
„Religion, Language and Piety:  

The case of Arabic Names in Java“ 

Most approaches to the understanding of the resurgence of Islamic piety attempt to either interrogate its underlying cultural 
logic, or carry out in broad empirical transregional surveys and self reports. Both approaches have limitations. In his lecture 
Prof. Kuipers investigates the striking rise of the use of Arabic names in the island of Java as a way of ethnographically 
bridging the gap between comparative surveys and in-depth interviews.  The rise of Arabic names in Java does not signal the 
"collapse" of the abangan syncretic traditions so much as a repositioning of its medium of signification. Exuberantly hybridized 
names are increasingly popular, recalling the synthetic and creative traditions of sacred speech and recombinant identity for 
which Indonesia is justly renowned.  
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JOEL KUIPERS (PhD Yale 1982) is professor of Anthropology at the George 
Washington University, in Washington DC. Interested broadly in the relations 
between language and systems of religious, political and scientific authority, he has 
carried out fieldwork and written two books on ritual speech in the eastern Indonesian 
island of Sumba (1990, 1998), several articles on writing systems in Southeast Asia (e.g. 
1996, 2003, 2008), a short monograph on language and scientific authority in middle 
school classrooms (2008), and is currently investigating Arabic as an authoritative 
speech register in Java (2010-present). His work has been supported by NSF, NEH, 
Fulbright, Wenner Gren, NIH, and the Ford and Woodrow Wilson Foundations. From 
2005-2007, he was president of the Society for Linguistic Anthropology in the 
American Anthropological Association. 

 

 


