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Abstract 
The purpose of this study is to demonstrate to what extent the cultivation 
of discourse of Islam Nusantara in Indonesia‘s pesantren.  This is a 
qualitative research. The method of collecting data is through 
documentation. The research finding showed that Pesantrens had proven 
themselves to be the fortress of cultural Islam. They have maintained the 
moderate face of Indonesian Islam. Their flexibility has shown as useful 
when Islamic education is the concern. However, the use of media as the 
source of Islamic knowledge has a certain degree that becomes the vehicle 
by which radical Muslims spread propaganda and hoaxes. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This study aims to demonstrate to what extent the cultivation of the 

discourse of Islam Nusantara in Indonesia‗s pesantrens (Islamic traditional 

boarding schools) can hinder the growing of Islamic radicalisation. In a 

nutshell, Indonesia has witnessed the rise and the spread of radical Islam 

(Sakai & Fauzia, 2014). Besides nurturing its members through various 

organizations (Fox, 2004; Tan, 2011), the spread of  radical Islam 

undertakes the optimization of media, either offline and online (Dearden, 

2017; Mujiburrahman, 2007; Muzakki, 2014; Noor, 2013; Springer, 

Regens, & Edger, 2009; Varisco, 2010). Included in this optimization is 

the dissemination of hoaxes. Surely, the ‗turn back hoax‗ movement (see 

Dahono, 2016) is insufficient if long-term objectives are the concern. One 

out of many alternatives I propose here is the cultivation of Islam 

Nusantara in Islamic education, specifically in pesantrens. Beside capable 

of encouraging the contextualization of Islamic thinking, the cultivation of 
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Islam Nusantara in pesantrens could strengthen the instrumental role of 

pesantrens as the fortress of Indonesian ‗Islam with the smiling face‗ (see 

Abdul & Zakaria, 2010; Azra, 1999; Bizawie, 2016b; Lukens-Bull, 2013; 

Musa, 2014; Tim Penulis JNM, 2015). 

The discussion will be begun by the articulation of the interplay 

between media and the growing of Islamic radicalisation. It will be 

followed by the discussion about the campaign of Islam Nusantara in 

relation to Nahdlatul Ulama (The Awakening of Islamic Scholars—NU) 

and the re-identification of Indonesian cultural Islam. Afterwards, I will 

investigate the role of pesantrens in the context of Indonesian Islam. 

Aligned with this is the examination of whether or not pesantrens are still 

the fortresses of Indonesian Islam. Resumed from this is the contestation 

about how the cultivation of Islam Nusantara in pesantrens could de-

radicalize Indonesian Muslims. Finally, I will draw some conclusions. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Religiosity and Media: The Rise of Radical Islam? 

Briefly, religiosity is a religious commitment (Hassan, 2007). It appears 

that religiosity has been, and will always be, the instrumental role of 

Indonesian people‗s lives (see A‗la, 2014). The reasons are as follow. First, 

Indonesian people are obliged to submit to one religion. Although 

Indonesia only recognizes six official religions, this does not necessarily 

mean that Indonesian people cannot subscribe to religion outside the six. 

Alongside these six official religions, Indonesia also acknowledges around 

245 kepercayaan (beliefs) (see Tarsono, 2015). Even though religion is 

sometimes understood as a private concern, Indonesian people are 

encouraged, if not required, to declare their religions in their citizen cards 

(Direktorat Jenderal Kependudukan dan Pencatatan Sipil, 2013). Second, 

the first principles of Pancasila, Indonesia‗s ideology, explicitly emphasizes 

the recognition, if not obligation, to belief in God. Third, the idea that 

Indonesia‗s independence was not solely achieved by people‗s struggle, 

but most importantly, by the help of God (The Constitutional Court of 

the Republic of Indonesia, 2015). Fourth, the insistence of religiosity can 
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also be traced in the slogan of Bhinneka Tunggal Ika (unity in diversity). 

Before this notion is widely used to embrace the diverse society of 

Indonesia, this notion was addressed by Mpu Tantular to reconcile the 

members of Hindu and Buddha (Memory of Majapahit, 2007). It can be 

argued that rather than perceived as a secular country (see al-Amin, 2012; 

Azra, 2004; Ba‗asyir, 2006), Indonesia is better understood as a religious 

country (Mas‗udi, 2016; Ramage, 1995; Saeed, 1999; Syamsudin, 2016). 

When comes to Islam, religiosity is even more emphasized. Firstly, 

Islam requires Muslims to implement Islamic norms and principles 

wholeheartedly1 (kaffah) (Quran, n.d.). Secondly, Islam itself rules the life 

of Muslims in every aspect.2 Thirdly, the insistence of akhlak karimah 

(noble attitude or virtue), as a product or expression of religiosity, with the 

prophet as the perfect example, can be found in Hadith3 (Sunnah, n.d.). 

This is also cultivated in Islamic educational institutions; legitimized by 

the authority. For instance, the aims of education, mentioned in the latest 

National Curriculum, is to produce a student who is religious and 

nationalist (Departemen Agama, 2003; see also Kurniasih & Sani, 2014; 

Parker, 2016). Drawing on this findings, it is not surprising to find how 

atheism is perceived as such disease (Osman, 2012). Consequently, atheist 

people are viewed as less kind, as well as Muslims who are not fully 

practicing Islam, known as Muslim abangan‗. 

Indonesian Muslims are commonly religious (Hassan, 2007). For 

Azra (1999), the increasing trend of religiosity was provoked by the wave 

of santrinization when pesantrens moved from villages to cities. This was 

accelerated by the modernization of Islamic education when Sekolah 

Islam was founded (see Zuhdi, 2006). Notwithstanding this, the increasing 

interest in religiosity is also influenced by the accelerative growth of 

technology which has provided Muslims a various media, either offline or 

                                                             
1 QS 2: 208 
2 It can be seen by how fiqh (Islamic law and jurisprudence) is composed of 

numerous rules concerning ubudiyah (worship), muamalah (socio-economics affairs), 
munakah (marriage), and siyasah (politic and war). 

3 Narrated by Bukhari, the Prophet said, ―I was sent but to perfect good 
manners.‖ 
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online, to learn Islam (Azra, 2005; Sakai & Fauzia, 2014). Almost all  TV 

stations have their Islamic teaching shows. Numerous Islamic books are 

published. This is not to underrate the role of Islamic magazine and 

pamphlets. When gadgets are sold intensively, and the internet is far more 

reachable, the internet becomes another important source of learning 

Islam. What is more is when social media is widely used. 

Until recently, 85% of 259.1 million Indonesian citizens have a cell 

phone in which 43% of them are smartphones (Balea, 2016). Internet 

users are perceived to number 100 million users (eMarketer, 2016b). 

Mobile web traffic has reached 79% (Balea, 2016; Loras, 2016) with 

Facebook names to be the most popular social media website (eMarketer, 

2016a). Since 70% of Facebook users also use Instagram (eMarketer, 

2016a), it can be argued that internet users in Indonesia typically use more 

than one social media. Follows from this is three conditions. Firstly, some 

Islamic organizations and Islamic schools force themselves to expand 

their public services by having social media accounts (Hendroyono, 2004; 

Ritchey & Muchtar, 2000). Even some kiais and their teachings can now 

be found in their social media accounts. Secondly, the internet and 

particularly social media have made it easier for people to post or to 

spread anything regardless of the reliability of the content and the impact 

it will provoke (Abbott, 2011; Gregerson, 2012; Hamayotsu, 2013; Lim, 

2013a; Loras, 2016; Varisco, 2010). When comes to the learning of Islam 

on the internet, a lack of guidance and less reliable content are threatening 

to mislead Muslims in understanding Islam (see Lim, 2013b). It is perhaps 

exacerbated by the third condition which is the assumption that radical 

Muslims are more capable of optimizing media in comparison to the 

moderate ones (BBC Worldwide Limited, 2016; Lim, 2005). 

In a nutshell, radical Muslims can be indicated by three 

characteristics. First is that they hold a literal understanding of Islamic 

scriptural sources and historical narratives (Azra, 2005; Gillespie, 2007; 

Rahman, 1980; Sonn, 1991; van Bruinessen, 2013). Second is that they 

promote the establishment of a caliphate and Islamic Sharia (al-Amin, 

2012; Ba‗asyir, 2006; Ngelow, n.d.; M. N. M. Osman, 2010; Tan, 2011). 
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Third is that they are doubtless in performing violence in the name of 

jihad (Al-Qurthuby, 2015; Jati, 2013; Springer et al., 2009). Islamic 

organizations which are described as having radical expression of Islam 

are the likes of Islamic Defender Front (Front Pembela Islam—FPI), 

Hizbut Tahrir Indonesia (Liberation Party of Indonesia—HTI), and 

Jamaah Islamiyah (Islamic Congregation—JI) (al-Amin, 2012; Ba‗asyir, 

2006; Temby, 2010; Wildan, 2013; Woodward et al., 2014). However, my 

research on the nature of these three indicates that neither of them has all 

characteristic. In most cases, they only hold two out of three features 

described. For instance, HTI is confident in campaigning its conception 

of the caliphate, but it insists the need to avoid violence (al-Amin, 2012). 

Besides organizing various organizations, media is arguably the 

instrumental role of their campaigns (Azra, 2004; Fox, 2004; 

Mujiburrahman, 2007; Muzakki, 2014; Springer et al., 2009).  Before it 

turns to the optimization of the internet and social media, Islamic 

radicalisation was evident in the spreading of free Islamic pamphlets (Fox, 

2004; Lukens-Bull, 2013; Muzakki, 2014; Osman, 2010). The huge role of 

media in spreading propaganda is acknowledged by ISIS which states that 

the propaganda spread out by the media is more impactful than suicide 

bombings (Dearden, 2017). 

If it is the case that radical Muslims are more capable of 

optimizing media to spread propaganda, then in the Indonesian context, 

they are far more threatening to Islamic radicalisation for following 

reasons. First is it seems that they are doubtless in spreading hoaxes as 

long as their goals are about to be achieved (Amelia, 2016; Berita Satu, 

2017; Fathoni, 2016; Zulfa & Alhafiz, 2016). Hence, hoaxes could 

endanger social cohesion. Second is the active participation in social 

media and the use of the internet as the utmost source of Islamic 

teachings are seemingly not equipped with a sufficient basic understanding 

of Islam (see Fealy, 2004). This is exacerbated by the fact that Indonesian 

Muslims are less critical (Madjid, 2003) and that Indonesia is the second 

latest less literate country (Gunawan, 2016; Miller & McKenna, 2016). 

Consequently, Indonesian Muslims are vulnerable to be manipulated and 
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radicalized. The horizontal conflict which interplays with the Jakarta‗s 

governor election can be used as an example (Fealy, 2016; Ropi, 2016). 

This was also partly influenced, I suspect, by the similarity between radical 

Muslims with the moderate conservative Muslims in the sense that they 

share a literal approach in interpreting Islam (van Bruinessen, 2013). With 

such a situation, Sakai and Fauzia (2014) argue that the percentage of 

radical Muslims has increased up to 20%. To counteract the trend, NU 

initiates a campaign known as Islam Nusantara. 

 

Nahdlatul Ulama and Islam Nusantara 

Claiming for more than 88 million members4, NU is the biggest Islamic 

organization in Indonesia and presumably in the world (see Manshur, 

2014; Van Bruinessen, 2013). Nowadays, NU has nearly 40.000 branches, 

18 institutes, and numerous autonomous sub-organizations (see Anom & 

Fathoni, 2016; NU Online, 2015). NU holds a traditional Sunni Islam. It 

is proud to be characterized as tawassuth (moderate), tawazzun (fair and 

balanced), and tasammuh (tolerant)(Bizawie, 2016b; Tim Penulis JNM, 

2015). Grounded upon the huge network of Muslim intellectuals (kiais) 

and their santris (students), NU was founded by Hasyim Asyari the 

hadratus syaikh (grand teacher). Its embryo was evident in the 

establishment of Taswirul Afkar (the Portrait of Thought) back in 1914. 

Before it came to the final form of Nahdlatul Ulama, it has undergone 

two transformations (Siroj, 2016). Despite the fact that NU was partly 

structured as the response of the establishment of Muhammadiyah and 

the coming of Wahhabism to Indonesia, the aims of this organization are 

to establish a democratic society which constitutes justice, the protection 

of human rights, the encouragement of flourishing life, and prosperity 

(Fatoni, 2016). 

                                                             
4 The exact number of NU‘s members is hard to be traced (see Manshur, 2014). 

This estimation is based on my own analysis. In Balea (2016), Indonesian population 
reaches 259.1 million people. Around 81% of them are Muslims (Manshur, 2014; 
Raihani, 2014). Therefore, Indonesian Muslims are approximately 209.9 million people. 
In Van Bruinessen (2013), NU possesses 42% of Indonesian Muslim population, 
therefore, NU‘s members are about 88.15 million people. 
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Since its early establishment, NU has proven itself as supportive to 

Indonesia‗s ideology and therefore Indonesia‗s governmental system 

(Mas‗udi, 2016; Wahid, 2006, 2016a). According to Abdurrahman Wahid 

(Gus Dur), the hadratus syaikh was determinant in succeeding Pancasila as 

Indonesia‗s ideology (Wahid, 2016b). This alone indicates NU‗s 

philosophical standpoint vis-à-vis radical Islam. For radical Islam, 

Pancasila disrupts the core value of Islam. Hence Indonesia‗s 

governmental system is viewed as infidel system (Ba‗asyir, 2006). Enacting 

caliphate, furthermore, is believed to be a liberation struggle (al-Amin, 

2012; Osman, 2010). For NU, Pancasila walks hand in hand with Islamic 

values and principles. Indonesia‗s governmental system, moreover, is 

believed to be based on consensus yet consensus is accommodated in 

Islam (see Syamsudin, 2016). With this in mind, Bhinneka Tunggal Ika 

(unity in diversity) appears to be in accordance with the spirit of Medina 

Charter in the time of the Prophet. Even though NU is acknowledged as 

expressing traditional Islam, and that some of its members are 

conservatives, the accommodation to Indonesian culture and the 

acceptance of Indonesia‗s ideology and governmental system seem to 

prove that the contextualization of Islamic  thinking did, and does still, 

occur. With this philosophical standpoints, NU has helped Indonesian 

Muslims develop a dialogue between Islam and democracy; Islam and 

nationalism (see Musa, 2014). 

The identity of NU, needless to say, cannot be separated from the 

historical narrative of Wali Songo (nine saints) and Jawi (Javanese) 

community in Mecca in 16th and 17th century, respectively (Azra, 1992; 

Bizawie, 2016b; Muhammad, 2012; Tim Penulis JNM, 2015). Therefore, 

when NU released the campaign of Islam Nusantara in its 33rd muktamar 

(conference) in 2015, it recalls the historical narratives of Wali Songo and 

Jawi Community as to justify the campaign as ‗the new package of the old 

conception‗. However, Islam Nusantara is sometimes suspected as merely 

a chauvinistic expression of Islam (Affan, 2016; Fachrudin, 2016). Despite 

capable of disrupting the universality of Islamic values and principles, this 

campaign was also perceived as the conspiracy of secular and liberal 
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Muslims to destroy the very principle of Islamic orthodoxy (Fatoni, 2016; 

Penebar Cahaya Islam, 2016). For Fachrudin (2016), these polemics come 

up as the result of the use of the notion of Nusantara‗. NU remains 

unclear, Fachrudin argues, with its intention to use the word either as a 

cultural entity or merely geographical location. Other than that, this is also 

problematic for it forces NU to embrace all kinds of Islam that grow in 

Indonesia included the radical ones. That is if it can be accepted that 

irrespective of the fact that the mainstream Indonesian Muslims are 

moderate, the minor radical Muslims are also home-grown (see Fealy, 

2004). 

Nonetheless, Islam Nusantara presents a clear opposition toward 

radical Islam. This can be indicated by how the idea of Islam Nusantara 

contradict Wahhabism version of the pure Islam (Affan, 2016; see Azra, 

2016; Bizawie, 2016a). IslamNusantara is perceived as the series of a 

footnote of Gus Dur‗s idea of Pribumisasi Islam‗ (the Indigenisation of 

Islam) (Bizawie, 2016a, 2016b; Fatoni, 2016; Ghazali, 2016; Muhadjir, 

2016; Staquf, 2016; Tim Penulis JNM, 2015). Islam Nusantara is often 

defined as Islam in, and from, Nusantara (Bisri, 2016). The use of the 

word Nusantara‗ seems to emphasize the early preaching of Islam to 

Indonesia in the hand of Wali Songo when the name of Indonesia‗ was 

not yet found. This is not to avoid the claim that the territory of 

Nusantara in the time of Majapahit Kingdom reach as far as Indonesia 

and Malay Peninsula (Tim Penulis JNM, 2015); and even to somewhere in 

Pacific and Madagascar (Evers, 2016). As Islam which is in, and from, 

Nusantara, the campaign of Islam Nusantara displays the accommodation 

of the dialogue between Islamic thinking and Nusantara‗s culture. 

Therefore, Islam was interpreted not as a static value with the Arab origin 

but as something that can walk hand in hand with the culture in which 

Islam was spread and taught (Alawi, 2015; Bagir, 2016; Ghazali, 2016; 

Staquf, 2016; Wahid, 2016b). Accordingly, Islam Nusantara is composed 

of three principles. First is the contextualization of Islamic thinking. 

Second is the acculturation between Islam and local culture. Third is the 

support to Indonesia as a state and its ideology. Therefore, 
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philosophically, the campaign of Islam Nusantara can be adopted in other 

places in the interest of the cultivation of cultural Islam (see Muhadjir, 

2016). 

Drawing on this line, Islam Nusantara champions the moderate 

Islam which is also known as cultural Islam; represented by NU and 

Muhammadiyah (van Bruinessen, 2013). Radical Islam, on the other hand, 

is perceived as political Islam for it believes that Islam needs to be 

manifested in political realm through the enactment of the caliphate (al-

Amin, 2012; Ba‗asyir, 2006; Osman, 2010;  Tan, 2011). Besides 

accommodative to the acculturation between Islamic thinking and culture, 

cultural Muslims believe that Islam does not have to be a political system. 

Islamic values and principles should, first and foremost, be embodied in 

the heart of Muslims, manifested in their socio-cultural lives. However, in 

a matter of content, Islam Nusantara was suspected as merely 

representing NU‗s type of Islam (Fachrudin, 2016). This suspicion comes 

up as the result of how Islam Nusantara is sometimes characterized by the 

core characteristics of NU which are tawassuth (moderate), tawazzun (fair 

and balanced), and tasammuh (tolerant). Although the like of 

Muhammadiyah holds similar gestures of Islam (see PP-Muhammadiyah, 

2000), the use of this exact notions implicates strong impression that 

Islam Nusantara is only NU‗s agenda. This appears to hinder the 

contribution of moderate Indonesian Muslims who see themselves as not 

affiliated to NU. Two approaches can be taken in this regard. First is the 

re-definition of Islam Nusantara so as to embrace the like of 

Muhammadiyah. This can be undergone by, at least, acknowledging the 

wave of Islamic reformism as part of the diverse identities of Indonesian 

Muslims. This will create several problems, I suspect, but this is beyond 

the discussion. My main focus here is to the second approach, that is, the 

strengthening of cultural Muslims in the fortress of cultural Islam: 

pesantrens. 

 

Pesantrens: the Fortresses of Cultural Islam? 
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Indonesia‗s Islamic education can be of four kinds5: pesantrens 

(traditional Islamic boarding schools), madrasah, Sekolah Islam, and 

Islamic Higher Education. Amidst these four, pesantrens are arguably the 

oldest and the most instrumental (Abdul & Zakaria, 2010; Tan, 2011). 

Historically, pesantrens were commonly located in a restricted area (Azra, 

1999; Azra & Afrianty, 2005; Rosidin, 2012). They have been responsible 

for empowering the poor and the subaltern people (see USAID, 2007). 

Pesantrens adopt the conception of Hindu‗s padepokan which is similar 

to Christian‗s monastery excluding the commitment of celibacy (Geertz, 

1960; Madjid, 2003; Pringle, 2016). The basic compositions of pesantrens 

are kiais, santris, kitab kuning (yellow book), dormitory, and mosque. 

Basic facilities that can be found in pesantrens are shared kitchen and 

bathroom, kiai‗s house, and classrooms (see Pringle, 2016). In pesantrens, 

learning is held 24/7 with self-transformation as the aim. In so doing, 

experiential learning is emphasized. That is to say that the success of 

learning is not measured by how expertise the santris are, but how 

knsowledge they get is implemented in their daily lives (Musa, 2014). 

Pesantrens, therefore, embrace all the verdicts of the philosophy of 

Islamic education which are ta‘dib (nurturing ethics and manner), tarbiyah 

(upbringing or bildung), and ta‘lim (transferring knowledge) (Halstead, 

2004; Nor & Malim, 2014; Waghid, 2014). With this philosophical 

standpoint, pesantrens commonly do not grant any graduation certificates. 

The establishment of pesantrens cannot be separated from the 

maintenance of Sufi brotherhood (Dhofier, 1980; Rosidin, 2012). This is 

because the first kind of Islam which came to Indonesia is Sufism-

influenced Islam (Azra, 1992; Bizawie, 2016b; Hefner, 2012; Howell, 

2001). This can be indicated, firstly, by the use of al- Ghazali‗s works (van 

Bruinessen, 1990; Van Bruinessen, 1994). Al-Ghazali, moreover, was 

                                                             
5 In Tan (2011, 2014), Islamic education is divided into three categories: 

pesantrens, madrasahs, and Sekolah Islam. However, given the instrumentality of Islamic 
Higher Education, I therefore decide to add this as the fourth category of Islamic 
education. The huge role of Islamic Higher Education for Indonesian Muslim society can 
be traced in Azra (2008, 2015), Jackson and Bahrissalim (2007), Kraince (2007), Kull, 
Lukens-Bull (2001), and Nasuhi and Darmanji (2009). 
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known as the founder of Sharia-based Sufism, that is, Sufism which is  

based  on Islamic law and  jurisprudence  (Ansary,  2009). Secondly, the 

notion of Wali‗ in Wali Songo‗.  The idea that a Muslim, through 

devotional Sufi practices, can lift her religious status to be a saint, can only 

be found in Sufi. In this regard, al-Ghazali classifies human beings into 

seven classes. The highest two are the prophet and the saint (Al-Ghazali 

& Faris, 1966; Raindrop Academy, 2015b). Thirdly, Sufism has softened 

Islamic thinking to a degree it could cope with local cultures. Indeed, the 

acceptance of Islam by Nusantara‗s people is perceived to be partly 

provoked by the similarity between Sufism with Indonesia‗s pantheism, 

founded in the idea of wahdatul wujud or manunggaling kawula Gusti, 

that is the idea that God is the only Dzat (entity) that is real (Madjid, 

2003). The cultivation of Sufism, therefore, strengthens the embodiment 

of cultural Islam. 

Radical Islamic organizations and movements perceive Sufism as 

destructing the core principles of Islam (Smith & Hamdi, 2013). Such 

suspicion is perhaps driven by the fact that Sufism constitutes the 

contextualization of Islamic thinking. For Muslims who hold the literal 

understanding of Islam, Sufism implies bid‘ah for some of its devotional 

practices cannot be found in the life of the prophet. However, I might 

argue that Sufism can be named as Islamic de-radicalisation campaign for 

following reasons. Firstly, Sufism defines jihad as self- and soul 

transformation (Ramadan, 2008). Unlike the radical expression of Islam 

which is doubtless in provoking violence in the name of God, Sufism 

concerns in introspection and retrospection in the interest of wisdom (see 

Al-Ghazali & Faris, 1966; Ocean of Wisdom, 2015; Raindrop Academy, 

2014, 2015a, 2015b, 2015c, 2016). Since self-transformation could 

nevertheless provoke the socio-cultural transformation, the long-term 

effect of Sufism is the maslahah al-ummah (goodness of society) which 

constitutes justice, equality, protection, and pluralism (Muhammad, 2016; 

Sahal, 2016; Wahid et al., 2016; Zaqzuq, 2004). This can be strengthened 

by how Sufism emphasizes sincerity, simple living, and self-sufficiency 

(Lukens-Bull, 2013). Secondly, the cultivation of Sufism in pesantrens has 
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brought about various traditions such as Takbir  Keliling‗  (walking  

around  by  reciting  Allahu  Akbar‗  or  God  is  Great‗). Woodward, 

Amin, Rohmaniyah, and Coleman (2010) argue that such tradition cannot 

be found in the likes of Wahhabism and that this could strengthen social 

cohesion. 

In Foucauldian perspective, the role of pesantrens in the 

embodiment of Islamic virtue in the heart of santris can be deconstructed 

in the metaphor of panopticon. The very idea of panopticon, as its 

function in the architecture of prison, is the idea of being monitored and 

the sense of surveillance. This kind of feeling could enforce prisoners to 

behave what is called as normal, such as of obeying the prison‗s rules (see 

Ball, 2013; Gore, 1998). In Islam, the idea that the Muslims are monitored 

in all aspect of their lives can be found in the conception of rukun ihsan 

(the principle of kindness). In rukun ihsan, a Muslim should behave just 

like she can see the God; even if she cannot feel that she can see the God, 

she ought to believe that God is all-knowing and nothing is absent from 

His knowledge. This is to say that in pesantrens, such a disciplinary power 

is exercised to the degree that it ―reaches into the very grain of 

individuals, touches their bodies and inserts itself into their action and 

attitudes, their discourses, learning processes and everyday lives (Foucault 

1980: 39). Rukun ihsan is perceived as the highest level of faith (Madjid, 

2003). 

The metaphor of panopticon can also be indicated in the huge 

influence of kiais to santris. In this regard, kiais act as the guards. 

However, unlike the role of a guard in Foucault‗s metaphor, the influence 

of kiais as constituting the disciplinary power to the lives of santris, is also 

driven by the will of santris to exemplify their kiais. In Indonesian Muslim 

society, kiais gain a huge power to the degree that they have a Weberian 

charisma (Bizawie, 2016b; Geertz, 1960; Pringle, 2016; Van Bruinessen, 

1994). Spencer (1973) argues that Weberian charisma is built upon the 

idea that an individual has a supernatural power. This idea then, according 

to Smith (2013), is validated by her followers. In Marshall (2012), such 

charisma constitutes personal qualities which make the followers perform 
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a total obedience. The Weberian charisma of kiais appears to be 

legitimized by scriptural sources of Islam where knowledge and ulama 

(intellectual) are praised (Musa, 2014); validated by the prophet who states 

that ulama is his heirs (Sunnah, n.d.). This is strengthened by Sufism 

tradition who underlines the total respect and obedience to the murshid 

(teacher and leader of Sufi brotherhood) (Muizzuddin, 2012; Rosidin, 

2012; Tim Karya Ilmiah Purna Siswa, 2014). 

In pesantrens, such tradition is maintained by the instalment of 

the core ethics of learning, founded in the learning of Zarnuji‗s book, 

ta‘lim muta‘alim (2004), and al- Ghazali‗s book, Ihya Ulum ad-Diin (1966). 

This is supported by the characteristic of pesantrens‗ learning methods 

which are teacher-centred: sorogan and bendogan (Bizawie, 2016b; Musa, 

2014; Van Bruinessen, 1994). In sorogan, santris are expected to 

memorize the definition and the grammatical function of each word in 

kitab kuning, dictated by kiais. In bendogan, kiais still dictate the 

definition and the grammatical function of each word in kitab kuning but 

santris are expected only to write it down. Both methods emphasize the 

rote of memorization. Commonly, there  is no allowance for discussion 

(Van Bruinessen, 1994). Consequently, pesantrens are appeared to hinder 

critical thinking which results in the less-critical santris. If this is the case, 

then the moderate expression of santris is built upon their obedience to 

their moderate kiais rather than upon their deep understanding of Islam. 

As a consequence, they will still be easily manipulated (see Milla, 

Faturochman, & Ancok, 2013; Sirozi, 2005; Tan, 2011). Of course, it is 

difficult to deny how the total obedience to the moderate kiais has been 

responsible for the maintenance of cultural Islam in Indonesia. 

Nonetheless, given the huge role of media in spreading propaganda and 

hoaxes, total obedience can be fairly insufficient. 

 

Islam Nusantara, Pesantrens, and Islamic De-Radicalisation 

Campaign 

The optimization of the campaign of Islam Nusantara as to de-radicalize 

Indonesian Muslims can be undergone by enriching the discourse of 
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moderate and cultural Islam in the internet and social media, as has been 

done by NU Media Troops (see Fathoni, 2016; Najmudin & Alawi, 2016; 

Zulfa & Alhafiz, 2016). However, to a certain degree, as I will show you 

later in this section, it appears to be insufficient. It seems that such 

optimization needs to be boosted by the cultivation of this discourse in 

pesantrens. First, NU has a huge influence on the nature and the 

maintenance of pesantrens. Even the former campaign, which can be 

argued as still aligns with Islam Nusantara, is called ‗Kembali ke 

Pesantren‗ (Back to Pesantrens) (Fatoni, 2016). In so doing, NU tries to 

re-brand pesantrens which sometimes are viewed as less affordable for 

they do not equip santris to cope with the workforce requirement. The 

cultivation of Islam Nusantara in pesantrens, therefore, is not only 

relevant for the sake of NU‗s standpoint and program but also 

instrumental in the interest of the embodiment of deep understanding of 

cultural Islam in the heart of santris. Second, both Islam Nusantara and 

pesantrens are the legacy of Wali Songo and Jawi Community (see 

Bizawie, 2016b; Tim Penulis JNM, 2015; Wahid et al., 2016). Pesantrens 

were the first educational environment where ‗Islam in, and from, 

Nusantara‗ was cultivated  and  developed.  When an  attempt  to  

conceptualize this Islam in, and from, Nusantara‗ was shown, 

disseminating it in the place where this was at first born will be beneficial. 

Not only will this strengthens the philosophical insight of the discourse, 

but also will this strengthen the essential role of pesantens as to promote 

democracy, civil society, pluralism, gender equality, and human rights. I 

have argued that Islam Nusantara constitutes the accommodation of the 

acculturation between Islam and Indonesian culture, the acceptance and 

support to Indonesia‗s ideology and governmental system, and the 

contextualization of Islamic thinking. I have also indicated how those 

three are evident in pesantrens. To mention another  example  is  to  

address  ‗Aksara  Arab  Pegon‗  (Bizawie,  2016b).  This  is  the 

combination between Arabic lettering with the Javanese language. This 

was perceived as the symbol of the struggle against the Dutch. However, 

the implementation and the development of those three appear to be less 
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equipped by such a deep understanding of cultural Islam. This is to say, a 

total obedience to kiais could lead to a blind imitation (taqlid). For al-

Ghazali, blind imitation is the weakest level of faith (Raindrop Academy, 

2015b). Perhaps, this is because taqlid will hinder santris to drill, and 

therefore understand, the essence of Islamic values. As a result, Islam is 

merely expressed formally and symbolically. What follows from this is a 

suspicion that the contextualization of Islamic thinking would endanger 

the core value of Islam. 

Drawing on this line, I argue that the cultivation of Islam 

Nusantara in pesantrens should be equipped by the dissemination of 

critical thinking. According to Bailin and Siegel (2008, p. 181), thinking 

can be classified as critical if, and only if, ―it meets relevant standards or 

criteria of acceptability‖. Justification is the word that is expressed by 

Kurfiss (1988) in this regard. For Bailin and Siegel, critical thinking is 

composed by skill and disposition; it has general applicability as well as is 

sensitive to context. While skill is what makes thinking meets certain 

relevant criteria, the disposition is what forces it to do so. Disposition, 

they continue, is built upon open-mindedness, fair-mindedness, 

independent-mindedness, curiosity and respect for other viewpoints. It is 

supported by Kincheloe (2008) and Moon (2007), who state that critical 

thinking is composed by the act of reasoning, meaning-making and 

contextualizing. Questioning is the characteristic of critical thinking given 

by Hytten (2004) while Weil (2004) believes it is an examination. It links, I 

suspect, to Dewey‗s idea of reflective thinking (1993). Accordingly, 

reflective thinking is the act of problematizing, identifying, hypothesizing, 

reasoning and experimenting. Its bottom line effort, perhaps, relies on 

thinking itself which is defined by Dewey as questioning. 

I am fully aware that critical thinking is often viewed as capable of 

endangering the faith. However, for me, critical thinking, first and 

foremost, walks hand in hand with the spirit of ‗Iqra‗ (to recite!) as the 

first revealed verse of Quran. Even Quran itself repeatedly states the word 
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yatafakkarun6 which means ―to think‖ (Quran, n.d.). Al-Ghazali insists 

that ―nobody becomes knowledgeable just by quoting from authoritative 

texts—knowledge takes shape in an individual mind seeking truth (in 

Albertini, 2005, p. 3). Its compatibility becomes rather difficult to reject if 

Bailin and Siegel‗s (2008) claims of the importance of critical thinking to 

education are articulated. For them, critical thinking becomes fundamental 

for education in four respects. Three of them are concerns in respecting 

students as individuals, preparing students for adulthood, and fostering 

understanding. All of these walk  hand in hand, respectively in the 

conception of ta‘dib, tarbiyah, and ta‘lim. 

Given such characteristics and contextualization, critical thinking 

tends to be helpful in finding out dalil (justification) and wisdom. As it 

could be helpful in optimizing Sufi meditation, it could also be helpful in 

the process of ijtihad (see Abdullah, 2016) or ifta‘ (asking for fatwa7), 

evident in bahtsul masail8 (the discussion forum). Through reasoning, 

reflection, and questioning, helped by the open- mindedness, a 

mujtahid—the one who does ijtihad— or mufty—the one who give a 

fatwa—can see the problem more holistically (Sahal, 2016). It is 

important, I argue, given the contemporary situation is more challenging 

to the life of Muslim regarding her faith. With open-mindedness and 

critical thinking as the capital, the mujtahid then could recognize the 

sacred source on the one hand, and the context on the other; or, on the 

other word, the contextualization of Islamic thinking. On the other hand, 

open- mindedness could encourage santris to recognize and therefore 

respect other viewpoints (A‗la, 2014; see Adichie, 2009; Zaqzuq, 2008). 

This will arguably eradicate the potential of self-righteous and judgmental 

attitudes, evident in radical Muslims. Moreover, this could make santris 

                                                             
6 For example Quran (16:11); (16:44); (59:21); (7:184); (45:13); (30:21); (16:69); 

(13:3); (30:8); (39:42); and (10:24). 
7 A statement of authorized kiais concerning particular problems mainly in the 

domain of Islamic law and jurisprudence. This has no power to tie up the Muslims as this 
is seen as merely choice rather than obligation. 

8 A forum to discuss recent phenomenon so as to decide the comprehensive 
fatwa. 
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difficult to be manipulated and radicalized. This will, by and large, weaken 

the influence of propaganda and hoax in steering Indonesian Muslims, let 

alone endangering social cohesion. It will, in the end, strengthen the core 

aims of the establishment of NU itself. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Pesantrens had proven themselves to be the fortress of cultural Islam. 

They have maintained the moderate face of Indonesian Islam. Their 

flexibility has shown as useful when Islamic education is the concern. 

However, the use of media as the source of Islamic knowledge has to a 

certain degree become the vehicle by which radical Muslims spread 

propaganda and hoaxes. Their campaigns are threatening given the fact 

that Indonesian Muslims are commonly less critical. On the other hand, 

Islam Nusantara aims to counteract Islamic radicalisation. It provokes the 

accommodation of acculturation, the contextualization of Islamic 

thinking, the support to nationalism and the acceptance of Indonesia‗s 

ideology and governmental  system. Before it was firmly conceptualized 

and released by NU, the idea of Islam Nusantara is perceived as was born 

and is still cultivated in pesantrens. The optimization of the campaign of 

Islam Nusantara, therefore, can be started by disseminating its principles 

in the pesantren milieu. 

In this regard, critical thinking appears to be necessary. Besides 

capable of encouraging a deep understanding of cultural Islam, critical 

thinking arguably can walk hand in hand with the philosophy of Islamic 

education maintained in pesantrens. As for NU itself, such an approach 

can empower the organization thus accelerates the fulfilment of its goals. 

However, to a degree, critical thinking appears to contradict the traditional 

orthodoxy held by NU and pesantrens. Hence, some kiais have a less 

humble approach to santris‗ questions. Drawing on this assumption, 

critical thinking could be difficult to be implemented even appears to be 

suspected as liberal‗s agenda to disrupt the core value of Islam. If it can be 

accepted that critical thinking is beneficial in the interest of the 

strengthening of moderate Islam, some determinations of the authority 
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appear to be required. In this regard, the likes of Ministry of Religious 

Affairs and principals of NU can play their instrumental roles. 
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