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INTRODUCTION

The study of Qur'anic exegesis (tafsir) has evolved significantly in Southeast Asia, reflecting a
dynamic intersection between traditional Islamic scholarship and contemporary societal needs.
Recent scholarly trends indicate an increasing methodological and thematic convergence that
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emphasizes contextual relevance and intellectual rigor. As Muslim communities in Southeast Asia
navigate rapid socio-political and technological changes, the demand for a more nuanced and
responsive interpretation of the Qur'an has grown. The emergence of maqasid-based tafsir, which
focuses on interpreting the Qur'an through its underlying objectives and values, exemplifies this
shift (Wijaya & Muzammil, 2021). This approach seeks to reconcile classical interpretations with
current societal realities, enabling the Qur'an to remain a living guide for new generations. The
increasing receptivity to such frameworks indicates a broader transformation in how Islamic texts
are being engaged within pluralistic and modern contexts.

Southeast Asia, particularly Indonesia and Malaysia, has seen significant institutional investment
in Qur'anic studies. Prominent universities have established accredited programs in tafsir and
Qur'anic sciences, integrating critical and contextual approaches into their curricula (Surahman,
2019). This academic development is mirrored by a growing interest among youth, as indicated by
enrollment statistics and the increasing volume of scholarly publications on tafsir (Kaltsum &
Amin, 2024). These trends suggest a deepening engagement with Islamic texts among the younger
generation, motivated not only by religious commitment but also by a desire to navigate
contemporary life with ethical clarity. The institutionalization of tafsir studies has consequently led
to the production of sophisticated scholarly works and broadened public discourse around the
interpretation of the Qur'an.

Another key development is the integration of digital technology into the dissemination of tafsir.
Platforms such as YouTube and social media have enabled scholars and religious leaders to reach
wider audiences, transforming traditional lecture formats into widely accessible "digital tafsir texts"
(Khasanah et al., 2023). These digital expressions of tafsir have introduced innovative methods of
engaging with the Qur'an, extending interpretive practices beyond formal academic settings. The
popular lectures of figures like Gus Baha in Indonesia illustrate how digital platforms can
democratize access to religious knowledge while simultaneously fostering a deeper public
appreciation of the Qur'an (Aras & Solihin, 2022). The emergence of these formats has facilitated
a broader and more inclusive dialogue on Islamic teachings, blending classical thought with
contemporary concerns.

The institutional growth of tafsir is further supported by frequent academic conferences and
seminars across the region. These gatherings not only reflect the vibrancy of the scholarly
community but also demonstrate the alighment of academic tafsir with pressing socio-political and
environmental issues (Okawa, 2019). The reciprocal relationship between academic research and
public concerns ensures that tafsir remains relevant and engaged. By aligning interpretative work
with contemporary realities, scholars contribute to an evolving understanding of Islam that is
intellectually robust and socially responsive. Moreover, the linkages between institutions, scholars,
and communities foster an ecosystem where tafsir functions as both a theological and a civic
enterprise.

Empirical data support the notion that the field of tafsir in Southeast Asia is undergoing a period
of considerable growth. The proliferation of academic institutions offering specialized training,
alongside the publication of new works, underscores a regional commitment to advancing Qut'anic
interpretation. Influential works such as Hamka's Tafsir al-Azhar, which was inspired by
Muhammad Abduh’s modernist project, have set the tone for a generation of interpreters seeking
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to make the Qur’an relevant to contemporary life (Zulfikri & Badawi, 2021). This aligns with the
broader thematic orientation of contemporary tafsir, which emphasizes justice, ethics, and the
applicability of Qur'anic principles in addressing modern societal challenges.

Despite these advancements, scholars and religious authorities continue to face several challenges.
A major issue is the increasing accessibility of unvetted interpretations online. While digital
platforms have enabled greater access to tafsir, they have also led to the spread of interpretations
that lack scholatly rigor or historical context (Wijaya & Muzammil, 2021). The popularization of
tafsir through social media has, in some cases, undermined efforts to promote critical and
contextual engagement with the Qur’an. This disconnect between accessibility and academic
quality poses a risk to public understanding, especially when interpretations are taken out of
context or used to support ideological agendas.

Another challenge lies within the scholarly community itself. A significant portion of the ulama
still adhere to classical interpretive frameworks that may not adequately address contemporary
issues  (Kaltsum & Amin, 2024). The resistance to adopting newer, more inclusive
methodologies—such as maqasid-oriented or thematic tafsir—Ilimits the field’s capacity to respond
to evolving societal needs. For instance, attempts to highlight Qur'anic principles related to moral
and social justice are sometimes hindered by rigid adherence to traditionalist paradigms (Wijaya &
Muzammil, 2021). This internal inertia reflects broader tensions between preservation and
innovation in Islamic scholarship.

A further complication is the lack of well-trained human resources in the field. Many institutions
struggle to provide comprehensive training that balances classical mastery with modern relevance.
Consequently, emerging scholars often lack the methodological diversity and contextual sensitivity
required for effective tafsir. This deficiency is mirrored in the current literature, which remains
heavily text-centered and often disconnected from socio-cultural dynamics (Surahman, 2019). The
scarcity of interdisciplinary tafsir studies limits the development of holistic interpretative models
that could better serve Muslim communities in Southeast Asia.

These issues highlight a significant gap in the existing literature. Much of the scholatly work
continues to prioritize traditional exegesis while paying little attention to innovative approaches
that could bridge textual fidelity with contextual adaptability. There is a dearth of tafsir research
focused on contemporary concerns such as pluralism, social equity, and digital engagement
(Surahman, 2019). Moreover, efforts to synthesize local traditions with universal Islamic principles
remain underexplored. Without such integrative work, the potential of tafsir to address modern
realities remains constrained.

The primary objective of this review is to examine the development of contemporary tafsir studies
in Southeast Asia by analyzing the interplay between classical tradition, emerging methodologies,
and changing social contexts. It seeks to identify how scholars and institutions have responded to
contemporary challenges through methodological innovation and digital dissemination (Wijaya &
Muzammil, 2021). Furthermore, this review aims to explore how Qur'anic interpretation serves as
a medium for engaging with broader issues in Muslim societies, including politics, education, and
cultural diversity.

111 | Sinergi International Journal of Islamic Studies s:/ /journal.sineroi.or.id /ijis



Contextual Tafsir and Digital Islam in Southeast Asia: A Narrative Review
Saefulloh

This study focuses on five countries—Indonesia, Malaysia, Brunei, Thailand, and Singapore—each
with its own distinct religious, cultural, and political contexts. In Indonesia, for instance, cultural
diversity necessitates an inclusive and adaptable interpretative approach (Surahman, 2019). In
contrast, the state’s involvement in religious affairs in Malaysia and Brunei has led to a more
centralized and policy-aligned form of tafsir (Karimi-Nia, 2012). Meanwhile, Muslim minorities in
Thailand and Singapore often utilize tafsir to strengthen community identity and resilience
(Suleiman et al., 2024). These regional differences offer a rich comparative framework for
understanding how context shapes interpretative practices.

There has been a noticeable increase in the number of scholars engaged in tafsir across the region.
Many of them possess diverse educational backgrounds that combine traditional Islamic learning
with modern academic training, facilitating interdisciplinary perspectives (Zamir, 2023).
Universities have responded to this trend by offering advanced programs in Qur'anic studies that
encompass both classical and contemporary themes (Suleiman et al., 2024). These programs are
instrumental in cultivating a new generation of scholars capable of addressing modern questions
through the lens of sacred texts.

Nevertheless, significant gaps persist in the existing scholarship. Most literature remains anchored
in classical methodologies, with insufficient exploration of critical and contextual perspectives that
reflect local realities (AKYUZ, 2024). This limitation underscores the urgent need for research that
synthesizes textual fidelity with contemporary relevance. Furthermore, the transformative impact
of digital media on tafsir dissemination and interpretation has not been thoroughly examined.
Platforms like YouTube have revolutionized how religious knowledge is shared, but they also raise
concerns about the credibility and depth of information available (Khasanah et al., 2023).

This review aims to map the trajectory of tafsir development in Southeast Asia, catalog diverse
interpretative practices, and foster dialogue around methodological plurality. By encouraging
collaboration across disciplines, it seeks to enrich the academic discourse on Qur’anic
interpretation (Nordin, 2023). The ultimate goal is to produce insights that not only enhance
scholarly understanding but also support the role of tafsir in addressing the spiritual and social
needs of contemporary Muslim communities.

In sum, contemporary tafsir in Southeast Asia represents both a continuation and a transformation
of Islamic intellectual tradition. By situating Qur’anic interpretation within the lived realities of
diverse Muslim populations, scholars and institutions contribute to a form of tafsir that is both
rooted in tradition and responsive to change. This review underscores the importance of
integrating academic rigor, cultural awareness, and technological engagement in the study of the
Qur’an, thereby ensuring its enduring relevance in a complex modern world.

While there are a number of studies on tafsir in Southeast Asia, there are still few that specifically
examine how contemporary interpretations respond to rapid technological change and increasing
social plurality. Most existing research remains focused on classical tafsir frameworks or general
Islamic education without addressing the transformative potential of maqasid-based or digital
exegesis. This study fills that gap by mapping the dynamic interplay between interpretation, media,
and social engagement in the region.
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This article highlights how contemporary tafsir—especially maqasid-based and digital—functions
as a response to technological disruption and social plurality. It positions tafsir not merely as
theological commentary, but as a tool for ethical navigation and cultural negotiation in the face of
modern challenges.

METHOD

This study employs a narrative literature review approach to explore the development of
contemporary tafsir (Qur'anic exegesis) in Southeast Asia. The review is grounded in an extensive
and systematic search for relevant academic literature across major digital scholarly databases.
These include Scopus, Google Scholar, and the Directory of Open Access Journals (DOAJ), which
are known for their comprehensive indexing of high-quality academic publications in the
humanities and social sciences. By utilizing these platforms, the study aims to capture a wide array
of publications that reflect diverse perspectives and methodological approaches to tafsir in the
Southeast Asian context.

To ensure the identification of literature that is both comprehensive and thematically aligned,
specific keyword combinations were employed. The search strategy incorporated both general and
targeted terms to enhance the sensitivity and specificity of the results. Among the combinations
used were: "tafsir kontemporer" AND "Asia Tenggara"; "kontekstualisasi tafsir" OR "tafsir
tematik" AND "ulama Asia Tenggara"; "interpretasi Al-Qur'an" AND "sosial budaya" AND "Asia
Tenggara"; "tafsir maqasid" AND "konteks modern" AND "Asia Tenggara"; and "exegesis" AND
"Southeast Asia" AND "contextualization." These keywords were entered into the respective
databases with appropriate Boolean operators to refine and expand the search results. This multi-
pronged approach was essential in locating scholarly works that reflect both the localized
specificity and the broader thematic concerns of contemporary Qut'anic interpretation in the

region.

Following the initial keyword-based searches, the resulting articles were filtered through a set of
predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria. The inclusion criteria were constructed to ensure that
only the most relevant and academically credible sources were considered. Firstly, publications had
to directly address the main theme of the study, which is the interpretation of the Qur'an within
contemporary frameworks and methodologies relevant to Southeast Asia. This included studies
focusing on maqasid-based interpretations, thematic exegesis, and contextualized understandings
of the Qur'an as developed by Southeast Asian scholars. Secondly, the publication timeframe was
limited to works published between the year 2000 and the present, ensuring that the literature
analyzed reflects recent developments and current scholarly discourse.

In terms of language, the review included articles published in English, Bahasa Indonesia, Malay,
and other relevant regional languages. This multilingual approach was adopted to capture the
linguistic diversity of the region and to reflect the scholarship produced in both international and
local academic contexts. The exclusion criteria, on the other hand, ruled out publications that
lacked direct relevance to the subject matter. Articles focusing solely on theological or
philosophical debates unrelated to tafsir, or those dealing with unrelated Islamic disciplines such
as figh or hadith without a clear connection to exegesis, were excluded. Similarly, works from
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unverified or non-peer-reviewed sources, which lacked rigorous academic standards, were
eliminated to maintain the integrity and reliability of the literature base.

Additionally, the selection process prioritized publications from peer-reviewed journals that have
established reputations in the field of Islamic studies, religious studies, and regional Southeast
Asian scholarship. The reliance on peer-reviewed literature ensured the credibility and scholarly
value of the sources analyzed, filtering out opinion pieces and non-scholarly commentaries. In
cases where grey literature such as conference proceedings or institutional reports was considered,
additional scrutiny was applied to evaluate their methodological robustness and academic merit.

The types of studies included in this review span qualitative research, textual analyses, historical-
critical studies, and case-based reflections on specific tafsir movements or figures within Southeast
Asia. Quantitative studies were rare in this field and thus were not a primary focus of inclusion.
Nevertheless, some empirical studies providing statistical insights into the proliferation of tafsir-
related programs and publications were incorporated to support institutional analysis. The diversity
of methodologies in the included literature reflects the interdisciplinary nature of tafsir studies in
Southeast Asia, combining insights from religious studies, sociology, anthropology, and education.

The screening process began with a title and abstract review of all articles retrieved through the
keyword searches. Articles that passed this preliminary filter were then subjected to a full-text
review to determine their alignment with the study's objectives. During the full-text review, the
relevance of the theoretical framework, the contextual grounding of the tafsir approach, and the
academic rigor of the methodology were all considered as part of the evaluative criteria. Particular
attention was given to how each study addressed the interplay between classical tafsir traditions
and contemporary socio-political realities in Southeast Asia.

To manage the literature selection process, reference management software (such as Zotero) was
employed, allowing for efficient organization, de-duplication, and citation tracking. This tool was
also useful in identifying patterns and recurring themes across the collected literature. The resulting
dataset was then analyzed thematically, focusing on categories such as methodological innovation,
institutional development, digital dissemination, contextualization strategies, and the role of socio-
political influences in shaping tafsir discourse.

Opverall, the methodology adopted in this study seeks to balance comprehensiveness with analytical
precision. By combining a well-defined search strategy, rigorous inclusion and exclusion criteria,
and a systematic screening and evaluation process, this literature review provides a reliable and
nuanced understanding of the state of contemporary tafsir studies in Southeast Asia. This
methodological foundation ensures that the subsequent analysis is both representative of the
current academic landscape and responsive to the complexities of interpreting the Qut'an in a
rapidly changing cultural and intellectual environment.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION

The narrative review of literature concerning contemporary tafsir in Southeast Asia reveals a
multifaceted and context-sensitive evolution of Qur'anic exegesis, grounded in a diverse range of
methodological frameworks. Scholars across the region have embraced interpretative strategies
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that seek to harmonize classical scholarship with the realities of contemporary life, responding to
evolving social, political, and technological landscapes. These developments signify not only a shift
in hermeneutic approaches but also a reconfiguration of the institutions and agents involved in
Islamic scholarship.

One of the most prominent approaches in contemporary tafsir is thematic exegesis, which focuses
on identifying and analyzing specific themes in the Qur’an within current societal frameworks.
This method aims to synthesize Qur’anic messages with contemporary socio-political and cultural
contexts. Kaltsum and Amin (2024) observe a significant shift in interpretive authority, where
scholars from diverse academic backgrounds, including the humanities and social sciences, are
increasingly involved in tafsir. This interdisciplinary engagement broadens the discourse and

enhances the relevance of Qur’anic interpretation to modern concerns.

A closely related and increasingly influential method is maqasid-based tafsir. Rooted in the
objectives of Islamic law (maqasid al-shari’ah), this approach interprets the Qur’an through its
underlying moral and ethical principles. Wijaya and Muzammil (2021) highlight its growing
acceptance as an alternative that responds effectively to the complexities of contemporary society.
By emphasizing purpose over literalism, this methodology provides interpretative flexibility while

maintaining theological coherence.

Another pedagogically oriented method gaining ground is tafsir tarbawi, which integrates Qur’anic
exegesis into Islamic educational curricula. Surahman (2019) emphasizes that this approach makes
Qur’anic teachings more accessible and pedagogically relevant, particularly in formal and informal
educational settings. It incorporates Qur’anic values into curriculum development, encouraging a
generation of Muslims who are both spiritually and socially aware.

Contextualization of tafsir is a recurring and critical theme in the literature. Khasanah et al. (2023)
note that the popular dissemination of tafsir via digital platforms, especially YouTube, exemplifies
a significant shift in interpretative outreach. Figures such as Gus Baha have leveraged these
platforms to bring classical tafsir into contemporary discourse, bridging the gap between scholarly
knowledge and public understanding. This innovation has enabled a broader and more diverse
audience to engage with the Qur’an in ways that are both intellectually stimulating and practically

relevant.

Social and historical analysis also plays a crucial role in shaping tafsir. Zamir and others
(Muhammad & Rahman, 2022) stress the importance of grounding interpretation in the socio-
historical context of Qur’anic revelation. This approach fosters dialogue between the sacred text
and the lived realities of Muslim societies, emphasizing the Qur’an’s dynamic interaction with
historical processes and social transformations.

In comparing traditional and contemporary tafsir, clear distinctions emerge across several
dimensions. Traditional methods prioritize textual fidelity, linguistic precision, and deference to
classical authority. In contrast, contemporary approaches adopt broader interdisciplinary lenses,
incorporating social sciences, philosophy, and media studies (Islam & Samsudin, 2018). These
methodologies are not mutually exclusive but reflect an evolving continuum of interpretative
practices responsive to the demands of modernity.
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Social relevance is a critical differentiator. Traditional exegesis often overlooks contemporary
social challenges, whereas modern tafsir explicitly addresses issues such as gender justice,
environmental ethics, and interfaith harmony (Bakhri & Taufiq, 2023). The democratization of
interpretative authority has also expanded, with contemporary tafsir increasingly involving
academics, educators, and activists alongside traditional religious scholars (Okawa, 2019). This
pluralistic involvement fosters diverse interpretations and promotes engagement with broader

societal discourses.

Flexibility in interpretation is another defining characteristic of contemporary tafsir. Kaltsum and
Amin (2024) note that modern approaches embrace methodological diversity and contextual
sensitivity, in contrast to the rigidity often associated with traditional interpretations. This
adaptability allows Qur’anic teachings to be meaningfully integrated into the everyday lives of
Muslims in Southeast Asia.

Southeast Asian scholars have effectively contextualized tafsir to reflect local realities. For example,
Qur’anic principles related to justice and poverty alleviation have been incorporated into
educational and social initiatives in Indonesia, nurturing a socially conscious Muslim youth
(Suleiman et al., 2024). In Malaysia and Brunei, where state involvement in religious affairs is
significant, tafsir often aligns with national values and policy frameworks. However, scholars also
use these contexts to promote interfaith harmony by emphasizing Qur’anic teachings on pluralism
and mutual respect (Aras & Solihin, 2022).

Environmental ethics represent another area of contextual innovation. Qut’anic verses
emphasizing the sanctity of nature have been interpreted to support ecological awareness and
sustainability initiatives. Muhamad et al. (2019) highlight how such interpretations contribute to
Muslim engagement in environmental activism, demonstrating the Qur’an’s relevance to
contemporary global challenges.

The concept of amanah (trust and responsibility) has been explored to address social cohesion and
conflict resolution. Islam and Samsudin (2018) show that applying these principles in Southeast
Asian contexts fosters community-based initiatives that enhance social responsibility and peaceful
coexistence. These applications exemplify how Qur’anic values can be translated into actionable

social ethics.

Contemporary tafsir also reflects efforts to balance tradition and modernity. Gus Baha’s lectures,
delivered via digital media, exemplify this synthesis by making classical works accessible through
contemporary modes of communication (Khasanah et al., 2023). This strategy preserves the
intellectual richness of traditional scholarship while ensuring its relevance to current audiences.

Political dynamics significantly shape the production and dissemination of tafsir. State policies and
religious regulations often influence the content and framing of Qur’anic interpretations. In
Indonesia, governmental religious authorities play a prominent role in guiding permissible forms
of tafsir, which can restrict more liberal or progressive interpretations (Aras & Solihin, 2022).
Similarly, Malaysia’s centralized religious apparatus ensures that state-endorsed interpretations
reflect official ideologies.
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However, supportive policies can also foster progressive tafsir. Surahman (2019) notes that
educational reforms and the expansion of tafsir programs at Islamic universities have provided
scholars with greater freedom to explore innovative methodologies. In Indonesia, constitutional
pluralism facilitates open discourse, allowing diverse interpretations to flourish (Wijaya &
Muzammil, 2021). In contrast, restrictive environments may limit such engagement, especially
when tafsir becomes politicized to legitimize authoritarian or exclusionary agendas.

In minority contexts such as Thailand and Singapore, Muslim communities employ tafsir to assert
identity and negotiate social integration. Suleiman et al. (2024) highlight how state-supported
interfaith initiatives and Islamic educational programs contribute to a pluralistic yet grounded
approach to tafsir, emphasizing shared values and civic harmony.

Digital technology plays a transformative role in the dissemination of tafsir. Platforms like
YouTube, podcasts, and social media have revolutionized how tafsir is taught and consumed.
Khasanah et al. (2023) illustrate how Gus Baha’s digital lectures exemplify the convergence of
tradition and modernity, enabling greater access and engagement. These platforms facilitate
interactive learning, especially among youth accustomed to digital media.

Islamic educational institutions are increasingly adopting online platforms to offer tafsir courses,
expanding their reach beyond traditional classroom settings. This shift enhances inclusivity and
allows for asynchronous learning, which is particularly beneficial in geographically diverse regions.
Moreover, digital forums enable cross-border collaboration, fostering a more global discourse on
Qur’anic interpretation.

The digital transformation of tafsir also supports scholatly collaboration and intellectual exchange.
Online conferences, webinars, and academic networks allow scholars from different countries to
share insights and debate interpretations in real-time. This digital interconnectedness enriches the
field by incorporating a wider array of perspectives and methodologies.

Gender representation in tafsir is undergoing a notable transformation. While historically
marginalized, female mufassirs are gaining visibility and recognition for their contributions to
Qur’anic interpretation. Na'ila Hashim SabtT’s "Al-Mubsir li-nar al-Qut'an" stands out as a
pioneering work by a female scholar, challenging patriarchal readings and advocating for gender-
equitable interpretations (Hameed, 2016).

In Southeast Asia, women scholars are increasingly engaging with tafsir to address gender justice,
family roles, and women’s rights. Inspired by global figures like Amina Wadud, Southeast Asian
mufassirs reinterpret Qur’anic texts to affirm women’s dignity and social contributions. These
interpretations often challenge traditional readings that marginalize women, offering alternative
understandings rooted in Qur’anic egalitarianism.

Women’s involvement in tafsir extends beyond scholarship to include teaching, community
outreach, and digital content creation. Female educators in pesantren and universities actively
participate in tafsir discourse, fostering inclusive and gender-aware interpretations. These efforts
not only diversify the interpretive landscape but also empower women to take leadership roles in
Islamic education and scholarship.
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The growing role of women in tafsir underscores a broader shift toward inclusive hermeneutics.
By foregrounding lived experiences and advocating for gender equity, female mufassirs contribute
to a more holistic understanding of the Qur’an. This evolution reflects a commitment to justice
and inclusion as core Qur’anic values and reaffirms the relevance of tafsir in addressing
contemporary social realities.

In conclusion, contemporary tafsir in Southeast Asia is characterized by methodological plurality,
contextual engagement, and institutional dynamism. Through thematic, maqasid-based,
pedagogical, and digital approaches, scholars and educators have transformed the practice of tafsir
into a responsive and socially embedded enterprise. The integration of gender perspectives,
political awareness, and technological innovation further enriches the interpretive process.
Collectively, these developments affirm the vitality of tafsir as a living tradition that continues to

evolve in dialogue with the complexities of modern Muslim societies.

The findings from this review demonstrate that contemporary tafsir in Southeast Asia contributes
richly to the global landscape of Qur’anic interpretation. This contribution is evident in the region’s
innovative methodological approaches, contextual sensitivity, and engagement with diverse
societal challenges. Central to this contribution is the adoption and adaptation of maqasid-based
tafsir, a method that interprets Qur’anic verses based on their intended objectives and ethical
imperatives. As Wijaya and Muzammil (2021) have argued, this method provides a dynamic
framework that allows interpretation to transcend literal meanings and engage with themes such
as justice, human rights, and environmental ethics. This is particularly valuable in a global context
where Muslim societies grapple with aligning their religious traditions with modern values and
democratic principles.

The Southeast Asian emphasis on maqasid not only enriches the internal Islamic discourse but
also positions tafsir as a living tradition capable of offering moral guidance on contemporary issues.
By aligning textual interpretation with ethical objectives, scholars in the region bridge the divide
between classical scholarship and modern exigencies. This shift reflects an epistemological
reorientation that values relevance and responsiveness, qualities that are often underrepresented
in traditionalist paradigms. It suggests a model of tafsir that is dialogical rather than dogmatic, one
that resonates beyond regional boundaries.

Digital technology has emerged as another transformative force in the development and
dissemination of tafsir. The rise of online platforms has enabled scholars like Gus Baha to reach
diverse audiences through accessible and engaging content (Khasanah et al, 2023). This
technological mediation has redefined the spatial and temporal boundaries of Islamic knowledge
transmission. It empowers both scholars and lay audiences to participate in interpretative
dialogues, thereby democratizing religious authority. This dynamic also has significant implications
for pedagogy and community engagement, as it transforms passive consumption into interactive
learning.

However, this digital turn is not without challenges. While online platforms facilitate access and
engagement, they also risk diluting scholatly rigor and fostering misinformation. The proliferation
of unsupervised content can lead to interpretative fragmentation, where isolated readings of
Qur’anic verses are detached from broader hermeneutical frameworks. This underscores the
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importance of digital literacy and institutional oversight in ensuring that online tafsir remains
grounded in credible scholarship.

Gender inclusivity is another dimension where Southeast Asia offers valuable insights. Historically,
the field of tafsir has been dominated by male scholars, but this trend is gradually shifting. The
emergence of female mufassirs like Na'ila Hashim Sabri (Hameed, 2016) represents a significant
development in reclaiming interpretative space for women. These scholars bring new perspectives
that interrogate patriarchal readings and advocate for gender-equitable interpretations. Their work
also resonates with broader feminist hermeneutics, which emphasize the role of lived experiences
in shaping religious understanding. This diversification enriches the tafsir tradition and challenges
longstanding biases in Qur’anic interpretation.

Despite these gains, systemic barriers persist. Educational institutions and religious authorities
often fail to create enabling environments for progressive scholarship. Curricula remain heavily
text-centered, and many Islamic studies programs do not incorporate contemporary
methodologies or critical perspectives. Surahman (2019) notes that while initiatives like tafsir
tarbawi aim to modernize Islamic education, they often face institutional resistance. This
disconnect between innovation and institutional support inhibits the full realization of tafsir’s
transformative potential.

Religious institutions also wield considerable influence over the direction of tafsir. In countries
like Malaysia and Brunei, state-controlled religious bodies often endorse conservative
interpretations aligned with official ideologies (Aras & Solihin, 2022). While such control ensures
doctrinal uniformity, it can stifle intellectual pluralism and marginalize alternative voices.
Conversely, in Indonesia, a more decentralized religious landscape allows for greater diversity in
interpretation. This plurality fosters a competitive discursive space where various interpretations
can coexist and engage with one another.

Funding and institutional support are critical determinants of scholarly output. As Suleiman et al.
(2024) have shown, institutions that invest in research and capacity-building foster vibrant
intellectual communities. Such support enables scholars to pursue interdisciplinary research,
participate in international dialogues, and publish in high-impact venues. Conversely, the lack of
funding restricts academic freedom and limits the scope of inquiry. This uneven distribution of
resources contributes to regional disparities in the quality and quantity of tafsir scholarship.

The integration of tafsir into digital education presents both opportunities and limitations. On the
one hand, it expands access and facilitates lifelong learning. Online tafsir courses, webinars, and
discussion forums allow students to engage with diverse perspectives from anywhere in the world.
On the other hand, the effectiveness of digital pedagogy depends on content quality, instructional
design, and learner engagement. Poorly designed courses or unmoderated forums can reinforce
superficial understanding or misinformation. Thus, the digitalization of tafsir education must be
accompanied by pedagogical rigor and institutional accountability.

Another promising avenue is the use of tafsir to address global challenges such as environmental
sustainability. As Muhamad et al. (2019) have demonstrated, Qut’anic verses on environmental
stewardship provide a theological basis for ecological activism. This aligns with global efforts to
frame religious ethics as catalysts for sustainable development. Southeast Asian scholars have
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contributed to this discourse by contextualizing environmental values within local traditions,
thereby making them more relatable and actionable. This approach exemplifies how tafsir can
serve as a bridge between sacred texts and contemporary policy agendas.

Interfaith and intercultural dialogue is another domain where tafsir plays a constructive role. In
pluralistic societies like Singapore and Thailand, tafsir is used not only for doctrinal instruction but
also for promoting mutual understanding and social cohesion. AKYUZ (2024) emphasizes the
importance of inclusive dialogue in multicultural contexts, arguing that tafsir can serve as a
platform for negotiating shared values. By engaging with diverse audiences, tafsir becomes a tool
for diplomacy and community building, extending its relevance beyond religious boundaries.

Nevertheless, several limitations remain in the existing literature. Much of the scholarship is
descriptive rather than analytical, focusing on documenting practices without critically examining
their implications. There is also a tendency to isolate tafsir from broader discourses in political
science, sociology, and media studies. This disciplinary siloing limits the explanatory power of tafsir
studies and prevents holistic analysis. Furthermore, there is a lack of empirical data on the impact
of contemporary tafsir on community behavior, policy formation, or interreligious relations.
Addressing these gaps requires methodological innovation and interdisciplinary collaboration.

Future research should explore the intersection of tafsir with emerging issues such as digital ethics,
artificial intelligence, and migration. These themes are increasingly relevant to Muslim
communities but remain underexplored in tafsir literature. There is also a need for longitudinal
studies that track the impact of tafsir education on individual and communal transformation. Such
research would provide valuable insights into how interpretative frameworks shape belief systems,
social practices, and civic engagement over time.

Finally, the future of tafsir in Southeast Asia depends on the willingness of institutions and scholars
to embrace innovation while maintaining fidelity to foundational texts. As the review has shown,
progressive tafsir is not a departure from tradition but a continuation of its dynamic interpretative
legacy. By grounding interpretation in ethical objectives, engaging with contemporary challenges,
and fostering inclusive dialogue, Southeast Asian scholars offer a compelling model for the global
Muslim ummah. This model exemplifies the potential of tafsir to function as both a source of

spiritual guidance and a catalyst for social change in an increasingly complex world.

Based on the findings, several strategic recommendations can be proposed:
(1) Digital tafsir platforms should incorporate certification and content moderation mechanisms
to maintain scholarly standards and curb misinformation.
(2) Islamic higher education in Southeast Asia should develop tafsir curricula that integrate media
literacy, gender ethics, and local wisdom to prepare students for interpretive challenges in
pluralistic societies.
(3) Policymakers should facilitate interdisciplinary collaboration between Islamic scholars,
educators, and technologists to ensure tafsir remains both theologically sound and socially
responsive.
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CONCLUSION

This study has examined the dynamic development of contemporary tafsir in Southeast Asia,
highlighting the region's innovative methodologies, contextual responsiveness, and contribution
to global Qur'anic exegesis. The integration of maqasid-based, thematic, pedagogical, and digital
approaches reveals a transformative shift in Islamic hermeneutics. These methodologies enable
the Qur’an to be interpreted in ways that are deeply connected to modern social, political, and
environmental realities. The active role of female scholars, the application of digital technologies,
and the responsiveness to pluralistic and multicultural settings further underscore the relevance of
Southeast Asian tafsir in addressing the diverse challenges of contemporary Muslim societies.

The findings also emphasize systemic factors that either strengthen or hinder tafsir development.
Educational institutions and religious authorities play pivotal roles, yet often lack the structural
flexibility and support for innovation. Policymakers and religious leaders should therefore promote
inclusive, critical, and ethically grounded tafsir education, supported by digital infrastructure and
interfaith dialogue platforms. Collaborative strategies involving scholars, educators, and
communities are essential to cultivating interpretative frameworks that are both faithful and future-
facing.

Future research should bridge existing gaps by exploring interdisciplinary intersections such as
digital ethics, migration, and environmental justice in tafsir studies. Methodologically, longitudinal
and comparative analyses are needed to assess tafsit's societal impact. As Southeast Asia continues
to offer a compelling model for responsive and inclusive Qur’anic interpretation, the lessons drawn
here affirm that meaningful engagement with sacred texts requires innovation, inclusivity, and

contextual awareness.
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