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Abstract: This article reviews the perspectives of ulama in shaping
the locality of tolerance in the public sphere of education in Langsa,
Aceh by highlighting the fact that there is local tolerance as a critical
argument against the hegemony of the universal meaning of tolerance.
Using a qualitative methodology, this article explores the perspective
of scholars regarding the limits of tolerance such as clothing, social
interaction, religious and organizational activities, and the right to
receive religious education among non-Muslim students and students.
This study produced several findings, first, the way to treat diversity
in the Langsa-Aceh public education space is distinctive because the
ulama’s perspective on tolerance presents local practice both in terms
of dress styles, religious and organizational activism, and religious
education. Second, the perspective of these scholars reconstructs the
meaning of tolerance which was originally universal in a direction
that is local and contextual.
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Introduction
The issue raised in this paper is about the locality of tolerance

in the public sphere of education. The hegemonic meaning of
universal tolerance not only does not get a place in the historical
space, but also stifles the breath of various local cultures. Instead
of the universality of the meaning of tolerance being able to
create global peace, it actually triggers horizontal conflict at the
local level. Forst1 emphasized the possibility of varying expressions
of tolerance in each social group. In other words, what is considered
intolerant by a group (social acceptance) involves the rejection
of another people whom we perceive as different (social rejection).

Such a tendency is found in Langsa. The experiences of
Yetty, Nita, Dina et al., who were intimidated by local youths to
pause their spiritual choral practice at a boarding house in
Langsa2, may generally be regarded as intolerant to the outsiders,
but in local perception it is precisely considered tolerant. Likewise,
when Tgk Syech Muhajir Usman (Dayah Darul Huda Langsa)
asked the authorities to lower the red lanterns in the shopping
area installed by the Indonesian Chinese Marga Social Association
(PSMTI) during the Chinese New Year celebrations. Despite
the opposition of academics, the lanterns were eventually forced
to be taken down. Among the distinctive tolerance, the authority
of the clergy, and the privilege of implementing the Shari’a
succeeded in coloring Langsa as a new local tolerance in Indonesia.

Actually, the face of tolerance in Indonesia’s past need not
be doubted. Various ethnicities, races, religions and customs,
since the beginning, have bound themselves in one national
knot called Pancasila. Likewise with historical records of the
spread of Islam in Indonesia, which was pursued through peaceful
channels. According to Azra, the presence of Islam accommodates
locality. Islam in Indonesia exists through these values and
methods.3
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However, in the last two decades, the issue of intolerance
as a product of radicalism has become increasingly questioned.
Noorhaidi Hasan indicated the emergence of religious militancy
movements which threatened minorities after Suharto’s rule
because of the state’s failure to care for diversity.4 More than
that, Masduki argued that there was “infiltration” of salafi groups
through the media, especially radio broadcasts in Indonesia.5

Salim demonstrated the strong interplay between Islam
and politics in the last two elections (2014 and 2019) as religious
issues influenced the vote. Political contestation with religious
nuances triggers intolerance in various regions as Sumaktoyo
said that religious adherences potentially demonstrates religious
sentiment through politics.6

Initially, intolerance targeted Jokowi as a presidential candidate.
Furthermore, it affected minority groups such as Chinese descent
and non-Muslims..

The Wahid Foundation and the Indonesian Survey Institute
(LSI) 1 August 2016 presented the results of their collaborative
survey on the Potential for Intolerance and Religious Social
Radicalism among Indonesian Muslims showing that the continuation
of maintenance of tolerance in Indonesia is still very worrying.
out of 1,520 respondents, 59.9 percent had groups they hated.
In fact, as much as 92.2 percent of the 59.9 percent do not agree
if the party they hate becomes a government official in Indonesia.
Worse yet, as many as 82.4 percent are not willing if the hated
party becomes their neighbour.7

Intolerance is very prone to occur in areas where the majority
are adherents of certain religions. Aceh has the potential for
acts of intolerance not only because Muslims are the majority
but also because of the shariatization of Islam.8 The SETARA
Institute report on the 2017 Tolerance Cities Index (IKT) shows
that Banda Aceh is the second city with the lowest tolerance
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score (intolerance). Apart from various reactions of rejection
and acceptance, Banda Aceh as the second intolerant city in
Indonesia represents intolerance throughout Aceh. Especially
in areas that have public schools and campuses. Because schools
and campuses are public sphere9.

The rate of population growth among the minorities is
extremely high in Langsa. Akif Tahiief defines a minority within
a minority as a small group that is part of a statistically minority
group.10 Apart from the existence of The University of Samudera
(UNSAM), which in recent years has metamorphosed into a
public state campus. Langsa’s geographical location at the gateway
to Aceh, which is not too far from Medan, also makes it easier
for North Sumatra Christian groups to reach this city.

 The Christian population in Langsa is the seventh largest
(around 545 people) after Southeast Aceh, Aceh Singkil, Banda
Aceh, Aceh Tamiang, Subulussalam, and Lhokseumawe. It should
be noted, this figure does not take into account the hundreds
of Christian students at Samudera University, Langsa, whose
population is estimated at three hundred people. Mawardi, Yusmami,
Muhammad Suhaili Sufyan, Azwir11 noted that in 2018 the
population of Christian students in Langsa (the first two years
of Samudera University’s education) was 130 people. This figure
theoretically increases over the next four years. Therefore, their
population is projected to reach almost 300 people. Even though
they are not permanent residents, the presence of Christian
students contributes to coloring minority dynamics in Langsa.
The number of students means that worship activities at the
HKBP Langsa church always fill the church yard. Apart from
that, the significance of Christian students in Langsa is demonstrated
by the activism of Permanas (Christian Student Association)
Langsa, a Christian student association at Samudera University.12

Based on the author’s observations, there are female students
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who do not wear the hijab around the University of Samudera
(UNSAM). Its number has increased compared to three years ago
and is now a new phenomenon. Most of them did not know that
UNSAM was in Langsa-Aceh because the campus name was not
attached.13 As a citizen comer, as Olberg terms it, they will experience
culture shock because it is completely different from its origin
which alienates them.

As described above, this research does not justify various
acts of intolerance, but rather focuses on framing local tolerance
in the public sphere of education by local ulamas in Langsa
which influences the construction of universal tolerance. Dress,
religious learning methods, religious activism, and interfaith social
interactions in Langsa educational public spaces are the focus of
this research.

Methodology
This research is descriptive-analytical using in-depth interviews.

As key informants, the Langsa clerics were divided into three
groups, namely local dayah ulamas, The Aceh Ulama Consultative
Council (MPU) of Langsa, and academic clerics. In addition,
students and teachers are supporting informants in describing
tolerance in the public sphere of education in Langsa. Due to
convenience considerations, the identity of the students in
this study was disguised (hidden identity). Interviews were recorded
with the informant’s permission. They received information
that the interviews were conducted as published research material.
The names of the informants have been suppressed to ensure
their safety.

The second half of 2017, the author conducted semi-participatory
observations several times on the schools, both inside and
outside the city of Langsa. This semi-participatory observation
contributed to forming an understanding of the topic discussed.
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Data were interpreted based on a combination of analysis
stages recommended by Miles14 and Goode.15 The data that has
been collected through interviews, observations and FGDs is
analyzed by connecting it to the surrounding socio-cultural,
political and structural context. The structural transformation
of the public sphere is used to guide the interpretation of the
field data. Data interpretation is always connected to global
academic discussions as represented in secondary literature based
on scientific articles or published books.

Results and Discussion
Diversity in Langsa: A Panorama

Langsa—demographically—is very heterogeneous. In contrast
to other districts/cities in Aceh which tend to be homogeneous
one. Religious adherence is the most exotic panorama of diversity
there. The Chinese are one of the ethnic and religious minority
groups that contribute to the diversity in Langsa.16 Right in the
heart of the city, you can clearly see stalls owned by Chinese
citizens lined up neatly with various types of products being
sold. But along the way, all sell halal products. There are no
gambling locations, not even “thigh exhibition” as a common
style for modern Chinese women as is the case in other cities
outside Aceh. This is how Chinese women adapt their bodies
within the framework of Islamic law in Langsa. Chinese children
also colored the face of diversity in the Langsa educational
public space. They generally study from elementary school (SD)
to public high school (SMU) in Langsa. However, most prefer
higher education institutions outside Aceh. Students from North
Sumatra create diversity in the education space in Langsa

Ansor and Meutia point out the potential for diversity
among teachers in Langsa.17 In a different article, Ansor referred
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to it as politics of the female body18, like a ploy to escape
various cynicisms and checks. Even though the sharia rules in
Aceh regarding clothing are not meant to discipline non-Muslims,
it cannot be denied that officials often raid them.

In recent years, regarding controlling the headscarf, the
Shari’a public space in Langsa has been more tolerant than
other areas in Aceh. Minorities experience a shift in habitus –
which in Bourdieu’s classification includes lifestyle, values, and
disposition – towards symbolic liberalization (without head
covering). Such a panorama can be seen in several places towards
the University of Ocean. Minority freedom without headscarves
in Langsa is inseparable from the influence of Muslim intellectuals
at IAIN Langsa who are identified as an organic intellectual
class as popularized by Antonio Gramsci who is next to the
oppressed group19 such as Ansor, Febriandi20, Miswari21, who
pay attention to minority issues through their works in Al-
Jami’ah22, Studia Islamika23, IJIMS24, and Journal of Social Science
and Religion25.

Apart from that, in Langsa there is also one active church
as a place of worship for Christians. Every visitor who rides on
the carriage in Merdeka Square is always brought past in front
of the church.

Ahead of the new year 2022, the writer and his family
deliberately got on the carriage to ask what the coachman’s
opinion was about the church. He said: “... This is the only
church in Langsa. This church is already uninhabited. What he
expressed, borrowing the social theory popularized by Herbert
Blumer, is symbolic interactionism as a form of reaction interpretive
in interpreting reality. Regardless of whether the meaning is
correct or not, narratives of cynicism towards minorities still
surface in the public space of Langsa City. This is a “fire in the
husk” that can trigger horizontal conflict any time, at least
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forming a negative domination.

Multiculturalism in the public sphere of Langsa education
still leaves a number of problems. Multicultural education is a
movement that began in the late 1960s and early 1960s 1970s.
It is an intellectual concept, a reformist movement and a process.
The basic idea is that’s all students have equal opportunities in
education without having to be subject to race, ethnicity, social
class, or gender discrimination.26 This reformist approach supporting
school transformation, the fact that every student benefits from
equal educational opportunities, the promotion and sustainability
of democracy, and the sustainability of liberal, just, and equal
social structures.27

This dictates that all students who adopt a multicultural
education mentality must be provided with provisions with a
school and educational environment that has equal opportunities
whatever they are race, ethnicity, language, religion, gender,
cultural background, socio-cultural and sexual status orientation.
Providing social justice, creating equality of opportunity in
education, getting to know different cultures and be impartial
towards them, reflecting the influence of culture on educational
environment, and organizing school programs according to
multicultural principles accepted as a dimension of multicultural
education.28

Teacher attitudes and behavior directly influence students
and may cause them to exhibit the same positive or negative
behavior and attitudes. This was stated in previous research
conducted on the subject that the attitudes of elementary school
teachers in multicultural education. Multicultural education
contributes to critical thinking skills and teacher awareness
candidate prospective teachers need multicultural education;
preschool teachers are sensitive to multicultural education but
they do not receive adequate support; teachers become open to
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collaboration through multicultural education; there is a reduction
in racist attitudes among students who receive multicultural
education and cultural awareness is created among students
through multicultural education and multicultural education.

Provision of teachers and lecturers of Christian Religion
has not been fulfilled as it should. Even though the National
Education System Law of 2003 has mandated the obligation to
provide religious education that is the same as the student’s
religion and taught by teachers who share the same religion as
the student. As a result, the process of religious education for
Christians is provided in the form of two options. First, they
attend Islamic lectures and learning as other Muslim students
or students, and then, they attend services at the Church for
one semester while the grades are given based on consideration
of the grades inscribed by the Church administrators.

But in general, multiculturalism in Langsa’s public space
is more advanced. The works of progressive Muslim scholars
(Muslim intellectuals) who consistently criticize negative domination
have also contributed to this progress. In fact, their works experienced
a peak of revitalization after the theme of religious moderation
emerged as a national hot issue. Local ulamas of Dayah will be
the toughest challenge. Instead of launching an agenda of religious
moderation in Langsa, progressive scholarly Muslim groups in
IAIN Langsa will instead be faced with the dynamics of contestation
of authority with local ulamas.

Ulama, Authority and Contestation in Langsa
The history of Aceh’s clergy has been going on for a long

time. Arskal Salim29 said that the Acehnese ulama had a significant
role in determining the framing of Islamic identity in Aceh.
The activities of the All Aceh Ulama Association (PUSA) led
by Daud Beureueh in the early days of independence were
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evidence of the significance of the role of the Acehnese ulama
in socio-political dynamics.30 Likewise, during the reform period,
the implementation of Islamic law in Aceh cannot be separated
from the role of the Acehnese ulamas.31 Broadly speaking, the
concept of Islam that is positivized through qanuns related to
sharia, such as the prohibition of spreading heretical sects,
gambling, drinking, obscenity, khalwat, are religious provisions
that are framed through the production of interpretations by
ulamas in Aceh.

Langsa, in the landscape of the past did not have many
famous scholars. Alkaf as a Lecturer at IAIN Langsa stated that,
“at least there is the name Ismail Thajeb Paja Budjok who is
known by the great PUSA scholars. Unfortunately, local ulamas
in Langsa were unable to promote it as a center for establishing
religious authority.”

In the context of Langsa, the Ulama can be divided into
three forms, the MPU, academic Ulama, and the ulama of dayah.
If using Antonio Gramsci’s theory32, The second category of
scholars can be divided into two, organic intellectuals and traditional
intellectuals, where organic intellectuals are intellectuals who
use their intellectual expression to advocate for victims of oppression
and injustice while traditional intellectuals draw more embarkation
lines between science and social reality. They are more oriented
towards academic careers so that the boundaries between academics
and the socio-political reality of their environment are maintained.
The third category are ulamas based in dayah. They are generally
closer to the basis of proletarian society.

In general, the authority of the ulama in social life cannot
be underestimated. Not only dealing with religious issues, but
the legitimacy of the ulama also penetrated government affairs.
In fact, the existence of the ulama is often seen as a threat to
every regime. But the role of the ulama continues to survive in
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social life even though a sultan, ruler, or a dynasty has been
destroyed.33 However, internally, the variant ulama in Langsa
contest authority not only in thought but in charismatic political
struggles. Da’wah stage contests have often taken place in public
spaces.

Being Tolerant in Langsa Education Public Space
Introducing the values of multiculturalism into the public

sphere of education which produces the tradition of multicultural
education has positioned tolerance as what Banks conceptualized
as a single space accommodation for all students with different
backgrounds in each learning process. The most graceful expectation
is how to present a learning atmosphere that avoids intolerance.
The atmosphere of multicultural education referred to by Banks
as “people colour”,34 described in three forms of manifestation,
first, the establishment of positive treatment among students
of different ethnic, racial, ethnic, religious and cultural differences.
Second, stimulating student endurance by teaching them how
to decide and be socially skilled. Third, positively portray diversity
to students.35 However, such construction operationally necessitates
different interpretations when engaging in dialogue with social
reality.

According to Kuhn, social reality is constructed based on
a particular mode of thought or mode of inquiry, resulting in
a particular mode of knowing as well. Meanwhile, in Kant’s
assumption, “how to know” can be referred to as a conceptual
scheme. Marx named it as ideology; while Wittgenstein named
it as a language reserve.36 A typical social reality in a typical
Langsa will reconstruct a different meaning of tolerance. Cannot
be equated with other regions, because naturally, tolerance is
negotiated with local traditions.
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The general criteria for tolerance require openness, volunteerism,
generosity, and gentleness in diversity, which is accompanied by
a respectful attitude, acceptance of different people, and positive
thinking. Such an attitude will facilitate interfaith dialogue and
interaction.37 Aceh in general will certainly face many problems
when these criteria are used as parameters. Aceh will continue to
be considered as an intolerant area because the parameters of
tolerance used are different from the construction of meaning
and criteria for tolerance among the Acehnese. So, what is called
tolerance in other areas is not necessarily the same as in Langsa.

Quasi Muslim Dress
There are two types of clothing worn by non-Muslim women

in Langsa’s educational public space as “Muslimah dress” and
“quasi Muslimah dress”. Non-Muslim women also wear headscarves,
long-sleeved clothes and long skirts for the following reasons:
First, Muslimah dress worn by non-Muslims is only a political
body for adaptation and personal comfort. Second, this way of
dressing is camouflage in nature which actually obscures the
identity of diversity. However, the clothes that are commonly
worn by non-Muslim women in Langsa and can be constructed
as “tolerance clothing” are “Muslimah-like” clothing, where the
non-Muslim women dress like Muslim students at the madrasa
but do not wear a headscarf. This kind of dress tolerance is only
found in Aceh, especially in Langsa, as shown in the following
portrait.

According to Zulkarnain (Chairman of the interfaith harmony
forum) Langsa, the issue of wearing the headscarf for non-Muslim
women is actually no longer controversial in Aceh. This is because,
apart from the obligation to wear the headscarf in the Qonun, it
is only intended for Muslim women, the scholars also disagree if
this obligation is imposed on non-Muslims.
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In line with this view, Bustami (The National Assimilation
Forum Chairman) of Langsa said that non-Muslim students do
not have to wear Muslim clothes (hijab).

The opinion of the local ulama in Langsa regarding tolerance
for clothing is a “win win solution” between the necessity of
maintaining universal tolerance on the one hand, and the will to
maintain public order on the other. Not only in women, men’s
bodies also take part in order. Therefore, for non-Muslims in
Aceh, non-Muslims in Aceh can dress “quasi Muslim” as a tolerant
way of disciplining the body in order to avoid various crimes.
This is in line with Foucault’38 who said that the body is seen as
an object of discipline because the wildness of the body is believed
to create social instability.

Studying Other Religions?
Caring for diversity in the public sphere of education is

getting religious education.39 On account of the teaching of religion
in schools is not in accordance with the religion of the students,
the Government through Law Number 20 of 2003 concerning
the National Education System article 12 confirms that every
student has the right to access religious education taught by
teachers of the same religion. However, the realization of these
provisions is almost impossible in Langsa. According to Bustami,
religious education and its teachers/lectures for adherents of other
religions in Langsa has not been facilitated in schools and UNSAM.

One of the models of religious education for non-Muslims
in Langsa is as stated by Ilyas, an Islamic Religious Education
teacher at SMK N 3, that apart from having to attend weekly
services at the church and the monastery, they also take written
exams in religious subjects for non-Muslims made by the church.
At UNSAM, students take part in lslamic lectures and attend
services every week at the church.
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Responding to this, Zulkarnain, Bustami and Kamarullah
said that non-Muslim students did not need to study Islam. It is
better for them to study religion in their respective places of worship
and be guided by a priest.

In line with the considerations of local ulama in Langsa who
consider that religious education is not merely a transfer of knowledge,
Riberu revealed that religious education can be called authentic
because it presents knowledge materials while at the same time
endeavoring experience and appreciation of values (reasoning of
values) in the setting of conditions and the environment of social
life. In the context of appreciation, human development is directed
at conscious experience of values (werterlebnis). Departing from
this conscious experience, there is also an appreciation for every
value encountered (wetschatzung). On the basis of this belief in
values, it will be easier for everyone to accept the values that enter
into them (wetbejaung). So that everyone will radiate positive
energy in responding to the values they receive (wertenscheidung)
as well as embodying them (werbestatigung) in everyday life.

Thus, granting the right to “learn other religions” in the
public sphere of education according to Langsa scholars is an
inappropriate attitude. The handover of non-Muslim students and
students to be guided in their respective houses of worship by
mentors of the same religion is seen by Langsa scholars as the
most tolerant solution in the midst of a shortage of non-Muslim
religious educators. However, this situation cannot be allowed to
continue so that the local government needs to coordinate with
the central government to fulfill the ideal religious education for
non-Muslims to be realized in Langsa.

Receiving “Half-Hearted”
Complete acceptance of the existence of followers of various

religions/beliefs is a challenge in Indonesia, especially to open
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space for different religious activities. The complete acceptance
of other religions in most regions in Indonesia may be realized,
but in areas where the majority of certain religions is absolute,
such as in Aceh, this becomes a problem.

Zulkarnain said that the rejection of the establishment of
the Langsa Christian Student Association by the Langsa was
not only because they did not meet the qualifications but also
an indication of missionaryization.

The suspicion that links social religious activities with the
missionary agenda, in the ideal concept of universal tolerance
shows an attitude of “half-hearted” acceptance of different parties.
At a higher escalation, these negative suspicions can tarnish
the face of multicultural education in Langsa as Delmus40 said
that truly free from racism and sexism, as well as other forms of
social domination and intolerance.

Local Tolerance in Langsa
As a universal value, tolerance harmonizes local realities.

Some of its values are accepted, some are interpreted differently
due to cultural differences. Similar to Islam, its presence in
social history necessitates dialogical interactions with various
local cultures. Ricklefs assesses that there are two possibilities
that occur when Islam greets local culture. First, conversion to
Islam, second, assimilation with the natives through marriage.41

Syam refers to the contact of Islam and local culture as a
process of integration and new unity.42 Presumably this last
method is more appropriate to call the pattern of interaction
between tolerance values and locality in Langsa.

The distinguished tolerance in Langsa presents a narrative
of locality in the discourse of tolerance. But in the realm of
education, raises a number of problems. The most fundamental
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thing is because Aceh on the one hand is a special region, while
education is not autonomous on the other hand. However,
tolerance in Aceh in general can be used as a basis for “excuse”
of local tolerance.

Even though tolerance in the public sphere of Langsa education
is constructed in a distinctive manner and different from the
mainstream of Indonesia, the space for understanding it remains
temporary because social dynamics that continue to move progressively
are a necessity. Even the urge to direct the meaning and practice
of tolerance as sub-multiculturalism in the public sphere of
Langsa education to its essence will be difficult to avoid. This
pressure will race against the wishes of the mainstream of society
who want the preservation of local traditions. In this case, local
tolerance can be inserted as an in-between agenda to achieve
the primacy of peaceful life and continuity of shared education.
So that what is considered intolerant outside Aceh becomes
commonplace in the local Acehnese community.

Robinson’s concept of “religious intolerance” for example,
which shows the broad scope of intolerance cannot fully apply
in Aceh. He outlined seven forms of intolerance in religion,
which include: 1. Dissemination of false or wrong information
about belief groups or religious practices, even though the inaccurate
information can be easily checked and corrected; 2. Dissemination
of hate speech against a group; for example issuing utterances
either in explicit or implied form that members of a certain
group are considered evil, not good, committing crimes (crimes),
and so on; 3. Issue expressions of mockery or belittling a group
with certain religious beliefs and practices; 4. Conduct attempts
to force religious beliefs and practices on other people to follow
their teachings or beliefs; 5. Limiting human rights to members
of certain identified religious groups; 6. Devaluing other religions
as worthless or considered evil; 7. Obstructing the freedom of
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others to convert their religion.43

As a parameter of intolerance, the seven indicators are
generally acceptable, but their explicit operational interpretation
in Aceh is still debatable. The misunderstanding in distinguishing
between religious activism and missionaryism among Christians
is an example. Even the use of Christian religious symbols can
be considered as a “missionary agenda” which is then categorized
as intolerant. These kinds of things are called local wisdom,
which cannot be compared to other areas outside Aceh.

Conclusion
This paper shows that the ulema are the holders of social

authority in shaping local cultural wisdom in Aceh, especially
in Langsa. Their perspective is the basis for implementing local
tolerance in Langsa, including in the public sphere of education.
Meanwhile, the public sphere of education, which necessitates
the implementation of the national system, faces a dilemma
with local tolerance in Langsa. The granting of the right to
receive religious education according to the religion of students
and to be taught by teachers of the same religion cannot be
fully realized there. Likewise with existential “restrictions” and
religious activities through student religious organizations. In
this “restriction”, the ulema worried there would be an insertion
of a missionary agenda against the majority of Muslims which
would undermine their faith. In addition, even though local
ulama support  are not imposing the headscarf for non-Muslims,
the imposition of modest clothing is still emphasized. What
the author refers to as “quasi Muslim” in this paper is dressing
like a madrasah schoolgirl but not wearing a headscarf. Meanwhile,
non-Muslim schoolboys are not allowed to wear shorts even at
the elementary school level. Thus, due to the absolute Muslim
majority and distinctive local cultural wisdom, the implementation
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of tolerance in Langsa is not the same as in other regions in
Indonesia. A locality-style tolerance concept is needed that is
acculturative in terms of dress to care for diversity in Langsa.
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