
POP ISLAM IN INDONESIA

A recent Indonesian film offers an attractive and much-needed middle ground or alternative between the persona of the 
young militant Muslim with technological weapons and that of the old-fashioned, provincial and orthodox Muslim, writes 
Ariel Heryanto.

The old fiction ’Southeast Asia as a 
region’ (invented by the Cold-War 
imperatives and its Southeast Asian studies 
apparatuses) has increasingly become a 
reality, thanks to the unprecedented growth 
of intra-Asia pop cultural flows. 

But in most writings in English ’intra-Asia’ 
pop cultural flows narrowly refer to the 
Korean Wave and J-Pop. Seriously missing in 
these analyses are two major alternative 
streams. The first is those works with 
strongly Islamic content, and the other is a 
range of pop cultural forms (music, films, 
drama series, dance) which are heavily 
indebted to Bollywood. Sometimes the latter 
two are mixed.

The popularity of the Indonesian film Ayat-
ayat Cinta (Verses of Love) is an illustration 
of what Pop Islam may look like. When 
released in 2008, the film broke a new record 
for ticket sales, surpassing any title of any 
genre in the country, including Hollywood 

Against such a background the success of 
Ayat-ayat Cinta can be appreciated. In a 
different but related development, analysts of 
dangdut music have similarly argued: only 
after undergoing a major gentrification the 
folk music dangdut and Bollywood movies 
have become widely popular among the 
Indonesian middle classes. 

The film Ayat-ayat Cinta is based on a best-
selling novel by Habiburrahman El Shirazy. 
The story is set in Egypt, with background 
music and scenes that are markedly Islamic 
throughout the film. It centres on the love 
story of Aisha (a rich German citizen of 
Turkish descent) and her schoolmate from 
Indonesia, Fahri, who has a modest economic 
background.

Going to the movies in Indonesia, as 
elsewhere, often means more than a feast for 
the sight and hearing, or simple relaxation. It 
also allows a moment of reflection on what 
life might look like in a different and better 
world than one’s own day-to-day reality. 

One reason for Ayat-ayat Cinta's popularity 
lies precisely in its being both more and less 
than Islamic. It is hybrid in substance and 
style. Despite its richly and markedly Islamic 
elements, in many sections the film 
resembles features of Hollywood and 
Bollywood movies, as well as Indonesian 
television dramas (sinetron). 

In contrast to the female characters in veils, 
the economically disadvantaged male 
protagonist Fahri wears Western-style casual 
clothes and a trendy haircut. He does not 
grow a beard or wear a skull cap. In his 
wedding ceremony Fahri wears a Western 
business suit and tie. The scenes of the 
wedding itself are redolent of those in 
Bollywood movies. 

These more-and-less-than purely Middle 
Eastern Islamic elements, and more 
importantly the H/Bollywood-cum-sinetron 
elements, struck a chord with the urban 
youths. Amid the fervour of Islamisation, the 
significance of this hybridity is easily lost.
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blockbusters. The film was also well received 
in Malaysia and Singapore. 

This was one of the first Indonesian films to 
feature a female protagonist who is nearly 
fully veiled. Many considered it as one of the 
most Islamic films. A polygamous marriage 
that features in the film heightened the 
already intense controversy on the new 
campaigns for polygamy.

Since 1990 Islam has enjoyed unprecedented 
political clout in Indonesia, despite being 
continually prone to internal division. Islam's 
success has not come without problems. 
Inequality in the distribution of the fruits of 
the recent ascendancy has gone unabated. 
Many Muslims and non-Muslims alike 
continue to suffer from economic 
marginalisation. Their frustration helped the 
recruitment for militia groups for various 
actions, some using Islam jihad as a rallying 
cry. 

However, since the mid-1980s a growing 
number of urban-based and well-educated 
Muslims have occupied high-level political as 
well as economic positions. They have a 
greater need and ability to justify and 
celebrate their newly acquired privileges, and 
to express their identities. Like the new 
bourgeoisie elsewhere, Indonesian new-rich 
Muslims have a new-found preoccupation 
with lifestyle, display of wealth, and 
exuberant consumption.

Indonesian films often project and promote a 
particular utopia of a modern and prosperous 
Indonesia in the image of the liberal and 
secular West. Until recently, veiled women 
could hardly find a space in such cinematic 
utopias, let alone central representation.

Off screen, by the early 1990s female veiling 
was already incorporated into a major 
boutique fashion industry. Veiling articulates 
new prosperity, high cultural taste and 
cosmopolitan beauty that complement, and 
occasionally overtly substitute for, religious 
piety, self-restraint from worldly pleasure, or 
sexual chastity. In Ayat-ayat Cinta, Aisha 
well fits the image of a wealthy and beautiful 
female Muslim seen in the many glossy 
magazines in contemporary Indonesia, or 
who frequent shopping malls in major cities. 

My analysis of Ayat-ayat Cinta suggests that 
the film (more than the novel) problematises 
the general and largely conservative view of 
Islam that prevails in Indonesia. It does so 
subtly and moderately, and with 
compromises that contradict the more liberal 
perspectives of Islam in Indonesia. 

The familiar and convenient dichotomy 
between traditional/modern or 
conservative/progressive Islam is highly 
problematic. Ayat-ayat Cinta does not choose 
to play safe by reaffirming the status quo, or 
by seeking to please the more conservative 
majority of its potential audience for political 
or commercial gain.

In the disorienting moment of post-
authoritarianism and secular liberalisation, 
the release of Ayat-ayat Cinta cannot be 
better timed. It offers an attractive and 
much-needed middle ground or alternative 
between the persona of the young militant 
Muslim with technological weapons and that 
of the old-fashioned, provincial and orthodox 
Muslim.

In the protagonist Fahri, young Indonesian 
Muslims find an attractive blend of the 
attributes of a pious Muslim—a member of 
the young middle-class intelligentsia, and a 
post-colonial Indonesian citizen who is at 
ease with the world of classical Islamic texts, 
as well as a Western-dominated global 
lifestyle. 

Young Muslims were drawn to Ayat-ayat 
Cinta for the pleasure of discovering their 
aspired selves for the first time on the big 
cinema screen. Their preferred self was 
publicly recognised with respect and 
authoritatively legitimised by such a powerful 
institution as the film industry in the grand 
and glittering shopping mall. 

This film represents a long overdue 
alternative to the standard popular cultural 
products full of explicit sex scenes, violence 
and what critics see as superstition in 
mainstream print media, television and 
cinema.
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