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Regarding the Roots of Global Extremism and Islamophobia 

Centuries of conflict have left deep scars upon the collective psyche of Muslims and non-Muslims 
alike, in many parts of the world. The spread of Islamist extremism and terror, in recent decades, 
have revived and exacerbated this ancient trauma. And although this long history of conflict is 
inextricably tied to military and political rivalries—rather than the substantive teachings of 
religion—the fact remains that Muslims and non-Muslims alike have been deeply enmeshed in 
nearly fourteen centuries of armed conflict. 

This, in turn, has led to a biased perception—characterized by widespread stereotyping, unfounded 
generalizations and prejudice—among Muslims regarding non-Muslims, and vice versa. As a 
result, conflicts that have nothing to do with the substantive teachings of religion are often 
attributed to religion itself. 

The spread of a shallow understanding of Islam renders this situation critical, as highly vocal 
elements within the Muslim population at large (i.e., extremist groups) justify their harsh and often 
savage behavior by claiming to act in accord with God’s commands, although they are grievously 
mistaken. 

According to the Sunni view of Islam, every aspect and expression of religion should be imbued 
with rahmah (love and compassion) and foster the perfection of human nature, as expressed 
through sublime moral character (akhlaqul karima). This may be achieved—in fact, may only be 
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achieved—if one’s understanding and practice of the exoteric norms of religion (such as ritual 
prayer, fasting, etc.) is augmented by a full grasp of its inner, spiritual dimension. 

When Muslim extremists act in ways that contradict the substantive teachings of religion—while 
loudly claiming to represent the true teachings of Islam—it is only natural that many non-Muslims 
will take these extremists at their word and develop (or, in light of history, “rediscover”) an 
aversion towards Islam itself. 

Developing a Strategy to Address Islamist Extremism and Islamophobia 

Certain steps are essential to address this complex and deep-rooted problem: 

1. Recognize that efforts to defeat religious extremism are inseparable from, and integral to, 
efforts to create a just and peaceful world order; 

2. Marginalize and discredit Islamist ideology—which arises from a superficial 
understanding of religion, and simultaneously seeks to render Muslims’ understanding of 
Islam more shallow—by disseminating the teachings of ulama (religious scholars) who 
grasp the profound essence of religion and its fundamental message of rahmah (universal 
love and compassion)—viz., ahlus sunnah wal jama’ah ulama (traditional/spiritual Sunni 
religious scholars); 

3. Consolidate and mobilize spiritual ahlus sunnah wal jama’ah ulama throughout the world, 
in order to guide Muslims to an understanding of Islam that is deeply imbued with rahmah 
(universal love and compassion), so that this view (of Islam as rahmah) becomes a 
powerful societal consensus among Muslims worldwide, and a force for good in the world; 

4. Establish close cooperation between moderate Muslim groups and non-Muslims who hold 
an objective view of the issues at stake, in order to stem the rising tide of Islamist 
extremism and its mirror image in the West, Islamophobia. 

Islam Nusantara (Indonesian Islam) as a “Capital Asset” 

For over six centuries, Islam Nusantara has been carefully nurtured by extensive networks of 
Sunni ulama, who combined spiritual wisdom with detailed knowledge of Islamic law, and 
extensive engagement with the daily lives of local inhabitants in their respective environments. As 
a result, the Muslim populations that emerged in the East Indies archipelago have traditionally 
maintained a close relationship with Sunni ulama, and their lives have generally reflected the 
rahmah- (compassion-) centered teachings of Islam. 

As a civilization, Nusantara (the East Indies archipelago) embraced and came to represent what 
experts have termed “the smiling face of Islam”—conspicuous for its tolerance and emphasis upon 
social harmony. This occurred because Sunni ulama provided religious guidance that emphasized 
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a contextual and profoundly spiritual view of religion, while prioritizing coexistence with others 
who worship differently, and unity of the nation as a whole.  

Indeed, the Nahdlatul Ulama played a vital role in securing independence and establishing the 
Unified State of the Republic of Indonesia (NKRI) upon the harmonious foundation of Pancasila 
(i.e., as a multi-religious rather than purely “Islamic” state), the Basic Constitution of 1945 (UUD-
45) and Bhinneka Tunggal Ika (Unity Amid Diversity). These founding principles of the 
Indonesian nation state reflect the Sunni Muslim view of Islam, whose core message is rahmah 
and whose sole purpose is to serve as an unconditional blessing for all creation, by enabling 
human beings to rise to the state of khalifatullah fi ardl (God’s vice-regent on earth, i.e., 
sainthood).  

The Nahdlatul Ulama was established in 1926—following the Wahhabi conquest of Mecca and 
Medina—in order to preserve and strengthen the solidarity of Sunni ulama networks throughout 
the Indonesian archipelago, and support their traditional role of guiding the larger community of 
Muslims. Because of the Nahdlatul Ulama, “Islam Nusantara” (which we may define as the 
localized expression of Islam as a source of universal love and compassion, through the 
development of noble character) has remained vibrant among the predominantly Muslim 
population of Indonesia. Islam Nusantara represents a form of “spiritual capital” that may 
contribute significantly to the cause of international peace and security. Key elements of “Islam 
Nusantara” include: 

1. An epistemological community, i.e., a large group of ulama (intellectuals who function as 
religious scholars) engaged in the continuous development of Islam Nusantara as a system 
of profound values, practically applied in order to address actual problems as they emerge 
from time to time, and age to age; 

2. An effective social leadership structure, with ulama in the foremost position; 

3. A mass following of more than 70 million spread throughout Indonesia (according to exit 
polls conducted during the 2014 national elections), with a high degree of cohesiveness 
that gives rise to, and expresses, the values of Islam Nusantara in daily life. 

Regarding the Position of the Indonesian Government 

Indonesia’s government should recognize that Islam Nusantara—i.e., the calm and peaceful face 
of Indonesian Islam—is truly in accord with the teachings and example of our great leader, the 
Prophet Muhammad (saw.). Ensuring that the values of Islam Nusantara remain intact amid the 
challenges of modernity—including the spread of transnational Islamist ideology—is vital to the 
future of our nation as a whole. For the majority of Indonesians are Muslims, who must be 
protected from the threat of extremist agitation and propaganda, for the sake of national unity. 
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The Indonesian government would also be wise to recognize that the peaceful, pluralistic and 
tolerant view of Islam that has been dominant in Indonesia for all these centuries, is desperately 
needed by the world at large. If the government has the will, Indonesia may play a vital role in 
efforts to resolve the current global crisis, by offering Islam Nusantara—i.e., a profound 
understanding of religion, imbued with the values of rahmah and akhlakul karima—as a model 
that can inspire, and be readily embraced by, Muslim populations throughout the world. 

Regardless of what position the Indonesian government adopts, in regard to the international crisis 
facing Islam, the Nahdlatul Ulama is moving to address this crisis, and will continue to do so, by 
nurturing and widely propagating the values of Sunni Islam. For example, the Nahdlatul Ulama is 
taking concrete steps to consolidate Sunni ulama throughout the world, and to establish 
collaborative relationships with like-minded individuals, organizations and governments 
worldwide.  

Within Indonesia, the Nahdlatul Ulama will never cease or flag in its efforts to guide Muslims 
towards a pluralistic and tolerant understanding of Islam, and thereby safeguard the nation’s well-
being. Internationally, the Nahdlatul Ulama will not wait for others to act, before taking concrete 
measures to address the global threat posed by religious extremism. To briefly cite two examples: 

• In Afghanistan—after a long and extremely difficult process—the Nahdlatul Ulama 
succeeded in facilitating the establishment of a diverse, multi-ethnic group of Afghan 
Sunni ulama who subsequently chose to adopt the name, “Nahdlatul Ulama Afghanistan.” 
These Afghan ulama agreed to embrace and adhere to the principles of tawaasuth 
(moderation), tasaamuh (tolerance), tawaazun (balance/objectivity), i’tidaal (justice) and 
musyaarakah (social solidarity), exactly as these principles are understood and practiced 
by the Nahdlatul Ulama.  

• In Europe, the Nahdlatul Ulama has launched a pioneering initiative with the University of 
Vienna, under the leadership of Prof. Dr. Rüdiger Lohlker, in order to establish 
VORTEX—the Vienna Observatory for Applied Research in Terrorism and Extremism—
and thereby develop concrete strategies to address the threat posed by Islamist ideology 
and movements. 

These examples are merely the tip of the iceberg regarding what the Nahdlatul Ulama has 
undertaken to date, and what must be accomplished if we hope to “defeat religious extremism and 
restore the majesty of Islamic teachings as a source of universal love and compassion (rahmatan 
lil ‘alamin), which represents a vital key to building a just, prosperous and peaceful world” (H.E. 
Kyai Haji Abdurrahman Wahid from his introduction to The Illusion of an Islamic State). 

We invite others to join us in this effort, which we hold to be in service to God and humanity. 

WaLlahu A’lam. God alone knows the truth of all things. 


