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Sufism no doubt played an instrumental role in the historical course in 

Indonesian Islam, not only in the massive spread Islam in the archipelago from the late 

12th and early 13th centuries onwards, but also in the consolidation and intensification of 

Islamicity—if not orthodoxy—among many Indonesian Muslims. Sufi peripatetic 

teachers came from one place to another in the archipelago; initially preaching Islam in 

an accommodative way that created some kinds of syncretism between Islam and local 

belief and practices. The spread of Sufistic brand of Islam in the archipelago was not 

without challenges; opposition to Sufism can be found in any period of Islam in the 

archipelago. Before long, however, internal renewal and reform brought Sufism in 

Indonesia closer and closer to orthodoxy (Azra 2007; 1999; van Bruinessen 1999). 

The rise of Islamic modernism or reformism since the early 20th century, 

however, brought a new challenge to Sufism, particularly the one that was practiced 

collectively in the tarekat (Arabic, tariqah). Sufi teachers and their deputies (murshids, 

khalifahs) and murids (disciples) became convenient targets of Muslim modernists or 

reformists. And in the post-independent Indonesia, particularly during the era of 

economic development launched by President Soeharto from the early 1970s onwards, 

Sufism and tarekats were considered as having found their lowest ebb if not their last 

breath; simply because they were considered incompatible with economic, social, and 

religious development.  

This paper will discuss the development of Sufism in Indonesian Islam with a 

particular attention paid to transformation of Sufism in the course of history of 

Indonesian Islam. Far from being vanished, Sufism and tarekats continue to attract many 

Muslims from almost all walks of life in contemporary times. 



Being with the continued dynamic of religious life in Indonesia, one can expect 

that transformation of Sufism in Indonesian Islam and other kind of spirituality will 

continue to flourish. Conflicting trends and tendencies resulted from rapid religious, 

economic, social, cultural and political, would lead many believers to search for 

stronger and deeper religious experience that is provided by Sufism regardless of the 

kinds of its expression.  

But one has to admit that the impacts and consequences of the transformation of 

contemporary Sufism on the dynamics of Indonesian remain yet to be seen. But one 

thing is clear; Sufism will continue as inalienable part and parcel of Indonesian Islam. 
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