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Abstract

Denpasar, apart from its native Balinese, has always hosted numerous other ethnic groups. The movements 
of different groups like Javanese, to Denpasar, have occurred a long time ago and over a long period, 
giving a reason for specific kampongs like that of the Javanese. The city has developed to be one for a 
multicultural society with complexity in terms of religions and traditions of each ethnic group residing 
there. In research in Denpasar, we found that despite such complexity, people are living in harmony 
where they practise their own religions as well as their traditions. In this paper, I will discuss the way 
in which a harmonious life has been maintained. In addition, I will also touch briefly on the possible 
challenges to this harmonious life.
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Migration and the Formation of Multicultural Society
In cities in various countries it is very difficult to find a homogeneous society. Movements of people 

both translocal and transnational affect the lives of people, especially in cities that have an attraction for 
migrants. A multicultural society is an integral part of urban development. As expressed by Parekh (1997: 
523), now a multicultural society can be found in various corners of the world where the community 
consists of several different cultural communities. These communities maintain their identities but also 
try to find common ground to live together as a larger community. For Parekh, the difference between 
today’s multicultural societies and the past is that there are challenges and demands from minorities for 
equal rights while previously they had accepted the position of subordination. In addition, the power of 
globalization from the west and multinational corporations is increasingly felt and cultural homogeneity 
of the nation state has changed (Parekh 1997: 523-4). This means that the demand for equal rights is 
important because minority groups no longer accept marginal positions. The entitlement to equal rights 
in the maintenance of traditions and practices of religious rituals is important in a multicultural society.

In Indonesia, movements of people are common, both translocal and transnational. Various reasons 
for migration are often expressed by social scientists as either because of war, conflict or economic 
reasons. Citing from Sudibia , Paturusi (2016) describes the economic factors that encourage many 
migrants to come to Bali. The rapid development of tourism in Bali certainly provides a variety of 
employment opportunities so it is not surprising that this   is attractive for various communities to try 
their luck. The reasons for economic inequality are often important in the migration process (Kaur 
and Metcalfe 2006). Based on the 2010 Census, Denpasar City residents according to the status of 
1 This paper is presented at the International Seminar on Tolerance and Religious Pluralism and Cultural Science (FIAK), 

Universitas Hindu Indonesia (UNHI-Denpasar), Denpasar, Bali, 2 October 2018.  It is based on a study in 2018 on 
“Pemetaan Sosial untuk Akseptabilitas Masyarakat Lintas Budaya pada kegiatan Ritual Keagamaan di Bali: Studi Kasus 
di Kota Denpasar, headed by Prof. Dr. phil. I Ketut Ardhana, M.A. (UNHI), and team members Prof. Dr. Yekti Maunati, 
M.A. (LIPI), Drs. Dundin Zaenuddin, M.A. (LIPI), Dr. Sri Sunarti Purwaningshih, (LIPI), Dr. I Dewa Ketut Budiana, 
M.Fil (UNHI), and Made Adi Widyatmika, S.T., M.Si. (UNHI). Thank you very much for allowing me to use the data 
from this research.
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lifetime migration (meaning that they were not born in Denpasar City) are as follows: Men who were 
non-migrants constituted 193,369, while migrants constituted 209,897 men; while non-migrant women 
constituted 179,776 and migrants constituted 205,520 women; for all the non-migrant population, there 
were 373,172 people while migrants were 415,417 people, in a total population of 788,589.

With many migrants living there, Denpasar has become increasingly a very complex society in 
terms of existence across religions and ethnicities due to the fact that migrants have varied religious 
backgrounds as well as being of diverse ethnic groups, Javanese, Madurese, Sasak, Sundanese and Bugis 
to mention a few. Based on the 2000 Census, in Denpasar City the proportion of ethnic groups was as 
follows: Bali at 368,143 (69.14%), Java at 120,194 (22.57%), Bali Aga at 364 (0.07%), Madura at 4,138 
(0 , 78%), Malay at 694 (0.13%), Sasak at 4,696 (0.88), China at 6,997 (1.31%), Bugis at 954 (0.179%), 
Sunda Priangan at 3,509 (0.66 %), Batak Tapanuli at 2,187 (0.41%) and others 20,566 (3.86%) with 
a total population of 532,440 people (Bali Provincial Statistics Agency 2015: 9). Ten years after this, 
based on ethnicity, the latest data from the 2010 Population Census, an overview of the number and 
presentation of the Balinese population by Regency / City and ethnic group in 2010, in Denpasar City 
was as follows: Bali at 514,005 (65.18%), Java at 203,325 (25.78%), Madura at 6,186 (0.78%), Malay 
at 1,279 (0.16%), Sasak at 8,300 (1.05%), Bali Aga at 2,703 (0,34%), China totaling 8,900 (1.13%), 
Sundanese at 5,547 (0.70%), Bugis at 1,605 (0.20%), Flores at 4,187 (0.53%), others at 32,552 (4.13%) 
in a total population of 788,589 people (Bali Provincial Statistics Agency 2015: 11). It is clear that there 
is a change in percentages in which the Balinese were previously 69.14 per cent in 2000 to 65.18 per 
cent in 2010. This shows the growing number of migrants living in Denpasar City with various cultural 
and religious backgrounds.

Based on statistical data in Denpasar City in Figures 2017, Denpasar has a population of 897,300 
(Central Bureau of Statistics, Denpasar City 2017), consisting of 458,300 men and 439,000 women. 
When viewed from religion, the composition is 417,593 Hindus who are the biggest number, while 
adherents of Islam are 154,009, Protestants 31,355, Catholics 15,129 and Buddhists 14,911 (Central 
Bureau of Statistics, Denpasar City 2017). Worship facilities are quite widely available in Denpasar, 
namely 125 temples, 28 mosques, 140 Musholla, 5 Catholic Churches, 86 Protestant Churches and 
11 monasteries (Central Bureau of Statistics, Denpasar City 2017). The existence of various religious 
facilities shows that there is a good policy from the government on places for religious rituals needed 
by various religious groups. Suaedy (2018) also states a similar view on religious facilities provided in 
other parts of Bali.  

In addition to the Balinese born in Denpasar, Denpasar City clearly has various ethnic groups of 
religious diversity. For example, many Javanese are adherents of Islam and their arrival in Denpasar 
can be traced back in history. Suaedy (2018) notes the arrival of the Javanese in the past with Islam 
rooted among them from the early 14 century when Islam entered Bali through relations with Balinese 
kingdoms: Gelgel Kingdom, Hindu Majapahit and the Islamic Mataram kingdom (Suaedy 2018 citing 
from Saidi 2002 ). In Denpasar there is a Javanese kampong (Kampung Jawa) which shows the long 

Plate: Muslim cemetary in Kampong Java, Denpasar
Source: Team on Social Mapping Research in Denpasar 2018
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presence of Javanese in Denpasar. In Kampung Jawa, there is also a Muslim Cemetary (Plate 1). Ardhana 
et al (2018: 3) explain about the arrival of various ethnic groups, such as the Javanese in Denpasar 
and Bali. They (2018: 2-3) report that the construction of Denpasar’s multicultural society cannot be 
separated from its long history and was extant even during the colonial time. The impact of the Dutch 
Colonial policy in colonies, of relations between natives and foreigners, like Arabs, Indians and Chinese, 
was felt in Denpasar. In addition, the classification of Balinese people themselves into various groups, 
nobility, middle class and society in general affect the complexity of society in Denpasar. The migration 
of various ethnic groups is marked by the existence of various Javanese villages, Kepaon village, Benoa 
village and Arab villages.

Traditions and Religious Rituals in Denpasar 

All ethnic groups have their own cultural traditions. This is as relevant to Balinese who are Hindu 
and have their unique cultural traditions as to other ethnic groups which have equally kept their cultural 
traditions as can be observed in Denpasar. In addition to the traditions that are still held firmly, the people 
of Denpasar who have a diversity of religions also carry out various religious rituals, both individually 
and together such as in a Pura  (Temple) and Banjar for Balinese, mosques or musholla for Muslims and 
Churches for Christians. In this section we will discuss briefly some traditions and religious rituals of 

Map 1: Proportion of ethnic groups in Denpasar (n=400)
Source: Primary data of Social Mapping Research in Denpasar 2018

Map 2: Proportion of ethnic groups in four subdistricts in Denpasar (n=400)
Source: Primary data of Social Mapping Research in Denpasar, 2018
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various ethnic groups living in Denpasar.

In our interview with the King of Puri Kasiman in August 2018, during our actual fieldwork, the 
King argued that living in harmony is a very important aspect of Denpasar society. He himself, has 
close relations with many public figures as well as religious leaders from different religious and ethnic 
backgrounds. Even though he is the King, he does not stay in the core of the Puri (Palace) but in the front 
building. His reason is to be close to his people and to avoid the big gap between him and them and guests 
from different groups. People can easily find him and talk to him. When we visited his Puri  we could 
observe his closeness to the people, from different backgrounds, to whom he always listened when they 
expressed their concerns or problems like financial burdens for religious rituals for Hindus and limited 
land for Muslims. As the King, a person trusted by different people, he has done many things, including 
maintaining traditions and assisting numerous people in various ways. The most important matter at the 
moment, is to find alternative solutions for people with problems in conducting religious rituals either 
due to financial constraints or limited land. The idea of constructing a place for religious and cultural 
activities is partly due to the King’s concern with the situation in Denpasar where people, regardless of 
their religious backgrounds, have encountered difficulties in certain ways in practising their religious 
beliefs. For example, among the Balinese Hindus, the costs of having ngaben (cremation) for ordinary 
people have become a  burden while limited land could also become a problem for Muslims to have a 
cemetary or to extend it. It is partly due to these kinds of limitations that the notion of building a place 
for religious activities to assist people with a need, is being discussed seriously, a notion also expected to 
create harmony among different religious adherents and ethnic groups who reside in Denpasar. He feels 
it is his responsibility to continue the example of his ancestors who had been looking after the people 
helping them to live peacefully.

Table 1: Obstacles to holding religous activities, Denpasar 2018 (n=400)
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Source: Primary data of Social Mapping Research in Denpasar, 2018



77

International Seminar, Tolerance and Pluralism in Southeast Asia
Unhi - Denpasar, 2 October 2018

Indeed the King’s concerns with financial matters was also expressed by Balinese respondents 
where 70.5 per cent of them pinpointed the financial problems in practising their religious activities. 
For the Muslims, the limited land has been the biggest worry so those problems of finance and limited 
land, have become the reason behind the notion of constructing a place for all religious adherents as 
solution.   

Table 2: Sources of solutions in religious activities, Denpasar 2018 (n=400)

N
o

Et
hn

ic
s

U
ni

t
Sources

Fa
m

ily

K
in

g 
(p

ur
i)

C
om

m
un

ni
ty

G
ov

er
nm

en
t

Pr
iv

at
es

FK
U

B

O
th

er
s

To
ta

l d
at

as
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Total 187 6 81 31 11 7 20 290 289
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Source: Primary data of Social Mapping Research in Denpasar, 2018

Table 3: Level of an economic difference among ethnic groups, Denpasar 2018 (n=400) 
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Source: Primary data of Social Mapping Research in Denpasar, 2018
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In interviews with key informants in several subdistricts in Denpasar, we were told that people 

could practise their rituals freely as respect for each other has long been practised by people of different 
backgrounds in Denpasar.   

In terms of keeping cultural traditions, people could practise their traditions, from maintaining 
cultural heritages, traditional weddings, to potong gigi (tooth filing traditions). In terms of maintaining 
traditions, based on our FGD in Denpasar attended by the King and his people who are in charge of many 
aspects of maintaining traditions as well as indepth interviews with them in the Puri, we were informed 
of many things. 

The King, for instance, has supported the establishment of the Perkumpulan Bakti Pertiwi Jakti 
(BPJ), which is concerned with historical sites. In an interview with one of his people, concerned with 
heritage sites and Balinese culture, we were told that the man used to be a street artist in 1995 but is now 
dealing with the attempts to keep up traditions. He told us that he fell in love with Balinese culture so that 
he dedicates himself to maintaining it. In particular, he is concerned with the heritage sites, including 
the Puri. He feels very upset if there is any destruction of  those sites. He mentioned the abandonment 
of old temples (pura pura tua). Historical sites are clearly parts of ancestor knowledge. To add to this 
information from the interview, Bali Post (August 2018, Makin Terancam, Situs dan Ritus Budaya Bali 
perlu di Selamatkan) also reports that the Organisation Bakti Pertiwi Jakti (BJP) has been preparing 
to create programs of education for keeping historical sites that are currently being threatened. BPJ 
was etablished on 15 August 2018 and headed by Bakti Wiyasa. It is preparing its structure as well as 
educating people on sites and rites (Situs dan Ritus), and evaluating and documenting tanglible and 
intangible cultural heritages. The head of Bakti expects that the abandonment of old sites and diminishing 
of old rites can be stopped. 

Indeed, the effort to keep traditions, especially Balinese traditions, has been attempted from many 
directions by many institutions. Puri Kasiman, the case in point, represents people under its authority 
which has clearly contributed a lot in the process of maintaining Balinese traditions. Keeping the Puri 
alive and useful for the people are clearly huge contributions from which people can discover how 
Balinese great traditions have been relearned, thought about and practised in daily lives. 

Keeping cultural and historical sites and rites is very important for Balinese people involving a big 
community as it is not an individual matter. In terms of individual or family matters, we could also find 
that Balinese in Denpasar continue to maintain many traditions in relation with  life cycles, including 
the tooth filing tradition, wedding ceremonies and so forth. The Muslim community, like the Javanese, 
also continue to practise their own traditions in the case of weddings and circumcisions to mention two. 
As do Christians.

Harmonious Life and the Role of Local Wisdom

The harmonious life of the people in Denpasar can be seen clearly because people with different 
religions and of a variety of ethnic backgrounds do not display frictions. Indeed, in the past, as expressed 
by Suaedy (2018), there had been suspicions and restrictions of migrants following the Bali bombings 1 
and 2. However, this did not last long and the community returned to life as before. This is not surprising 
given that the Islamic community has been settled in Denpasar for a long time, some even over a number 
of generations and  are not fundamental or radical groups which are actually migrants and few in number. 
This harmonious life was revealed based on in-depth interviews with various community leaders in 
several sub-districts in Denpasar in August 2018. In general, they say they have never experienced inter-
religious or cross-ethnic conflicts. This harmony can be demonstrated by mutual support when they 
carry out religious and traditional activities. For example, a Balinese elder from one of the banjars in the 
city of Denpasar, told about his Javanese neighbour, whose celebrations he attended when the Javanese 
family held a marriage or a death event. Mutual solidarity has become an inseparable part of life.

Balinese Hindus also do not disrespect the places of worship of Muslims or other religions. 
Coexistence is the principle held by the people here. Likewise, the elder Bali Balar, a perbekel (village 
chief) also described the same thing where conflicts that were interfaith and ethnic in nature did not 
occur in his territory. The presence of Muslim places of worship, is not a problem because the people 
have been able to coexist peacefully. In general, people of different religions and ethnicities do not 
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live in ghetto like groups, but side by side. There are indeed Javanese villages, but the people are also 
inseparable in various activities, such as economic activities. The market, for example, is not dominated 
by certain groups.

This cross-ethnic harmony is also influenced by the concept adopted by the Balinese. According 
to an informant:

Balinese will not hurt others. They are more likely to solve problems in their families. Therefore, there 
is no conflict with outsiders.

Thus it is not surprising that they live in harmony with other ethnic groups who may also be adherents 
of other religions because of these principles. Pecalang (security personnel), not only preserves Hindu 
religious rituals, such as Nyepi Day, but also maintains other religious rituals when needed. Maunati 
and Ardhana (2013) also note that mutual cooperation is also very meaningful in creating harmony 
in a multicultural society in Bali. Gotong royang is maintained in various ways in order to maintain 
the togetherness of various ethnic groups. The rapid development of globalization requires a balance 
between traditional values such as mutual cooperation and modern values. Kawakita (1996: 17) writes: 
“Today’s global world remains under the control of the modern European stance of living” (Ardhana 
2003: 143).

Maunati and Ardhana (2013) further note that migrants also maintain traditions inherited from 
their forefathers, such as mutual cooperation that actually belongs to various ethnic groups in Indonesia, 
including those who come to Bali. In addition, in Bali there is solidarity among various groups and 
diverse adherents of strong religions. For example, Muslims invite Hindus and Christians to celebrate 
religious holidays, such as Eid al-Fitr when Hindu women are asked to participate in cooking for the 
celebrations as a form of appreciation.

At Tanjung Benoa when Nyepi is observed by Hindus, pecalang are appointed from among Muslims 
so Hindus can perform Nyepi perfectly. The same thing can also be seen when Muslims do takbiran (last 
night of the fasting month) from the Hindu pecalang who maintain the security of the ritual. This is also 
accompanied by a reog dance from East Java. This shows tolerance among various adherents of religions 
and ethnicities in Bali. In another village, on East Loloan, if Hindus and Muslims celebrate religious 
rituals simultaneously, the village community discusses reaching agreement that satisfies each group so 
a harmonious life is evident in the village. (Maunati and Ardhana 2013)

At Nyepi  on Loloan, especially West Loloan and Ekasari Village in Jembrana, people who are 
not Hindus, respect the holiday and even participate in organizing it, for example by participating as 
pecalang. In addition, there have been many marriages between them of people who have other religions 
from different ethnicities so that it is common if they participate in each other’s events of religious rituals 
(Maunati and Ardhana 2013). In interviews with informants in Denpasar, similar matters were also 
revealed to indicate the harmonious life across religions and across ethnicities colouring the lives of the 
people of Denpasar. Similar information was obtained in questionnaire data from 400 respondents the 
majority of whom said that there was no conflict due to ethnic and religious differences, amounting to 
53.8 per cent and 35 per cent answering incorrectly. As many as 76.1 per cent of respondents consider, 
that if there is a conflict usually it can be reconciled.

According to Arraiyyah (2018), a faith that teaches peace in relations between people is in line with 
the Islamic expression rahmatan lil alamin. It was explained that ar-Rahman as one of the attributes of 
God, gave mercy to all people in the world, believers and non-believers. This is one of the cornerstones 
for Muslims in maintaining good relations, not limited to fellow Muslims, but with fellow human beings. 
Messages like this need to be taught well through Islamic Religious Education in schools to avoid 
radicalism that is starting to spread among students.

When there was a symptom of friction like the Bali bombing, in the end the repercussions lasted 
for only a short time because indeed it was an external element and possibly related to transnationalism. 
People in Denpasar realized, due to the existence of a long coexistence, the difference between Muslims 
in general and a few radical people that actually did not live in Bali. The local wisdom contributes to 
the peaceful and harmonious life from the majority of the Balinese people. So that when there is any 
disturbance it can heal.



80

Proceeding Book

Diagram 1: The need to establish a place for multi-ethnic and religious activities, Denpasar 2018 
(n=400)
Source: Primary data of Social Mapping Research in Denpasar, 2018

Diagram 2: The agreement for establishing a place to hold collective multi-religious activities, 
Denpasar 2018 (n=400)
Source: Primary data of Social Mapping Research in Denpasar, 2018

According to Arraiyyah (2018), a faith that teaches peace in relations between people is in line with 
the Islamic expression rahmatan lil alamin. It was explained that ar-Rahman as one of the attributes of 
God, gave mercy to all people in the world, believers and non-believers. This is one of the cornerstones 
for Muslims in maintaining good relations, not limited to fellow Muslims, but with fellow human beings. 
Messages like this need to be taught well through Islamic Religious Education in schools to avoid 
radicalism that is starting to spread among students. 
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When there was a symptom of friction like the Bali bombing, in the end the repercussions lasted 
for only a short time because indeed it was an external element and possibly related to transnationalism. 
People in Denpasar realized, due to the existence of a long coexistence, the difference between Muslims 
in general and a few radical people that actually did not live in Bali. The local wisdom contributes to 
the peaceful and harmonious life from the majority of the Balinese people. So that when there is any 
disturbance it can heal. 

Mutual cooperation (gotong royong) is also one of the local wisdoms in many ethnic groups in 
Indonesia with different religious backgrounds. This is indeed the characteristic of various ethnic groups 
in Indonesia, including those who reside in Denpasar, like the Balinese, the Javanese, the Sasak and 
others. This mutual cooperation activity is also a way to get to know each other and understand the 
different backgrounds of each other because when we know, we understand others.

As mentioned above, the respondents generally accept the idea of an area constructed for interfaith 
and ethnic religious activities, it means that they are aware of the importance of peaceful coexistence and 
do not prioritize the interests of their own groups.

Is it a Daunting Challenge?

The Rise of radicalism in religions: Although there are many different representations of Islam, 
only a small number could be categorized as radical. The Bali bombings 1(2002) and 2 (2005) were 
followed by suspicion and tightening of regulations. Strengthening mutual undersatanding: Countering 
the daunting challenge of religious radicalism; intensive dialogue and interfaith and showing the positive 
relations to wider society will teach those who are narrowminded to learn and listen and open their 
minds.    

Tracing back from the historical point of view, in Bali people of different religions and different 
ethnicities have existed for a long time. They live side by side and do not experience sharp rifts in 
relationships, even if there are small ripples that colour life across religions and ethnicities. Future 
challenges may include rapid international influences in the religions. For example, we have witnessed 
the emergence of Islamic radicalism in many countries, including Indonesia. Indeed, in Indonesia, 
Muslims are not homogeneous entities and there have been many representations of Islam. International 
influences, especially with the emergence of radical groups, are certainly a challenge for the majority of 
Muslims who are not radical followers. The challenge is that this group can influence interfaith relations, 
for example, as with the Bali bombings. Therefore, as expressed above, moderation and tolerance, 
inclusiveness and respect are an important part in maintaining the harmony that now still colours life in 
Denpasar.

Apart from this, the government policy and the view point of the majority are equally important in 
encountering the international influence on radicalism.
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Attachment

Discussion during seminar 

During the question  and answer section, there was a question on the existing on religius issue from the 
past that has not been resolved, especially in relation with sound speaker during calling for praying. 
Another question is in relation with the notion of the future planning of establishing a place for multi-
religious rituals. Is this realitic notion or a kind of a day dream.


