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Abstract: This study examines how Ibrahim Musa Parabek (1883-1963)
integrated theology, rationalism, and empirical science within the colonial
intellectual context of early twentieth-century Minangkabau. Departing
from dichotomous and synthetic frameworks that dominate existing
scholarship on Islamic modernism, this paper argues that his
epistemological project constitutes a structured form of epistemic
hybridity produced within a localized Third Space. Drawing on Bhabha’s
theoretical apparatus of hybridity, mimicry, and Third space, and
employing thematical-content analysis of primary texts, historical-
contextual reconstruction, and hermeneutic-philosophical synthesis, this
study identifies three operative mechanisms in Ibrahim’s thought: domain
differentiation (Zagsim al-majal), hierarchical ordering of knowledge
sources (tartib), and functional mimicry of rational-scientific procedures.
Analysis of Ljabat al-Sil, Hidayat al-$Sibyan, and Thawalib Parabek teaching
manuscripts demonstrates that reason was granted bounded cognitive
authority in worldly domains while revelation retained exclusive
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normative jurisdiction. These findings reconceptualize hybridity as
epistemic modulation, reframe Thawalib Parabek as a productive
institution of Islamic knowledge production, and demonstrate that
alternative modernities can be constructed from within Islamic doctrinal
traditions without compromising their foundational premises.

Keywords: Ibrahim Musa Parabek; Epistemic hybridity; Islamic
modernism; Minangkabau; Ibrahim Musa Parabek; Third Space.

Introduction

The relationship between theology, rationalism, and empirical
science has occupied Islamic intellectual tradition for centuries, yet it
remains unresolved as a question of epistemological architecture.
Classical debates over the boundaries of revelation (#agl/) and reason
(‘aq)), and of scriptural authority versus investigative inquiry, were
never simply philosophical disputes.! They carried institutional,
political, and pedagogical stakes, particularly when Muslim societies
encountered colonial modernity and its competing knowledge
hierarchies.” Colonial educational systems did not merely introduce
new curricula; they reorganized the legitimacy of knowledge itself,
marginalizing indigenous Islamic scholarship and recasting local
epistemological ~ frameworks as pre-modern or  deficient.’
Understanding how Muslim scholars responded to these pressures
requires more than tracing intellectual biography. It requires an
epistemological framework capable of capturing processes that are
neither wholesale adoption nor simple rejection.

! Hammis Syafaq, Masdar Hilmy, Nur Lailatul Musyafaah, and Mohammed
Ramadhan Abraheem Alshaykh Ali, “Reconstructing Islamic Epistemology:
Bridging Metaphysics, Reason, and Revelation”, Teosofi: Jurnal Tasawnf dan Pemikiran
Islam 14, no. 2 (2023): 240-69. https://doi.org/10.15642/teosofi.2024.14.2.240-269;
Adeeb Obaid Alsuhaymi and Fouad Ahmed Atallah, “Reason and Revelation in Ibn
Taymiyyah’s Critique of Philosophical Theology: A Contribution to Contemporary
Islamic Philosophy of Religion,” Rekgions 16, no. 7 (June 2025): 809,
https://doi.otg/10.3390/1el16070809; Muhammad Aiman Awalluddin, “Redefining
Rational (Ag/k) and Revelation (Nagli) into a Concept of Islamic Systemology,”
Teosofi: Jurnal Tasawnf dan Pemikiran Islam 9, no. 2 (December 2019): 407-27,
https://doi.otg/10.15642/te0s0fi.2019.9.2.407-427.

2 Pervez Hoodbhoy, Islan and Science, Religions Orthodoxy and the Battle for Rationality
(Bandung: Mizan, 1996).

3 Stevti Penti Novri Indra Lumintang, “Theology as a Science and Ascience: An
Answer to Scientists and Warning to Theologians,” Verbum Christi 8, no. 1 (January
2021): 51-81, https://doi.org/10.51688/VC8.1.2021.art4.
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This paper argues that the integration of theology, rationalism,
and science in the Islamic intellectual tradition is best analyzed as
epistemic hybridity rather than as synthesis or reconciliation. Drawing
on Homi K. Bhabha’s theoretical apparatus of hybridity, mimicry, and
Third Space,’ this study contends that Islamic intellectual responses to
colonial modernity operated through dialogic, ambivalent, and
generative  interactions between established and incoming
epistemological formations. The central analytical claim is not that
Islam and modern science were placed in opposition, but that new
epistemological configurations were produced in the interstices of
that encounter.” These configurations involved the differentiation of
epistemic domains, the stratification of knowledge sources, and the
selective appropriation of rational procedures, all of which were
subordinated to an Islamic normative framework.

The case examined here is Sheikh Ibrahim Musa Parabek (1883-
1963), a Minangkabau religious scholar whose intellectual output and
institutional practice at Thawalib Parabek constitute a precise and
historically grounded instance of this process.” Through his
integration of classical Sunni theology, reformist rationalism, and
disciplines such as logic, mathematics, and astronomy, Ibrahim
produced an epistemological space that cannot be reduced to the
imitation of the Western scientific method or to defensive
traditionalism. What he constructed was a re-signification of both
frameworks from within an Islamic epistemological hierarchy,
generating what this paper identifies as a localized Third Space.

Prior scholarship on Ibrahim has established his significance in
Minangkabau religious history, particularly for his rational approach
to doctrinal disputes and his efforts to incorporate religious and
scientific knowledge into the pesantren curriculum.” Mote broadly,
the literature on Islamic modernism and the integration of religion
and science has consistently emphasized the importance of dialogue
between revelation, reason, and empirical inquiry. However, most of

* Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994).

> B. Ashcroft, G. Griffiths, and H. Tiffin, Post-Colonial Studies: The Key Concepts
(London: Routledge, 2007).

¢ Syofian Ras Burhany and et al, Riwayar Hidup dan Perjuangan 20 Ulama Besar
Sumatera Barat (Padang: Islamic Centre Sumatera Barat, 1981).

7 Hilma Fitriana, “Strategi Syeikh Ibrahim Musa Parabek dalam Pengembangan
Pendidikan Islam di Sumatera Barat (1908-1963)” (Skripsi, UIN Imam Bonjol
Padang, 2018), https://tepository.uinib.ac.id/2853/.

VOLUME 16, ISSUE 1, JUNE 2026 63



Zaim Rais, Ahmad Syukri, Andri Ashadi, and Rahmad Tri Hadi

this  scholarship operates within dichotomous or synthetic
frameworks that treat integration as a product rather than a process.
The question of how such integration functions as a postcolonial
epistemic practice, specifically through the mechanisms of hybridity
and Third Space, has not been adequately addressed. Moreover,
Ibrahim’s epistemology has not been analyzed as a case of negotiated
knowledge production that engages colonial intellectual conditions
while preserving its Islamic doctrinal foundations.”

This study addresses that gap. Through postcolonial analysis of
Ibrahim’s theology, pedagogy, and institutional interventions at
Thawalib Parabek, this paper demonstrates that his epistemological
project destabilized both colonial epistemic hierarchies and rigid
traditionalism without abandoning the normative primacy of
revelation.” Integration, in this reading, is not a fixed outcome but a
dynamic process of translation, negotiation, and re-signification
within a localized Third Space. Thawalib Parabek, accordingly, is not
only a site of educational reform but a productive institution of
Islamic knowledge where ‘ag/, naql, and ‘ilm were actively reorganized
in relation to one another."” This analysis contributes to ongoing
discussions about Islamic epistemology and the decolonization of
knowledge by showing that alternative modernities can be
constructed from within Islamic intellectual traditions on their own
doctrinal terms.

Methodologically, this study employs a qualitative postcolonial
approach organized in three stages. First, thematic-content analysis of
primary texts, specifically Hidayat al-Sibyan, ljabat al-Sil: Sharh Husil al-
Ma’mil, and the Thawalib Parabek teaching manuscripts, identifies
discursive strategies of hybridity and mimicry. Second, historical-
contextual analysis reconstructs the colonial educational landscape of
West Sumatra in the early twentieth century to situate the emergence
of the Parabek Third Space. Third, a hermeneutic-philosophical
synthesis reconstructs Ibrahim’s epistemological positions on ‘ag/

8 Azyumardi Azra, “Islam Reform in Southeast Asia Assimilation, Continuity, and
Change,” in Muslim Reform in Southeast Asia; Perspectives from Malaysia, Indonesia and
Singapura, ed. Syed Farid Alatas (Singapura: Majlis Ugama Islam Singapura, 2009).

0 Khairul Jasmi, Sang Ulama Penggerak: Novel Biografi Syeh lbrahim Musa (Jakatta:
Republika, 2022).

10 Taufik Abdullah, “Islam and the Struggle for Independence in West Sumatra,” in
Readings on Islam in Southeast Asia, ed. A. Ibrahim, S. Siddique, and Y. Hussain
(Singapura: ISEAS Publishing, 1987).

64 TEOSOFI: JURNAL TASAWUF DAN PEMIKIRAN ISLAM



Theology, Reason, and Science Beyond Syntesis:
Constructing a Third Space of Islamic Knowledge in Colonial Minangkabau

nagl, and ‘i/m through Bhabha’s theoretical lens. Data sources include
institutional records, archival works authored by Ibrahim, interview
materials, and secondary scholarship on Islamic modernism and
Minangkabau intellectual history.

Epistemological Resistance in the Minangkabau Third Space

The reform of Islamic thought in early twentieth-century
Minangkabau produced a well-documented polarization between
Kaum Tuo, the traditionalist faction, and Kaum Mudo, the modernist
reformers. Ibrahim Musa Parabek’s intellectual position within this
divide, however, resists easy categorization. Despite his affiliation
with the reformist Kaum Mudo, documented intellectual connections
to Kaum Tuo complicate any straightforward alignment."" Rather
than indicating indecision, this ambiguity signals a deliberate
epistemological strategy. His refusal to commit fully to either faction,
evident in ljabat al-Sul Sharh Husil al-Ma'mal, where he introduces
competing doctrinal positions without collapsing them into one
another, marks the early formation of what this paper identifies as
epistemic hybridity.

This hybridity is more analytically productive when read
through Bhabha’s concept of the Third Space, which locates cultural
and knowledge production in the interstitial zones between
established formations rather than within them."”” Ibrahim’s
intellectual work unfolded under a colonial epistemological order that
systematically valorized Western scientific knowledge while
delegitimizing indigenous Islamic scholarship.” Rather than adopting
either wholesale rejection or imitation, he transformed Sumatera
Thawalib Parabek into a Third Space where Islamic knowledge
production engaged modern disciplines on its own epistemological
terms.

' Andri Ashadi, “Negotiation of Tradition, Islam, and Modernity in the Kaum
Mudo Islamic Reform Movement in Minangkabav,” Teosofi: Jurnal Tasawnf dan
Penikiran Islam 9, no. 1 (June 2019): 30-59,
https://doi.otg/10.15642/te0s0fi.2019.9.1.30-59; Sanusi Latif, “Kaum Tua Di
Minangkabau 1907-1969” (UIN Syarif Hidayatullah Jakarta, 1988).

12 Jonathan Rutherford, “The Third Space: Interview with Homi Bhabha,” in
Ldentity: Commmnity, Cultnre, Difference (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1990).

13 Tbrahim Musa Parabek, Risalah Tentang Peradaban dan Etika Islam Dalam Menghadapi
Iimu Barat (Bukittinggi: Arsip Pondok Pesantren Sumatera Thawalib Parabek, 1948).
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The 1940s Parabek curriculum provides concrete evidence of
this configuration. Whereas conventional pesantren instruction
confined itself to the religious sciences, including Zafsir, figh, usil al-figh,
hadith, mantiq, and balaghah, and colonial schools centered on
psychology, biology, and European languages, Ibrahim introduced a
curriculum that incorporated both domains without treating them as
equivalent or additive." Students engaged in religious sciences
alongside mathematics and the natural sciences, but these disciplines
were not simply juxtaposed. They were reconfigured within an Islamic
ethical framework in which magadsid al-shari'a functioned as the
primary criterion for assessing the purposes and limits of any branch
of knowledge."”

Figure 1. Archives of the Sumatera Thawalib Parabek Islamic
Boarding School, 1946 Cutriculum Documents

14 Pondok Pesantren Sumatera Thawalib Parabek, Arsp Pondok Pesantren Sumatera
Thawalib Parabek, Dokumen Kurikulum (Bukittinggi: Pondok Pesantren Sumatera
Thawalib Parabek, 1946).

15 Ibrahim Musa Parabek, Kumpulan Nasehat dan Kuliah Umnm Pendidikan Islam (Atsip
Pondok Pesantren Sumatera Thawalib Parabek, 1951), 37-38.
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Source: Archives of the Sumatera Thawalib Parabek Islamic Boarding S chool.

This selective appropriation is further evident in Ibrahim’s
theological method. In [igbat al-Sil, his engagement with the classical
Ash‘ari-Mu‘tazili controversy over intrinsic moral worth and
repugnance of act (busn wa-qubh) demonstrates a precisely calibrated
epistemic position. He affirms the Ash‘ari premise that moral
obligations and eschatological justice rest exclusively on divine
revelation, supported by Q.S. al-Isra 15. At the same time, he
acknowledges that rational faculties can apprehend value in worldly
affairs, such as the intelligibility of honesty as a virtue and injustice as
a vice.'” The result is a hierarchical epistemological structure: reason is
recognized as a legitimate instrument for perceiving the material and
ethical wortld (idrak al-‘aq/ al-dunyawi), but it operates beneath
revelation in matters of ultimate normative authority.

16 Ibrahim Musa Patrabek, ljabat al-Sil Sharh Husil al-Ma’mil (Bukittinggi: Pondok
Pesantren Sumatera Thawalib Parabek, 1934), 328-30; 723.
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Figure 2. Extract from [jabat al-S7/ by Ibrahim Musa Parabek, illustrating
his mediation between Ash‘arfyya and Mu‘tazila positions within the
Ash‘ariyya-Maturidiyya tradition.

Sonrce: Library of the Sumatera Thawalib Parabek Lslamic Boarding School.

This theological method is consistent with his broader critique
of both #aqlid and the uncritical adoption of Western science.
Reflecting the ambivalence of mimicry as theorized by Bhabha,
Ibrahim resisted imitation in either direction. In its place, he advanced
a method grounded in nagar and ztibad, cultivating intellectual
autonomy while preserving fidelity to revealed sources.” The
pedagogy that follows from this method aims to produce an
individual who is simultaneously rational, religiously grounded, and
critically reflective.

His conceptual distinction between Jadira and  madaniyya
clarifies this position further. By endorsing jadira and advocating
active engagement with beneficial sciences (ulim al-nafi‘a), while
rejecting madaniyya on the grounds that it erodes metaphysical and

17 Ibrahim Musa Parabek, Risalah tentang Babaya Taglid terbadap Peradaban Barat
(Bukittinggi: Arsip Pondok Pesantren Sumatera Thawalib Parabek, 1946).
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ethical foundations,”® Ibrahim articulated an alternative modernity,
one that selectively engages modern knowledge without surrendering
the normative architecture of Islamic epistemology.

Taken together, these intellectual moves indicate that
epistimological resistance in Ibrahim’s case does not operate through
simple rejection. It operates through selection, hierarchical
restructuring, and re-signification. Thawalib Parabek thus functions as
a Minangkabau Third Space where theology, rationalism, and science
are not unified into a single system but are held in a structured, plural,
and contextually grounded epistemological relationship.

This configuration anticipates what M. Amin Abdullah has
since theorized as the “integrated-interconnected paradigm,” a model
that advocates for dialogue among the religious, natural, and social
sciences without imposing a single disciplinary hierarchy."” Though
Ibrahim operated in an earlier and distinctly colonial context, his
approach at Parabek constitutes an operational instance of this
paradigm: rather than compartmentalizing disciplines, he organized a
dialogical encounter among them under the normative governance of
ethics and theology.

The significance of this epistemological stance becomes sharper
when situated within the broader socio-political changes of early
twentieth-century Minagkabau. As documented by Taufik Abdullah®
and Azyumardi Azra,”" the Kaum Mudo movement was closely tied to
educational reform, the consolidation of anti-colonial consciousness,
and the redistribution of religious authority. Ibrahim’s position within
this movement remains analytically distinctive. While other reformists
moved toward a more thoroughgoing modernist rationalism, he
maintained sustained intellectual engagement with the Kaum Tuo
tradition. This mediating role positions his work as an instance of

18 Pondok Pesantren Sumatera Thawalib Parabek, Arsip Pondok Pesantren Sumatera
Thawalib Parabek, Dokumen Kurifulum.

19 Muhammad Amin Abdullah, “Religion, Science, and Culture: An Integrated,
Interconnected Paradigm of Science,” AZJami’ah: Journal of Islamic Studies 52, no. 1
(2014): 175-203, https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.14421/ajis.2014.521.175-203.
20 Taufik Abdullah, Schoo! and Politics, The Kaum Muda Movement in West Sumatra: 1927 -
1933 (New York: Cornell University, 1971).

2 Azra, “Islam Reform in Southeast Asia Assimilation, Continuity, and Change.”
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epistemic negotiation between tradition and modernity rather than a
departure from one in favor of the other.”

The negotiation is further grounded in his implicit deployment
of the magqasid al-shari‘a framework as articulated by al-Shatibi. For
Ibrahim, knowledge was not a neutral pursuit but a practice oriented
toward the preservation and promotion of human benefit (maslaha).”
This orientation enabled him to incorporate modern scientific
disciplines while avoiding the uncritical assimilation that later
scholars, such as Hoodbhoy, have identified as epistemologically and
culturally destabilizing.”*

His framework also constitutes an implicit response to the
broader crisis of knowledge in Muslim intellectual life, particularly the
alleged structural opposition between religious and secular knowledge.
Scholars, including Guessoum® and Thsanoglu et al.,”* have argued
that this opposition has historically constrained the development of
scientific inquiry in Muslim communities. Ibrahim’s method
challenges the assumption that this opposition is inherent to Islamic
epistemology rather than historically contingent and therefore
revisable. In doing so, his approach contributes to what Leidenhag”
identifies as the transition from science-and-religion dialogue toward
a propetly integrated theological epistemology.

The contemporary relevance of the Parabek model extends to
current debates on the Islamization of knowledge and the integration
of science and religion in Southeast Asia. Recent research in this

22 Ashadi, “Negotiation of Tradition, Islam, and Modernity in the Kaum Mudo
Islamic Reform Movement in Minangkabau.”

23 Abu Ishaq Al-Shadbi, a~-Muwafagat fi Usil al-Shari‘a, Jilid 2 (Kairo: Dar al-Maarif,
n.d.).

24 Pervez Hoodbhoy, Islan and Science: Religious Orthodoxy and the Battle for Rationality
(New Jersey: Zed Book Ltd, 1991).

25 Nidhal Guessoum, “Islam and Science: The Next Phase of Debates,” Zygon:
Journal  of  Religion  and ~ Science 50, no. 4  (2015): = 854-70,
https://doi.otg/https://doi.org/10.1111/zygo.12213.

26 Ekmeleddin Ihsanoglu, Is/am and Science: Muslin Responses to Science’s Big Question,
ed. Usama Hasan and Athar Osama (London: Islamabad: The Muslim Science
Initative, 20106).

2?7 Joanna Leidenhag, “From Science-and-Religion to Science-Engaged Theology,”
Theology 127, no. 6 (2024): 401-410,
https://doi.otg/https://doi.otg/10.1177/0040571X241290472.
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field® documents recurring difficulties, specifically the tendency
toward either oversimplification or intractable conflict between
competing epistemic authorities. Ibrahim’s model avoids both by
establishing a clear normative hierarchy in which the authority of
revelation remains foundational while rational inquiry retains
substantial autonomy within its proper domain.

Hybridity in Ibrahim’s Theological Thought: From Micro-Text
to Epistemic Structure

A close reading of Ibrahim Musa Parabek’s Ijabat al-Sul: Sharh
Husil al-Ma'mil through the lens of epistemic hybridity reveals that
the hybridity in his work is not a theoretical abstraction but a practice
enacted through textual reasoning, specifically through the classical
genres of za'lig and shar. This section proceeds from the particulars
of his theological argumentation rather than from hybridity as a pre-
given framework, focusing on his treatment of jusn-qubh and the
epistemic authority of ‘@g/and shar‘as the primary site of analysis.

A central passage in [jabat al-SilF’ stages a structured encounter
between the Mu‘tazili rationalist position and the Ash‘ari orthodox
position on moral epistemology. Ibrahim first presents the Mu‘tazili
claim that reason is competent to determine moral value
independently: what reason judges good is permitted by the shari‘a,
and what reason judges evil is prohibited by it, implying that divine
revelation serves to confirm prior rational knowledge. He then asserts
the Ash‘arl counter-position: al-husn ma hassanabu al-shar‘ wa al-gubh ma
gabbahabn al-shar’ (the good is what the divine law declares good, and
the bad is what the divine law declares bad).” The theological
conclusion is clear, but the analytical significance of the passage lies in
the intermediate move Ibrahim makes between these two positions.

28 Saiful Hadi, Syukron Affani, and Muhammad Ayman Al-Akiti, “The Challenge of
Integrating Science and Religion in Indonesia and Malaysia,” Teosofi: Jurnal Tasawnf
dan Pemikiran Islam 14, no. 1 (2024): 96-122,
https://doi.otg/https://doi.otg/10.15642/te0s0fi.2024.14.1.96-122;  Muhammad
Lutfi, Mukhammad Zamzami, Abd A’la, and Khalimatu Nisa. “Religious Science
and Scientific Religion: Reimagining Religion-Science Relations in Contemporaty
Indonesian Muslim Thought”, Teosofi: Jurnal Tasawnf dan Pemikiran Islam 15, no. 1
(2025): 172-204. https://doi.org/10.15642/teosofi.2025.15.1.172-204.

29 Parabek, ljabat al-Sil: Sharh Hugsil al-Ma'miil, 723.

30 Thid.
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He does not simply reject the Mu‘tazili claim. He accepts, in a
qualified and categorically restricted sense, that rational faculties can
apprehend moral qualities in two registers: first, in conformity with
human fitra, such as the recognition that feeding others is good and
that injustice is evil; and second, in terms of perfection and deficiency,
whereby knowledge is apprehended as better than ignorance. This
acceptance, however, is explicitly recategorized. For Ibrahim, such
rational judgments do not constitute pukm taklifs; they belong instead
to the domain of idrak ‘agli dunyawi, that is, rational cognition
operative in the worldly sphere.

The epistemic boundary this establishes is made explicit in a
subsequent passage,”’ where Ibrahim argues that no binding divine
obligation can be established prior to prophetic transmission, citing
Q.S. al-Isra 15: “We do not punish until We send a messenger.”
From this, he derives a structural principle: reason may identify
benefit and harm, and may recognize an act as praiseworthy or
blameworthy in a social sense, but it cannot establish obligation,
prohibition, reward, or punishment. These belong exclusively to
revelation. Reason cannot infer an act’s eschatological status.”® The
distinction between cognitive apprehension and normative legislation
is thereby drawn with precision.

Analyzed as an epistemic mechanism rather than a rhetorical
stance, the hybridity operative in these passages involves two
interlocking operations. The first is domain differentiation (zagsim al-
majal): shar holds exclusive authority over jukm taklifi and its
eschatological implications, while ‘@g/ retains validity within the
ethical-intelligible domain of dunyawi judgment. The second is
hierarchical ordering (#artib): reason functions as a kashif, a faculty that
discloses the intelligibility of empirical and moral facts, while shar’
remains Jakim in the legislation of binding norms. Hybridity in
Ibrahim’s framework is therefore not symmetrical or additive. It is
hierarchical and selective, incorporating Mu‘tazili rational insights
(akhdh juz’i) in the domain of benefit and harm while categorically
excluding rational autonomy from the domain of religious legislation.

This structure operates consistently across three distinct
spheres of his intellectual practice. In the theological sphere (&alim),
hybridity manifests as stratified epistemology: the principle of fawhid

31 1bid., 326-30.
32 Ibid., 330-32.
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regulates the role of reason, preventing it from acquiring independent
normative status. In the jurisprudential sphere (x5l al-figh), hybridity
is evident in his engagement with causal inference (sabab mani’) and
contextual legal reasoning, as demonstrated in his treatment of wkdt
obligation.” This constitutes a pragmatic rational legal method that
integrates contextual factors within a Shafi? framework while
remaining consistent with the magasid perspective. In the educational
and linguistic sphere (bayan), hybridity is expressed through his use of
tashbih as a pedagogical instrument that translates abstract theological
content into concrete analogical understanding, tracing the movement
of the mind from the ‘ag/i to the jissi plane.

Figure 3. Text from Hidayat al-Sibyan by Ibrahim Musa Parabek, illustrating
the four of tashbibh (mushabbab, musabbab bib, wajh al-sibh, and ada?) as evidence

of ‘ag/ls shifting in his epistemological framework

Source: Library of the Sumatera Thawalib Parabek Isiamic Boarding School.

These distinctions cumulatively clarify how Ibrahim redefines
the function of ‘zg/. Rather than an independent moral legislator, as in
the Mu‘tazili model, ‘@g/ becomes a calibrated cognitive instrument
operative in disclosing worldly meaning but structurally excluded
from issuing ultimate normative determinations. This is not merely a
rhetorical reconfiguration. It is an operation performed through

33 Ibid., 326.
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precise textual distinctions among idrik (cognition),”  hukm
(legislation), and zklif (divine commandment). Through this
grammar, Ibrahim establishes a system of dual functionality regulated
by the principle of zawhid.

The broader implications of this analysis are threefold. First, it
demonstrates that Ash‘ari orthodoxy can sustain epistemological
adaptability without compromising its foundational commitments.
Second, it shows that the relationship between reason and revelation
does not require synthesis to be productive; disciplined domain
separation is itself a coherent epistemological response to the
problem. Third, it establishes that the pesantren tradition possesses
the resources to generate a distinctive Islamic epistemology grounded
in textual practice, pedagogical context, and social circumstance.

Compared against other epistemological frameworks, Ibrahim’s
approach exhibits four structural characteristics that distinguish it. It
is pragmatic and operational, grounded in textual exegesis (shar)),
educational practice, and applied problem-solving rather than abstract
theorization. It is localized, embedded in the socio-philosophical
conditions of Minangkabau society and the pesantren institution,
ensuring that epistemic configurations remain responsive to social
and pedagogical needs. It is selectively open, engaging rational
procedures drawn from Mu‘tazili logic without conceding the primacy
of revelation as the ultimate normative authority. And it is domain-
differentiated rather than synthesizing, integrating reason and
revelation differentially across the operational spheres of theology,
jurisprudence, and education rather than merging them into a unified
epistemological whole.

What emerges from this micro-textual analysis is not merely a
description of epistemic field differentiation but the identification of a
specific control mechanism: what may be termed controlled permeability.
In Ibrahim’s configuration, g/ is neither autonomous nor suppressed
but calibrated. Its function is expanded within the cognitive domain
of idrak and constrained within the prescriptive domains of jukm and
taklif. This bidirectional regulation indicates that his hybridity operates
through internal structural principles rather than through eclectic
combination.

34 Ibrahim Musa Parabek, Hidayat al-Sibyan ‘ala Risalat Shaykh Shuyikbina al-Sayyid
Abmad ibn Zayni Dablan fi Fann al-Bayan (Bukittinggi: Baroe, n.d.), 18.
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This configuration makes possible a more analytically precise
definition of hybridity: not the mixing of epistemic elements, but their
modulation. Ibrahim does not merge Ash‘art and Mu‘tazili features; he
activates each selectively according to functional necessity. Rational
insight is engaged when explanation of human experience and
empirical comprehension are required, and disengaged when it risks
encroaching on the domain of divine decree. This modulation is
systematic, and its organizing principle is ‘aw)id.

From this perspective, the distinction between idrak and hukm
functions as more than a technical boundary. It operates as an
epistemological safeguard against the conflation of descriptive and
prescriptive reasoning. Within the jusn-qubh controversy specifically,
the problem is not whether reason can discern moral qualities but
whether such discernment generates binding obligation. Ibrahim’s
response disarms the normative ambitions of rationalism without
undermining its cognitive legitimacy.

The function of language and rhetoric in this epistemological
system warrants separate attention. The use of Zashbih in his
pedagogical writings does not serve a merely simplifying function. It
operates as an epistemic bridge between abstraction and perception,
demonstrating that complex theological content can be rendered
accessible through analogy without loss of conceptual integrity.
Hybridity thus operates not only at the level of content but at the
level of the mediation process itself. The pedagogical dimension of
his thought system is inseparable from its epistemological
architecture.

This framework also carries implications for understanding the
nature of intellectual authority. In Ibrahim’s model, authority resides
neither in revelation nor in reason taken as independent sources.
What matters is their correct placement within the epistemic
hierarchy. Rationalism is rejected not because reason is inherently
illegitimate but because its application beyond its proper domain
constitutes a category error. Traditionalism is criticized not because of
its appeal to revelation but because it fails to deploy the rational
capacities that revelation itself requires. This position locates Ibrahim
outside the conventional opposition between rationalist and
traditionalist orientations and establishes him as a systematic
epistemologist working within, and significantly extending, the
resources of the Ash‘ari tradition.
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Mimicry and Appropriation of Scientific Reasoning

The educational methods associated with rational inquiry at
Thawalib Parabek, particulatly mudhikara and ijtibad, are most
accurately characterized not as instances of scientific reasoning but as
deliberate appropriations of specific rational procedures redirected
toward Islamic epistemic ends. Within Bhabha’s theoretical
framework of mimicry, these methods do not replicate a given
epistemological order but selectively borrow its procedural features,
reassigning them to serve purposes defined by an Islamic normative
hierarchy. What is mimicked, in other words, is not scientific
reasoning as a total system but certain of its operational
components.”

The actual conduct of mudhakara at Parabek makes this precise.
The process is not an open dialogical forum but a staged sequence of
structured activities. Instruction begins with initial comprehension
(katam kasar), advances to more refined interpretive engagement
(katam halus), and culminates in deliberation among participants. In
the jalagah, following the recitation of a passage from Tafsir al-Jalilayn
or al-Taqrib, students are required to address a defined set of
questions: What is its jukm? What its dalil? Are there alternative
interpretations within the mwadbhab? The questioning is structured and
directed, not open-ended. When a student advances an argument,
peers are expected to probe it, demanding citation of evidence, logical
clarification, and reasoned justification. This bears a structural
resemblance to practices of argument testing and peer evaluation in
modern educational settings, but remains anchored throughout in
textual authority.”

The same precision applies to z#had as practiced under Ibrahim.
It does not represent modern rationalism in any autonomous sense. It
is a controlled extension of interpretative reasoning within the defined
parameters of classical juristic method. The #z%qgat on Fath al-Qarib
and Sharh al-Mahalli demonstrate that legal reasoning proceeds in
discrete stages: identification of the operative cause (%lab),
examination of conditions (shurif) and impediments (mawani'), and
assessment of applicability across different contexts. In his discussion

35 Bhabha, The Location of Culture.

3 Pondok Pesantren Sumatera Thawalib Parabek, Arsip Pondok Pesantren Sumatera
Thawalib Parabek, Dokumen Kurikulunz, Jasmi, Sang Ulama Penggerak: Novel Biografi Syel
Ibrabim Musa.
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of the conditions for zukdt obligation, for instance, Ibrahim does not
merely cite the operative cause. The analytical character of this j#had
lies in its systematic treatment of causal variables within context, not
in any independence from revelatory authority.”’

Within the empirical frame, Bhabha’s formulation of mimicry as
“almost the same but not quite” acquires more precise content.
Ibrahim’s pedagogical methodology is “almost the same” as
contemporary rational inquiry in its procedural features: it poses
questions, tests arguments, and takes empirical and social
circumstances into account. It is “not quite” the same because the
entire procedure operates within a different epistemic hierarchy, one
in which shar® constitutes the final locus of normativity and reason
functions exclusively as an instrument of interpretation and
application.”

Ibrahim’s educational program, therefore, neither reproduces
nor refuses colonial rationality. It re-appropriates selected elements of
it within the pesantren intellectual tradition through a process of
strategic appropriation, in which specific rational procedures are
adopted as tools for achieving interpretive clarity and contextual
flexibility while remaining under strict epistemic control. The result is
a methodology that cannot be classified as anti-modern or as modern
in any straightforward scientific sense. It is an epistemological strategy
that incorporates selected modes of analysis without relinquishing
interpretive sovereignty.

What this process cultivates is not merely a set of procedures
but an intellectual disposition. In the Parabek tradition, wudhakara and
guided 7j#zhad are not designed to produce independent thinkers in the
liberal sense but to develop trained judgment, the capacity to make
reasoned assessments of text, logic, and context within a disciplined
framework. This corresponds to the classical Islamic conception of
knowledge as a habituated competence acquired through sustained
engagement with systematic reasoning processes.” What is

37 Ibrahim Musa Parabek, Ta'/igat ‘ala Fath al-Qarib (Arsip Pondok Pesantren
Sumatera Thawalib Parabek, n.d.); Ibrahim Musa Parabek, Syarh al-Mahalli ‘ala al-
Jalalayn, Lecture Notes from the Thawalib Parabek Islamic Boarding School in Sumatra
(Parabek, 1945).

38 Bhabha, The Location of Culture.

% Franz Rosenthal, Knowledge Triumphant: The Concept of Knowledge in Medieval Islam
(Leiden: Brill, 2007).
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appropriated through mimicry is therefore not only a procedural
method but a rigorous intellectual ethic.

On these grounds, mimicry in Ibrahim’s practice is more
precisely characterized as functional mimicry. His methodology
borrows elements associated with verification, peer scrutiny, and
sequential argumentation, but relocates them within a different
normative architecture. This distinction is analytically important
because it prevents his pedagogy from being misread as a derivative
or deficient form of Western rationalism. As Ashcroft et al.
Observe,” postcolonial mimicry can involve approptiation that
simultaneously enacts and destabilizes the original system. In the
Parabek case, however, the dynamic is not one of overt resistance to
the original structure but of subversion through redirection: the telos
of rationality is shifted from the establishment of an autonomous
epistemic authority to the preservation and application of divinely
revealed knowledge.

This orientation also governs the function of disagreement
within the learning process. In contemporary scientific discourse,
disagreement typically drives paradigmatic revision. In Ibrahim’s
educational framework, disagreement in mudhakara serves a different
purpose: its calrifies the correct application of an established
interpretive framework rather than challenging its foundations. This
defines an intellectual space where plurality is actively engaged but
normatively bounded, which corresponds to what Bakar terms the
internal pluralism characteristic of the Sunni tradition.*

The durability of this approach derives from its embeddedness
in daily teaching practice through recitation, questioning, debate, and
annotation. It does not require explicit theoretical articulation to
persist; it reproduces itself through the ongoing transmission between
teachers and students in structured pedagogical interaction. Historical
evidence from the Sumatera Thawalib Parabek community indicates
that these methods remained in active practice through at least the
mid-twentieth century.”” Ibrahim’s mimetic approach was thus not
only epistemologically coherent but institutionally self-sustaining.

40 Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, Post-Colonial Studies: The Key Concepts.

41 Ibrahim Abu Bakar, “Islamic Theological Dogmas Between Muslim Rationalists
And Traditionalists,” Millah: Journal of Religions Studies 2, no. 2 (2003): 194-205,
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.20885/millah.vol2.iss2.art4.

42 Buya H. M. Djamaluddin, Interview with Senior Teacher at the Sumatera Thawalib
Parabek Isiamic Boarding School (2024).
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Taken together, these observations establish that mimicry in
Ibrahim’s educational philosophy is not imitation but transformation:
a process by which selected features of rational analysis are
functionally reconstituted within an Islamic epistemic framework. By
maintaining a clear separation between procedural resemblance and
normative difference, his methodology avoids both epistemic
dependence on colonial rationality and self-imposed isolation from its
analytical resources. Rational inquiry in this framework does not
displace revelation but reinforces it.

Concluding Remarks

This study demonstrates that Sheikh Ibrahim Musa Parabek’s
intellectual project constitutes a historically specific and theoretically
significant instance of epistemic hybridity, produced under colonial
conditions in eatly twentieth-century Minangkabau. Through textual
analysis of his primary works and reconstruction of his institutional
practice at Thawalib Parabek, the paper has shown that his integration
of theology, rationalism, and science operated neither as synthesis nor
as simple accomodation. It functioned through three interlocking
mechanisms: fagsim al-majal (domail differentiation), zartib (hierarchical
ordering of epistemic sources), and functional mimicry (selective
appropriation of rational-scientific procedures without conceding
normative authority). These mechanisms produced a coherent
epistemological architecture in which ‘@g/ retained meaningful
cognitive scope within worldly domains while sbar’ maintained
exclusive jurisdiction over normative legislation, obligation, and
eschatological judgment. The result was not an eclectic combination
but a regulated epistemic grammar, one sustained institutionally
through the pedagogical practices of mudhikara and guided 7j#zhad that
remained in active operation at least through the mid-twentieth
century.

The theoritical implications extend beyond this case. Against
scholarship that analyzes Islamic modernism through dichotomous or
synthetic frameworks, this study reconceptualizes hybridity as
epistemic modulation: a principled, domain-specific coordination of
distinct knowledge capacities within a single normative structure. This
formulation advances Bhabha’s concept of the Third Space by
specifying its internal logic rather than treating it as descriptive
metaphor for in-between positions. It also reframes Thawalib Parabek
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not merely as a site of educational reform but as a productive
institution of Islamic knowledge in which alternative modernity was
constructed from within the doctrinal resources of the tradition itself.
For contemporary debates on the Islamization of knowledge, the
decolonization of Islamic epistemology, and the integration of science
and religion in Muslim-majority societies, Ibrahim’s model offers a
historically grounded and analytically precise precedent: epistemic
engagement with modernity that is neither subordinate nor isolated,
but calibrated.
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