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ABSTRACT 

The study is an attempt to note, identify, and explain the influence of Arkoun's 

writings on Indonesian Islamic circles. Arkoun, an Algerian emigre in France, is a 

controversial Muslim scholar who does not only promote new approaches to Islam, 

but also inspires some Islamic circles to apply his ideas. One of his controversial ideas 

is that the Qur'an needs to be read in a critical spirit and in a version which omits 

portions of it. Again, he says that things mentioned in the Qur'an are also to be found 

in Hebrew, Christian and other scriptures; hence, he promotes the concept of religious 

pluralism. He accepts the common law and goes to the point of claiming that Shariah 

law is not peculiar to Islam but borrowed from other religions and cultures. The study 

also finds that Indonesian scholars and Arkoun have interconnections and, to some 

extent, show the same concerns, such as taking into account the postmodern 

experience to explore issues of Islamic thought in general and Qur'anic studies in 

particular. This study of the reception of Arkoun's views in Indonesian intellectual 

circles has tried to show why and in what ways they have been accepted. The study 

concludes that Arkoun's works have given others an opportunity to see Islam in the 

context of their own Indonesian experience and Western influence. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

1.1 Background of the Study 

The decline of the Muslim Ummah is generally recognized to be the consequences of 

the decline of Islamic thought, whereas, the lack of emphasis of the empirical and 

historical methods in the' construction of Islamic thought is identified as one of the 

main causes for its stagnation.' 

However, the crisis of contemporary Muslim thought in general is a conglomeration of 

different methodologies and, therefore, does not manifest originality. The only 

reasonable and practical solution lies, as argued by the pioneering thinkers, in the 

reconstruction of Islamic thought. To promote it, Muslim thinkers should adopt a new 

methodology of Tawhidic paradigm.2 The flourishing thought thus will demonstrate 

creativity and Ijtihad spirit and, as a result, will be competent to meet the challenges 

of modernity. It may stand as a challenge by itself as well as a guide and model for a 

peaceful and just civilization. Nevertheless, this is not an easy task. Therefore, this 

requires effort of all the intellectuals of the Muslim Ummah for decades. 

According to Taha Jabir al-'Alwani, recent approaches of Muslim scholars can be 

identified in the present state of thought among Muslim academics; 

Firstly, it can be described that the traditionalist approach considers the 
"traditional" thought of the ummah to be self-sufficient and capable of being 

Muhammad Mumtaz Ali, "Application of Integrated methods in Islamic Revealed 
Knowledge and Heritage Disciplines." Unpublished research. IIUM Malaysia, p. 1. 

Muhammad Mumtaz Ali, "Reconstruction of Islamic Thought and Civilization." 
Unpublished research. HUM Malaysia, p. 2. 
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presented as it is or with very little alteration. This approach suggests that the 
ummah's contemporary intellectual life can be formed and organized and that 
the structure of its civilization can be built on this basis. Secondly, it considers 
contemporary Western thought and its world-view —its concepts of existence, 
of life and of man- to be universal, without it, a modern culture, and 
civilization cannot be built. This tendency maintains that Western thought 
must be adopted in lolo, and any consequent negative aspects are the price that 
must be paid if a modern culture and civilization are to be established. They 
attempt to reconstruct a tradition in Islam, which is ready to be up to date and 
responsive to the challenges and the current issues. Lastly, it is the eclectic 
approach. It contends that one must select from traditional thought what is 
most sound, and from "modern" contemporary thought that one considers and 
proves to be correct. And it is weld the two to form an intellectual structure 
that will provide a guaranteed basis for achieving what is required.3 

The trend of a contemporary Islamic thinker like Sayyid Hussein Nasr is the first trend 

of Islamic thinker in the above categorization. Whereas among those who promote a 

new trend of Islamic thought (a genre of modernism), and who accommodate science 

and technology as the way of interpreting and defining Islam (read: the Qur'an), are 

Fazlur Rahman, Hasan Hanafi, Muhammad Iqbal, Bassam Tibi and Mohammed 

Arkoun.4 

It is understood that the second trend is more interesting and more relevant to the 

challenges of modern era, even though, there are so many debates arguing the pros 

and cons. One reason, why they define Islam as a modern-cultural movement, as 

stated by Iqbal, is that they reject a static conventional way of thinking about the 

universe and instead approve a dynamic view.5 

Since modern age has been brought a socio-cultural transformation, it has influenced 

people's orientation of thought. It occurs not only in socio-cultural, economic, and 

Taha Jabir Al-'Alwani, "Toward an Islamic Alternative In Thought and Knowledge." (The 
American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences (AJISS), Vol. 6, No. 1, 1989.). pp. 1-4. 

Some scholars mention that Mohammed Arkoun is a pioneer of post-modernism or 
metamodernism of Muslim thinker. See Johan Hendrik Meuleman, Tradisl, Kemodernan, dan 
Metamodernisme: Memperbincangkan Pemikiran Mohammad Arkoun. (Yogyakarta: Lkis, 1996) 

Sir Mohammed Iqbal, The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam (New Delhi: Kitab 
Bhavan, 1981), p. 146. 
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1 How does Arkoun explain Islamic thought with his methodology? 

2. What method does Arkoun apply in his research, particularly on the Qur'anic text? 

3. How far has Arkoun's thought influenced Indonesian scholars? 

4. How do Indonesian scholars react to (receive) his method? 

5. Is it proper to gain new approach and methodology in understanding Islamic 

thought especially for Muslim scholars from "outsiders" or non-Muslim Scholars? 

1.3 Objectives of Research 

The main objectives of the study are: 

1. To examine Arkoun's method of interpreting the issue of Islamic thought. 

2. To examine Arkoun's approaches, called deconstruction, historical and normative 

views, and hermeneutic theory on research on Islam in the context of understanding 

the Qur'anic text in particular. 

3. To explain the influence of Arkoun's thought in Indonesia up to present day. 

4. To describe the reception of Indonesian scholars, the arguments for and against 

Arkoun's work, then to analyze some understanding and misunderstanding of their 

reception of Arkoun's work. 

1.4 Review of Literature 

There are a number of studies that deal with Indonesian scholars' reception of 

Arkoun's method, which are relevant to this study. The existing studies can be 

reviewed by classifying them into two categories based on the scope and analysis of 

the subject; firstly, the general view of Mohammed Arkoun on Islamic thought and 

specific view of his method of interpreting, particularly, on the Qur'anic text. 

Secondly, it is the reception of Indonesian scholars to Mohammed Arkoun's methods 



of interpreting the issue of Islamic thought generally and the Qur'anic text 

particularly. 

1.4.1. General view of Mohammed Arkoun on Islamic Thought 

The general Studies on Mohammed Arkoun's Islamic thought and his method of 

interpreting the Qur'anic text are so numerous whether they are written by himself or 

by other researchers.8 Most of them systematically cover his idea in the field of 

epistemology and presents his theories, approaches, and methods to Islam such as his 

critics toward the closed exegeses of Islamic thought in general or to the Qur'anic text 

specifically. 

The title of his two books, "Tarikhiyyat al-Fikr al- 'Arabi al-lslami " or "Nalar Islami 

dan Nalar Modern: Berbagai Tantangan dan Jalan Baru " translated into Indonesian 

8 Muhammad 'Arkun, Al-Islam wa al-lladathah, (Beirut: Muwafiq, 1989). Idem, "The Notion 
of Revelation," Die Welt des Islami XXVIII, 1988. Idem, Rethinking Islam Today, (Georgetown 
Washington: Center for Contemporary Arab Studies, 1987). Idem, Min al-Ijtihad ila Naqd al-'Aql al-
Islami (Beirut: Dar al-Saql, 1991). Idem, "Islam, Europe, the West: Meaning at stake and the Will to 
power," in Islam and Modernity: Muslim Intellectual Response. J. Cooper, R. Nettler and M. 
Mahmoud (eds), (London: I.B. Tauris, 1998). Idem, The Unthought In Contemporary Islamic Thought, 
(London. Saqi Books, 2002). Idem, Tarikhiyyat al-Fikr al-'Arabi al-lslami, (Beirut: Markaz al-Inma' 
al-Qawmi, 1986), in Indonesian edition, Nalar Islami dan Nalar Modern: Berbagai Tantangan dan 
Jalan Baru, trans. By Rahayu S. Hidayat, (Jakarta: INIS, 1994). Idem, Berbagai Pembacaan Qur'an, 
trans.'from Lectures du Coran by Machasin, (Jakarta: INIS, 1997). Idem, al-Fikr al-lslami: Qira'ah 
Islamiyyah, (Beirut: Markaz al-Inma' al-Qawml, 1987). Idem, ALU-Islam, al-Akhlaq wa al-Siyasah, 
(Beirut: Markaz al-Inma' al-Qawmi, 1988). Idem, Min Faysal al-Tafriqah ila Fasl al-Maqal, (Beirut: 
Dar al-Saqi, 1993). Idem, al-Fikr al-lslami: Naqd wa Ijtihad, (Beirut: Dar al-S3ql, 1990). Boullata, Issa 
J., Trends, and Issues in Contemporary Arab Thought, (New York. SUNY, 1990). Ruslani, 
Masyarakat Kitab dan Dialog Antaragama: Study atas Pemikiran Mohammad Arkoun, (Yogyakarta: 
Bentang Budaya, 2000). 'Ali Harb, Naqd al-Nass, (Beirut: Markaz al-Thaqafi at-'Arabi, 1993). cAbd 
al-Hadi 'Abd al-Rahman, Sultat al-Nass: Qira'ah fi Tawdifi al-Nass al-Dini, (Beirut: Markaz al-
Thaqafi al-'Arabi, 1993). Suadi Sa'ad, "Islam Menghadapi Tantangan Modernitas: Pandangan 
Mohammed Arkoun," Master's Thesis. (Jakarta: IAIN Syarif hidayatullah, 1995). Yusup Rahman, 
"The hermeneutical theory of Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd: An Analytical Study of His Method of 
Interpreting the Qur'an," PhD's Thesis. (Montreal: McGill University, 2001). Johan Hendrik 
Meuleman, Tradisi, Kemodernan, dan Metamodernisme: Memperbincangkan Pemikiran Mohammad 
Arkoun, (Yogyakarta: Lkis, 1996). Leonard Binder, Islamic Liberalism: A Critique of Development 
Ideologies, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1988. Amin Abdullah, Falsafah Kalam: Di Era 
Postmodernisme, (Yogyakarta: Pustaka Pelajar, 1997). 'Abd al-Rajak Hirmas, "Al-Qur'an al-Karim: 
wa Manahij al-Tahlil al-Khilabi, in the book of (Hawlah Kuliyyah al-Shari'ah wa Al-Qanun wa al-
Dirdsah al-Islamiyyah, (Qatr: Jami'at Qatr, 2001). 
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by Rahayu S. Hidayat and The Unthought In Contemporary Islamic Thought discuss 

several topics, i.e. the theories, approaches, and methods, such as modern linguistic 

theory, deconstruction method and social analysis, to Islam as it is understood in the 

area of religious studies. 

It is widely argued that these books discuss ideas that combine a critical review of 

modern studies devoted to early and contemporary periods of what is generally called 

"Islam" with the systematic deconstructions of the original texts. Here, the author 

generally states that it has to create methodological and epistemological options in 

order to conquer new territory not only to explore new fields of meaning, but also 

primarily to initiate new levels and types of understanding of many inherited issues 

which remain unexamined.9 

Nevertheless, his methods or approaches are not written to he ready to use (Abdullah, 

1997) in one book. It is understood that all his ideas have been written separately in 

various books and articles, because his typicality of post-modernism style is 

sometimes a zigzag, marginalized from mainstream narrative, to "anarchist." There 

are many ways and approaches on how to understand Arkoun's "text" based on his 

style. In these books, the author discusses the epistemology and terminology of ideas, 

the so-called thinkable, unthinkable and unthought clearly and comprehensively in 

contemporary Islamic thought. 

• 

9 Mohammed Arkoun, The Unthought In Contemporary Islamic Thought, (London: Saqi 
Books, 2002), p. 15. 
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It is interesting when Arkoun analyses Islam by using current Western methods, such 

as anthropological theory10, structural linguistics theory (propounded by a genre of 

French thinkers, especially Ferdinand De Saussure),11 as the basic initial step or point 

of departure for a new critical understanding of Islamic heritage. It means that Arkoun 

applies and focuses the theories on his research, and especially the Qur'anic text, 

while observing the question; what is a text? For him, the text that (read: the Qur'an) 

has to be read as a transformation from oral discourse to written text, has three 

important aspects: 1) the Qur'anic discourse has become radical, changing to 

linguistics and semiotics issues; 2) the sacred character has been extended to the 

written text; and 3) the increasing role of written culture over oral culture.12 Thus, he 

criticizes and deconstructs the established Muslim scholars' thought in understanding 

what Islamic heritage is. 

He attempts to reconstruct a framework, commonly called "paradigm," that has a 

living dialogue grounded in common reference to particular creative events. 

Nevertheless, Arkoun never considers modernism as the contradictory source, even 

though it is from the "outsiders." According to him, modernism is described as 

I'irruption [an invasion] that has brought positive and negative effects to Muslim 

countries, especially on their way of thinking.13 

10 See Muhammad ' Arkun, (Hawl al-Interfulujiya al-Diniyyah nahwa Islamiyat al-Tatbiqiyyah, 
(Beirut: al-Fikr al-'Arabi al-Mu'asir 1980). For further reading information, see Michel Foucault's 
work "The archeology of knowledge," this book has been contributing to and inspiring Arkoun in 
understanding of his researches. 

1 1 i s work is Course in General Linguistics. 
12 Mohammed Arkoun, "The Notion of Revelation," Die Welt des Islami XXV1I1, (1988), p. 75. 
13 For further information, see Muhammad 'Arkun Al-Islam wa al-Hadathah (Beirut: 

Muwafiq, 1989). Suadi Sa'ad, 'Islam Menghadapi Tantangan Modernitas: Pandangan Mohammed 
Arkoun,"Master's Thesis. (Jakarta: IAIN Syarifhidayatullah, 1995). 
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Modernism has brought with it some obstacles, and so it is hard to accept it as a 

medium to analyze Islam as people argue that modernism is a kind of new form of 

colonialism. However, according to his view, the term 'modernism' is still debatable, 

whether it is an ideology (based on Western civilization) or knowledge. However, 

some items in modernism are very important to be read and meditated in order to be 

clearly recognized. Is it possible to accept modernism as a discourse? It means that 

the term 'modernism' can be observed by other perspectives such as Islam, in 

Hanafi's term, [ru'yatul And min manzur at-Akhar], but not observed by their own 

(Western) perspectives [ru 'yatul And min manzur al-And]. 

As Arkoun is included in the post-modernism genre [raql ma ba'd al-haddthah]y he 

knows that modernism is incompatible with this, but he does not contradict 

modernism with post-modernism. Furthermore, he actually describes both of them as 

being related to one another. He states that post-modernism is continuity on 

modernism. Because of the weaknesses, limitations, and closeness to the Western 

culture or thought, he proposes a new term, "meta-modernism thought" ['aql ma 

ward 'a al-haddthah].I4 

In addition, he maintains that the purpose of his research regarding any analysis is not 

to determine the "truthfulness or untruthfulness", but rather to deconstruct the social 

imaginaire which has been formed and structured by the phenomenon of 

circumstance. This is the basis of Arkoun's deconstruction theory in considering the 

social imaginaire as a field of study. 

14 Muhammad 'Arkfun, "Muqaddimat al-Mu'allif)" in Min Faysal al-Tafriqah ila Fast al-
Maqdl, (Beirut: Dar al-Saqi, 1993). pp. XX-XXI. See also, Johan Hendrik Meuleman, "Islam dan 
Pasca-Modernisme Dalam Pemikiran Mohammed Arkoun," pp. 119-130 in Tradisi, Kemodernan, dan 
Metamodernisme: Memperbincangkan Pemikiran Mohammad Arkoun, (Yogyakarta: Lkis, 1996). 
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1.5. Research Methodology 

Library research methodology will be employed in this study. Both primary and 

secondary sources will be referred to in this research. The primary resources mean 

books or articles written by Arkoun, while secondary sources are what other 

commentators have written about Arkoun's thought. In other words, as a supportive 

source, the research will utilize the secondary sources and the writings of the scholars 

regarding the particular matter, which will be of significant contribution to the current 

study. 

In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of Arkoun's thought, a descriptive 

approach is used in the introductory part. The analytical exposition of the facts 

followed by a critical assessment will be mostly used to introduce Arkoun. The 

following questions are also examined in this research: Why his ideas are 

controversial? What are his methodologies and approaches? Why does he 

epistemologically criticize the established Muslim' thought in understanding Islam 

and the Qur'anic text? How do Indonesian scholars react to his ideas? 

At the end, the researcher shall examine the proponents and opponents of Arkoun's 

view from among the scholars, especially Indonesian scholars, to develop an academic 

discourse of the topic. 



Chapter II 

Description and Classification of Indonesian Studies on Arkoun's 

Thought 

The object of the present research is to describe and classify Indonesian studies on 

Arkoun's thought, which is currently booming in Indonesia. Since Arkoun's works 

are translated into Indonesian language, his method of interpreting the Qur'anic text 

has become a methodical and systematic trend in Qur'anic studies. 

In this chapter, a detailed Indonesian scholar's studies on Arkoun's thought have been 

chosen and divided into sections in order to describe and classify their themes, 

perspectives, and methods. The primary aim of this qualitative and quantitative 

classification is to formulate the underlying philosophical basis of each level of study 

and to relate this basis to certain principles contained generally in Indonesian scholars' 

study of Arkoun's thought. It is also to give an analytical treatment of the following 

questions: what are the major distinguishing features of each type of the study? How 

epistemologically can these distinctions be categorized? 

* 

In the classification scheme, this research attempts to apply to Indonesian studies on 

Arkoun's thought as related to issues of kalam.fiqh, akhlaq, tasawwuf, tafsfr, siydsah, 

Islamic reason, and the Qur'anic text. The qualitative classification will deal with the 

methods, perspectives, or approaches used by Arkoun, i.e. dialogue, hermeneutics, 

deconstruction, archeology of religion, and linguistic issues. It is an analytical dealing 

with the understanding of certain issues. Descriptions of different levels of studies in 

this case will help to illustrate the main idea of this research. 

10 



2.1. Qualitative Classification 

Having discussed and identified the basis for a quantitative classification above, this 

classification will be presented in terms of perspectives, methods, and approaches. 

The qualitative classification, which is used in this study, aims at a comprehensive 

understanding of an organized body of research that encompasses a discipline with its 

typical goals, basic premises, and objects of inquiry. 

Therefore, as far as it is consistent and helping to illustrate the main theses presented 

in this study these classifications will be acceptable. The model of qualitative 

classification, which is presented in this study, is to focus on establishing and 

explaining its "philosophical" basis, such as epistemology and axiology. It is 

generally understood that a word of qualitative classification relates closely to the 

philosophical ideas. 

This study of classification will describe in more details what Indonesian scholars 

have done in their research. It refers particularly to the kind of models when used in 

their respective researches. 

2.1.1. Perspectives 

Etymologically, a perspective is a point of view. It means that classification is done 

on Indonesian studies of Arkoun's thought as a "proper" analysis of qualitative 

classification. For instance, Ruslani's work, Masyarakat Kitab dan Dialog Agama: 

Studi Atas Pemikiran Mohammed Arkoun [AM al-Kitdb and Inter-religious Dialogue: 

A Study of Mohammed Arkoun's thought], is a model of Indonesian scholars' 
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