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Abstract: This article examines the concept of Islam Transformatif as
espoused by Moeslim Abdurrahman, situated within the socio-political
context of the Suharto regime. This period witnessed economic growth
that overshadowed systemic poverty among Indonesian Muslims. To
construct a social justice framework that advocates for the lower classes
Abdurrahman reinterprets Marxist perspectives through Islamic lenses,
resulting in a transformative Islamic theology known as Islam
Transformatif. This study situates this concept within the broader
discourse of Islamic liberation theology, emphasizing its response to
economic inequality and structural class struggles that have been
marginalized in Indonesian social science debates. Abdurrahman’s
approach not only broadens the discussion of Islamic liberation theology
but also critiques the dearth of political economy perspectives in the
study of Indonesian Muslim societies. As a Southeast Asian thinker,
Abdurrahman universalizes social science beyond the FEurocentric
framework, discussing contemporary issues such as poverty amidst
terrorism, redefining hjrah in the context of exploitation, and encouraging
Muhammadiyah and Nahdlatul Ulama to adopt Islam Transformatif in
combating oligarchical and predatory politics. This concept remains a
relevant and important knowledge framework for addressing socio-
political challenges in contemporary Indonesia.
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Islam Transformatif: Conceptualizing Liberation
Theology for Indonesian Muslim Society

Introduction

Islamic sources can be applied as references to the conceptual
theory in social science and as an alternative to liberation theology to
identify forms of oppression in Muslim society. This approach to
establishing justice in society shapes common knowledge worldwide.
This return to the core principles and teachings of the religion is
viewed as the response to colonialism and authoritarian rule, but also
the response of Muslim thinkers educated in a secular environment.
The liberation theology developed in Latin America in the late 1960s
and early 1970s seems to have inspired this idea in the Muslim world.
In this sense, diverse socio-political problems such as injustice,
colonization, marginalization, and political inequality had a similar
impact on both cultures, producing a similar response. In Latin
America, for instance, the Peruvian theologian Gustavo Gutiérrez
(1928-2024) initiated the liberation theology concept' to combat
authoritarian rule and mass poverty. At the same time, Catholic
leaders contextualized the Bible to reinterpret God’s word to guide
the people in their time of distress and suffering. Gutiérrez’s ideas
attracted many pieces of literature concerning liberation theology and
provided diverse critics, resulting in considerable debate.”

Liberation theology emerged as a significant concept in the
Muslim wotld, specifically among those Muslim scholar and
intellectuals who wished to address their society’s problems. In India,
for instance, the reformist writer and social activist Ashgar Ali
Engineer (1939-2013) conceptualized Islamic liberation theology to
challenge the phenomenon of communal and ethnic violence in the
country. Later, he expanded this concept into a more practical
approach to provide ethical principles for everyday life. In this way,
ordinary Muslims could gain some level of independent agency in
interpreting Islamic sources and applying moral principles rather than
relying on the views propagated by the religious elite.’” In South

! Gutiérrez Gustavo, A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation New Y ork:
Maryknoll, 1972).

2 Mehmet Ciftci, “Liberation Theology: A Comparative Study of Christian and
Islamic  Approaches,” New  Blackfriars 96, no. 1064 (2015): 489-506.
http://doi.wiley.com/10.1111/nbfr.12110.

3 Asghar Ali Engineet, Islam and Liberation Theology: Essays on Liberative Elements in
Islam (New Delhi: Sterling Publishers, 1990).
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Affica, the scholar, writer, and political activist Farid Esack (b. 1955)*
formulated the Qur’anic liberation theology with the aim of
translating the religious message into a tool of resistance and a
medium of challenging the Apartheid policy. The Islamic principles
derived from the Qur’an are justice (‘@) and equity (gis?), served as
the two primary points of discourse for the local Muslims. In this
way, Esack significantly contributed to resisting the Apartheid regime
and bringing it to an end in 1994 while also actively participating in
the rebuilding of South African society in the following decades.” The
religious communities in South Africa worked together to create a
new social order peacefully and equitably.

To contextualize the challenges of living in a global world,
Muslim thinkers attempted to conceptualize Islamic liberation
theology as an alternative way to challenge global structures and
inequalities. Specifically, they criticized neo-global capitalism that has
impacted most Muslim countries, offering an alternative discourse to
traditional Islamic reform movements. The Egyptian-French Marxian
economist and political analyst Samir Amin (1931-2018)" and the
Iranian-American professor Hamid Dabashi (b. 1951)° criticized
neoliberalism, capitalism, and imperialism and proposed to support
the call for Islamic liberation to resist the predatory empire led by the
USA. Similarly, the Egyptian intellectual Hasan Hanafi (1935-2021)
appealed to the Muslims to strengthen their fundamental
understanding of their religion by reinterpreting the Islamic tradition
in the light of modern challenges, thus combining heritage (#urath)
with inner revival and reform (Zadid). This could be achieved through
supporting the Islamic Left (a/-Yasdr al-Iskimi) movement.’

4 Farid Esack, Qur'an, Liberation, and Pluralism: An Islamic Perspective of Interreligions
Solidarity Against Oppression (Oxford: One World, 1997); Farid Esack, “In Search of
Elusive Notions of Islamic Justice in Elusive Contexts,” Religions: A Scholarly Journal
2012, no. 2 (2012): 9-16. DOL https://doi.org/10.5339/rels.2012.justice.9.

5 Farid Esack was appointed as a gender equity commissioner and worked for
interreligious dialogue.

¢ Shadaab Rahemtulla, Qur'an of the Oppressed: Liberation Theology and Gender Justice in
Islam (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017).

7 Samir Amin, “Political Islam in the Service of Imperialism,” Monthly Review: An
Independent Socialist Magazine 59, no. 07 (2007).

8 Hamid Dabashi, Is/amic Liberation Theology: Resisting the Empire (London and New
York: Routledge, 2008).

9 Hasan Hanafi, “al-Yasar al-Islami”, in a/-Din wa al-Thawrah (Cairo: Maktabah
Madbuli, 1980); Hasan Hanafi, a/Turath wa al-Tajdid: Mawqifuna min al-Turath al-
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Islamic liberation theology in the Malay world, specifically in
Indonesia, has been discussed by Muslim thinkers such as
Abdurrahman Wahid (1940-2009), Kuntowijoyo (1943-2005), Mansur
Fakih (1953-2004), and Moeslim Abdurrahman (1948-2012). Their
proposed ideas were not widely accepted in Indonesia, and only a few
studies examined their impact on the international level." Tt is
plausible that the scholars’ reach was limited due to the limited reach
of publications in the Indonesian language and the fact that Indonesia
is situated at the periphery of the traditional Muslim heartlands in the
Middle East. Further, Indonesian scholarship is underrepresented and
not given the international attention it deserves, given that it is the
home of the largest Muslim population in the world. Also, social
science is largely dominated by American and European scholarship,
which is reflected in the Indonesian university curriculum. Today,
Indonesian scholars are familiar with the body of Western social
science. They have graduated from Western universities and are
teaching the same ideas at public universities in Indonesia.
Consequently, they tend to ignore the contribution of their own
Muslim scholars. For example, Indonesian scholars like Ariel
Heryanto," Vedi R. Hadiz,”” and Iqra Anugrah® received their

Qadim (Cairo: al-Mu’assasah al-Jami‘tyah li al-Dirasat wa al-Nashr wa al-Tawzt’,
2012); Kazuo Shimogaki, Kiri Isiam antara Modernisme dan Postmodernisme: Telaah Kritis
Pemikiran Hasan Hanafi (Yogyakarta: LKiS, 1996); Adis Duderija, “Progressive Islam
as Islamic Liberation Theology,” New Age of Isiam, last modified 2017, accessed 18
May 2021, https://www.newageislam.com/islamic-ideology/dt-adis-dudetija-new-
age-islam/progtessive-islam-islamic-liberation-theology/d/112072.

10 Pradana Boy ZTF, “Prophetic Social Sciences: Toward an Islamic-Based
Transformative Social Sciences,” Indonesian Journal of Islam and Muslim Societies 1, no.
1 (2011): 95-121. https://doi.org/10.18326/ijims.v1i1.95-121; Julian Millie and
Nadirsyah Hosen, “Freedom from Consumption: The Reformist Critique of
Consumptive Islam in Indonesia,” Asian Studies Review (2022): 1-16,
https://doi.org/10.1080/10357823.2022.2110859; Wahyudi Akmaliah, Priyambudi
Sulistiyanto, and Sukendar, “Making Moderate Islam in Indonesia,” Studies in Conflict
& Terrorism 47, no. 11 (2022): 1-15,
https://doi.otg/10.1080/1057610X.2022.2034224.

U Ariel Heryanto, Identity and Pleasure: The Politic of Indonesian Screen Culture (Singapore
and Japan: NUS Press & Kyoto University Press, 2014).

12 Vedi R. Hadiz, Islamic Populism in Indonesia and the Middle East (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2016).

13 Igra Anugrah, “Recent Studies on Indonesian Islam: A Sign of Intellectual
Exhaustion?,” Indonesia 100, no. 1 (2015): 105-116. DOLI:
https://doi.otg/10.1353/ind.2015.0016.
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academic training abroad, and the lack of citations and references to
their Indonesian peers in their works is telling.

Duly considering this phenomenon, Iqra Anugrah observed
that most of the studies on Indonesian Muslim society employ the
cultural essentialism approach.' In fact, most scholars employed a
Marxist perspective by focusing on socio-economic factors and class
struggle. For instance, Nur Khalik Ridwan" discussed the influence of
the bourgeois Muslim class and offered an analysis of the political
economy of Indonesian Muslim society. He argued that the
interpretation of Islamic sources offered by the modernist scholars
supported the interests of the Indonesian middle and upper classes.
This refusal to acknowledge and engage with local Muslim
scholarship can be interpreted as an act of silencing by “not citing or
referencing certain works or authors”'® done “to devalue or diminish
the status and prestige of already marginalized discourse and
contribute to the evenness of global knowledge production.””” By
adopting Western social science theories, many Indonesian Muslim

14 Abdurrahman Wahid examined the emergence of the Indonesian Muslim middle
class and described it as an essentially opportunistic class, based on his historical
sociology analysis. The ‘wlama’ failed to establish an Islamic state. They joined the
nationalists in their struggle for independence while rejecting foreign influences to
protect their Islamic identity. In turn, the nationalist leaders strengthened the
Islamic identity of their resistance against the colonial rule. Ironically, this resistance
was formed by middle-class individuals educated in Western schools. After
Indonesian independence, this class of educated professionals supported Islamic
ideology as the basis for a new Indonesian society; however, the political leaders like
M. Natsir, A Wahid Hasjim, and Abikusmo Tjokrosujoso failed to achieve this
objective. The constituent assembly in 1959 failed to ratify the 1945 Constitution as
Indonesia’s basic legal framework. The younger generation became government
officials, military officers, and academicians, forming the new Muslim middle-class
with strong Islamic aspirations. See Abdurrahman Wahid, “Kelas Menengah Islam
Indonesia,” in Politik Kelas Menengabh Indonesia, eds. Richard Tanter and Kenneth
Young (Jakarta: LP3S, 1993), 21-24. His analysis was continued by Mahasin (1990,
1993). See Aswab Mahasin, “The Santri-Middle Class,” Prisma-Journal Indicator 49
(1990); Aswab Mahasin, “Kelas Menengah Santri: Pandangan dari Dalam,” in Po/itik
Kelas Menengah Indonesia, eds. by Richard Tanter and Kenneth Young (Jakarta: LPES,
1993).

15 Nurkhalik Ridwan, Iskam Borjuis dan Islam Proletar: Konstruksi Baru Masyarakat Islam
Indonesia; Pluralisme Borjuis (Yogyakarta: Galang Press, 2002); Nurkhalik Ridwan,
Kritik atas Nalar Pluralisme Cak Nur (Yogyakarta: Galang Press, 2002).

16 Syed Farid Alatas, Silencing as Method”: Leaving Malay Studies Out (Singapore:
Department of Malay Studies, National University of Singapore, 2019), 17.

17 Ibid.
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thinkers have adapted and negotiated their approach to the study of
society. However, they also ‘provincialized” Western social science by
adopting its terminology on the one hand and incorporating
references to the Qur’an and Hadith on the other hand. The aim of
this combined approach is to produce ideas that are relevant to
Indonesian Muslim society.

This study highlights the significance of Moeslim
Abdurrahman’s concept of Islam Transformatif as the liberation
theology for Indonesian Muslim society. It examines his primary
motivation for proposing this concept, its contextualization in
Indonesian Muslim society, and the extent to which his theory is
relevant in the current situation. This article argues that the unequal
economy is causing more and more Indonesians to fall below the
poverty line; however, traditional Islam offers no solution as it
focuses exclusively on cultivating personal piety. On the other hand, a
more dynamic interpretation of Islam can inspire Muslims to demand
and establish social and economic justice. Therefore, Islamic
teachings from the Qur’an and Sunnah can be employed to support
and empower the poor. The Indonesian economy is dominated by
powerful business groups owned by local Muslim elites, and this
status quo is supported by the Islamic organizations they create and
maintain. Therefore, critical voices like that of local scholars like
Abdurrahman felt the need to address the unequal economy as the
main structural problem. His Islam Transformative theory can be
used as a basis for criticism and moral appeal.

Emergence of Islam Transformatif

The social and economic inequalities in modern Indonesian
society were not addressed by the Suharto regime (1965-1998). Until
today, the impact of this lack of discourse can be felt, particularly in
the field of social science. The Suharto regime had violently
suppressed the Indonesian communist party in the first two years
(1965-1966) and suppressed the social organizations affiliated with it
as well as their sympathizers. This is the primary factor for the
complete absence of class analysis in the scholarly discourse and
university curriculums.”® Nonetheless, it is noted here that there were,

18 Hilmar Farid, “The Class Question in Indonesian Social Sciences,” in Social Science
and Power in Indonesia, eds. Vedi Hadiz and Daniel Dakidae (Jakarta: Equinox
Publishing, 2005).
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nevertheless, initiatives to introduce this approach in non-academic
circles. Young Indonesian progressive university graduates started to
discuss the Indonesian class dynamics and proposed Marxist-
Communist alternatives to the current socio-economic system of
organization on their online platforms, founded by Islamic activist
and anti-capitalist groups (e.g., indoprogress.com established in 2006
and islambergerak.com established in 2014). Meanwhile, a number of
independent publishers (e.g., Margin Kiri, Ultimus, and Resist Book)"
who reintroduced Indonesian leftist intellectuals of the past, such as
Tan Malaka, Aidit, and other Indonesian Communist party figures,
focusing on political economy, class marginalization, and the evils of
capitalism.

During Suharto’s regime, there was no legitimate discourse on
class society and class struggle. However, Arief Budiman (1941-
2020)* established a new form of critical social science (imu sosial
kritis) as a scholarly approach to identifying the causes of poverty in
Indonesia, such as laziness and backwardness. In order to understand
the New Order regime through the lens of social science, its critics
went to study dependency theory and neo-Marxism, their discussion
culminating in the establishment of the Social Science Transformative
Forum (1980-1990). Although the leading intellectuals failed to
produce a substantial body of literature, they succeeded in initiating a
project discussing the role of the Indonesian middle class in shaping
public opinion and instigating social change. As cited by Hilmar
Farid,”’ among the intellectuals proposing such a move were Ariel
Heryanto,” Kuntowijoyo,” and Mahasin.** They believed that the
upper middle class had the ability to bring about the transformation
of Indonesian society.

Within this context, Moeslim Abdurrahman developed the
concept of Islam Transformatif by highlighting the failure of the New
Order system to achieve the development of all Indonesians,

19 Progresif Balai Buku, “Resist Book,” Www.Bukuprogresif.Com, last modified 2024,
accessed May 16, 2024, https:/ /bukuprogtesif.com/product-tag/resist-book/.

20 Arief Budiman, “Ilmu-ilmu Sosial A-Histotis,” Prisma 12, no. 6 (1981).

21 Farid, “The Class Question in Indonesian Social Sciences.”

22 Ariel Heryanto, “Kelas Menengah Indonesia: Tinjauan Kepustakaan,” Prisma 19,
no. 4 (1990).

23 Kuntowijoyo, “Muslim Kelas Menengah Indonesia dalam Mencari Identitas 1910-
1950,” Prisma 11 (1985).

24 Mahasin, “The Santri-Middle Class.”
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including the marginalized poor. He offered an alternative approach
by combining leftist principles with Islamic principles, thus
acknowledging the Western knowledge tradition and the Islamic
knowledge tradition in modern Indonesian thought since the Sukarno
presidency, with its emphasis on national development. In this
context, the transformative role was played by the Islamic institutions
regulated by the Ministry of Religious Affairs.”

For Abdurrahman, modern ideals, institutions, and practices
have resulted in the unequal distribution of wealth and power while
marginalizing the lower classes. In an interview with his book editor,
Sayed Mahdi, he explained,

The idea of Islam Transformatif, in my view, is to examine the

process of modernization called ‘development in the New

Otder, which only the upper-middle class can access. In

contrast, social marginalization has spread in all areas and

levels. At the same time, laborers and farmers experience
hardship and receive religious messages reinforcing the
development of the hegemonic state ideology. I found these
conditions in the course of my research in the fishing
communities in northern coastal Java and among the scholars

in Banten, West Java. I then summarized these findings,

focusing on the religious messages delivered to the segmented

audience through the social process that excluded most people

from modernization and development. These conditions then

became my concern.”

Although criticizing the Muslim middle and upper middle
classes who benefited from the development achieved during the
Suharto regime, Abdurrahman supports their perspective. He believes
that this class can be an agent for social change and help improve the
Indonesian economy. He states,

Currently, calling to the hajj pilgrims in Indonesia reminds us

of the Islamic values of human freedom and equality rights in

front of God, including the socially marginalized people. If

these universal values can be practiced in our homeland, we

would put an end to the power of the middle-class capital. We

want both the middle class and the elites to reflect upon the

2 Megan Brankley Abbas, Whose Isiam? The Western University and Modern Islamic
Thonght in Indonesia (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2021).
26 Moeslim Abdurtahman, Islam sebagai Kritik Sosial (Jakarta: Etlangga, 2003), 193.
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gap in social realities and realize that our society is challenged

by the un-Islamic values that still rule our society.”’

Regarding the Muslim middle class, Abdurrahman considered
the level of education, economic capability, and data literacy to be
some of the other factors. His thesis examines the significance of
performing the obligatory pilgrimage to Makkah. Employing
participation research, he understands the factors underlying their
consumer-oriented behaviors, thus reinforcing their position of
authority in society.® He is in the position to independently examine
and analyze Islamic practices in everyday life; however, he does so
from the perspective of the new social movement theory established
in the USA, focusing on the power of the middle class, as suggested
by his professors.” According to the observation made by Syed
Hussein Alatas,” Abdurrahman experiences the captive-minded
condition that renders him unable to examine a social phenomenon
from his own perspective.

Concerning the modernity concept as the major problem,
Abdurrahman argues that it entails using Islam as a pretext to
legitimize the development project. Consequently, the religion’s
revolutionary spirit is lost and replaced by interpretations that support
the status quo, which serves the interests of the middle and upper
classes. Islamic values and principles must serve as the basis for a
negative theology (al-nahy ‘an al-munkar) rather than being limited to a
positive theology (al-amr bi-l-ma‘rif). In other words, the one-sided
interpretation of Islam can be reduced to the formal practice of
Islamic rituals, which produces pious individuals but does not render
itself as a dynamic force of change and reform. On the other hand, its
negative theology advocates for the rights of the poor and the
marginalized segments of society and seeks to resolve core problems
like economic inequality; however, the elite benefits from this

27 Moeslim Abdurrahman, Bersujud di Baitullah: 1badah Hagi, Mencari Kesalehan Hidup
(Jakarta: Kompas, 2009), 116.

28 Abdurrahman, Bersujud di Baitullab; Moeslim Abdurrahman, “Ritual Divided: Haji
Tours in Capitalist Era Indonesia,” in Toward A New Paradigm: Recent Developments in
Indonesian Islamic Thoughts, ed. Mark Woodward (Tempe: Arizona State University,
20006), 117-132.

2 Abdurrahman, Islam sebagai Kritik Sosial, 204.

30 Syed Hussein Alatas, “The Captive Mind and The Creative Development,” in
Indigeneity and Universality in Social Science: A South Asian Response (New York: Sage
Publication, 2004).
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inequality and is not interested in this. Nevertheless, he strongly
believes that such a mechanism can be developed based on a more
dynamic interpretation of the Islamic core texts. Islamic scholars can
employ the method of 7#had (independent reasoning) to reinterpret
Islam and formulate new legal principles and laws to instigate social
change. Further, it enables them to reflect critically upon society,
address cutrent problems, and offer practical solutions.”

Abdurrahman® explicitly identifies three key issues in relation
to the mass poverty caused by the national development policies.
First, the religious source texts are not used to identify the root causes
of the widespread poverty and the unequal distribution of resources.
For him, Islam should serve as an inspiration for Muslims who must
feel morally compelled to defend the rights of the oppressed and
marginalized groups in society. Second, the religious institutions must
actively approach those groups, offering them religious instruction
(majelis taklim) that is relevant to their situation and addresses their
problems. Usually, religious instruction focuses on imparting
knowledge of general Islamic practices and values, yet without
discussing real-life problems or offering meaningful, practical
solutions. Third, the religious institutions do not offer economic and
social support to those in need. He observed that the poor are not in
any way guided, supported, or empowered to improve their condition
and gain access to upward mobility. Although Abdurrahman does not
mention Muhammadiyah and NU specifically, this point of criticism
was delivered to them in the hope that they would offer meaningful
support to their members.

Islam Transformatif as the Indonesian Islamic Liberation

Theology
The above discussion raises the question of the difference
between Transformative Islam and the other existing

conceptualizations of Liberation Theology developed by Gustavo,”
Esack,™ and Asghar Ali.”® Concerning their motivation, all these
concepts are attempts to use theology as a means to diagnose the ills
of their society and end all forms of oppression. In the case of Islam

31 Moeslim Abdurrahman, Iskam Transformatif (Jakarta: Pustaka Firdaus, 1997), 6—12.
32 Abdurrahman, Islam sebagai Kritik Sosial, 182.

3 Gustavo, A Theology of Liberation.

34 Esack, Qur'an, Liberation, and Pluralism.

3 Asghar Ali, Islam and Liberation Theology.
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Transformatif, Abdurrahman positioned his concept within the
Indonesian context, focusing on Muslim society. Abdurrahman
outlined Islam Transformatif in 1995, followed by Esack’s
conceptualization, which was published in 1997 and translated into
Indonesian immediately after the collapse of the Suharto regime.
Asghar Ali’s conceptualization was translated into Indonesian in 2000.
Until 1998, it was difficult to access foreign leftist publications. As
highlighted earlier, the social science critique introduced by Arief
Budiman in the 1980s shaped Abdurrahman’s academic perspective.
However, his dual role as an academic researcher and political activist
would have allowed him to take a more independent approach
through extensive fieldwork at the grassroots level.

Nevertheless, the development policies implemented by
Suharto’s authoritarian regime provided the immediate background
for Islam Transformatif. Over this period, it became clear that there
was a large segment of society, the Indonesian poor, who were left
out of the Islamic discourse and whose interests were not represented
by the Islamic organizations. The leading Muslim organizations such
as Muhammadiyah and NU had established their Islamic education
institutions (pesantren) and were assuming a leading role in the cultural
struggle. It was an objective reality to create a conducive space for
radicalized religious calling. Therefore, Abdurrahman decided to
introduce Islam Transformatif to lead the Muslim public away from
religious conservatism and passivity and toward social activism,
challenging the status quo. Interpreting Islamic sources from the
perspective of Western social science became his primary objective,
this shaping a new approach to social activism.”

Even though Islam Transformatif is heavily influenced by
Marxist theory, specifically concerning production and class,
Abdurrahman made no direct reference to it, since the use of
communist terminology was prohibited under Suharto. It was
seemingly his integration of Islamic thought with Marxian analysis,
heavily influenced by the Iranian Revolution of 1979 event. Due to
this influence and the absence of a Marxian perspective within local
discourse, some Indonesian Islamic thinkers and public intellectuals
turned to Iranian scholars for class analysis to critique the New
Order’s development policies. This influence was evident in the
translation and circulation of works of Iranian thinkers, widely read

36 Abdurrahman, Is/am sebagai Kritik Sosial, 178.

198 TEOSOFI: JURNAL TASAWUF DAN PEMIKIRAN ISLAM



Islam Transformatif: Conceptualizing Liberation
Theology for Indonesian Muslim Society

among the Indonesian Muslim middle class. One notable example
was the work of Ali Shariati, which Mizan Publisher published in the
1990s.”

Therefore, despite these restrictions, he succeeded in presenting
a thorough analysis of the role of the Muslim middle class in shaping
the Islamic discourse in Indonesia, arguing thatthe mode of
production influences the mode of interpretation. The religious
understanding of a member of the Muslim upper-middle class will
differ from the religious understanding of a member of the Muslim
lower class since both live in different socio-economic spheres and
face different challenges. Therefore, Muslim society is far from being
a homogeneous social unit. For instance, the affluent classes show
their wealth when practicing Islamic principles, showcased in their
consumption of branded items. However, their religious piety should
translate into concrete actions benefitting the poorer classes as a
manifestation of Muslim solidarity (ukbiwwah islamiyah). This gap
between the classes of those who have and those who have not
cannot be bridged the religious practices are based on one-sided
interpretations of Islam championed by the upper middle classes.
Therefore, religious interpretation must be the prerogative of the
marginalized classes. Only then can Islam be a source of spiritual
advocation for the oppressed rather than for the oppressors who use
the religion to protect their own interests.”

Abdurrahman’s interpretation of God’s revealed message in the
Qur’an serves as the conceptual basis for his Islamic liberation
theology. He emphasizes the differences between the message of the
early verses revealed in Makkah before the /zrah and the later verses
revealed in Madinah through the lens of historical materialism. The
early verses revealed in Makkah were revealed at a time when the first
Muslims were a marginalized and persecuted group, isolated from
mainstream society. The affluent and privileged merchants of
Quraysh dominated every aspect of public life, socially, economically,
and politically, and it was the poor and downtrodden members of
Makkan society who believed in the revolutionary message of Islam,

37 Mujiburrahman, “Indonesian Translation and Appropriation of the Works of
Shariati and Hanafi in the New Ordet’s Islamic Discourses,” Studia Islamika 25, no.
2 (2018): 279-308. DOI: 10.15408/sdi.v25i2.7181; Zulkifli, The Struggle of the Shi'is in
Indonesia (Canberra: Australian National University Press, 2013).

¥ Moeslim Abdurrahman, Suara Tubhan, Suara Pemerdekaan (Yogyakarta: Kanisius,
2013), 9-13.
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which promised justice and liberation. Their belief in Muhammad’s
prophethood and his message of Islam did not only mean a return to
the monotheism of the Abrahamic tradition, it also meant to affirm
the importance of social solidarity.”

According to Abdurrahman, the early Makkan verses focus on
God’s anger at the rich oppressing the poor, condemning their greed
and avarice as a sign of their ignorance and disbelief. On the other
hand, God’s pleasure was reserved for those who showed compassion
for the marginalized: the weak, poor, and orphaned, as reflected in
Q.S. al-Ma‘an (107). Therefore, Makkan society shapes the context of
the structure of oppression. Although the Madinan verses reflect the
ideal, pluralistic society unified and led by the Prophet, the Makkan
verses properly define the set of core Islamic values that serve as a
reference for Indonesian society today. Abdurrahman argued that
Muslim society should focus on implementing the message of eatly
Islam, siding with the oppressed and the downtrodden, who are in
need of liberation from an unjust system.*

Abdurrahman modified Gertz’s representative figures to make
them more accessible to the modern Indonesian public.* Each figure
represents the characteristics of a specific class. The typical pesantren
graduate (santri) is represented by Kang Thowil, the social middle-
class Muslim (priyay7) by Budi, and the lowest working class is Siti, the
female laborer. The marginalized and oppressed people are
categorized under the proper Islamic term, al-mustad afin, who live in a
state of material, psychological, and spiritual subjugation. Their
existence is structurally hegemonized by the existing power
relationships supporting the elites, the unequal distribution of
resources, and mistepresentation.®

Therefore, to implement the theology of Islam Transformatif
with the aim to transform society through Islam, three preliminary
steps should be taken to develop agency. First, small group circles
should be organized in each community, attended by locals from all
backgrounds to discuss their concerns. Abdurrahman suggests that
these small groups can then proceed to organize informal Islamic

3 Ibid., 168—172.

40 Ibid., 173-177.

4 Clifford Geertz, The Religion of Java (United States: University of Chicago Press,
1976).

42 Abdurrahman, Bersujud di Baitullah, 287-288.
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study circles (mayelis taklim) for a wider Muslim audience. The offered
talks should focus on their transformative orientation, emphasizing
the role of reason and critical thinking. Islamic values and principles
should be examined rationally and analyzed so that they can be
implemented in everyday life. Second, new economic communities
should be established as the resources power for the members of the
organization. The function of these new communities is to awaken
new consciousness and become the agents driving social
transformation. Undoubtedly, the power of collaboration must be
increased with the help of Indonesian intellectuals and scholars who
master both the social science tradition and the Islamic tradition.
Third, the new communities should include the classes of farm
laborers as well as the industrial laborers, so that they can advocate
for their own interests rather than being represented by NGO
activists and used for their social projects.” By fulfilling the above
three agencies, Islam Transformatif can be implemented at the
grassroots level, ultimately achieving social justice. Abdurrahman
concludes,

The final result that can be achieved through implementing

Islam Transformatif is social justice. In practice, our politics

does not bring us big hope. However, the message of Islam

Transformatif can be spread through our political platform.

[-..] Islam is at the core of this social transformation due to its

strong role and influence in our culture. Islam has a long

history and is deeply rooted in Indonesia. Some people think

that social reform is enough, but in my opinion, it needs social

transformation. Islam Transformatif is oriented toward social

reform, but it also contains social criticism. It is not only a

continuation of the discourse on modernity; rather, it restores

the original function of Islam, which is to establish social

justice.**

The explanation above is further reinforced by Abdurrahman’s
self-reflection on translating the concept of Transformative Islam into
concrete actions aimed at reforming Muslim society. In this context,
the dissemination of knowledge through Islamic gatherings (pengajian)
and educational forums such as Majelis Taklim serves as a significant
platform for empowering Muslims to engage in critical thinking.
Within these Majelis Taklim, members can also build economic capital

4 Abdurrahman, Isiam sebagai Kritik Sosial, 186—189.
4 Ibid., 190.
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by participating in collective economic initiatives, commonly referred
to as Koperasi. Additionally, collaboration with other groups, including
the working class and intellectuals, is essential for driving structural
changes within Muslim society. In the following discussion, I will
explore how Isiam Transformatif can be made more relevant to the
current social and political challenges faced by Indonesian Muslim
society.

Islam Transformatif as a Method

Islam Transformatif emerged as the social science alternative in
the context of the New Otder’s policy on national development.
Indonesian scholars educated in the USA introduced modern social
science ideas in the local universities. Indonesia suffered from mass
poverty and unemployment due to structural problems like an
unequal economy dominated by capitalism. However, these serious
challenges were not acknowledged or addressed by Muslim
organizations, which is apparent in the absence of any reference to
‘class’ when commenting on the socio-economic situation. It seemed
that only leftist activist addressed this issue in their publications in the
indie press and on their movement’s web pages (e.g,
indoprogress.com). Given that all communist groups were outlawed
under the Suharto regime, the Marxist perspective of class struggle
could not be developed and was also not popular in the following
decades.

Islam Transformatif offers an alternative perspective because it
has no tarnished past like its Marxist counterpart. Furthermore,
drawing on the provocative concept of Asia as Method introduced by
Kuan-Hsing Chen, a prominent Taiwanese leftist thinker and one of
the initiators of the Inter-Asia Cultural Studies Movement, this
approach has been adopted by various scholars to address social and
political issues in their societies as part of decolonization knowledge
project.” Similarly, Islam Transformatif can also be positioned as a
method to offer a robust critique of Muslim society in Indonesia

4 Junyoung Verdnica Kim, “Asia—Latin America as Method: The Global South
Project and the Dislocation of the West,” Verge: Studies in Global Asias 3, no. 2
(2017): 97-117, https://dx.doi.org/10.5749/vergstudglobasia.3.2.0097; Biao Xiang
and Qi Wu, Sef as Method (Singapore: Springer Nature Singapore, 2023),
https://link.springer.com/10.1007/978-981-19-4953-1; Sandro Mezzadra and Brett
Neilson, Border as Method or the Multiplication of Labor (Durham and London: Duke
University Press, 2013).
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while serving as a perspective that can be employed by focusing on
three key aspects.

First, there is the problem of Islamic extremism and terrorism.
The major Islamic organizations such as Muhammadiyah and NU
argue that the misrepresentation of Islam is due to cultural factors
such as political identity, social networks, and religious understanding
as the primary cause of religious-motivated violence. The Islamic
source texts can be selectively interpreted to support an Islamist
ideology; however, the underlying motives are to be found in society.
Nevertheless, the Islamic mainstream discourse hardly discusses
poverty and lack of education as the root cause of extremism and
religious violence. Neither Muhammadiyah nor NU addresses the
issue of economic inequality embedded in the structure. Thousands
of followers from marginalized backgrounds readily answer the calls
of the populist Islamist leaders and can be mobilized for mass
protests that threaten public peace, such as in the case of Ahok’s
blasphemy in 2016—2017. This shows that most of them do not listen
to the voices of Muhammadiyah and NU scholars.* Vedi Hadiz
conceptualized this phenomenon as the “floating wmwmah.” The term
draws on the New Order regime’s approach to depoliticizing
Indonesian citizens by consolidating numerous political parties into
three major ones and silencing dissent through regulatory
interventions that fostered self-censorship. The “floating #mmah”
refers to the condition in which individual Muslims lack strong
loyalties, even as members of the largest Islamic organizations.”
Second, the Hijrah movement is the most recent trend among young
Indonesian Muslims today, focusing on moral and spiritual
transformation. This social movement differs from the conservative
mainstream organizations of Muhammadiyah and NU because it is a
grassroots movement with no clear hierarchical structure. It is
dominated by the Muslim youth who can no longer identify with the
traditional power structures, preferring a loose organizational

4 Ahmad Najib Burhani, “Plural Islam and Contestation of Religious Authority in
Indonesia,” in Islam in Southeast Asia: Negotiating Modernity, ed. Norshahril Saat
(Singapore: ISEAS-Yusuf Ishak, 2018).

4 Vedi Hadiz, “Imagine All the People? Mobilising Islamic Populism for Right-
Wing Politics in Indonesia,” Journal of Contemporary Asia 48, no. 4 (2018): 566-583,
https://doi.org/10.1080/00472336.2018.1433225;  Vedi Hadiz, “Indonesia’s
Missing Left and the Islamisation of Dissent,” Third World Quarterly 42, no. 3 (2021):
599617, https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2020.17680064.
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structure supported through social media and local mass events.
Hijrah has become symbolic of the power and agency of the
individual to seek spiritual liberation and salvation rather than relying
on religious institutions and authorities. Individuals like Hanan Attaki
have successfully created a new image of the ‘cool ustady representing
a new type of informal religious authority for the Indonesian youth.*
In addition, popular Indonesian celebrities share their ‘born again’
journey with their fanbase, either after joining Salafist groups, Jamaah
Tabligh, or other Tarbiyah movements. The Hijrah youth movement
shows that young Indonesian Muslims feel the need to make the
Islamic discourse relevant to their own life, offer practical guidance,
and empower them. In turn, the mainstream organizations
Muhammadiyah and NU emphasized the concept of Azrah on their
own platforms; however, they are unable to give it the same
relevance.

Historically, the events after the Prophet’s migration to
Madinah are considered to be of more importance for community
life; however, Muslims of today can identify more readily with the
oppression the early Muslims had to suffer at the hands of the
Quraysh in Makkah when they were still a marginalized minority
group. Furthermore, the mainstream discourse does not focus on the
structural problems inherent in Makkan society, which was a highly
divided tribal society and dominated by a rich merchant
elite. Furthermore, the accepted Islamic narrative supported by the
Hijrah movement only appeals to personal piety rather than
revolutionary ethos and social activism. Furthermore, too much
attention is given to promoting high-priced Islamic brands, thus
reducing Muslim engagement to high-end consumerism among the
Indonesian middle classes. On the other hand, important issues such
as mass poverty do not deserve much attention unless in the context
of giving generous alms to the deserving poor. Here, the Islam
Transformatif concept can intervene and redirect the discussion to
include more important issues such as the need to interpret the
Islamic sources to help the oppressed and champion social justice
using the Hijrah tagline.

4 Wahyudi Akmaliah, “The Rise of Cool Ustadz: Islamic Preacher, Subculture, and
the Pemuda Hijrah Movement,” in The New Santri: Challenges to Traditional Religions
Authority in Indonesia, eds. Norshahril Saat and Ahmad Najib Burhani (Singapore:
ISEAS-Yusuf Ishak, 2020), 239-257.
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Third, the emergence of oligarchical structures and predatory
politics must be brought to the attention of the Muslim public. In this
respect, Hadiz"* made a valuable contribution by highlighting the role
of Islamic populism in Muslim societies due to the fact that most
countries are ruled by autocratic regimes and do not have a strong
middle class. However, his study does not propose an Islamic
liberation theology, and he does not see Muhammadiyah and NU as
moderate Muslim organizations able to assume this position. He
criticizes their apparent inability to change their limited scope and
reach in society, which does not include the voices of the
marginalized segments. Through adopting Islam Transformatif
mainstream organizations like Muhammadiyah and NU should give
more space to social activists, thus emphasizing Islam’s original role
as a revolutionary force to bring about radical changes in society
rather than legitimizing the status quo. The criticism voiced by NU
and Muhammadiyah under the Jokowi presidency concerning the
current omnibus law in support of the biggest investor in Indonesia
marks a turning point in their history, where, for the first time,
religious scholars comment on the state economy.

Although Muhammadiyah and NU have the potential to act as
primary agents of societal change, they have also faced criticism for
their close alliances with dominant political powers in the Indonesian
government over the years. For instance, their acceptance of roles in
managing mining initiatives under President Jokowi’s administration
has been criticized for neglecting the grassroots voices of the wmmah.
Many communities living near mining areas in Indonesia continue to
suffer from the adverse effects of extractive industrialization. Amidst
this neglect, certain elite circles within Muhammadiyah and NU, both
structurally and culturally, can be relied upon to advocate for
marginalized communities affected by mining activities and to
challenge the formal structures of their respective Islamic
organizations critically. For example, initiatives such as the Lewbaga
Penanggulangan Bencana dan  Perubahan Iklim (LPBPI-NU), Gerakan
Nasional  Lingkungan Hidup (GNKL-NU), Front Nahdliyin untuk
Kedanlatan Sumber Daya Alam (FNKSDA), and Islam Bergerak, which
are affiliated with NU, as well as Majelis Lingkungan Hidup
Mubammadiyah and Kader Hijau Mubammadiyah (KHM), which are

4 Hadiz, Islamic Populism in Indonesia and the Middle East.
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affiliated with Muhammadiyah, actively engage in environmental
advocacy and resource sovereignty efforts.”

Concluding Remarks

The article examines Moeslim Abdurrahman’s Islamic liberation
theology to criticize Indonesia’s unequal economy as the result of
Suharto’s national development policies. The lower classes were
suffering from rising poverty and unemployment during and after the
authoritarian regime, well into the Reformasi era. His concept
answers Anuqrah’s critique of the study of Indonesian Muslim
societies, which rarely employed the political economy perspective
due to the practice of silencing within the social science discourse.
Although Islam takes the position as the dominant power in the
public sphere, many prominent Indonesian social scientists studied
Muslim societies without taking into account the contributions of
Islamic scholars in their field.

Moeslim Abdurrahman addresses the political and economic
structure in Southeast Asia from the perspective of social science,
with reference to the Islamic sources he interprets to support the
lower classes. He succeeded in problematizing the issues and
challenges in Indonesian society and developed the concept of Islam
Transformatif in line with extended Marxist theory on the mode of
production. According to Syed Farid Alatas and Vineeta Sinha,”" he
can ‘universalize the canon’ of social sciences that were developed in
Western contexts and ignore the contributions of other major
cultures.

In this context, Abdurrahman’s concept can also be integrated
into the Islam Transformatif as Method, which Kuan-Hsing Chen
previously suggested in his work on Asia as Method. It translates into
three critical points addressing the challenges within Indonesian
Muslim society: first, structural poverty as a root cause of religious
extremism and terrorism; second, the failure to comprehend the early
Muslims’ hijrah as a response to the oppression of the vulnerable; and
third, the inability of mainstream Islamic organizations, such as
Muhammadiyah and NU, to critique the oligarchical structures and

0 Aninda Dewayanti and Norshahril Saat, “Islamic Organizations and
Environmentalism in Indonesia,” Perspective, ISEAS-Yusuf Ishak 117, no. 2020
(2020): 1-9.

51 Syed Farid Alatas and Vineeta Sinha, Sociological Theory Beyond the Canon (London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 6.
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predatory politics within the government, which has led to the
marginalization and alienation of large segments of society,
particularly the youth.
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