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Abstract

The essay is concerned about the integration of Indonesians in the multicultural minority Muslim communities around London area. It attempts to examine the impact of the emergent of Muslim diaspora, as a coalescence of migrant people and as an effort to pursue or to (re)produce the Islamic cultural traditions in host lands, on the life of non-dominant Muslim migrant groups in Britain, which in this article addresses Indonesians.

For Indonesians, of particular, there have been several positive changes in terms of religious practices since their arrival in the country. Their meetings with and incorporation into the wider Muslim community have increased the awareness and intention to learn Islam and practice it in everyday. 

While the meeting with ‘Muslim other’, who share the unity of faith and religious values but differ in socio-cultural practices, raises such an identity issue. Due to their historically marginalised position in the Muslim world and their small in number, Indonesians seem to search a distinctive identity, the self-consciousness ‘moderate’ Muslims. The negative discursive image of Muslims in the western public space referred to the ‘fanatic’ or ‘strict’ Pakistanis, Arabs or Somalis makes them feeling uncomfortable.  
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The presence of the minority Muslim migrant communities across Western countries changes primarily the strict demarcation between ‘dar al harb’ (lands of war) and ‘dar al Islam’ (lands of peace) that throughout the history had defined the relation between Islam and (Christian) Europe (Lewis, 1993). Despite still frequently inspire conflicts with the locals, the growing number of Muslims and the visibility of Islamic cultural icons in Western public space such as mosques and minarets, labels of halal food and women wearing headscarves on the streets could be seen as a prominent sign of the institutionalisation of Islam in the continent.

Furthermore, there exists a growing coalescence of migrant people from diverse ethnic-cultural and national backgrounds under the heading of Muslims in order to pursue their shared religio-cultural practices and traditions exclusively separated from host societies. Their capability to create a kind of religious enclave and maintain a transnational network with the homelands is as a fundamental step to the construction of Muslim diaspora (see Grillo, 2004).

However, this religious-based diaspora is generally filled up with more political senses rather than socio-cultural ones (Moghisi, 2006). The marginalisation of Muslims coming from ex-colonised countries to their former masters’ countries in Western Europe and the internationalisation of Muslim affairs that blames them for either home grown or transnational terrorist attacks have been re-awakening the sense of Muslim brotherhood, the Umma, as a global solidarity of victim (Modood, 2002). 

Nevertheless, given the fact of its internal diversity and heterogeneity, the diaspora is itself the miniature of the Umma. The migration and settlement have brought in the nature of the global Muslim Umma to the West, which is culturally diverse, ethnically different, divided by various religious affiliations, sects and political associations and hardly possible to be unified though they share a unity of Islamic faith (Mandaville, 2001a).

Related to the above discussion, I study the integration of a small number of Indonesians, roughly around 2000 people, into the minority and multicultural Muslim community in London area. Instead of their small in number, off course, the prominent consideration is the historically marginalised position of Indonesians in the Muslim world. Despite they represent as the largest Muslim populated country in the world, their late conversion to Islam, lack of the recognised cultural and political contribution in the Islamic civilisation and their home geographically far away from the Arab homeland have made Indonesians invisible both for Muslims and non-Muslims alike (Hefner, 1997). Furthermore, the negative discursive image of Indonesians as ‘not real Muslims’ (see Geertz, 1964; Bowen, 2003) has decreased their self-dignity when encounter with other Muslims (see Laffan, 2006).

The first arrival of Indonesians to Britain had been occurred in 1970s-1980s. Due to the absent of labour migration or refugees from Indonesia to this country as well as no long established colonisation though the British had ruled the country for several years in the 19th century, their arrival was intended for different reasons compared to Pakistanis, Bangladeshi or Somalis. It seemed that Indonesians came for similar reasons as the Arabs to do business or capital investments though, off course, quantitatively smaller (see Ansari, 2004; Hussain, 2008). 

The large revenue gained by Indonesia from the 1970 oil boom and the openness investment policies of the early pro-western Soeharto’s regime made some Indonesian companies have been able to open international branches in London and many British companies had begun to do capital investments and open their offices in Jakarta.  As the consequence, the early Indonesian Muslims in London consisted of professionals who work either for Indonesian companies or British ones as well as embassy officials and their families. In addition, there were also many mixed-married Indonesian women with white British gentlemen. They largely had met in Jakarta and brought in to London after marriage. 

A important aspect of this first group, they seemed no so keen to learn and practice Islam consistently despite they had a communal religious learning called pengajian held one in a month since the early 1980s. The term ‘cultural Muslims’ introduced by Kurzman (1998), who are practicing Islam blended with their local cultures, seems to describe their religious attitudes in general.

The next arrival is occurred in 1990s and 2000s consisting of student-professionals as well as many low-skilled migrant workers particularly women domestic workers who previously work in the Middle East. This second arrival has a profound impact on the contour of Indonesian Muslim community in terms of their incorporation into the wider Muslim community in London that I will explain it later soon. Of particular, the highly educated student-professionals represent the 1980s-1990s Indonesian Muslim generation, which in some aspects had been experiencing the massive re-Islamisation movement across the country (Hefner, 2000). In short, instead of their prosperity, most of them are more knowledgeable in religion and practicing Muslims.

Nevertheless, despite they have begun to establish their Muslim community since 1980s, they are generally hidden and reluctance to incorporate into the larger Muslim communities/organisations such as Muslim Council of Britain (MCB). 

During my fieldwork, I see Indonesians have a relatively strong feeling as parts of Muslim diaspora in Britain shown by their involvements in various religious activities and associations and their religiously-inspired social interaction with other migrant communities originally come from Muslim countries. Yet their involvement levels are relatively low limited as participants and adherents of rituals or occasional events. In addition, there exists a common understanding to see their distinctive Muslim identity, as a ‘moderate’ one contrasted to dominant and visible groups like Pakistanis, Arabs and Somalis.

Assessing the Diasporic Umma 

To begin with, I use the concept of (Muslim) diaspora as an analytical tool to examine three features of migrant social life in terms of (1) the coalescence of people encouraged by the similarities in fate and sense of belonging to particular socio-cultural groups, (2) the cultural articulation, (re)production and mobilization against/to enrich the (hegemonic) cultures of the host societies and (3) the identity (re)construction, re-contextualisation and contestation in the new lands either as a unified, shared or polarised identification.

Referring to Safran’s (1991; see also 2004) original concept, diaspora is constituted on the basis of the institutionalised collective memory (about homeland) as well as collective (cultural) identity with fellow people. For minority migrants, the shared memory and identity have been transformed into a kind of consciousness to seeking affiliation elsewhere, a tendency to coalesce with other migrants due to the similarities in fate, cultural values and (marginalised) social position vis-à-vis the host societies. In other words, diaspora is an ‘imagined connection’ (Vertovec, 2000) or ‘co-responsibility’ (Werbner, 2002) between non-native population, though perhaps they do not know each other and have no precise idea about their fellow.
The Muslim diaspora, hence, is a coalescence of migrant people originally come from Muslim countries shaped by a tendency to categorise themselves or to be categorised by host societies into a religiously defined (minority) community despite of their ethnic, cultural, racial differences and diverse national origins (Grillo, 2004). To some extent, this diaspora is closely linked to Islam as a (symbolic) cultural value that makes migrants from Africa to remain distinct in Western countries and facilitates the coalition with other (Muslim) migrants either from Arabia, Persia, Eastern Europe or (South) Asia (Tololyan, 1996).

In Britain, the rise of an Islamicised community awareness had been occurred as the reaction to the racialised categorisation directed toward minority groups that evolve from the skin-colour, race, ethnicity to religion, which later targeted Muslims in particular, what is called as Islamophobia (Peach, 2005; Abbas, 2005; 2007). The agglomeration of Muslim communities was growing thusly during the troubled relationship between Britain and the Muslim World from the Gulf War I to the Global War against (Muslim) terrorists (Werbner, 2000; Brighton, 2007).

The coalescence is also supported by the strongly influenced old-ideas of the unity of Muslims, the Islamic Umma. Beyond its articulated meanings as the (globalised) Muslim collective solidarity and identity (Hassan, 2006; Maranci, 2008), the Umma is an inherently transformative word that had been exerted to unite the diverse Arab tribes into a single religious community or to promote an Islamic-inspired nationalism in the late colonial era (Grunebaum, 1961). Whilst in the context of migration of Muslims into Western Europe, it becomes a symbol of the imagined coalescence of migrants and their transnational network with (Muslim) homelands (Mandaville, 2001a; 2001b; Saint-Blancat, 2002). 

Nevertheless, to see diaspora as an ‘imagined community’ of migrants in Andersonian term, we have to be aware with the concealed divisions, separations, and inherent disagreements within (Brubaker, 2005). As suggested by Barth (1969), the process of social groupings is more or less fluid and changeable over time. But there persists (ethnic/social) boundaries that might not change though people and other cultural stuffs flow in and out across. 

The coalescence of Muslim migrants in diaspora, therefore, is not unlimited, complete and total. As shown within the multicultural Muslim community in London, Baumann (1996) concludes that they, by and large, are divided under ethnic cleavage, spoken languages as well as sectarian competitions (see also Lewis, 1994 for the fusion/fragmentation of Muslim communities). In short, there still exists division, not only diversity, inside this diaspora.

However, it is better not to underestimate the power of the idea of the Muslim brotherhood. To re-imagine Islam in diaspora, Mandaville (2001b) explicates that the unity of Muslims is not questionable but it does not mean uniformity in terms of religious practices or politico-ethnic affiliations and movements. The membership of diaspora is complex and involving conflict of interests, contesting double loyalties toward their nations, ethnic-cultures and religions among its members (Werbner, 2002; 2004). A migrant can keep her/his membership to Muslim diaspora while at the same time belongs to South Asian or African diaspora as well.

The next feature of diaspora, as cultural articulation, (re)production and mobilisation, refers to James Clifford’s (1994) critics of the essentialist definitions. For him, diaspora represents the contemporary nomadic human mode of living, ‘dweling and travelling’, as an effort of making home in foreign lands while keeping open for opportunity to move. The idea of home had been expanded by Avtar Brah (1996) with the creation of a diasporic space that fill the cultural gap within the migrants’ life to maintain ‘homing desires’ instead of ‘desires for a homeland’ (return). The homing desires are a societal process describing the migration, settlement and adaptation by (re)creating required socio-cultural traditions and institutions to make them feel like at home while living abroad (see also Anthias, 1998; Vertovec, 1997; Sheffer, 2003).

In other words, by removing the traumatic memory of displacement, desire to return to homeland and severe marginalisation/exclusion in the migrant lands, diaspora becomes mode of cultural (re)production working with the flow of cultural objects, the continuation of cultural/religious practices, mutual influences between home and host, negotiations and contestations among migrant people while at the same time engaging with the social life of host societies (Cohen, 1997).

The creation of Muslim diaspora, in terms of this cultural production, involves two processes, (1) the internal negotiation to justify their migrant status in non-Islamic lands and (2) the socio-cultural, political and economic engagement with the host society. 

As explained by Metcalf (1996), Muslims have made lots of efforts to sustain and reproduce Islamic cultural traditions in the West and to invoke positively the idea of migration as a Dawaa (religious missionary) and Hijra (migration for religious reasons). Similarly, European Muslim scholars have criticised the dichotomy between “dar al harb” and “dar al Islam” and tried to reconstruct the idea of “dar ash Shuluh” (lands of peace/reconciliation) to justify their settlements (Henkel, 2004; Bowen, 2004) and imposed Muslims to work hard and behave properly in their new countries (Ramadan, 2004).

However, whilst the internal negotiation seems to be solved, the engagement to pursue their traditions either to challenge or enrich the cultures of host societies varied between countries. Muslims in Britain look to be more fortuned gaining more opportunities to institutionalise Islamic cultural traditions and symbols and to express their religious identity and aspirations in public sphere (Fetzer and Soper, 2005; see also Pauly, Jr., 2004). Despite take many years, Muslims in this country have been able to establish mosques, Islamic centres and organisations, schools and higher education institutions, religiously-economic institutions like halal butchers/shops and Islamic/Shariah Banks as well as to gain public acceptances for their culturally-specific matters like headscarves for women (see Ansari, 2004). 

The last feature of Muslim diaspora is the identity (re)construction, (re)contextualisation and contestation negotiated between past memories, community agglomeration, relation to home countries and socio-cultural and political situation either in the global arena or host countries.

On the one hand, despite some researches show the growing attachment to Muslim identity instead of to ethnic one particularly in Britain (see Modood and Bethoud, et.al., 1997; Jacobson, 1998; McPhee, 2005) as well as the de-territorialisation process to create a globalised Islam delinked to any particular cultures (see Roy, 2004; Saint-Blancat, 2002), it does not eventually create a unified religious identity or simply reiterate Mandaville’s (2001a) term, a uniformed Muslim identity. 

Whilst on the other hand, beyond its internal diversity, Muslims arrive to the west for diverse reasons as well as through many different migration process and different time of arrival. As the result, the coalescence of Muslim migrants still leaves cultural gaps and divisions that produce the identity polarisation and contestation instead of unification.

The polarisation, referred to Eickelman and Piscatori’s (1990), relates to the dilemma faced by Muslims when encountering ‘Muslim others’ who declare the shared unity of faith but practice the religion in slightly or largely different ways. It seems that Muslims can easily interact with non-Muslims, i.e. Christians, Jews, Hindus, Buddhists as there exists a sharp line that religiously divide them but they feel uncomfortable interacting with ‘Muslim others’ as the line is blurred. In the other words, due to the culturally understanding of Islam, it makes Muslims being confused with and hardly accepts little differences in practicing the religion shown by their co-religionists.

Furthermore in the context of migration, the Muslim diaspora can be categorised as a state-linked diaspora in Sheffer’s (2005) conceptualisation. It implies that the sending countries might still have influences or try to influence either formally or informally the diasporic life of migrant people in host lands. Given the fact that many imams across mosques in Britain brought in and educated from home countries like Pakistan, Bangladesh or Somalia (see Lewis, 1994) or some countries like Saudi Arabia and Turkey send officials and gives material supports for their migrant people to establish and promote the Islamic missionary centres, makes the Muslim diasporic space as a locally and transnationally contested space (see Cesari, 2005). As consequences, the nature of contemporary Muslim diaspora is not only as a place to re-territorialise the cultures simply negotiated with host societies but also as an extra-territorial space continuously influenced by the transnational networks (Saint-Blancat, 2002). The situation inevitably maintains the internal diversity and division though they seem to share a collective religious identity when interact with external parts. 

The (diasporic) Muslim identity seems to be similar with Hall’s (1991) ‘cultural identity’ in diaspora as an ‘imaginary coherence’ encompassing the diverse experience of being Muslims in the Western secular countries. Following his profound idea, the Muslim identity is not merely a cultural essence but also a political positioning that made and referred back to the historical relationship between Islam and the West, the minority status experienced in the immigrant lands and the discursive identification constructed through the current internalisation of Islamic affairs. In addition, the identity consists of many differences and variations that should be accommodated by each member in order to strengthen its collectiveness and solidarity.

Joining the diaspora and Re-Islamisation

The primary question arises within the establishment of Muslim diaspora, I propose, is on how these three diasporic features have been experienced by Muslims from non-dominant groups, usually called ‘hidden Muslim communities’, which in this article particularly addresses is a small group of Indonesians, and what its impacts on their daily life in immigrant lands.

In Britain, recent studies show that hidden Muslim communities are not easily integrated or even reluctant to join into the multicultural minority Muslim communities that are largely dominated by Pakistani origins (Hussain, 2008). Take for example, due to the cultural difference and the avoidance of multiple discrimination i.e. racism and Islamophobia, Somalis prefer not to so incorporated in the diaspora. Whilst Eastern European Muslims, which most of them are refugees from Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo, still have felt uncertain with their settlement in Britain that made them unwillingness to join. To some extent, despite the inter-ethnic marriage among Muslims has begun to happen and the are a growing number of Muslim organisations/associations beyond ethnic-cultural lines across cities/countries in the Western Europe, the coalescence in Muslim diaspora is still limited (see Nielsen 2003; Allievi, 2003).

Nevertheless, this early establishment of Muslim diaspora in terms of the cultural (re)construction and mobilisation have a profound impact on the religious attitudes of the small groups of hidden Muslim communities. Referred to Gibb’s (1998) study among a small group of Ethiopians in Torronto, Canada, she explicates that the incorporation into Muslim diaspora has formed a tendency to adapt and imitate the globalised discourse of Islamic practices ala the Middle Eastern Sunni-Islam. As they comes originally from the saint city of Harar, Ethiopia, they look prefer to abandon their ‘syncretised’ Islamic cultural tradition to follow the globally homogenised and standardised ‘pure’ Islamic teachings and practices.

In this context, it must be noted that the presence of numerous Muslim migrants from the Arab oil-rich countries in North America has an impact in promoting the Sunni-Arabo Islamic thought/style, which is sometimes given large supports from their home countries. As the result, there exists a growing tendency to put this Sunni-Arabo style as a standardised Islam relegating any other styles as merely cultural, impure or syncretised one (Cesari, 2004). The experience of Ethiopians above shows the common situation that is faced by small Muslim groups in this diaspora.

However, the situation seems to be rather different in Britain. The Muslim communities are dominated by South Asian origins compared to the large number of Middle Easterners in North America (see Ba Yunus and Kone, 2006). Although some mosques have been given either financial assistances or knowledge materials from Arab countries, they are largely built and run by local Pakistani/Bangladeshi communities (Lewis, 1994; Ansari, 2004). As result, the style of Islamic teachings and practices becomes more diverse not merely dominated by a single school of thoughts. Moreover, across the mosques, there are disagreements and slightly different interpretations on various religious issues such the first and end of Ramadan, and other ritual details. It seems that there exists the silent competition between the Sunni-Maliki Arab and Sunni-Hanafi Pakistani Islam within this particular Muslim diaspora. 

For Indonesians, despite they are not socio-culturally fully integrated into the multicultural Muslim community in London, Islam has played as a bridge that connect them with other Muslim migrants like Pakistanis, Indians, Bangladeshis, Arabs or Somalis. As similar as experienced by other Muslim migrants, Indonesians also have a strong feeling belong to the Islamic Umma as well as share a religiously collective identity with their co-religionists. However, as they are largely lacking of Islamic knowledge, not trained well in religious practices and pursue traditions that considered ‘not so Islamic’, most of them seem not so confident to show up and actively involve in this diasporic communities.

Nevertheless, there exist two aspects generated from the coalescence into Muslim diaspora for Indonesians in their daily life ranging from (1) lots of benefits they have gained in terms of socio-cultural and religious practices as well as many economic advantages and (2) the increase awareness to learn and practice Islam in everyday life.

In religious practices, the creation of Muslim diaspora makes Indonesians can easily attend the Friday sermon in local mosques across the city though most of them do not understand the contents of the Khutbah which is largely delivered in Arabic or Urdu. They are also helped in educating their children by sending them to local mosques for studying Quran and Islam. For them who feel thirsty for religious knowledge, they can straightforwardly join the Islamic learning circles led by Pakistani or Somali teachers. 

Whilst in socio-cultural and economic life, the diaspora provides spaces and assists them to do marriages, wedding parties, baby-birth celebrations or funerals under the proper Islamic procedures. In addition, some have begun to do business cooperation i.e. importing/selling Asian foods, opening restaurants, introducing the Indonesian-style martial arts or forming Islamic charity organisations.

Take for example; there is an Islamic Centre in Baker Street, which become popular among Indonesians to do marriage before they go to Magistrate House. In addition, I interviewed a widow who told me that she was very satisfied with a Muslim funeral service run by a Pakistani at Hendon for her husband 3 years ago. She explained that the funeral did all the rituals very well as similar as usually did in her home in Indonesia.

Another important aspect is related to the positive changes in terms of religious practices among Indonesians influenced by their integration into the Muslim diaspora. The changes include the attitudes to consume halal-labelled food only or prefer to be vegetarian in order to avoid pork-contained ingredients, the decision to wear hijab among women, the awareness to learn Islam more seriously by attending the Islamic learning circle at local mosques or forming their own religious learning circle, joining Islamic-political movements like mass rallies, protests or becoming member of Islamic missionary organisations like Tablighi Jamaati and Hizb ut Tahrir.

Consuming halal-labelled food only seems to be a big change for Indonesians. Some pioneers explain that they had never been bothered with halal-labelled chickens, lambs or beefs before although they have never eaten pork and drunken alcohol. In the earlier days in the country, they believed that due to the majority of British people was Christian, one of the Ahlul-Kitab (people of the books), all food-contained meat would be religiously allowed to be consumed. However, the increase availability of halal-labelled food as well as the spread of many religious preaches regarding the importance of this issue for Muslims have made them begin to change their perceptions and attitudes in eating (see also Fisher, 2005 for comparison to Malaysians in London).

To some extent, for some female Indonesians, they have just begun to wear headscarf or hijab (commonly called Jilbab) after their settlement in Britain. Before that, despite most of them were aware with the obligation to cover the Aurat (parts of the body that religiously has to be covered) whenever they show up in public, headscarf was considered only as an extension that voluntarily being insisted. Their decisions to wear hijab have become a sign of redemption, a transformation from a culturally nominal Muslim to a devoted and observant one. Moreover, wearing headscarf also paves a way for them to make friends with other Muslim women and participate in the wider Muslim communities in the country.

However, I do not see these changes are similar to a homogenisation process as experienced by Ethiopians in Toronto. The diversity in Islamic practices is considerably wider in London as well as the ethnic-cultural boundaries that are persisting between Muslim communities in this city. Whilst most Indonesians, particularly who had arrived in 1970s-1980s, are not fully-practicing Muslims.

I argue that these changes as a kind of a re-islamisation in which the experience of living in a non-Muslim country has encouraged to preserve the identity that culturally rooted in their religion. Despite, the re-islamisation process has become faster and attracted many community members after the establishment of many Islamic socio-cultural institutions initiated by Pakistani or Bangladeshi migrants, some pioneers actually have tried to run an exclusive Indonesian Islamic learning circle, usually called ‘pengajian’ dated to the late 1970s. It indicates that this religious awareness initially grew up from the internal community level.

Furthermore, the arrival of students-professionals in the late 1980s and the early 1990s has to be counted in this re-islamisation process. As some of them were educated and devoted Muslims and had largely involved in both university- and community-based Islamic missionary organisations in Indonesia before, their presence had given the community more resources to run lots of religiously cultural activities. 

To some extent, these devoted Muslim students-professionals were also responsible for bringing the re-islamisation movement from Indonesia to the Indonesian community in Britain. After having established KIBAR (Keluarga Islam Indonesia di Britania Raya or The Indonesian Muslim community of the Great Britain), a national network of Indonesian Muslims, in the early 1990s, they had regularly invited Ulama/clerics from Indonesia to give religious lectures for Indonesian Muslim communities either in London or other cities in this country. Through KIBAR, they also have distributed many Indonesian Islamic books, brochures and other learning materials to the community. As the result, the Islamic practices of this small community are largely Indonesian in style and not largely influenced by the style of dominants groups i.e. Pakistanis or Somalis.

In short, the re-Islamisation has been occurred in a bit complex societal process not merely as the impact of the incorporation into Muslim diaspora or the continuation of the similar process in Indonesia. Both have work hand in hand in the same direction. In fact, the internal intention of the Indonesian community to learn and practice the religion met the institutionalisation of Islam in diaspora have resulted this re-Islamisation process. Whilst the arrival of the Islamised students-professionals has made the process become more profound. 

Nevertheless, there is still a question left in terms of the construction of Muslim identity from the re-islamisation process. In the next section, I will explain the diverse trajectories of the re-Islamisation process in terms of their perceptions on the Muslim identity that widely embraced by Asian-African migrants above their ethnicities in the West.

The invisible Muslims: a search for identity?

The creation of diaspora is very prominent to the (re)construction, (re)contextualisation and contestation of the culturally-defined religious identity particularly the Muslim identity (Aitchison et.al, 2007). Despite he idea of the Umma paves the way for coalescence that sometime encouraged by the global issue relating to Muslim affairs, Muslim diaspora inherits the diversity of the Muslim world that now being negotiated and contested in their everyday life in immigrant lands. 

The facts that every mosque in Britain represents various ethnic-cultural traditions, languages and nationalities as well as schools of thoughts in interpreting the religion make Muslim migrants become aware with the persistent of the internal differences within the diaspora (see Baumann, 1996). To some extent, the expansion of many transnational Islamic movements such as Tablighi Jamaati, various Sufi orders, Salafis and so forth (see Nielsen, 2003; Mandaville, 2005) enriches the diversity of Muslim communities in the West. 
In a nutshell, the diasporic Muslim identity has been continuously (re)constructed and contested under the influence of the global issues particularly the internalisation of Muslim affairs, the transnational network of migrants to home countries and the local negotiation both inside and outside the communities (Ehrkamp, 2007).

For Indonesians, the contestation of Islamic diversities in the diaspora, on the one hand, has encouraged them to participate by forming and trying to introduce their own Islamic style. Whilst on the other hand, the awareness of the internal diversity of this diasporic community has given them a space to see and feel their ‘distinctive’ Muslim identity compared to other Middle Eastern and South Asian one.

As explained before, Indonesians have formed their own Islamic communal association that held a religio-cultural gathering or pengajian weekly, every two-week or monthly since the early 1980s. The growing number of mosques and Islamic centres exclusively affiliated to particular ethnic-national groups like Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Arab, Somali and even Malaysian has inspired Indonesians to establish their own particularly to preserve the Indonesian Islamic culture for next generations.

The association has proliferated in 1990s-2000s since the arrival of students, professionals or low-paid (domestic) workers. However, I do not see this proliferation as a fission/fragmentation caused by internal conflicts after the increase of the members as usually occurred within Muslim communities in Britain (see Lewis, 1994). As there exists an overlapping membership and the occasional collaborated activities across the communal associations, the multiplication seems to be a strategy to accommodate more members and activities with limited resources they have.

By the year of 1996, Pengajian Masyarakat Indonesia di London (The Indonesian Muslim community in London) had set up the Indonesian Islamic Centre (ICC), a registered charity organisation, with the main purpose to run and serve socio-cultural activities of Indonesian Muslims living in the city. After struggling to collect fund and running their activities from house to house of its members throughout the years, the organisation finally has been able to buy a property at Colindale, North London after given a valuable waqf (donation) in 2004. The house has become a home base; a community centre or they call it the Indonesian Masjid/Musalla that used to run religio-cultural gatherings, religious discussions as well as Islamic learning classes either for children or adults.

Instead of the reason to preserve their culture, the establishment of this community organisation relates to the uncomfortable feeling among Indonesians when joining the ‘Muslim other’ in Eickelman and Piscatori’s (1990) term, in the multicultural Muslim communities London. Despite they show respects to the commitment in observing the religion showed by Pakistanis, Bangladeshis, Somalis or Arabs, most of them criticise the fanatic and strict attitudes of their co-religionists in practicing Islam. Take for examples, some mothers told me how hard and tough a Pakistani or Somali teacher that made them withdraw their kids for enrolling the Islamic learning class in a local mosque. In addition, some convinced that they were facing difficulties in dealing with male-female social interactions that considerably limited and inflexible within those Muslim communities.

Conversely, there exists a common understanding to see and acknowledge their distinctiveness as ‘moderate’ Muslims that is sometime mistakenly connoted to flexible, secular or liberal ones. Despite the term ‘moderate’ is considerably ambiguous, which is sometime negatively referred to Muslims who are invisible, look like ordinary people, cowardice or accept the domination of the western cultures (see Ramadan, 2010), Indonesians seem to embrace that Muslim identity positively as peace loving, cultural accommodating, flexibilities in practising Islam or being tolerance to other religions. 

The identification relates to the historically discursive construction of Muslims that was differently addressed to Arabs/Middle Easterners and to Southeast Asians particularly Indonesians. As suggested by Edward Said (1979), the image of the Arabs had been degraded characterised as barbaric, religiously fanatic or dangerous. The idea had been transformed to Southeast Asia both by British and Dutch colonial rule to separate the Middle Eastern descendants and native Muslims in the region (Aljunied, 2004). Conversely, as stated in the beginning of this article, Indonesians had been largely depicted as ‘not real Muslims’, ‘less Islamic’, ‘syncretic’ or even ignorance ones, the images that had been widely spread in Middle Eastern newspapers in 1920s (Laffan, 2007).

As the result, despite the limited incorporation into Muslim diaspora in the West, the globalised negative image of (Arab or Pakistani) Muslims has situated Indonesians to search an alternative reference of Islam. The term ‘moderate Muslims’ is embraced thusly to describe their distinctive identity and switch their marginalised image to the more accepted one particularly in the eye of Western media (see also Laffan, 2006). Furthermore, the establishment of the UK-Indonesia Islamic Advisory Group (IAG) by the British Prime Minister Tony Blair and the Indonesian President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono in 2006 (British FCO 2006; Indonesian Embassy London, 2007), in order to bring in the ‘peaceful and tolerant’ Indonesian Islamic style closed to the British Muslim public sphere, has been proudly admitted as an international acknowledgment of their distinctive, desired and welcomed Muslim identity among Indonesians living in the city.

Nevertheless, the Indonesian Muslim community is still invisible within the multicultural Muslim communities in London. The fact that no single Indonesian communal association affiliated to any Muslim umbrella organisations i.e. Muslim Council of Britain raises some questions. When I met some members of Board of Trustee of the Indonesian Islamic Centre (IIC) and asked why they are not joining any wider Muslim associations/organisations in this country, they look reluctance to answer and just say that they are not able to participate in MCB or other similar organisations due to lack of material and human resources. Their identification with ‘moderate Muslims’, moreover, is not widely accepted while the Indonesia-UK IAG project does not sustain after PM Blair leaving the office with no significant or visible impacts either for the Indonesian Muslim community itself or the wider Muslim communities in this country.

In short, there seems to exist a double marginality experienced by Indonesians in terms of their historically marginalised role in the Muslim world and lack of capacities to actively participate and give valuable contributions to the development of Muslim diaspora. Whilst being ‘invisible’ Muslims, in terms of physical dress-style appearances as well as cultural-formal associations, looks to give them more comfortable space to avoid violent attacks due to Islamophobia but unintendedly hinder them for further incorporation into the diaspora. The last point that I notice is that they seem to wait until the IIC well established as a visible and noteworthy Islamic centre, so they can present themselves proudly and contribute to the diaspora.

Conclusion

The creation of the incipient Muslim diaspora in the West, in terms of the coalescence above ethnic-national loyalties, the cultural (re)production and articulation in host lands and the identity (re)construction, negotiation and contestation within and without, does not only have a profound impact on the life of dominant Muslim groups but also on small and invisible ones. As showed by Indonesians, despite their incorporation is considerably limited, the diaspora provides them lots of facilities benefited to pursue their Islamic cultural life together with the similar cultures of other Muslims. As the result, the diasporic environment encourages them to learn Islam and practice it in their daily life as a kind of a religious transformation or re-islamisation. The re-islamisation has become more profound with the arrival of Muslim students-professionals that bring in the similar process from Indonesia.

However, instead of their smaller in number, the historically marginalised position of Indonesians in the Muslim world seems to be a burden to present themselves and actively participate in the diaspora. The prevalent of Islamophobia that racially referred to Arabs or Pakistanis, the dominant groups of this diaspora, has situated to be careful not affiliated to in order to avoid any harassments and unpleasant treatments in this country. The idea of ‘moderate Muslims’, gained from the desired and welcomed Islamic identity, is then embraced to differentiate them from the image of Muslims in general. 
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