupur kapir kang den ambah, 
wus luwung pasikepane, 
tan adulu dinulu, 
tan angrasa tan angrasani, 
wus tan ana pinarapan, 
pan jatining suwung, ing suwunge iku ana, 
iang anane iku surasa sejati, 
wus tan ana rinasan.

Pan dudu rasa karaseng lati, 
dudu rasaning apa’pa, 
lawan dudu rasa kang ginawe, 
dudu rasane guyu, 
dudu rasa kang angrasani, 
rasa dudu rarasan, kang rasa anengku, 
sakehing rasa karasa, 
rasa jati tan karasa jiwa jisim, 
rasa mulya wisesa. 

Kang wus tume ing rasa jati, sembayange tan mawas malika…

My free and raw translation:

Any sin, heavy or light
Any curse, wrong or right
The path has been decided
There is no need to look at each other
no need to feel each other
no dream
for the real is nothingness
in nothingness is being
in being is the real feeling
that cannot be felt

It’s not the taste on your lips
not the taste of anything
not the feeling that you would wish
not the laugh, and not the touch, 
not the functional feeling
but that which covers everything
the sum of all feelings
the real, that cannot be felt
great and glory

Then he continues:
One who has reached the real Rasa, 
no longer he prays in the division of time…
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I can give a long list of texts that show how important Rasa is for the Javanese. I chose the 
previous text because it is likely to be the oldest. It probably dated from the late 16th cen-
tury.  The usage of Rasa continues to the present days, in poems, proses, performance 11

art theory, essays, academic papers, as well as spiritual explanatory text. 

Now, after taking a look at the oldest one, let us go to see the contemporary texts. This 
time, I’m not using literary works, but spiritual organisations instead.

The table shows data regarding registered spiritual organisations (kelompok aliran keper-
cayaan/kebatinan). Aside from six recognised religions (Islam, Protestantism, Catholicism, 
Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism), different kinds of spirituality are practiced, and most 
of them have root in the ancient times. Not considered as religions, they are regulated un-
der the Ministry of Culture and Education.

The data shown here is taken from the encyclopaedia of spiritual organisations in Indone-
sia, published by the Ministry of Culture and Education last year. There are 148 registered 
groups. Counted roughly, more than 80% of the organisations are based in Java. More 
than 60% of the Java-based organisations have Rasa or its variant words (eling, tepa seli-
ra, and the likes) as a spiritual concept in their short introduction. I believe that if we have a 
deeper interview, more than 100% of the Javanese based organisations will agree that 
Rasa is the main element in their spiritual method.

What about the spiritual organisations based outside Java? I found some interesting phe-
nomena. 
There are some organisations in North Sumatra, rooted in the Batak local belief. There are 
some organisations in Medan and Lampung, established by the Javanese or Balinese. 
There are Balinese spiritual organisations with a strong Hindu affiliation; some organisa-
tions of the natives of Kalimantan, some from Nusa Tenggara (both East and West), and 

 According to Poerbatjaraka (Kepustakaan Djawa, Penerbit Djambatan: 1952) the text is contem11 -
porary with Suluk Wujil, which is ascribed to Sunan Bonang (d.1525). At the latest, both texts had 
existed in the time of Sinuhun Seda Krapyak or the second king of Mataram Islam (d.1613).
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from Sulawesi. Curiously, there is no registered local belief or spiritual organisation from 
West Sumatra (Minangkabau), Aceh, or Malay culture. 
Among the 26 organisations based outside Java only 3 have Rasa in their teaching, and 
all of the three were established by people of Javanese origin. For the time being, we can 
assume that Rasa is a distinct idea in Javanese culture and spirituality. 

Question: Do non-Javanese have the same conceptualisation? Probably yes, probably no. 
If yes, they probably use different words. I don’t have any reading or proof yet, but I would 
say that the mechanism of Rasa—with or without a distinct name—is practiced by tradi-
tional and ancient people in many parts of the world. It may not be exclusively Javanese, 
but the Javanese managed to conceptualise it through their abundant amount of poetic 
narratives.

Now, starting from and through the Javanese experience, we can make some suggestions 
to enter into a more universal dialog. 

Rasa is the basic mechanism that leads to traditional tolerance. A society with strong un-
derstanding and practice of Rasa would likely to be open, tolerant, spiritual, and seeking 
for unity. This is the character of many societies in ancient Indonesia: open, tolerant, spiri-
tual, seeking for unity.

But, Rasa also has its shortfalls. A society, a community, or an individual that is governed 
only by the mechanism of Rasa is at the risk of becoming illogical and static. If they fail to 
manage their discontent, after a certain period of passivity they could suddenly explode in 
an amok. 

Here is a list of several manifestations of Rasa, put in a rating, from the most refined on 
the top to the roughest on the bottom. 
RASA JATI is the highest achievement of the mechanism of Rasa. It means the union with 
the divine. It is when the way and the truth become one. Following are MYSTICAL UNION. 
DEVOTIONAL LOVE, SYNTHESIS, SOLIDARITY, SYNCRETISM. And, the red words: 
SENTIMENTS, and RESSENTIMENTS .12

 Ressentiments is a French and English translation of a term in the philosophical works of Søren 12

Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Max Scheler. It refers to negative feelings or a sense of hos-
tility towards individuals or groups perceived as the cause of one’s frustration.  
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On the next slide, we will see the comparison between the mechanism of Rasa and the 
mechanism of Reason. I put CRITICAL THINKING as the highest form of this mechanism, 
and EXCLUSION of others as the worst form. In between: DOGMATISM, DISTINCTION, 
SYSTEMS, ANALYSIS, LOGIC. 

In the mechanism of Rasa: The lower, the more self-centred. The higher, the more inten-
tionality it has. 
In the mechanism of Reason: The lower, the more closed the structure is. The higher, the 
more open the structure is.
Over all: The lower, the simpler or the grosser. The higher, the more complex or refined.
Both the mechanism of Rasa and the mechanism of Reason have their good and bad 
manifestations. 

What we need to do is be proportional. Many times we judge some deeds as bad because 
they are irrational, illogical, as if everything illogical would be bad. This table makes clear 
that something irrational can also be good. The problem is not because things are illogical, 
but because they are self-centred. 

The mechanism of Reason is a new cognitive mechanism, acquired mostly with the west-
ern modern education. That explains why it doesn’t have many expressions in the Ja-
vanese or Indonesian language. (The table shows 7 out 10 words on Reason are taken 
from English or Dutch). On the contrary, there are a lot of expressions in Javanese for the 
mechanism of Rasa, showing that this mechanism is much older and deeper. 

Unfortunately, what is happening in Indonesia today is actually this: that we have lost the 
valuable parts of our old tradition of Rasa. It’s been very much weakened by the unchal-
lenged advance of the mechanism of Reason. 

We prefer DOGMA over SYNCRETISM,  because syncretism is a logical misfit. Mean-
while, SYNTHESIS is not possible if we have EXCLUDED our antithesis because we took 
them as heretics or infidels or enemies. With dogmas, exclusion, and DISTINCTION, we 
tend to make a selective SOLIDARITY; means solidarity only among our own umma or 
congregation. When we have lost the middle-rank capability of Rasa—syncretism, solidari-
ty, synthesis—it is unlikely that we can learn the higher capability—devotional love, mysti-

cal union, spirituality. 

We are left with our SENTI-
MENTS and RESSENTI-
MENTS to be served by our 
instrumental reasons that can 
operate in a  SYSTEMATIC 
way—such as systematically 
producing and distributing 
hoax and misinformation. We 
produce ANALYSIS to serve 
vested interests. Our logic is 
distorted and made into 
CONFIRMATION BIAS. With-
out the rigorous logical disci-
pline, we cannot get to an 
open-mind critical thinking. 
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At the turn of 20th to 21st century, we have lost the richness of our tradition and yet to ac-
quire the quality of the new mechanism.  

Before summing up, I want to go back to the beginning of the presentations. Look once 
again at the pictures that show the rise of anti-LGBT. Homophobic hatred was not found 
here from the ancient time to until 10 or 15 years ago. What is happening to this country?

Are we to blame Islam for the rise of homophobia or intolerance in Indonesia, as most of 
the cases carried under its name? But, to blame Islam in particular, or religion in general, 
is for me way too superficial. 

What we see in the rise of homophobia in Indonesia is actually a clash between two value 
systems that share the same mechanism: the mechanism of division and categorisation, 
which belongs to the mechanism of Reason. Both modernity and monotheism use this 
mechanism. The monotheists draw line between the faithful and the infidels, the trustful 
and the hypocrites, this and that, halal-haram, kosher—non kosher, and legalised only 
heterosexual norms. 

The modern-secular world also categorises people, albeit in a more dynamic attitude. Most 
of the liberal countries interpret the protection of human rights regarding sexual orientation 
by legalising gay marriage or legalising the third gender, and probably in the future the 
fourth, the fifth gender. But both the religious and the seculars are not very different in the 
sense that they are obsessed with legal system. None is fighting to be free from any legal-
isation! It seems that, for the modern mind and the monotheist, to be outside category is 
unthinkable! 

Here, the mechanism of Rasa could give alternative. It could teach us fluidity. Rasa knows 
that any categorisation, identification, any form of law, command, prohibition, dogma, even 
the application of shari’ah, would always be doomed to be superficial. If they are neces-
sary, they are to be accepted with sorrow, because they are not the real one, they are not 
the truth. The mechanism of Rasa will give balance to the rigid categorisation and legalisa-
tion that dominates the operation of our mind today. For example, instead of being ob-
sessed with legalising gay marriage for the sake of human rights, or punishing LGBTs for 
the sake of religious law, can we drop off any kind of categorisation? Can we think outside 
categories or without too much categorisation? 
Indonesia’s history has proved: we could do that in the past, when we still have the strong 
mechanism of Rasa, nurtured in our tradition. 

I want to close this lecture with a summary and some suggestions. 

The problem of intolerance that we have today is a modern phenomenon. It is a result of a 
certain mental mechanism, namely the mechanism of Reason that does not or have not 
developed into the higher or complex or refined level. Meanwhile, we have lost the higher 
capacity of Rasa, because the condition to nurture it is not maintained in the modern sys-
tem. We are in the danger of being trapped in the simplistic, self-centred, closed-minded 
mentality, governed by sentiments, ressentiments, dogmatism, and exclusion of others.

Is there any hope to escape from this situation?
Yes, there is. But we have to work hard together. 
In principle, first, we have to understand that we need both faculties: Rasa and Reason. 
Both capacities have to be in a good and trustful dialog with each other. 
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Second, The ideal is to acquire the highest level of both faculties: spirituality and critical 
thinking. We have to socially cultivate both faculties in order to reach the best of both. This 
is not an individual undertaking. We cannot suppose that each individual would reach a 
perfect balance of spirituality and critical thinking. The dynamic balance should be expect-
ed not in an individual, but within a society. That is in principle. 

At the application level it is rather difficult:
For those who are faithful and religious: We have to change the way religion is taught, at 
school as well as in congregations. I know this is difficult. But we have to teach religion in a 
new way, that is in a critical-spiritual way.
For those who are agnostic and secular: Don’t ridicule religions or spirituality. It won’t help 
us in this situation. If you are too rigid you are no different from those you criticise. Be criti-
cal but open your heart.
For us in this room who appreciate Indonesia’s heritage: Indonesia has a very rich her-
itage. The Javanese conceptualisation of Rasa, which I tried to explore only a bit here, is 
just one of our treasure. There is much more to rediscover, to  reinterpret, to recreate, and 
to finally offer to the world and to humanity.
Please, love Indonesia, and together we will explore the intellectual, artistic, social trea-
sures of Indonesia’s heritage, and by doing that we drive away the grosser, self-centred, 
closed-minded mentality from this country. 

Thank you.
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APPENDIX
Discussion

QUESTION & ANSWER (RECONSTRUCTED)

Q: We live in a democratic system. Looking at your scheme, democracy is a product 
of the  modern thought or the mechanism of reason that works by way of division 
and categorisation. How can we be free from such a divisive political system? 

A: I don’t mean to denounce reason when I say that the mechanism of reason is the cause 
of our intolerance. The mechanism of reason also brings us to critical thinking, which is the 
valuable form of it. Neither do I want to romanticise Rasa as the only way to reach peace. 
Rasa and Reason both have good and bad manifestations. What we need to do is be pro-
portional. Now we are being dominated by reason in such a way that we started to lose 
our capacity of Rasa. 
There is no way to go back to the situation before the mechanism of reason, such as there 
is no way to go back to the garden of Eden. The fact is, we have to live with division and 
categorisation. Democracy is the product of that mechanism, but not only democracy. 
Theocracy, monarchy, authoritarian government, all work with that mechanism. In fact, 
democracy is, compare to other systems, still the best to protect human rights. 
Can we be free from a divisive political system then? No, but we can make effort to not be-
ing trapped in division and categorisation, by way of continuously breaking off identity 
thinking or identity politics. We can tirelessly question stereotypes and fixed ideas. 
For example, in the past, in the colonial time, people are divided by racial segregation. We 
know that, in the course of history, racial division had been criticised. Now it can be said 
that even the idea of racial difference is obsolete! That is an example. Now, in Indonesia, 
we start to see religious segregation. We have to break that segregation. We have to rein-
force any potentials for unity. 

Q: Is modernity still relevant? In the philosophical debates we often hear that 
modernity itself if out of date. Do you think you scheme is still relevant?

A: It’s probably a matter of name. Whatever you name it, all the systems that we have to-
day—the systems of thought, of economics, of politics, of religion, etc—work with the 
mechanism of reason; that is the mechanism of division and categorisation. This mecha-
nism gained dominance in Indonesia in the modern time (as a historical period). Modernity 
as a mechanism of thought has not passed away. It is still relevant, and it becomes more 
relevant. 
To say that modernity or metaphysics is a past is a privilege of those who study philosophy 
in nice libraries and who do not have to be involved in the struggle of life. 

Q: About Rasa, curator Jim Supangkat once said that the works of Asian artists still 
show the importance of Rasa. Rasa is still important, not only in Java, but among 
Asian people…

A:  Probably. But I don’t want to draw line between Asian and European, between the East 
and the West, and say that Rasa is the essential character of the Asian or the East. It is 
not about East and West or Europe and Asia. I’ve been to Korea, Taiwan, and Japan, and I 
think people there have become very modern and rational. The Rasa that we used to have 
will probably disappeared in ten years time. On the other side, here we tend to think that 
the West are essentially rational and do not have any tradition of mystic or spirituality. The 
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West has a very rich tradition of mystic and spirituality. They don’t use the word Rasa of 
course, but they have other words and conceptualisation that may resonate with Rasa.  
For example, Emanuel Swedenborg concept on “inner meaning”, or Max Scheler on feel-
ing and love. It is true that Western spirituality is hardly to be seen anymore today, over-
whelmed by the massive secular life. But our spirituality here could also be gone in ten 
years time. 

Q: Why is polytheistic religious practice of Hindus also getting intolerant? Yes, the 
modernity in terms of consumerism specially is a common pollutant... 

A: It’s not about monotheist vs polytheist, not about religion vs secularism, but about a cer-
tain mental mechanism that in history has been brought by the collaboration of modernity 
and monotheism, but now has become global and has changed the way we think, regard-
less religion anymore.
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