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ABSTRACT

In this study, I examine the methodological foundations of neo-modernist thought in

Indonesia, focussing

o

in particular, on the thought of the contemporary Islamic
intellectual, Abdurrahman Wahid. In discussing this newly established form of
Islamic thinking, I analyse the contentious issue of the relation between state and
organized religion within the context of pre- and post-independence Indonesia.
Abdurrahman argues, through the articulation of a socio-cultural approach, that the
antagonistic relationship between state and Islam can be overcome.

By focussing on this controversial question and the methodology of
Indonesian neo-modernist thinking, I examine the potential of Abdurrahman’s religio-
political thought to address the current predicament of the Muslim community in
Indonesia.  Abdurrahman’s approach, which both attempts to reconcile the
relationship between state and Islam and reinterpret Islamic teachings within the
context of modern challenges, is, however, incapable of producing a genuine
reconstruction of contemporary Islamic thought.

In illustrating this assertion, I employ the historicist understanding of the
Islamic heritage - al-Turdth — in an attempt to contribute towards the development of
an Islamic awakening discourse. [ demonstrate that historical analyses can unearth
the epistemological and ideological contents of the Islamic legacy, which has shaped
the consciousness of the modern Muslim mind. It is concluded that the recovery of
the greatness of Islamic civilization can only be achieved through a historicist

understanding of the epistemological structure of the Islamic heritage.
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INTRODUCTION

The relationship between the state and religious organizations has been the
outstanding debate among Muslims intellectuals in contemporary Indonesia. The
study of the Prophet’s life and the juristic, philosophical and political treatises of
Islamic scholarship have all reinforced the notion, on which the legal-formalists have
based their theorizing, that Islam does not recognize the separability between state
and religion. The legal-formalists hold that Islam essentially encompasses every
aspect of life and provides a painstaking system of rules and organizations responsible
for the implementation of the Islamic shari’a on this earth.

Nevertheless, despite the prevalent conceptualisation of Islam as ‘religion and
state,” Abdurrahman argues that Islam does not require an exclusively Islamic basis
for the implementation of the sharT’a. Instead, the essential cause of Islam is best
appreciated by considering the socio-cultural approach. Underlying this approach is
the notion that the role of religion in the modern world must be limited to the realm of
individual ethical values and moral behaviour. In so doing, Abdurrahman attempts to
break the ideological deadlock between the earlier legal-formalists and the Muslim
modernists in an effort to facilitate the establishment of socio-political pluralism and
democracy.

With the increasing challenges of modern reality and Islam’s encounter
therewith, Abdurrahman also argues for the revitalization of Islamic thought in order
to attend to the demands of the time. In the service of his own reformist efforts, he
matintains unrelentingly that Islam stands in need of substantial reinterpretation. This
entails the emancipation of Islamic thinking from the shackles of legal-formalism,
which stands in opposition to the transformative agenda of the Islamic awakening

discourse.






within the Muslim community are rooted in the absence of democratic institutions.
As a result, in order to establish democracy, he concludes naively that Muslim society
must adopt the democratic apparatus of the West.

Moreover, Abdurrahiman’s reformulation of Sunni religious thought also lacks
a historical consciousness and is thus unable to comprehend the internal logic of the

epistemological foundations of Islamic orthodoxy, which have shaped the modern

consciousness of the Muslim mind. Indeed, if a genuine analvitical reading were
applied to the Islamic heritage, as Abdurrahman claims to have done, he would have

been able to deconstruct the epistemological structure of the Islamic heritage, which
would have provided the impetus for mobilising the Islamic awakening discourse and
overcoming the intellectual, social and political stagnation of the Muslim community.

Following, then, is a brief account of the main objectives of this study.

1. Aims and Objectives
This study offers an analysis of Abdurrahman’s neo-modernist thinking within the
framework of the modern Islamic awakening discourse. More specifically, it seeks to
evaluate Abdurrahman’s socio-cultural approach in so far as the latter engages the
intricate relationship between the state and Islam within the context of changing social
and political realities. The study also examines the viability of the methodological
underpinnings that inform Abdurrahman’s pursuit of the reconstruction of Islamic
thought.

Through its analysis of Abdurrahman’s neo-modernist thought, the study will
attempt to demonstrate the inability of his project in addressing the social, political

and cultural ills of Muslim society. It asserts that the root cause of this inability is the

absence of a historical consciousness of the Islamic heritage. Since Abdurrahman






Given the failure of Abdurrahman’s approach in itself overcoming the
phenomenon of ahistoricity, his critique of the currents of Islamic thought seems to
focus on external factors that are responsible for the exacerbation of Muslim societal
ills. In other words, the resolution of the Muslim predicament, for Abdurrahman,
“cannot be lifted except by leaping from this location to a point outside.”™ As a result,
his intellectual inclination towards ahistoricity inevitably leads him to draw upon
foreign models.

Needless to say, through the adoption of foreign models, one not only ignores
the objective circumstances of one’s own reality, but also fails to appreciate the
historicity of the borrowed models themselves. More acutely, the negation of one’s
own reality does not only imply a confession of its incompleteness, for, in this case, it
carries a shocking corollary, too. That is, the denial of the historicity of a borrowed
model amounts to an atfirmation of the completeness — and therefore, sanctity -~ of a
foreign reality.’

What underlies this imitative mechanism is an ideological reading that “takes
1ts starting point from ideclogies outside of the legacy (which are modern ideologies,
of course), and then proceeds to formulate an interpretation of the legacy that justifies
[this] ideology and supports, through [this] interpretation, attempts to impose the
ideology upon reality.”5 Discrepancies between methodologies do not produce a
multiplicity of readings — ‘rather it only means a single reading mechanism diversifies
and changes its orientations,” Crucially, then, there is no difference between the neo-
modernist writings of Abdurrahman, on the one hand, and the legal-formalist
approach, on the other, since both approaches are incapable of producing novel

interpretations.






apologetically romanticized its outlooks. Barton’s’ and KEEﬁlff"ﬂ'"f.—mfad.y’ag works on neo-

modemnist thinking, in general and Abdurrahman’s thought, in particular is less

g

critical in its analysis. Their works merely examine Indonesian intellectual responses
What is essentially absent in their works is substantiated engagement and critical
reading of methodological apparatus, which inform neo-modernist thinking. It is the
contention of this paper that such studies have proven unable to reckon meaningfully
with Abdurrahman’s neo-modernist thought and to critique the methodological
underpinnings of his thought.

This study holds that the production of a historicist understanding of the
Islamic legacy is of enormous importance. Accordingly, it makes use of such
methodological tools as facilitate an illomination of the modern Islamic awakening
discourse, including neo-modernist thought, thereby exposing its epistemological
foundations. Moreover, this methodology attempts not only to unearth the ideological
contents of the borrowed foreign models, but also sheds light upon the
epistemological underpinnings of the Islamic heritage that have determined the

consciousness of the Muslim mind.

4. A Brief Overview

The first chapter focuses on the contentious issue of the relationship between the state
and Islam in pre- and post-independence Indonesia. This is followed by a
summarized biography of Abdurrahman Wahid and his socio-cultural approach,
which seeks to establish a relationship of a certain kind between the state and Islam in

present-day Indonesia.



Chapter two begins by analysing historically the emergence of neo-modernist

thinking in Indonesia. ter, an exposition of the methodological underpinnings

upon which Abdurrahman’s neo-modernist thought is predicated, is offered.

In chapter three, it is demonstrated how Abdurrahman’s neo-modernist
thinking, in spite of its populist appeal, notably lacks a historicist understanding of the
Islamic heritage and is, therefore, incapable of remedying the civilizational crisis with
which Islamic thought continues to grapple. It is concluded that the emancipation of
Muslims form their social, political and cultural malaise can only be achieved by
rendering visible the epistemological (and historical) contexts within which the

Islamic heritage emerged.
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CHAPTER ONE

RELIGION AND STATE: ISLAMIC SOCIO-POLITICAL THINKING
Without it - Pancasila' — we will cease to be a state —~Abdurrahman Wahid®
My aim 1s that Indonesian Muslims become a religious wmmeah that has far-reaching insights,
able to understand others, emphasizing the sense of integral togethemess with all parties [and]
highly respecting freedom as a means to democracy ~Abdurrahman Wahid®
1. Introduction
The continued insurgence of institutionalised Islam upon the Indonesian political
scene has been the point of reference upon which Abdurrahman has predicated his
intellectual endeavour. The principal feature of his thought is its critical investigation
of the pre-eminence of the ‘legal-formalistic’ interpretation of Islamic teachings,
which ultimately seeks the inavguration of an exclusively shari’a-based state." While
recognizing the fact that the overwhelming majority of Indonesians formally profess
Islam, he is of the opinion that Indonesia does not necessarily require Islam as the
foundational basis of that state. According to Abdurrahman, the existing state, as
based on the principles of Pancasila, is both a suitable and feasible solution for the
diverse contents of the Indonesian archipelago.

In this chapter I shall outline the political standpoints of certain Muslim
intellectuals, from both pre- and post-independence Indonesia, who have ceaselessly
striven to realize a holistic view of Islam as an established set of both religious and
political doctrines. In so doing, the contentious matter that is the nature of the
relationship between religion and state will prove central. Moreover, the role of Islam
during the early Dutch colonial period (especially in the last quarter of the eighteenth
century) will be considered in order to uncover the historical context of this debate.
In the final analysis, I shall examine the intellectual underpinnings of Abdurrahman’s

theorizing, which vigorously asserts the theoretical ineffectiveness and de-historicized

10
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practices. The case in point was the Islamic prescription of circumcision. Referring

stress on this than on a thousand other obligations, which are universally
neglected, and is very far from including it among the ‘five pillars of Islam’.
Yet it is an undoubted fact that in all Muhammadan countries laymen attach
more weight to circumcision than to all the ‘five pillars’ taken together, and
that even the religious teachers, although they are the champions of the
teaching of the law, are nevertheless influenced to some degree by the

C o . 9
popular belief in this respect.’

Indeed, he maintained that Indonesian Islam was likelv to be nominal and syncretistic,
which is “the unique blend of autochthonous animistic-pantheistic beliefs of the folk
religions with Hindu-Indian religious and cultural traits and with the teachings of

Likewise, Acehenese Muslims, who were believed to have practiced

Mohammed.
proper Islam and its ‘orthodox teaching’, could not avoid the deviant local customs.”
This is to say that, unlike orthodox Islam, Indonesian Islam has incorporated
additional local animistic traditions and many mystical practices such as the Jocal

tradition of slametan.”* Hurgronje’s conclusion in his Islamic law and Custom’ is

worthy of extensive quotation. He stated that

[1]t is...not surprising that in all Muhammadan countries those whose
religious learning goes bevond the ‘two words’ of the confession of faith, or
who are in any sense exponents of the moral requirements of Islam, or who

observe even a minimum of the ritual or other obligations of their religion,

16
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Baghdad, as the cradle of the ancient civilization of Mesopotarnia out of which the
Yudaco-Christian and Islamic civilizations emerged, 1s widely recognized to have
celebrated freedom of expression and dialogue regarding matters of religion and
philosophy. Additionally, “Baghdad offered greater academic freedom and better
rates of remuneration™ for Abdurrahman to develop his apparent intellectualism.
The city provided optimistic and hopeful surroundings for the development of new

ideas and lived up to Abdurrahman’s expectations.

Upon his graduation from the University of Baghdad in 1970, Abdurrahman
wanted to take up higher education at European universities. However, frustrated with

the requirements of advanced studies in Europe, he instead spent twelve months
informally studying the great social sciences of the West. He stayed in the
spent four months. He ended his sojourn in France, where he stayed for two months
before returning to Indonesia on May 4, 1971, empty-handed.

Returning to Indonesia, Abdurrahman began his career as an essayist,

regularly making contributions to Indonesian journals and newspapers. He then
started a family and subsequently occupied a variety of positions in pesantren
networks. In 1972, he was appointed as Dean of the Faculty of Theology in the
Hasyim Asy’ari University. From 1974-1980, he occupied the position of secretary-
general of Tebuireng pesantren. Eventually, he settled in Jakarta where he has
chaired the pesaniren of Ciganjur from 1978 until the present day. In 1979, he was
selected Katib Awal, or First Secretary, of the Supreme Religious Body (Syuriah) of
NU. In 1984, Abdurrahman, along with K.H. Achmad Siddiq, was elected to lead NU

as the general chairman of the Executive Board (Tanfidziah) and the chairman of the

Supreme Religious Board respectively. However, Abdurrahman’s popularity with NU

30



followers led to his unanimous appointment as general chairman of the organization
for three consecutive terms, which ended when he was democratically elected as

Indonesia’s fourth president 1n 1999,

Apart from these formal activities, Abdwrrahman was also a regular

contributor to non-governmental organizations (NGOs), in particular, the Institute for

Education, Economic and Social Research, or LP3ES (Lembaga Penghkajian

Pengetahuan, Pendidikan, Ekonomi dan Sosial), sponsored by the Neumann Institute

of Germany and the Ford Foundation of the U.S. The establishment of this non-
coercive organization was initially intended to provide adequate answers to and viable

solutions for the social ils that were afflicting the Mushm community by

progres:

sively articulating the themes of social justice, democracy and religio-political
pluralism. Indeed, this organization has courted the finest Indonesian intellectuals
from a variety of disciplines.

In 1980-1983 he was elected as the nominator for the Agha Khan Award for
fslamic Architecture and as an advisor to the International Dialogue Foundation
Project on Perspective Studies of Shari’ah and Secular Law at The Hague in 1994
Abdurrahman’s significant contribution towards the promotion of religious pluralism
in Indonesia earned him the Ramon Magsaysay Award (Asia’s equivalent to the
Nobel Prize) in 1993, As a result, since 1994, he has served as a member of the
Presidential Board of the prestigious World Conference on Religion and Peace.’
These national and international honours have transformed Abdurrahman into an
intellectual of considerable stature in contemporary Indonesia, one worthy of
reckoning. Consequently, his intellectual contribution towards the controversial issue

of the relationship between religion and state will now be considered in order to

assess its influence within the current Indonesian political set-up.
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“to purify the religious heritage, to reinterpret some of its aspects and to fuse it with

modern elements, in order to reinstitute the dignity of that heritage and establish its
. . . 12 - - .

worth against foreign encroachment.” Dessouki further argues that Islamic

3

modernism “questioned the authority of the medieval interpretations of Islam and

advocated the exercise of xjx‘ihz?id,””

This stark theoretical categorizations between traditionalism and modernism
were then, intellectually inadequate and scholarly unintelligible especially to describe
the newly well-established Islamic intellectualism, which shared less similarities in
terms of conceptions and cutlooks with Islamic traditionalism and modernism. This
new approach of Islamic thought “represents a genuine attempt to combine

. . . . . o e s 14
progressive liberal ideals with deep religious faith.

Moreover, the principal

preoccupation of neo-modernist thinking 1s 10 vigorously demonstrate the need to
u . . . (5

essentially wed Islamic scruples with modern analytical method.

At this juncture, it also must be noted that the crude differentiations between

Islamic modernism and traditionalism in Indonesia is deemed as, and partly

the Indonesian political landscape equally played a major role in the historical
inception of this school. Crucially, then, an internal crisis of Islamic thought as well
as the development of political circumstances is useful factors, which will provide a
context in which to understand the changing aspirations of Muslim intellectuals.

It is note-worthy to point out that the evolving new school of Islamic thought
clearly emerged in a time when Muslims in Indonesia painfully suffered from a sense
of decline, intellectually, politically, socially, culturally as well as psychologically.
More specifically, Indonesian Islam has severely experienced an internal identity

crisis that emerged and arisen out of conflict between the Islamic primordial loyalties,
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which require insoluble affirmation of Islam in every walk of life and the ideological
aspiration of the ruling power” that demanded the unquestionable allegiance to
Pancasila. These crises have been especially illustrated in terms of political defeat of

Islamic ideology. Abdurrahman states,

Islam, then, ceases at present to be the political ideology of the Muslims in
Indonesia, as i was in the 1950s and 1960s. Similar to the fate of Soctalism
and Communism, Islam has now to subordinate itself to the ‘national

ideotogy” of Pancasila, and to be satisfied with merely becoming a “political

orientation.”"’
Doubtless, Islamic politics had been marginalized from the broader national discourse
especially in the final stage of Sukarno rule.'® Towards the end of Sukarno tenure, the
political climate of Indonesia had been in a state of social uproar and political
instability. The rise of political Islam was allegedly considered as a contributing
factor to the social and political insecurity, which culminated in the massacre of
Communist participants. This incident claimed thousands of lives and subsequently
brought about an endless turmoil of public order and the maelstrom of ethnic cruelty.
This sequence of political chaos however, marked the turning point of Indonesian
history and subsequently denoted the end of Sukarno’s ‘Old Order.”” With the
eclipse of ‘Old Order’ rule, Muslim intellectuals were hopeful that Islam could regain
its political supremacy. Thus, Muslims sought to foster an amicable alliance with
Suharto’s ‘New Order regime hoping to realize greater political participation. This
effort however, resulted in a dismal failure due to the ambivalent political attitude of
‘New Order’ government. While supporting the activism of organized religion, the

government deliberately imposed an agenda of secularising politics, which only
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allowed the fortification of Islamic spirituality. The government perceived the role of

religion solely serving as

[a] ground for public morality, a shield against Western liberalism, and an
antidote to communism, Animated by this conviction, the New Order regime

not only tolerated depohiticised forms of religion but encouraged their

penetration into all corners of society.

Amidst the subordination of political Islam and a malaise of Islamic thinking,
Indonesian Islam has witnessed an unprecedented emergence of neo-modernist
intellectuals who have ceaselessly attempted to reformulate the genuine effort to
establish greater social and cultural reassertion of Islam in facing the challenges of

modern requirements.””  This renewal effort is nothing less than an endeavour to

provide the essential foundations for regenerating the transformation of Islamic

principles in the modern times. The underlying ingredient of its perspective is an in-

implemented, can appropriately meet the needs of the time. Indonesian neo-
modernism argues that the reinvigoration of ijtihad in the modern time is of enormous
importance as an intellectual prerequisite to contribute to the fulfilment of Islamic
ideals in the public domain. Equally, it would help Islam to overcome the befallen

social and political stagnancy of Muslims community. It states therefore that

[i]jtihad or renewal ought to be a continuous process of original thinking
based on the evaluation of social and historical phenomena, which from time
to time, need to be reviewed in order to determine whether they are really

erroneous.  [jtthdd is a process such that misunderstanding of its problems

61


http:society.21

will result in a bitter froit ~fatlure. Mevertheless it is still much highter than
the burden of social and historical stagnation brought about by absence of
oy L1 23

renewal.

Differing considerably from the prevalent mode of both traditionalist whose rigid
approach has impeded an agenda of reform and the ‘revivalist” thinking whose
aspiration to reinstitute a gemune unity of wmmah under the single umbrella of
Islamic state, Indopesian neo-modernists develop a particular approach, which
involves the articulation of liberal democracy and political pluralism in order to foster
a process of democratic transformation whereby institutional structure of an Islamic
nature is an unfeasible solution to the diverse aspects of Indonesian compositions.

s, “[tthere is no need for a nation-state with Islamic

Abdurrahman accordingly argy
law.”* Moreover, assuming some continuity with the early intellectual modernism of
Islam, the neo-modernists establish an express purpose of developing an effective
progressive thinking seeking to regenerate the effectiveness of Islamuc civilization in
the globalizing world.

Although bitterly critical towards Islamic traditionalism as well as modernism,
it must be noted that there emerges a close affinity between neo-modernism and
Islamic traditionalism and modernism. Therefore, it should not be going too far to say
that the typology of neo-modernism is questionable. Like the traditionalist, it
essentially emphasizes the mere role of Islamic scholarship in reformulating their
intellectual endeavours. Additionally, it equally shares a fundamental agreement with
the Islamic modernism whose aspiration is to critically appropriate the tools of
modern approach in order to advance the transformation of Islamic civilization
meaningfully. In so doing, the neo-modernism appears more “selective and lacking in

conceptual cohesion or methodology for the systematic interpretation of Islam.”
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Eagually, it lacks an “understanding of the Western culture and s dynamics” which
J £ J
“did not develop traditional Muslim thought from the inside to supply an adequate

basis for the new values and institutions.”*’

In a nutshell, this mode of new thinking seeks to synthesize Western analytical

methodologies and imbues it with the principles of Islamic paradi gm"“’g In other
words, while scholarly eguipped with the Western educational method, they are also

well versed in the discipline of Qur'an and sufficiently trained in the prophetic
traditions as well as the classical Islamic scholarship.

Combining the essentials of Islamic scholarship with the best of modern
methodology has to offer for the betterment of humankind, the Indonesian neo-
modernist is likely to be progressive. The common tonc of their intellectual
endeavour is the commitment of an open attitude towards agenda of social change,
modernity and socio-cultural reasscrtion.”” However, ceniral to Indonesian neo-
modernists thought is an insistence on developing Islamic scholarship appropriate to
the modern demands, without discarding the essentials of Islamic principles.
Additionally, they “claim that the modern ideals of equality, freedom, and democracy
are not uniquely Western values, but modern necessities compatible with, and even
required by, Muslim ideals.”

They state that these earnest commitments, however, could have not been
fulfilled unless fresh ijtihad or the reinterpretation of Islamic principles corresponding
to the social and historical requirements of the time is creatively met in order to reveal
the timeless relevance of Islamic teachings. In sum, the core element of neo-
modernist thinking is the contextualized ijtihad, which is “a sincere openness and a

1

rejection of dogmatism based upon an appreciation of pluralism.”' Moreover, in the

reformulation of Islamic principle, the context-based ijtihad is not content with the
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established ijma’ or the prescribed consensus of past generations. Instead, they argue,
in order to arrive at tangible answers for modern requirements, the contextual analysis
of the texts should be pursued in which specific revelation occurs.™

Over the years, Abdurrahman has significantly contributed to the
reformulation of Islamic discourse in Indonesia. Thus, to further understand the need
to reinterpret Islam in accordance with the current requirements, he maintains that the
articulation of context-based ijtihad is of tremendous importance in order to attend to
modern demands and subsequently foster an agenda of progress and social

transformation. Before procceding to the core of the reinterpretation of Islam, the

Islamic basis underlying Abdurrahman’s thought is worth exploring.

3. The Thought of Abdurrahman Wahid: The Islamic Underpinnings
The most conspicuous Islamic ingredients underlving Abdurrahiman’s thought is the
concept of Islamic universalism, the cosmopolitanism of Islamic civilization and the
indigenisation of Islam or in his neologism pribumisasi Islam. The articulation of
these concepts as far as he 1s concerned, is to attend to the current demands creatively
and to significantly uphold the essential concern for human dignity, politico-religious
pluralism and the contextualization of Islamic teachings.*”

According to Abdurrahman, the conceptualisation of Islamic universalism is
thoroughly reflected in the religious laws (figh), Islamic monotheism (fawhid) and its

ethical concept (akhidqg). Indeed, Islam’s stress on these values aim at recapturing the

established concern for the universal values of human dignity. He argues that

[tThe principles of being equal before the law, of protection of society from

despotic powers, of the maintenance of the rights of the weak and of the
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to creatively attend to modern challenges facing the Muslim community. It is
appropriate to say that Abdurrahman’s ideas were formulated at the time of the severe
crisis of Islamic politics and the long-standing tension between Islamic traditionalism
and modernism in Indonesia.  Although he addresses the political agenda of
Indonesian Islam, his intellectual preoccupations were essentially cultural in
orientation and less concerned with the ideological articulation of Islam. But, we also
cannot dismiss the political ramifications of Abdurrahman’s discourse upon the
broader political landscape in Indonesia especially with regard to the contentious
issue of Islam-Pancasila relationship, since he is after all the chairman of the Nu, the
largest traditionalist organization 1n Indonesia. Abdurrahman’s  thought
fundamentally emerges in response to the problems that were intrinsic to a process of
cultural and social reassertion of Indonesian Islam in the modern era through an
articulate and innovative reinterpretation of Islamic teachings.

He firmly argues that the befallen social, political and cultural predicaments of
contemporary Islam reside in a more traditional legal-formalistic and scripturalistic
interpretation of Islamic principles, which has considerably hampered the pursuit of
Islamic reform. He is undoubtedly aware of the effort of a sizable number of Muslims
to impose the application of Islamic sharT’a through the politicisation of Islamic

3

org:«mization.7 As he argues, the current efforts of Islamic movements have

essentially been

[elntrapped in the universal and idealistic view, which how the textual
underpinnings of religious teachings form religious laws in an idealistic
manner out of which the universal frameworks of Islamic life is based.
Indeed, this perspective is nothing less than an indication of a critical

interest, which often does not reflect the public interest of the people.”
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This rigid universalistic approach however, merely emphasizes an overly literal
understanding of scrptures, which have ultimately engendered the kind of religious
extremism that rejects an attempt to reconcile the essence of Islamic transcendental
values with the changing needs of modern life.”> Abdurrahman describes the current
emergence of religious radicalism is a result of reductionist interpretation of the
“documents from the 7th and 8th centuries, from the alien world of tribal Arab society
among the desert sands””’ ® out of its historical context.

He goes on to demonstrate that the dominant orientation of an idealistic
interpretation of Islam can be captured in the following reasons, the most important of
which is, an excessive emphasis to idealize the historical example of Islamic
civilization. It anything, this emphasis of the recognized greatness of Islamic
civilization has resulted in an idealistic speculation, which is unfortunately incapable
of reflecting the empirical reality of the present needs. In addition, contemporary
Islamic scholarship in its endeavour to revive the Islamic civilizational vivacity often
employs a subjective approach. As such, neither is this effort able w generate a
discreet objective investigation, nor is it capable of transcending its present socio-
political, cultural and intellectual impasse. This approach Abdurrahman posits
unsurprisingly leads towards an irrational need to realize an idealistic society, which
would necessarily preclude the perceived reality of Muslims society. Moreover, a
non-compromised attitude of Islamic reform to articulate the features, dispositions
and characters of righteous Islamic society equally results in the historical de-
contextualization of Islamic 1cgacy.??

Most crudely, these efforts have intellectually created an Islamic legalism

whose shari’a-based state is the prime aspiration. An Islamic legal-formalism is
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however, the product of the past, which is the distorted historical reality that

unfortunately resulted in the transition of Islamic thought from dynamism to an overly

scriptural-formalism.  In other words, over the course of its historical development,

Istam has been literally legalised and institutionalised through the institution of

Islamic sharT’a especially, when al-Shafi’T in the latter half of 2"/8" century tirelessly

propounded the Hadith as the authoritative foundation for the law, and simultaneously

dislodging an effort of independent reasoning or ijtihad through givads.' ¢

Undoubtedly, an early attempt to formalize and institutionalise an idealistic picture of

Islam instead, brought about a rigid and oppressive reality. Abdurrahman states,

We are presented now with an Islam that oppressively puts human life within
the narrow confinements of a rigid viewpoint; the demand for the so-called
‘sharia state,” the equivalent of what is known i Western thought as

79
theocracy.

This legal-formulistic approach is essentially grounded in a more rigid literalistic
understanding of scripture, a monolithic and singular vision of Islam that demands, “a
mono-cultural environment for its religious expression, with rigorous conformity to
the prescribed life pattern and no room for any deviation.”® It seeks to literally
formalize Islam in the life of the nation-state, idealising the example of prophetic state
as the only viable social system®' with the assumption that it is likely capable of
overcoming the befallen socio-political crisis of the Muslim world and transcending
the limitations of cultural expression of Islamic teachings. It equally seeks to assert
and impose the implementation of the prescribed past Islamic legal opinions as a
positive law albeit superficially, in the present day, with little concern for the agenda

of reformulating contemporary Islamic principles to meet the demands of the time.
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Abdurrahman is not content with the literalistic and reductionist approach in
regenerating the sensibilities of Islamic civilization. Contrary to this standpoint, he
begins by redefining Islam, providing Islam with newly developed understanding that
would reinforce the role of Islam in the life of nation-state and recapture its
cosmopolitan character. He strongly believes that Islam does not need the formal
institutional structure in order to articulate its religious teachings. Instead, Islamic
teachings should be contextually reformulated to recapture the universal values of
Islam and its timeless relevance.

As previously discussed, the universal teachings of Islam are thoroughly

order to correspond to the challenges of modern world creatively, Islam should
develop new approaches seeking to recapture Islamic sensibilities. This new religious
thinking requires the reinterpretation of Qur’an and Hadith contextually and as such,
they are not to be understood in its normative and theological sense.”? Moreover, it
overwhelmingly suggests that the dogmatic and normative articulation of the text is
only feasible in the matters that are directly related to the principles of religion. In
essence, this attempt is to reprove the ideological appropriation of Islam and hence,
lay the foundations for an Islamic renewal that is responsive to the modern
development.

Abdurrahman explicitly rejects Islam as a political ideology that requires its
adherents to establish an exclusive Islamic institutional structure as a prerequisite
vehicle to articulate the formal goal of al-Amr bi al-Ma'riif wa al-Nahyu ‘an al-

Munkar. Instead, the pursuit of this legal maxim, according to him, should be

undertaken in a fashion that reinforces the socio-cultural reassertion of Islam. This
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approach essentially asserts the ethical and moral elements of Islamic teachings. In
turn, it would generate the process of Islamization from below and thereby foster an
[slamnically oriented society™ without being trapped in the political rhetoric of
institutionalised Islam.

Being a concerned Muslim, Abdurrahman recognizes the all-encompassing

aspect of Islamic teachings. Nonetheless, he challenges Islam as being a permanent
and rigid bedy of principles. He states,

I never reject “the main teaching of Islam” like the Islamic faith in God
{ravthid). But, T have opposite thought against the other thought which judge
some teaching as “the final and vnchanged teaching of Islam.” In fact, the

teaching they refer to had, through certain ways, been changing. Among of

which had been before considered as the tuth, Those “relative trath” had
changed through reinterpretation of teaching by Muslims who believe Islam

L T
as the last religion.”

This view strongly implies that Islam over the course of its historical development
underwent a substantive reinterpretation and transformation in a way that directly
corresponds to new issues and problems in order to recapture its universal relevance.
Therefore, Abdurrahman maintains that in the light of modern challenges, the
frameworks of Islamic teachings should be developed in a new perspective that is
sensitive to the dire issues afflicting Muslim societies such as poverty and the
prevalent structure of socio-political injUStiCGS‘gs Stated differently, Abdurrahman’s
agenda of religious reinterpretation lies in the need to understand the religious

principles and teachings with its empirical reality seriously taken into consideration.
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As such, he rejects the conviction that Islam is a final and unchanged body of
teachings.

The contextual reapplication of the texts is possibly the best example in which
to demonstrate that Islamic sharfa is primanly a relative truth. According to
Abdurrahman, 1t is not to suggest that the reinterpretation of texts necessarily mean

the need to change the onginal verdict of the text; rather it 1s an attempt at the

continuous reinterpretation of Islamic scruples seeking to meet the demands of

modern requirements and articulate its timeless applicability.™ He asserts that

[tihere is a subtle linkage between beliel and empiric reabity i a Muslim,
This hinkage, by self, exists as the result of natural and common process
among the life of Mushimo community. Based on the reality, which has been
recorded in the history of Muslim, this can likely come true. Here we find the

significant worth of the words “the conflicting opinion among leaders is a

mercy on the people.”’ —Hhtilifu ummarti rahmah.

In articulating this view, Abdurrahman the reduction of Islam to stifling
literalism and formalism as an aberration and a major impediment to pursuing
religious transformation in the globalizing world. “The whole situation has to be
changed,” he states, “if Islam is asked to contribute to the formulation of a new world
civilization in the future.”®® He further maintains that the conceptualisation of Islam
as, simply a rigid formulation of the divine law should constantly undergo a perpetual
reinterpretation and develop a dynamic character of its tradition to better reflect the
basic and universal vision of Islam in light of ever-changing human situations. This

process, Abdurrahman posits will produce a dynamic and creative approach that is

more suitable to and capable of responding to the perceived reality of modern life.
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Thus, it is intellectually imperative that the principle of flexibility be
maintained while undertaking the task of reinterpreting Islam. A case in point is his
view on the Qur'anic verse of the permussibility of polygamy, which ignores the

implicit contextual understanding of the verse. He states,

I do not agree with the permissibility now of having more than one wite. We
shall develop consensus that will disallow that. Why? My thinking is in line
with the verse, which says that if there is a fear among vou of injustice then a
man can only have one wife. Who should decide on the issue of justice?
Whether it is just or not? The woman is the object not the subject. In this
matter, then, there should be a referendum and the women should decide.
And T othink it will be the majority.  Yes, the majority,  But, you know,
although I call for that T do not reject its permissibility in the past. That 1s

: &9
mportant.

This without doubt suggests that the change in values and orientations is an inevitable
consequence of the changing environment, Even though this practice was acceptable
in the past, it could not be so in the present. He continues, “1 will never ever say that
the Prophet made a mistake. It was appropriate at that time. We have to find a way to
make Islam relevant to the needs and practices of the time. And for me at this time

we should not allow this.”*°

However, in constantly reformulating its teachings
contextually, Islam then, would be able to attend to the changing modern demands
and as such, will reinforce its timeless relevance and compatibility. Thus, defining
Islam in the idealistic fashion Abdurrahman argues, is harmful and will only result in

the trivialization of understanding Islam and consequently distort the genuine picture

of Islam.”!
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presents an idealistic interpretation, of seeming authority, whose application he seeks

within the changing social, political and historical relations.

If anything, Abdurrahman’s description of the early phase of Muslim history

is entirely divorced from its social, political and historical contexts. On the basis of

the cosmopolitan nature of Islamic civilization, for instance, he maintains that the

Islamic version of freedom of opinion is reflected in the Mu'tazilite view on the

createdness of the Qur'an.” Indeed, on the basis of their critical interpretation of

Qur’anic scripture, the Mu'tazilites were repressed by the Umayyad aunthorities and
many of them were killed.' Worse still, since they differed in their theological
propositions from the politically sanctioned articles of faith, they were subsequently
regarded as heretics and innovators. According to Ibn Khaldun, they “deviate{d] in
their dogmas from the early Musliras and Muslim «:,u-'z.mmw;” :

Moreover, having both acknowledged the importance of delving into the
historical development of SunnT thought such as the dialectic occurring from within
Islamic socio-political thought as well as from without'® and bemoaned the
institutionalisation of Ash’arite doctrine as the only legitimate article of belief, which
in turn has bitterly diminished the cosmopolitan nature of Islamic {:ivilization,13
Abdurrahman, nevertheless, is of the view that the “reconstruction of religious
thinking” can be achieved by “demonstrating the universality of Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-
Jam@’ah thought.”14 Needless to say, his analysis of the Sunnf tradition in recapturing
the greatness of Islamic civilization is unconscious of the Islamic heritage and
subsequently ignores its ideological bearing, with the following example being
indicative of the ahistoricity of his work. On the issue of ‘free will and predestination’

he maintains that Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-Jama'ah had articulated a coherent

interpretation of the doctrine. He claims that
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Aswaja [Abl al-Sunnah wa al-Jam& ah} had clearly placed the position of
humankind in the exalted position within the scheme of the universe. He is
alfowed to desire whatever he wants, even though that will eventually is
subject to the fact of the authoritative will of God that cannot be resisted.
[However] this freedom of will requires from human being the responsibility

to highly exalt the meaning and the virtue of life."”

This quote is a demonstration of internal ambiguity and inconsistency within
Abdurrahman’s thought. While recognizing the effectiveness of human agency and
the freedom of the human will on the one hand, he vigorously argues, on the other,
that the efficacy of the human will is entirely subject to the eternal will of God. The
established doctrine of free will and predestination inherent within the structural
formulation of orthodox Islam is apparently treated separately from a historical
understanding of its development.  Instead of addressing the issue critically,
Abdurrahman apologetically embraces the viability of the theory of predestination (o
the exclusion of its historical, political and social determinants.

It is undeniable that the doctrine of free will and predestination developed
initially within the context of specific historical circumstances and was motivated
essentially by the political interests of the despotic Umayyad rule. While unsuccessful
in his attempt to rally sufficient allegiance for Yazid — his designated successor — it is
reported that Mu’awiya was the first companion to have institutionalised the doctrine
of predestination. With respect to the inauguration of Yazid, he stated that “[t]he
issue [of the designation] of Yazid is the will of God’s predestination, and there is no

choice for the people in the affair.”'® Hence, it must be stressed that the dubious

temporal and political interests of Mu’awiya were primarily responsible for the
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emergence of the predestination doctrine, which later exerted an enormous influence
upon the cultural and structural formulations of Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-Jama ah.
Taking this into account, al-Qadhi Abd al-Jabbir therefore reiterated that
“predestination is the belief of Umayyad o

What this episode clearly demonstrates is the fact that the issue of free will
and predestination was principally a potitical doctrine, which both reflected political
controversies between parties and the conflicting political interests of the powers of
the day. In addition, it must be noted that the Umayvad dynasty, as a front for iis
legitimacy, imposed this doctrine through a dubious appropriation of religion. Worse
still, the deification of this politically derived notion of predestination left the
guestion of its historicity unconsidered, while relieving human beings of the moral
imperative that goes hand in hand with personal responsibility. ** 1t would not be rash
to state that religion fell prey to the political intrigues of the ruling elite, whose
singular aim was the illegitimate validation of the status quo.

Moreover, the formulation of this doctrine within the established teachings of
Islamic orthodoxy has resulted in far-reaching social, political, cultural as well as
psychological ramifications for the modern Muslim. A closer examination of the
Ash’arite proposition of the eternal knowledge of God, for instance, which essentially
emphasized that “God eternally knows a man who did not — and will not — exist, and
knows believers who have never existed and non-believers who are not yet created,”"
reveals that it ignores — if not entirely divests — human action of its independence.

From the foregoing example it is clear that, what is posited, is that human
beings were eternally known as either believers or disbelievers before they were

actually created. What is meant is that “human beings do nothing except that which

God has predetermined eternally by His knowledge they will do. Consequently,
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human acts become nothing but a monotonous repetition ~ for what God knows
eternally — void of creativity and innovation.”" By keeping this proposition in mind,
it would then become unreasonable to hold that God could punish or reward human
beings for their actions, since these were eternally 1mposed upon them; reward and
punishment, under such circumstances, would contradict the principle of the justice of
God. Given the prevalence with which this doctrine 1s uncritically accepted, the
notion of the moral and ethical responsibility of human beings has thus been rendered
meaningless, while the absolutist inclinations of the social, political and cultural
scholarship of orthodox Islam remain the dominant trend of contemporary Islamic
thought.

To be precise, the absolutist structure of orthodox Islam can be found in its

articulation of the relationship between God, man and the world. In the formulation

of this relationship, the Ash’arites argued that the establishment of God’s centrality

was an epistemological necessity “due to the difference and contrast between them
that goes beyond any formal and abstract intellectual construct.” Paradoxically, this
has significantly negated the interactive and creative relationship between these three

elements, which has, in turn, denied the potentiality of human creativity and the

objectivity of world canons. As Mabrook explains,

The aim of their system of thought and the cause of its formulation were
principally to exhibit the dominance of the divine absolute at the expense of
both man and the world. That is why their system was crystallized as a
complete reiteration of the concept of God, to the extent that the world seems
to be void of anything but God. This resulted in the dislodging of the
objectivity and necessity of the world and the activity of man. Hence, for the

Ash’arite, the world and man are empty and fragile existence without value.
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Accordingly, the true existence of God necessitates the marginality of any

other existence "

In response to the seemingly religious controversy that surrounded the notion of
predestination, the Mu'tazilites became ardent critics of the absolutist Ash’arite
interpretation of the eternal knowledge of God. Unlike the Ash’arites, the Mu'tazilites
adopted the view that the human being is the author of his actions. As such, in
reaffirming the ethical nature of God’s justice, the Mu'tazilites maintained that the
human being was destined to be an mdependent agent who would determine his own
will. The Mu’tazilite view was fundamentally rooted in the notion of the essential

that

[tihe common belief of the sect of the Mu'tazilites is, that Allah 15 eternal
and that eternity 15 the most peculiar description of His essence.  They
absolutely reject all other eternal qualities, saying, It i1s by virtue of His
essence that He has knowledge, power and life; not because they are eternal
qualities or ideas inherent in Him. For if the qualities should partake of His
eternity, which is His most peculiar description, they would partake of His

divinity...and they agree upon this, that will and hearing and sight are not

- . v . ¥
ideas inherent in His essence.”

Unlike the Ash’arites, who believed in the eternity of God’s knowledge, the
Mu’tazilites held that the knowledge of God was distinguishable from the essence of
God Himself. On the grounds of the affirmation of God’s unity and free will on the

one hand, and Divine justice on the other, the Mu’tazilites have become widely
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known as the ‘partisans of justice and unity,” which forms the very core of their creed
and dogma.

While aware of the enormous importance of the historical analysis of Sunni
discourse in reconstructing contemporary Islamic thought, Abdurrahman apparently
fails to meet the objective which he sets for himself. Instead, he does not consider
adequately the social and political circumstances of historical Islam that were
responsible for the production of the discourse. Abdurrabman’s treatment of the
predestination issue fails to deliver a historically grounded analysis of the
controversy. What is missing, then, in Abdurrahman’s reading of the history of the
Islamic heritage is a thorough explanation of the socio-political contexts within which
those early thinkers formulated their ideas. Ironically, he can be regarded as having
committed the “same error of a-historicity of which he accused”™ the legal-
formalists.

Interestingly,  Abdurrahman also  criticizes  al-Shafi'T’s  attempt (o
systematically avoid both the occurrence of conflicting legal opinions and the
haphazard method of arriving at legal-moral judgements that was then prevalent in
the field of Islamic jurisprudence. According to Abdurrahman, the sophistication of

al-Shafi’'T’s methodology, to a great extent, weakened the spirit of independent

reasoning. He states that

{the reformation of al-Syafi’1 (died 205 H/820 CE) succeeded in eliminating
haphazard decision-making processes. His method, which became known by
the name ‘tarig al-istigra’, succeeded in simplifying the haphazard decision-
making processes and creating a system that later came to be known as roots
of jurisprudence (usul al-figh), as is manifested in his monumental work on

jurisprudence, al-Risalah. But the effort of al-Syafi’i himself ultimately
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failed to ward off the process by which religious law was made irrelevant as
a consequence of being tied to an overly literal approach to the use of words

and terms.”’

What this extract asserts, is that current Islamic thinking has been moving
increasingly towards an Islamic neo-conservatism, which Abdurrahman firmly
believes is the logical consequence of the intellectual shallowness and literal
approach of the contemporary Islamic revivalist discourse, of which al-Shafi’T’s
jurisprudential methodology has been the prime exponent. For Abdurrahman, neo-
conservatism refers to a closed-minded attitude toward progress and change that
stands in the way of attending to contemporary concerns. What is required, then, as
far as Abdurrahman is concerned, is the “reformulation of a new principles of
hermeneutics and jurisprudence that better meet the contextual demands of the
modern age. These principles, he suggests, must reflect the humanitarian spirit of
Islam and allow it to speak to the needs of today’s generation.”26

In spite of Abdurrahman’s criticism of al-Shafi’1 Ushiil al-Figh methodology,
it must be stressed that the current socio-political and cultural predicaments of
Muslims cannot be laid entirely at the door of the legal-formalistic approach to
modern Islamic discourse. Additionally, his criticism of al-Shafi’1 legal philosophy
does not take into account the historical context and civilizational circumstances that
were responsible for the production of that discourse. Accordingly, Abdurrahman has
been unable to appreciate the internal logic of al-Shafi’T’s methodology.

Understandably, the adherence to conservative Sunni thought and the
uncritical acceptance of the authority of al-Shafi’T’s figh tradition might explain the
very crisis that is evident in the methodological structure of Abdurrahman’s thought.

He states that “the tradition of religious studies adhered to by Nu, relies on the
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original concept of what is referred to by the NU as agidah ahlussunnah waljama’ah.
This doctrine is based on the following essential points: adhering to the tauhid
(oneness of God) concept or view of Al-Asy’ari and Al-Maturidi (which states that
there is but one God and recognizes the messenger Muhammad), adhering to one of
the four schools of thought of figh (Muslim law) - Hanafi, Maliki, Syafi’i and
Hambali ~ and following the mystical ways and orders established by Al-Junaid Al-
Baghdadi.™’

Beside Abl al-Hasan al-Ash’ar? (d. 324/935-6) and al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111),
Muhammad Tbn Idris al-Shafi’t (150-204/767-819) was an influential figure whose
works and personality has overshadowed the intellectual consciousness of modern
Islamic thinking. Al-Shafi’T’s establishment of the Islamic legal philosophy — Ushiil
al-Figh — by way of conferring unlimited authority on the Hadith has been deemed as
an essential contribution to the development of the discipline. However, al-5hafi’t

was the first jurist to assert “that the authority of God and the authority of

defence of the prophetic Hadith as the principle of law, attempted to broaden the
nature of the authority of the prophetic Hadith — al-Sunna — regardless of its content.
Accordingly, the prophetic sayings have thus been sacralized, which, according to
Nasr Abit Zayd, has utterly nullified the humanness of the Prophet29 Rebuking the
ideological stance of al-Shafi’1, he asserts “al-Shafi’T’s preference for tradition over
reason, for rationalizing Quraysh’s domination over Islam, and for saying that Islamic
history was a conspiracy hatched by the caliphs of Quraysh.”*°

Similarly, AlT Mabriik critically shows that al-Shafi’T’s attempt to supposedly

systematize the deduction of Islamic legal opinions by conflating the authority of the
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prophetic Hadith with God’s authority, reaffirms the notion of ‘sacredness’ and

detaches the development of Hadith literature from the historical contexts in which it
I o .

was produced.”” Subsequently, this intellectual legacy, which permeates the construct

of modern Islamic tradition, has mronically reproduced the discourse of hierarchy,
oppression and subjugation.”

It 1s my contention that the challenge of the contemporary Islamic awakening
discourse involves more than merely reinterpreting Islamic teachings in a new fashion
and reformulating the “principles for decision making in matters of religious law
which reflect the need of our age,””” as Abdurrahman would have one believe. His
reinterpretation of Islam attempts solely to confront certain external forces, while
ignoring the internal structure that informs Islamic epistemology. Consequently, “this
intellectual tradition in its twentieth-century guise was now devold of its erstwhile
depth, diversity, and critical apertures. What remained was an atrophied and skeletal
tradition that only contributed to stagnation.”

The process of rethinking Islam should attempt to engage with the entirety of
the Islamic heritage - al-Turdth, which represent Muslims® “psychological
storehouse”, their theoretical foundation for the structure of reality and the basis of
their contemporary consciousness. As Hasan HanafT aptly put it, “the historical roots
of the crises of the [present] age [are] in the old heritage, reading the past in the
present and seeing the present in the past.”35 Such a process will enable us to disclose
the ideological contents implicit in the epistemological structure of the Islamic
heritage.

Prominently lacking in Abdurrahman’s thought is, thus, a systematic

evaluation and critical analysis of the historical evolution of the Islamic heritage,

especially its political, social and cultural dimensions. It is evident that, while he
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repeatedly assigns himself this task, he is not entirely committed to the critical study
of the Islamic legacy. Indeed, it is an exercise in futility to call for the reinvigoration
of Islamic thought or its contextualization if one fails to undertake a historical
analysis and critique of its epistemological contents.

Therefore, what is essentially required is a sustained historical analysis of the
Islamic tradition in order to uncover the roots of the present crises and thereby
advance a genuine attempt at reviving contemporary Islamic awakening discourse.
However, the idealism that 1s typical of Islamic tradition — the fatalism of al-Ash’arT’s
doctrine and al-Sh3fi’T's deification of the humanness of the prophet — cannot
overcome the social, pelitical and cultural predicaments that are bearing down on the
modern Muslim mind.

4. The Consciousness of Historicity: A Model for Engaging the Islamic Heritage

Varied attempts at religious reconstruction and the moral regeneration of Islamic
thought in post-colonial times have unfortunately proven incapable of providing a
coherent body of thought capable of bringing about genuine awakenings. The current
Islamic awakening discourse of islahi thinking, for instance, has been “more or less
mechanical and semantic rather than interpretative or scientific.”® Rahman posits
that religious modernism, which emphasizes the ‘interpretative’ and ‘scientific’
aspects of religious understanding, is methodologically necessary in order to recapture
the pristine beginnings of Islamic civilization. The approach of ‘Islamic modernism,’
however, has endeavoured to reinvigorate and revivify the relevance of Islamic
teachings by employing the methodology of ijtihad. Moreover, it submits that rational
inquiry is theoretically essential if Islam is to meet modern requirements effectively.

Similarly, Muhammad Abduh argued that the detertoration of Islam’s cultural
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progress still remain in the sphere of dreams, desires, even illusions, in spite of almost
two centuries of striving and enterprise.”™"!

In spite of varying perceptions and a plurality of concepls, 1t 1s repeatedly
argued that the contemporary civilizational crisis of Islam is linked to the absence of a
political impulse and the presence of undemocratic institutions that cannot guarantee
the establishment of sound democratic governance. This point has been clearly made
by Abdurrahman, especially when he presents the socio-cultural approach as a
solution to the contentious issue of the religion-state relationship. He states that, since

it advocates

[wlorking within the framework of “social experiments’ such as community
development, technology transfer and restoration of the natural environment,
this... approach provides us with a good example of how Muslim activists
could participate in democratisation of the society as a whole, without
resorting to any formal political identity.  Through NGO’s, ‘social
organizations’, such as refigious organizations, movemenis to ‘promote
Islamic propagation” (dakwah), this socio-cultural approach in essence forms
a cluster of activities, which will contribute to the democratisation of

[P 42
Indonesia in the long run,”

Abdurrahman apologetically adopts the Western notion of democracy in order to
guarantee the realization of democracy in Indonesia. He appears to assume that “by
learning from Western democratic states, Indonesia can build a more solid governance
system that lets the country’s political process take its course.”" Presumably, the

inability of the Islamic paradigm to provide an adequate theoretical foundation for
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democratic governance has prompted him to adopt the politics of, as Abdul Hamid A.
] 4 . R S 7 S DU SR oS S SR L
AbuSulayman describes it, the “imitative foreign solution.

Doubtless, Western democracy can make a significant contribution towards

the articulation of distributive justice, good governance and democracy in Indonesia.

All the same, it must be emphasized that the socio-political catastrophes that have

befallen the Muslim community cannot be attributed solely to the absence of

democratic institutions and sound political organizations, as Abdurrahman belie
Additionally, a mere duplication of Western democratic institutions cannot lead to the
realization of democracy nor can it overcome the prevailing trend of despotism within
the Muslim community. Moreover, what is absent in Abdurrahman’s theorizing is a
contextualized understanding of Western democratic organizations and their particular
historical complexities. Once again, this approach to reform is merely a cynical
reproduction of a discourse that has been isolated from its social and political
contexts.

Had Abdurrahman acknowledged this historicity, he would have been able 1o
offer, simultaneously, a critical commentary. “Our liberal-democracy, like any other
system,” as C. B. Macpherson argues, “is a system of power; that is, indeed, again
like any other, a double system of power”™ Explaining its complex history, he
continues that “liberal-democracy is a fairly late product of the market society; the

first need of the market society was for the liberal state, not a democratic one.”*

tern
of liberal-democracy, an excessive accumulation of wealth is necessary, in which the
West, through the manipulation of its colonies, was extremely successful. Hence, one

is justified in concluding that the realization of the liberal-democratic system in the
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