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Abstract

This research presents an alarming picture of the destruction of religious arts and traditions in Indonesia. The damage is caused not only by the

physical ravages of time due to pollution and environmental change but also by human actions such as vandalism in places of worship. This
study aims to identify the challenges faced in preserving religions cultnral heritage and explore prospects for ifs sustainable maintenance. Data
collection was conducted throngh observation and analysis of relevant documents. The research results reveal a damage map that illustrates the
alarming severity of both natural and social processes. The conclusions highlight the need for concrete action to safegnard Indonesia's religions
arts and traditions from being lost to time, as well as to strengthen awareness of the importance of preserving this precious cultural heritage.
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INTRODUCTION

Religious art and traditions form an integral part of Indonesia's rich and valuable cultural heritage (Kuban,
1995; Marsaban, A., & Said, T., 2023). These cultural elements possess not only aesthetic value but also deep
spiritual and historical significance. Historic sites and religious artifacts, such as the Borobudur and
Prambanan temples in Java or the indigenous longhouses in Kalimantan with its religious traditions, are
vulnerable to damage from vandalism, neglect, or natural disasters (Wardana et al., 2023). Understanding the
types of damage that occur can raise awareness of the importance of preserving this cultural heritage for
future generations and inform the development of more effective protection strategies. Preventive measures
such as close surveillance, regular maintenance, and proper environmental management can contribute to
preserving this cultural and religious heritage (Tsivolas, 2019).

Existing studies have largely overlooked the nonmaterial dimensions of religious traditions and heritage,
tending to focus on mapping their physical presence and distribution. Three primary trends emerge from
these studies. First, there is a tendency to focus on physical damage to religious visual arts, such as
architecture, paintings, and sculptures (Ghani, 2021; Bier, 2017). Second, some studies highlight the role of
humans in causing damage to religious traditions and art through vandalism, theft, or negligent maintenance
(Alshehaby, 2020; Spiridon et al., 2017). Third, research has examined the influence of environmental factors
and climate change on the deterioration of religious art and traditions (Ravankhah et al., 2017; Dewi, 2017,
Utaberta & HEsa, 2016). These trends reveal a gap in the literature: the focus on physical damage to visual arts
often ignores immaterial aspects such as oral traditions, music, dance, and religious practices. Additionally,
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local communities, who have a stake in preserving religious traditions and art, are insufficiently involved in
these studies. Therefore, further research that integrates local participation and knowledge to strengthen
protection measures is needed.

This paper aims to address this gap by highlighting the challenges faced in preserving cultural heritage. In
addition to mapping the types and factors of destruction of cultural and religious heritage, it analyzes
opportunities for preserving and ensuring the continuity of arts and religious traditions. The focus is on
raising awareness of the importance of maintaining the continuity of arts and religious traditions in Indonesia
and identifying prospects for the preservation of these cultural treasures. This approach not only provides an
in-depth understanding of the type and severity of deterioration of religious and cultural heritage but also
opens up opportunities for strategic and contextualized problem-solving.

The academic argument underpinning this reseatrch is that the involvement of local communities significantly
affects the success of efforts to preserve religious cultural heritage, including traditions and arts. This study
investigates the extent to which local community participation influences the sustainability, effectiveness, and
success of protection measures. By analyzing the level of involvement, motivation, knowledge, and role of
local communities in preserving religious cultural heritage, this research provides deeper insights into the
importance of shared responsibility between local communities and related parties in safeguarding these
traditions and arts. Additionally, this research offers concrete recommendations to improve the involvement
of local communities in the protection of religious cultural heritage for the future.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The transformation of religious arts and traditions is a well-established field of study within cultural heritage
research. Numerous scholars have documented the evolution of these practices across various cultures and
historical periods, such as Silverblatt in 2012, and Stooke and McGregor in 2016. However, within this field, a
critical gap exists regarding the systematic mapping of destruction and the deteriorating condition of religious
arts and traditions. While some studies acknowledge the existence and vulnerability of cultural and religious
heritage, the focus often leans towards inventories and classifications (Smith, 2004; Meskell, 2004). Although
valuable, these works rarely delve into the current state of deterioration or map the extent of the destruction.
This lack of comprehensive mapping hinders effective conservation efforts and future research on the long-
term consequences of such destruction.

Several scholars have analyzed the factors leading to the current state of religious arts and traditions.
Waterton and Watson (2012) and Albayan et al. (2024) highlight socio-economic changes and modernization
as key drivers of decline. Similarly, De La Torre (2005) emphasizes the impact of political agendas and
religious conflicts on the suppression of specific traditions. These studies raise concerns about the future of
religious heritage, urging immediate intervention and preservation strategies. Focusing solely on the physical
destruction of religious buildings overlooks the impact of natural disasters. Avrami et al. (2000) document the
devastating consequences of earthquakes and floods on historical and religious structures. While restoration
efforts exist, the intangible losses associated with damaged artwork and sacred spaces remain under-
examined. A more holistic approach is needed that encompasses both the physical and immaterial aspects of
religious heritage. Existing research tends to neglect the role of local communities in the conservation
process. While some acknowledge the importance of community participation (Soric, 2006; Nurasih, et., all,
2023), there is a lack of in-depth exploration into how local people can actively contribute to safeguarding
their religious arts and traditions. This gap hinders the development of sustainable conservation strategies that
empower local communities and ensure the long-term viability of these cultural practices.

To address the shortcomings identified in previous studies, this research proposes a comprehensive
framework that analyzes the long-term consequences of the destruction of religious arts and traditions. This
framework incorporates several key elements to ensure a holistic approach. Firstly, a comprehensive mapping
methodology will be developed to map the geographical distribution and extent of destruction across
religious arts and traditions. Secondly, the framework will include an immaterial loss assessment to investigate
the intangible losses associated with the destruction of religious practices, rituals, and knowledge
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transmission. Thirdly, it will analyze local community involvement to explore how local communities can be
empowered to actively participate in the conservation and revitalization of their religious heritage. Fourthly,
the framework will examine the long-term consequences by exploring the social, cultural, and spiritual
ramifications of the destruction of religious arts and traditions on future generations. By employing this
framework, this research aims to contribute significantly to the field of religious arts and traditions by not
only documenting the destruction but also proposing solutions for long-term preservation with active local
involvement.

METHODOLOGY

The destruction of cultural heritage, particularly art and religious traditions, is an issue of growing concern in
Indonesia. This is the main focus of this research for several important reasons. Firstly, religious arts and
traditions are an integral part of Indonesian culture and identity. Their destruction can lead to the loss of
valuable cultural and spiritual values (Smith, 2004; Waterton & Watson, 2012). Secondly, the destruction of
arts and religious traditions can have long-term impacts on future generations, potentially leading to a loss of
knowledge, cultural diversity, and a sense of identity (Stooke & McGregor, 2016; Silverblatt, 2012; Zighana et
al., 2024). Thirdly, the preservation of arts and religious traditions is crucial for maintaining cultural
sustainability and ensuring the transmission of knowledge between generations (De La Torre, 2005; Meskell,
2004).

This research focuses on cases of damage to art and religious traditions in Indonesia, given the country's
diverse cultural and religious wealth (Santoso et., all, 2023). This diversity allows for the study of vatious
forms of damage and preservation solutions. The destruction of arts and religious traditions in Indonesia is
severe, necessitating research to understand the root causes and develop effective solutions. Additionally, the
Indonesian case can provide valuable insights into the challenges and prospects of preserving religious arts
and traditions in other countries.This study employs a qualitative research design with observational methods
and analysis of secondary materials. The qualitative approach was chosen because it allows researchers to
understand the context and meaning behind the destruction of religious arts and traditions (Creswell, 2013;
Yin, 2016). This design also enables the collection of data on the experiences and perspectives of various
stakeholders, such as local communities, arts and traditions practitioners, and policymakers (Merriam, 2014;
Patton, 2002). Furthermore, it provides the flexibility to adjust the methodology and research focus according
to emerging findings and needs during the research process (Morse, 2009; Strauss & Corbin, 1990).

This research used two main sources of data: observations and secondary materials. The use of these two
sources is important for several reasons. Observation allows the researcher to understand firsthand the
condition of art and religious traditions in the field, including the damage that occurs. Secondary materials
such as documents, artefacts and mass media provide a broader context of the history, culture and policies
related to religious arts and traditions. The use of two different data sources allowed the researcher to
triangulate the data and increase the validity of the research. Accessing secondary data was done in several
stages, from identifying relevant secondary data sources such as museums, archives, libraries, and websites.

RESULTS & DISCUSSION

Indonesia's cultural and religious heritage represents an invaluable asset, dispersed across the archipelago in a
rich tapestry of diverse and significant elements. Java, the most populous island, houses numerous historical
sites and religious artifacts of immense cultural significance. The Borobudur and Prambanan temples, both
UNESCO Wortld Heritage Sites, exemplify the grandeur of ancient Javanese architecture and religious artistry.
However, these monumental structures face ongoing threats from vandalism, neglect, and natural disasters.
The vulnerability of such sites underscores the urgent need for comprehensive preservation strategies that
address both human-induced and environmental risks. Sumatra, known for its unique religious traditions and
arts, presents a different set of challenges. Aceh’s saman dance, recognized by UNESCO as an intangible
cultural heritage, and the architectural marvel of West Sumatra’s rumah gadang face endangerment due to
insufficient documentation and inadequate transmission to younger generations. This situation highlights the
critical importance of not only preserving physical artifacts but also ensuring the continuity of living traditions
through education and cultural programs.
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In Kalimantan, cultural sites and religious traditions associated with indigenous tribes, such as longhouses and
traditional rituals, face existential threats from rapid infrastructure development and deforestation. The
tension between economic progress and cultural preservation is particularly acute in this region, necessitating
careful policy considerations that balance development needs with cultural heritage protection. Papua, with its
distinctive religious traditions and arts, including intricate wood carving and traditional dances, faces
challenges stemming from exposure to external cultures and evolving lifestyles. The potential loss of these
unique cultural expressions underscores the need for targeted preservation efforts that respect indigenous
rights while fostering cultural resilience in the face of globalization.

Vandalism, neglect, and theft have been the primary threats to Indonesia’s cultural heritage. Vandalism, in
particular, represents a significant threat, manifesting in acts of physical and symbolic destruction of religious
sites and artifacts. This includes graffiti, defacement, arson, and the destruction of statues. Documented cases
range from graffiti on mosque and temple walls in Yogyakarta and Bali to the destruction of Buddha statues
in North Sumatra and the burning of traditional houses in Papua. The root causes of vandalism are complex
and multifaceted. A lack of awareness regarding the value and importance of religious traditions and art
significantly contributes to these destructive acts. In some instances, vandalism serves as a form of protest or
self-expression, often arising from widespread social and religious tensions within communities.

This suggests that addressing vandalism requires a nuanced approach that goes beyond mere physical
protection of sites. To combat vandalism effectively, a multi-pronged strategy is necessary. Firstly, there is a
critical need for increased education and awareness programs that emphasize the cultural, historical, and
spiritual significance of religious traditions and art. Such programs should target both local communities and
the broader public to foster a collective sense of ownership and responsibility for cultural heritage. Secondly,
strengthening security measures at religious sites is essential for protecting cultural and religious heritage. This
may involve the implementation of advanced surveillance technologies, increased personnel, and improved
physical barriers where appropriate. However, it is crucial that such measures do not impede public access or
detract from the aesthetic and spiritual value of the sites. Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, local
communities must be actively engaged in preservation efforts through participatory research methods and
community-based conservation programs. This approach not only enhances the effectiveness of preservation
efforts but also ensures that conservation strategies are culturally sensitive and sustainable in the long term.

Neglect refers to the inadequate care and maintenance of religious sites and artifacts, resulting in physical
damage such as structural deterioration, artifact corrosion, and loss of cultural value. Evidence of neglect is
widespread, including pootly maintained temple and shrine sites in Java, religious artifacts kept in suboptimal
conditions in museums, and religious traditions and arts that are no longer preserved or taught to younger
generations. The primary factor contributing to neglect is limited funding for the maintenance of religious
sites and artifacts. This financial constraint often stems from a failure to recognize the historical and
educational value of these cultural assets. The problem is compounded by dwindling expertise in archaeology
and conservation, coupled with weakening support for archaeological institutions. These issues reflect a
broader societal challenge in prioritizing cultural heritage preservation amidst competing demands for
resources. Furthermore, sociocultural changes have diminished the perceived relevance of some religious
traditions and art forms in contemporary society. This shift in cultural values poses a significant challenge to
preservation efforts, as it undermines the social and community support necessary for sustainable
conservation.

Addressing neglect requires a multifaceted approach. Firstly, there is a pressing need for increased funding for
the maintenance of religious sites and artifacts. This necessitates advocacy efforts to raise awareness among
policymakers and the public about the importance of cultural heritage preservation. Secondly, capacity
building for experts in archaeology and conservation is crucial. This requires substantial financial commitment
from government agencies and donors to support educational programs and professional development in
these fields. Additionally, innovative technological solutions can play a pivotal role in addressing neglect. The
use of digital documentation techniques, for instance, can help preserve information about artifacts and sites,
even if physical preservation is challenging. Virtual reality and augmented reality technologies offer new
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possibilities for education and awareness, potentially rekindling interest in cultural heritage among younger
generations. These technological approaches can complement traditional preservation methods, offering a
mote comprehensive strategy for safeguarding Indonesia's cultural heritage.

Finally, theft involves the illegal removal of religious artifacts and manuscripts for black market sale. This
illicit practice, often resulting from inadequate protection measures, leads to the irretrievable loss of
invaluable cultural and spiritual assets. Notable cases include the theft of statues and artifacts from temples
and shrines in Java and Bali, the pilfering of ancient manuscripts from museums and libraries, and the illegal
trading of religious artifacts on the internet. The drivers of theft are complex and interconnected. Poverty and
lack of employment opportunities are frequently cited as contributing factors, highlighting the socioeconomic
dimensions of heritage preservation. The insufficient security of religious sites and artifacts exacerbates the
problem, but this issue cannot be viewed in isolation. It must be considered within the broader context of
citizens' historical awareness and concern for cultural preservation. Moreover, the high international demand
for religious artifacts, often driven by beliefs in their magical or spiritual properties, fuels this illicit trade. This
global dimension of the problem underscores the need for international cooperation in combating the theft
and illegal trafficking of cultural artifacts.

Addressing the issue of theft requires a multifaceted approach. Improving security measures at religious sites
and for artifacts is a crucial first step. This may involve implementing advanced security systems, increasing
guard presence, and improving inventory management practices in museums and cultural institutions.
Developing education and training programs to raise awareness about the value and importance of religious
artifacts is a strategic step to inhibit widespread theft. These programs should target both local communities
and potential international buyers, emphasizing the cultural and legal implications of participating in the illicit
artifact trade. Increased international cooperation is essential to combat the illegal trade in religious artifacts.
This could involve strengthening legal frameworks, improving cross-border law enforcement collaboration,
and implementing stricter regulations in the international art market. Additionally, the use of digital
technologies for artifact tracking and authentication could play a significant role in curbing illicit trade.

Effective preservation efforts must address the root causes of the problems, including lack of awareness,
limited funding, and sociocultural changes. Engaging local communities, enhancing education, and fostering
international cooperation are key to protecting this invaluable cultural heritage for future generations
(Zighana et al., 2024). This analysis of the challenges facing Indonesia's cultural and religious heritage aims to
raise awareness and catalyze concrete steps to prevent further destruction. By understanding the complex
interplay of factors contributing to heritage loss, stakeholders can develop more effective and sustainable
preservation strategies. The path forward requires a concerted effort from government agencies, academic
institutions, local communities, and international partners, united in the goal of safeguarding Indonesia's
cultural legacy for posterity.

CONCLUSION

The detetioration of Indonesia's religious arts and traditions demands urgent attention. This study has
identified vandalism, neglect, and theft as primary threats, each requiring specific solutions. A comprehensive
preservation approach is essential, starting with active community engagement through participatory research
and community-based conservation programs. Effective strategies depend on cross-sectoral cooperation
among government agencies, academic institutions, religious organizations, and local communities. Policy
development is vital, necessitating supportive legislation at national and local levels to protect cultural sites
and artifacts while providing incentives for conservation efforts. Innovative technological solutions, such as
digital documentation, virtual reality for education, and advanced conservation methods, offer promising
avenues for preservation. These advancements can transform our approach to safeguarding and appreciating
Indonesia's cultural hetitage. Sustainable funding is crucial for the success of these initiatives. Public-ptivate
partnerships, cultural tourism initiatives, and international grant opportunities can ensure long-term resource
availability.

Preserving religious arts and traditions is about safeguarding the identity, history, and spiritual values of
Indonesia's diverse communities. This study calls for action from all stakeholders to protect and celebrate
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Indonesia's rich cultural heritage. The path forward requires dedication, collaboration, and innovation, with
the understanding that preserving our past secutes the cultural foundations of our future.
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