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Umma in Colonial Context: Pilgrim-Statistics in the Netherlands-Indies

This presentation will try to show how the Dutch colonial government understood or imagined the community of their native subjects as an Islamic community, a umma, through the collection of statistics on the Mecca-pilgrimage.

During the latter half of the 19th century, the Dutch colonial government introduced the passport-control system for those who go on pilgrimage to Mecca. Along with it, they began to record the number of pilgrims annually departed to and returned from Mecca. Significance of this pilgrim-statistics is that it was virtually the only data which offered a quantitative image of the Islamic community in the Indies for the colonial government.

The pilgrim-statistics will be examined from two different points of view. First, I will attempt to show how the colonial government treated and interpreted the statistics. Until about the middle of the 19th century, the Dutch colonial officers generally considered Islam as being only a minor element within the society, which is advocated by a small group of ‘fanatical’ Arabs and Hajis who exerted a harmful influence on the native society. But as the number of pilgrims annually recorded in the statistics had increased rapidly, the colonial officers gradually became aware that Islam in the native society was not such a small element. At the same time, results of the enquiries made by the local officers showed that most of the returned Hajis were by no means fanatical, nor exercised a great influence on the native society. In this way, the Dutch colonial government acquired a closer insight into the reality of Islam in the Indies society.

On the other hand, the rapid increase of the number of pilgrims had had a great influence on the Indies muslim society itself. My second concern is to examine this influence by analyzing the pilgrim-statistics. Though the figures are not always reliable, close analysis will show one aspect of the development of the Indies umma during the colonial period. Particular interest will be paid to, for example, comparison of the numbers of pilgrims who departed to and returned from Mecca, and regional difference of the number of pilgrims.

Finally, through these analyses of the pilgrim-statistics, it would be possible to discuss the nature of interaction between the Dutch colonial rule and the development of the Islamic umma of the Indies.

