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Abstract 
Indonesia, as the nation with the world's largest Muslim population, has emerged as 
a significant arena for the development of contemporary Islamic thought. Over 
recent decades, Indonesian Muslim intellectuals, educational institutions, and 
Islamic organizations have actively sought to reconcile Islamic teachings with 
democratic governance, religious pluralism, human rights frameworks, and the 
multifaceted challenges of globalization. This article examines the evolution of 
contemporary Islamic thought in Indonesia by critically exploring the opportunities 
it presents for social transformation alongside the threats that potentially undermine 
its development. Employing a qualitative approach grounded in library research and 
critical content analysis, this study draws upon scholarly books, peer-reviewed 
journal articles, policy documents, and relevant historical sources to analyze major 
intellectual trends and contemporary debates. The findings indicate that 
contemporary Islamic thought in Indonesia has contributed significantly to the 
promotion of religious moderation, democratic participation, educational reform, 
interfaith dialogue, and peaceful coexistence. These developments have been 
supported by influential Muslim scholars and major Islamic organizations 
advocating contextual and inclusive understandings of Islam. Concurrently, the 
study identifies several formidable challenges, including religious extremism, 
identity politics, digital misinformation, ideological polarization, and the growing 
influence of transnational religious movements. These factors have created new 
tensions affecting the intellectual and social landscape of Indonesian Islam. The 
article argues that the future of contemporary Islamic thought in Indonesia depends 
upon strengthening critical scholarship, revitalizing Islamic education, promoting 
digital literacy, and reinforcing the values of moderation, justice, and tolerance. As a 
model of democratic and pluralistic Islam, Indonesia possesses significant potential 
to contribute meaningfully to contemporary Islamic discourse at both regional and 
global levels.  
Keywords: Contemporary Islamic Thought; Indonesia; Religious Moderation; 
Islamic Reform; Democracy; Pluralism; Islamic Education.  
INTRODUCTION  

Contemporary Islamic thought in Indonesia has developed through a 
dynamic and ongoing interaction between religious teachings, cultural traditions, 
and the changing realities of society. In an era characterized by globalization, rapid 
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technological advancement, and democratic transformation, Islamic discourse in 
Indonesia continues to evolve in response to new intellectual, social, and political 
challenges. This development has positioned Indonesia as one of the most significant 
examples of how Islamic values can coexist with democracy, pluralism, and 
modernization, offering valuable insights for both the Muslim world and the 
broader international community.  

Indonesia is home to the world's largest Muslim population, with 
approximately 87 percent of its citizens identifying as Muslims. As the largest 
Muslim-majority nation, Indonesia has developed a distinctive Islamic tradition 
characterized by its interaction with diverse local cultures, democratic governance, 
and religious pluralism. Rather than representing a single monolithic tradition, 
Indonesian Islam has evolved through continuous engagement between Islamic 
teachings and the country's rich social and cultural diversity, making it an important 
case for understanding the dynamics of Islam in the contemporary world (Azra, 
2006; Hefner, 2000).  

The diversity of Islamic traditions in Indonesia has been shaped by historical 
encounters between indigenous cultures, Islamic scholarship, and transnational 
intellectual networks. Various religious orientations—including traditionalist, 
modernist, reformist, and progressive movements—have contributed to the richness 
of Islamic discourse. Major Islamic organizations such as Nahdlatul Ulama and 
Muhammadiyah have played significant roles in promoting Islamic education, social 
welfare, religious moderation, and civic engagement while responding to changing 
political and social realities (Fealy & White, 2008; Burhani, 2019).  

The emergence of contemporary Islamic thought in Indonesia reflects broader 
intellectual efforts to reinterpret Islamic teachings in response to modern challenges. 
Since the late twentieth century, Indonesian Muslim scholars have increasingly 
engaged with issues such as democracy, constitutionalism, human rights, gender 
equality, religious pluralism, and civil society. Inspired by both classical Islamic 
scholarship and contemporary reformist thinkers, these intellectuals have sought to 
demonstrate the compatibility of Islamic values with modern democratic principles 
and global citizenship (Barton, 1997; Madjid, 1998; Rahman, 1982).  

In recent decades, globalization and digital transformation have profoundly 
influenced the production and dissemination of Islamic knowledge in Indonesia. The 
rapid expansion of the internet, social media platforms, and digital communication 
has enabled wider access to religious knowledge while simultaneously facilitating 
the spread of competing religious interpretations, ideological polarization, and 
digital misinformation. Consequently, contemporary Islamic thought is increasingly 
shaped by both local sociocultural contexts and transnational digital networks, 
creating new opportunities for intellectual renewal as well as significant challenges 
for religious moderation and social cohesion (Eickelman & Anderson, 2003; 
Campbell, 2013; Slama, 2018).  

Against this background, this article examines the development of 
contemporary Islamic thought in Indonesia by exploring the opportunities it 
presents for democratic and religious development alongside the challenges posed 
by globalization, political polarization, and digital religious authority. 
Understanding these dynamics is essential for assessing Indonesia's contribution to 
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contemporary Islamic civilization and its role in promoting a moderate and inclusive 
interpretation of Islam in the twenty-first century.  
1.2 Research Questions  

Drawing on the background of the study, this research is guided by the 
following research questions:  
1. What are the main characteristics of contemporary Islamic thought in Indonesia?  
   This question examines the intellectual, social, and religious developments that 
shape contemporary Islamic discourse in Indonesia, including the influence of 
Islamic reform, contextual interpretation of religious texts, engagement with 
democracy and pluralism, and the relationship between Islam and modernity.  
2. What opportunities does contemporary Islamic thought provide for Indonesian 

society?    
   This question explores the potential contributions of contemporary Islamic thought 
to social development, including the promotion of religious moderation, democratic 
values, interfaith cooperation, educational advancement, social justice, and the 
strengthening of civil society.  
3. What challenges and threats influence the development of contemporary Islamic 

thought in Indonesia?     
   This question investigates various factors that may hinder the growth of 
progressive and moderate Islamic discourse, including religious extremism, identity 
politics, ideological polarization, digital misinformation, and the influence of 
transnational religious movements.  
4. How can Indonesian Islam maintain its tradition of moderation amid 

contemporary challenges?     
   This question analyzes possible strategies for strengthening moderate Islamic 
values through Islamic education reform, critical intellectual development, digital 
literacy, inclusive religious interpretation, and the continued role of Islamic 
organizations and scholars in promoting peaceful and pluralistic Islam.  
Through these research questions, this study aims to provide a comprehensive 
understanding of the dynamics of contemporary Islamic thought in Indonesia by 
examining both its transformative potential and the challenges it faces in the context 
of a rapidly changing global society.  
1.3 Research Objectives  

This study seeks to examine contemporary Islamic thought in Indonesia by 
exploring its historical background, intellectual development, societal contributions, 
and the challenges it faces in the era of globalization and digital transformation. 
Accordingly, this research is designed to achieve the following objectives:  
1. To analyze the development of contemporary Islamic thought in Indonesia.     
   This objective seeks to explore the historical and intellectual evolution of 
Indonesian Islamic thought, including the emergence of reformist, modernist, 
traditionalist, and progressive approaches. It examines how Indonesian Muslim 
scholars and institutions have responded to issues such as modernity, democracy, 
pluralism, human rights, and social transformation. The development of 
contemporary Islamic thought in Indonesia reflects an ongoing process of 
negotiation between Islamic traditions, local cultures, and global intellectual currents 
(Rahman, 1982; Hefner, 2000; Azra, 2006).  
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2. To identify the hopes and opportunities provided by contemporary Islamic 
thought for Indonesian society.     

   This objective focuses on examining the positive contributions of contemporary 
Islamic discourse, particularly in promoting religious moderation, democratic 
participation, social justice, educational reform, and peaceful coexistence within a 
multicultural society. The study explores how Indonesian Islam can contribute to the 
development of a more inclusive and tolerant social order through contextual and 
progressive interpretations of Islamic teachings (Madjid, 1998; Barton, 1997; Burhani, 
2019).  
3. To examine the emerging threats and challenges facing contemporary Islamic 

thought in Indonesia.     
   This objective aims to investigate various internal and external challenges that 
influence the development of Indonesian Islamic discourse, including religious 
radicalism, political polarization, identity-based conflicts, digital misinformation, 
and the spread of exclusive interpretations of religion through online platforms. 
Understanding these challenges is important for strengthening moderate Islamic 
narratives and maintaining social harmony in Indonesia (Fealy & White, 2008; 
Slama, 2018).  
4. To propose future directions for the development of contemporary Islamic 

thought in Indonesia.     
   This objective seeks to formulate possible strategies for strengthening the role of 
Indonesian Islam in addressing contemporary challenges. These strategies include 
revitalizing Islamic education, encouraging critical and contextual religious 
scholarship, enhancing digital religious literacy, and strengthening the values of 
moderation, tolerance, and social responsibility. Such efforts are essential for 
ensuring that Indonesian Islamic thought remains relevant and constructive in the 
global context (Rahman, 1982; Esposito & Voll, 1996).  
Overall, this study intends to contribute to the broader discussion of contemporary 
Islamic thought by highlighting Indonesia's unique experience as a Muslim-majority 
democracy that seeks to balance religious identity, cultural diversity, and modern 
social realities.  
2. Literature Review  

This section reviews the body of literature relevant to contemporary Islamic 
thought and its development in Indonesia. It discusses key concepts, theoretical 
perspectives, and previous studies that provide the conceptual foundation for this 
research. By examining the existing scholarship, this review identifies the major 
themes, ongoing debates, and research gaps that inform the analysis presented in 
this study. The discussion begins with the definition and characteristics of 
contemporary Islamic thought as the primary analytical framework.  
2.1 Defining Contemporary Islamic Thought  

Contemporary Islamic thought refers to the intellectual efforts of Muslim 
scholars to interpret and apply Islamic teachings in response to the social, political, 
economic, and cultural challenges of the modern world. It seeks to preserve the 
essential principles of Islam while addressing new realities brought about by 
globalization, scientific advancement, technological innovation, human rights 
discourse, and changing political systems. Contemporary Islamic thought is 
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therefore characterized by critical engagement with both the Islamic intellectual 
tradition and contemporary global issues.  

According to Fazlur Rahman (1982), Islam is a dynamic religion whose 
teachings should be understood through the objectives of the Qur'an and interpreted 
in light of changing social conditions. Rather than simply reproducing historical 
legal opinions, Muslims should understand the moral principles underlying Islamic 
teachings and apply them to contemporary circumstances. Similarly, Mohammad 
Hashim Kamali (2003) argues that Islamic law possesses sufficient flexibility to 
respond to modern challenges through appropriate methods of interpretation and 
reasoning.  

One of the key characteristics of contemporary Islamic thought is its emphasis 
on balancing authenticity (al-asalah) with modernity (al-mu'asarah). Contemporary 
Muslim thinkers advocate maintaining fidelity to the Qur'an and Sunnah while 
recognizing the need for contextual understanding in addressing issues such as 
democracy, education, economics, environmental sustainability, gender relations, 
and bioethics.  
2.1.1 Reform (Tajdid)  

The Arabic term tajdid literally means "renewal" or "restoration." In Islamic 
thought, it refers to reviving the original teachings and values of Islam rather than 
introducing new religious doctrines. The concept is based on a well-known hadith 
stating that at the beginning of every century, Allah will send someone who renews 
the religion for the Muslim community.  

Tajdid seeks to remove misunderstandings, innovations (bid'ah), and cultural 
practices that contradict authentic Islamic teachings. It also encourages Muslims to 
respond effectively to changing circumstances while remaining faithful to the 
fundamental principles of Islam.  

According to Yusuf al-Qaradawi (1992), tajdid does not mean changing Islam 
itself but renewing Muslims' understanding and implementation of Islamic 
teachings to suit contemporary realities. Reform therefore combines preservation of 
core religious principles with adaptation in matters related to society and 
governance.  
 2.1.2 Ijtihad  

Ijtihad is the process of independent legal reasoning used by qualified Islamic 
scholars to derive rulings on issues that are not explicitly addressed in the Qur'an 
and Sunnah. It plays a central role in contemporary Islamic thought because modern 
societies continually encounter new questions involving science, technology, finance, 
medicine, and international relations.  

Historically, ijtihad contributed significantly to the development of Islamic 
jurisprudence (fiqh). Contemporary scholars argue that renewed ijtihad is necessary 
to ensure that Islamic law remains relevant and responsive to modern challenges.  

Kamali (2003) emphasizes that ijtihad provides flexibility within Islamic law 
by allowing scholars to apply established legal principles to new situations. 
Likewise, Rahman (1982) argues that ijtihad should focus on achieving the higher 
objectives (maqasid al-shari'ah) rather than relying solely on literal interpretations of 
earlier legal rulings.  
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2.1.3 Renewal  
Renewal in contemporary Islamic thought extends beyond legal 

interpretation to include educational, intellectual, social, and institutional 
development. It encourages Muslims to critically engage with their intellectual 
heritage while addressing present-day realities.  

Renewal involves improving educational systems, strengthening ethical 
leadership, promoting social justice, advancing scientific research, and encouraging 
constructive dialogue between Islamic civilization and other cultures. Contemporary 
Muslim scholars view renewal as an ongoing process that enables Islamic 
civilization to contribute positively to global development.  

According to Tariq Ramadan (2009), renewal requires returning to the 
foundational sources of Islam while engaging creatively with contemporary 
knowledge and social realities. This approach allows Muslims to maintain religious 
authenticity while participating effectively in modern societies.  
2.1.4 Modernity  

Modernity refers to the historical and social transformations associated with 
industrialization, scientific progress, technological innovation, democracy, 
globalization, and changing patterns of human life. Contemporary Islamic thought 
does not generally reject modernity; instead, it evaluates modern developments 
according to Islamic ethical and moral principles.  

Many contemporary Muslim scholars distinguish between beneficial aspects 
of modernity, such as scientific advancement, education, and technological progress, 
and aspects that may conflict with Islamic values, including excessive materialism 
and moral relativism.  

According to John L. Esposito (2011), contemporary Muslim thinkers seek to 
reconcile Islamic identity with participation in the modern world rather than 
viewing Islam and modernity as fundamentally incompatible. This perspective 
supports constructive engagement with modern institutions while preserving 
Islamic beliefs and values.  

Overall, contemporary Islamic thought represents a continuous effort to 
harmonize the timeless principles of Islam with the realities of the twenty-first 
century through reform (tajdid), independent reasoning (ijtihad), renewal, and 
thoughtful engagement with modernity.  
2.2 Key Thinkers in Contemporary Islamic Thought  

Contemporary Islamic thought has been significantly shaped by scholars who 
sought to reinterpret Islamic teachings in response to modern social, political, and 
intellectual challenges. Among the most influential thinkers are Fazlur Rahman, 
Muhammad Arkoun, Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, and Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na'im. 
Their contributions have enriched contemporary discussions on Islamic reform, 
Qur'anic interpretation, human rights, and the relationship between Islam and 
modern society.  
2.2.1 Fazlur Rahman (1919–1988)  

Fazlur Rahman was one of the most influential Muslim reformist scholars of 
the twentieth century. He argued that the Qur'an should be understood through its 
ethical and moral objectives rather than by relying solely on literal interpretations of 
individual verses. Rahman believed that many classical legal rulings reflected the 
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historical circumstances of early Muslim society and should therefore be re-
examined when addressing contemporary issues.  

Rahman developed what he called the "double movement theory" of Qur'anic 
interpretation. This approach requires scholars first to understand the historical 
context in which the Qur'anic revelation occurred and then to derive its universal 
moral principles for application to present-day circumstances. According to Rahman 
(1982), this method enables Muslims to preserve the essential values of Islam while 
responding effectively to modern challenges.  

His work has influenced contemporary Islamic scholarship in areas such as 
Islamic law, education, ethics, and social reform. Rahman's emphasis on ijtihad 
continues to inspire scholars seeking to reconcile Islamic tradition with modern 
realities.  
2.2.2 Muhammad Arkoun (1928–2010)  

Muhammad Arkoun was an Algerian-born intellectual who advocated a 
critical and interdisciplinary approach to Islamic studies. Drawing upon history, 
linguistics, anthropology, philosophy, and the social sciences, Arkoun argued that 
Islamic thought should be examined using modern academic methods rather than 
relying exclusively on traditional scholarship.  

Arkoun introduced the concept of "Applied Islamology," encouraging 
scholars to critically study the historical development of Islamic thought and to 
explore areas that had previously remained unquestioned. He believed that Muslim 
societies could benefit from intellectual openness and dialogue between Islamic and 
Western academic traditions.  

According to Arkoun (2002), renewing Islamic thought requires overcoming 
rigid interpretations and encouraging critical reflection within the Muslim 
intellectual tradition. His scholarship has been particularly influential in 
contemporary discussions on religious pluralism, secularism, and the reform of 
Islamic education.  
2.2.3 Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd (1943–2010)  

Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd was an Egyptian scholar best known for his 
contributions to Qur'anic hermeneutics and literary analysis. He argued that the 
Qur'an should be understood not only as a divine revelation but also as a text that 
interacted with the historical, linguistic, and cultural context of seventh-century 
Arabia.  

Abu Zayd emphasized that interpretation (tafsir) is an ongoing human 
activity and that different historical contexts may require new understandings of 
Qur'anic teachings. He believed that interpreting the Qur'an through historical and 
linguistic analysis could help Muslims address contemporary social issues more 
effectively.  

According to Abu Zayd (2006), separating the eternal message of Islam from 
its historical expressions allows Islamic teachings to remain relevant across different 
societies and time periods. Although his views generated significant controversy, his 
scholarship has had a lasting influence on contemporary Islamic hermeneutics and 
religious reform.  
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2.2.4 Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na'im (1946–Present)  
Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na'im is a Sudanese legal scholar whose work focuses 

on Islam, constitutional law, religious freedom, and human rights. Influenced by his 
teacher Mahmoud Mohamed Taha, An-Na'im argues that Islamic law should be 
interpreted in ways that support democracy, equality, constitutionalism, and 
universal human rights.  

An-Na'im maintains that genuine implementation of Islamic principles must 
occur through individual freedom and public consent rather than state coercion. He 
argues that a secular state is compatible with Islamic values because it protects 
freedom of religion while allowing Muslims to practice their faith voluntarily.  

According to An-Na'im (2008), constitutional democracy and respect for 
human rights can coexist with Islamic principles when religious interpretation 
remains open to ijtihad and contextual reasoning. His work has become highly 
influential in debates concerning Islam, governance, citizenship, and international 
human rights.  
2.2.5 Comparative Analysis  

Although these four scholars employ different methodologies, they share a 
common objective: demonstrating that Islam possesses the intellectual resources 
necessary to engage constructively with contemporary challenges. Rahman 
emphasizes ethical interpretation and ijtihad; Arkoun advocates critical historical 
inquiry; Abu Zayd highlights contextual and linguistic interpretation of the Qur'an; 
while An-Na'im focuses on constitutionalism, religious freedom, and human rights. 
Together, their scholarship represents diverse approaches to contemporary Islamic 
reform and continues to influence academic research and public discourse 
worldwide.  
2.3 Development of Islamic Thought in Indonesia  

The development of Islamic thought in Indonesia reflects a dynamic 
interaction between Islamic teachings, local cultures, colonial experiences, and global 
intellectual movements. As the country with the world's largest Muslim population, 
Indonesia has witnessed diverse interpretations of Islam, ranging from traditional 
religious practices to progressive and digital forms of Islamic engagement. 
Indonesian Islamic thought has evolved continuously through educational 
institutions, Islamic organizations, universities, and public intellectuals who have 
sought to address contemporary social, political, and religious challenges.  
2.3.1 Historical Overview  
Traditional Islam  

Traditional Islam in Indonesia developed through the gradual spread of Islam 
between the thirteenth and sixteenth centuries. Islamic teachings were introduced 
mainly by Muslim traders, scholars, and Sufi missionaries who integrated Islamic 
values with local customs and cultural traditions. This process resulted in a 
moderate and accommodative form of Islam that emphasized religious tolerance, 
spirituality, and community harmony.  

Traditional Islamic education has been centered on pesantren (Islamic 
boarding schools), where students study the Qur'an, Hadith, classical Islamic 
jurisprudence (fiqh), and Arabic grammar under the guidance of kyai (religious 
scholars). The largest representative of traditional Islam in Indonesia is Nahdlatul 
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Ulama, established in 1926, which continues to promote the principles of moderation 
(wasatiyyah), tolerance, and respect for local traditions (Fealy, 1998).  
Reformist Islam  

Reformist Islam emerged in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
under the influence of Middle Eastern Islamic reformers such as Jamal al-Din al-
Afghani and Muhammad Abduh. Reformist Muslims called for a return to the 
Qur'an and Sunnah while encouraging the use of ijtihad to address contemporary 
issues.  

In Indonesia, reformist ideas led to the establishment of Muhammadiyah in 
1912 by Ahmad Dahlan. Muhammadiyah emphasized educational reform, social 
welfare, scientific learning, and the purification of Islamic practices from superstition 
and cultural innovations considered inconsistent with Islamic teachings.  

According to Ricklefs (2008), reformist Islam significantly transformed Islamic 
education and social institutions by promoting rational thinking, modern schools, 
and public health services.  
Modernist Movements  

Modernist Islamic movements sought to reconcile Islamic teachings with 
scientific knowledge, democracy, constitutional governance, and economic 
development. Rather than rejecting modernity, modernists argued that Islam 
encourages intellectual inquiry, education, and social progress.  

Throughout the twentieth century, Indonesian universities became important 
centers for modern Islamic scholarship. Muslim intellectuals encouraged dialogue 
between Islamic tradition and Western academic thought while maintaining 
commitment to Islamic ethical values. These movements influenced Islamic higher 
education, public policy, and civil society organizations.  
As Hefner (2000) argues, Indonesia's modernist movement played a major role in 
strengthening democratic values and religious pluralism within Muslim society.  
Neo-modernism  

Neo-modernism emerged during the 1970s and 1980s as a response to both 
conservative traditionalism and rigid modernism. Neo-modernist scholars 
emphasized contextual interpretation of Islamic sources, democracy, religious 
tolerance, and human rights while remaining rooted in Islamic theology.  

Neo-modernists argued that Islam should be understood through its 
universal ethical objectives rather than merely through historical legal rulings. They 
promoted dialogue between Islamic scholarship and contemporary social sciences.  

One of the leading figures of Indonesian neo-modernism was Nurcholish 
Madjid, whose ideas encouraged openness, pluralism, and intellectual renewal in 
Indonesian Islam.  
Progressive Islam  

Progressive Islam developed during the late twentieth and early twenty-first 
centuries, emphasizing social justice, gender equality, democracy, environmental 
ethics, interfaith dialogue, and human rights. Progressive Muslim scholars argue 
that Islamic teachings support justice (adl), compassion (rahmah), and public welfare 
(maslahah).  
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Progressive Islamic thinkers advocate contextual ijtihad and encourage 
Muslims to respond constructively to globalization, technological development, and 
social diversity while remaining faithful to the Qur'an and Sunnah.  

According to Barton (1997), Indonesia has become one of the world's leading 
centers of progressive Islamic thought because of its vibrant civil society and 
democratic institutions.  
Digital Islam  

The rapid development of digital technology has transformed the production 
and dissemination of Islamic knowledge in Indonesia. Today, religious education is 
increasingly delivered through social media platforms, online lectures, podcasts, 
YouTube channels, and mobile applications.  

Digital Islam has expanded access to Islamic learning while also creating new 
challenges, including misinformation, religious polarization, and the spread of 
extremist interpretations. Consequently, Indonesian scholars and Islamic 
organizations have emphasized the importance of digital literacy and responsible 
religious communication.  

According to Lim (2022), digital platforms have become important spaces 
where Indonesian Muslims negotiate religious authority and contemporary Islamic 
identity.  
2.3.2 Important Indonesian Scholars  
Nurcholish Madjid (1939–2005)  

Nurcholish Madjid was one of Indonesia's most influential Muslim 
intellectuals and a leading advocate of neo-modernism. He argued that Islam is 
compatible with democracy, pluralism, and modern civilization. His famous slogan, 
"Islam Yes, Islamic Party No," emphasized that Islamic values should guide society 
without requiring exclusive political parties based on religion.  

Madjid promoted ijtihad, educational reform, religious tolerance, and critical 
engagement with both Islamic tradition and modern knowledge. According to 
Madjid (1998), Islamic renewal requires intellectual openness while preserving the 
essential moral teachings of Islam.  
Abdurrahman Wahid (1940–2009)  

Abdurrahman Wahid, commonly known as Gus Dur, was an Islamic scholar, 
democracy activist, and Indonesia's fourth president. As leader of Nahdlatul Ulama, 
he promoted religious moderation, pluralism, minority rights, and peaceful 
coexistence among different religious communities.  

Wahid argued that Islamic values support democracy, human dignity, and 
social justice. His inclusive approach has significantly influenced contemporary 
Indonesian Islam and interfaith relations.  
Ahmad Syafii Maarif (1935–2022)  

Ahmad Syafii Maarif served as Chairman of Muhammadiyah and became one 
of Indonesia's leading voices for moderate Islam. He emphasized ethical leadership, 
national unity, education, and anti-corruption initiatives.  
Maarif argued that Islam should contribute positively to democracy, human rights, 
and peaceful coexistence rather than political conflict. His writings continue to 
influence discussions on Islam and Indonesian nationalism.  
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Azyumardi Azra (1955–2022)  
Azyumardi Azra was internationally recognized for his research on the 

history of Islam in Southeast Asia and global Islamic intellectual networks. His 
scholarship demonstrated that Indonesian Islam developed through extensive 
connections with scholars in the Middle East while maintaining unique local 
characteristics.  

Azra emphasized moderation (wasatiyyah), educational reform, and 
international scholarly cooperation. His work has strengthened global recognition of 
Indonesian Islam as a model of religious moderation.  
Quraish Shihab (1944–Present)  

Quraish Shihab is one of Indonesia's foremost Qur'anic scholars and 
commentators. Through his influential Qur'anic exegesis, Tafsir Al-Misbah, he 
promotes contextual interpretation that connects Qur'anic teachings with 
contemporary social issues.  

Shihab emphasizes moderation, compassion, family values, and interreligious 
harmony. His lectures, books, and television programs have made Qur'anic 
scholarship accessible to a broad public while encouraging balanced and contextual 
understanding of Islam.  

The development of Islamic thought in Indonesia demonstrates a continuous 
process of intellectual renewal shaped by historical experience, educational reform, 
and engagement with modern global challenges. From traditional Islam and 
reformist movements to neomodernism, progressive Islam, and Digital Islam, 
Indonesian Muslim scholars have consistently sought to harmonize Islamic 
teachings with democracy, social justice, education, and technological change. The 
contributions of Nurcholish Madjid, Abdurrahman Wahid, Ahmad Syafii Maarif, 
Azyumardi Azra, and Quraish Shihab have established Indonesia as one of the 
world's leading centers of contemporary Islamic thought.  
 
METHOD 

This study adopts a qualitative research approach to explore the development 
of contemporary Islamic thought, with particular attention to its evolution in 
Indonesia. Qualitative research is appropriate because it seeks to understand ideas, 
concepts, interpretations, and historical developments through the analysis of 
textual and documentary sources rather than numerical data. It enables researchers 
to examine the perspectives of prominent Islamic scholars and identify recurring 
themes within Islamic intellectual discourse (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  
The research employs several complementary methods, namely library research, 
historical analysis, content analysis, and comparative analysis, to provide a 
comprehensive understanding of the subject.  

Qualitative research focuses on interpreting meanings, concepts, beliefs, and 
social phenomena through systematic examination of non-numerical data. In this 
study, the qualitative approach is used to investigate how contemporary Islamic 
thought has developed and how leading Muslim scholars have interpreted Islamic 
teachings in response to modern challenges.  

This approach allows the researcher to examine philosophical ideas, religious 
interpretations, historical developments, and scholarly debates without relying on 
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statistical analysis. According to Creswell and Poth (2018), qualitative research is 
particularly suitable for studies that aim to understand complex social and 
intellectual phenomena within their historical and cultural contexts.  

The primary research method employed is library research, which involves 
collecting and analyzing information from published academic sources. Library 
research provides a systematic means of examining books, peer-reviewed journal 
articles, classical Islamic literature, official publications, and other scholarly 
materials relevant to contemporary Islamic thought.  

Through library research, this study reviews the works of influential Muslim 
scholars, including Fazlur Rahman, Muhammad Arkoun, Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, 
Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na'im, Nurcholish Madjid, Abdurrahman Wahid, Ahmad 
Syafii Maarif, Azyumardi Azra, and Quraish Shihab. Their writings provide 
valuable insights into Islamic reform, ijtihad, modernity, democracy, and religious 
pluralism.  

George (2008) explains that library research enables researchers to build 
theoretical understanding through careful examination and synthesis of existing 
literature.  

Historical analysis is used to examine the evolution of Islamic thought over 
time, particularly the development of Islamic intellectual traditions in Indonesia. 
This method investigates historical events, religious movements, educational 
reforms, and the contributions of Muslim scholars to understand how Islamic 
thought has responded to changing political, social, and cultural circumstances.  

The historical approach helps explain the emergence of traditional Islam, 
reformist movements, neo-modernism, progressive Islam, and Digital Islam within 
the Indonesian context. By examining historical developments, the study identifies 
the continuity and transformation of Islamic ideas across different historical periods.  

According to Tosh (2015), historical analysis enables researchers to 
understand present intellectual developments by examining their historical origins 
and contexts.  

Content analysis is employed to systematically examine the ideas presented 
in books, journal articles, speeches, policy documents, and classical Islamic texts. 
This method allows the researcher to identify recurring themes, concepts, and 
patterns within Islamic intellectual discourse.  

In this research, content analysis focuses on concepts such as tajdid (renewal), 
ijtihad, modernity, democracy, human rights, religious pluralism, and moderation. 
The analysis compares how different scholars interpret these concepts and how their 
interpretations contribute to contemporary Islamic thought.  

Krippendorff (2019) defines content analysis as a systematic technique for 
making valid and reliable interpretations from textual data.  

Comparative analysis is used to compare the ideas and methodologies of 
various Muslim scholars from both international and Indonesian contexts. The 
purpose is to identify similarities, differences, strengths, and distinctive 
contributions within contemporary Islamic thought.  

For example, the study compares Fazlur Rahman's ethical interpretation of 
the Qur'an with Muhammad Arkoun's critical historical approach, Nasr Hamid Abu 
Zayd's contextual hermeneutics, and Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na'im's emphasis on 
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constitutionalism and human rights. Similarly, the perspectives of Indonesian 
scholars such as Nurcholish Madjid, Abdurrahman Wahid, Ahmad Syafii Maarif, 
Azyumardi Azra, and Quraish Shihab are compared to understand the unique 
characteristics of Indonesian Islamic thought.  

Comparative analysis enables a broader understanding of the diversity and 
development of Islamic intellectual traditions. The study relies on both primary and 
secondary sources to ensure a comprehensive and balanced analysis. Primary 
sources consist of original scholarly works and foundational Islamic literature 
directly relevant to the research topic. Books written by prominent Muslim scholars 
provide the principal theoretical framework for the study. These include works by 
Fazlur Rahman, Muhammad Arkoun, Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, Abdullahi Ahmed 
An-Na'im, Nurcholish Madjid, Azyumardi Azra, and Quraish Shihab. These texts 
offer firsthand explanations of Islamic reform, ijtihad, Qur'anic interpretation, and 
contemporary Islamic thought. Peer-reviewed academic journal articles provide 
current scholarly discussions, critical analyses, and recent developments in the study 
of contemporary Islam. These articles help strengthen the theoretical foundation of 
the research by presenting diverse academic perspectives and updated findings.  
Classical Islamic Literature  

Classical Islamic sources form the theological and legal foundation of the 
study. These include the Qur'an, the Hadith, classical works of tafsir (Qur'anic 
exegesis), fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence), and usul al-fiqh (principles of Islamic law). 
These texts provide the historical basis for understanding how contemporary 
scholars reinterpret Islamic teachings.  
3.2.2 Secondary Sources  

Secondary sources supplement the primary materials by providing contextual 
information, policy perspectives, and additional scholarly analysis.  
Government Reports  

Government publications, particularly those related to religious affairs, 
education, and national development, provide important information regarding the 
role of Islam in Indonesian society and contemporary public policy. These reports 
help explain the institutional context within which Islamic thought develops.  
Think Tank Publications  

Reports published by reputable research institutions and think tanks offer 
policy analysis and expert perspectives on issues such as religious moderation, 
democracy, education, globalization, and interfaith relations. These publications 
contribute to a broader understanding of contemporary Islamic discourse.  

This study employs a qualitative research design supported by library 
research, historical analysis, content analysis, and comparative analysis to examine 
contemporary Islamic thought and its development in Indonesia. By utilizing a 
combination of primary and secondary sources, the research aims to provide a 
comprehensive, balanced, and academically rigorous analysis of the evolution of 
Islamic intellectual traditions and the contributions of leading Muslim scholars.  
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4. Contemporary Islamic Thought in Indonesia  
4.1 Intellectual Transformation  
4.1.1 Islamic Reform  

Contemporary Islamic thought in Indonesia has been deeply influenced by 
reformist movements that emerged during the late nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. Reformists sought to reconcile Islamic teachings with modern knowledge, 
science, and democratic governance while maintaining the core principles of Islam. 
Organizations such as Muhammadiyah and Nahdlatul Ulama have played central 
roles in shaping Indonesia's moderate Islamic discourse. Muhammadiyah has 
emphasized educational reform, rational thinking, and social welfare, while 
Nahdlatul Ulama has promoted traditional Islamic scholarship alongside tolerance 
and pluralism (Azra, 2006; Hefner, 2000).  

Islamic reform in Indonesia differs from reform movements in many Muslim-
majority countries because it developed within a pluralistic society and democratic 
political system. Rather than advocating for an Islamic state, many Indonesian 
Muslim intellectuals have supported the compatibility of Islam with democracy, 
constitutional government, and religious diversity (Hefner, 2000).  
4.1.2 Educational Institutions  

Educational institutions have become the backbone of Islamic intellectual 
transformation. Islamic schools (madrasahs), pesantren (Islamic boarding schools), 
and Islamic universities have expanded significantly since Indonesia's 
independence.  

Government support through the Ministry of Religious Affairs has improved 
curriculum standards by integrating Islamic sciences with mathematics, science, 
technology, and social sciences. This educational integration has prepared Muslim 
graduates to participate in national development while maintaining their religious 
identity (Azra, 2015).  
4.1.3 Universities  

Islamic higher education has experienced remarkable development through 
institutions such as State Islamic University Syarif Hidayatullah Jakarta, State 
Islamic University Sunan Kalijaga Yogyakarta, and other State Islamic Universities 
(UINs).  

These universities have transformed from institutes focused solely on 
religious studies into comprehensive universities offering medicine, economics, 
engineering, and social sciences alongside Islamic studies. Scholars argue that this 
transformation has encouraged interdisciplinary research and strengthened 
Indonesia's position as a global center of moderate Islamic scholarship (Lukens-Bull, 
2013).  
4.1.4 Pesantren Modernization  

Pesantren remain among Indonesia's oldest educational institutions. 
Traditionally focused on classical Islamic texts (kitab kuning), many pesantren have 
modernized their curricula by introducing science, foreign languages, 
entrepreneurship, and digital literacy.  

Modern pesantren now collaborate with universities, government agencies, 
and international organizations to improve educational quality. This modernization 
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enables graduates to contribute to both religious leadership and professional careers 
while preserving traditional Islamic values (Dhofier, 2011).  
4.2 Islam and Democracy  
4.2.1 Constitutional Democracy  

Indonesia demonstrates that Islam and democracy can coexist successfully. 
Since the democratic transition in 1998, Indonesian Muslims have actively 
participated in democratic institutions while accepting the national ideology of 
Pancasila and the 1945 Constitution.  

Many Muslim scholars argue that Islamic principles such as consultation 
(shura), justice (adl), and public welfare (maslahah) support constitutional 
democracy rather than contradict it (Hefner, 2000).  
4.2.2 Civil Society  

Islamic civil society organizations play an essential role in promoting 
education, healthcare, disaster relief, and community development. Muhammadiyah 
and Nahdlatul Ulama together manage thousands of schools, universities, hospitals, 
and charitable organizations.  

Their activities strengthen democratic participation by encouraging civic 
responsibility and peaceful conflict resolution (Bush, 2009).  
4.2.3 Human Rights  

Contemporary Indonesian Muslim scholars increasingly engage with 
international human rights principles. Many argue that Islam supports human 
dignity, justice, gender equality, and freedom of religion when interpreted through 
contextual approaches.  

Nevertheless, debates continue regarding issues such as women's rights, 
freedom of expression, and minority protections. Progressive Muslim thinkers 
advocate reinterpretation (ijtihad) to address contemporary social challenges while 
remaining faithful to Islamic teachings (An-Na'im, 2008).  
4.2.4 Political Participation  
Political participation among Indonesian Muslims occurs through democratic 
elections, political parties, civil society organizations, and community activism.  

Unlike several Muslim-majority countries, Indonesia's democratic system 
accommodates both Islamic and secular political parties. This pluralistic political 
environment has contributed to democratic stability and peaceful transfers of power 
(Mietzner, 2013).  
4.3 Islam and Religious Pluralism  
4.3.1 Tolerance  

Religious tolerance has become a defining characteristic of Indonesian Islam. 
Islamic scholars emphasize the Qur'anic principle that "there is no compulsion in 
religion" (Qur'an 2:256), encouraging peaceful coexistence among followers of 
different faiths.  
Organizations such as Nahdlatul Ulama actively promote moderation (wasatiyyah) 
and reject religious extremism (Azra, 2015).  
4.3.2 Interfaith Dialogue  

Indonesia has developed numerous interfaith dialogue initiatives involving 
Muslims, Christians, Hindus, Buddhists, and Confucians. Universities, religious 
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organizations, and government institutions regularly organize forums that 
encourage mutual understanding and peaceful conflict resolution.  
Interfaith dialogue contributes to national unity and strengthens Indonesia's 
multicultural society (Hefner, 2013).  
4.3.3 Multiculturalism  

Indonesia's national motto, Bhinneka Tunggal Ika ("Unity in Diversity"), 
reflects the country's multicultural identity. Contemporary Islamic thought generally 
supports multicultural citizenship by recognizing ethnic, cultural, and religious 
diversity as part of God's creation.  

Many Muslim intellectuals argue that Islamic ethics encourage cooperation 
across religious boundaries in pursuit of social justice and national development 
(Azra, 2006).  
4.4 Digital Islam  
4.4.1 Social Media  
Digital technology has transformed the dissemination of Islamic knowledge. 
Platforms such as YouTube, Instagram, TikTok, Facebook, and X (formerly Twitter) 
allow scholars and organizations to reach millions of followers.  
Social media has expanded access to religious education but has also increased the 
spread of misinformation, religious polarization, and extremist narratives (Nisa, 
2018).  
4.4.2 Online Fatwas  

Online fatwa services enable Muslims to obtain religious guidance rapidly 
through official websites and mobile applications. Indonesian Islamic organizations 
increasingly provide digital fatwas addressing contemporary issues such as finance, 
health, technology, and environmental ethics.  

While online fatwas improve accessibility, scholars caution that users should 
verify the credibility of religious authorities before relying on online opinions (Bunt, 
2018).  

4.4.3 Islamic Influencers  
Islamic influencers have become important actors in shaping contemporary 

religious discourse, particularly among younger generations. They use digital 
platforms to discuss Qur'anic interpretation, lifestyle, family issues, business ethics, 
and personal spirituality.  

Although many influencers promote moderate Islam, others have been 
criticized for oversimplifying complex theological issues or spreading 
misinformation. Consequently, digital literacy has become increasingly important 
for religious audiences (Nisa, 2018).  
4.4.4 AI and Islamic Education  

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is emerging as a valuable tool in Islamic education. 
AI-powered applications assist students in learning Arabic, Qur'anic memorization, 
Islamic history, and religious research. Universities and pesantren are beginning to 
explore AI for personalized learning, digital libraries, and educational 
administration.  

However, scholars emphasize that AI should complement—not replace—
qualified Islamic scholars. Human expertise remains essential for contextual 
interpretation, ethical reasoning, and issuing authoritative religious judgments. 
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Responsible AI use also requires attention to accuracy, transparency, and ethical 
standards in Islamic education (UNESCO, 2023).  

Contemporary Islamic thought in Indonesia reflects a dynamic interaction 
between Islamic tradition and modern society. Intellectual transformation through 
educational reform, university development, and pesantren modernization has 
strengthened Indonesia's reputation as a center of moderate Islam. Democratic 
participation, constitutional governance, and civil society demonstrate the 
compatibility between Islamic values and democratic institutions. Meanwhile, 
religious pluralism and interfaith dialogue continue to promote social harmony in 
Indonesia's multicultural context. Finally, digital technologies—including social 
media, online fatwas, Islamic influencers, and AI—are reshaping religious education 
and communication, presenting both opportunities and challenges for the future of 
Indonesian Islam.  
5. Hope: Opportunities for Indonesian Islam  
5.1 Moderate Islam  
5.1.1 Introduction  

Indonesia, home to the world's largest Muslim population, has become 
internationally recognized for promoting a moderate and inclusive interpretation of 
Islam. Moderate Islam (Islam Wasatiyyah) emphasizes balance, tolerance, justice, 
and peaceful coexistence while remaining faithful to Islamic principles. This 
approach has contributed significantly to Indonesia's democratic development, 
social harmony, and religious diversity. Two major Islamic organizations—
Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) and Muhammadiyah—have played central roles in 
promoting this vision of Islam (Azra, 2006).  
5.1.2 Role of Nahdlatul Ulama  

Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), founded in 1926, is the world's largest Islamic 
organization, with tens of millions of members across Indonesia. NU promotes 
traditional Sunni Islam while advocating religious moderation (wasatiyyah), 
tolerance, democracy, and peaceful coexistence. The organization supports 
Indonesia's national ideology, Pancasila, as compatible with Islamic values and has 
consistently rejected religious extremism and violent radicalism (Bush, 2009).  

Through thousands of pesantren (Islamic boarding schools), universities, 
healthcare institutions, and social welfare programs, NU contributes significantly to 
education and community development. In recent years, NU has also promoted the 
concept of Humanitarian Islam, encouraging reinterpretations of Islamic 
jurisprudence to address contemporary global challenges, including human rights, 
peacebuilding, and interfaith cooperation (Azra, 2015).  
5.1.3 Role of Muhammadiyah  

Founded in 1912, Muhammadiyah has been one of Indonesia's leading 
reformist Islamic organizations. It emphasizes modern education, rational 
interpretation of Islamic teachings, scientific advancement, and social welfare. 
Muhammadiyah operates thousands of schools, universities, hospitals, and 
charitable institutions, making it one of the country's largest providers of 
educational and healthcare services (Nakamura, 2012).  

Muhammadiyah promotes an understanding of Islam that encourages 
innovation, critical inquiry, and social responsibility. Its educational institutions 
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integrate religious studies with science, technology, engineering, medicine, and 
business education, preparing Muslim students to contribute effectively to national 
development while maintaining strong Islamic values (Hefner, 2009).  
5.2 Democratic Consolidation  
5.2.1 Religious Freedom  

Indonesia's democratic future depends largely on protecting religious 
freedom while maintaining social harmony. The Indonesian Constitution guarantees 
freedom of religion, although practical challenges remain regarding minority 
religious communities and local implementation.  

Moderate Islamic organizations continue to advocate peaceful coexistence, 
respect for religious diversity, and constitutional protections for all citizens 
regardless of their religious background. Strengthening religious freedom remains 
essential for maintaining Indonesia's democratic stability (Hefner, 2000).  
5.2.2 Constitutional Values  

Indonesia's constitutional democracy is founded upon Pancasila, which 
emphasizes belief in God, humanity, national unity, democracy, and social justice. 
Contemporary Indonesian Muslim scholars generally view these constitutional 
principles as compatible with Islamic ethics.  

Rather than pursuing the establishment of an Islamic state, many Muslim 
intellectuals argue that constitutional democracy provides a practical framework for 
realizing Islamic values such as justice (adl), consultation (shura), equality, and 
public welfare (maslahah) (Azra, 2006).  
5.2.3 Public Participation  

Democratic consolidation requires active citizen participation in elections, 
civil society organizations, public debate, and community development. Islamic 
organizations encourage Muslims to engage constructively in democratic 
governance through peaceful political participation rather than confrontation or 
violence.  

Indonesia's experience demonstrates that Islamic values can strengthen 
democratic citizenship by promoting social responsibility, accountability, and ethical 
leadership. Civil society organizations continue to play important roles in voter 
education, disaster relief, poverty reduction, and community empowerment 
(Mietzner, 2013).  
5.3 Islamic Education Reform  
5.3.1 Curriculum Development  

Islamic education reform remains one of Indonesia's greatest opportunities 
for future development. Modern Islamic schools, universities, and pesantren 
increasingly integrate Islamic studies with science, mathematics, information 
technology, economics, and social sciences.  

Curriculum reform aims to produce graduates who possess strong religious 
knowledge alongside professional competence and global competitiveness. 
Government support through the Ministry of Religious Affairs has facilitated 
curriculum modernization while preserving Islamic values (Azra, 2015).  
5.3.2 Critical Thinking  

Contemporary Islamic education increasingly emphasizes critical thinking, 
analytical reasoning, and independent scholarship. Rather than relying solely on 
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memorization, educators encourage students to interpret Islamic texts within their 
historical, social, and ethical contexts.  

Critical thinking enables students to address contemporary issues such as 
environmental sustainability, biotechnology, artificial intelligence, gender equality, 
and digital ethics from informed Islamic perspectives. This educational approach 
strengthens both religious understanding and intellectual creativity (Lukens-Bull, 
2013).  
5.3.3 Integration of Science and Religion  

One distinctive feature of Indonesian Islamic higher education is the 
integration of science and religion. State Islamic Universities (UINs) have expanded 
beyond traditional religious studies to include medicine, engineering, economics, 
environmental science, and information technology.  

This interdisciplinary model rejects the historical separation between religious 
and secular knowledge. Instead, it emphasizes that scientific inquiry and religious 
faith can complement one another in addressing human development and societal 
challenges (Hefner, 2009).  
5.4 Global Leadership  
5.4.1 Indonesia as a Model of Moderate Islam  

Indonesia is increasingly viewed as an international model for moderate 
Islam. As the world's largest Muslim-majority democracy, Indonesia demonstrates 
that Islamic values can coexist with constitutional democracy, religious diversity, 
and economic modernization.  

Many international organizations and Muslim-majority countries have shown 
interest in Indonesia's experience of balancing Islamic identity with democratic 
governance. Indonesian scholars frequently participate in global dialogues on 
religious moderation, peacebuilding, and intercultural understanding (Azra, 2006).  

Indonesia has actively contributed to international peace diplomacy through 
mediation, humanitarian assistance, and interfaith dialogue. Indonesian Islamic 
organizations collaborate with governments, international organizations, and 
religious communities to promote conflict resolution and peaceful coexistence.  
Indonesia's foreign policy emphasizes moderation, dialogue, and multilateral 
cooperation, strengthening its reputation as a bridge between the Muslim world and 
the international community (Hefner, 2013).  
5.4.3 Muslim Democracy  

Indonesia provides one of the strongest examples that democracy can flourish 
within a Muslim-majority society. Since the democratic transition in 1998, Indonesia 
has held regular competitive elections, maintained peaceful transfers of political 
power, and strengthened democratic institutions.  

Although challenges such as corruption, identity politics, and religious 
polarization remain, Indonesia's democratic experience offers valuable lessons for 
other Muslimmajority countries seeking to reconcile Islamic values with democratic 
governance. Continued investment in education, civil society, and constitutional 
institutions will further strengthen Indonesia's position as a global example of 
Muslim democracy (Mietzner, 2013).  

Therefore, Indonesia possesses significant opportunities to strengthen its 
position as a global leader in moderate Islam. The long-standing contributions of 
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Nahdlatul Ulama and Muhammadiyah have demonstrated that Islamic teachings 
can promote tolerance, education, democracy, and social welfare. Continued 
democratic consolidation through constitutional values, religious freedom, and 
active public participation will enhance national stability. Furthermore, reforms in 
Islamic education that encourage critical thinking and integrate science with religion 
will prepare future generations to address contemporary global challenges. By 
combining democratic governance with Islamic moderation and peace diplomacy, 
Indonesia offers an influential model of Muslim democracy that can contribute 
positively to both the Muslim world and the international community.  
6. Threat: Challenges Facing Contemporary Islamic Thought  
6.1 Religious Extremism  

Despite Indonesia's international reputation for promoting moderate Islam, 
contemporary Islamic thought continues to face significant challenges from religious 
extremism. Extremist movements seek to promote rigid interpretations of Islam, 
reject democratic institutions, and in some cases justify violence in the name of 
religion. Although the majority of Indonesian Muslims reject extremist ideologies, 
radical groups have used social, political, and digital platforms to spread their 
messages. Addressing religious extremism requires cooperation among government 
institutions, Islamic organizations, educational institutions, and civil society (Hefner, 
2000).  
6.1.1 Radical Narratives  

Radical narratives often present Islam as being under constant threat from 
external and internal enemies. These narratives encourage exclusive interpretations 
of religion by dividing society into believers and non-believers while rejecting 
Indonesia's pluralistic constitutional framework.  

Extremist groups frequently misuse selected Qur'anic verses and prophetic 
traditions outside their historical and theological contexts to justify intolerance. In 
contrast, mainstream Indonesian organizations such as Nahdlatul Ulama and 
Muhammadiyah advocate contextual interpretation, moderation (wasatiyyah), and 
peaceful coexistence (Azra, 2006).  
6.1.2 Violent Ideology  

Violent extremist ideology represents one of the most serious threats to 
contemporary Islamic thought. Such ideology rejects democratic governance, 
constitutional law, and religious diversity while legitimizing violence against those 
considered ideological opponents.  

Indonesia has experienced several terrorist incidents linked to extremist 
organizations since the early 2000s. Although security measures and community-
based deradicalization programs have significantly reduced terrorist activity, 
scholars emphasize that long-term prevention depends on education, economic 
opportunity, and moderate religious leadership (Jones, 2015).  
6.1.3 Online Recruitment  

The rapid expansion of digital communication has enabled extremist 
organizations to recruit supporters through encrypted messaging applications, 
websites, and social media platforms. Young people are particularly vulnerable 
because of their frequent exposure to online content and limited religious literacy.  
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Extremist groups use professionally produced videos, emotional narratives, 
and simplified religious messages to attract new followers. Consequently, improving 
digital literacy and strengthening credible online Islamic education have become 
essential components of counter-extremism strategies (Bunt, 2018).  
6.2 Political Polarization  
6.2.1 Identity Politics  

Identity politics has become increasingly influential in Indonesian electoral 
competition. Political actors sometimes mobilize religious identity to gain electoral 
support, creating divisions among citizens based on religious affiliation rather than 
policy preferences.  

Although religion has always played an important role in Indonesian public 
life, excessive politicization of Islam risks weakening national unity and democratic 
institutions. Scholars argue that democratic competition should emphasize 
governance, social justice, and economic development rather than religious 
polarization (Mietzner, 2013).  
6.2.2 Electoral Islam  

The growing influence of Islamic symbols and religious rhetoric during 
elections has led to the phenomenon often described as "electoral Islam." Candidates 
frequently seek endorsements from religious leaders or emphasize Islamic identity 
to appeal to Muslim voters.  

While religious participation in politics is legitimate within democratic 
systems, concerns arise when religious authority is exploited for political purposes 
or when electoral campaigns encourage intolerance toward political opponents 
(Hefner, 2000).  
6.2.3 Sectarianism  

Sectarianism threatens Indonesia's long-standing tradition of religious 
moderation by increasing hostility between different religious and Islamic 
communities. Differences in theological interpretation, jurisprudence, and political 
orientation can become sources of social conflict when manipulated by extremist 
actors.  

Maintaining interfaith dialogue, constitutional protections, and civic 
education remains essential for preventing sectarian tensions and strengthening 
Indonesia's multicultural democracy (Azra, 2015). 6.3 Globalization  
6.3.1 Consumerism  

Globalization has accelerated economic growth and technological 
development in Indonesia but has also encouraged consumer-oriented lifestyles. 
Some Muslim scholars express concern that excessive materialism may weaken 
spiritual values, social responsibility, and ethical behavior.  

Contemporary Islamic thought increasingly addresses issues of ethical 
consumption, environmental sustainability, and responsible economic development 
by emphasizing Islamic principles of moderation, justice, and social welfare (Nasr, 
2002).  
6.3.2 Western Secularism  

Global intellectual exchange has introduced various secular philosophies into 
Indonesian society. While secular approaches contribute to scientific advancement 
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and democratic governance, some Muslim intellectuals express concern that extreme 
forms of secularism may marginalize religion from public life.  

Many Indonesian scholars advocate a balanced approach in which religious 
values continue to contribute to ethical decision-making while respecting 
constitutional democracy and religious diversity (An-Na'im, 2008).  
6.3.3 Cultural Homogenization  

Global media, entertainment, and digital communication have increased 
cultural interaction but also contributed to cultural homogenization. Younger 
generations are increasingly influenced by global popular culture, which may 
weaken appreciation for local religious traditions and Indonesian cultural heritage.  

Islamic educational institutions therefore seek to preserve local wisdom while 
remaining open to beneficial global knowledge and innovation (Azra, 2006).  
6.4 Digital Disinformation  
6.4.1 Religious Misinformation  

The widespread use of social media has increased the circulation of inaccurate 
religious information. Unverified interpretations of Qur'anic verses, fabricated 
prophetic traditions (hadith), and misleading religious advice often spread rapidly 
across digital platforms.  

Such misinformation may confuse religious audiences and undermine the 
authority of qualified Islamic scholars. Promoting media literacy and encouraging 
verification from credible religious institutions are therefore increasingly important 
(Bunt, 2018).  
6.4.2 Fake Fatwas  

Digital platforms have made it easier for unauthorized individuals to issue 
so-called "fatwas" without recognized scholarly qualifications. Fake fatwas may 
present extremist interpretations, incorrect legal opinions, or politically motivated 
religious rulings.  

Islamic organizations and official religious institutions encourage Muslims to 
consult qualified scholars and recognized fatwa councils before accepting online 
religious guidance (Bunt, 2018).  
Hate Speech  

Hate speech targeting religious communities has become one of the major 
challenges of Indonesia's digital environment. Social media algorithms may amplify 
inflammatory content, contributing to religious polarization and social conflict.  

Government agencies, civil society organizations, and technology companies 
increasingly cooperate to promote responsible digital communication while 
protecting freedom of expression within constitutional limits (Lim, 2017).  
Intellectual Challenges  
Decline of Critical Scholarship  

Some scholars argue that contemporary Islamic education faces a decline in 
critical scholarship due to excessive emphasis on memorization rather than 
analytical reasoning. This trend may reduce the ability of students to engage with 
complex social, ethical, and technological issues from informed Islamic perspectives.  
Strengthening research, interdisciplinary learning, and academic freedom will be 
essential for maintaining Indonesia's tradition of intellectual openness (Lukens-Bull, 
2013).  
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Literalism  
Literalism refers to interpreting religious texts exclusively according to their 

apparent wording without considering historical context, linguistic nuance, or 
broader ethical objectives. Although textual fidelity is important in Islamic 
scholarship, excessive literalism may limit the flexibility needed to address 
contemporary challenges.  

Many Indonesian Muslim scholars advocate contextual interpretation (ijtihad) 
that combines classical scholarship with contemporary knowledge and social 
realities (Hefner, 2009).  
6.5.3 Anti-intellectualism  

Anti-intellectual attitudes represent another challenge for contemporary 
Islamic thought. Distrust of academic scholarship, scientific inquiry, and expert 
knowledge may discourage meaningful engagement with modern issues such as 
biotechnology, artificial intelligence, climate change, and global ethics.  

Indonesia's Islamic universities and pesantren continue to promote 
intellectual inquiry by integrating religious studies with science, technology, 
philosophy, and the humanities. Such efforts help preserve Islam's historical 
tradition of scholarship while preparing future generations for an increasingly 
complex world (Azra, 2015).  

Therefore, contemporary Islamic thought in Indonesia faces a range of 
interconnected challenges, including religious extremism, political polarization, 
globalization, digital disinformation, and intellectual decline. Radical narratives, 
online recruitment, identity politics, and misinformation threaten Indonesia's long-
standing tradition of religious moderation and democratic coexistence. At the same 
time, globalization presents both opportunities and pressures that require thoughtful 
engagement with changing social, cultural, and technological realities. Addressing 
these challenges depends on strengthening moderate Islamic institutions, improving 
educational quality, promoting critical scholarship, enhancing digital literacy, and 
encouraging responsible public participation. By responding to these threats through 
education, dialogue, and democratic values, Indonesia can continue to serve as a 
leading example of moderate and inclusive Islam in the twenty-first century.  
7. Discussion Balancing Hope and Threat in Contemporary Indonesian Islamic 
Thought  

Contemporary Islamic thought in Indonesia stands at a critical crossroads, 
shaped by both significant opportunities and complex challenges. As the world's 
largest Muslimmajority democracy, Indonesia has successfully demonstrated that 
Islamic values can coexist with constitutional democracy, religious pluralism, and 
social diversity. Moderate Islamic organizations, educational institutions, and 
democratic reforms have strengthened Indonesia's reputation as a model of peaceful 
and inclusive Islam. However, this progress is increasingly challenged by religious 
radicalization, political polarization, digital misinformation, and global ideological 
competition.  

The future of Indonesian Islam therefore depends on maintaining a careful 
balance between preserving its moderate traditions and responding effectively to 
emerging domestic and global challenges. This discussion evaluates the 



PASUNDAN SOCIAL SCIENCE DEVELOPMENT 
Vol. 7, No. 1, 2026 
Pp: 1-32 

 

PASCIDEV Page 24 

opportunities and threats facing Indonesian Islam and proposes a balanced 
framework for strengthening its moderate Islamic tradition.  
Hope: Strengths of Contemporary Indonesian Islam  
Democratic Islam  

One of Indonesia's greatest achievements is the successful integration of Islam 
with democratic governance. Since the democratic transition following the 
Reformasi era in 1998, Indonesian Muslims have actively participated in 
constitutional politics while generally accepting the principles of democracy, 
elections, and the rule of law.  

Scholars argue that Islamic concepts such as shura (consultation), adl (justice), 
and maslahah (public interest) are compatible with democratic governance. Rather 
than viewing democracy as a Western political system, many Indonesian Muslim 
intellectuals interpret it as consistent with Islamic ethical principles (Hefner, 2000). 
This compatibility has enabled Indonesia to become one of the most stable 
democratic nations in the Muslim world.  
7.1.2 Moderate Islam  

Indonesia's tradition of moderate Islam (Islam Wasatiyyah) provides another 
major source of hope. Organizations such as Nahdlatul Ulama and Muhammadiyah 
have consistently promoted religious tolerance, peaceful coexistence, and civic 
responsibility.  

Their educational institutions, social welfare programs, and religious outreach 
have helped reduce the influence of extremist ideologies while strengthening 
national unity. Moderate Islamic discourse emphasizes compassion, justice, 
dialogue, and respect for Indonesia's multicultural society (Azra, 2006).  
7.1.3 Progressive Scholarship  

Indonesia has become an important center for progressive Islamic 
scholarship. Universities and Islamic research institutions encourage 
interdisciplinary studies that combine Islamic theology with social sciences, 
economics, law, medicine, and technology.  

Progressive Muslim scholars advocate contextual interpretation (ijtihad) that 
enables Islamic teachings to respond to contemporary issues such as human rights, 
environmental sustainability, gender equality, bioethics, and artificial intelligence. 
Such scholarship demonstrates that Islamic intellectual traditions remain dynamic 
and adaptable (Hefner, 2009).  
7.1.4 Educational Reform  

Educational reform continues to strengthen Indonesia's Islamic intellectual 
tradition. Modern pesantren, madrasahs, and State Islamic Universities (UINs) 
increasingly integrate religious education with science, technology, critical thinking, 
entrepreneurship, and digital literacy.  

This educational transformation prepares graduates to contribute both as 
religious leaders and as professionals capable of addressing contemporary national 
and global challenges (Lukens-Bull, 2013).  
7.1.5 International Engagement  

Indonesia has expanded its international influence by promoting religious 
moderation, interfaith dialogue, and peace diplomacy. Indonesian scholars 
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frequently participate in international forums discussing democracy, religious 
tolerance, and conflict resolution.  

As the world's largest Muslim-majority democracy, Indonesia offers an 
alternative model to both religious extremism and authoritarian governance, 
strengthening its position as a respected voice within the global Muslim community 
(Azra, 2015).  
7.2 Threat: Challenges Facing Indonesian Islam  
7.2.1 Radicalization  

Religious radicalization remains one of the most serious threats to Indonesia's 
moderate Islamic tradition. Extremist organizations continue attempting to recruit 
followers by promoting rigid religious interpretations, rejecting democratic 
institutions, and encouraging intolerance toward religious minorities.  
Although Indonesia has successfully reduced terrorist violence through law 
enforcement and community engagement, ideological radicalization continues to 
evolve through online platforms and transnational extremist networks (Jones, 2015).  
7.2.2 Digital Populism  

The rapid growth of digital media has transformed religious communication 
but has also facilitated digital populism. Social media algorithms often prioritize 
emotionally charged content, enabling simplified religious narratives and political 
propaganda to spread more rapidly than nuanced scholarly discussions.  

Digital populism may weaken public trust in established religious institutions 
while empowering charismatic online personalities who lack formal scholarly 
qualifications (Bunt, 2018).  
Religious Commodification  

Religion  has  increasingly  become  commercialized  through 
 digital  platforms, entertainment media, and consumer markets. Islamic 
branding, celebrity preachers, religious merchandise, and online religious services 
have expanded rapidly.  

While commercialization may increase public access to religious knowledge, 
excessive commodification risks reducing religion to a market product rather than a 
source of ethical and spiritual guidance. Scholars caution that commercial incentives 
may encourage sensationalism instead of serious religious scholarship (Fealy & 
White, 2008).  
Political Exploitation  

Political actors occasionally exploit religious identity for electoral advantage. 
Identity politics can intensify social divisions, weaken democratic institutions, and 
undermine national unity by encouraging citizens to prioritize religious affiliation 
over public policy considerations.  

Although religion naturally influences public life, excessive political 
exploitation of Islam risks damaging both democratic governance and religious 
credibility (Mietzner, 2013).  
Global Ideological Competition  

Indonesian Islam increasingly encounters diverse global ideologies through 
globalization and digital communication. Liberal secularism, transnational Islamism, 
religious conservatism, and various political ideologies compete for influence within 
Indonesian society.  
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This ideological competition presents both opportunities for intellectual 
exchange and challenges for maintaining Indonesia's unique tradition of moderate, 
pluralistic Islam. Muslim scholars therefore emphasize the importance of preserving 
Indonesia's religious identity while remaining open to constructive global 
engagement (Hefner, 2009).  
A Balanced Framework for Strengthening Indonesia's Moderate Islamic Tradition  

To sustain Indonesia's position as a model of moderate Islam, a balanced 
framework should integrate educational, political, technological, and international 
strategies. Five key priorities are proposed.  
Strengthening Islamic Education  

Islamic education should continue integrating classical Islamic scholarship 
with modern scientific knowledge, digital literacy, ethics, and critical thinking. 
Universities, pesantren, and madrasahs should encourage interdisciplinary research 
while preserving strong foundations in Qur'anic studies and Islamic jurisprudence.  
Educational reform should prepare students to address contemporary issues such as 
artificial intelligence, environmental sustainability, public health, and global ethics 
from informed Islamic perspectives (Lukens-Bull, 2013).  
Promoting Digital Literacy and Responsible Religious Communication  

Government agencies, Islamic organizations, universities, and technology 
companies should cooperate to improve digital literacy among citizens. Muslims 
should be encouraged to verify religious information through qualified scholars and 
recognized institutions before sharing online content.  

Digital platforms can also be used proactively to promote moderate Islamic 
scholarship, interfaith dialogue, and constructive civic engagement while countering 
extremist propaganda and misinformation (Bunt, 2018).  
Strengthening Democratic Institutions  

Indonesia's democratic institutions should continue protecting constitutional 
rights, religious freedom, judicial independence, and equal political participation. 
Religious organizations should remain active contributors to civil society while 
avoiding excessive partisan political involvement.  
Strong democratic institutions reduce opportunities for political manipulation of 
religion and strengthen national social cohesion (Hefner, 2000).  
Supporting Intellectual Renewal  

Indonesia should continue investing in Islamic research, higher education, 
and scholarly exchange. Encouraging ijtihad (independent reasoning), academic 
freedom, and interdisciplinary scholarship will enable Islamic thought to respond 
effectively to emerging ethical and technological challenges.  
Intellectual renewal also helps preserve Islam's long historical tradition of scientific 
inquiry and philosophical reflection (Azra, 2015).  
Expanding International Cooperation  

Indonesia should strengthen partnerships with international universities, 
religious organizations, and multilateral institutions to promote religious 
moderation, peacebuilding, and intercultural dialogue.  

Sharing Indonesia's experience of democratic Islam through academic 
exchanges, diplomatic initiatives, and educational cooperation can contribute 
positively to global discussions on Islam, democracy, and peaceful coexistence.  
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Therefore, contemporary Indonesian Islam possesses remarkable strengths, 
including democratic governance, moderate religious traditions, educational reform, 
progressive scholarship, and growing international influence. At the same time, it 
faces serious challenges arising from radicalization, digital populism, religious 
commodification, political exploitation, and global ideological competition. These 
opportunities and threats should not be viewed as opposing forces but as 
interconnected realities requiring balanced responses.  

Strengthening Indonesia's moderate Islamic tradition requires sustained 
investment in education, democratic institutions, digital literacy, scholarly research, 
and international cooperation. Moderate organizations such as Nahdlatul Ulama and 
Muhammadiyah will continue to play essential roles in preserving religious 
moderation while adapting Islamic thought to contemporary social, political, and 
technological developments. Through this balanced framework, Indonesia can 
further consolidate its position as a leading model of democratic, inclusive, and 
intellectually vibrant Islam in the twenty-first century.  
CONCLUSION  

This report has examined the development, opportunities, and challenges of 
contemporary Islamic thought in Indonesia within the context of democracy, 
globalization, and digital transformation. The findings demonstrate that Indonesian 
Islam has evolved into a dynamic intellectual tradition that successfully integrates 
Islamic values with constitutional democracy, religious pluralism, educational 
modernization, and technological advancement. Rather than adopting a rigid or 
monolithic interpretation of Islam, Indonesian Muslim scholars and institutions have 
developed approaches that emphasize moderation (wasatiyyah), social justice, 
dialogue, and peaceful coexistence.  

The report further shows that Indonesia's experience is unique among 
Muslim-majority countries because democratic governance and Islamic identity have 
largely developed in complementary rather than conflicting ways. Major Islamic 
organizations such as Nahdlatul Ulama and Muhammadiyah have contributed 
significantly to educational reform, social welfare, civil society, and the promotion of 
religious moderation. At the same time, Indonesia continues to face important 
challenges, including religious extremism, political polarization, digital 
disinformation, globalization, and the need to strengthen critical Islamic scholarship.  

The analysis also highlights the transformative impact of digital technologies 
on religious authority and education. Social media, online fatwas, digital da'wah, 
and Artificial Intelligence (AI) are reshaping the production and dissemination of 
Islamic knowledge. While these developments increase public access to religious 
learning, they also require stronger digital literacy, ethical governance, and scholarly 
oversight to prevent misinformation and radicalization (Bunt, 2018).  
Contributions of the Study  

This report contributes to the understanding of contemporary Indonesian 
Islam in several important ways.  

First, it demonstrates that Islam and democracy are not inherently 
incompatible. Indonesia provides empirical evidence that democratic institutions, 
constitutional governance, and Islamic values can reinforce one another through 
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principles such as justice (adl), consultation (shura), public welfare (maslahah), and 
religious moderation (Hefner, 2000).  

Second, the report emphasizes the central role of education in shaping 
contemporary Islamic thought. The modernization of pesantren, madrasahs, and 
Islamic universities illustrates how educational reform can preserve religious 
authenticity while promoting scientific knowledge, critical thinking, and 
professional competence.  

Third, the study identifies digital transformation as one of the defining 
characteristics of contemporary Islamic discourse. The emergence of digital da'wah, 
Islamic influencers, AI-assisted learning, and online religious education presents 
both opportunities and risks that require careful scholarly attention.  

Finally, the report contributes to broader discussions on global Islam by 
presenting Indonesia as an influential example of moderate, democratic, and 
pluralistic Muslim society. Indonesia's experience offers valuable lessons for other 
Muslim-majority countries seeking to balance religious identity with democratic 
governance and social diversity (Azra, 2006).  
Practical Implications  
The findings have several practical implications for policymakers, educators, 
religious leaders, and civil society organizations.  

For educational institutions, continued curriculum reform should integrate 
Islamic sciences with technology, digital literacy, environmental sustainability, 
ethics, and interdisciplinary research. Universities and pesantren should encourage 
critical thinking while maintaining strong foundations in classical Islamic 
scholarship.  

For government institutions, policies supporting religious freedom, 
democratic participation, and constitutional governance remain essential for 
preserving national unity. Collaboration with moderate Islamic organizations should 
continue in promoting social cohesion and preventing religious extremism.  

For Islamic organizations and religious scholars, expanding credible online 
religious education and improving public digital literacy are increasingly important 
in responding to misinformation, fake fatwas, and extremist narratives. Religious 
authority in the digital era requires both scholarly credibility and effective 
communication through contemporary media platforms.  

For civil society, strengthening interfaith dialogue and community 
engagement can further reinforce Indonesia's multicultural identity while reducing 
religious polarization and social conflict.  
Policy Recommendations  

Based on the findings of this report, several policy recommendations can be 
proposed.  
Strengthen Moderate Islamic Education  

Government agencies and Islamic educational institutions should continue 
modernizing curricula by integrating Islamic studies with science, technology, 
Artificial Intelligence, ethics, and global citizenship education. Investment in teacher 
development and research should remain national priorities.  

Promote Digital Religious Literacy  
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National strategies should improve citizens' ability to evaluate online 
religious information critically. Cooperation among government agencies, 
universities, technology companies, and Islamic organizations is needed to counter 
misinformation, fake fatwas, and extremist digital content.  

Support Research and Intellectual Renewal  
Funding should be increased for interdisciplinary Islamic research addressing 

contemporary issues such as AI ethics, biotechnology, climate change, public health, 
and digital governance. Encouraging ijtihad (independent reasoning) will strengthen 
Indonesia's long-standing intellectual tradition.  

Strengthen Democratic Institutions  
Protecting constitutional rights, religious freedom, judicial independence, and 

inclusive political participation remains fundamental for maintaining Indonesia's 
democratic stability. Political leaders should avoid exploiting religious identity for 
electoral purposes. Expand International Cooperation  

Indonesia should strengthen international academic exchanges, interfaith 
dialogue, and diplomatic initiatives promoting religious moderation and 
peacebuilding. Sharing Indonesia's experience internationally can enhance global 
understanding of democratic Islam and peaceful coexistence.  
Future Research Directions  
Although considerable progress has been made in understanding contemporary 
Indonesian Islam, several important areas require further scholarly investigation.  
Artificial Intelligence and Islam  

Future research should examine how Artificial Intelligence influences Islamic 
education, Qur'anic interpretation, religious authority, and ethical decision-making. 
Studies should also investigate the governance of AI technologies within Islamic 
educational institutions and explore Islamic perspectives on AI ethics.  
Youth Religiosity  

Young Muslims represent the future of Indonesian Islam. Further research 
should investigate how digital technology, globalization, social media, and changing 
cultural values influence youth religious identity, civic participation, and attitudes 
toward democracy and religious pluralism.  
Digital Da'wah  

The rapid growth of online religious communication warrants additional 
study regarding the effectiveness of digital da'wah, the credibility of online religious 
authorities, and the impact of digital platforms on religious learning, community 
formation, and public discourse.  
Islamic Higher Education  

Further comparative research should evaluate curriculum reform, 
interdisciplinary education, research productivity, and graduate outcomes across 
Indonesia's State Islamic Universities (UINs), private Islamic universities, and 
pesantren-based higher education institutions.  
Comparative Studies Between Indonesia and Other Muslim-Majority Countries  

Comparative research examining Indonesia alongside countries such as 
Malaysia, Türkiye, Morocco, Egypt, Pakistan, and Tunisia would provide valuable 
insights into different models of Islamic education, democracy, religious governance, 
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and modernization. Such comparative studies could strengthen global 
understanding of the diversity of contemporary Islamic thought.  

Contemporary Islamic thought in Indonesia reflects an ongoing process of 
intellectual renewal that combines Islamic tradition with democratic governance, 
educational modernization, technological innovation, and global engagement. 
Indonesia's experience demonstrates that Islam can contribute positively to 
constitutional democracy, religious pluralism, and national development without 
abandoning its theological foundations.  

Nevertheless, sustaining this achievement requires continuous efforts to 
strengthen moderate Islamic scholarship, improve educational quality, enhance 
digital literacy, and promote critical intellectual inquiry. Emerging technologies such 
as Artificial Intelligence, expanding digital communication, and increasing global 
interconnectedness present both unprecedented opportunities and complex 
challenges that require thoughtful engagement by scholars, educators, policymakers, 
and religious leaders.  

As the world's largest Muslim-majority democracy, Indonesia is uniquely 
positioned to contribute to global discussions on Islam, democracy, education, 
peacebuilding, and technological ethics. By preserving its tradition of moderation 
while embracing intellectual innovation, Indonesia can continue serving as a leading 
model of inclusive, democratic, and progressive Islam in the twenty-first century.  
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