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 Socio-religious conflicts in Indonesia pose significant challenges to 

social harmony in its diverse communities. This study explores the 

critical role of ulama (Islamic scholars) in mitigating such conflicts 

through qualitative analysis involving four prominent ulama. Data 

were collected via in-depth interviews and analyzed using NVIVO 

software to identify key themes and strategies. The findings reveal that 

ulama play a pivotal role in promoting peace and tolerance through 

preventive religious teachings, mediation in disputes, community 

engagement, and counter-radicalization efforts. Despite facing 

challenges such as resistance from radical groups and limited 

resources, their contributions are instrumental in fostering socio-

religious harmony. The study emphasizes the need for institutional 

support and collaborative efforts to amplify the impact of ulama in 

conflict resolution. These insights offer valuable implications for 

policymakers and stakeholders working toward sustainable peace in 

multicultural societies. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

Indonesia's cultural and religious 

diversity, while a source of national pride, 

also presents potential for socio-religious 

conflicts arising from misunderstandings, 

radical ideologies, and socio-economic 

disparities. Strategies to manage these 

tensions include theological, educational, and 

policy approaches. Theological perspectives 

promote religious freedom and harmony by 

fostering tolerance and respect [1], while 

religious institutions encourage interfaith 

dialogue and cross-cultural understanding to 

enhance social harmony [2]. Education plays 

a critical role in shaping attitudes that value 

diversity and balance global openness with 

local identity preservation [3]. Additionally, 

religious moderation policies have reduced 

conflict potential by 4.2% [4], and cross-

institutional cooperation strengthens unity 

and prevents exploitation of religious 

sentiments [5]. 

The role of ulama in Indonesia is 

pivotal in fostering harmony and mitigating 

conflicts, given their esteemed position as 

moral and spiritual guides. Their influence 

extends beyond religious teachings, 

significantly impacting social cohesion, 

interfaith dialogue, and conflict resolution. 

Ulama actively engage in religious and social 

activities to promote harmonious 

relationships [6] and develop tolerant Islamic 

education, which emphasizes moderation and 
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deliberation to foster understanding among 

diverse groups [7]. In regions like Majalengka, 

ulama counter radical ideologies by 

promoting tolerant Islamic values and 

collaborating with the government to ensure 

the acceptance of peace and diversity 

initiatives [7], [8]. Historically, ulama have 

contributed to education through systems like 

the pondok, integrating Islamic teachings 

with local traditions to encourage self-reliance 

and entrepreneurship [9]. Their evolving role, 

including participation in academia and social 

movements, underscores their adaptability 

and continued relevance in addressing 

contemporary societal issues [10]. 

Despite their critical role, research on 

the contributions of ulama in conflict 

resolution, particularly in the context of socio-

religious disputes, remains limited. This 

study seeks to address this gap by exploring 

how ulama actively engage in reducing socio-

religious tensions in Indonesia. Through 

qualitative analysis, the research delves into 

their strategies, challenges, and successes in 

mitigating conflict and fostering social 

harmony. 

The study employs in-depth 

interviews with four prominent ulama, whose 

experiences and insights offer a 

comprehensive understanding of the 

dynamics of conflict resolution in diverse 

communities.  

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW  

2.1 Socio-Religious Conflict in Indonesia 

Socio-religious conflicts in Indonesia, 

rooted in the nation’s ethnic and religious 

diversity, are often exacerbated by socio-

economic inequalities, political manipulation, 

and misinformation. Historical cases in 

Maluku and Poso highlight the potential for 

violence if these tensions are not addressed 

through effective mediation and 

peacebuilding. Such conflicts frequently 

exploit religious diversity to mask motives 

like destabilization or resource control, with 

religious interpretations manipulated to 

justify discrimination [11]. While Indonesia's 

religious pluralism offers opportunities for 

harmony, challenges arise when government 

policies exacerbate tensions by discriminating 

against minorities [12], [13]. Factors like 

dogma, leadership, and historical narratives, 

coupled with political and economic 

influences, fuel religious violence [12], [14]. 

Nevertheless, community-based 

peacebuilding initiatives, such as those by the 

East Java Interfaith Foundation, demonstrate 

how local wisdom and resources can resolve 

conflicts through dialogue, reconciliation, and 

mediation [11], [14]. 

2.2 The Role of Religious Leaders in Conflict 

Resolution 

Religious leaders, particularly ulama 

in Indonesia, play a pivotal role in conflict 

resolution by leveraging their moral authority 

and influence within communities. Acting as 

mediators, facilitators of dialogue, and agents 

of reconciliation, they use religious teachings 

to promote peace and tolerance, which is 

especially significant in a predominantly 

Muslim population seeking their guidance. 

Ulama mediate conflicts by facilitating 

dialogue between opposing parties, 

encouraging open communication and 

understanding to resolve disputes [15], [16]. 

Interfaith dialogue is a key strategy employed 

to foster tolerance and prevent conflicts, 

contributing to a harmonious multicultural 

society [17], [18]. Promoting religious 

moderation through inclusive education and 

dialogue is another vital effort, as it shapes a 

tolerant society and prevents conflicts [17], 

[19]. Drawing from Islamic teachings and the 

example of Prophet Muhammad, ulama 

advocate for equality, respect, and gentle 

communication as effective means of 

resolving interfaith conflicts [19]. 

Furthermore, they counter radical ideologies 

by providing narratives rooted in Islamic 

principles of peace and coexistence, 

mitigating extremist views and fostering a 

peaceful community [15]. 

2.3 Theoretical Framework 

This research is supported by the 

conflict transformation theory as postulated 

by [20], which focuses on the need to address 

the causes of conflict and to transform 

relationships if peace is to be sustainable. It 

identifies cultural and religious leaders as 
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playing a critical role in encouraging dialogue 

and understanding. This framework befits the 

role of ulama in Indonesia, working to 

transform divisive socio-religious dynamics 

into opportunities for unity and collaboration. 

2.4. Gap in the Existing Literature 

Most of the studies identify the role of 

religious leaders in peacebuilding, but not 

much attention has been paid to the unique 

contributions of ulama in Indonesia's socio-

religious conflicts. Interfaith initiatives at the 

macro level are a common discussion in the 

literature, while grassroots movements led by 

ulama are not covered. This research paper 

tries to fill this gap by conducting an in-depth 

analysis of the ulama's unique role in conflict 

reduction through a qualitative inquiry 

approach.  

 

3. METHODS  

3.1 Research Design 

A qualitative research design will be 

adopted for the study in understanding how 

ulama in Indonesia contribute toward conflict 

reduction at the socio-religious level. 

Qualitative methods would be appropriate in-

depth to describe the experiences of the 

ulama, including their strategies and 

challenges in building peace. The context-

specific and in-depth analysis which this 

study aims to achieve draws on key informant 

experiences. 

3.2 Data Collection 

Data collection in this study was done 

through in-depth, semi-structured interviews 

with four highly influential ulama who are 

actively involved in conflict resolution efforts 

across different regions of Indonesia. Semi-

structured interviews were preferred because 

they allow flexibility in the exploration of 

participants' experiences while ensuring that 

key research questions were covered. The 

informants were selected based on their 

recognized influence within their 

communities and their documented 

involvement in socio-religious peacebuilding 

initiatives. 

These were further supported by the 

data from secondary sources such as reports, 

articles, and public speeches of the ulama. The 

data triangulation helps in comprehensively 

framing their roles and strategies. 

3.3 Sampling Technique 

This study used purposive sampling, 

through which informants were selected 

based on: first, being recognized as respected 

ulama who has a great influence in society; 

second, having significant involvement in 

efforts to overcome socio-religious conflicts; 

and lastly, who could take part and share their 

experiences in detail. Selection of the 

informants was made from regions in 

Indonesia which have been noted to host 

diverse religious populations and socio-

religious tensions, hence providing insights 

into challenges and approaches taken towards 

conflict resolution. 

3.4 Data Analysis 

Data analysis was done using NVIVO 

software-a qualitative data analysis tool that 

allows for systematic coding and thematic 

analysis. First, all interview recordings were 

transcribed verbatim to maintain accuracy 

and preserve the richness of data. The 

transcripts were then imported into NVIVO, 

and open coding was conducted through 

which key themes and patterns were 

identified. These codes were then organized 

into themes, through which thematic analysis 

was conducted for insight into the strategies, 

challenges, and impacts of ulama in conflict 

resolution. These themes were interpreted in 

the light of the existing literature and the 

theoretical framework of conflict 

transformation. 

 

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

4.1 Preventive Measures through Religious 

Teachings 

All four ulama mentioned the use of 

religious teachings to promote peace and 

tolerance. Misconceptions were often 

addressed and divisive ideologies were 

discouraged in sermons and religious 

gatherings. 

"We always teach Islamic values that put 

peace and respect for differences first. In every 

Friday sermon, I always emphasize the importance 

of tolerance and mutual respect among different 

religious groups." (Informant 1) 
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These precautions helped to create a 

spirit of accommodation and coexistence 

among members of these communities. 

4.2 Mediative Role in Conflict Resolution 

The ulama may act as mediators in 

their capacity to exercise moral authority from 

a neutral position in dispute resolution. The 

following was cited as an example of how one 

ulama mediated between a land use conflict 

involving both Muslim and Christian 

communities: 

"When there are conflicts at the group 

level, we try to mediate. I called the parties in and 

allowed them to have a discussion with each other. 

We worked out a solution based on considerations 

of fairness and humanity." (Informant 2) 

The mediation carried out by the 

ulama underscored trust gaps between and 

free interaction among various conflicting 

parties. 

4.3 Community Engagement and Interfaith 

Activities 

The ulama were actively organizing 

interfaith activities, such as joint community 

service projects and cultural events, to 

develop relationships and build trust among 

diversified groups. 

"We organized joint activities, such as 

social services and interfaith discussions. This 

way, people can get to know each other better and 

reduce negative prejudices." Informant 3 

These programs were relatively 

successful in easing tensions and improving 

harmony within areas of socio-religious 

conflict. 

4.4 Counteracting Radical Ideologies 

Among the other more specific roles 

of ulama are countering radical ideologies, 

especially among youth. They used both 

traditional platforms, like mosques, and 

modern tools such as social media for 

spreading balanced and inclusive religious 

messages. 

"Extremism is actually born out of a lack 

of understanding of religion. We try to rectify this 

by giving correct interpretations through mosque 

sermons and even via social media platforms." 

Informant 4 

Their striving was also rudimentary 

in the articulation of root causes of extremism, 

voicing moderation religiously. 

4.5 Challenges Faced by Ulama 

Some of the challenges highlighted by 

these ulama include resistance from radical 

groups, limited resources, and the political 

manipulation of religious issues. 

"One of the most important challenges is 

the resistance of groups holding extremist views. 

They often misinterpret our efforts and spread false 

rumors to discredit us." (Informant 2) 

These challenges underlined a need 

for institutional support and collaboration to 

develop the role of ulama in conflict 

resolution. 

DISCUSSION 

The present study supports evidence 

from the literature and adds fresh insights 

into how ulama might reduce socio-religious 

conflict in Indonesia. This is consistent with 

the work of [20]–[22], where religious 

teaching is shown as effective to build 

tolerance and empathy. The ability of the 

ulama to contextualize Islamic principles for 

solving contemporary problems shows how 

religion may bend to accommodate the goal of 

social cohesion. 

The role of the ulama as mediators 

corresponds to [23], [24]conflict 

transformation theory in that it deals with 

root causes and the transformation of 

relationships. In facilitating dialogues, the 

ulama acted as bridges to create trust and 

cooperation between the parties in conflict.  

[11], [16], [25]cites grassroots movements as 

particularly vital to building interfaith trust. 

The initiative taken by the ulama to join 

interfaith activities and joint projects makes 

them potentially capable of building 

substantive relationships and reducing 

conflict. 

The challenges the ulama face, from 

the opposition by radical groups to the limited 

resources available to them, suggest systemic 

barriers that need to be identified and 

addressed. This will require strengthened 

partnerships among religious leaders, 

government bodies, and civil society 
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organizations for maximum impact from the 

ulama. 

Practical Implications for Policy and Society 

The findings indicate that the 

policymakers should equip the ulama with 

resources, training, and opportunities for 

their peacebuilding work. Moreover, peace 

education integrated into the religious 

curriculum will not only amplify their voice 

but also widen the coverage of the ulama. 

Conclusion This paper identifies the 

importance of the ulama's contribution to 

solving socio-religious conflicts in Indonesia. 

They engage in preventing, mediating, and 

serving within the community with much 

tolerance and understanding among various 

groups. The ulama's efforts to counter radical 

ideologies are particularly significant in 

addressing the root causes of extremism. 

However, their work is not without 

challenges, including resistance from radical 

groups and the politicization of religious 

issues. Stronger institutional support, better 

collaboration with stakeholders, and the use 

of digital platforms could further enhance the 

role of ulama in peacebuilding. Empowering 

the ulama and overcoming systemic obstacles 

will further enable Indonesia to pursue its 

aspiration for enduring social harmony 

within its pluralistic society. 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

This study highlights the 

indispensable role of ulama in addressing 

socio-religious conflicts in Indonesia. 

Through preventive teachings, mediation, 

and community engagement, they actively 

promote tolerance and understanding among 

diverse groups. The ulama’s efforts to counter 

radical ideologies are particularly significant 

in addressing the root causes of extremism. 

However, their work is not without 

challenges, including resistance from radical 

groups and the politicization of religious 

issues. Strengthening institutional support, 

fostering collaboration with stakeholders, and 

leveraging digital platforms can enhance the 

effectiveness of ulama in peacebuilding 

efforts. By empowering ulama and 

addressing systemic barriers, Indonesia can 

further its goal of achieving lasting social 

harmony in its pluralistic society. 
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