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Abstract: this paper deals with what is commonly known
as an Indonesian Islam, its characters and challenges. It
defines Indonesian Islam as that which is understood and
practiced in Indonesia. The paper argues that, a particular
context would determine the way Islam is being interpreted
and then expressed. In this way, Indonesian Islam is
different from its Arabic, Persian or Turkish counterparts.
The paper also tries to show that Indonesian Islam
transcends the social and cultural constructs of the Arab
society in which it first emerged. To understand the way
Islam is expressed here is therefore to get rid of those Arab
socio-cultural  limitations. Being unique however,
Indonesian Islam is still related to what happens at the
global scale. Hence, the challenges it faces are the same
challenges faced by its counterparts. This paper tries to
analyze those challenges and how Indonesian Islam deals
with them. Basically, it argues that in dealing with those
challenges posed particularly by the forces of modernity,
Indonesian Islam undertakes two forms of strategy; 1) it
tries to cultivate religious and moral values through
education, and 2) it tries to develop its own religious
discourses in line with its local culture. The first may be
termed axiological while the second epistemological. The
Nahdhadul Ulama (NU) movement may be treated as
representing the first, while the so-called liberal thinkers
represent the second.

Keywords: Indonesian Islam, Nahdlatul Ulama, religious
values.
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! Martin van Bruinessen (ed.), Contemporary Developments in Indonesian Islam (Singapore:
Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2013).
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4 Ann Kull, Modern Interpretation of Islamic History in the Indonesian Context. The case of
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7 On the concept “Neo-Modernism” that was initially proposed by Fazlur-Rahman,
then taken up by a group of Indonesian intellectuals who have been in contact or
Fazlur Rahman's disciplines, see Fazlur Rahman, “Muslim modernism in Indo-
Pakistan sub-Continent,” SOAS, 21 (1958), pp. 98-99; also Navin Ghulam Haider Ali,
“Fazlur Rahman: A Muslim Modernist,” Unpublished PhD Thesis (Pakistan Study
Center, University of Karachi, 2014), p. 103, footnote 28. Concerning the
appropriation of the concept by Indonesian intellectuals including Nurcholish Majid,
see Greg Barton, “The International Context of the emergence of Islamic Neo-
Modernism in Indonesia,” M.C. Ricklefs (ed.), Islam in the Indonesian Social context,
(Melbourne: CSEAS, Monash University, 1991), p.75; Siti Fathimah, “Modernism and
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the Contextualization of Islamic Doctrines: The Reform of Indonesian Islam
Proposed by Nurcholish Majid,” Unpublished MA Thesis (Institute of Islamic Studies,

McGill University, Montreal, Canada, 1999), pp. 95-105.
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12 Alexander R. Arifianto, “Faith, Moral Authority, and Politics: The Making of
‘Progressive Islam’ in Indonesia and Turkey,” Presented at the 2012 Western Political

Science Association (WPSA) Annual Meeting, Portland, OR, Marsitech 22-24, 2012.
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