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MUSLIM INTELLECTUAL LIFE IN THE MALAY-
INDONESIAN

ARCHIPELAGO: A PRELIMINARY STUDY
M. Kamal Hassan
Introduction

Anyone attempting to write about Muslim intellectual life in the Malay-
Indonesian archipelago during the period c.1600-1945 is expected to be thoroughly
acquainted with the output of the outstanding figures of Islamic learning during that
period. In addition, he should be familiar with what historians and students of Islam
in Southeast Asia have written in various languages — Portuguese, Dutch, English.
French, Indonesian and, of course, Malay. He should also have undertaken
substantial research on some aspects of Islamic thought of the period. The present
writer does not possess any of the above qualifications and therefore seeks the
indulgence of readers if his treatment of the subject falls below their expectations.
Due to a number of constraints, we shall confine ourselves to some general
observations based on an extremely limited reading of relevant secondary sources
in English, Indonesian and Malay.

The significance of the Islamization of Southeast Asia

It has often been asserted that the advent of Islam and the subsequent
spread of Islamic leamning in the Malay world brought about a major cultural
change. What has perhaps not been properly appreciated is the profound nature of
the cultural transformation that occurred as a result of the spread of Islam. It is to
the credit of Sayyid Muhammad Naquib al-Attas that he has taken on the difficult
task of explaining in great depth the intellectual and civilizational significance of
Islam’s role in the region.

Islamization in the archipelago, he explains, underwent three phases. The
first phase (approximately 1200-1400), was the phase of nominal conversion, or
‘conversion of the body’. The second phase (approximately 1400-1700) is
described as the period of the ‘conversion of the spirit’, and saw the rising
influence and spread of philosophical mysticism, fasawwuf and kalim. The third
phase (from 1700 onwards) saw the continuation and consummation of the second
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phase coinciding with the coming of the West.! It is pointed out that Islamic
theological and metaphysical literature ‘set in motion the process of revolutionizing
the Malay-Indonesian world-view, turning it away from a crumbling world of
mythology...to the world of intelligence, reason and order.’* Not only did Islamic
monotheism bring a new ontology. cosmology and psychology to the Malay-
Indonesian archipelago, but it also revolutionized the Malay language. which
became, by the 16" century, the literary and religious language of Islam. The 16"
and 17" centuries, a period which ‘marked the rise of rationalism and
intellectualism not manifested anywhere before in the Archipelago’ saw the
emergence of philosophical mysticism and rational theology. The works of this
‘new stream’ of Malay literature reveal ‘a language of logical reasoning and
scientific analysis'® The great significance of this period of Islamization. in his
view, is that it ‘set in motion the process of revolutionizing the Malay-Indonesian
weltanschauung effecting its transformation from an aesthetic to a scientific one’.*
The new conception of Being in the weltanschauung of tawhid was the fundamental
factor of the cultural revolution of the 15™-17" centuries which ‘reflected the
beginnings of the modern age in the Archipelago’® It is interesting to note that ‘the
disintegration of the magical world view of the Malay-Indonesian’ brought about
by the Islamization process was further assisted by ‘the coming of Western
imperialism as well as the imposition of Western culture beginning in the 10"/16"
century’.®

Al-Attas’ penetrating and exhaustive studies of Hamza Fanstri and Nar al-
Din al-Raniri (d. 1666) have undoubtedly furnished him with adequate
justifications for arriving at the above conclusions. In his excellent study. A
Commentary on the Hujjat al-Siddiq of Nur al-Din al-Ranird, the profound
influence and impact of al-Réniri’s thought on the Malay world are brought to light.
He says:

Al-Raniri’s vigorous polemics and prolific writings against the type of pseudo-Sufi
doctrines advocated by the deviating Wujudiyyah brought about a gradual process
of correction in the interpretation and understanding of the Sufi doctrines and
metaphysics...[His] great and indefatigable effort in this respect [is] the

'S. M. al-Attas, Preliminary Statement on a General Theory of the Islamization of the Malay-Indonesian
Archipelago (Kuala Lumpur, Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 1969). pp. 29-30.

2 Ibid.. p. 5.

* Ibid.. p. 29.

*Ibid.. p. 28.

* Ibid.. p. 30.

® Ibid.. p. 9.
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manifestation of an inaugurating movement of...the ‘intensification’ and
‘standardization’ of the process of Islamization.’

In his estimation al-Raniri overshadowed the works of Hamza Fansiri and
Shams al-Din al-Sumatrani (d. 1630).

There can be no doubt that no other man in the Malay world has contributed so
much in the field of Islamic knowledge and learning than al-Raniri. From the
perspective of Islamization, he played the greatest role in consolidating the religion
among the Malays, and made a lasting contribution to their spiritual and intellectual
quality of life...In fact he was the first writer in Malay to present history in

universal perspective and to initiate scientific, modern Malay historical writing *
f
The major centres of Islamic learning "

Without implying a linear spread of Islam or a neat chronological
development, five major centres of Islamic learning established before the 20"
century have been identified, namely Samudra-Pasai (c. 1280-1400), Melaka (c.
1400-1511), Aceh (c. 1511-1650), Johor-Riau (c. 1650-1800) and Patani (c. 1800-
1900). When the Portuguese captured Melaka in 1511, it ceased to be a major point
of Islamic da‘wa and learning and Aceh soon emerged as a flourishing intellectual
centre. The works of Hamza Fanstri, Shams al-Din al-Sumatrani (d. 1630), Nir al-
Din al-Raniri and ‘Abd al-Ra’af (d. 1690), whether original works or translations.
were produced under the aegis of her benevolent sultans. In A. H. Johns’
estimation:

Their works add up to a significant corpus of religious writing, which although
modest by Middle Eastern standards, gives some picture of the intellectual life of
the city, its enthusiasms, shibboleths, and achievements, and provides a reference
point for much transmission of learning to centres of Islam in other parts of the
archipelago.’

This was achieved in a creative and mutually beneficial relationship
between the Malay sultans and religious scholars, such that many important
religious works were produced at the behest of the sultans, intellectual debates of

7 8. N. al-Attas, A Commentary on the Hujjat al-Siddiq of Nur al-Din al-Raniri (Kuala Lumpur, Ministry of
Culture, 1986), p. 9.

® Ibid., p. 48.

? A.H. Johns, ‘Islam in Southeast Asia: Problems of Perspective’ in S. Siddique et al (ed.). Readings on Islam
in Southeast Asia (Singapore. ISEAS, 1985), p. 23,
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on mysticism became noticeable’."” The output of Malay fasawwuf literature
apparently decreased after “Abd al-Ra’aif of Singkel at the beginning of the 18th
century, although works on fasawwuf ‘continued to be translated, paraphrased and

summarized up to the 19th century’.'

In 1778, “Abd al-Samad ibn ‘Abdallah al-Falimbéni translated al-Ghazali’s
Biddyat al-hidaya under the title Hiddyat al-salikin, adding to it some of his
personal views. He also completed in 1788 a translation and adaptation of al-
Ghazali's magnum opus, the Ihya’ wldm al-din. Shaykh Dawad al-Fatand also
translated into Malay another work of al-Ghazali, the Minh4j al-4bidin, early in the
19th century. The well-known works of Ibn “Ata’ Allah (d. 1309) such as 73j al-
Grus and Tanwir al-qulib were translated into Malay by “‘Uthman ibn Shihab al-
Din al-Funtiyani in 1886 and 1893 respectively, while a/-Hikam was translated (in
1836?) by one “Tok Pulau Manis’ from Trengganu who has been identified as 'Abd
al-Malik ibn ‘Abdallah, a scholar who flourished at the beginning of the 18th
century.'® The popularity of Sufi zarigas, such as the Qadiriyya,” the Shattariyya.*
the Khalwatiyya,” the Ahmadiyya® and the Nagshbandiyya® has made Sufi
literature, particularly of the ‘sober’ type, part and parcel of the intellectual
upbringing of the Malay-Indonesian religious scholar before the advent of Islamic
reformism in the 20" century.

Scholastic theology, as defined by al-Ash‘ari (d. 941), al-Tahawi (d. 942)
and al-Maturidi (d. 944), and methodically articulated by al-Baghdadi (d. 1027),
Ibn Hazm (d. 1064) and al-Ghazali, reached the archipelago largely in the form of
summarized credal statements ( ‘2g4 'id). Creeds such as the @ga’id of al-Nasafi (d.
1142) had, by the 11" century, assumed a more explanatory character, but later
creeds, like the Umm al-bardhin of al-Sanusi (d. 1490) reached a high degree of
systematization. The mainstay of theological thought in the Malay world centred
around the creed, and the first to be translated into Malay was that of al-Nasafi.®
The Umm al-barahin was translated in 1757 by Muhammad Zayn ibn Jalal al-Din

17 3. N. al-Attas, The Correet Date of the Trengganu Inscription (Kuala Lumpur, Muzium Negara, 1970), p.
193.

'® Ibid., p. 194.

'? See Awang Omar. ‘Arabic Sources...". 1: 194,

2 Founded in 1166, the fariga to which Hamza Fansiri belonged.

2! This order gained popularity in Aceh and Java during the time of ‘Abd al-Ra"iif of Singkel

2 Founded in 1397, this was the order of Raja Haji ‘Ali of Riau (d. 1806).

2 Founded in 1837 by Sayyid Ahmad ibn Idris (d. 1837), this fariga became popular in Negeri Sembilan and
Kelantan in the late 19™ century.

¥ Founded in 1388, this order retains to this day a large following in Malaysia and Indonesia. See S. N. al-
Attas, Some Aspects of Sufism as Understood and Fractised among the Malays (Singapore, Malaysian
Saciological Research Institute, 1963), p. 33.

% 8. N. al-Attas, The Oldest Known Malay Manuscript: A 16”-century Malay Translation of the *Aqa'id of al-
Nasafi (Kuala Lumpur, University of Malaya, 1988).
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and became the focus of attention of other Malay scholars. with two more
translations of it appearing in 1885 and 1890.%°

It is obvious that the Malay authors and religious scholars saw their role
mainly as transmitters of knowledge and orthodox doctrines which were already
developed and articulated in the Arabic-speaking centres of Islam. They might not
have possessed the stature of the original thinkers of Islam but they were serving
the immediate religious needs of their co-religionists. Hence their major concemn
was with %bada in the narrow sense of the word, to ensure the proper practice of
religious precepts among people who had only recently been converted to Islam,
and to engender spiritual purity, to raise the status of religious observance from a
superficial level of conformity to one of profound and joyful self-submission.
Borrowing the description of A. H. Johns: |

They belonged to the intelligentsia of their age, and they were guide to prince and
peddler alike...Their writings are still human material, and within them can be
discerned the pulse of human endeavour. And this is true even when Malay writing

on Islamic matters has little to commend itself on the grounds of ‘originality’.”’

It is also perhaps interesting to note that many great figures of Islamic
learning in the Malay world from the 17" century through to the 19" century had
inherited a tradition of Islamic intellectual life in which figh, tasawwufand usil al-
din had become integrated in a harmonious synthesis. The Ghazalian imprint
seemed to have a firm grip on the minds of the Malay religious scholars and
become for a long time the norm of religious orthopraxy in the pre-reformist
period.

Religious education in Mecca as the source of an intellectual tradition

Much has already been written on the pattern of traditional religious
learning and teaching as reflected in the pondok-pesantren (traditional religious
boarding school) system with the 7ok Guru-Kyai-Shaykh leadership providing the
role model of intellectual achievernent at its best.” This system of traditional

2% Awang Omar, *Arabic Sonrces...", 1: 83.

*? Johns, ‘Islam in Southeast Asia...", p. 24.

*¥ See Sudjoko Prasodjo, Profil pesantren ! laporan hasil penelition pesantren Al-Falak dan delapan pesantren
Jain di Bogor(Jakarta, LP3ES, 1974); K. Steenbrink, Peasntren, Madrasah, Sekolal (Jakarta, LP3ES,
1986); T. Abdullah, fsfam dan Masyarakat: Pantulan Sejarah Indonesia (Jakaria, LP3ES. 1987): Z. Dhofier.
Tradisi Pesantren: Studi tentang Pandangan Hidup Kyai, 4" edn (Jakarta. LP3ES, 1982); Nik Abdul Aziz,
Islam di Kelantan (Kuala Lumpur, Persatnan Sejarah Malaysia, 1983); Ismail Che Daud (ed.). Tokoh-tokoh
ulema Semenanjung Melayu (1) (Kota Barn, Majlis Ugama Islam dan Adat Istiadat Melayu Kelantan,
1988); Uthman el-Muhammady, [slam, Pribadi, Tarbiah dan Institusi (Kota Baru, Majlis Ugama Islam dan
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inscrutable will of God. It is a tradition of learning in which man, as a theomorphic
being, seeks to realize the gnosis (/ma 7ifa) of God.* This tradition . however. was
never intended to suppress the spirit of military jihad against foreign invaders;
indeed, when the Dutch first tried to dominate Aceh, the ulema were instrumental
in turning the Aceh War, which started in 1873 and lasted for forty years. into a
prangsabi (holy war).*® The pondok, which preserves that tradition, serves therefore
as a formidable defence against encroachments upon Islamic @gida and sunna’* Tt
represents an educational system that employs the concepts of zarbiya (education of
the whole man), fa %im (transmission of knowledge), fa’dib (inculcation of proper
conduct), irshad (correct guidance and counselling) and fadrs ( the teaching of
scholarly disciplines).”® The ideal products of this intellectual tradition and system
of education are the w/ama’ al-din, the scholars of religious sciences who uphold
the supremacy of the inherited classical texts and venerate the authors as carriers of
sacred knowledge. As preservers of the ancient heritage of Muslim learning, they
have played their role admirably, but how have they responded to the challenges of
rapid socio-political change and the dominance of Western power, both factors that
came into play with the advent of the 20" century in the archipelago? One might
also ask, what were the consequences of this fag/id-oriented intellectual tradition
for the overall development of their societies?

Intellectual crisis and Islamic reformism

With the advent of the Islamic puritanical and reformist movements in the
Malay-Indonesian archipelago, the intellectual tradition in the Muslim community
received a new lease of life and a source of revitalization and vigour. These
movements also caused serious internal cleavages and social-cultural contlicts in an
previously stable social order, in which the forces of indigenous tradition had co-
existed with Islamic traditionalism, characterized by a strong fariga orientation and
a degree of cultural accommodation.

It became apparent that Islamic traditionalism as developed in Sumatra,
Java and the Malay peninsula was not effective in stemming the tide of popular
religion and popular mysticism, with their accretions, syncretist tendencies and
sometimes deviant practices. Decadence had definitely set in among some mystical
orders, leading to saint-worship, polytheistic superstitious beliefs and heterodox
practices. The Santri-Abangan dichotomy in Java created serious socio-political

% Uthman el-Muhammady, Peradaban dalam Isiam (Kota Baru. Pustaka Aman, 1976), pp. 223-43: Memaharni
Islarn, Insan, limu dan Kebudasan (Kota Baru, Pustaka Aman, 1977), pp. 162-99.

% Alfian, ‘The Ulama in Acehnese Society’ in Siddigue et al (ed.), Readings. pp. 82-5.

1 El-Muhammady. Tarbiah, p. 141,

¥ Ibid., pp. 146-64.
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problems and undermined the solidarity of the Muslim wmma, while the divide
between the religious-oriented groups and the proponents of adat (pre-Islamic
custom) in Aceh and Minangkabau sometimes led to bloody conflict. The Padri
movement in the early 19" century ‘was deeply influenced by the initial success of
the Wahabi movement in Arabia at that time... [and] directed their attacks first of
all against deterioration’ and opposed adat djahiliah with adat islamiah' *° The well-
established matrilineal inheritance system of Minangkabau was part of the pre-
Islamic adat.

According to Deliar Noer, many people in Indonesia began to realize at the
end of the 19th century that:

...they would not be able to compete v&gth the challenging forces of Duich
colonialism, Christian penetration, and the struggle for progress in other parts of
Asia, if they continued with their traditional activities to uphold Islam. They
became aware of the need for changes or reforms whether by digging up the
treasures of Islam of the past which had enabled their brethren of the Middle Ages
to surpass the West in learning and in broadening the Muslim sphere of influence
and control, or by applying the new methods which had been brought to Indonesia
by the colonial and the Christian missionary powers.”’

Islamic intellectual life in this period of reformism (/s/af). revivalism
(tajdid) and ‘purificationist’ fundamentalism based on the slogan of ‘back to the
Qur’an and sunna’ was imbued with the spirit of jihdd and Jjtihad as propagated by
the Salafiyya movement in the Middle East, with Mecca and later Cairo as the main
sources of activism. The reformists in Dutch-controlled Indonesia and British
Malaya drew inspiration from Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1839-97), Muhammad
‘Abduh (1845-1905) and Muhammad Rashid Rida (1865-1935), as well as the ideas
of Tbn Taymiyya (d. 1328). They launched vehement attacks against the adat
groups and fariga followers in their books and articles. So strong was their aversion
to the adat system, the practices of some of the orders, religious innovation (b1da)
and animistic superstition (khurdfaf) then flourishing in the Malay world, that well-
known puritanical reformist thinkers and writers in the early period decided not to
return home from abroad. Shaykh Ahmad Khatib (1860-1916) did not return to
Bukittinggi, Haji Agus Salim (1884-1954) spent most of his time abroad and
Shaykh Tahir Jalaludin (1869-1956), cousin and student of Ahmad Khatib, opted

3% T. Abdullah, ‘Adat and Islam: An Examination of Conflict in Minangkaban® in Siddique et al (ed.). Readinzs.
pp. 96-7.

“D. Noer, ‘The Rise and Development of the Moderms! Muslim Movement in Indonesia during the Dutch
Colonial Period (1900-1942)" (Ph.D. dissertation, Comnell University, 1963), p. 45.
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political associations produced a new breed of Malay-Indonesian intellectual,
concerned no longer with the petty issues of 7algin and ‘usallf’. but with broader
problems of moral reform in society, political independence from colonial rule,
socio-economic advancement of the indigenous people, the dangers of Christian
mission schools, and the need to keep abreast with the rapid development of
scientific knowledge and technological superiority of the West. '

All these modemizing developments no doubt took their toll on the
educational institutions of the traditional religious elite. The popularity of the
pondok and pesantren declined, their remaining leaders were either pushed to the
periphery or drawn into the protective culture of the official religious establishment
in the contest for the leadership of the emerging nation states. The Malay-
Indonesian school teacher (guru sekolah). the journalists and the new products of
Western education — lawyers, engineers and doctors — these groups now supplied
intellectual leadership. The gulf between the two educational elites widened as both
groups sought dissimilar and sometimes conflicting goals.

The new intellectual is identified mainly as a secularist and Westernizing
protessional; the u/ema are viewed by their detractors as religious romantics or,
worse still, as religious ‘fanatics’. Those who realize the dangers of this gulf and
the falsehoods of these stereotypes have urged both wings of the community to
explore common areas of agreement and to benefit mutually from the rich heritage
of ancient learning with its intuitive, ethical and systematizing ethos, and from
modern knowledge with its accumulation of useful scientific and world-affirmative
information, techniques and skills. A cross-breed known in Indonesia as
‘intellektual-ulama’, ‘ulama-intellektual or ‘teknokrat-samawr 1is expected to
emerge from this enterprise in cultural rapprochement for the betterment of the
Muslim future in the Malay-Indonesian world.

In the end, it might be useful to reflect on what Professor Franz Rosenthal
says in his concluding remarks to his penetrating study of Islamic knowledge.
entitled Knowledge Triumphant.

A philosopher of the recent past [M. Scheler, Die Wissensformen und die
Gesellschafi, Leipzig, 1926], looking at knowledge in its Western habitat. divided
the whole of it into Bildungswissen, Erlosungswissen and Herrschafiswissen (or
Leistungswissen). The last kingd of knowledge, the effort of science to control.
nature and society, is assumed to have been undeveloped in Antiquity and in the
Middle Ages. Strong as both Bildungswissen and Erlosungswissen were in the past.
Bildungswissen, the effort to improve the individual personality is believed to be
little cultivated now, and Eridsungswissen, the desire to learn about the divine order
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of the world and to achieve salvation is, we are told, no longer of any real
significance. If we look at Islam in this way, we find that metaphysical. ethical, and
scientific knowledge, and, in addition knowledge as the power tool of society. were
not all present in equal strength, but they were present and active. They were
conceived as part of one human-divine attribute called ‘knowledge’. which held
sway over all human and divine affairs.*’

The Islamic intellectual tradition of the present and the future need, we
believe, to acquire and maintain the integration of character development, religious
knowledge and conviction, scientific knowledge and a commitment to positive
social change if the Muslim is to discharge: his/her responsibilities to God and to
contemporary society in a way which secures felicity in the Hereafter (a/-fa/ali) and
well-being (is/ah) in the present world. J

“F. Rosenthal, Knowledge Triumphant: The Concept of Knowledge in Medieval Islam (Leiden, E. J. Brill.
1970), p. 337.
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