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Abstract 

Many designations to call the island of Bali, among them also the island of khayangan, the 
island of gods, the island of a thousand temples, which in essence describes how the island of 
Bali is like heaven falling from the sky, to be the most beautiful and peaceful place in the world. 
The people of Bali are very fortunate to have the island of Bali which although small in size 
but eventually became big name, because it is known and famous as a world-class tourism 
destination. The positive impact, there is a financial-capital increase, ranging from foreign 
exchange, the original income of Bali and districts, until it touches the public’s wisdom. Behind 
it, there was also a negative impact, especially the influence of materialism and capitalism on 
the tourism industry. Where for the sake of reaping material-financial-capital benefits from Bali’s 
tourism industry, especially Ubud it seems there is no more things that can not be sold in order 
to meet the tastes of tourists. Included in the form of the commodification of the theological icon 
of god Ganesha which is actually sacred and sacred.  The God of Ganesha in Hindu theology 
is the son of the God of Siwa, one of the manifestations of God as a fuser, which in worship 
activity is manifested in the form of a statue or image (painting), and serves as a media symbol. 
However, in order to meet the market tastes of the tourism industry, now days the ganesha 
theology icon has been transformed as a mere art object and embodied in the form of souvenirs 
worth of accessories even used as a tattoo image on the human body (male / female) including 
painted on the sensual organ. In fact, from the perspective (interests) of religion that became 
the foundation of Balinese spiritual power,  the form of commodification is tantamount to making 
sacred objects the symbol of god as a commodity, which can be freely commercialized. As a 
result, desacralization of the Hindu telogi icon, especially the highly sanctified ganesha god 
as a symbolic medium in a worship or sacrifice ceremony. This study was conducted with the 
aim of revealing the extent to which the commodification of the ganesha theology icon has 
implications for the sacred sacred symbol of hindu.
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INTRODUCTION
The people of Bali are very fortunate to have the island of Bali which although small but the 
name became big, because known and famous as a world-class tourism destination. But as the 
law of duality goes, behind its luck, the island of Bali with its predominantly Hindu community 
can not escape its misfortune. Its base, Bali is more positioned as an ‘object’ in the world of 
tourism industry to reap the benefits, so that impressed anything that has the potential to be 
sold and profitable, easily even cheap commercialized through commodification.
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Included with things that really should not be used as a tourism commodity, that is all things 
related to the sacred symbol of Hinduism as well as the iconic theology of God Ganesha, which 
is actually a sacred nature. The god Ganesha in Hindu theology is the son of Lord Shiva, one 
of the Tri Murti Gods, three manifestations of God who serve as a ‘fuser’, after Brahma as 
the creator, and Lord Vishnu as ‘keeper’. The god Ganesha in Hindu beliefs is as one of the 
icons of theology, which serves as the God of destruction of all odds, other than as the God of 
Science and Wisdom.

In the Hindu rite system, the manifestation of God called the Gods, including the God of 
Ganesha, can be manifested in the form of a statue, or image (painting) that serves as a 
sacred and sacred medium in relation to the execution of the ritual offerings. Called sacred 
(sacred), because it is a magical theological icon, and contains philosophical values and 
ethical guidance for Hindus in carrying out their religious activities. That means, the Ganesha 
theological icon of its use is reserved only for the benefit of ritual activity which serves as a 
ritual apparatus in the offering ceremony (yadnya). Thus, as a theological icon, the figure of 
God Ganesha, should not be used or utilized in addition to the context of ritual ceremonies, let 
alone serve as the object of commodification to be sold as commodity goods for the benefit of 
the tourism industry. However, because the iconic theology of Dewa Ganesha, which is in the 
form of a statue or image (painting) it displays the aesthetic sides as a result of the creation 
of art (culture) of the ancestors and the noble, then amid the increasingly swift influences of 
global capitalism that bring acceleration to the development tourism industry, it seems can not 
be separated from the desire to make it as the object of commodification.

As it happens and has become commonplace done in the middle of the hustle and bustle of 
the tourism industry in Ubud, Bali. Ubud is one of the sub-districts of Gianyar Regency, about 
18.6 km from Denpasar city, the capital of Bali Province. Ubud is known as an international 
village, a place / world-class tourist attraction, so the tourism industry is growing very rapidly, 
including those associated with the commodification of the theological icon of God Ganesha. 
In Ubud, the iconic theology of God Ganesha can easily be in the form of art objects, whether 
as accessories or souvenirs, to be sold to tourists. Similarly, in the form of tattoo art products 
by moving the figure of God Ganesha into body media, to be drawn / painted to the parts of 
organs (male / female) are classified as sensual. In fact, from the viewpoint of religion which is 
the foundation of Balinese spiritual power, the commodification of the iconic theology of God 
Ganesha, can degrade sacred value (sacred) inherent and animate it to be merely a profane 
(material) matter. For, as part of the Hindu symbol, the existence of the Ganesha theological 
icon is to function as a sacred medium, which can not be viewed only as a mundane ordinary 
matter.

DISCUSSION
2.1 Culture and Religious Symbols

Religious symbols / religions is a fact of culture, its form can be in the form of objects and also 
non-objects. But religion / religion is not a culture, because it is in the level of abstract (inner) 
the core and its nature associated with belief / belief (sradha). The manifestation of sraddha to 
be truly visible is as a way of practicing religion, of which it can produce symbols (Artadi, 2011: 
35-36).

The word ‘symbol’ (English: symbol) implies: for something or also describes something, 
especially to describe an immaterial, abstract, ustu idea, quality, signs of an object, process 
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and others (Coulson, 1978: Vol II). Another opinion, the word ‘symbol’ comes from the Greek, 
“sum-ballo” which means “I am united with him”, “union together”. What can be united together 
in the symbol, on the one hand is the form, and the literal value, on the other hand the life that 
guides us (Reede 1989: 31). Meanwhile, Sekhar Gosh (1990: 58) states that the word ‘symbol’ 
comes from the word “symbolon” (in Greek) meaning sign and with that sign someone knows 
or draws conclusions about something. In Sanskrit the word symbol is called “pratika” which 
means “coming forward, approaching”. Thus it means to show, to show or to recall something 
by the analogy of the quality of ownership or by associating it into fact or mind.

More on symbols, Swami Sivananda (1993: 154) adds, in the example Pratima or statue is 
a substitute. The image or statue of a temple, although made of stone, wood, paper or metal 
is very valuable to a worshiper, because it signifies a connection with the worshiped, God 
Almighty or His manifestation. The image or the statue replaces something that is purified and 
immortal, just like a red and white flag, for example, which is only a small piece of cloth, but 
very evocative and arousing the spirit of struggle, to willingly sacrifice the body and soul to 
seize and or defend it. To understand the religious symbols, Eliade (2000: 184) in his writings 
“The Methodological Keys in the Study of Symbolic Indifference” suggests that the first key to 
understanding religious symbols is how to “speak” or “express” symbols, and not in utilitarian 
or objective language. Symbols are not merely a reflection of objective reality, it expresses 
something more fundamental and more fundamental.

The term symbol also means one thing or circumstance which is a mediator of understanding 
of objects. Manifestations of the characteristics of symbols are not limited to physical cues, but 
can also be tangible use of words, ie, symbols of sound that contain a common meaning and 
are standard. In short, the symbol serves to lead the subject to the object. In a certain sense, 
symbols often have profound meaning, which is a most valuable concept in people’s lives. In 
fact, whatever exists, both outside and inherent in the human being is also a series of symbolic 
nodes which, when interpreted, will puncture or elicit a variety of meanings. Meanings derived 
from the results of observation, reading, appreciation or even agreement on what is behind the 
symbols. Thus, the essence of symbols is not merely in what appears in the form of material 
matter, but rather to what is “hidden” behind the embodiment itself. The symbol itself is merely 
a guide to a meaning which then should be realized in the form of attitude or behavior.

2.2 Sacralization and Symbol Function

After the formation of a symbol (arca, pratima, Pura, banten, etc.), either directly occur naturally 
or intentionally made (by undagi, sangging, artist, sarati), then in order to function as a means 
of ritual and is sacred, worthy of a samskara / sangaskara procession, for example through 
the “prayascita, pamlaspas, ngenteg linggih and or pasupati” ceremonies, which are related 
to the process of sacralization or transcendence of elements / elements in order to be sacred 
and sacred.

The functions of the sacred symbols of Hindu diversity are:

1. Increase and solidify Sraddha (belief / faith) of Hindus in order to cultivate a sense of 
Bhakti (practice) to form a noble personality with superior behavior.

2. To cultivate and maintain the values of art and culture, with various types, forms and 
functions that correlate as supporters of Hindu religious ceremonies (yadnya ritual).

3. Cultivate a sense of togetherness of Hindus in realizing the means of worship, especially 
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in relation to the sacralization as well as functioning the religious symbols in the corridor of 
holiness and / or sacredness.

Thus, among others, the function of the Hindu symbols that after functioning with a certain 
series of ceremonies, then the symbols are no longer exist as ordinary objects, but has become 
“something” that is alive, spirited, containing spiritual power to establish sraddha and bhakti. 
Through that symbol also the people as worshiper or worshiper Ida Sang Hyang Widhi / Hyang 
Widhi God Almighty feel closer and even united emotionally (inner), thus making himself much 
more religious. 

2.3 The Ganesha Theological Icon

The word ‘Icon’ or Icon (noun), meaning statue / picture of a saint, his knowledge is called 
Iconography. Icons also mean paintings, drawings / drawings on wood panels used in Orthodox 
Christian church services (http: //kbbi/web.id/ikon). Then the word ‘Theology’ means divine 
knowledge (on the nature of God, the basis of belief in God and religion, especially based on 
scripture) (http: //kbbi/web.id/teologi).

While the term ‘Dewa Ganesha’ is the son of Sang Hyang Siva (Lord Shiva), a devata tangible 
body resembling a human-headed elephant. Sang Hyang Siva appointed Ganesha Ganesha 
or Ganapati as the leader of the Gana, the followers of Sang Hyang Siva, therefore the god is 
named Ganapati or Ganadipa. In the Hindu belief, God Ganesha is believed to be the God of 
destruction of all odds, as well as the god of science and wisdom (Titib 2003: 337)

2.4 Bali In The Influence of Modernization

The Balinese people, especially Hindus, may be because of the existence of Bali Island 
where they live as the center of tourism development of the homeland, making the pace of 
modernization becomes so swiftly enter and touch, even slowly but surely has eroded the 
established order in Bali which has been awake to the steady without a lot of change let alone 
the reshuffle from time to time. But whether it is realized or not, the era of modernization that 
is so rapidly entering the Balinese earth that is actually still premodern alias traditional, it has 
brought many changes, at least in terms of openness, where the Balinese (Hindu) tend to be 
so easy to accept foreign elements, almost without selection. The permissiveness or the letting 
go of what comes, as if without reserve, makes the Balinese in this case Hindus so vulnerable 
to be affected, especially by negative, destructive and counterproductive things to the future 
of Bali itself.

Among them, the subject of life orientation that has (started) moving toward material and 
appearance, no longer puts spiritual and deepening. Moreover, in the era of freedom, 
coupled with the individualistic nature and characteristic of the average person (Balinese), 
as well as the moderate way of thinking by looking at everything pragmatically, practically 
and economically, making the existence of Balinese who in fact is a Hindu, like being in a 
“gray” world; lifestyle is modern, even has developed toward posmodern, with attitude of life all 
materialistic individualistic, consumerist behavior aims hedonis, but footsteps still in seputaran 
lokali tradisonalis. All that can not be separated from the influence:

1) Commodification

Barker (2005: 14) says that commodification is a process associated with capitalists, ie objects, 
signs, and qualities change into commodities. The capitalist according to his habitat is an 
attempt to collect surplus profits or values in the form of money earned by selling products, 
both of which use both value and exchange value as commodities. As described Barker that 



28

Proceeding Book - International Seminar
Bali Hinduism, Tradition and Interreligious Studies
ISBN: 978-602-52255-0-5

Hindu University of Indonesia, Denpasar - Bali, 2018

the commodities that are intended are objects, signs, and quality. These three elements are 
hinted at having use value and exchange rate to be exchanged with other commodities or with 
money. Then again exchanged with commodities. The commodities referred to in this article 
are the efforts of various components of tourism that are massive, systemic and structured to 
commercialize or sell Hindu sacred symbols, including the iconic theology of God Ganesha 
which is visible as a material object of art and culture, although has actually undergone a 
transformation through initiation or transcendence (sangaskara / pasupati) that turns into 
sacred objects of religious dimension, so it is not worth selling as a commodity to meet the 
tastes of the tourism market.

The working principle of this commodification is the view that culture is no longer born from 
society as properly understood, but produced and reproduced by capitalists or rulers and 
owners of capital for a gain. Cultural products produced by the culture industry manipulate 
society that is not just based on consumption, but also makes all cultural artifacts as industrial 
products, and commodities. In its application, what is called commodification is how to treat 
products, in this case the cultural industries including those associated with religious sacred 
symbols can be perceived as commodities that can be sold or traded. Incited by this article, 
commodification has become a common phenomenon in the world of tourism industry which 
tends to justify various ways to get anything from service to exclusive desire to actors, including 
in religious ritual activities (Hindu), even eager to have various a device whose product base 
from the creation of a culture but after being initiated through sangaskara turns into a sacred 
object (holy) which actually should not be commercialized but in fact it is freely traded.

In fact, the commodification that can be translated as commercialization of Hindu sacred 
symbols, including those that afflict the iconic theology of God Ganesha can lead to the form of 
desacralization or secularization, an act that degrades the sacred dimension of Hindu symbols 
into mere material objects based on cultural creations, manipulated solely for an interest, 
precisely worldly pleasures based on financial material.

2) Tourism

In the Law no. 10 Year 2009, About Tourism Indonesia, stated that the so-called ‘Tourism’ 
is a variety of tourism activities and supported various facilities and services provided by 
the community, businessmen, government and local government. Mathieson & Wall (1982), 
added that Tourism is a series of activities in the form of temporary movements of people to 
a destination outside their residence or workplace, the activities they undertake during their 
stay at the destination and the conveniences provided to meet their needs during the trip or 
at the destination location. Among the needs of the tourists is to get the service of their desire 
to be able to enjoy or feel the uniqueness of local custom, culture, art or religious tradition, 
related to yadnya ritual activity along with objects, asarana or accompanying tools, including 
those that serve as sacred symbol Hindu. How they can get it, of course, by “buying” as well 
as commodity goods, which developed into a commodification arena against the sacred Hindu 
symbols, which is now increasingly prevalent among the world of tourism in Ubud Bali.

The issue, when the island of Bali with its predominantly Hindu supporters, has even entered 
into the vortex of the capitalist tourism industry which in its activities further accentuates the 
“use” behavior for a material-financial gain, rather than trying to understand and appreciate the 
sacred values- transcendental, then the religious symbols (Hindu) were also sold alias ‘sold’ as 
usual commodity products, through commodification, to meet the tastes of the tourism market.  
The word “sold” is certainly associated with commercialization and is one of the economic 
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products of capitalism. With this commercialization emerged a phenomenon called “cultural 
commodification” as revealed in the theory of Karl Marx (Encyclopedia of Marxism). Culture 
undergoes commodification in the tourism industry. Marx says: “Commodification means the 
transformation of previously clean relations from commerce, into commercial relationships, 
exchange relations, buying and selling” (https://widswords.wordpress.com) tourism).

This phenomenon eventually traps Balinese culture imbued with the teachings of Hinduism into 
the vortex of the tourism industry, and often plunges transcendental-oriented religious values 
into a sort of commodity-based material value through means of commercialization, with the 
ultimate aim of seeking or reaping financial-capital gains.  One example is to modify the sacred 
icon of sacred theology of God Ganesha into the object of commodification by making it a mere 
art object, which can be used as an accessory or souvenir of economic value, although it must 
ignore religious values, philosophical values, ethical values and magical values that actually 
animate symbolic media The Hindu.

Through commodification, Icon theology of God Ganesha transformed into toy sculptures, key 
chains, decorative lights, picture fan, shirts, and others which of course the utilization can be 
used in any place. In fact, even more fatal because it has led to the act of harassing, even 
tarnishing its sacred value, is to move the visual form of God Ganesha through the art of tatto 
into the surface of the human body to the male or female parts of the sensual organs, such as 
the groin, or the buttocks. This is the form of commodification in the middle of Bali’s tourism 
industry which is too dazzled by the glitter of material-finance gains, but ignores the cultural 
preservation that is inspired by Hinduism, as the spirit of all life activities of Balinese people.

CLOSING
It seems that the tourism industry has metamorphosed into a culture industry with one target 
of making a profit so that the Balinese people, especially in Ubud, are increasingly dissolved 
in commodity desires which in fact promise material-financial-capital gains, even though in 
the future it could bring “bad luck” to the existence of Bali as Kahyangan Island, the islands 
of the Gods as well as the island of Heaven. It is feared that the permissive attitude of the 
Balinese (Hindu) people, who tend to allow the commodification of Hindu sacred symbols to 
become more and more so, the spirit (spirit) of Bali as the Island of Paradise will be transformed 
into Hell Island, because Bali with all the sacredness / holiness of Hindu symbols has been 
transformed into commodity goods through commodification, so anything that has the potential 
of economy quickly dikormesialkan, can be sold even on sale easily and cheap, for the sake of 
the momentary joy of the dollar tourism industry.
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