PRELIMINARY REMARKS
ON THE PHILOSOPHY OF
ISLAMIC RELIGIOUS SCIENCE

M. Amin Abdullah’

Abstrak

Dari sudut pandang Filsafat Ilmu, penerapan istilah "science’ da-
lam Islamic religious science merupakan hal yang dapat diperdebatkan,
bahkan cukup kontroversial. Pertanyaan yang muncul kemudian adalah
"Dapatkah diskusi serius dalam Filsafat Ilmu (Philosophy of Science) dit-
erapkan dalam pembahasan Is/amic religious science (ilmu-ilmu keislam-
an)?" Artikel ini mencoba menganalisis konsekuensi-konsekuensi dari di-
masukkannya diskusi Filsafat Ilmu dalam tubuh Is/amic religious science,
berangkat dari kenyataan tidak adanya pemikir kontemporer Muslim yang
menganalisis persoalan tersebut.

Sebagai langkah awal, perdebatan filosofis antara tiga pakar Filsa-
fat Tmu yaitu Karl R. Popper, Thomas Kuhn dan Imre Lakatos tentang
konsep "science" diangkat, untuk selanjutnya dilihat relevan-sinya bagi
Islamic religious science. Lebih spesifik, artikel ini me-nyoroti hubungan
antara Islamic religious science dengan research programnya Imre Laka-
tos, dan menggarisbawahi bahwa rekonstruksi Islamic religious science
adalah dalam wilayah historical Islam.

Satu hikmah terpenting yang dapat dipetik dari perdebatan di atas
adalah penegasan bahwa semua teori, konsep formula, prinsip-prinsip
dalam Is/amic religious science hanyalah merupakan produk manusia,
masyarakat dan budaya semata. Lewat kesadaran inilah ilmu-ilmu keis-
laman tersebut terbuka untuk dipertanyakan ulang, dirumuskan kembali
sesuai dengan tantangan jaman yang mengitarinya. Persoalan yang mun-
cul kemudian adalah adanya hambatan dari para peneliti sendiri yang
mencemaskan apakah mercka mengadakan studi keislaman atau sesuatu
yang lain.

Sosok Islamic religious science yang baru (setelah dihubungkan
dengan philosophy dan sociology of knowledge) harus mempertimbang-
kan dengan sungguh-sungguh tiga demensi pendekatan atas agama Islam
ya-itu: linguistic-historical, theological-philosophical dan socio-anthropo-
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Jogical. Yang lcbih penting 1agi, hubungan antara tiga pendejyyy,,
haruslah bersifat sirkular dalam arti bahwa pendekatan multi-dimepg; i
schut harus berdialog antara yang satu dan lainnya sccara serjyg sebaert
schuah kesatuan entitas dengan scluruh implikasi dan konsek“e"Sinya. Bai

Scbagai kesimpulan, ilmu kcislaman yang kritis hanya dapa i
konstruksikan sccara sistematis lewat model pendekatan tiga dimeng
yang bersifat sirkular dalam mana sctiap dl.mcnsi dapat bcrhubungan day
berkomunikasi dengan yang lain. Dengan jalan inilah konteks penemyg,
(discovery) dalam Islamic religious  science dapat berkembang dap kop.
teks justifikasinya dapat ditekan serendah mungkin.
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L. Critical observation of Islamic religious science

Eleven or twelve years after first publishing his well known book
Islam,' Fazlur Rahman wrote another challenging work entitled Is/am &
Modernity: Transformation of an Intellectual T radition? The aim and
style of exposition in these two books are totally different. The former is
chiefly historical, while the latter is more critical in nature. From my own
point of view, Rahman in his later work tries to initiate a more critical
approach to the content and methodology of Islamic religious science. He
identifies and characterizes Islamic religious science as a repetitive dis-
cipline, prone to hair-splitting detailed to the exclusion of the basic prob-
lem of a subject, overwhelmed by the literature of commentaries and su-

Al-Jami‘ah, No. 6171998



M. Amun Abdullah

—

percommentarics, and havipg littlc'lzimlv lo‘sayd(():g Z:);lnhianﬁ:vlslamic Schol.
arship, according to him, lS'ﬂ'OF widcly rf.gar <tablichod l:ne Pursuit, by,
rathcr given to passive acquisition of alrcady csta' ishe : Owledge; dis.
putation (jadal) soon bccame .lhc .favorcd mcans ofwmnfn'g a point apg
almost a substitute for genuine mtc]lccu}lal cfTorts at raising and grap.
pling with real issucs in a ficld, and.so forth.

The analytical or academic tool that he most frcquc,r}tly uses g
validate his criticism is a differentiation between “normative” and “js.
torical” Islam.” By distinguishing these two aspects of Islam, he Wanteg
to defend forcefully the normative aspect of Islam while remaining
acutely critical of certain features of its historical development. Thus g
constructions and formulations of Islamic religious sciences, such as the.
ology (kalam). law and jurisprudence (figh), philosophy (falsafah), and
sufism (rasawwuf), are merely the unavoidable by-products of Muslim
thought in its long historical evolution. Due o this fact, Muslim scholars
everywhere and in any age should avoid becoming “prisoners of their own
principles.”™ All such constructions, principles and formulas are entirely
bound by the limits of time and place.

It this is in fact the case, the question which comes to the fore is:
“Why has there been so little progress and growth in the discourse of Is-
lamic religious science from the medicval period to nowadays, while
change constantly happens in concepts, methodology, framework, ap-
proach, discourse, theory, in short, invirtually all aspects of human
knowledge?” Rahman summarizes his critical observation on the reality
of Islamic religious science as follows:

... with the habit of writing commentaries for their own sake and
the steady dwindling of original thought, the Muslim world wit-
nessed the rise of a type of scholar who was truly encyclopedic in
the scope of his learning  but had little new to say on anything.
This Catcgory ofscholar-cum-commcntator must be distinguished
?}:1_ l':n one hand from 4 very ditTerent type of a comprehensive
W:?d(:'(;' ;lk‘&/:a .{\lnstotlc or even lesser figure like Ibn Sina, Who
herent worldnvt' y of ficlds of Inquiry into unified system and CO-f
specialist wh(]):tv' and on the other hand from the modern type 0‘
latter-day mcdi::;' lknowlc(.igc has extremely narrow confines. 'Th,‘,
all the fielgs ofdanus-hm scholar I am talking about “stud{cd’
through com}Ixcnt _?chdgc available, but he did this mainly
compilcr. Onciam's and was himself a commentator .and a
scholarship  is no:nPO)ﬂanl but implici assumption of this is thal
“reaching out” of tp, g o 8% an active pursuit, a crealt

¢ mind to the unknowr - as is the case today -
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. but rather as a more or less

lished knowledge.® Passive acquisition of already estab-

Rahmaq’s critical observations on Islamic religious science can be
paraphrased using the language of contemporary philosophy of science
exemplified in the writings of Karl R. Popper, Thomas S. Kuhn and Imre
Lakatos. Thus, we might ask: "Why do we find so much more ‘context of
justification” in Islamic religious science than ‘context of discovery’?”’
Or, using Thomas S. Kuhn's analytical terms: “Why is there a clear ten-
dency to defend exhaustively ‘normal science’ rather than pursue ‘re-
volutionary science’ in the discourse of Islamic thought?™ Or, to use
Imre Lakatos’ phraseology: “Why is there so much discussion of the *hard
core’ which is strongly defended and unfalsified, rather than rigorous dis-
cussion of the domain of the “protective belt,” which is capable of being
tested, confirmed, criticized, and falsified in the discourse of Islamic relig-
ous science?”

From the standpoint of traditional discussion in the philosophy of
science, it is debatable, perhaps even controversial, to employ the word
“science” in reference to the social sciences, humanities and, especially, in
the Islamic religious sciences.'® Rahman does not clarify why he chooses
the word “science” to describe Islamic studies in his book. Leaving aside
the controversy as a whole, and accepting that Islamic studies may con-
ceivably termed a “science,” the next and the most obvious question is:
“Can the rigorous and serious discussion in the philosophy of science be
applied to the study of Islamic religious science?” Although Rahman is
radical enough in his treatment of the issue, he never questions the pos-
sibility of the applicability of scientific principles to the discipline of Is-
lamic religious science. If Rahman’s assumptions are valid, the introduc-
tion and inclusion of the discussion of philosophy of science within the
body of Islamic religious science has considerable repercussions for the
latter. It is these repercussions that [ will try to develop and explore a lit-
tle bit more in this paper. )

Rahman faces certain painful realities that come with the applica-
tion of scientific method, the first of these being the need for a critical
eXamination of the attitude towards the Islamic past. It is ever more ur-
gent because, owing to the peculiar psychological complex, that they have
deveIOped vis-a-vis the west, Muslims have come to defend that past as
though it were our God.' Accordingly, he suggests the urgent need for
systematic reconstruction in the fields of theology (k3215m)’ law and eth-
ics (figh), philosophy (falsafah) and the social sciences.
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parallel to Rahman’s suggestion that so?ial science methody},
be applied to the study ONSIan.]’ d nurrlb‘;fl?fs‘sholar; have urged ll?at it
be subjected to the mctho‘ds' anq ln'Slghlb of t (, s(},]l'ef“l ic stud)_/ of religioy
(Religionswissenchafl). This qlSClpllncv Wh"fh as cm?rg.ed in lheﬁwm’
is favored by, among others, ( h?rlc§ J A’fjams in the last lines of hjs long
article on “Islamic Religious I radluon,' and 'slror'lgly'recommendedby
Richard C. Martin.!' Adams repeats this advilcc in his foreword to the
book entitled Approaches (o Islam in Rcllglgus Studjes. For Adams 5
symposium on Islam and the history of religions held at Arizona State
University in January 1980 was testimony to a partial but growing cop.
quest of the gap between the history of religions and Islamic religious
studics. The agenda of the symposium was not one of considering ques.
tions of mcthod and approach to this ficld of study in the abstract, but of
devoting attention to specific aspects of the Islamic tradition and of ac-
tually cmploying some of the theoretical insights and methodological
richness of the science of religion to cast light on different areas of inter-
est.'

To be sure, Fazlur Rahman and Charles J. Adams are not alone in
having adopted this critical stance. The problem of epistemology in Is-
lamic religious science and Islamic thought in general has been the object
of increasingly severe attack and academic critique. Another contempo-
rary Muslim scholar who takes the same position as Rahman’s, if not
somewhat more radical, is Mohamed Arkoun.'® Many of his articles and
bOf)ks published in recent years constantly reiterate the need to criticize
cplslgmologically (al-nagd al-ibistimi) the body and the construction of
ISlam'c“hough‘ in_general. The following quotation is representative of
Arkoun’s ideas on the problem of contemporary Islamic thought :

l}){cc:g::icnh on 15}8‘_“ as a l’f’ligion is blocked because Muslims are
and psycholoniiNBIY subject to the growing political, culturd
ool fascin(:fl‘cc:’albconslraml_s_m their societies, while IS!?mOIO’
mentalisier i:* )"Ehc political effectiveness of t‘h.e ﬁ,‘"da'
e polil}calg qoL" pln,c.cdg_-ncc to a combination of political science
tronde rathcr‘thuo (;]gy In describing what they see as Sho"'Fe.rml
reappraisal m&::n ave recourse to the vitally necessary crilic
Systemregarded f “Pistemic framework of the Islamic cognitive
‘ garded from the long-term point of view.'®
The problem of the ratio
and the historicity of Islamic they
under fire, especially, fr

nality (or transcendentality, if you like)
ght and Islamic religious science comes
M many present-day Muslim scholars. To men-
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tion but a few, these include such thinke
fabiri, ' Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd," Muhammad Shahriir,"® and * Abdullaf
Ahmad al-Na'im.”" Nevertheless, based on my tentative c;bservation none
of the current generation of Muslim thinkers has seen the relevancy ’of the
theories and methodologies that are essential features of the philosoph

of science to the discussion of Islamic religious science in their critiqlzlez
of the vast body of Islamic religious science and thought. As long as Is-
lamic religious science and Islamic studies are referred to as “sciences,” |

think it is valid to expect that they interact and engage in dialogue with
the concerns of philosophy of science. 2!

rs as Muhammad ‘Abid al-

. Competing theories in scientific discourse : a glimpse at the
problem of scientific growth

The growth, development and progress of science, which basi-
cally poses an acute problem for Islamic religious science, is actually a
central aspect of the academic discussion in the domain of the philosophy
of science. Needless to say, it is impossible for me to take into account
all the issues that have been debated within this philosophical discipline
in the last few decades. Given the aim of my essay I will concentrate only
on some of the discussion on the nature of theories and methodologies in
their relationship with the growth and the development of science. Here
too I cannot give a complete picture of the situation but have to content
myself with only giving glimpses of it.

Before discussing this vital subject, let me first present the ana-
lytical terms most commonly used to express the two great traditions
within the philosophy of science. The first ofthese is the naturalistic
tradition, while the other is the humanistic?? Some of the key ideas that
come up in the naturalistic tradition are the corrigibility and incorrigibil-
ity of knowledge; explanation and falsification; system, model & theo.ry;
framework, pattern and paradigm; theory-laden; ongoing investigative
traditions; normal science and revolutionary science; anomaly; commen-
surability and incommensurability of theory; puzzle solving within nor-
mal science; context of justification and context of discovery; hard core
and protective belt; the heuristic principle; and many others. The human-
istic tradition on the other hand concerns itself with such key concept§ as
meaning; explanative and interpretative social science; hermeneutlcs§
insider and outsider understanding; idealist and reductionist approachfas,
Verstehen vs. erklarem, objectivity and subjectivity; objectivity and in-
volvement; value and fact; text and context; meaning and expression,
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sociology of knowledge; knowl;dgclas: c:ltur.al a?ifacl; society'asorgan.
ism; socicty as slruclur(;ll—tf;l::stlona system; religion asasocml()rpsy‘
' jection; and others.

Ch()]og";ﬁl[ﬁl:”followmg’ [ will limit myself to exposing and selecting frop
the idcas of Thomas S. Kuhn, Karl R'. Popper a‘nd I'mrc Lakatos, apq par
ticularly from their rigorous discussions concerning. the problem ofy,
emergence of a new theory which poses a challcqgc to an o{d one ip th
ficld of scientific inquiry. Only some of the key ideas mentioned above
will be discussed in their proper context.

Defending, maintaining, criticizing. examining, scrutinizing, ip,
proving, and refining scientific lhcpncs are the pnn?aryilasks qff’ﬂewho
pursucs rescarch and development in any ficld of scientific activity. T
means that scientific activitics should produce, apply and criticize preyi.
ous theorics, not merely reproduce them. When we are asked what they
mean by a theory, some scicntists say that a theory consists of an estab.
lished hypothesis or set of hypotheses about facts, or a general law of pa-
ture or simply a systematized body of ideas. Others prefer to say thata
theory is a system of uttcrances where the internal relationships have been
made explicit. Both kinds of terminology admit the possibility that the
systematization of a theory can be developed in several ways in all
branches of knowledge, be it natural sciences, the humanities, social sci-
ences, or whatever.??

According to Kuhn, theories cannot be compared and therefore
cannot be placed in arelation of entailment. This is so because different
theorics are connected with different systems of concepts or, to ust
K}lhn’s own term, with different paradigms. This means that scientists
with different paradigms do not have the same theories and therefore talk
about different things.®® To hold a paradigm mceans to embrace certain
genera] cor.lccptio.ns about  what the object under research and investiga
;;):bltcr;?cljr; ‘b":'i}}: ;"c:‘izﬂdv arcuthc most adeguatcto Ihelgsk, Whicg
which acrual applicgriob- Ifo arisc, which solutions are conce.lvable. an
that they can function asﬂ.s o the theory are exemplary or paradigmatic $0

The relation b \:I"lffnflng p;.mcms for the researchers.
close one. In adhers “%“ paradigm and theory is regarded as.aVCfY

. ring to a certaip paradigm and to the theories which the
paradigm makes Possible, scientists conce themselves only with those
problems which lic within the Jipie cern cfmsc.ves only o
theories. Kuhn calls the scran - « mnlts f)f the paradigm and as.soc1a'

© scientific activity which consists in dealing with
those and only those problems D0rmal seienee 6 .
science.”” Most of the problems!
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“no@al science” can be adequately treated by established theories, but
situations can emerge when the problems which arise from a certain the.
ory become 00 numerous or too perplexing and the proposed solutions
take on more the character of ad hoc solutions. In such a situation, scien-
tists may abandon the traditional paradigm for a new one and work out
new theories.

According to Kuhn's investigations into the history of science,
the transition from one theory to another and therefore from one paradigm
to another does not take place on the basis of argument and logical rea-
soning, but because of a shift of paradigm. Kuhn calls this transition a
scientific revolution. One example which is often referred to, in the de-
bate between Kuhnians and Popperians, is the breakdown of Newtonian
physics as the only foundation for theories in physics, caused by the im-
plications of Albert Einstein’s theory of relativity.

For Popper, normal science, as it is conceived by Kuhn, is charac-
terized by dogmatism and irrationalism. This is so because the normal
scientist wants to rescue his or her theories from being proven false by
introducing an ad hoc complement as soon as criticism has been raised
against the theory. However, the only aim of the ad hoc complement is to
explain away the difficulty, not to solve it. Popper contrasts this dogmatic
attitude with a critical one. Scientific development presupposes a never-
ending process of testing proposed hypotheses and theories by qualified
attempts to disprove them.

Already this brief comparison between Popper and Kuhn shows
that the fundamental difference between their positions in the philosophy
of science has to do with differences in their views of theories. Let us look
for a moment at Imre Lakatos’ conception of a “research program” in re-
sponding to Kuhn's theory. Largely in response to Kuhn’s assaylt on
some of the cherished assumptions of traditional philosophy of science,
Inre Lakatos has developed an alternative theory about the role of these
theories in the evolution of scientific thought. Calling such general theo-
ries “research programmes,” Lakatos argues that 'researcl} pfo’gral;'lges
have three elements:?’ (I) a “hard core” (or “negative heuqstlc )o'th [1:;
damental assumptions which cannot be ?})andoned or mfx'ilﬁed without
tepudiation of the research programme;  (2) the “positive heuristic,
Which contains “a partially articulated set of suggestions or hints on tlxlow
o change, modify, sophisticate our specific theories whenever w; e\:,velia:z
improve them,” and (3) “a series of theories, T1, T2, T3... wthe o
Subsequent theory “result[s] from adding auxiliary clauses to ... the p
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"29 guch theories are the specific instantiations of a genera)
ous theory. Rescarch programmes can be progressive or regres.
rcscarch progf?mnz)cf: ways: but progress, for Lakatos even more thap for
siv: ln.qaa ;‘z:;lct;li)(')n exclusively of the empirical growth of a tradition, s
l}l(ll: r;)’():scssion of greater “c'mpirical "50“‘;",[" which makes one theory g.
perior to, and more progrgssnyc than, anot cr . ‘

LLakatos' model is, in many respects, an lmprovc‘:menl.on K.uhn s
notion of paradigm and an cxtension of Karl R. Popp‘er s fal.SlﬁCf'ltIO{xis]
theory. Unlike Kuhn, Lakatos allows for, anq stresses, the historical im.
portance of the co-existence of scveral alt.ematn./c research programmes g
the same time and within the same domain. Unlike Kuhn, who often takes
the view that paradigms arc incommensurable and th}ls not open 1o ra-
tional comparison, Lakatos insists that we can objectively compare the
relative progress of competing rescarch traditions. More than Kuhn, Laka-
tos trics to grapple with the thorny question of the relation of the super-
theory to its constituent mini-theories.

Every research tradition will be associated with a series of specific
theories, cach of which is designed to particularize the ontology of the
rescarch  tradition  and to illustrate, or satisfy. its methodology. The
mechanistic rescarch tradition in seventeenth century optics, for example,
includes scveral of Descartes’ theories as well as the optical theories of
Hooke, Rohault, Hobbes, Regis and Huygens. Many of the theories within
a given cvolving research tradition will be mutually inconsistent rivals,
precisely because some theories represent attempts, within the framework
of tradition, to improve and correct their predecessors.*°

Lakatos' extension of Popper’s falsificationist view appears when
he declares that the main division is not into individual theories but into
programs, cach cncompassing multiple theories.’! A research program
contains both a “hard core” and a “protective belt.” The core is composed
of fu’ndamcmal tenets; the belr, of derivative tenets, or auxiliary hypothe-
cos. The bell is what gets dircetly tested. In the wike of falsification from

s"cruu(;n}'gmg and testing, the bejq gels revised and the core is thereby
:Ean[; .l Yet the belt IS meant 10 safeguard the core only provisionally. If

¢ Dell cannot be adjusted iy fixed ways to meet challenges to it, the
whole program must 80. Lak

o alos opposcs nonfalsifiability no less than
premature abandonment. Nonfalsiﬁabilily is dogmatism.

d .Ibc“lhrcc philosophers of scienee discussed above unanimously
ane critically agree that the inner dynamic force which makes scientific

progress possible is the Spirit and cthos of'scholars and rescarchers them-
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selves to i.m(ent new fheories and their readiness to revise, improve, exam-
ine, scrutinize, or d.ISprOVe the previous theory in its respective field of
study using a certain methodology. Theories which explain realities, be
they n.atural, humanities, social, religious, Islamic or whatsoever represent
effective tools for measuring whether there is any scientific progress and
development or ‘10.‘- Only by using those theories, with their set of meth-
odology, hypothesis and approach, within a designed research program
can those systematized ideas be characterized as scientific activity.

Now, what is the relevancy of raising the philosophical debate
between Kuhn, Popper and Lakatos in the field of Islamic religious sci-
ence? I do not pretend that these discussions can be fully applied in the
field of Islamic religious science; nevertheless I believe that much of what
they said can provide us with an idea asto how scientific activity in
general actually works, particularly as a historical process. One of the im-
portant lessons that can be learned from Kuhn and Popper’s controversy (
Lakatos’ significance will be delineated in the following section) is that
any theories, ideas, formulas, principles, frame-works, or concepts in sci-
entific discourse must be open to question, criticism, scrutiny, and test-
ing. The development and growth of science can only be accomplished
through the initial effort and determination on the part of the researchers
to get rid of difficulties, anomalies or inconsistencies embedded in pre-
vious theories or through the deliberate attempts of scientists and re-
searchers to disprove those theories. A further requirement for the healthy
development of scientific inquiry, as I seeit, is interaction and dialogue
with other disciplines outside its own traditional domain.

These factors urge and oblige researchers, scholars and scientists
to rethink, reevaluate and reexamine every previous paradigm and theory
in order to arrive at solutions to new problems. For Fazlur Rahman and
his colleagues, this kind of academic and scholarly activity is scarcely to
be found in the real practice of Islamic religious science. The Islamic re-
ligious sciences, which are largely the product of the human construction
and imagination, eventually became dogmatic, having bg;m routinized,
made repetitive and sacralized (taqdis al-afkar al-diniyyah).

Muslim scholars rarely give any thought to the historicity of the
construction of Islamic religious science, and therefore miss out on the
“scientific revolution,” to use Kuhn's analytical term. In Popperian terms,
on the other hand, Islamic religious science seems to be immune from be-
ing reexamined, tested, questioned and falsified. This happens because the
historical aspect of Islamic religious science is totally blurred, even con-
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d with the normative aspects of piety, to the extent that it iS ofte;
e

e evelation itself.

verbally translated as T

[II. Does Islamic religious science constitute a “rescarch program” j,
the Lakatosian sensc?

It may seem unfair to raisc any question conceming the progres;
and growth of Islamic rcligious science from the perspec.:lwe of the phi.
losophy of science. After all, there ha§ been no end of intellectuals apg
scholars -- Muslim and non-Muslim, in the East and in the West -- wh,
have carried out research in this ficld of studies. Their contribution to pe
progress and development of Islamic rcligious science is not in any doubt.
My only concern here is to formulate a coherent response and, if possible,
a solution to Rahman's critical observation. It should not be forgotten iy
any casc¢ that Rahman raised only drew attention to this serious and acute
problem of Islamic religious science after he himself had already written
a comprehensive book on  Islamic religious science entitled Is/am. If the
situation had becen the reverse, and /s/am had appeared after he had raised
these methodological objections, then it might have been supposed that he
had come up with an answer 1o his concern. This however was not the
case. and it can only be assumed that Rahman was led to question the va-
lidity of Islamic scientific inquiry by his investigation of its historical de-
velopment.

Another implication and conscquence of Rahman's critical obser-
Yation may bc expressed by the following question: *Does Islamic relig-
ious :%cicncc constitute a research program which involves competing
theories, as”is commonly found and presumed in all other branches of
lsnowledge? Rahman himself does not provide any answer to this ques-
tion. Nevertheless, there is a hint or asignal from Rahman as to which

directi : i ' igi !
ction a rescarch program in Islamic religious science should be di-
rected, reconstructed and reformulated

Rahmanlj‘zo‘l‘];o:gatli)g;nlt IOf‘Yi.cwf gsing the language of Imre Lakatos
of scicnce, while 1o “Shflm I similar ’t‘o or paralle]l with the *hard core
Gomaenee. wi s 'storical Islam”™ is similar to or parallel with the
be called scioncr . ll:/nc belt, namutly the precisc domain of what may
" ScruliniZ’d‘ ¢ Knowledge which may be directly tested, reexan-
, “ > questioned, reformulated and reconstructed. This i

made clear by Rahman's eXplanation, as follows:
... This criterion whic

h mus[ .Ud > > N > ] 23 n
Muslims and those Judge between the differences among

among Muslims and non-Muslims as to Wha!
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nom}atlv.e Islam at the intellectual level is, must remain the
Qur’an ltself and the Prophet’s definitive conduct. Among non-
M.ushms, primary thought is of the Islamicist scholar who deals
with the great tradition. As for the social scientist particularly the
fanthrqpologzst, hp studies the little tradition as a’n empirical real-
ity without talking about normative Islam. The wish is not to de-
cry the work .of those who study actual Muslim societies; on the
contrary, their work is not only highly useful but an essential pre-
requisite even for any would be Muslim reformer. Criticism is due
because when social scientists study “Islam as it is actually lived”,

they teqd to believe that this situation is static and even perhaps
“pormative for those people”. **

The battlefield where the reconstruction of Islamic religious sci-
ence is to take place is to be found in the domain of “historical Islam,” not
in that of “normative Islam.” All Islamic religious sciences, especially
theology (kalam), Qur’anic studies (faf3ir), Muslim traditions (fadith),
law (figh), philosophy (falsafah), sufism (tasawwulf) andpractical ethics
(akhlag) are “historical Islam.” Their body of knowledge was constructed
and formulated by human beings at certain moments of time circum-
scribed by problems and challenges which were real and valid for those
times. Thus, due to the fact that problems and the challenges are totally
different from time to time, not to say from age to age, those construc-
tions of knowledge are by nature open to being reexamined, rescrutinized,
reformulated and reconstructed by scholars and researchers of every pe-
ried and background.

Taking together Rahman’s statement, Arkoun’s proclamation,
Richard C. Martin’s proposal and to some extent Charles J. Adams’ idea
as one thread, there seems to be a deep longing and urgent need for Mus-
lim scholars nowadays to reconstruct Islamic religious science by trans-
planting and using theories and methodologies that originally come from
outside its traditional boundaries.” In addressing this definite and crucial
problem, Mohamed Arkoun is the most vocal, if not to say radical, among
his colleagues. He strongly and insistently calls for the use of method'olo-
gies and theories developed in the social sciences as a tool of analysis or
model of research program in the domain of the new image of .Islarr_uc
studies. He never hesitates to use this new methodology in Islamic rehg-.
ious science, since he regards this type of new approach to the s‘tud)’. of
social science and the study of religion as only the continuation, m-
provement and development of methodology and theory which previously

nd develop
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worked out and formulated by the scholars of the medieya| "
n

had bee and formutate
riod. Notice the following statement:

the phcnomenon of revelation is no'lopgcr a pr'oblem Teserve
heolograns it is an arca of strategic mlcrvcnno:? f0_r the bis.
for .7‘1” (history of the Lext of the Koran gnd of exegetic lllerawre)
:}{::(Spccial ist_in Jinguistic and semiolics (theory of religioys dis.
course and critique of (hcqlqglcal ‘d‘lSCOU‘I'SC), the sociologg
(sociology of faith, hope, religious d|§coursc, rcl;gmus Practice
related to the Koran 'and/or“to archaic local lradlthn), the psy.
chologist (internalization of “values ang of the acquired capity
of religious symbolism, and the role of Rcvela!lop in }he psy-
cho-socio-cultural integration of the person), the jurist (origin apg
foundations of “religious”™ law), and the anthropologist (Revely.
ion as discourse legitimizing all kinds of domination: politicg,
ccono-mic, psychological, symbolic: the domination of womep by
men, of children and adolescents by adults, of workers by employ-
ers, of the subject-citizen by the ruler, of the believer by the sain,
of the aspirant -disciplcll()y the spiritual teacher, of the layman by
the scholar (*alim), cte.). ™

The possibility of enlarging and extending a research program in
order 1o foster progress and growth in Islamic religious science at least in
the arca of “historical Islam” is wide open. The “historical Islam,” which
is in the domain of the “protective belt” in [Lakatosian terminology, is the
real focus and concrete domain for the program of reconstruction and re-
forlation of Islamic religious science in the modemn period. And it can
only be successfully accomplished by transplanting the methodologies.
theories and resecarch traditions which have been thoroughly discussed
and dcve‘lopcd in the humanitics, social sciences and religious studies.

For the sake of clarity let me take, as a comparative example, the
?uncnt dxsf:ussion amongst Christian theologians as to how to benefit
c;ocr: ttl?:t nhga(;rzgi‘:]doxs(i:s.sion of cpiswmo.',o gy and the philosophy of sci-
velopment in Ihelhc:)n “;‘ o ycars: I he most significant ’ece‘Tl de
ism 1o holism. In the r{l(l) .knOWICdg? is the change from foundationdl
first taken to be dcscrippli(l)nos:m}t)'h-y Ofscwnc‘c;. foundational assertions wer

Some Christian lhcg)lz ;\'Cnrﬁctdata, . . . .
of how foundationalijsm achcglc‘Zin:hh‘d\l’c pr(?v1dcd an mlcresupg ana-l)fSlS
specifically at the way Scripture p; L,Ob(‘)&_;y In the mpdcm ps:nod. lookl‘gg
the foundation, a use for whicy, ma dhh.“n prcssgd l.mo s.crvu}:;: to pronhe
impact of foundationalisy .y o ave fou.nd ' ill-suited ™" Due 101

» Suddenly the history of modem theology
ry o
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changes in focus by looking at answers to three questions. First, what
proposals have been made regarding foundations for religious knowledge?
Se.condly3 v.vhat are the. problems with each of these proposals? And
thirdly, in light of the failure to find an adequate foundation, what moves
have been made to sidestep the whole issue?

Looking at the history of theology in these terms, Nancey Mur-
phey finds that modern Christian theologians fall roughly into three
camps: those whose foundation is diblical, those whose foundation is ex-
perimental, and those who claim that theology does nor belong in the
category of knowledge at all. For the Biblicists, the question always
arises: “How do you know that what you take to be revelation really is
revelation?” Apologists from Locke to American fundamentalists have
tumeg to miracle and fulfilled prophecies. Karl Barth simply said *“don’t
ask.”

This is not the place to discuss this issue in any detail. What I
would like to stress instead is the urgency and the need for interaction and
intercommunication with theories and methodologies used in other dis-
ciplines that lie beyond the traditional boundaries of one’s own. By
transplanting these theories it is possible to enlarge or to widen the hori-
zons of one’s scholarly insight. When this interaction and intercommu-
nication among the various disciplines of science occurs, there is a no-
ticeable change in the way we put questions, in the academic problem
which come to the fore, in the procedure employed to solve the problem
and in the methodology which is deemed to be the most useful. It is clear
that the new situation requires a new philosophy and above all a new
terminology and new language. To my opinion, this is what Rahman
wants to emphasize when he tries to compare Islamic religious science
with Aristotle’s scientific and com-prehensive philosophical framework
or with rigorous specialist in its modern sense.

Now, what image is projected by an Islamic religious science
which is no longer dogmatic, repetitive or scholastic? The last section of
this paper will discuss what it might resemble.

IV. The hermeneutical circle of “language”, “thought” and
“historical” in Islamic religious science

From the perspective of the philosophy of science, any science --
natural, the humanities, social, religious or Islamic -- should be formu-
lated and constructed on “theories” which are based on rigorous method-
ology. In this sense, theories stand as an intellectual expression which

) 15
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should not bc dogmatic or sacralized. Tf.)US \.vc‘.are cancemed O"IY.WiIh

” ics, ideas, frameworks, formulas, principles, beliefs, Paradigy,
those ;hc?ri:bjé: that can be tested, cvaluated, examined, Criticizeq gy
Z?s'(ci:u:qc?itb(;cadcmically. Bascd on those “previous” theories, scientific p,,
scarch can achicve its progress, growth, and development.

Furthermore, previous theorics cannot  be taken for granteg
Anomalics and inappropriate thinking can always be founfi to be altacheg
to those theorics and idcas. Besides, kn()\%/lct.igc apd scwn'cc cannot pe
produced in a vacuum. It must be subject to h{slonc'al, socn.al and poli.
cal influences and tastes. This important consideration springs from the
realization that those theories are merely a product of human effort z
are therefore bounded, limited and conditioned by historical circyp,
stances. Theorics, paradigms, intellectual expressions and philosophica|
reflections are in general no exception to this historical limitation, Cop.
sistently, they are bounded by interest. assumption and context.*

In this sense, the possibility of applying the philosophy of science
to the current academic discussion in Islamic religious science should be
accomplished, especially in view of its being unavoidably interwoven
with the sociology of knowledge. These two branches of knowledge are
rarely discussed and seldom included within an already established tradi-

and biology, to the study of physics
€Omce to accept the premises that Karl
.4l
:Z?:Hhelgl k:nd .Max Scheler fought to establish: all aspects of a human's
goc].egty%‘lt: ! ](;wmg]a(ric Situared thought and action form a unity; and a
s > Intellectug evelopment ¢ . )
e cannot be divorce its concrete
historical and social conlcxt.g oreed from
Takin is g :
these lhcoric\ig f‘:)hls formul-d 'Nlo consideration, one has 1o say that all
science are r;l'crc]rmz;l . Pnncxplcs‘ laws, frameworks in Islamic religious
In saying this Iydo Product oFhuman, socjeta and cultural determinism.
relativism. Wl;at I wa’;‘:‘ttons,dcr mysclf as having fallen into the trap of
© ®Mphasize in his context is that any science.
realizing this importar ot Cicnce, jg corrigible and falsifjable** Only by
testing, arguing, debayip, . thL Possibility of scrutinizing, questioning
& the “forme> conception or “previous” Mus-
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lim's intellectual theories, in all branches of knowledge, is academically
guaranteed .

When we eventually come to the problem of historicity of knowl-
edge, it is unfortunate that Muslims and non-Muslim scholars who want
to develop their discourse in Islamic religious science are psychologically
hindered and even intimidated by the problem of “reductionism” and
“non-reductionism,”™ a problem which actually originates from the dis-
course of religious studies. To some extent, there is some psychological
and institutional burden involved in enlarging and developing the domain,
the scope and the methodology of Islamic religious science due to this
issue. The Muslim scholars who belong to the activist camp in particular
and the Islamicists who cling to the tradition of Islamic religious science
in its old paradigm feel much anxiety about whether they are doing Is-
lamic studies or something else. Based on that argument, classical Is-
lamicists would prefer to stick on its philological approach which is much
more “textual” oriented rather than “contextual” in nature.

From my point of view, this is not the appropriate place to raise
the issue of reductionism and non-reductionism, since from the beginning
Fazlur Rahman himself has initially preserved as “nor-mative Islam” in
his rigorous framework or as the “hard core” in the Lakatosian framework
which should be protected in its positive heuristic. This “normative” or
“hard core” Islam is similar to what has been designated as the proper
object of study in the phenomenological approach to rcligion."s

The new image of Islamic religious science, after being introduced
and correlated with the discourse of philosophy and the sociology of
knowledge, must furthermore take into consideration a three dimensional
approach to Islamic religion which is linguistic-historical, theological-
philosophical and socio-anthropological at the same time. Much has been
written on what these approaches consist of and how they should be car-
ried out.*® It would merely be repetitious to explain them here. What I am
interested in discussing is the problem of the relationship, or interrela-
tionship if you like, between the study of Islamic religious science which
is based on a “text,” using the /inguistic and philological approach, that
which is derived from thought, ideas, norms, concepts, doctrines using the
theological and philosophical approach, and that which focuses primarily
on the social interaction within a cultural and historical “context” using
a sociological, anthropological, and psychological approach.

Should the frame of relationship between these three academic
approaches be parallel, linear or circular? Based on my previous exami-
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it is my belief that the shape of the relationship between thog,
is of too great importance (o simply allow ou-
ity of cvery single academic tradition in it

nation, e
three academic traditions
selves to admit the valid

autonomous domain. ' . | |
The advocate of the “lincar” model will prefer to assign apri.

macy, if not in fact exclusivity, 1o bis own ?gademlc tradition. If a sc.holar
comes from the socio-anthropological tradition, he vilould say that his ap-
proach is much morc¢ imponanl‘than any ot.hcr. So wopld the §cholar
coming from philological, historical, theological and phllosgphncal ap-
proaches. She or he will work in a closed system. He or she will not care
about the work or rescarches done from another angle and perspective,
beyond his or her own tradition.

The one who adopts a “parallel” model is typified by the Islamic
scholar who has received academic training in the philological, philo-
sophical and socio-anthropological traditions. Ncvertheless, he or she
does not have sufficient academic insight to blend the academic training
and scholarship of cach tradition into onc unificd and singlc analysis. The
difference between the linear and parallel is that in the former scholars
only have one tradition of academic training, whereas in the latter schol-
ars have various types of academic training but arc unable to gain in-
sight into interweaving them into onc unificd tool of analysis.

With the “circular” model, on the other hand, any Islamic scholars
who follow it will fully recalize and take into serious consideration all
three of t.hesc multi-dimensional approaches to Islamic religious science
iljs one unified cntity, along with its implications and its consequences.
inls];f)l'\llng f;:l three approaches into one unified and integrated academic
mengs ionw‘f lmlakc. a schglar more alert to the socio-anthropological di-
ohiloso h(i)cals ar(rinc religiosity, while at the same time alert himto its
D ;:ozsider Z“ Pllilen(})lmcnological aspect of it. Last but not least, he

s well the linguistic and phi > Is-
lamic tradition. philological problems of the

Thus a criti ~ s .

Mohame ical Islamic religious science, as Fazlur Rahman and
ohamed Arkoun and their colleapyes .
cemns. envision i cagues, all of whom have similar con-
. envision it, can only be g s -
del of “ci ,, ¢ systematically constructed within the
model of “circular’™ movement f . .
_ ) : of the three dimensional approachesin
which every dimension can ipterac .
ber. E \ eract and intcrcommunicate with each
other. Each approach interacts cjose] o .
oscly and is rigorously connected with

its counterparts. No approach i Yy
. ‘ or dlsciplinc can stand i itsell
‘ X ) entirel by 1tsell.
This dynamlt. movement is hermeneulical inits VEry ¢ssence.
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Only within this framework, can the notion of the corrigibility
and falsifiability of Islamic religious science be well and deeply under-
stood, and the competitive paradigms and theories become possible. Fur-
thermore, the context of discovery in Islamic research and science can
flourish and be given priority, while the context of justification can be
reduced to the lowest degree possible. Within that academic network,
Islamic religious science in Muslim tradition will not merely “reproduce”
prevailing paradigms, but will criticize and perhaps even overthrow them.
Such reformation and reconstruction are often only dysfunctional in the
short run, causing revolutions and social upheavals, though they often be-
come socially functional in the long run.*’” Anomalies and inconsistencies
embodied in every theory and methodology in Islamic religious science
can be easily detected and the ongoing investigative tradition and con-
tinuing research tradition using an interdisciplinary approach be meaning-
fully maintained.*®
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Solidarity Against Opperassion (Oxford: Oneword Publications, 1997), 49-81, and
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“Charles 1. Adams, “Islamic Religious,” 45.6, and Daniel L. Pals, Seven
Theons'es, 279.
45, . .
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Anatomy of the World's Beliefs (London : Fontana Press, 1997), 7-8.
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tin “Islam and Religious Studies: An Introductory Essay,” in Approaches to Islam in
Religious Studies, 1-18. For a sympathetic critique of philological approaches used

by classical Islamicist in Islamic studies see Mohamed Arkoun, al-Fikr al-Islami,
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