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ABSTRACT

Harun Nasution is an important name in the reformation of religious thought in
Indonesia. The idea of reformation in religious thought of Harun Nasution is by
introducing a new theology known as Islamic rationalism modelled along the lines
of the classical rational thought of Mu‘tazilah. It is noted that Harun Nasution was
not really concerned directly with reformation in the political or social order in
Indonesia. His approach via education had to a certain extent exerted considerable
influence on the development of contemporary religious thought particularly at
IAINs (some have been upgraded to be UIN — Universitas Islam Negeri). This
study examined the theology of Islamic rationalism promoted by Harun Nasution, as
the only means to change the attitude of Muslims. Harun Nasution believes that the
cause of the backwardness of Muslims is theological in nature and thus can be
resolved by the introduction of a new theology called Islamic rationalism. Harun
Nasution’s rationalism focuses on the relationship of human reason to human action,
that is, while God gives the capacity, man has the free will to determine the shapes
and forms of actions. A new system of values under a new theology in Islam is
needed to enable Muslims to understand and interpret their environment and act
accordingly. Thus, if Islamic teachings are taken as static and permanent, then Islam
detaches and alienates itself from the development of human process and
modernization. The study also examines the impact of Harun Nasution’s Islamic
rationalism in religious education at IAINs and the great influence theology had so
far exerted in the development of intellectual and religious thought in TAINSs
institutions in Indonesia. The study arrived at the following conclusions: First,
Harun Nasution’s idea of rationalism has similar resemblance to Western liberalism,
which presents itself conducively to the changes and demands of the contemporary
world. Second, Harun Nasution’s liberalism had opened the door for ideology of
suspicion towards anything that comes from established doctrines, which can be
dangerous and harmful as it tantamount to an absolute scepticism of Islam. Third,
Harun Nasution’s influence can be felt by the presence of large networks of liberal
thinkers whose opinions and writings have tremendous impacts on the Muslims in
Indonesia.

il



) TAINs

TAINSs

TAINs

il



APPROVAL PAGE

The dissertation of Mohd. Shuhaimi Bin Ishak has been approved by the following:

Ibrahim M. Zein
Supervisor

Abdul Salam Muhammad Shukri
Co-Supervisor

Anis Malik Thoha
Internal Examiner

Bustanuddin Agus
External Examiner

Ibrahim Abu Bakar
External Examiner

Ab Rahim Hj. Ismail
Chairman

v



DECLARATION

I hereby declare that this dissertation is the result of my own investigations, except
where otherwise stated. I also declare that it has not been previously or concurrently

submitted as a whole for any other degrees at [IUM or other institutions.

Mohd. Shuhaimi Bin Ishak

Signature.........covviviiiiiiii e Date



INTERNATIONAL ISLAMIC UNIVERSITY MALAYSIA

DECLARATION OF COPYRIGHT AND AFFIRMATION
OF FAIR USE OF UNPUBLISHED RESEARCH

Copyright © 2007 by Mohd. Shuhaimi Bin Ishak. All rights reserved.

ISLAMIC RATIONALISM: A CRITICAL EVALUATION OF HARUN
NASUTION’S THOUGHT

No part of this unpublished research may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,
or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying,
recording or otherwise without prior written permission of the copyright holder
except as provided below:

1. Any material contained in or derived from this unpublished research may
only be used by others in their writing with due acknowledgment.

2. IIUM or its library will have the right to make and transmit copies (print
or electronic) for institutional and academic purposes.

3. The IIUM library will have the right to make, store in a retrieval system
and supply copies of this unpublished research if requested by other
universities and research libraries.

Affirmed by Mohd. Shuhaimi Bin Ishak.

Signature Date

vi




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

First, all praises be to Allah, the Lord of the world, Who revealed the Qur’an to man
and taught him. All thanks to Alldh the greatest who provide me the strength and will
power to complete this work. My most heartfelt appreciation is extended to my
compassionate and loving parents, particularly, my late mother who died in the month
of Ramadan, 2002, who gave me support, love and care. [ wish to express my thanks,
appreciation and respect to my teacher and colleague, Professor Dr. Ibrahim M. Zein,
for his unfailing commitment, time and invaluable advice, not only on the supervision
of this thesis, but also his encouragement and guidance in my pursuit of knowledge in
Islam since 1997.

I also wish to express my appreciation to my co-supervisor, Dr. Abdul Salam
Muhammad Shukri for the exchange of ideas and direction of this work. My
appreciation must also be extended to Dr. Jamil Hashim, Dr. Sohirin Mohammad
Solihin, Dr. Anis Malik Thoha and particularly Dr. Amilah binti Awang Abd Rahman,
for the useful help and support. My appreciation also goes to my employer, the
International Islamic University Malaysia, for providing me the opportunity to work
and study at the same time, as well as to its Library for providing the required data and
materials, which make my task of completing the study possible.

Finally, I owe special thanks to my wife, Jamaliah Muhammad Ali and my five
children for their moral support and patience throughout my study at [IUM.

vil



Abstract ........c.oooiiiii..

TABLE OF CONTENTS

ADSITACT 1N ATADIC. . ..t

Approval Page................

Declaration Page.............
Copyright Page...............
Acknowledgments...........
List of Tables.................
List of Abbreviations........
Transliteration................

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION.......coiiiiiiiiii e

Preface................

Statement Of Problem. . ... ..o
Purpose of Study.......ooiiii

Method of Study.....

LIterature REVIEW . ... ..o e,

Plan of Study.........

CHAPTER 2: RATIONALISM: THE INFLUENCE OF MUHAMMAD

‘ABDUH ON HARUN NASUTION

Preface................

Rationalism in ‘Abduh and Harun Nasution...............

Muhammad ‘Abduh
Risalat al-tawhid

‘Abduh on Religious Reform ...
‘Abduh on Religion and Reason ..................ccoooiiiiiiiiiiin.
‘Abduh on Human Free Will and Divine Decree and Predestination

Harun Nasution .....

Harun Nasution on ‘Abduh Theology ............cocoviiiiiiiiinn..
The Power of Reason .......oooviiiiiiiiii i
The Function of Revelation ..............coooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii i,
The Concept of Human Free Will and Fatalism ........................
The Attributes of GOd .........oiiniiii i
Absolute Will of God ........ooviiiiiiiii i
Justice oOf GOd ..o
God’s Eternal ESSENCES ....oovvviiiii i

The Acts of God .

The Conceptof Faith ...,

Concluding Remarks

viii

ii
iii
v

Vi
vii
viii

X1
Xii

10
11
12
13
25

27

27
29
31
33
34
35
37
40
45
46
49
51
54
55
55
56
57
58
60



CHAPTER 3: RATIONALISM IN HARUN NASUTION’S THOUGHT

Preface ........coooviiiiiiii. ..
Harun Nasution’s Rationalism
Reason and Revelation .....
Function of Revelation .....

Free Will and Predestination...........ccoovvvviiiiiiiiiiienennnnnn...
Absolute Divine Powerand Will ...,

Divine Justice ...............

Actsof God ..................

God’s Obligation to Humanity ................coeveviinennn..
Provision of Good and the Best........................ooiil.
Burden within Human Capability...........................e. .l

Prophethood ............

Promises and Threat ...

Attributes of God ...........

Concept oOf UNity ....o.ovieiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeean

Anthropomorphism ....

Vision of God ..........

Createdness of the Qur’an ................ooviiiiiinen.

The Concept of Faith ......
The Religion of Islam .....
Islam and Pancasila ..........
Islam and Other Religions

Islam and Science ..........

Islam and Role of Religious Thought .....................oooiiil.
Islam and Modernization ...............coceiiiiiiiiiiiiii e,

Concluding Remarks .........

CHAPTER 4: EVALUATION ON HARUN NASUTION’S THEOLOGY......
Preface (o oo

Responses on Harun Nasution
Harun Nasution and Reformat

s Rationalism .........oooovvvvviiiiniinnn.n.
ion of Religious Thought.....................

Harun Nasution and Theology ..........ccooviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e
Doctrine of God ......o.oiuiiiiiii

Doctrine of Universe .....
Doctrine of Man ..........

Doctrine of Tawhid .......

Doctrine of Social Justice
Doctrine of Freedom .....

Harun and PhiloSOphy ........cooviiiiiiiiiii e,
Harun Nasution and POLItICS ......uueueen e

Harun Nasution and Worship

Criticism against Harun Nasution by H.M. Rasjidi ..........................
Correction on Religion and Understanding of Religion ................
Correction on Islamic Jurisprudence ................coeoeviiiiiiine...

Correction on Theology .
Correction on Mysticism

X

62
62
65
66
71
74
78
80
&3
&3
84
84
85
86
87
87
88
&9
89
91
92
95
99
103
105
107
110

112
112
113
114
119
121
122
123
124
125
125
126
128
132
134
135
137
140
141



Post-Harun Nasution Era in Religious Thought .............................

Secularization......

Intellectual Freedom ..ot
The Idea of Progress and Open Attitudes...............ccoevenvenn.e

Concluding Remarks ..

CHAPTER 5: ISSUES AND ANALYSIS ..o

Preface ....................
Reason and Revelation ..
Qada’ and Qadar ........
Taqlid and [jtihad ........

Methodology of Interpretation .............cooeieiiiiiiiiiiiiii e

Mysticism and Islam ....

The Issue of IS1amiC State .......ovonnnetie et

Islam and Social Change

CONCLUSION..................

BIBLIOGRAPHY ...t e

APPENDICES .

A- The 9/11 Commission Report — .........c.coiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e

B- LibForAll Foundation

143
146
147
147

153

155
155
156
162
169
173
178
183
191

196

200

215
215
222



CIDA
DDII

Demokrasi Terpimpin
Golkar
HIS

TIAIN

IDB
Masyumi

MIK
MULO

NU
“New Order” regime
Pancasila

pesentren
STAIN

(SAW)
0IC
UIN

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

Canadian International Development Agency
Dewan Dakwah Islam Indonesia (Indonesian Islamic Dakwah
Council

Guided Democracy under Sukarno

Golongan Karya ( Government party under Suharto)
Hollandsch Inlandsche School (modern primary school
during Dutch colonial rule)

Institut Agama Islam Negeri (State Islamic Religious
Institute)

Islamic Development Bank

Majelis Syuro Muslim Indonesia (Consultative Council

of Indonesian Muslims)

Moderne Islamietische Kweekschool (modern secondary
Islamic School during the Dutch colonial rule)
Modern secondary school established during the Dutch
colonial rule

Nahdlatul Ulama’ (Indonesian largest [slamic organization)
The government under Suharto

The five(panca) guiding principles (sila) of the Republic of
Indonesia
Religious boarding-school for Muslim students
Sekolah Tinggi Agama Indonesia (Indonesian Secondary
Islamic School)

Peace be upon Prophet Muhammad

Organization of Islamic Conference

Universitas Islam Negeri

X1



Fatha

Kasra

Damma

Short VVowels

TRANSLITERATION

CONSONANTS
VOWELS
Long Vowels
a Long fatha +
i Long kasra +

u Long damma +

Xii

—1

[eet]

=

=

<« = =



CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Preface

Islamic Rationalism' is a term used by Muslim and non-Muslim scholars to describe
the role of reason with reference to theological issues of Islam. Traditionally, the
Islamic perspective of rationalism first appeared as an intellectual discourse in Islamic
religious thought when Islam came into contact with Greek philosophy as early as the
ninth century. The Greek spirit of inquiry dominated the religious and intellectual
spheres of early Muslim theologians and scholars and gave rise to several
interpretations of the religion and often marred by intense and controversial debates
on certain theological issues.

Rationalism” was an ideal method of logical argument used by Muslim
theologians and scholars in defense of the religion when Islam faced the impact
of the discovery of Greek science and philosophy as well as certain theological
issues brought by Christianity. The Muslims became interested in the Greek
method of argumentation when substantive Greek philosophical and scientific
works were translated into Arabic. The chief aim was the application of reason to

revelation and the reconciliation of Greek thought with the tenets of Islam.’ The

! It means the tendency to consider reason the principal device or one of the principal devices to reach
the truth in religion, and the preference of reason to revelation and tradition in dealing with some
theological matters, mainly when a conflict arises between them, see Benyamin Abrahamov, Islamic
theology: Traditionalism and rationalism, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998), x; George F.
Hourani, Islamic rationalism: The ethics of ‘Abd al-Jabbar, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), 10.

? The basis of rationalism is the notion that God and the world can be perceived through intellect which
God creates in man. Concerning God, this perception means that God’s existence, His unity and His
attributes can be known through reason. Concerning the world, it means that the creation of the world
and its structure, man and actions can be logically understood, see Abrahamov, 32.

3 M.S. Khan, “Ibn Sina and rationalism,” Islam and the modern age, vol. 17, no. 2, (May 1984): 115.



Mu “tazilah® learned and acquired the rational methods of Greek philosophy and used
it as a handmaid of religion.” But soon they began to develop their own taste of
rational method of argument and there were ingredients of rationalism in their
theology. Their basis of rationalism was the notion that God and the world can be
perceived through the faculty of intellect which God creates in man.® What set
Mu ‘tazilah so alluring to many Muslim scholars at its height of its theological activity
was the appeal to substantiate intellectually the use of reason without necessarily
repudiating the authority of the scripture. Especially significant in this regard was
their contention that good and evil are not conventional concepts whose validity is
rooted in the dictates of God, as the traditionalist (Sunni or Ahl al-sunnah wa al-
jama‘ah) and later Ash ‘ariyyah held, but are rational categories that can be established
through unaided reason.’

Mu ‘tazilah rationalism had enjoyed considerable patronage of several caliphs
during the ‘Abbasid Caliphate, but al-Ma’min (198-218 AH/813-833 CE) was the
greatest patron of intellectual endeavour, whose reign brought about a distinctive
profound interest in Greek philosophy and science. Undoubtedly, his keen interest in
theological discussions and his encouragement and support of intellectual activity renders
the development of rationalism to become the decisive resources of his administration.

Under his patronage and tutelage, Mu ‘tazilah had sought to apply the Greek rational

* The name of the school was founded by Wasil bin ‘Ata’ (d. 748 CE), subsequently becoming one of the
most important theological schools of Islam. The origin of the term came from the term i ‘tazala which has
the sense of “those who separate themselves, who stand aside”. The Mu‘tazilah are incontestably
rationalists, in the true sense of the term, in that they consider that certain awareness are accessible to man
by means of intelligence alone, in the absence of, or prior to, any revelation, see ‘Abd al-Karim al-
Shahrastani, Kitab al-milal wa al-nihal, (Cairo: Mu’assasah al-Halabi, 1967), 48; translated by A.K. Kazi
and J.G. Flynn, (London: Kegan Paul International, 1984), 45.

> Saeeda Iqbal, Islamic rationalism in the subcontinent, (Lahore: Islamic Book Service, 1984), 38.

¢ Abrahamov, 32.

7 Majid Fakhry, A history of Islamic philosophy, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983), 47.



method of argument to Islamic doctrines in defense of the religion while at the same time
consolidating their theological position.

Theological rationalism of the Mu ‘tazilah soon had a disintegrating effect on
the Muslim community when their rational thought led them to advocate the miinah
or ‘Inquisition’, the doctrine of the createdness of the Qur’an, of which public
profession had to be made.® The traditionalists, spearheaded by Ahmad ibn Hanbal
(164-241 AH/780-855 CE), waged a rigorous resistance against this controversial
theological issue.” Mu ‘tazilah dominance soon began to wane and towards the end of
the tenth century witnessed a far-reaching effect. Al-Ash‘ar1 (260-324 AH/873-935
CE)," a Mu‘tazilah and student of al-Jubba’i (234-304 AH/848-916 CE),'' renounced
Mu‘tazilism and relentlessly attacked its doctrines employing similar rationalistic
method of argument.'” While in Egypt, al-Tahawi (236-321 AH/850-933 CE)" issued
his Bayan al-sunnah wa al-jamd‘ah, and in Transoxiana, al-Maturidi (256-319

AH/870-944 CE)' attacked the Mu ‘tazilah in the person of al-Ka‘bi, Aba Qasim al-

¥ William Montgomery Watt, Islamic philosophy and theology, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 1962), 48.

° Abi Husayn ibn al-Farrd’, Tabaqat al-Handbilah, (Damascus: Matba‘ah Iqtidal, 1930), 32 and Walter
N. Patton, Ahmad ibn Hanbal and the mihnah, (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1897), 2.

' He was a descendent of Abii Miisa al-Ash‘ari, one of the appointed arbitrators at the Battle of Siffin.
He spent some time during his youth to study jurisprudence and later a major part of his education to
study Mu‘tazilah theology under al-Jubba’i (848-916 CE). At the age of 40, he renounced the teachings
of Mu‘tazilah in favor of the doctrines of Sunni. Among his important works are Magqalat al-Islamiyin,
Kitab al-luma’ and al-ibana ‘an usil al-diyanah, see Abu-al-Hassan ‘Alf ibn Isma‘il al-Ash‘ari, 4/-
Ibanah ‘an usil al-diyanah, (Medinah: Al-Jami‘ah al-Islamiyyah, 1989), 7, and translated by Walter C.
Klein, (New Haven: American Oriental Society, 1940), 26.

" He was one of the most celebrated of the Mu‘tazilah. Born at Jubba’i in Khiizistan, he attended the
school of Basrah of Abu Ya‘kub Ydusuf al-Shahham. He holds a place in the line of the Basrah
Mu‘tazilah, especially over the question of human action, see al-Ash‘ari, al-Ibanah ‘an usil al-diyanah,
167; trans., 21.

"> Ibid., 14; trans., 27.

3 Born in Egypt, a place called Tahawi. He stands out as a prominent follower of the Hanafi legal
school. His monumental works include Sharh ma‘ant al-athar, Muskil al-athar and al-‘Aqidah,
commonly known as al-‘Agidah al-Tahawiyyah, see Abu Ja‘far Muhammad al-Tahawi, ‘Aqidah al-
Tahawiyyah, (Beirut: Mu’assasah al-Risalah, 1997), 55 and translated by ‘Abd al-Mun‘im Saleh al-‘Ali
al-‘Izzi, (Dammam: WAMY, 1999), ii.

' The founder of a theological school called Maturidiyyah. The school was commonly called that of the
scholars of Samarkand or of Transoxania. It claimed to represent the doctrine of Abii Hanifa,
sometimes identified as Akl al-sunna wa al-jama’ah, see Abii Mansiir Muhammad ibn Mahmud al-
Maturidi, Kitab al-tawhid, edited by Fathallah Kholeif, (Beirut: Dar al-Masriq, 1970), xiii.



Balkhi (d.319 AH/ 931 CE)," the leader of the Mu tazilah in his time, and brought
about the triumph of Sunnism.'®

The victory of Sunnism did not emphatically wiped out the theological rationalism
completely, as in Yemen there was greater intellectual activity among the Shi‘ites, namely
in the works of al-Qasim ibn Ibrahim al-Rassi (170-246 AH/785-860 CE)'’ and al-Hasan
bin Zayd (d. 271 AH/884 CE),"® whose doctrines were close to those of the Mu ‘tazilah but
not identical.'® By the time of al-Ghazali (450-505 AH1058-1111 CE),* religious thought
took a different twist. In his chief work of theology, Al-Igtisad fi al-i ‘tigad, al-Ghazali made
use of syllogism while retaining the main ingredients of Ash‘ariyyah school of thought.
However, he employed the syllogistic reasoning to a more devastating effect in Tahdafut al-
faldszfah,21 his attacks on the philosophers had almost brought an end to the rational thought
of the philosophers.

On the whole, it was observed that al-Ghazalt had utilized the vast arsenal of

the Ash ‘ariyyah dialectic arguments to the most devastating effect,”” that the efforts of

'S He was the leader of Baghdadi school of the Mu‘tazilah, who claimed that ‘ag/ is not to be
separated from the shar*, see Abii Faraj Muhammad ibn Ishaq al-Nadim, The Fihrist: A 10" Century
AD Survey of Islamic culture, translated by Bayard Dodge, Chicago: Great Books of Islamic World
Inc., 1970), 82.

16 Abi Mansiir Muhammad ibn Mahmud al-Mataridi, Kizab al-tawhid, xiii.

' He was a Zaydi Imam and founder of the legal and theological school later prevalent among the
Zaydis in the Yemen, see Al-Shahrastani, Kitab al-milal wa al-nihal, 197-198 and C.E. Bosworth &
three others, The Encyclopedia of Islam, vol. viii, 453.

'8 He was the founder of the Zaydi amirate of Tabaristan. His brother and successor, Muhammad, was
employed as assistance to Abil Qasim al-Balkhi al-Ka‘bi, see Ibid., 162 and al-Nadim, The Fihrist, 481.

1 William MontgomeryWatt, The formative period of Islamic thought, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 1973), 273.

* His greatest contribution lies in philosophy, logic, theology, jurisprudence and Sufism. His
monumental works include Ihya’ ‘uliim al-din, Al-Mungidh min al-dalal, Tahdfut al-falasifah, Al-
Iqtisad fi al-i‘ti qgad and many others, see Abli Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazali, Tahafut al-falasifah,
(Beirut: al-Maktabah al-Ash‘ariyyah, 2001), 25.

2 Al-Ghazali, al-Mungidh min al-dalal, (Damascus: al-Hikmah, 1994), 48-49 and ‘Abd al-Rahman
Abu Zayd, AI-Ghazali on divine predicates and their properties, (Lahore: Ashraf Printing Press, 1970),
XX11i-XXiv.

22 “Abii al-Walid Muhammad Ibn Rushd, Tahdfut al-tahdfut, (Beirut: al-Maktabah al-Ash‘ariyyah,
2001), 33 and translated by Simon Van Den Bergh, (Cambridge: EJM Gibb Memorial Trust, 1954), xii.



Ibn Rushd (520-594 AH/1126-1198 CE)* in his Tahdfut al-tahafut, to salvage the
pride of rational philosophical thought proved too late and rendered itself as an
important academic material only. In his greatest work, lThya’ ‘ulim al-din, al-
Ghazali’s theological discourses encompassed some elements of sufism. It became
very clear that he set the trend in which philosophy was gradually absorbed into
sufism and was further developed in the form of Islamic mystical (sufism) philosophy
by later scholars..

The period called Renaissance, spanning roughly the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries, was a time of discovery and emancipation. The scientists of the Renaissance
brought about the most fundamental alterations in the world of thought, and they
accomplished this feat by devising a new method of discovering knowledge. Men
began to look at the heavenly bodies with a new attitude, hoping to find confirmation
in the Biblical statements as well as to discover new principles and laws.** They set
out to formulate clear rational principles that could be organized into a system of
truths from which accurate information about the world can be deduced, which is
called modern philosophy.25 Theology was later revolutionized by modern philosophy
and is known as rational theology, which has its origin from Immanuel Kant (1724-
1804 CE). Kant’s real aim was not to destroy theology, but to replace a dogmatic
theology with a critical one: to transform theology from a complacent speculative
science into a critical examination of human reason and a vehicle for the expression of

. . 26
moral aspirations under the guidance of the autonomous reason.

2 Tbn Rushd made remarkable contributions in philosophy, logic, medicine and jurisprudence. Some of
his well-known works include Tahdfut al-tahafut, Kitab Fasl al-maqal, Kitab al-Kulyat fi al-tibb and
Bidayat al-mujtahid wa al-nihdyat al-mugtasid, see Ibn Rushd, Tahafut al-tahafut, 33: trans., xii.
* Samuel Enoch Stumpf, Philosophy: History and problem, (New York: McGraw Hill Inc., 1982), 210.
2571

Ibid., 227.
26 Allen W. Wood, Kant’s Rational theology, (New York: Cornell University Press, 1978), 17.



The feat of rationalism accomplished by the West was quick to find its way to
the Muslim World. Muslim rationalistic movement began to spread and became
conspicuously evident in Indo-Pakistan Subcontinent. In India, notable rationalist were
the likes of Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817-1898CE)*’ and Sayyid Ameer Ali® (1849-
1928CE).” They were, however, considered as mere emulators and duplicators of
Western rationalism. A more constructive trend to the respond to the West was Islamic
modernism.”® As an intellectual trend, Islamic modernism was one response to the
Muslim encounter with the West in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Islamic
modernism is usually associated with the names of Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1225-1315
AH/1839-1897 CE)*' and Muhammad ‘Abduh (1265-1323 AH/1849-1905 CE).**

Al-Afghani propagated the importance of Islamic reform as a prerequisite to
the acceptance of modern science and technology and activism needed for self-
strengthening,” while ‘Abduh saw change as inevitable and beneficial and thus

highlights the role of reason in understanding religion and shari‘ah with the hope of to

*" He was the most prominent early leader of the modernization movement among Indian Muslims,
noted especially for his advocacy on educational reforms towards ‘a modern version of Islam,” see
Christian W. Troll, Sayyid Ahmad Khan: A reinterpretation of Muslim theology, (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1978), 25.

¥ He was one of the most influential and apologists of Muslim India. His fame was due in part to the
fact that he wrote in English, explaining Muslim history to Western and Westernized intellectuals. His
well known work, The spirit of Islam, depicts Islamic rule as enlightened and progressive, see Sayyid
Ameer Ali, The spirit of Islam: A history of the evolution and ideals of Islam with a life of the Prophet,
(New Delhi: Islamic Book Trust, 1981), 212.

» Majid Fakhry, 4 Short introduction to Islamic philosophy, theology and mysticism, (Oxford:
Oneworld Publications, 1997), 121.

%% This is a reform movement in Egypt from the teaching and influence of Al-Afghani and ‘Abduh,
which attempts to render Islam adaptable to the complex demands of modern life, see Charles C.
Adams, Islam and modernism, (London: Oxford University Press, 1933), 1.

*! He was perhaps the most famous proponent of modernist Islam, and has enjoyed the stablest
popularity of all modernists in the century since his death, see Nikki R. Keddie, An Islamic response to
imperialism: Political and religious writings of Sayyid Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, (Berkeley: University
California Press, 1983), 40.

*2 He was, along with his mentor al-Afghani, the most prominent figure of modernist Islam, see Charles
Kurzman, Modernist Islam: 1840-1940, New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 50.

3 Keddie, op. cit., 40.



liberate the Muslim mind from the pattern of stagnation, enabling Muslims to address
the requirements of modernization.>*

The initial impulse to the reform movement in Egypt in the early nineteenth
century as a result of the nation facing the onslaught of modernization was indeed a
thorough reform developed by Muhammad ‘Abduh which has persisted until the
present and made itself felt in many directions.” The course of the discussion of the
ensuing study, the theological works of Harun Nasution (1337-1419 AH/1919-1998
CE), is one of such reformation, particularly, in religious thoughts.

Harun Nasution was a notable rational and independent scholar who distanced himself
away from any political party or mass-religious organization. His greatest contribution lies mainly
in his attempts to introduce the rational theology of Mu ‘tazilah in Indonesia.*® Nasution’s model of
individual rational thinking gained prominence among young educated Indonesians when he was
attached to the State Institute of Islamic Studies (Institute Agama Islam Negeri or IAIN) in Jakarta,
where he served as Rector, and then as Dean of Graduate School. In these roles he was able to
make considerable contribution to modemist thinking in Indonesia.’” His rational modernist
thinking was largely propelled by the nation’s call to the “New Order” under President Suharto’s
stewardship, the notion of guiding Indonesia to greater economic prosperity and modernization.

Extremely influential to the attainment of modern Indonesia, education was
considered a vital vehicle to steer the nation to sustain economic growth, to increase
productivity as well as to reduce population growth and poverty. Religious education

reform was clearly distinguished in Indonesia, and was an agent of social change and

** Andrew Rippen, Muslims: Their religious beliefs and practices, (London: Routledge, 1993), 87.

35 Adams, Islam and Modernism in Egypt, 2.
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modernization.”® The “New Order” provided an ideal path to Harun Nasution to promote
his rational thinking through Islamic theological discourse that emphasizes rationality,
modernization and religious tolerance. The development of religious thoughts apparently
reflected the popular interest in and concern with theology of the public in Indonesia
then.*® According to Harun Nasution, theology developed by the Mu ‘tazilah and Abduh,
is not merely an intellectual exercise or an academic enterprise, but instead has become
the theological basis of the Islamic modernism.*

At the helm of his intellectual and academic discourse at State Institute of
Islamic Studies (Institute Agama Islam Negeri or IAIN), Harun Nasution
developed a dynamic, modern curriculum, combining studies of the traditional
Islamic sciences with subjects drawn from modern western education models, such
as Sociology, Anthropology, Comparative Religion and secular philosophy.*!
Harun Nasution’s contribution to the development of Islamic rationalism at TAIN
could be felt in many perspectives. First, as Dean of Graduate School, he
determined the directions of academic and intellectual discourse at Post Graduate
Level. Second, as the principle lecturer for core courses in Islamic thought, he
yielded considerable influence over the students of the choice of topics and
discussions on their theses and dissertations.Third, books written by Harun
Nasution are used as official texts for courses involving renewal of Islamic

thought.*?
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The theological background of Southeast Asia, particularly, the Malay-
Indonesian world, was prominently Ash ‘ariyyah kalam. In Indonesia, Ash ‘ariyyah
became dominant where many works on Ash ‘ariyyah kalam were available and spread
throughout the region with the role of ‘wulamd’ through their traditional Islamic
learning centers known as pondok.® The birth of the modernist reformist Pan-
Islamism advocated by al-Afghant and ‘Abduh, attracted a vast audience among
young students. Cairo, during the colonial times, and particularly in the 1920s,
provided a fertile ground for the Southeast Asian students.** Harun Nasution was
registered as a student at al-Azhar University in 1940 but was forced to interrupt his
studies as a result of financial difficulties. He later returned to Egypt after Indonesia
achieved independence and studied at the American University in Cairo.* The
influence of Cairo upon Harun Nasution’s rational thought became very strong and the
later blossomed into a full-fledge theological discourse when he won a scholarship to
McGill University, Canada, where he completed his Master*® and Doctoral degrees,
with a dissertation entitled The place of reason in ‘Abduh’s theology: Its impact on his
theological system and views, focusing on the rational thought of Muhammad ‘Abduh.

The shape of Harun Nasution’s rational thinking was clearly nurtured and
modeled by his learning experiences particularly in Canada. The real essence of
rational thought arising from these experiences was the Muslim intelligentsia’s fight
to create its own rational process. Thus, Harun Nasution advocates the need of

Muslims to free themselves from the rigid and fatalistic theologies of the Ash ‘ariyyah
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and Jabariyyah.*” The real character and purpose of his rational thought could only be

properly and correctly understood as the research progresses.

Statement of Problem
Harun Nasution was totally committed to a modernist view of Islam, although in his
rationalization of Islamic theology gave it a particular outlook of Mu ‘tazilah kalam
and that was not always in harmony with other proponents of Islamic modernism, the
majority of whom were entrenched with the Ash ‘ariyyah school of thought, in
Indonesia. He was firmly convinced that the revival of Mu ‘tazilah thought was
essential for the modernization of Islam.*®

The initial impulse of Islamic modernism was felt in Egypt during the time of
al-Afghant and ‘Abduh, the reformers who called for greater rationalism in Islamic
thought. The rationalists of the modern times have come to value the importance of
ijtihad (independence rational reasoning) as interpreters of the doctrines of Islam.
Harun Nasution shared a similar stance that the proper way for Muslims to progress in
the modern world was to apprehend the truth of religion by reason. Harun Nasution
insisted that rational theology as manifested among Muslims in the classical period
enabled them to interact and respond to other cultures from Greece and Persia and
developed them into genuine civilizations of Islam.*” When rational theology of the
Mu ‘tazilah disappeared and was eventually outmaneuvered by theology of
Ash‘ariyyah or Ahl al-sunnah, the Muslim community entered a period of

50
decadence.
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The ensuing discussion in the research seeks answers to the following
questions:

e First, has theological orientation of the Ash ‘ariyyah caused the Muslims to
experience long period of decadence?

e Second, in what manner has the rationalism of Mu ‘tazilah and ‘Abduh acted
upon Harun Nasution’s thought?

e Third, in what manner did Harun Nasution’s rationalism challenge the
foundations of Ash ‘ariyyah thought in Indonesia?

e Fourth, in what manner the rationalism as propagated by Harun Nasution is

relevant to change and modernization in Indonesia or otherwise?

Purpose of Study

The traditionist faction in Indonesia, represented by the Nahdlatul Ulama and
Muhammadiyah, held that religious truth was contained in the writings of past Muslim
scholars, particularly those of several noted jurists and theologians. While some under
an association called the Persatuan Islam (Muslim Union), held that new investigation
and interpretation of religious fundamentals were necessary rather than relying on the
tradition and past interpreters of Islam.’’

Harun Nasution is considered one of the few contemporary scholars in
Indonesia who aspired to revive the spirit of modernization with his rational theology
of Islam and who believed that the Muslim community had been in the state of
decadence and weak for a long spell. Emphatically, Harun Nasution stressed that the

future of the Muslim Ummah in the contemporary world which continues to be
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dominated by achievements made by science and technology, depended on their
abilities to free themselves from the chained of fatalistic theology represented by the
theologies of Ash ‘ariyyah and Jabariyyah.”> With rational theology, there is no
theological obstacle to the growth and development of human potential and frees the
Ummah to express the reality including the principles of religion according to human
free will.”
The significance of the study will be seen from its perspectives to unfold the
following:
» To look into the circumstances that allows the development of religious
reformation, particularly of Harun Nasution, in Indonesia.
e To trace the process of identifying Harun Nasution’s sympathies for certain
aspects of Mu ‘tazilah thought.
e To highlight the impact of Harun Nasution’s theology on higher education in
Indonesia, particularly, at the IAINs (Institute Agama Islam Negeri or State
Institute of Islamic Studies).

e To scrutinize Harun Nasution’s thought’s and show its relevance to the change

and modernization of Muslim community in Indonesia.

Method of Study
The first decision made to the study of this nature is to determine the method of study.
This research primarily deals with extensive textual analysis and thus shall employ

procedures and methods that help to achieve its objectives. In order to realize the

32 Nasution, Islam rasional: Gagasan dan pemikiran, 157.
3 Abdul Halim, Teology Islam rational, (Jakarta: Ciputat Pers, 2001), 181 and Saiful Muzani,
“Mu‘tazilah theology,” 114.
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