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Introduction

This is a proceedings of the International Symposium on “Islam in Southeast 

Asia: Transnational Networks and Local Contexts” held in 5
th

 of December 2008, 

at the Research Institute for languages and Cultures of Asia and Africa(ILCAA), 

Tokyo University of Foreign Studies(TUFS), in Tokyo, Japan. First of all, I would 

appreciate very much for all participants and contributors to the symposium. 

Especially, I would like to extend my cordial appreciation to our distinguished 

guests and participants from respective Southeast Asian Countries. Now, let me 

explain briefly about the organizational and/or institutional background and 

general purpose or agenda of this symposium. Firstly, this symposium was orga-

nized by the joint academic research project “Islam in Southeast Asia” (ISEA) 

project. This ISEA project is financially supported by Japanese Ministry of Educa-

tion, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology. The purpose of ISEA project is to 

conduct an academic research and academic exchange programs on Islam and 

Muslim societies in Southeast Asia. The research topics or interests covered by 

ISEA project are very wide, for example, from the historical background of Islam 

in Southeast Asia to the contemporary various aspects of Islam in the region.

However, in this symposium, much emphasis was paid to the contemporary 

social, public and even the political implication of Islam in Southeast Asia in 

four particular countries; namely Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and Thai-

land. In another words, relevance of Islam to the public sphere in contemporary 

four Southeast Asian countries was one of main agendas of this symposium. By 

the “public sphere”, I mean, for example, Islam and political stability, Islam and 

legal issues such as jurisprudence of Islamic law Shari’a Islam and Muslim Edu-

cation, Islam and Muslim Separatism and its relation to the ethnic conflict and 

peace-building, especially in Southern Philippines and in southern Thailand. 
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The reason we emphasis this “public” aspect of Islam is obvious for several 

backgrounds. Firstly, the Muslim population in Southeast Asia is around 40% of 

entire population in the region. Secondly, it is the largest and one of the fast-

est growing religions in this region. In terms of population, the largest Muslim 

country in the world is not in the Middle East but in Southeast Asia; it is Indo-

nesia. However, more important and undeniable fact is that Islam is significant 

not only in its numerical meaning, but also in its social and public implication 

in Southeast Asia. In general, nowadays we can notice that Islam is increasingly 

more visible and more active in various parts of the contemporary world, be-

cause of its transnational trend of Islamic resurgence or Islamic revival. South-

east Asia is no exception to this general trend. For example, in Indonesia and 

in Malaysia, the public consciousness and/or identity as Muslim are becoming 

more and more assertive. As a matter of fact, active and intensive debates are go-

ing on in both countries about the role and status of Islam in the public sphere, 

for example, what kind of role Islam should (or should not) play in the public 

sphere, how Islam and democracy (or Islam and economic development, Islam 

and civil society, etc.) should coexist and coordinate, and so on. 

On the other hand, in Thailand and in the Philippines, the Muslim popula-

tion is not a majority but a relatively small minority. However, even in these two 

countries, Islam has established a long history of its own and Muslims in these 

countries maintain its own distinctive cultures, traditions, and identities. Even to-

day, the Muslim minority communities in Thailand and the Philippine are strug-

gling very hard against national government to keep their own rights of self-de-

termination and their distinctive ethno-religious identities. In this regard, Islam 

also plays very relevant social roles by consolidating the collective identity among 

the Muslim communities, both in the Philippines and in Thailand as well.

In this way, generally speaking, the major purpose and concern of this sym-

posium was to explore the contemporary realities of Islam and Muslim societies 

in Southeast Asia. Now, please let me briefly explain about the internal composi-

tion of the symposium. This symposium has four small parts or sessions. The first 
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three sessions were organized according to nation-states covered by the each ses-

sion. The first session is a session for both Indonesia and Malaysia. The second 

session is for the Philippines. The third Session is for Thailand. This composi-

tion does not mean that we would intend to ignore transnational- or comparative 

perspectives on Islam in the region. In this regard, after the first three sessions, 

we had a special session for discussing the entire Southeast Asian regions as a 

whole, from transnational and/or comparative perspectives. In another words, 

in this symposium, we have tried to discuss on both the diversity in unity and the 

unity in diversity of Islam in Southeast Asia. 

Finally, this might sounds somewhat apologetic but in this symposium, we 

did not pretend, or we did not even try to reach a clear and definite conclu-

sion of any kind on Islam or Muslim societies in Southeast Asia. Simply because 

it is practically impossible to give an easy and simple answer or conclusion in 

just an one-day symposium on such a rich tradition like Islam in such a diverse 

and plural region like Southeast Asia. However, I strongly believe that it is still 

meaningful to know what is really going on about Islam in the region and it is 

still relevant to exchange different views and ideas on contemporary realities of 

Muslim societies in Southeast Asia. And finally, I also hope that kind of academic 

endeavor and especially the international academic exchange between Japan 

and Southeast Asia on this subject will continue in coming future. Thank you 

very much.

 * Ikuya Tokoro is an Associate Professor at ILCAA, TUFS. He has been engaging in 

anthropological research on Islam and Muslim communities in Southeast Asia. 

Currently, he is a project leader of ISEA project.


