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Preface


This work grew out of the authors’ direction of an M.A. thesis project at Arizona State University by Mr. Dwi Surya Atmaja, now professor of Arabic at the Islamic University (I.A.I.N.) at Pontionak, Indonesia. As his advisors in the Department of Religious Studies, Mark Woodward and I had for several years enjoyed wide-ranging conversations on theological developments in the modern Muslim world, particularly in Egypt and Southeast Asia – our own respective areas of primary interest. With his arrival as a graduate student in the Department of Religious Studies in the early 1990s, Dwi’s voice was added to those conversations. All three of us shared the conviction that contemporary theological issues and discussions in the Islamic world could not be understood by non-Muslims – or for that matter, Muslims – who were innocent of adequate knowledge of the theological disputes and schools that arose in the first five centuries of Islam. This conviction suggested the thesis project undertaken by Mr. Atmaja: a translation of a Mu‘tazili treatise on the rational foundations of theology, with a brief commentary on the implications of the text for discussions going on among Muslim groups and intellectuals in Indonesia today. The text that I suggested Mr. Atmaja translate was by Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 1024), Kitab al-usul al-khamsa. A retranslation of that text appears in chapter 5 below.


Several stages marked the development of the project that produced this book following Dwi Atmaja’s return to Indonesia in the summer of 1992. First, Woodward and I, in consultation with Atmaja, decided that I should revise and polish the translation of ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s text to make it available to students in religious and Islamic studies in some sort of published form. That eventually entailed the preparation of textual commentary and background for the modern educated reader who might be unfamiliar with the history, content, and genre of the text. Next, the Indonesian connection was deemed important enough for Woodward to develop further, as a way of demonstrating the modern relevance of the Mu‘tazili theological school. In the process of research and writing on the influence of Mu‘tazili thought in contemporary Indonesia, Woodward discovered a text by the modern Indonesian Mu‘tazilite Harun Nasution. A translation of that text and new background chapters were subsequently added. This now gave the project two exemplars of Mu‘tazili thought to be explained and interpreted – one from the medieval Islamic Middle Eastern heartlands and the other from modern Asia. Beyond the two texts and the chapters of background and commentary they required, the twentieth-century discovery of numerous Mu‘tazili manuscripts in places like Yemen seemed to be an important part of the story of Mu‘tazilism. That entailed writing a discussion of the roles of Orientalism and Religionswissenschaft in the modern textual and interpretive history of Mu‘tazilism. That in turn brought attention to numerous discussions of Mu‘tazilism by modern Muslim authors writing in the Middle East and the West.


The discovery of the need to add new dimensions to the work often resulted from sharing findings with colleagues in religious and Islamic studies. Bruce Lawrence had read an early draft of the Introduction and suggested the title “Critical Islam,” because of the link with the modern uses of Mu‘tazilism by Muslim intellectuals, many of whom were concomitantly exploring critical theory. This important insight confirmed the authors’ belief that the revival of Mu‘tazilism and theological rationalism could be interpreted as a modernist countermove against what Lawrence and others have called fundamentalism. Indeed, Lawrence’s book, Defenders of God, eventually suggested to the authors the present title for their own work, Defenders of Reason, to which the publisher suggested adding “in Islam.” Our criticism of the thesis Lawrence has advanced in Defenders of God: The Fundamentalist Revolt Against the Modern Age (1989) must be seen against the background of our debt to his collegial friendship and the stimulus of his provocative essay on fundamentalism.


Several other colleagues have also made important contributions to this project along the way. Hassan Hanafi read through the English translation in chapter 5, against the Arabic edition, and made several suggestions for better and more accurate renderings. A public presentation of a version of chapter 10 was made at a Fulbright conference attended by both authors and Mr. Atmaja in Jakarta in June, 1995. Responses by Nurcholish Madjid and other Indonesian theologians were helpful to the evolution of the present work. Charles J. Adams, now a part-time colleague in the Department of Religious Studies at Arizona State University, has been an important source of information throughout this project. The authors would also like to thank several friends and colleagues who graciously listened to our ideas, read one or more chapters in various draft stages, and who were willing to offer encouragement and in some cases constructive criticism: Kristin Brustad, Paul Courtright, Richard Eaton, Josef van Ess, Wendy Farley, Wadi Haddad, Walter Lowe, Holly Martin, Ebrahim Moosa, Abdullahi an-Na‘im, Gordon Newby, Frank Reynolds, Juliane Schober, Abdulkader Tayob, Norani Uthman, and John Witte. Michael Smith took time out from a busy senior year at Emory College to aid in the preparation of the bibliography.


We are grateful to our editor and publisher, Novin Doostdar, for the efficient, professional, and user-friendly manner in which he and his colleagues at Oneworld Publications have seen this project through. Helen Coward, senior editor, and Judith Willson, project editor, have been a pleasure to work with, albeit almost entirely by Internet, in the final stages of converting the manuscript into its present book form.


We are indebted the most to Dwi Surya Atmaja. He willingly and ably took on a masters thesis suggested to him by his advisors, and in the process forced them, and himself, to think more about many of the issues raised in the present book. Dwi’s studies at Arizona State in many ways embody one subject matter of the book – the challenges to young Muslim modernist intellectuals by Islamism on the one side and secularism on the other. If the central text of Dwi’s thesis has been retranslated into more nuanced English theological expression and the Nasution translation and seven additional chapters have since been added, the project as a whole was nonetheless motivated by Dwi’s initial contribution. We hope that Dwi Atmaja and his younger Muslim colleagues will respond critically and constructively to the book whose existence Dwi has inspired.


It should go without saying that we, the authors, are finally responsible for the book that follows. Nonetheless, we are grateful to have enjoyed such generous collegial and professional support. Our spouses are among those colleagues thanked above, but can never be thanked adequately for making such diversions as the writing of books possible. Our children also saw less of us than they should have. They are the ones to whom we dedicate this work.


Richard C. Martin
Atlanta, Georgia
May 1, 1997





Notes on Style


Arabic and Indonesian names, titles, and technical terms are transliterated following conventions commonly used in English-language journals. In discussions where both Arabic and Indonesian terms appear, or in cases where it has seemed appropriate to identify the language of the term, the abbreviations “Ind.” and “Ar.” are used. The symbol ¶ indicates paragraphs in the translation in chapter 5.


For the sake of simplicity, most extra-literal typographic symbols (such as overbars to indicate long Arabic vowels and underdots to indicate harder forms of certain Arabic consonants) have been omitted. The exception is the Arabic ‘ayn (‘), as in ‘Abd al-Jabbar, and the Arabic hamza or glottal stop (’), as in Qur’an. Our assumption is that Arabists will not need the full technical markings in most cases. We apologize for confusions that may arise for linguists from simplified transliteration. Our hope is that non-Arabists and non-Indonesianists who want to learn more about Mu‘tazilism and Islamic theology will have greater access to the ideas and concepts discussed in the book.


Technical terms in Arabic are normally italicized when they first appear in a chapter (e.g., kalam) and appear thereafter in roman type (e.g., kalam). Islamic terms that appear in Webster’s Third New International Dictionary Unabridged, such as Qur’an, Hadith, Shari‘a, Sunna, etc. are not italicized. Those same terms, like Talmud, Torah, and Bible, name sacred texts or textual processes, and hence are capitalized. Other terms, such as kalam, (theological discourse), umma (confessional community), and ‘aql (reason) are normally not capitalized. All such terms are introduced in context. A brief glossary also appears at the end of the book for readers who may run across an important term whose definition lies somewhere in preceding pages.


Most references to Arabic texts give volume number (if any), followed by page number and line number(s). For example, al-Mughni 16, 27: 3–11 refers to Kitab al-Mughni, volume 16, page 27, lines 3–11.


Translations of Qur’an and Hadith passages are our own unless otherwise indicated. We have often consulted the Qur’an translation by Marmaduke Pickthall, The Meaning of the Glorious Koran, although we have endeavored to avoid its archaic use of language.


The Western Common Era calendar is followed throughout.
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Full reference to works listed below may be found in the bibliography.
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Introduction


A Tale of Two Texts


In the late 1970s, the Indonesian modernist theologian Harun Nasution published a pamphlet in defense of a medieval Muslim “rationalist” theological school known as the Mu‘tazila. This was somewhat unusual. Although Mu‘tazili theology is discussed, sometimes positively, by modern Muslim scholars, very few have identified themselves with Mu‘tazilism to the extent that Nasution has. Mu‘tazili rationalists had taught doctrines about divine unity, the historical context of revelation, and ethical answerability to God that ran counter to the religious beliefs held by most Muslims. Nonetheless, Mu‘tazili intellectualism enjoyed the patronage of numerous caliphs and viziers during the first two and a half centuries of the Abbasid Age (viz. 800–1050). After the heyday of the school in the ninth and tenth centuries, Mu‘tazili dominance in theological discourse (kalam) began to wane, giving way to more centrist and populist discourses, such as those of the Ash‘ari and Maturidi theologians (mutakallimun), and the Hanbali, Hanafi, and Shafi‘i jurisconsults (fuquha’).


Theological rationalism did not altogether disappear in Islamic thought, however. Shi‘i theologians continued to dictate and comment on medieval Mu‘tazili texts as part of their madrasa curriculum.1 After the eleventh century and the influence of Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 1111) in particular, Aristotelian philosophical method rivaled the more disputational practices of the mutakallimun. With the emergence of Islamic modernist thinking in the latter part of the nineteenth century, however, Mu‘tazili rationalism began to enjoy a revival of interest among Sunni Muslim intellectuals. During this past century, the discovery of several Mu‘tazili manuscripts hibernating in Middle Eastern libraries has led to an increase of scholarly interest in Mu‘tazili texts by both Western and Muslim scholars. The former have tended to interest themselves in Mu‘tazili parallels with, and origins in, Christian and Hellenistic sources. The latter have often seen in the Mu‘tazili texts an indigenous rationalism that could be revived in the service of adapting Islam to the modern world. Although both motivations are pertinent to this study, the latter comes into focus especially in Parts II and III below.


The current study is structured by two short expositions of Mu‘tazili doctrine, one dictated in Arabic in Iran toward the end of the tenth century, and the other written, as we have indicated, by Harun Nasution in Bahasa Indonesia in the late 1970s. In his pamphlet on Mu‘tazilism, Nasution several times cites a theologian, Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 1024). Indeed, Nasution specifically cites a work attributed to ‘Abd al-Jabbar that had been published in Egypt in 1965 under the title Shark al-usul al-khamsa (Commentary on the five fundamentals [of theology]). In addition to Nasution’s text, this study also presents the original treatise at the basis of the commentary, ‘Abd al- Jabbar’s Kitab al-usul al-khamsa (Book on the five fundamentals). These two texts, ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s original treatise and Harun Nasution’s modernist commentary, form the two textual and historical foci of this study.


The identification, translation, and general significance of these two texts, considered together as examples of Mu‘tazili thought and separately as discourses belonging to quite different historical moments, form the subject matter of Parts I and II (chapters 2 through 9) below. The rest of this chapter and the next set the stage for considering the specific matters of text and context by discussing the history of Mu‘tazilism and, more generally, the conflict between rationalism and traditionalism in Islam. Part III considers further the archeology of Mu‘tazilism by modernist Muslim intellectuals – scholars who do not necessarily refer to themselves as Mu‘tazilites, as Harun Nasution does, but who nonetheless find in the rationalism for which the Mu‘tazili theologians are remembered a counterpoise to Islamist, including fundamentalist, movements.


From the Project of Orientalism to the Fundamentalism Project


Harun Nasution’s text, as well as the works of other modernist Muslim scholars we shall discuss in Part III below, raises the question of Orientalism – the colonial and postcolonial project to recover and reconstruct the classical religions and civilizations of colonial subjects. That Orientalist scholarship was political in motivation and effect was argued lucidly in 1963 by the Egyptian Marxist intellectual Anwar Abdel Malek.2 Fifteen years later, criticism of Orientalism itself became a “project” that jolted academe and reverberated throughout the social sciences and humanities with the publication of Edward W. Said’s Orientalism.3 Said characterized the discourse of Orientalism in a well-known passage that is itself polemical and rhetorical:


 


The Orientalist surveys the Orient from above, with the aim of getting hold of the whole sprawling panorama before him – culture, religion, mind, history, society. To do this he must see every detail through the device of a set of reductive categories (the Semites, the Muslim mind, the Orient, and so forth). Since these categories are primarily schematic and efficient ones, and since it is more or less assumed that no Oriental can know himself the way an Orientalist can, any vision of the Orient ultimately comes to rely for its coherence and force on the person, institution, or discourse whose property it is . . . [W]e have noted how in the history of ideas about the Near Orient in the West these ideas have maintained themselves regardless of any evidence disputing them. (Indeed, we can argue that these ideas produce evidence that proves their validity.)4


 


More recently, Peter van der Veer has carried the critique of the Orientalist project a step further. Speaking of the work of Sanskritists and other Orientalists working on the South Asia subcontinent, van der Veer has argued:


 


Orientalists brought modern philological methods and concepts to bear on India’s past. In critical editions of Hindu scriptures they replaced a fragmented, largely oral set of traditions with an unchanging, homogenized written canon. The critical editions of the Mahabharata and Ramayana as well as the ongoing Purana-projects show this process of selection and unification very well. In that way a “history,” established by modern science, came to replace a traditional “past.”5


 


Van der Veer makes the case that Western Orientalists working in South Asia fastened onto the Brahmanical textual tradition, thus privileging a view of South Asian religion held by the Brahmin “caste” (itself a social concept that is prominent in Orientalist scholarship). Thus, the Orientalist project in India, he concludes, was the construction of a “Hindu” historical and textual tradition. This in turn became an (unintended) scriptural focus for Hindu (and Muslim) communalism based on religious nationalism. In short, contemporary religious fundamentalism has constructed its militant “Hindu” identity in part from materials provided by Orientalist scholarship.


Is the Orientalist project similarly linked with Islamic revivalist movements (referred to in general as usuliyun “fundamentalists” and islamiyun “Islamists”)? A complete analysis of that question goes beyond the scope of this book, although a brief exploration of the issue is relevant. Clearly, the debate about modern Islamic identity, which engages in critiques of Orientalism and the West more generally, also utilizes Orientalist scholarship; indeed, contemporary Islamic discourse about modernity utilizes and itself engages in the Orientalist project of renovating the Islamic past through the publication of critical editions of traditional texts. Harun Nasution’s text, The Mu‘tazila and Rational Philosophy in chapter 9 below, indicates in its footnotes not only a reliance on Orientalist editions but also includes Nasution’s own scholarly approval of interpretations of the Mu‘tazila by such well-known Protestant Christian Orientalists as D. B. MacDonald and A. J. Wensinck. Indeed, Muslim discourse about Islam and modernity includes both Islamist efforts to reestablish the society of the first righteous generations (salafiya) as well as the modernist call for adapting Islam to the exigencies of the modern age. Both aspects of this discourse are historically, if not also logically, post-Orientalist. We argue that historians of religion must then ask the question: what was the “pre-Orientalist” background or the broader intellectual context of Orientalism? This brings us from the project of Orientalism to the science of religion (Religionswissenschaft).


Van der Veer’s characterization above of the Orientalism project as “a ‘history,’ established by modern science,” is reminiscent of the nineteenth-century turn toward the optimism that society, culture, and religion could be studied scientifically. The anti-Orientalist criticism of Western scholarship on Islam has, from the beginning, focused a great deal of attention on philology as the discipline par excellence of Orientalism. However, to paraphrase a remark that Karl Barth made about Adolf Harnack and nineteenth-century biblical criticism, critics who look deep into the well of Orientalismusforschung will find the face of F. Max Müller staring back at them. The crucial decade when the “turn” took place, as Eric Sharpe has shown, was from 1859 to 1869:


 


The decade began, of course, with the publication of Darwin’s Origin of Species. Before its end, Herbert Spencer was well started on his elaborate System of Synthetic Philosophy, Thomas Huxley had confronted Bishop Wilberforce before the British Association in the name of science, E. B. Tylor had launched his theory of “animism” . . . and an expatriate German philologist resident in Oxford, Friederich Max Müller, had begun to publish a definitive edition of the Sanskrit text of the Rig Veda . . . and suggested to the English-speaking world that, so far from science and religion being irreconcilable opposites, there might be a “Science of Religion” which would do justice to both. In short, comparative religion (at first a synonym for the science of religion) did not exist by 1859; by 1869 it did.6


 


The scholarly conceit that the study of religion consists in a science or in sciences that explain the “data of religion” has led communities of scholars in the academy, such as the American Academy of Arts and Sciences (and to a lesser extent the American Academy of Religion), to isolate problems in the study of religion for special attention. The “problem” to receive the most attention in the last decade has come to be known, rather uneasily, by the rubric “fundamentalism.” Like Orientalism, fundamentalism is linked to colonialism. In much of the world, fundamentalism is construed as a postcolonial phenomenon and thus can be analyzed comparatively across traditions. In short, fundamentalism is now a “project” of the academy. We agree with those scholars associated with the Fundamentalism Project who hold that fundamentalist-like movements should also be compared historically with similar movements and conflicts within universal religious traditions, such as Islam. We disagree with the narrower claim that fundamentalism is primarily explicable as an intellectual and social phenomenon of modernity. The faultiness of the claim in general is that virtually no contemporary or recent social phenomena can be excluded from it, and thus it loses its explanatory power. Nonetheless, the conditions of modernity have clearly altered the rationalism/traditionalism conflict. We will describe and assess the influence of modernity on the “spirit of Mu‘tazilism” and rationalism in the later chapters of this book.


What little general interest there has been in the academy in the Mu‘tazila, rationalism, or Islamic modernism has been almost entirely eclipsed by journalists and scholars who like to fret in public about the causes and effects of Islamic fundamentalism. Muslim rationalist and modernist theologians, by and large, have not provided the media with sound bites and video footage for the evening news. Thus, before we attempt to discuss the complex relationship between rationalism and traditionalism, we must examine the role of Western (and Muslim) neo-Orientalism in editing out all but the Islamist movements when modern Islamic thought and movements come under discussion in Western public discourse.


Recently, scholars in religious studies have attempted to recapture ground taken by political scientists, the media, and Washington think tanks regarding the explanation and interpretation of religious fundamentalism, especially in its more violent expressions. Two of the earliest such attempts appeared in 1987 (Lionel Caplan, ed., Studies in Religious Fundamentalism and Richard T. Antoun and Mary Elaine Hegland, eds., Studies in Religious Fundamentalism). Two years later, Bruce B. Lawrence published the first edition of his very influential study titled Defenders of God: The Fundamentalist Revolt Against the Modern Age (1989). The main title of Lawrence’s book has inspired the title of the present volume. The greatest expression of the new scholarly focus on fundamentalism is the multi-volume Fundamentalism Project, a study involving dozens of scholars, under the auspices of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, funded by the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, and edited by Chicago historian Martin E. Marty and his associate R. Scott Appleby; the first volume appeared in 1991.7


An important contribution of these studies is the attempt to analyze religious phenomena comparatively. The Fundamentalism Project directors, Marty and Appleby, asked contributing scholars to determine whether or not a family of resemblances existed among fundamentalist-like religious movements around the world. By the end of the first volume, the directors of the Fundamentalism Project tentatively concluded that over and against the onslaught of modernity on traditional religious worldviews and patterns of living, more or less militant movements have arisen in response. On the basis of the data collected in the first volume, they suggested constructing a model of a pure fundamentalism, against which actual cases (for example, the Islamist movements we referred to earlier) could be compared. In proposing the construction of this model, Marty and Appleby suggested that one could begin to see in fundamentalism an “ideal typical impulse” or religious idealism, in which “the transcendent realm of the divine, as revealed and made normative for the religious community, alone provides an irreducible basis for communal and personal identity.”8


In Defenders of God, Bruce Lawrence set out not so much to describe “fundamentalisms,” as Marty and Appleby’s earlier volumes were to do, but rather, to explain why, out of traditional religions in recent times – specifically Judaism, Christianity, and Islam – fundamentalist movements have emerged. One independent variable in particular appears in Lawrence’s analysis, namely modernism. Fundamentalist movements among the Abrahamic faiths have one common trait, which Lawrence describes as “the hatred, which is also the fear, of modernism.”9 If we can identify modernism as the independent variable in Lawrence’s explanation of the emergence of fundamentalism, the “key category” for interpreting fundamentalism is post-Enlightenment modernity. The insistent tone of Lawrence’s conviction about this is worth quoting further:


 


Without modernity there are no fundamentalists, just as there are no modernists. The identity of fundamentalism, both as a psychological mindset and a historical movement, is shaped by the modern world. Fundamentalists seem bifurcated between their cause and their outcome; they are at once the consequence of modernity and the antithesis of modernism.


Either way, one cannot speak of premodern fundamentalists . . . To speak about fundamentalism and to trace the lineage of any cadre of fundamentalists one must begin with the specific points of connectedness to, and interaction with, the processes that heralded the global material transformation of our world that we call modernization, the result of which was modernity.10


 


Therefore, fundamentalism for Lawrence “[l]ike Calvinism” for a political scientist like Michael Walzer, “is best assessed as an ideology not a theology or philosophy,” to which Lawrence adds, in the case of fundamentalism, that: “for that matter, [fundamentalism is not] a social deprivation or historical recurrence.”11


It is precisely here that the provocative theoretical work of Bruce Lawrence in particular, and the much larger Fundamentalism Project in general, can be called into question by the textual materials we propose to present and to interpret in this volume. Our position is that Islamist and other forms of “fundamentalism” (which we agree with Lawrence and Marty is a usable comparative term) belongs to a larger discourse of which theological modernism, including neo-Mu‘tazilism, is an important part. We do not wish to deny, however, that the reduction of theological discourse to ideology may yield useful insights into social and political aspects of movements like fundamentalism and Calvinism. What we do deny is that such reductions are exclusively able to provide an adequate explanation of fundamentalism.


We submit that however much Muslim fundamentalists may construct their identity in opposition to post-Enlightenment modernism, they do so through theological opposition to Islamic modernism, which in turn is a discourse on theological rationalism. Moreover, in doing so, they are following historical patterns of theological conflict that we will identify throughout this volume. Defenders of God like Hasan al-Banna’ (d. 1949), the founder of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, engaged in a debate with defenders of reason like Muhammad ‘Abduh, and not for the first time in the history of Islamic theology. It necessarily follows that the historical nature of the theological discourse of which fundamentalism is a part must be reasserted. Muslim fundamentalists like Sayyid Qutb and Muslim modernists like Harun Nasution have been engaged in a longstanding dispute about God and His attributes, political ruptures that occurred in the first generations of Islam, and other matters that the Fundamentalist Project has all but overlooked. Understanding other dimensions of that discourse besides fundamentalism is the task ahead. This task cycles us back through the social-science base of the Fundamentalist Project agenda, to describe and explain fundamentalism, to the humanistic task of interpreting texts. Both approaches are appropriate. We want to emphasize here, however, that the study of religious discourse and the theological conflict expressed in such discourses must engage texts and their literary and social histories.


We turn now to consider theological discourse in Islam in relation to the two texts that lie ahead.


‘Ilm al-kalam, the Discipline of Disputing Religion


Theological controversy was vigorously pursued in classical Islamicate society.12 The term we translate as “theology” is in Arabic “kalam,” meaning “speech” or “discourse.” Those who pursued verbal controversy about matters of religious belief were known as mutakallimun (sing. mutakallim). The latter term applied not just to Muslim theologians but also to Christian, Jewish, and other religious intellectuals who entered into theological disputes with each other on behalf of their confessional communities.13 Their disputations were about such matters as the nature of God and His attributes, scripture, prophets, good and evil, and the religious foundations of political authority and order. These topics framed discourses on doctrinal boundaries which separated the religious communities that existed within Islamicate society, and at the same time they bound them together in a common way of speaking about their relationship to each other. In contemporary parlance, kalam provided a rich discourse for the politics of religious identity in medieval Islamicate society. Terms like mu’min “believer,” kafir “unbeliever,” murtadd “denier of religion,” and ahl al-kitab “People of the Book” were central to this discourse, in which boundaries between communities were carefully constructed and maintained along the lines of existing (and changing) conflicts.14 Among Muslims themselves, sectarian disputes arose and divided opinions sharply. As these sectarian groups (firaq, sing. firqa) became normalized in early Islamicate society,15 many of them were regarded as “schools” of doctrine (madhahib, sing. madhhab). From the eighth to the eleventh centuries, the most prominent kalam madhhab, or cluster of madhhabs, was known as the Mu‘tazila.16


Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar was the last great mutakallim or theologian of the Mu‘tazili school. His active life as Shaykh al-Mu‘tazila occurred on the cusp of the school’s decline, along with the disappearance of the more generous patrons of intellectual life, namely, some of the amirs and viziers of the Buyid dynasty in the late tenth century. Mu‘tazili texts were copied and taught for the next thousand years, chiefly among Shi‘i sectarians in Yemen and other places remote from the rival influences of still thriving schools of Ash‘ari and Maturidi theology. The rediscovery in the twentieth century of many of the Qadi’s works, including the one translated here (Kitab al-usul al-khamsa) and several volumes of his twenty-volume summa theologica (Kitab al-mughni fi abwab al-tawhid wa l-‘adl) has deeply influenced the revival of interest in Islamic rationalism by thinkers like Harun Nasution. Indeed, as we have already indicated, in The Mu‘tazila and Rational Philosophy translated below, Nasution several times cites a well-known eleventh-century commentary on ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s Kitab al-usul al-khamsa.


Thus, the two texts translated in this volume are expressions of what contemporary criticism might call a theological intertext. The texts contain traces of religious disputes that, with the continuing spread of Islam, were able to span a millennium and two very different languages and cultures – Middle Arabic as it was written and spoken in the conduct of state and religious affairs in the cultural pluralism of Buyid (Shi‘i) Iran in the tenth/eleventh centuries, and Bahasa Indonesian in the most populous Sunni Muslim country in the contemporary world. Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar begins his text with the first principle of religion according to the Mu‘tazila, that God can and must be known rationally. Thus, in the context of classical Mu‘tazili reflection, the first duty incumbent upon any Muslim was to know that God exists, on which acceptance of His commands and prohibitions was made to rest.


Harun Nasution begins his treatise with an equally important Mu‘tazili claim, that Islamic politics and kalam arose out of a single troubling event in nascent Islam, the assassination of the third caliph or successor to Muhammad as head of the Muslim community, ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan (d. 656). That the civil war (fitna) which soon followed had enormous implications for subsequent Islamic political and social history is not in dispute. The interpretation of that first fitna and the ones that followed, however, has been disputed throughout Islamic history. Nasution’s text reminds us that the fitnas first occurred as political and social conflicts that generated theological discourses, and that also erupted in sectarian violence. Between the more extreme competing interpretations of Caliph ‘Uthman’s moral and religious standing, Nasution tells us that Mu‘tazilism argued for a middle ground that sought to preserve human ethical responsibility as well as social cohesion.


The Mu‘tazila


Western historians have characterized the Mu‘tazila as rationalists and as heterodox theologians. Some Muslim historians and heresiographers have judged the Mu‘tazili mutakallimun more harshly, however, finding unbelief (kufr) in their contention that the Qur’an was created (khalq al-qur’an) and that humans have free will and the power to act on it (qadar), to mention but two of the most controversial Mu‘tazili doctrines. By the tenth century, two madhhabs rose in strong opposition to the Mu‘tazila, the Ash‘ariya (Ash‘arites) and the Maturidiya (Maturidites). Each of these madhhabs was named after its founder, Abu l-Hasan al-Ash‘ari (d. 935) and Abu Mansur al-Maturidi (d. 944), respectively. In the tenth and eleventh centuries, the Ash‘ariya challenged Mu‘tazili influence in the central Islamic lands of Iraq and Iran, while the Maturidiya thrived in Khurasan and Central Asia. Both schools put kalam in the service of defending what in hindsight we now characterize as “orthodox” or traditional Islamic theological doctrine.


Like the four acceptable madhhabs of Sunni jurisprudence – Hanafi, Shafi‘i, Hanbali and Maliki – the Ash‘ari and Maturidi kalam madhhabs are generally recognized today as acceptable alternative traditions of doctrinal discourse. The Mu‘tazili madhhab is not so recognized among Sunnis, and hasn’t been since the ninth century (although the Mu‘tazila maintained public influence, chiefly among the Buyid Shi‘i amirs in the tenth and eleventh centuries). In subsequent centuries, Mu‘tazili kalam was conserved in the curriculum of the Zaydi (Fiver) and Imami (Twelver) Shi‘a.17 More recently, as we shall see in subsequent chapters, there is also growing interest among moderate and modernist Sunni Muslims in certain aspects of what we could call the “spirit of Mu‘tazili discourse,” especially its emphasis on reason, dialogue with others, and a rational basis of ethics.


Rationalism and Traditionalism


Readers will notice that “rationalism” has several different meanings in this study. It is the multivalent ambiguity of “rational” (‘aqli) that made possible the disparate modernist appeals to rationalism, to which we shall refer in later chapters. The term “rationalism” as a label for thought systems normally refers to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Western philosophy; thus it is both a modern and a Western concept, which must be applied cautiously to premodern, non-Western intellectual traditions. During the Enlightenment, philosophers such as Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz taught that reason alone, and not religious faith, was sufficient for knowing the nature of what exists in the world. The Mu‘tazila would have agreed with some of the principles of Enlightenment rationalism. It was also characteristic of rationalist philosophies during the Enlightenment to hold that all of what humans can know is formed by a single, universal deductive system. The French philosopher Montesquieu (d. 1755) characterized the rational, but still remarkably theological, character of the universe as follows:


 


Laws in their most general signification are the necessary relations arising from the nature of things. In this sense all beings have their laws: the Deity His laws, the material world its laws, the intelligences superior to man their laws, the beasts their laws, man his laws.18


 


In ¶ 28 of chapter 5 below, ‘Abd al-Jabbar alludes to the Mu‘tazili claim that God would never permit istifsad al-adilla “corruption of evidentiary proofs,” that is, contravention of the customary pattern of the way things happen in the physical universe (nature). Thus, for the Mu‘tazili mutakallimun, confidence in the rational and knowable nature of physical reality is based on theodicy: God would not deceive His creatures by creating an irrational universe (see ¶ 26 of the text in chapter 5 below). As with Montesquieu many centuries later, the early Mu‘tazila also held that God operated according to rational laws. The Basra Mu‘tazila argued, therefore, against those Shi‘a Sufis (and even some of the Ash‘ariya), who variously held that the Alid imams, Sufi saints, or righteous ancestors were also blessed with miracles and other extraordinary signs of their divine favor. For the Basra Mu‘tazila, the only “irrational” occurrences thinkable in a divinely created rational universe would be a severely restricted number of miracles that vouchsafed the claims of prophets – mainly Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad – to be sent from God (see ¶ 43).


The Basra madhhab of the Mu‘tazila, to which ‘Abd al-Jabbar belonged, constructed a metaphysics of atomistic occasionalism. Similar to the Greek Atomists, the Basra Mu‘tazila held that physical reality is composed of basic physical entities or atoms (sing. jawhar) and attributes (sing. ‘arad) that give beings their shape, color, and other distinguishing qualities. God creates the world in each instant by creating atoms and attributes that inhere in the physical substrates that atoms form; creation is thus a continual divine activity. Unlike the occasionalism of the French rationalist Malebranche, however, and in contrast to the atomistic occasionalism of the Ash‘ariya, the Basra Mu‘tazila did not make God the efficient cause of all that happens in the universe. They argued that humans are agents of their own acts and thus are morally responsible for them. The Mu‘tazila further claimed that this constantly created reality behaves according to known patterns of events or “nature” (‘ada) on which human reasoning about the world is based. In only one case, as just noted – the sending of prophets with miracles – does God permit the contravention of ‘ada. Otherwise, God would be subverting the system of evidence on which human reason about this world and the next is based. Examples of what would constitute istifsad al-adilla occur in a commentary on another text by ‘Abd al-Jabbar.19


In that passage, it is argued that God would not allow false prophets to perform real miracles, even if His purpose were later to reverse the event and expose the false prophet as a liar, for that would have the unfortunate side effect of sabotaging human rationality.20


Like many of the philosophers of the Enlightenment, the Mu‘tazili mutakallimun were also men of religious faith, although their faith and status as good Muslims was constantly criticized by their opponents.21 As Muslim rationalists, they held that reason can demonstrate the existence of God and the general ethical responsibility that is incumbent upon human beings in society. They also held that, in the act of revealing His divine will, God bestows a great benefit and advantage to those who accept Him and who learn from His revelation and His prophets the laws and rituals, the keeping of which will please Him on the Day of Judgment. Paragraph 12 in chapter 5 summarizes the Mu‘tazili argument that the revelation is a divinely provided benefit and advantage above and beyond the human rational faculty, which can by itself know that God exists. This point is repeated and emphasized in Harun Nasution’s text in chapter 9.


The greatest religious and political opposition to the Mu‘tazila within the social fabric of Islamicate society in the ninth to eleventh centuries came not from Ash‘ari and Maturidi mutakallimun, however, but rather from a loose grouping of pietists that has been broadly labeled “traditionalist.” In this study we will use the term “traditionalist” to refer to reformist religious movements, primarily the Hanbaliya, the followers of Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 855). Thus, the “rationalist” Mu‘tazila and the “traditionalist” Hanbaliya are schematized in this study as contrary and conflicting trends that formed on opposite edges of Islamicate society and sought to influence the religious, intellectual, and political center. In medieval Islamicate society, the broad center where power was concentrated in various groups of elites was characterized as the khawass, “people of distinction,” whereas the commonality were characterized as the ‘awamm. Traditionalism, as it gained a foothold among the khawass by virtue of locating itself primarily among the ulama, nonetheless had much deeper roots among the ‘awamm. On the other side, the majority of Mu‘tazili (and Ash‘ari) mutakallimun thought it dangerous to let common people debate kalam doctrine in public.


The primary purpose of the present study is not to write a “history” of the Mu‘tazila or the Mu‘tazili/Hanbali conflict. Such comprehensive histories would be desirable, and various studies of moments in this conflict, especially in the medieval period, inform the present work. Reference to these scholarly investigations, particularly the most accessible ones for Western readers, are made in the notes. What, then, is the primary purpose of this book if not to present a comprehensive history? To paraphrase the preface of a recent book on Muslim politics, this is a book about how to think about theological conflict in Islamic societies.22 We are looking at old problems in the history of Islamic thought, with new questions. We are also looking over the shoulders of those who are deeply concerned about the “problem” of fundamentalism with a view toward problematizing their approaches.


One of the arguments of this book is that both trends, rationalist and traditionalist, continue to exist and define themselves, in part, in relation to each other. We will also argue in subsequent chapters that the two trends are not mutually exclusive. Modern Islamic thought, in the writings of theologians like Muhammad ‘Abduh, has incorporated elements of both rationalism and traditionalism. Rather, we prefer to consider the ongoing conflict of rationalism and traditionalism in their various historical formations as a historically rooted discourse involving particular texts and contexts. The historian of religion must examine comparatively the texts and contexts of these conflicts in order to generalize about their significance.


In this study, for the sake of analysis, we are contrasting the rationalist and traditionalist trends with the orthodox center of Islam. The latter was led by the developing “Sunni” tradition of the religious notables known as the ulama. The orthodox center is variously referred to as “centrist,” “traditional,” or even “normative” Islam. All of these terms are useful, but misleading, because a great variety of schools of thought (madhahib) in law, theology, and other religious sciences formed the orthodox center of Islam. The Sunni formation and control of Islamicate society was catholic, but not monolithic or undifferentiated. The Islamic term that was generally applied to this cluster of traditional Muslim groups within Islamicate society during the first few centuries was ahl al-sunna wa l-jama‘a “the People of the Sunna and the Community,” from which the term “Sunni” is derived. Traditionalist (Hanbali) and rationalist (Mu‘tazili) religious leaders also belonged to this broad and dynamic Sunni majority (though some Mu‘tazili mutakallimun leaned toward Imami and Zaydi Shi‘i political theologies), but both groups functioned as its critics – albeit from different points of view. Thus, “traditional” (as opposed to “traditionalist”) Islam refers to the attempt of the ulama and the majority of Muslims who accepted their authority to preserve and conserve the status quo. “Traditionalist” Islam refers to the counter-tendency to renew and revitalize the status quo, usually from within, by criticizing present interpretations and practices with reference to an idealized past. “Rationalist” Islam refers to the historical impulse of the Mu‘tazili mutakallimun in particular (but kalam more generally) to articulate the message of Islam within any given age’s contemporary intellectual and social trends.


Both traditionalist and rationalist criticism, therefore, attacked directly or indirectly the authority of the ulama to interpret and implement the Qur’an and the Sunna in Islamicate society. For the traditionalists, the independent reasoning (ijtihad) of a faithful Sunni Muslim of sound mind, in interpreting the Shari‘a, was more authoritative than blind acceptance (taqlid) of the teachings of the ulama. For the rationalists, speculative reason (nazar) was theoretically even prior to faith – a tool for bringing rational human beings to Islamic faith, from which they could discover the benefits of accepting God’s revealed religious duties.


The term “traditionalist” sounds suspiciously like a modern, Western notion. As such, it too must be used advisedly, because in post-Enlightenment thought in the West, “tradition” is often contrasted with “modernity” and seen as its contrary. “Tradition” often connotes a static, irrational, and culturally monolithic past, while “modern” implies a dynamic, rational, and culturally pluralistic present. According to modernization theory at mid-century, the scientific worldviews associated with modernity are replacing the religious worldviews of tradition. Those dimininishing numbers of religious leaders and groups who opposed modernization were seen as resistant to change, and change (modernization) was considered to be necessary for political stability.23 In this work we will argue that tradition in various senses plays an important role in modern Islamic thought and society, and that “dynamic,” “rational,” and “culturally plural” are ideas that apply equally well to premodern Islamicate societies.


The term “traditionalism” refers partly to the fact that many of the intellectual leaders of the Hanbali movement in early Islamicate society were muhaddithun, scholars who transmitted and studied the prophetic traditions. Their expertise formed the basis of the religious scholarship and juristic training of the ulama. More significantly, perhaps, they were known as ahl al-hadith, people committed to defending the authority of Hadith,24 the reports circulating within the Muslim umma (community) about what the Prophet Muhammad had said, done, approved, or disapproved. The traditionalists valued the sayings of and about the Prophet Muhammad that had been transmitted by his Companions and the following two generations. The leading figures of the earliest generations, starting with the sahaba (Companions) were called the salaf, “forefathers” and salihun, “righteous ones.” Their precedence as valid interpreters of the sacred texts and pious models to be emulated was central to the evolution of Sunni doctrine; it was to become reemphasized in the periodic reform movements that have characterized Islamic history, as we shall see.25 The validity of Hadith as a source, along with the Qur’an, of divine legislation (Shari‘a) was guaranteed by establishing a chain (isnad) of reliable transmitters, if possible several independent lines of transmission (al-isnad al-mutawatir). Among the epistemic certainties of the traditional ulama has been the claim that if uninterrupted and reliable transmission was confirmed, then the sayings attributed to the Prophet and his closest companions could be taken as authoritative. More information was not necessary to the normative Sunni project of interpretation, although disputes about interpretation (ikhtilaf) were not thereby obviated.


Mu‘tazili mutakallimun also studied Hadith, but they held the rational sense of the content (matn) of these reports about the Prophet to be a more important test of their validity, along with analysis of the chain of transmitters (see ¶ 61 of chapter 5). The main issue between the traditionalists and the Mu‘tazila was authority, the authority of two texts in particular: the divine word of God (Qur’an) and prophetic practice (Sunna) as remembered in reports or “Hadith” transmitted by the community (umma). To these two sacred texts of the Shari‘a, most traditional Muslims add the fundamental principles of communal and scholarly consensus (ijma‘) and reasoning by analogy (qiyas) from known commands and prohibitions in the Qur’an and Sunna to new and changing circumstances in which the Shari‘a must be applied. The debate was over what constituted the hermeneutical warrants to interpret those texts, that is, to formulate and control the social and moral ethos of Islamicate society. The traditionalists claimed, in effect, that the texts themselves were their own expositors and sources of meaning. The Muslim umma, as represented by those it accepted as its religious leaders, the ulama, interpreted and applied the divine commands and prohibitions that all agreed (in principle) were contained in the texts. The Mu‘tazila also accepted the authority of the two sacred texts, but made human reason (‘aql) the warrant for determining what the text of the Qur’an and Hadith meant in particular circumstances.26



Reason, Revelation, and Doctrine


It is important to be clear that Hanbali traditionalists and contemporary Islamists do not deny that humans were created by God with intelligence, and they do not dispute that humans are expected to exercise their rational faculties. Nor do Mu‘tazili rationalists and Islamic modernists deny the authority of Qur’an and Sunna. The problem has been that the starting point for Hanbali traditionalists, as for most Muslims, is revelation, and for the Mu‘tazila it is reason. In this sense, the Mu‘tazila were in the minority and thus they were more marginalized from the orthodox center than were the Hanbali traditionalists. This reason/revelation dilemma had been stated several centuries earlier by Plato in a dialogue between Socrates and Euthyphro. While waiting for his own trial, Socrates encountered Euthyphro, a pious young man who was bringing charges of manslaughter against his own father for having slain a servant (who was himself a murderer). Socrates asks: “In the name of Zeus, Euthyphro, do you think that your knowledge about divine laws and holiness and unholiness is so exact that, when the facts are as you say, you are not afraid of doing something unholy yourself in prosecuting your father for murder?”27 Euthyphro replies that he is utterly certain about his own knowledge of the divine laws. This is based on his conviction that “what all the gods love is holy and, on the other hand, what they all hate is unholy.”28 Socrates challenges Euthyphro’s claim to have a privileged knowledge of the minds of the gods – a knowledge that he cannot explain rationally to Socrates. We may reformulate the issue as it appears in Islam and other monotheistic traditions (Athens in Socrates’ time was polytheistic) as follows: does God will to send down laws to humans because the laws are themselves good (holy), or are the laws good because He sent them down? In a poignant passage, Socrates asks Euthyphro:


 


Is [our disagreement] not about right and wrong, and noble and disgraceful, and good and bad? And are not these the questions about which you and I and other people become enemies, when we do become enemies, because we differ about them and cannot reach any satisfactory agreement?29


 


The Hanbali traditionalists (as well as the Ash‘ariya and other groups within the orthodox center) differed sharply with the Mu‘tazila on whether the Law (Shari‘a) that God revealed through His prophet Muhammad was good because God had revealed it, or whether God had revealed it because it was inherently good. Accordingly, they also differed on the question: wherein lay the authority to interpret the Shari‘a, as revealed in the Qur’an and exemplified in the Sunna (practice) of the Prophet? The traditionalists located the warrants in the plain sense of the texts (Qur’an and Hadith) and in the community that faithfully transmitted them. The Mu‘tazila argued that reason ineluctably brings humans to a knowledge of God and thus to the knowledge that what God wills is necessary for salvation. Reason is the means for knowing that what Qur’an and Sunna require of humans (taklif) is good.


The modern study of theology recognizes that conflicting doctrinal positions do not, and never did, exist independently of historical context. As we shall see in chapter 2, social and political struggles within early Islamicate society motivated and helped frame the conflicting discourses of the Mu‘tazila, traditionalists, the Shi‘a, and other groups contending for power. The first point that Harun Nasution emphasizes in his defense of Mu‘tazilism in chapter 9 below, as we have already remarked, is the association of doctrine and political struggle in the nascent Muslim umma. Thus doctrine also implies a community – an umma in the broadest sense of dar al-islam, “the Abode of Islam,” and a madhhab in the more narrow sense of a theological school. Alister E. McGrath uses sociologist Robert Wuthnow’s concept of “communities of discourse” in speaking about doctrinal communities. In McGrath’s words:


 


Doctrine entails a sense of commitment to a community, and a sense of obligation to speak on its behalf, where the corporate mind of the community exercises a restraint over the individual’s perception of the truth. Doctrine is an activity, a process on the transmission of the collective wisdom of a community, rather than a passive set of deliverances.30


 


We may think, then, of the traditionalists and the Mu‘tazili rationalists as among the several contending discourse communities within the social fabric of the Abbasid Age (750–1258). The social foundations of doctrine are again remarked by McGrath, who reminds us that “[t]here is an obvious need for a religious group to define itself in relation to other groups, and to the world in general.” Citing the German sociologist of religion Niklas Luhmann, McGrath adds that


 


doctrine arises in response to religious identity, which may be occasioned socially (through encounters with other religious systems) and temporally (through increasing chronological distance from its historical origins and sources of revelation) . . . Doctrine is thus linked with the affirmation of the need for certain identity-giving parameters for the community, providing ideological justification for its continued existence.31


 


The conflict between the Mu‘tazili and traditionalist worldviews reached a dramatic and potentially explosive moment in the third decade of the ninth century. The caliph al-Ma’mun (reg. 813–833), himself a student of kalam, required his chief judges (qadis) in lands under Abbasid rule to accept publicly the Mu‘tazili doctrine of the created Qur’an. We will explore this inquisition of traditionalist belief, known in Arabic as the mihna, in the context of the early history of kalam in chapter 2. Here we may note in passing that, among others, Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 855) refused to accede to the caliph’s demand that all civil servants subscribe to Mu‘tazili doctrine. Popular demonstrations outside the various prisons where Ibn Hanbal was successively incarcerated made it clear that the traditionalist worldview had broad support in Abbasid society, at least in Baghdad and in Iraq more generally. By mid-century, the caliph al-Mutawakkil reversed the mihna and released the aging but still popular Ibn Hanbal from prison.


With the loss of political support, the Mu‘tazili madhhab began to lose its influence among the religious intelligentsia as well. Within the next century, the Ash‘ari and Maturidi madhhabs rose in opposition to Mu‘tazili doctrine. Adherence to the Mu‘tazili madhhab fell back after the political ascendancy of the Seljuq dynasty in the middle of the eleventh century. Indeed, ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 1024) was the last widely acclaimed teacher of the school in the Islamic Middle Ages, but he was not the last important Mu‘tazili thinker. Although the Mu‘tazili influence can be seen in a few later religious intellectuals, such as the Qur’an exegete al-Zamakhshari (d. 1144), it was the Zaydi (Fiver) and Imami (Twelver) Shi‘a more often than the Sunnis who continued to discuss the early Mu‘tazili writings. Among the Sunni theologians, the majority of whom identified with the Ash‘ari madhhab after the eleventh century, Mu‘tazili doctrine was the target of attack and derision; Mu‘tazili masters were often condemned from pulpits during the Friday prayer service. So, too, traditionalist mutakallimun were unrelenting public critics of rationalist theologians, particularly the Mu‘tazila.


Summary and Conclusion


If the Mu‘tazili madhhab had well passed its prime by the end of the eleventh century, its rigorous devotion to a rational understanding of divine unity and justice has nonetheless not been forgotten, or universally deprecated. Indeed, something of the Mu‘tazili spirit may be observed in modern Islam from Morocco to Indonesia. Harun Nasution’s text translated in chapter 9 below is among the stronger contemporary expressions of Mu‘tazilism. Some Muslim and non-Muslim historians refer to this movement as “neo-Mu‘tazilism,” although most of those who are associated with this trend are quite intellectually independent of each other (and often independent of the traditional religious establishment). That, however, was also true of Mu‘tazili mutakallimun in the age of the Mu‘tazila, the ninth to eleventh centuries.
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