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Abstract
Islamic Studies as an academic discipline faces methodological
challenges in responding to the complexity of contemporary
realities. ‘This article critically examines two dominant
approaches in Islamic Studies, namely the normative-theological
approach and the Sufi-spiritual approach. The normative-
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Accepted December 1’9’ 2025 transformation. This study employs a qualitative method using
content analysis of the perspectives of eight Islamic Studies
scholars published between 2022 and 2023. The findings reveal
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textual authority, sufi also identifying an emerging integrative trend that seeks to
spirituality, methodological bridge the tension between textual authority and spititual
integration, contemiporary Islamicexperience. This article argues that the development of an
thonght integration—interconnection paradigm constitutes a significant

epistemological contribution to contemporary Islamic Studies.
The findings have implications for the development of
integrative  curricula, dialogical methodologies, and the
strengthening of a more holistic Islamic epistemology.

INTRODUCTION

The development of Islamic Studies over the past few decades has
demonstrated increasingly complex methodological dynamics, alongside growing
demands to respond to social, cultural, and intellectual transformations in the
contemporary era (Garcia & Sierra, 2021; Paine, 2023). Islamic Studies is no longer
understood merely as a normative religious inquiry, but rather as an academic
discipline that engages with diverse scholatly approaches and historical contexts. This
condition necessitates continuous methodological reflection in order to ensure the
relevance and analytical reach of Islamic scholarship in addressing contemporary
realities (Abdullah, 2023; Rufai, 2016; Solihah et al., 2025).

Within academic discourse, one of the most prominent debates concerns the
use of methodological approaches in understanding Islam. T'wo approaches that are
frequently positioned dichotomously are the normative-theological approach and the
Sufi-spiritual approach (Pallawagau et al., 2025; Uddin & Irshad, 2022). This debate
reflects not only differences in analytical techniques but also divergent
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epistemological orientations in interpreting sources, authority, and the objectives of
Islamic knowledge.

The normative-theological approach is deeply rooted in the classical Islamic
scholarly tradition, which places the Quran and Hadith as the primary sources of
knowledge, supported by methodologies developed through disciplines such as
Quranic exegesis, jurisprudence (figh), legal theory (usul al-figh), and Hadith studies
(Bilalu et al., 2022; Fikri et al., 2024). This approach plays a crucial role in maintaining
the continuity of tradition, normative stability, and religious authority. However, in
certain contexts, it is often perceived as tending toward legal formalism and as being
less responsive to subjective experience and complex social dynamics (Alexander &
Block, 2022; Cooke et al., 2022).

By contrast, the Sufi-spiritual approach emphasizes the inner dimensions of
Islam, focusing on religious experience, spiritual transformation, and individual moral
refinement (Trimulyaningsih et al., 2024; Uddin & Irshad, 2022). This approach
emerged as a response to tendencies of religious formalism that are considered to
overlook ethical and spiritual dimensions. While offering depth of meaning and
sensitivity to religious experience, the Sufi-spiritual approach has also faced criticism,
particulatly regarding its potential subjectivity and its limitations in constructing a
systematic normative framework.

The tension between the normative-theological and Sufi-spiritual approaches
fundamentally reflects a core dialectic within the Islamic intellectual tradition
between sharia as a normative—formal framework and hagiga as an esoteric and
spiritual dimension (Elmahjub, 2021; Mahatta et al, 2024). In contemporary
academic practice, this dichotomy often results in methodological polarization that
hinders the development of a comprehensive and integrative understanding of Islam.
Consequently, efforts to reconcile these two approaches have become an urgent
necessity in the advancement of modern Islamic Studies.

Against this backdrop, this article aims to critically analyze the dynamics and
tensions between the normative-theological and Sufi-spiritual approaches in
contemporary Islamic Studies, while exploring the possibilities for methodological
integration between them. By examining the perspectives of contemporary Islamic
Studies scholars, this study seeks to formulate an integration—interconnection
paradigm capable of bridging textual and spiritual dimensions. This approach is
expected to contribute to the strengthening of a more holistic Islamic epistemology
that is responsive to the challenges of the present era.

METHODS

This study employs a qualitative research design using a content analysis
approach. Data were collected through systematic review and analysis of primary and
secondary sources relevant to the research topic (Engkizar et al., 2023; Hamuddin et
al., 2020; Kara, 2023; Pohontsch, 2019). The main data sources consist of books,
peer-reviewed journals, academic articles, and other scholarly publications discussing
normative-theological and Sufi-spiritual approaches in Islamic Studies, with a
particular focus on works published between 2022 and 2023.

Data analysis was conducted through content analysis combined with a
comparative analytical technique. First, the key characteristics of each approach were
identified and categorized. Second, scholarly perspectives were examined and
classified into three groups: proponents of the normative-theological approach,
proponents of the Sufi-spiritual approach, and proponents of an integrative approach
combining both perspectives. Third, a synthesis of these viewpoints was undertaken
to identify recurring patterns, conceptual gaps, and potential pathways for
methodological integration (Yiangou, 2022).
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Data validity was ensured through source triangulation by comparing
information across different types of scholatly sources to achieve a comprehensive
and balanced understanding. This study adopts a descriptive—analytical orientation,
with an emphasis on conceptual development and the formulation of methodological
recommendations.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION
Characteristics and Development of Approaches in Islamic Studies

The analysis indicates that the normative-theological approach in Islamic
Studies has a strong historical foundation within the classical Islamic scholarly
tradition. This approach developed alongside the codification of Islamic sciences
between the 2nd and 4th centuries Hijri and positions the Quran and Hadith as the
primary sources of religious knowledge (Salam et al., 2024; Wahyuni et al., 2023). Its
methodology encompasses disciplines such as tafsir, Hadith studies, usul figh, figh,
and kalam, serving as a systematic framework to maintain consistency in
interpretation and the authority of Islamic teachings. A review of recent literature
shows that this historical foundation continues to influence the methodological
orientations of contemporary scholars, particularly in efforts to preserve the
authenticity and normative stability of Islamic knowledge (Muttaqin, 2021; Ritonga et
al., 2024; Satria & Huda, 2024).

In contrast, the Sufi-spiritual approach emerged as a response to the limitations
of the legal-formal approach in addressing the spiritual and existential needs of the
Muslim community. Its roots can be traced to the spiritual practices of early Islamic
generations, which later developed into a distinct scholarly tradition with its own
methodology. The Sufi-spiritual approach emphasizes direct experience (dzang),
purification of the soul (fagkiyat al-nafs), and intuitive knowledge (wa'rifah) as
pathways to understanding the deeper meaning of Islamic teachings. In
contemporary Islamic Studies, this approach is seen as providing interpretive depth
and transformative dimensions that are often beyond the reach of normative analyses
alone (Imron, 2018; Irawan, 2022; Yiangou, 2022).

Patterns of Scholarly Perspectives in Islamic Studies

Content analysis of the views of eight Islamic Studies scholars from 2022-2023
identified three main patterns of perspective: the normative-theological approach, the
Sufi-spiritual approach, and the integrative approach. The first group emphasizes the
authority of texts and classical methodology as the epistemological foundation of
Islamic Studies. Their perspective underscores that without a strong normative
framework, Islamic scholarship risks falling into interpretive relativism. Findings
indicate that the normative-theological approach is valued for providing a clear
validation system and maintaining the continuity of Islamic scholarly traditions
(Amiruddin et al., 2021; Busral et al., 2025; Hairani & Putri, 2024; Satria & Huda,
2024).

The second group regards the Sufi-spiritual approach as a primary means of
understanding Islam in a more existential and transformative manner. Analysis shows
that this approach is seen as bridging the gap between religious teachings and the
spiritual needs of modern individuals (Adib, 2022; Engkizar et al., 2025; Wahyuni et
al., 2023; Yiangou, 2022). Nevertheless, the reviewed literature also indicates a critical
awareness among proponents regarding the potential subjectivity and limitations of
this approach in constructing a systematic normative framework.

The third group reflects an integrative tendency aimed at addressing the
limitations of both previous approaches. The analysis reveals that scholars in this
group critique textualism that neglects socio-historical contexts while also cautioning
against extreme subjectivity in the spiritual approach. In response, methodological
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integration has been proposed, emphasizing productive dialogue between textual and
spiritual dimensions within a more inclusive Islamic epistemological framework.

Potential and Directions for Methodological Integration

Comparative analysis shows that the normative-theological and Sufi-spiritual
approaches are fundamentally complementary rather than contradictory. The
normative approach provides structural frameworks and objective parameters for
understanding Islamic teachings, while the spiritual approach contributes depth of
religious experience and transformative insight. Integrating these approaches allows
for a more holistic and balanced understanding of Islam (Amiruddin et al., 2021;
Munira et al., 2024).

The interconnection-integration paradigm emerging in contemporary discourse
emphasizes the importance of viewing Islam as a multidimensional body of
knowledge open to inter-approach dialogue. Analysis indicates that this model offers
a middle ground between academic rigor and spiritual depth. In the context of
contemporary issues such as Islamic ecology, integrating the two approaches yields a
more comprehensive understanding: the normative approach provides theological
and legal foundations for environmental preservation, while the spiritual approach
cultivates cosmic awareness and moral responsibility of humans as stewards (&balifah)
of the earth (Munira et al., 2024; Salam et al., 2024; Satria & Huda, 2024).

CONCLUSION

Based on the analysis, it can be concluded that the normative-theological and
Sufi-spiritual approaches in Islamic Studies possess distinct methodological
characteristics yet are fundamentally complementary. The former emphasizes textual
authority and classical methodologies, while the latter prioritizes spiritual experience
and inner transformation. Analysis of scholarly perspectives reveals both a
polarization of views and the emergence of integrative trends, with proponents of
each approach presenting strong arguments grounded in their respective
methodological strengths, and integrative thinkers proposing synthesis models to
address the limitations of each. Consequently, methodological integration between
these approaches is not only feasible but essential for the development of a holistic
Islamic Studies framework. Paradigms such as interconnection-integration and
models of the spirituality provide relevant conceptual tools to advance Islamic
scholarship that is both epistemologically rigorous and responsive to contemporary
challenges.
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