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 :    
 is a program which seeks to construct an intellectual
framework for Islamic methodology with a view to realizing practical
training in the thoughtful investigation of issues related to knowledge
in various fields. The book’s title affirms the distinctive types of in-
tegration that characterize Islamic methodology, including integration
of sources, means, and schools of thought, as well as existing realities
with desired ideals etc. This is fully consistent with human nature, as 
variety is fundamental to the functions people perform and skills they
master.

The work essentially makes the case that fundamental to any
Muslim recovery is laying the foundations of sound thinking and
values that integrate the two main sources of knowledge: Revelation
and Reality (that is the created worlds both physical, societal and
psychological) under the umbrella of Taw^Ïd. This concept of
integration implies using both human theoretical conceptualization
and practical experimental investigation whilst also affirming the need
to apply human capabilities in understanding the divine text, and
acquiring sound knowledge of the physical world in terms of its
resources, as well as accumulated past and present human experiences.
The aim being to vitalize human potential and creativity.

Every methodology is associated with both mental activity and
practical procedures for constructing thought systems needed to solve
problems and answer questions. Hence the integration of thinking,
research and practice is fundamental to any methodology. Islamic
methodology adopts that and extends human hopes to integrate efforts
so that humanity can realistically achieve prosperity on earth and earn
eternal happiness in the afterlife.
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In the Name of  God, Most Gracious, Most Compassionate 
 
 
 

 
 
And unto thee [O Prophet] have We vouchsafed this divine writ,  
setting forth the truth, confirming the truth of whatever there still 
remains of earlier revelations and determining what is true therein. 
Judge, then, between the followers of earlier revelation in accordance 
with what God has bestowed from on high, and do not follow their 
errant views, forsaking the truth that has come unto thee. Unto every 
one of you have We appointed a [different] law and way of life. And if 
God had so willed, He could surely have made you all one single com-
munity: but [He willed it otherwise] in order to test you by means of 
what He has vouchsafed unto you. Vie, then, with one another in 
doing good works! Unto God you all must return; and then He will 
make you truly understand all that on which you were wont to differ.  
 

(S‰rah al-M¥’idah 5:48)
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now is  the winter of our discontent ‒  Shakespeare’s 
famous opening line to Richard III seems an entirely appropriate way 
to describe the current state of affairs afflicting the Muslim world and 
its own sense of despair. Although Islamic civilization is by no means at 
the point of collapse and has never quite entered the dark ages of its 
medieval European counterpart, nevertheless its clear demise is a pro-
found reminder of what it has lost, and more importantly, what it has 
the potential to regain. For where there is winter there is summer.  

This work makes the case that fundamental to any Muslim recovery 
is laying the foundations of sound thinking and values (rooted in the 
Qur’an and the Sunnah) and developing practical means by which to 
bring the fruits of that knowledge, whether goals or ideas, into a work-
ing arena. In other words for significant change to emerge there needs 
to be an interchange of an effective epistemology with a clear defined 
action-rooted methodology to help, according to the author, bring to 
an end the current state of decline. The aims are clearly laid out from 
the start. Not that valiant effort has not been made in this regard but, 
according to Malkawi, the approach has been somewhat skewed in the 
direction of ideas rather than the ways and means to realise and imple-
ment them.  

Epistemology and Methodology lie at the heart of this theory. 
Although the terms sound heavy going and grandiose, readers should 
not be put off. Malkawi simply employs them to convey ideas precisely 
and as stepping stones to develop more large-scale thought. Lay read-
ers will not be confused as both terms are carefully demystified, that is, 
defined in detail with explanation of their relationship to each other 
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clearly shown. Whatever the case, the point is that these are solution-
based words used to develop a strong line of reasoning few would 
dispute. 

It is necessary to make clear that Malkawi does not set out to repli-
cate the past (that is craft empire) but rather to renew the intellectual 
vitality, energy and spiritual understanding of Muslim thought and 
achievement, to renew that is the motivating force of a once vigorous 
Islamic civilization in a modern context.  

The framework of Malkawi’s argument is straightforward. The 
world that we know and live in is governed by taw^Ïd. What is eluding 
Muslims is to bring two elements into fruition and then into harmony 
with each other within a framework of this concept (taw^Ïd). One of 
these is thought (both in content and process) governed by values,  and 
the other is developing the best means to implement the aims, objec-
tives, and goals of this thought process in the most realistic and viable 
fashion.  

Where does thought come from? How is it constructed? These are 
important facets of the study. The problem is that much of it does not 
evolve in a free flowing independent way, as we would imagine, but is 
itself a product of culture and the dominance of surrounding modes of 
thinking, which in themselves are simply modes of understanding or 
perceiving the world and our place within it. Today thought is largely 
governed by secular systems of perception, whether in science, philos-
ophy, the social sciences or the humanities. Precluding reference to 
the Divine the influence of this system is felt intensely across the 
Muslim world and its weight bears down on almost all forms of study. 
Let us be clear, this is not to imply a value judgement on this knowl-
edge by any means, but rather to pose the question, is it rational to 
borrow wholeheartedly, without careful distinction,  from a model (or 
a worldview) which is a product of its own cultural-specific, historical 
environment, employing its own culture-specific terminology, to 
obtain knowledge and understanding of the human condition and the 
Muslim predicament? To appreciate this is to understand something of 
what Malkawi is trying to convey. 

This takes us to Malkawi’s insistence on being clear about our aims 
and our worldview. For instance, what are the goals and objectives of 
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mankind, surely not infinite progress and technical advancement as 
ends in themselves, without a higher objective, or even maximization 
of welfare according to a utilitarian outlook? An important element of 
Malkawi’s argument is examination of humanity’s position in this 
world both in terms of an outlook of welfare (khil¥fah) and awareness 
of Man’s existence as not merely a single unit but as part of a larger col-
lective, a social unit or Ummah. And of course there is an almost 
rhythmic relationship between the two. Ummah overcomes ideas of 
race or class and even culture to place taw^Ïd as the central defining 
force of the relationship of man as single unit to man as social unit and 
what all this entails both epistemologically and methodologically. This 
work analyses in detail many of these and other issues to chart a way 
forward for Muslims. 

In sum, Islam is not best expressed in art or magnificent buildings, 
(although art has its place), this is not its supreme achievement, but in 
spirituality and thought (based on the Qur’an and Sunnah) and cre-
ative realization of that thought in the pure present. If we are to carry 
over anything from the past it is this. 

This study is being published to widen discourse, invite scholars to 
respond, and hopefully pave the way for further research. Since it deals 
with some critical and difficult issues, doubtless readers may agree with 
some of the issues raised, and disagree with others, but it is hoped that 
for the most part both general and specialist readers will benefit from 
the perspective offered and the overall issues examined in the book. 

Where dates are cited according to the Islamic calendar (hijrah) 
they are labelled ah. Otherwise they follow the Gregorian calendar 
and labelled ce where necessary. Arabic words are italicized except for 
those which have entered common usage. Diacritical marks have been 
added only to those Arabic names not considered modern. English 
translations taken from Arabic references are those of the translator. 

The IIIT, established in 1981, has served as a major center to facili-
tate serious scholarly efforts based on Islamic vision, values and 
principles. The Institute’s programs of research, seminars and confer-
ences during the last thirty years have resulted in the publication of 
more than four hundred titles in English and Arabic, many of which 
have been translated into other major languages.  
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We express our thanks and gratitude to the author for his coopera-
tion throughout the various stages of production. We would also like 
to thank the translator, Nancy Roberts, as well as the editorial and pro-
duction team at the IIIT London Office and all those directly or 
indirectly involved in the completion of this work including, Shiraz 
Khan, Dr. Maryam Mahmood, and Sara Mirza. May God reward them 
for all their efforts.  
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THE literature produced by the Islamization of knowledge project has 
consistently stressed the importance of both the epistemological and 
the methodological dimensions of efforts to reform and revive Islamic 
civilization. The epistemological dimension, which has to do with the 
theoretical content of human thought, concerns itself with drawing 
the proper distinctions among the various levels of thought, namely, 
facts, concepts, principles and theories, viewed from a comprehensive 
Islamic perspective. As for the methodological dimension, it has to do 
with the practical side of human thought: ways of thinking, research 
procedures, and incentives for action. Yet despite the importance of 
the epistemological dimension with its various topics and issues, it is 
the methodology for dealing with these topics and issues that has 
received the greatest attention in the Islamization of knowledge proj-
ect. This project can be summed up in terms of the following four focal 
points, each of which is associated with two specific concerns: 

 
1) The Islamic worldview, which includes the Islamic epistemological 

system and Islamic methodology. 
2) Methods for dealing with the sources of Islamic knowledge, which 

include the Holy Qur’an and the Prophetic Sunnah. 
3) Methods for dealing with our written heritage, including both the 

Islamic heritage and the human heritage as a whole. 
4) Methods for dealing with reality, including both reality as it is 

(through field studies of facts on the ground and nature of things, 
events and phenomena), and reality as it ought to be (through 
futuristic studies). 
 
These four focal points and their associated concerns make clear 
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that the subject of methodology forms the warp and woof of the 
Islamization of knowledge project. Everyone would agree that sys-
tematic, orderly thinking is necessary for the success of any action, 
since it is through this type of thinking that we are able to map out how 
we will reach the goal we hope to achieve. Awareness of the need for 
orderly thinking is not merely a product of our own times. On the 
contrary, throughout recorded history human beings have demon-
strated an awareness of the need for systematic thinking. This awareness 
has not been restricted to a single culture, nor to a single specialization 
or area of interest. Nevertheless, many people – whether individuals, 
groups, or entire nations – fail to achieve their goals, be they short-
term or long-term, because they have neglected to determine the best 
means of reaching these goals.  

The terms “method” and “methodology” have a certain mystique 
about them, as evidenced by their frequent use in the writings of those 
concerned with literary enjoyment, ideological competition, rousing 
rhetoric, proselytizing, and putting forth academic or scientific claims. 
All these individuals make use of methodology and claim to possess 
methods that are superior to those of their rivals – not to mention those 
who are accused of having no methods at all – in the areas of thought, 
word and action alike. 

Over the past fifty years a number of academics and other figures 
have attempted to purge Arab-Islamic thought and its associated 
methodology of mistaken notions. Others have attempted to make use 
of inductive u|‰lÏ methods to explain the prosperity and distinctiveness 
of Islamic culture, while others have sought to explain the regression of 
Islamic civilization as resulting from the juristic method that prevailed 
among earlier Arab Muslim thinkers, thereby robbing Arab Islamic 
thought of its creative momentum. Still others have argued that this 
same juristic method laid foundations and established criteria for inter-
preting religious texts, thereby depicting the principles of jurisprudence 
as a theory of hermeneutics, in which case they become a closed system! 

However, this type of evaluation lends more attention to the his-
torical application of Islamic ways of thinking and the heritage they 
produced than it does to the principles that inhere in the original 
sources of these ways of thinking, that is, in the Qur’an and the 

e p i s t e m o lo g i c a l  i n t e g r at i o n

xvi



Prophetic Sunnah. Nor does it give sufficient attention to the purposes 
these sources were intended to fulfill and the broad horizons such  
principles can open up to us in numerous fields of knowledge and 
spheres of life. 

Epistemological integration – which is a comprehensive, systematic 
integration of the sources and means of knowledge – constitutes the 
frame of reference for Islamic methodology. Epistemological integra-
tion is a necessity that is fully consistent with human nature. Variety is a 
natural, authentic phenomenon that should be accepted and put to 
good use. Hence, there is a genuine need for cooperation and integra-
tion, since variety is basic to human nature, with people coming from  
a variety of ethnic backgrounds, speaking different languages, being 
descended from different tribes, and so on. Variety is also fundamental 
to conceptualizations, beliefs, and religious faith and practice. (If God 
had so desired, He would have made all people everywhere into a  
single community, but He chose to do otherwise). Similarly, variety is 
fundamental to the functions people perform and the skills they master, 
their preferences, their tastes, and so on. 

The need for integration takes two different forms, one internal and 
the other external. What I am terming the internal need for integration 
is manifested in the need for loving relationships and bonds of compas-
sion and trust among the members of a single society or community, as 
well as peace treaties and charters that engender trust and confidence 
among different communities and societies. As for the external necessi-
ty of integration, it arises from people’s mutual dependence on one 
another for the provision of life’s necessities. 

Every methodology is associated with both mental activity and 
practical procedures for searching out solutions to problems and ans-
wers to questions, which lead to the acquisition of knowledge and the 
construction of thought systems. Next comes concrete action to apply 
solutions to actual situations. Hence, the integration of thinking, 
research and practice is a principle of methodology in general. How-
ever, Islamic methodology in particular has taken this principle and 
formulated its significance in clear, eloquent terms. The numerous 
Qur’anic references to “...those who have attained to faith and do 
good works...” (Qur’an 2:25, 82; 3:57; 4:57 and elsewhere) affirm 
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the need to integrate thought and practice, knowledge and action, and 
to integrate efforts to both create prosperity on earth and earn reward 
in the life to come. 

Methodology of Epistemological Integration: Essentials of Islamic Metho-
dology is an attempt to construct a program which helps to spread 
awareness of methodology and, at the same time, to offer practical 
training in the thoughtful investigation of issues relating to science and 
knowledge in a variety of fields. The book’s title affirms the distinctive 
types of integration that characterize Islamic methodology, including 
the integration of sources, tools, and schools of thought; the integration 
of existing realities with desired ideals; and the integration of quantita-
tive descriptions that take place through the evaluation and precise 
measurement of the subject or problem under study with qualitative 
descriptions which clarify the underlying meanings of phenomena. 

My interest in the subject of this book began early in my work as a 
teacher trainer, and later as a university professor. A number of the 
chapters in this book were presented in training courses in the 1990’s 
in Jordan, then in other countries. I have organized numerous sessions 
with scholars and researchers on issues relating to methodology, as well 
as with individuals who specialize in training in methodological think-
ing. I took part in all the discussion sessions that were held by the 
International Institute of Islamic Thought (IIIT) in Cairo between 
2005 and 2008 in order to plan the writing of the book Islamic 
Methodology,1 Chapter One of which contains material from the present 
work. In the course of writing this book, particularly the chapters deal-
ing with the sources and tools of methodology and methodological 
schools respectively, I benefited greatly from the contributions of the 
scholars and thinkers who took part in these sessions. I have benefited 
similarly from comments I have received from participants in the 
aforementioned training courses. Hence, I offer my sincere thanks and 
appreciation to everyone who took part in those sessions, programs 
and activities. 

The ideas presented in this book make up the basic topics of many 
training courses I have organized over the years. Courses that aimed to 
encourage systematic action in a particular area of field bore titles such 
as, “The Problems of Academic Research in Islamic Studies” and 
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“Educational Research and Its Applications to the Islamic Sciences in 
Universities.” As for courses whose purpose was to encourage system-
atic thought and action in general, they bore titles such as, “Academic 
Research Methods from an Islamic Perspective,” “Reforming Islamic 
Ways of Thinking and the Islamization of Knowledge,” “Islamic 
Methodology” and “Epistemological Integration Methodology.” 
Not surprisingly, then, those who participated in these courses own 
copies of the earliest versions of some chapters of this book! It is also 
worth noting that all these courses address themselves to university  
faculty members and graduate students. Regular readers of Isl¥mÏyat al-
Ma’rifah will also notice that paragraphs from some chapters have 
appeared previously in my editorials for the journal. 

The experience of organizing training courses on Islamic method-
ology and its applications to various fields of knowledge, including 
education, psychology, economics, international relations and others, 
has repeatedly confirmed the need for a book that presents method-
ological concepts, principles, sources, tools and schools of thought in a 
clear, concise and accessible manner. Trainers can then simply repro-
duce each chapter in the form of activities, examples and real-life 
situations. This need was uppermost in my mind as I drafted the mate-
rial for this book. Consequently, the book contains models for 
activities, examples and situations, yet without digression or excessive 
detail in the body of the text. Therefore, the trainer is free to exercise 
his or her own discretion by choosing whatever best suits his or her 
own experience and areas of expertise, the needs of his or her trainees, 
and the nature of their specializations. Nevertheless, the appendix to 
this book contains comments and observations on training require-
ments and additional models for training session plans. 

It should be stressed from the outset that this book is not intended as 
a substitute for the book Islamic Methodology,2 which resulted from a 
collective effort to provide a reference book for IIIT’s courses on 
Islamic methodology. A sizable two volumes of more than 1,200 
pages in length that reflects the rich experience and expertise of nu-
merous scholars and thinkers, Islamic Methodology consists of a detailed 
presentation of issues and topics in systematic thought and method-
ological philosophy. This kind of detailed treatment is necessary for 

Preface

xix



those readers who wish to go deeply into the philosophical founda-
tions of methodological thought and research, whereas the present 
work was written specifically as a textbook for the purposes of teaching 
and training. 

IIIT has organized numerous conferences to heighten awareness of 
the need to construct an Islamic methodology of thought and research, 
and to spread what might be termed the “methodological culture,” 
particularly among university professors and graduate students. In so 
doing, IIIT has been implementing the action plan that was laid by the 
IIIT in a book which sums up the IIIT’s thought, vision, mission and 
plan of action.3 These include a conference organized by the IIIT in 
cooperation with the University of Khartoum in 1987, the proceed-
ings of which were published in three volumes,4 and another organized 
by the IIIT in cooperation with the Emir Abdelkader University in 
Algeria in 1989, the proceedings of which were published in a single 
volume.5 In addition, the IIIT assigned Dr. Muhammad Amarah the 
task of writing a reference work which summarizes the essential  
features of Islamic method. This work was written and published by 
the IIIT in cooperation with al-Azhar University in 1990.6 

Nor is the present work intended as a replacement for the various 
reference works used by university students on the subject of academic 
research methods. Books of this nature tend to deal with the steps and 
procedural operations which address themselves directly to the research 
problem, as well as relevant questions that need to be answered or 
hypotheses that need to be tested, whereas the present work deals with 
aspects of methodological thought. In this way it helps in the critical 
analysis of other technical works and provides a guide to their use, 
because many of these books, particular university textbooks translat-
ed from other languages, may be based on premises which themselves 
call for critical analysis in order to determine how consistent, or incon-
sistent, they are with the Islamic intellectual frame of reference. 

Given the fact that this book attempts to toe a practical line, with 
training as its focus, readers may look in it for particular “skills,” which 
are, quite naturally, the center of attention in any training program. 
However, it should be remembered that skills are not limited to 
manipulative or practical skills. Rather, the basic topic of this book is 
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“thinking skills,” that is, skills that revolve around “intellectual 
action,” which are no less important than the manipulative and practi-
cal skills associated with vocational and technical work. 

This book is composed of seven chapters. Chapter One presents the 
concept of epistemological integration and its relationship to the unity 
of knowledge, the principle of divine unity, and the Islamic world-
view. It also draws attention to certain obstacles to the achievement of 
epistemological integration. Chapter Two presents the twin concepts 
of method and methodology and explicates the importance of 
methodological awareness, while presenting some concepts of direct 
relevance to methodology. Chapter Three discusses the topic of 
methodological awareness, and describes signs of methodological 
inadequacy which call for remedial action. Chapter Four treats the 
evolution of the concepts of method and methodology in both Islamic 
thought and Western thought. Chapter Five discusses the sources and 
tools of knowledge and the concept of epistemological integration. 
Chapter Six presents a specific vision of the principles and values of 
Islamic methodology, while Chapter Seven provides an introduction 
to methodological schools of thought within the Islamic worldview. 
The book then concludes with a summary of the principles explicated 
in its various chapters. 

Attention should be drawn to the fact that the semi-final draft of 
this book was examined by a number of notable scholars whose friend-
ship I cherish, and with whom I have engaged in fruitful dialogue over 
the years. Of these associates I mention, in particular, those who 
offered me valuable observations and important corrections, many of 
which made their way into this book in its current form. These indi-
viduals include Dr. Ahmed Fouad Pasha, Professor of Physics and the 
Philoso-phy of Science and former Vice-President of Cairo Univer-
sity, Dr. Yomna al-Khouli, Head of the Philosophy Department at 
Cairo University, Dr. Sayyid Umar, Professor of Political Science at 
Helwan University, and Dr. Muhammad Amarah, noted Islamic 
thinker and author. To all these individuals I extend heartfelt thanks 
and sincere appreciation, and prayers for God to reward them richly 
for their efforts. 
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I expect the publication of this book to yield a growing interest in 
the topic of epistemological integration from an Islamic perspective 
and its associated methodology. I also hope the value of the book’s 
contents will be put to the test. To that end, I welcome feedback on 
the suggestions offered in the book’s various chapters, and I encourage 
readers to send me their comments, observations and any suggested 
improvements to the book, all of which might well find their way into 
future editions. 

 
O God, teach us what we do not know, enable us to benefit  

from what we learn, and increase us in knowledge! 
Praise be to God, Lord of the worlds. 
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A I M S  O F  T H E  B O O K  

 
A.  Theoretical and Cognitive Aims 
1. To clarify the concept of epistemological integration and its relationship to the unity of knowledge, 

Taw^Ïd, and Islamic worldview as the governing frame of reference.  
2. To explain the concepts of "method", "methodology" and subsidiary concepts derived from these, 

as well as epistemologically related concepts such as: methodological awareness, methodological 
inadequacy, methodology of thought, research methodology, methodology of conduct, sources of 
methodology, tools of methodology, principles of methodology, methodological principles, episte-
mological integration, and the epistemological integration model. 

3. To trace the development of the concepts of "method" and "methodology" in both Islamic thought 
and Western thought, and to identify the critical junctures in this development and the ways in 
which such development has been manifested in scientific and epistemological production and  
cultural advancement. 

4 . To draw attention to the importance of research into methodological issues, and the central place 
occupied by methodology in academic research in the various fields of human knowledge, includ-
ing the Islamic legal sciences (¢ul‰m al-sharÏ¢ah), the humanities, the social sciences, and the  
natural and applied sciences. 

5. To identify the sources and tools of Islamic methodology and their unique characteristics, and to 
demonstrate the integrative and complementary relationship between methodological sources, 
methodological tools, and between the sources and the tools of methodology.   

6. To identify the principles of Islamic methodology and their relationship to the governing value sys-
tem, the ways in which these principles and values manifest themselves in the nature and defining 
features of knowledge, and the ways in which epistemological integration is reflected in the 
methodology of thought, research methodology, and the methodology of conduct. 

7. To derive an equation for epistemological integration as a frame of reference for Islamic  
methodology. 

 
B.   Practical and Operational Aims 
1. To foster awareness of the science of methodology and its implications for thought and research, as 

well as the application of Islamic methodology to questions relating to science, knowledge, and 
life. 

2. To enable readers to organize training courses on the topic of epistemological integration  
methodology. 

3. To think of issues of life, work and relations with others based on methodology of epistemological 
integration.  

4. To do research within an Islamic framework and acquire sound knowledge base in dealing with 
issues of life, elevating the level of performing duties effectively, and build sound relations with 
others.  

5. To conduct personal and public life according to the principle of integration of revealed knowledge 
and knowledge of practical facts and realities of life. 

 



1

1

Concepts of  Relevance to 
Epistemological Integration

g oa l s  o f  t h i s  c h a p t e r  
 

1. To define the term “epistemological integration” and to clarify 
related concepts and ideas. 

2. To clarify the relationship between epistemological integration and 
the unity of knowledge. 

3. To explain how epistemological integration is based on the princi-
ple of divine unity. 

4. To locate epistemological integration within the Islamic world-
view. 

5. To draw attention to the obstacles and constraints that hinder  
achieving  epistemological integration. 

6. To justify having  epistemological integration as a frame of refer-
ence for Islamic methodology in relation to thought, research, and 
sound ways of dealing with questions relating to knowledge and 
behavior. 

7. To build a model for epistemological integration in the following 
three areas: integration of sources, integration of tools, and integra-
tion of sources and tools together. 

 
introduction  

 
Certain terms tend to come to the fore in writings pertaining to this 
field or that, where their use becomes widespread without sufficient 
attempts to define their meanings clearly. Consequently, one may find 
a given term being used in different and even contradictory senses in 



different contexts. This may also have happened in connection with 
the term “epistemological integration.” 

The term “epistemological integration” (al-tak¥mul al-ma¢rifÏ) has 
frequently been used in reference to individuals who have an encyclo-
pedic knowledge of things. Such persons may be acquainted with 
numerous fields of knowledge, if only in a general sort of way. In this 
connection, reference is sometimes made to Muslim scholars who 
achieved epistemological integration in the sense of possessing an 
encyclopedic knowledge, since they were well-versed in language, lit-
erature, Islamic jurisprudence, the Qur’anic sciences, the Hadith 
sciences, history, and possibly even astronomy, medicine or mathe-
matics. Imam al->abarÏ, for example, was a Qur’anic exegete, a 
historian, a jurist, a linguist, and a poet. Ibn Khald‰n was primarily a 
political adventurer; however, he came to be known as a historian and 
the Chief Justice of the M¥likÏ school of jurisprudence in Egypt, while 
many consider him to have been a pioneer in sociology, economics, 
education and other fields. Ibn SÏn¥ (Avicenna) was a philosopher and 
physician, while Ibn Rushd (Averroes) was a jurist, a scholar of the 
principles of jurisprudence (u|‰lÏ), a physician, and a philosopher. 
Similarly, Ibn Taymiyyah wrote in the fields of jurisprudence, the 
principles of jurisprudence, the Prophetic Sunnah, Islamic mysticism 
(Sufism), and logic. 

The phenomenon of creative production in more than one field of 
knowledge was clearly a distinguishing feature of the age in which 
many well-known Muslim scholars lived. However, this phenome-
non had also been widely known among ancient scholars, thinkers and 
philosophers in Greek civilization and elsewhere. The practice of 
devoting oneself entirely to a single specialization is thus a recent phe-
nomenon in human history; it has emerged in response to the 
unprecedented expansion that has taken place in human knowledge 
over the past century, with the result that it has become virtually 
impossible for a single scholar to specialize in more than one field. 
Indeed, a single field may well be divided into numerous sub-special-
izations, each of which is so vast that a single individual can hardly 
master it. 
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Around the middle of the twentieth century, the British Lord S. P. 
Snow remarked on the communication gap that had come to exist 
between those specializing in social sciences and the humanities and 
those specializing in the natural and applied sciences. The situation had 
grown so dire that Lord Snow described each of the two groups as pos-
sessing a culture of its own that had nothing to do with the other. In his 
well-known work entitled, The Two Cultures, he called for the integra-
tion of these two estranged “cultures.”1 

In ancient times sages and scholars spoke of integration between 
knowledge and action.2 Ibn Rushd affirmed the possibility of linking 
wisdom and the divinely given law, while Ibn Taymiyyah affirmed the 
concept of integration in his insistence that there can be no contradic-
tion between a correct understanding of divinely revealed texts and 
what is clear to human reason. Similarly, al-QushayrÏ and other Sufis 
combined “the path” (al->arÏqah), that is, the Sufi way of life, and “the 
truth” (al-^aqÏqah), that is, the truths revealed in the Qur’anic revela-
tion. This was followed by attempts to integrate principles, theories 
and scientific research on one hand, and their practical applications on 
the other as “pure” science and technology joined hands. In the early 
twentieth century it became clear that Physics stood in need of 
Mathematics, and Biology in need of Chemistry, which led in turn to 
the development of interdisciplinary research, publications and instruc-
tion, since it was now recognized that evolution and development in 
one of the sciences are dependent upon other sciences as well. A  
number of ideas have since been put forward in connection with the 
integration of science and religion. Similarly in the field of education, 
increasing efforts have been made to construct integrated curricula. 
There is now a greater awareness of the need for ideas related to the 
integration of tradition with modernity, and so on. 

This chapter aims to clarify concepts relating to epistemological 
integration in its historical and modern contexts and how they relate to 
other concepts such as the unity of knowledge, worldview, classifica-
tion of schemes of knowledge, and Islamization of knowledge. In add- 
ition, an attempt will be made to explain the nature of the issues with 
which epistemological integration concerns itself, and the obstacles in 
the way of achieving epistemological integration. This chapter will  
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provide an introduction to the discussions in later chapters of the forms 
integration has taken within the Islamic framework, particularly in 
relation to the links between the various sources of knowledge, 
between the various means of acquiring knowledge, and between such 
sources and means. 

 
First:  epistemological integration  

vs.  the unity of knowledge  
 
The issue of epistemological integration is both ideational-intellectual 
and methodological in nature in that it is linked with mental activity, 
research practices, and ways of dealing with ideas. However, the pur-
pose for dealing with the issue of epistemological integration and the 
method by means of which it is dealt with will determine the episte-
mological category into which this issue is placed. Epistemological 
integration might be classified, for example, as a branch of philosophy 
– ontology, epistemology, or ethics – in which case it takes on an 
abstract, theoretical dimension. It might also be classified as a type of 
cultural, social activity when the purpose for which it is undertaken is 
to provide necessary resources and to transform them into political, 
economic or social activity in order to facilitate life for people on the 
practical level, in which case it takes on a social, applied dimension. 
Investigation of the topic of epistemological integration might also be 
limited to the task of dealing with the various epistemological fields 
and evaluating the need for each of these fields in designing programs 
and curricula for educational institutions, in which case the issue takes 
on a didactic-pedagogical dimension. 

There are two dimensions to the process of epistemological inte-
gration: a productive dimension and a consumptive dimension. In its 
productive dimension, integration is a form of intellectual creativity 
which requires special skills. Thus, for example, the process of inte-
grating the Qur’anic sciences, the humanities and the social sciences  
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in their contemporary Western formulations calls for a scholar and 
researcher, who draws inspiration from God’s guidance in understand-
ing the aims and intents of religious texts and rulings and how to apply 
them to real-life situations and events within a contemporary cultural 
framework. This understanding involves an important analytical and 
deconstructive effort. At the same time, however, the researcher will 
need to be familiar with the reality that relates to a particular episte-
mological field or specific issue, be it economic, social, or educational, 
on both the quantitative and qualitative levels. And this necessarily 
means the ability to deconstruct the issue at hand, identify its elements, 
and understand the mechanism by which it operates and its underlying 
theoretical assumptions or premises. This process of deconstruction is a 
necessary precondition which, if fulfilled, will be the foundation for 
the achievement of epistemological integration between the two fields 
of concern in a critical, creative construction process. This construc-
tive process is generally accompanied by an evaluation of the elements 
that will go into the new amalgam, and the matrix of relationships that 
bring them together for a new purpose or aim. 

As for the consumptive dimension of epistemological integration, 
it has to do with the use of the intellectual structures upon which inte-
gration rests in order to understand the phenomena or issues under 
investigation, identify the distinguishing elements of knowledge in  
its integrative framework, and facilitate the communication of this 
knowledge to others. The difference between the productive and the 
consumptive dimensions of epistemological integration might be 
likened to the difference between the physicist who discovers a given 
natural law or the technologist who develops an instrument or 
machine based on this law, and the technician who works in a factory 
in which this instrument or machine is used. 

In order to clarify the role and importance of integration within the 
various fields of scientific activity, noted educator Ernest Boyer divided 
scientific activity into four phases. The first phase is that of discovery, 
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which consists in the epistemological efforts involved in research pro-
cedures in specific fields of knowledge. The second phase is that of 
application, namely, reflection on how to put the knowledge discov-
ered to practical use. The third phase is that of instruction, or the 
communication of knowledge in such a way that it is bequeathed from 
one generation to the next. And the fourth phase is that of integration, 
where structure is integrated or combined with meaning. It is this final 
phase that gives the three earlier phases of scientific activity their true 
meaning and significance. Stressing the nature and importance of inte-
gration, Boyer held that it is only through integration that research 
becomes truly trustworthy.3 

 
The Unity of Knowledge: A Practical Foundation for its Integration 

 
The concept of epistemological integration is linked to the concept of 
the unity of knowledge, which constitutes the logical foundation for 
such integration. I will be devoting the present discussion to the concept 
of epistemological integration in particular, postponing the discussion 
of the various concepts connected with the unity of knowledge to 
another occasion. Nevertheless, the Islamic principle of divine one-
ness; i.e., taw^Ïd, will be present in discussions of both the unity of 
knowledge and epistemological integration. 

The modern age has been highly successful in keeping its promise 
of expanding knowledge and progress in providing for life’s external, 
material requirements. However, the price has been exorbitant. For 
modernity has left us with a frightening legacy of unprecedented  
problems on a global scale, problems which threaten the very future of 
humanity and of the planet we live on. Exponential growth in infor-
mation and data has resulted in a mass of knowledge so vast that, in 
order for us to be able to cope with it, it has had to be divided up  
into separate fields and specializations, and the more our knowledge 
increases, the more it has to be divided and fragmented. As chemist 
Allen Utke points out, this phenomenon has given rise to educational 
systems and societies which are engrossed in a process of dividing and 
subdividing knowledge into a growing number of specializations and 
sub-specializations. Out of this process have emerged individuals with 
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a reductionist view of the world who focus excessively on parts of the 
truth that are immediate and direct, while losing touch increasingly 
both with history and with the larger, more comprehensive picture of 
the cosmos. Hence, as we come to know more and more about fewer 
and fewer things, we know less and less about more and more things.4 

We are, without a doubt, living through an extraordinary, perilous 
phase of history the end of which is difficult to predict. Some 
researchers are of the opinion that humanity is slipping into a new dark 
age, and that human society and civilization are in great danger. 
Indeed, we are living in an era in which, for the first time in history, the 
specter of the end of Planet Earth itself appears to be looming on the 
horizon. However, despite the dark picture some have painted of the 
state of humanity and the planet on which we live, Utke is optimistic 
about the possibility of entering a new phase of history, or post-mod-
ern era. Utke attempts to draw up a plan which, though admittedly 
imperfect, he believes will help pave the way for such an age. 
According to Utke, the new age of lights (which is how he refers to the 
post-modern age) will be accompanied by revolutions in which the 
forces of matter and mind intermingle to bring about radical changes in 
human behavior toward nature as well as, by necessity, changes in peo-
ple’s view of the world and psychological inclinations, which will 
differ significantly from those exhibited during the age of modernity. 
There will be a shift away from a shallow focus on present reality char-
acterized by narrowness, irresponsibility, dogmatism and violence, 
and toward a more comprehensive, inclusive way of thinking about 
the Absolute Truth. The new age of lights, in Utke’s view, will also be 
accompanied by a methodological revolution that moves away from 
the emphasis on the individual, be it the personal “I,” the national “I,” 
or the religious “I,” and toward a re-emphasis on the human “we” as 
we move into the future. 

Utke justifies his optimism based on the observation that in the 
early twentieth century, the old world and its reductionist methods 
began taking in larger and larger doses of what might be termed  
“cosmic unity consciousness.” Unity consciousness has been spread, 
for example, through the Theory of Relativity and its applications, 
new understandings of the relationship between energy and matter, 
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Quantum theory, and Grand Unified Field Theory. Those who pro-
mote such consciousness stress the study of the various parts of reality 
together with the realization that in the final analysis, these parts are 
actually nothing but an illusion, since everything, ultimately, perme-
ates everything else. The knowledge and information in our possession 
draw our attention away from the whole and toward the parts (from 
the one to the many). However, there is an ongoing recognition that 
the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.  

This new science recognizes that definitive knowledge, complete 
understanding, and total certainty of the truth are ideals that will never 
be realized. In their place it offers a new truth, namely, that the uni-
verse is not in a simple, static, disconnected state that has no meaning, 
like some mindless machine, and that human beings did not appear in 
this universe by accident or mere chance. Rather, the universe appears 
to be cohesive, its parts connected to one another. It also appears to be 
growing in a conscious fashion, its structure and features integrated, 
while human beings appear to be a means of achieving the purpose for 
which the universe was created, in that the human mind appears to be 
the most complex entity known to us. One might venture the claim 
that the new science, through the powerful message it presents about 
the new reality, is heralding the dawn of the long-awaited new age, the 
post-modern age, in which the unity of knowledge can be realized.5 

Some scholars’ belief that sciences will ultimately be unified finds 
support in the conclusions reached by Muslim physicist Muhammad 
Abdus Salam, known for his work in the area of electroweak theory. 
This theory, on the basis of which Abdus Salam was awarded the 
Nobel Prize in Physics in 1979 together with two of his colleagues, is a 
unified mathematical and rational description of electromagnetism 
and the weak interaction, which was the most advanced theory that 
had been formulated up to that time on ways of unifying the funda-
mental forces of nature. The validity of this theory was confirmed in 
later years through experiments conducted in the laboratories of the 
European Organization for Nuclear Research (CERN) in Geneva, 
Switzerland in the particle accelerator known as the Super Proto 
Synchrotron, which led to the discovery of the W and Z gauge bosons. 
The electroweak theory continues to form an important part of the 
standard model of particle physics.6 
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Models of Islamic Discourse on the Unity and Integration of Knowledge  
 
Within the context of Islamic discourse relating to the unity of knowl-
edge, many Muslim scholars in the past spoke of the need to preserve 
the unity of the sciences and of knowledge in general by virtue of  
the fact that they were all connected to a single source, that is, God 
Almighty. This connection was acknowledged regardless of whether 
knowledge took the form of revealed texts, or information that God 
had enabled human beings to acquire through research and investiga-
tion. Suffice it in this regard to note the efforts of al-Ghaz¥lÏ, Ibn 
Rushd, and Ibn Taymiyyah. 

In the modern era, by contrast, faced with the West’s unprecedented 
scientific and industrial superiority, numerous Muslim intellectuals 
began falling under the influence of Western ideologies that raise a bar-
rier between science and religion. In consequence, a large number of 
contemporary Muslims have taken it upon themselves to address the 
dangers involved in separating Islam from science and the need to 
reestablish the vital link between them based on the principle of divine 
unity. 

The issue is related fundamentally to the integrative nature of the 
natural and biological sciences themselves. Ongoing progress in the 
realm of scientific knowledge and research in the philosophy of science 
have revealed the interdependence, complementarity and systematic 
nature of contemporary scientific knowledge. This, in turn, has reveal- 
ed the need to activate what Ahmed Fouad Pasha has referred to as,  

 
a universal, comprehensive view of the various phenomena of the universe and 

life. Such a view causes the apparent barriers among the various branches of 

knowledge to vanish in such a way that intermeshing, integrated sciences take the 

place of discrete, separate ones. In fact, all of them can be included within a single 

orderly structure.…One of the most telling examples of the complementarity and 

interdependence of modern sciences is the emergence of Cybernetics, which is 

based on numerous fields of learning, including Mathematics, Logic, Mechanics, 

Physiology, and others…The twin features of complementarity and systematicity 

are significant because they confirm the fact that human knowledge progresses 

and evolves in a marvelous harmony toward more and more abstraction and gen-

eralization. Abstraction and generalization are features that characterize human 
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thought which is imbued with belief in the divine unity, and which one finds 

within the framework of Islamic life and doctrine.7 
 
Similarly, Muzaffar Iqbal affirms the need to join the words “Islam” 

and “science” in such a way that we are speaking not only of a link 
between them, but about complete unification. The reason for this, in 
Iqbal’s view, is that it would make no sense for Islamic discourse to 
speak of two separate or independent paths to the truth. Even when 
there are varied ways of expressing the one truth or differing means of 
arriving at this truth, they will remain connected to one another via a 
central node with a unifying function.8 

The late Isma¢Ïl al F¥r‰qÏ, together with the Islamization of knowl-
edge school that developed at the International Institute of Islamic 
Thought and a number of universities and research centers, held that 
the crisis being faced by the contemporary Muslim community results 
from the division that has been set up between the religious and secular 
educational systems. In al F¥r‰qÏ’s view, the Muslim community has  
difficulty benefiting from the contemporary sciences in their present 
form, whether the humanities, the social sciences, or even the natural 
sciences. The reason for this is that although these sciences all represent 
aspects of an integrated view of the truth, the world, and history, they 
are treated as though they were foreign to Islam. Hence, the solution 
to this crisis lies in unifying the traditional Islamic educational system 
and the contemporary secular educational system into a single system 
that combines the best of both. Such a combined system would develop 
the knowledge offered by the various educational systems by formulat-
ing it from an Islamic perspective, that is, by Islamizing it.9 

Seeking to achieve the same cultural aim for the Muslim community 
but in terms that differ from those used by the Islamization of knowl-
edge school, Ziauddin Sardar – together with a number of his 
associates in what has come to be known as the Ijm¥liyyÏn School10 – 
has added his voice to the discussion of the unity and integration of 
knowledge. According to the Ijm¥liyyÏn School, all sciences, includ-
ing the natural sciences, are socially constructed and functional in 
nature; that is to say, they are tools and means of action, their value 
being determined by their practical usefulness. According to this 
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school, the sciences arise out of specific assumptions about truth and 
humanity and the relationship between human beings and nature. 
Moreover, given the fact that every civilization constructs its own  
sciences, all modern sciences are, therefore, Western sciences. Con-
sequently, it will be difficult to construct Islamic sciences anywhere 
but in an Islamic cultural environment by means of a radical construc-
tion process that establishes integrative ties among its various 
components.11 

There is, in addition, an Islamic discourse on the unity of knowl-
edge based in spiritual experience. This discourse views knowledge 
from a traditional perspective, which was expressed by the civilizations 
of the East within a metaphysical framework based on principles 
derived from the timeless teachings of the divine revelation in its  
various forms. This being the case, the traditional sciences enjoy a 
sacredness derived from the sacredness of nature itself, which in turn 
derives its sacredness from the revelation due to its recognition of 
Nature as a composite of the signs of God. Hence, the knowledge 
human beings acquire about the world and the knowledge they 
receive from the Creator constitute a single unit. Even the methodolo-
gies of these sciences can trace their roots to a single source. Thus, the 
knowledge available to human thought through mystic (Sufi) philoso-
phy opens up numerous possibilities because, being linked ultimately 
with God in His transcendence, it establishes a link among all the 
knowledge-related activities in which thought engages.12 

This philosophical, Sufi discourse has been adopted by a group of 
contemporary scholars, foremost among whom are Seyyed Hossein 
Nasr, Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas, Mehdi Golshani, and their 
disciples in Malaysia, Iran, Turkey, and the United States of America. 
It is clear that this vision is based on meditative philosophy and, as such, 
goes beyond the ethical determinants of action in the universe to a 
metaphysic which sees nature as an entity with spiritual significance. 
Consequently, this philosophy holds that contemporary science, which 
lacks a sense of the sacred, is leading humanity to the brink of an abyss. 
In this respect it finds itself in agreement with many scholars who, 
though their thought arises out of an entirely different analytical  
philosophy, have similar expectations of the fate that awaits the human 
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race on Planet Earth in light of problems foreseen, unforeseen, and 
unacknowledged. 

 
The Relationship Between the Classification of the Sciences and the 

Unity and Integration of Knowledge 
 

Efforts to classify the sciences are relevant to the issue of the unity and 
integration of knowledge. Muslim scholars representing a variety of 
intellectual trends – among them philosophers, theologians, leading 
Sufi thinkers, jurists, historians, and others – have sought to discover 
the order that underlies the various fields of knowledge and the rela-
tionships among them. 

The classification of the sciences is one of the essential keys to 
understanding the Islamic intellectual heritage. Muslim scholars’ 
efforts in this field over the centuries may be viewed as attempts to elu-
cidate various links among these sciences, since it is these links which 
form the criterion for classification. Classification tends naturally to 
focus either on elements of similarity and unity, or on elements of con-
trast and diversity, though in some cases there is a need to focus on 
both. 

The notion of the classification of the sciences is rooted in ancient 
history. One ancient method of classification involves categorizing  
the sciences according to the criterion of abstraction in keeping with 
Aristotelian thought. This method of classification places the most 
abstract sciences at the top of the pyramid, considering them to be 
more significant than the practical sciences. The most important thing 
to be noted here is the attempt to separate the sciences by affirming 
their autonomy and their graded order of importance. 

Although most Muslim scholars have been influenced by this 
method of classification, particularly those who adhere to the 
Aristotelian philosophical school, some of them have striven to ensure 
that their classification reflects the Islamic worldview and its require-
ments. We find, for example, al-F¥r¥bÏ, Ibn ¤azm, Ibn Khald‰n, Ibn 
al-Qayyim, and Tash Kubra Zadeh organized the sciences into a classi-
ficational structure that served educational purposes, and which thus 
reflected the realistic view of the sciences that had arisen within the 
Islamic environment. Given the number and variety of the sciences, 

e p i s t e m o lo g i c a l  i n t e g r at i o n

12



Muslim scholars’ efforts to classify them focused on features that were 
proper to the Islamic worldview. These features include, for example, 
logically based order, internal consistency, graded levels of importance, 
continuity on the level of content, complementary, interdependence, 
and a unified orientation toward the service of Islamic religious truth.13 

There are important differences among the bases of classification 
employed by Muslim scholars and their respective epistemological 
schools. Al-F¥r¥bÏ, for example, belonged to the Peripatetic (Aristo-
telian) School, al-Ghaz¥lÏ represented the Scholastic and Sufi school of 
thought, while Qu~b al-DÏn al-ShÏr¥zÏ hailed from the Illuminist 
School. Nevertheless, they all agreed that the highest level of knowl-
edge is the knowledge of God Almighty, and that human beings ought 
to strive to achieve other types of knowledge in the service of knowing 
God.14 Therefore, all other forms of knowledge should be intercon-
nected, complementary, and organically linked to the knowledge of 
God. In the view of these scholars, the fact that all sciences originate 
from a single divine source is the foundation for the ultimate integra-
tion and unity of knowledge. 

 
Second:  the principle of god ’s  oneness as  

the foundation for epistemological  
integration 

 
Muslim scholars agree unanimously that the oneness of God (al-
taw^Ïd) is the foundation of Islam and that which gives Islamic 
civilization its identity. Many non-Muslim scholars also acknowledge 
that the concept of the oneness of God in Islam is to be distinguished 
from its counterpart in the other monotheistic religions,15 both in its 
conceptualization of the one God, and in the implications of this  
conceptualization for the Creator’s relationship to His creatures. 

 
Isma¢Ïl al F¥r‰qÏ’s Vision of the Unity and Integration of Knowledge 

 
Isma¢Ïl al F¥r‰qÏ devoted an entire book to the subject of al-taw^Ïd, or 
the oneness of God,16 in which he expounded the integrated nature of  
the monotheistic perspective and the way in which it brings together 
the theoretical-philosophical and the practical-applied dimensions of  
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culture and civilization. Al F¥r‰qÏ’s treatment of the issues of the unity 
and complementarity of the various branches of knowledge is free of 
many of the complexities with which the Islamic heritage has been 
burdened in the name of Islamic philosophy and scholastic theology, 
and he made a powerful case for reforming Islamic thought and the 
contemporary Islamic approach to vital issues.  

Together with other Muslim scholars, al F¥r‰qÏ viewed al-taw^Ïd as 
an all-encompassing perspective on reality, the cosmos, time, place, 
human history, and human destiny. The concept of al-taw^Ïd applies to 
the entire Islamic way of life. Islam does not divide the world into 
sacred and profane, nor does it classify values as “religious” vs. “secu-
lar.” Similarly, it makes no distinction between “men of religion” and 
“men of the world.” Seen from the Islamic perspective, these are artifi-
cial distinctions and classifications that belong historically to 
non-Islamic traditions.17 

The concept of al-taw^Ïd leaves its mark on all aspects of Islamic  
culture and civilization by establishing clearly defined links between 
them. In its grand inclusiveness, Islam brings about a reformulation of 
every element of its civilization in varying degrees of depth, from 
minor modifications in outward forms to radical changes in functions, 
since it is function which shapes essential relationships. When Muslims 
developed the science of al-taw^Ïd, they combined within it the areas 
of logic, the theory of knowledge, metaphysics, and ethics.18 

Islamic monotheism (taw^Ïd) draws a crucial distinction between 
the transcendent Creator and the created universe. It is the will of the 
Creator which defines creatures’ existence, their behavior, and their 
organic structure. The reality of God’s oneness is manifested in the fact 
that the universe is founded upon orderly behavior. Such orderliness 
points to the unity of the authority that brought such order into being, 
namely, the one God, glory be to Him. If there were numerous deities 
in the universe, it would be thrown into disorder, because it would be 
incapable of answering to two masters at one and the same time. For 
this reason, affirmation of God’s oneness is of vital importance in reli-
gion, since it plays a distinctive role in shaping human beings’ beliefs in 
this life, and determining what recompense will be theirs in the life to 
come. 
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Acknowledgment of God’s unity – al-taw^Ïd – presupposes by 
necessity an acknowledgement of the unity of truth as well. Al F¥r‰qÏ 
explains how al-taw^Ïd, as a methodological principle requiring the 
unity of truth, is based on three subsidiary principles having to do with 
the nature of the sources from which human beings acquire knowl-
edge. The first of these principles is the rejection of all that is incon- 
sistent with the truth. The second is the disavowal of contradiction. 
And the third is openness to new evidence.19 

The first of these three principles excludes falsehood, illusion, and 
conjecture from the realm of Islamic belief, while still allowing room 
for criticism and scrutiny. Anything that deviates from the truth or fails 
to conform to it in some degree is unacceptable in Islam, be it legisla-
tion, a personal or social ethical principle, or a way of understanding 
the world. This protects the Muslim from being swayed by mere  
opinion or whim. Any claim that is not accompanied by supporting 
evidence is mere conjecture, which can never replace the truth. 
Muslims are individuals who speak nothing but clear truth, and who 
accept nothing but the truth even if it goes against their desires and 
aspirations, or conflicts with their personal interests or the interests of 
those near and dear to them. 

The second principle, which has to do with the absence of contra-
diction, represents the essence of rationalism, and without it there is no 
escape from doubt and uncertainty. If a contradiction cannot ultimately 
be resolved, this means there is no way of arriving at the truth. 
Contradictions may, of course, appear in a person’s thinking and state-
ments. There may also be contradictions in our superficial under- 
standing of the relationship between revelation and reason. Islam 
denies the logical possibility of such contradictions when there is a 
true, complete understanding of revelation; it also presents an explana-
tion of the way in which apparent contradictions can be eliminated. 

In al F¥r‰qÏ’s view, neither reason nor revelation holds sway over 
the other. If revelation were allowed to hold sway over reason, there 
would be no basis for distinguishing one text of the revelation from 
another, or between two different ideas presented by the revelation on 
a particular topic. Without allowing for the role of reason, it would be 
impossible to resolve the contradictions or inconsistencies that arise in 
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our understanding of the texts of the revelation. The various texts of the 
revelation are themselves characterized by internal consistency, and 
the correct understanding of them prevents the appearance of contra-
diction. However, this or that text of the revelation may appear to be 
inconsistent with reason; that is, it may appear to conflict with certain 
outcomes of rational investigation and understanding. When this hap-
pens, Islam teaches us that the contradiction that has appeared is not 
the end, and that we should rethink either our understanding of the 
revelation, the outcomes of our rational investigation, or both. 

Although Islam rejects the possibility of an irresolvable contradic-
tion between reason and revelation, the concept of al-taw^Ïd – as an 
expression of the oneness of truth – encourages us to reexamine what-
ever appears to be a contradiction. The reason for this is that some 
dimension of reality may have eluded us so that, if we were to take this 
dimension into consideration, the apparent contradiction would be 
resolved. Al-taw^Ïd requires seekers of truth to engage in another read-
ing of the divine revelation when they sense that there is some logical 
contradiction in it, since this additional reading may remove the ambi-
guity and clarify meanings they have not been able to understand, 
thereby resolving the contradiction. Hence, rethinking one’s reason-
ing or understanding may bring about harmony, not among the texts of 
the revelation themselves – since these texts are above being subjected 
to human judgment – but, rather, between the texts and human 
beings’ understanding of them. This harmonization process brings our 
understanding of revelation into conformity with the data we have 
gathered and discovered through reason. Hence, the notion that there 
might be contradictions between revelation and reason is attractive 
only to those with weak minds. Muslims are behaving rationally when 
they insist on the unity of the two sources of knowledge, namely, reve-
lation and reason.20 

On this point al F¥r‰qÏ appears to be in agreement with Ibn Taymi-
yyah. Al F¥r‰qÏ rejected the views of al-R¥zÏ, Ibn Rushd, and other 
like- minded Muslim philosophers and theologians who assumed the 
possibility of contradictions between revelation and reason, while 
viewing reason as the final authority and the means by which revela-
tion is understood. Similarly, he parted ways with al-Ghaz¥lÏ, who 
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agreed with the philosophers and theologians on the possibility of con-
tradictions between revelation and reason while viewing revelation, 
not reason, as the final authority. 

The third principle of al-taw^Ïd as an expression of the oneness of 
truth is that of openness to new or conflicting evidence or data. This 
principle protects the Muslim from the need to join liberal, unbeliev-
ing schools of thought; at the same time, it protects him or her from 
extremism, or a conservatism so strict that it leads to rigidity and  
stagnation. Adoption of this third principle of al-taw^Ïd gives rise to 
intellectual humility. Such humility leads us to say, “God knows best” 
when confronted with conflicting evidence or apparent contradic-
tions between revelation and reason, since we know that the truth is 
too great to be fully comprehended or fathomed by human beings. 

Moreover, just as al-taw^Ïd serves to confirm the absolute oneness 
of God Almighty, it likewise confirms the unity of sources of truth. 
God is the Creator of the natural world from which human beings 
derive knowledge:  

 
He it is who has made the sun a [source of] radiant light and the moon a light 

[reflected], and has determined for it phases so that you might know how to  

compute the years and to measure [time]. None of this has God created without 

[an inner] truth. Clearly does He spell out these messages unto people of [innate] 

knowledge: for, verily, in the alternating of night and day, and in all that God has 

created in the heavens and on earth there are messages indeed for people who are 

conscious of Him! (S‰rah Y‰nus, 10: 5-6) 
 

The object of knowledge consists of the things and events of Nature, 
which are creations of God. It is a certainty that God Almighty knows 
these things and events, and it is equally certain that God is the source 
of revelation. Moreover, God gives human beings something of His 
vast, all-encompassing, perfect knowledge. 

Al-taw^Ïd invites human beings to draw connections between God 
as Creator and the pursuit of knowledge in its various spheres. The  
reason for this is that when human beings perceive the work of God in 
all events and things, they are observing the work of divine creation. 
When they observe the action of God in Nature, they are engaging in 

Concepts of Relevance to Epistemological Integration

17



the natural sciences, since the divine creation in Nature is none other 
than the patterns and laws that God has deposited in the natural realm. 
Similarly, when human beings perceive the work of divine creation in 
themselves or their societies, they are engaging in the human and social 
sciences. If, as a result of human striving and searching, the cosmos 
reveals the operation of orderly patterns and laws as manifestations of 
God’s will, then, from the Muslim’s perspective, the cosmos is a living 
theatre which God created by His action and command.21 

 
Seyyed Hossein Nasr’s Vision of the Unity and  

Integration of Knowledge 
 
Seyyed Hossein Nasr and a number of his disciples offer another way of 
thinking about the implications of al-taw^Ïd for the unity and integra-
tion of knowledge. Nasr agrees with other Muslim scholars on the 
importance of the principle of al-taw^Ïd, the hierarchical ordering of 
the sciences, and the view of al-taw^Ïd as the highest form of knowl-
edge and the final goal of all the Muslim’s intellectual strivings. By 
contrast, however, Nasr focuses primarily on the natural sciences; he 
also placed great importance on philosophy and traditional Islamic 
metaphysics, which he and other like-minded scholars view as the 
entry point for understanding the relationship between scientific and 
religious knowledge. Consequently, they use the same metaphysical 
terminology that was current among Muslim thinkers such as al-R¥zÏ, 
Ibn SÏn¥, al-ShÏr¥zÏ, Ikhw¥n al-ßaf¥, and others. 

One of these terms is cosmology, or cosmological knowledge, 
which is employed as a point of entry to the study of nature. Cosmology 
is a branch of metaphysics in which the macrocosm, or the greater  
cosmos, is compared to the microcosm, or the lesser, human “cosmos.” 
Within the context of cosmology, to observe Nature is to observe the 
action of the Creator, and the legitimacy of the ongoing pursuit of the 
natural sciences depends on the degree to which these sciences reveal 
the overall unity, connection, interdependence, and complementarity 
that characterize the divine creation. Hence, scientific knowledge that 
conforms to the spirit of Islam is knowledge which derives its legitimacy 
from the fundamental doctrine of Islam, that is, al-taw^Ïd in all its  
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varying senses, and which strives ultimately to integrate particulars 
within a single comprehensive whole. There may be many different 
explanations, interpretations, and levels of thinking. However, what 
remains is the principle according to which the created world consists 
of the unity of unified entities, whereas God the Creator alone enjoys 
what Nasr terms “the unity of the Unique.”22 

The organic link between scientific knowledge and the knowledge 
of God’s oneness means that scientific knowledge is encompassed and 
integrated within the knowledge of God’s oneness, because the divine 
revelation is the source of metaphysical knowledge of the diverse 
world with which the sciences deal. However, the conceptual tools for 
integration need to be derived from cosmological knowledge. This 
cosmological knowledge is capable of providing tools for conceptual 
integration, because the aim of integration is to provide the kind of  
scientific knowledge that sets forth the complementarity of all things 
and the way in which the levels of the hierarchy or order in the uni-
verse are linked to each other and to the spiritual realm. Consequently, 
it provides knowledge that allows for the integration of multiple and 
varied entities into a single unit.23 

 
Osman Bakar’s Vision of the Unity and Integration of Knowledge 

 
In an approach similar to Seyyed Hossein Nasr’s, Osman Bakar uses 
the term “cosmological knowledge.” This cosmological knowledge is 
spiritual in nature. The laws that govern the various systems within 
creation are not all equally general and comprehensive. Rather, there 
is a hierarchical order to this generality and comprehensiveness. Bio-
logical laws, for example, are higher than chemical and physical laws, 
because biological laws have to do with living beings, which possess an 
existential reality that is higher than that possessed by other entities. 
However, these same biological laws are subject to a higher set of  
universal laws of a spiritual nature. When attempts are made to bring 
about an objective unification of known laws in the realms of physics 
and biology, we may reach a point beyond which we have no choice 
but to take into account laws that govern supernatural orders. In other 
words, we must recognize that natural laws are of limited comprehen-
siveness and generality.  
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The natural and mathematical sciences are limited sciences having 
to do with specific spheres of truth, whereas the higher truth of al-taw^Ïd 
is a metaphysical science having to do with realities that lie beyond 
human perception.  

The science of metaphysics is the most general of all the sciences, 
because it concerns itself with the higher truth that encompasses all 
other truths. Cosmological knowledge, which concerns itself with the 
structure and qualitative content of the cosmos, lies somewhere bet-
ween the higher knowledge of al-taw^Ïd and the particular sciences. In 
the traditional Islamic sciences, cosmology was classified as part of meta- 
physics; this is what we find, for example, in the enumeration provided 
by al-F¥r¥bÏ, and it was from cosmology that the other particular sci-
ences were derived. Cosmological knowledge thus constitutes the con- 
ceptual framework for the unity of the material and spiritual sciences.24 

In keeping with the same approach, Osman Bakar employs the 
terms “spiritual knowledge” and “universal soul.” The term “spiritual 
knowledge” refers to the knowledge of God and His oneness or unity. 
This knowledge does not necessarily have to do with the divine essence, 
which we are forbidden to think about. Rather, it has to do with the 
effects and actions of the Creator throughout the created universe. 
According to Bakar, the Muslim’s knowledge of the Creator is the 
knowledge of the universe in its capacity as one effect of the Creator’s 
action. Awareness of the relationship between God the Creator and 
the created cosmos, or between the principle of divinity and its mani-
festations in the cosmos, is the primary foundation for the unity of 
scientific and spiritual knowledge. 

An understanding of this relationship requires us to go back to the 
fundamental source of knowledge in Islam, that is, revelation, which 
consists of the Qur’an and the Prophetic Sunnah. The Muslim looks 
upon the Qur’an as the springhead of both intellectual and spiritual 
energy. As such, the Qur’an is viewed as the springhead of all knowl-
edge and all sciences, not because it contains the knowledge itself but, 
rather, because it inspires the Muslim to develop a distinctive vision  
of the unity among the various spheres of knowledge. The notion of 
this unity arises out of an awareness of the unity of the Divine and its 
applications to the various spheres of human knowledge. For, although 
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human beings acquire knowledge from various sources and in a variety 
of ways, all types of knowledge derive ultimately from God the All-
Knowing. The Qur’anic vision affirms that our knowledge of material 
and spiritual realities is possible because God has given us the necessary 
capabilities to possess such knowledge.25 

Among Muslim scholars, cosmology requires that one relate to the 
natural world in a manner that is connected to the higher orders of 
truth. When studying the natural world, including the biological sci-
ences, Muslim scholars affirm the relationship between this world and 
spiritual entities that lie beyond human perception. Hence, they rec-
ognize that the question of the origin of life on earth cannot be solved 
based on the evidence of natural entities alone, because life is not sim-
ply a material, natural form of existence. Rather, it is a vital capacity or 
force that has penetrated the world of material things. The molecular 
physiological activities associated with life’s various forms are not 
themselves the source of life. Rather, they are simply manifestations of 
life on the natural level. The Islamic cosmological principle which is 
considered the basis for deciphering the mystery of life is the notion of 
“the universal soul.” This universal soul is the soul or spirit of the natural 
order. As such, the universal soul is to the natural order what your soul 
or spirit is to your body. 

It is this universal spirit which gives the entire cosmos its vital energy, 
an energy that we observe in the life of plants and animals. This univer-
sal spirit which exists in God’s creatures, its relationship to human 
beings’ knowledge of the universe’s functions, capacities and distin-
guishing features, and the ways in which these relate to the natural 
order are essential for the integration of the biological sciences. More-
over, as will be clear from the foregoing, we perceive the existence of 
this spirit based on our belief in al-taw^Ïd, or the oneness of God. 

Despite the importance of developing cosmology and its link to the 
unity of knowledge, it is not necessary to abandon the empirical 
method and the modern tools of scientific research and investigation 
that have proved so successful in the quantitative study of nature. How- 
ever, we do need to make radical changes in our orientations toward 
reality and knowledge. Acceptance of the notion of cosmology has a 
significant impact on research methodology, since those committed to 
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the scientific method have to give up the claim that it is the only way to 
know things and acknowledge the existence of other paths to knowl-
edge which are equally valid.26 

 
Third:  epistemological integration in  

the islamic worldview  
 

Our discussion of epistemological integration begins with the Islamic 
worldview, which has enabled the Muslim mind to develop a sound 
understanding of the universe, life, and human beings.  

“Worldview” is: 
 

• a modern philosophical term referring to an all-inclusive view of the 
world that takes all parts, elements, components and systems into 
account. 

• a vision of the true nature of things within the broadest possible 
framework. Such a vision consists of authoritative rules and frame-
works for thought and action within the society’s overall value 
system. 

• the lense through which the human mind perceives the realities of 
the universe, life, and human beings. 

• a set of answers to the existential, epistemological, and value-related 
questions that arise in relation to these realities and the relationships 
among them. 
 
The human mind acts instinctively to distinguish varied, multiple 

and separate entities from each other based on the features and traits 
that are proper to each of them. It also perceives these entities as 
belonging to a category or set which represents a larger unit. Such enti-
ties are located at specific time-place coordinates and there are 
definable relationships between them. Features and traits are also per-
ceived by the human mind in relation to patterns of human behavior, 
social issues, religious values, and the like. 

Any behavior or activity in which an individual engages or which 
prevails in this or that community within a society will be understood 
in light of an overall worldview. In other words, the image of existence 
reflected in our minds has a direct impact on our actions, our social 
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conduct, and our individual and communal lives. In short, every one 
of us lives in accordance with his view of the cosmos – his worldview.27 

An Islamic worldview is an expression of the overall belief-based 
conceptualization embodied in Islamic doctrine. This conceptualiza-
tion offers a comprehensive explanation of existence. It also gives rise 
to individuals’ concrete way of life and the rules that govern their 
behavior in light of their understanding of their place in the universe 
and the purpose of their existence.28 

 
Abu Bakr Muhammad Ahmad’s Study on Epistemological  

Integration and its Applications to University Curricula 
 
One of the most comprehensive treatments of the subject of episte-
mological integration is a detailed study entitled, “Epistemological 
Integration and Its Applications to University Curricula.” The study 
was written by Abu Bakr Muhammad Ahmad Ibrahim at International 
Islamic University of Malaysia (IIUM).29 The researcher relied on a 
critical analysis of numerous writings of direct or indirect relevance  
to the concept of epistemological integration and related concepts, 
particularly the concept of the Islamization of knowledge. The study 
includes interviews conducted by the author with a number of 
researchers and thinkers. These are followed by an overview of the 
academic programs and pedagogical practices at IIUM’s Faculty of 
Islamic Revealed Knowledge and Human Sciences, which has adopted 
and applied the concept of epistemological integration. On the basis of 
his research, the author concludes that epistemological integration is 
closely linked with the Islamization of knowledge. If the Islamization 
of knowledge can be properly described as a vision, then epistemologi-
cal integration can be described as a feature that marks the educational 
process at academic institutions that have adopted this vision.30 

As for the vision itself, it is, in actuality, a worldview that calls for an 
intellectual and cultural reform enterprise from an Islamic perspective. 
This enterprise involves three steps. The first step is to reexamine the 
sources of Islam in light of their governing values and overall aims, and 
to critique the legacy handed down through these sources and founded 
upon these values and aims. The second step is to engage positively 
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with contemporary human knowledge as it relates to innate human 
tendencies, patterns, and dispositions, while subjecting this input to a 
critical analysis that will free it from philosophical accretions that are 
inconsistent with the facts at hand. These two initial steps are analytical 
and deconstructive in nature. As for the third step, which is construc-
tive and creative in nature, it is to reformulate current knowledge 
within the Islamic worldview based on the integration of the guidance 
provided by divine revelation, the patterns and laws of nature, and 
human beings’ attempts to understand the universe in its natural, social 
and psychological dimensions. Taken together, these three steps can 
help bring individual Muslims and the Muslim community as a whole 
out of the state of backwardness in which they find themselves. In fact, 
they promise to bring them to a place where they can make distinctive 
contributions to the direction being taken by human culture and  
civilization. 

In this sense, epistemological integration is not merely an episte-
mological process but, in addition, a psychological and educational 
process whose aim is to liberate the Muslim mind, nurture the Muslim 
psyche, and motivate Muslims to be accomplish, create and reform.31 

Worldview in the Thought of AbdulHamid AbuSulayman 
 
AbdulHamid AbuSulayman has published a set of works whose aim is 
to analyze the crisis in the Muslim mind, will and psyche, and to pro-
pose needed measures for dealing with these crises. AbuSulayman has 
also published a book on the Qur’anic cultural worldview, a world-
view which he formulated in the process of completing his earlier 
writings. The book clarifies the monotheistic, integrational dimension 
of the Islamic worldview, which AbuSulayman describes as being a 
systematic, scientific, and comprehensive vision of love and goodness 
that puts resources to the best, most constructive possible use. As such, 
this vision provides the foundation for releasing Muslims’ potentials 
and molding their characters, psyches and instincts in keeping with the 
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Qur’anic message via the forces of love, goodwill, conscience, reason 
and knowledge. When guided by sound doctrine and sincere faith and 
armed with the Qur’anic vision, Muslims can begin to flesh out these 
realities in society and build a constructive, spiritually-minded, well-
intentioned human civilization.32 

The Muslim mind has been able to develop a clear, sound under-
standing of the universe, life, and human beings via a comprehensive 
Islamic worldview based on a careful, reflective reading of two ‘books.’ 
The first of these ‘books’, which is perceived through the physical 
senses, is the universe with the things, events, phenomena and interre-
lationships that human beings have put to use in their capacity as God’s 
khalÏfah33 (vicegerents) on earth. The second ‘book’, which exists in 
the form of a written revelation, is the Qur’an with its guidance, 
knowledge, wisdom, and decrees. In Islam’s early days Muslims ‘read’ 
the universe in its natural, social and psychological dimensions with 
both their minds and their physical senses, introducing into this read-
ing both the world of human experience and the world beyond human 
perception. They thus employed their knowledge of the universe to 
construct the foundations of a rightly guided human civilization that 
towered above both those civilizations which had preceded it and 
those that came after it. In addition, they engaged in an insightful, care-
ful reading of the divine revelation in the form of both the Qur’an and 
the Prophetic Sunnah. 

Based on these “two inseparable, thoughtful readings,”34 episte-
mological integration has been achieved by combining the various 
aspects of the material universe (things, events, and phenomena), the 
social universe (laws and patterns of change, equilibrium through 
struggle and alternation), and the psychological universe (right guid-
ance, depravity, faith, culture, and unbelief). This process has likewise 
involved combining the Qur’anic revelation, the Prophetic Sunnah, 
thoughtful consideration, the tools of concrete observation, and inter-
pretation. In other words, it has involved integrating human, sense- 
based reception of both the physical universe and the written revela-
tion with what we receive from the world beyond the senses relating 
to the origin and evolution of the universe through our study of divine 
revelation with its various reports and narratives. 
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As a result of this combination of the two ‘readings’ referred to 
above, the Muslim community was able to play the roles of pioneer, 
witness, benefactor, and leader for a period of time. Eventually, how-
ever, hearts were hardened, and the Muslim community imported the 
battle between reason and revelation from other nations and commu-
nities which only knew how to read the superficial phenomena of the 
life of this world. As a consequence, Muslims’ reading of the world 
around them changed: their vision was blurred, their minds were 
dulled, their perception deteriorated, and thus began their regression.35 

It was the Qur’anic worldview that gave birth to the mindset of  
the Prophet’s Companions, may God be pleased with them, and  
the Qur’anic foundations of their cultural achievement contributed 
immeasurably to the renewal of human civilization by expanding and 
elevating human beings’ rule-governed reason and moral awareness. 
The result was the beginning of a new era in which the laws of the  
universe were put to practical, creative uses, and efforts were made to 
guide the course of human civilization in keeping with human beings’ 
obligation to adhere to moral and spiritual principles.36 This achieve-
ment was possible by clarity of vision, integration of the Islamic sources 
of knowledge (revelation, human nature, and the laws, patterns and 
facts of the universe), and adherence to the criterion of objective, 
orderly scientific reasoning. There is no benefit to be gained from 
atomistic, haphazard efforts which fail to perceive the system underly-
ing Islamic civilization and the laws that govern its interaction with its 
surroundings. Yet it is precisely this kind of intellectual and scientific 
lack of awareness that has thwarted reformers’ efforts, numerous and 
protracted though they have been, to revive the Muslim community. 

The Islamic vision for human civilization arises out of the notion of 
God’s absolute unity. Similarly, it is the principle of al-taw^Ïd that  
gives rise to the Qur’anic vision of the unified, integrated nature of  
the universe, whose structure and components constitute unity within 
integrated diversity, and integrated diversity in unity.37 The Islamic 
worldview employs a uniquely Qur’anic, monotheistic approach to 
epistemological integration. It begins with the oneness of God the 
Creator, the oneness of the created universe, the oneness of the human 
being who has been appointed God’s steward on earth, and the  
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oneness of the divine gift given to human beings through God’s teach-
ing Adam the names of all things (see s‰rah al-Baqarah 2:31), then 
continuing to provide human beings with divine revelation to guide 
them by means of the written word: 

 
O children of Adam! Indeed, We have bestowed upon you from on high [the 

knowledge of making] garments to cover your nakedness, and as a thing of beauty: 

but the garment of God-consciousness is the best of all. Herein lies a message from 

God, so that man might take it to heart. O children of Adam! Do not allow Satan 

to seduce you in the same way as he caused your ancestors to be driven out of the 

garden: he deprived them of their garment of [God-consciousness] in order to 

make them aware of their nakedness. Verily, he and his tribe are lying in wait for 

you where you cannot perceive them! Verily, We have placed [all manner of] sat-

anic forces near unto those who do not [truly] believe. (S‰rah al-A¢r¥f  7:26-27) 
 

The revelation goes on to remind us of the lesson to be learned from 
Cain’s slaying of his brother Abel, saying, “Thereupon God sent forth 
a raven which scratched the earth, to show him how he might conceal 
the nakedness of his brother’s body. [And Cain] cried out, ‘Oh, woe is 
me! Am I then too weak to do what this raven did, and to conceal the 
nakedness of my brother’s body?’ – and was thereupon smitten with 
remorse” (s‰rah al-M¥’idah 5:31). 

The monotheistic approach involves acknowledging the integra-
tion and interdependence that exist between the divine revelation 
embodied in Nature, and that embodied in the written word. In this 
way it does away with the problems associated with the correspond-
ence between reason and revelation. Furthermore, the monotheistic 
approach involves integrating the sciences of revelation and the 
acquired sciences having to do with the universe in its natural, social 
and psychological dimensions. These latter sciences are necessary for 
human (khil¥fah) vicegerency on earth, the proper exercise of authority 
over the natural world, and human development and progress. The 
use of this approach in efforts to achieve epistemological integration 
tends to foster moderation in all things, since there is no sense of oppo-
sition between the various aspects of existence: individual and 
community, matter and spirit, this world and the world to come, self 
and other, rights and duties, responsibility and reward or punishment. 
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The various members of the human body are integrated in per-
forming their respective functions; however, the limbs are not as 
important as the heart or the brain.38 Similarly, the various sciences can 
be integrated without all of them being on the same plane in their rela-
tionship to the truth and, therefore, of the same importance or priority. 

Although God Almighty is the ultimate source of knowledge, He 
has made knowledge available to human beings through two sources: 
the written revelation and the created universe, and has provided hu-
man beings with two means for acquiring knowledge: reason and sen- 
sory perception. Reason operates when we seek to understand these 
two sources and put them to use in the service of human vicegerency 
(khil¥fah) on earth. Similarly, sensory perception comes into play when 
we use our senses to observe and experiment on the things, events, and 
phenomena of the universe, or to arrive at the meanings of the texts of 
revelation as they apply to human experience.39 

The monotheistic worldview continuously links the various spheres 
of knowledge about which the Qur’an speaks. This link is so consist-
ent, in fact, that the boundaries between these spheres nearly disappear, 
as do the boundaries between the Muslim’s various practical concerns. 
The Qur’anic texts connect this earthly life with the life to come, the 
world beyond sense perception with the world of sense perception, 
and so on. Even more important, however, is the way in which they 
affirm the unity and complementarity of the sources and aims of 
knowledge. 

Perhaps the most significant indication of this unity and comple-
mentarity is the Qur’an’s use the word “sign” (¥yah) to refer not only 
to the written words in the Qur’anic text, but, in addition, to the con-
crete phenomena we observe in the physical, social, and psychological 
realms. We read: “And on earth there are signs (¥y¥t) [of God’s exist-
ence, visible] to all who are endowed with inner certainty, just as [there 
are signs thereof] within your own selves: can you not, then, see?” 
(s‰rah al-Dh¥riy¥t 51:20-21). When the Qur’an invites us to go about 
the Earth and investigate the beginnings of creation, it is as though 
God Almighty were linking the story of the creation of humankind as 
it is narrated in the verses of the Holy Book with what we find in fossils, 
for example, where we see the traces of life engraved in stone or buried 
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beneath the soil. When it invites us to reflect on the fates of the  
peoples, nations and civilizations that went before us so as to learn from 
the past, we realize that although the guidance the Qur’an wants us to 
obtain is a gift of grace and mercy from God, we can also acquire it, in 
part, through the effort we expend in our study of history, archeology, 
anthropology, comparative religion, sociology, and so on. Similarly, 
when the Qur’an urges us to examine God’s signs on the horizons and 
within ourselves – through the cosmological and psychological sciences 
– it is affirming the complementarity that exists between these sciences 
and the study of divine revelation. 

Ibn Rushd repeatedly affirmed this complementarity. He stated, 
“Existent entities point to the Maker through our knowledge of their 
workmanship, and the more complete our knowledge of their work-
manship, the more complete will be our knowledge of the Maker.” 
He went on to say: 

 
The divinely revealed law commends the act of reflecting on existing entities and 

urges us to engage in such reflection. Hence, it is clear that according to the 

divinely revealed law, this pursuit is, if not obligatory, then at least commendable. 

The fact that the law urges us to give reasoned consideration to existing entities 

and requires us to gain knowledge of them in this way is made clear by numerous 

verses in the Book of God, may He be blessed and exalted. We read, for example, 

‘...Learn a lesson, then, O you who are endowed with insight!’ (s‰rah al-¤ashr 

59:2), and ‘Have they, then, never considered [God’s] mighty dominion over the 

heavens and the earth, and all the things that God has created…?’ (s‰rah al-A¢r¥f 

7:185). Such passages urge us explicitly to give thought to the created universe…

Therefore, when those who believe in and seek to obey the divinely revealed law 

consider existing entities, they should first become familiar with the specific 

objects [before them], because these objects are the means by which such consid-

eration can take place, just as instruments are the means by which work can be 

accomplished….”40 
 

 

The concept of integration is found in the writings of 
 al-R¥zÏ, Ibn Rushd, al-Ghaz¥lÏ, and Ibn Taymiyyah.



 
Ab‰ ¤¥mid al-Ghaz¥lÏ also treated the question of the structural 

unity of knowledge. According to al-Ghaz¥lÏ, the Qur’anic verses 
which speak about the stars can only be understood with help from 
astronomy, the verses that have to do with health can only be under-
stood based on the study of medicine, and so on. Al-Ghaz¥lÏ wrote:  

 
…These sciences, both those we have enumerated and those we have not enu-

merated, are encompassed by the Qur’an. Rather, all of them have been dipped, as 

it were, out of a single sea – one of the many seas belonging to God Almighty – 

namely, the sea of actions. One of God’s actions, for example, is that of [bringing 

about] healing and illness…. This action can only be recognized by those who 

have a perfect knowledge of medicine…Another of His actions is the determina-

tion of ways in which one can achieve knowledge about the sun, the moon, and 

their stations as God has numbered them…no one but those who know the make-

up of the heavens and the earth can perceive the true nature of the sun and the 

moon in keeping with their divine reckoning, nor their eclipses, nor how the 

night gives way to the day, nor how one of these two celestial bodies rotates 

around the other. [And the knowledge of these things] is a science unto itself.41 
 

Hence, although al-Ghaz¥lÏ and Ibn Rushd differed on the subject of 
epistemology, they agreed on the need for the integration of knowl-
edge, with al-Ghaz¥lÏ seeing such integration in the structure of 
knowledge itself (integrality), and Ibn Rushd seeing it in the various 
sciences’ need for one another (complementarity). 

In a specialized work spanning eleven volumes, Ibn Taymiyyah 
presented an exhaustive discussion of the sciences human reason has 
generated, be they philosophical or natural, in comparison with the 
texts of divine revelation. Ibn Taymiyyah was of the view that there 
cannot be any contradiction between the two types of sciences. 
Rather, that which is truly rational will never conflict with the proper 
understanding of divine revelation. Ibn Taymiyyah stated:  
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The Arabic word ¥yah is used in the Qur’an to refer to both a verse of the Qur’anic 
text, and to a manifestation or sign of God’s presence and power in the realms  

of nature, society and the life of the psyche.



I have reflected on this in the context of what people generally disagree about, and 

I have found that the things that conflict with explicit texts properly understood 

are nothing but sophisms whose invalidity can be easily recognized through rea-

son. In fact, reason confirms the validity of the opposing claims which are in 

agreement with the divinely revealed law.42 
 

Fourth:  dangers and obstacles along  
the path to epistemological integration  

 
Human beings were created with an urgent, ongoing need to classify 
things, organize them into groups, analyze them into their component 
parts, recombine the parts, etc. Perhaps it is this need that has led to the 
emergence of the various epistemological fields and their branches.  

Notwithstanding the efforts of scholars who are working along and 
across the boundaries of existing specializations and affirming the com-
monalities among the sciences, most of the scientific and technological 
discoveries made over the past several decades have come about thanks 
to the efforts of specialized scientists working in their respective fields. 
Scholars with narrow specializations will continue to make significant 
scientific accomplishments, and the vast majority of scholars – young 
ones among them in particular – will strive to prove themselves 
through specialized work. Such scholars may feel that working in the 
areas of integration and unification would come at the expense of 
opportunities for competition and academic excellence, which would 
threaten their futures. 

This kind of fear is reinforced when efforts to address problems 
relating to over-specialization and the resultant atomization of knowl-
edge result in the emergence of personalities with a distressingly 
superficial understanding of things. In such situations, the results of 
epistemological integration are not encouraging; in fact, nothing is a 
greater hindrance to progress than the “jack of all trades, master of 
none” who chatters constantly about generalities in this field or that, 
but lacks the ability to delve deeply into any of them.43 

There is a danger that, under pressure to find evidence supporting 
claims of unity and complementarity, those who support epistemolog-
ical integration may search for links among the sciences or relationships 
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among the data that have no real existence. Such efforts may backfire 
or produce futile or laughable results. At the same time, some studies 
may have the appearance of methodological rigor, when in fact they 
are filled with specialized jargon that conceals their superficiality and 
incoherence. However, an even greater danger lies in the natural 
human tendency to find what one is looking for, or what one is 
expecting to find. This tendency can lead a researcher unknowingly 
into error, thereby undermining the external validity of his research 
design. 

It is difficult to find scholars whose academic research models reflect 
a vision of the unity and complementarity of the sciences, a fact which 
hinders efforts to promote work based on such a vision and to expand 
the range of its applications. This difficulty emerges especially in the 
search for instructors who are skilled at teaching their particular spe-
cializations using interdisciplinary or cross-disciplinary methodologies. 

One of the most serious obstacles facing new ideas and their appli-
cability is the tendency to misunderstand those who advocate these 
ideas, or to misrepresent or misapply the ideas themselves. The sincere 
desire to adopt and promote an idea is not enough to persuade others of 
it, or to create the circumstances conducive to its acceptance and appli-
cation. Rather, the idea also needs to be correctly understood and 
represented. One common misunderstanding of epistemological inte-
gration is the belief that it can be achieved simply by establishing a 
university degree program in which students are able to take subjects 
from a variety of areas – subjects relating to Islamic law, for example, 
alongside sociology and other courses relating to social issues – in  
the hope that integration will take place on the level of the student’s 
intellectual orientation. A textbook might contain contemporary for-
mulations of its subject matter based on assumptions that are inconsistent 
with religious thought. Alternatively, it might present religious texts 
thought to be relevant to the specialized material, or the contributions 
of Muslim scholars and thinkers through history on the subject being 
taught. However, such a mishmash of information may not involve 
any sort of epistemological integration. Rather, it may be nothing but 
a forced combination that distorts the subject under study, and which 
may produce outcomes that are at odds with the aims of epistemolog-
ical integration. 
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Once universities have made the decision to teach the natural sci-
ences, the social sciences and the humanities with a view to highlighting 
their unity and complementarity, they will need to redesign their  
curricula in such a way that it serves the aims of epistemological inte-
gration. The curriculum adopted should, for example, train specialists 
in scientific fields to make wise decisions when researching issues relat-
ing to the social sciences and designing their applications in industry, 
business and services. Similarly, it should equip specialists in the 
humanities and the social sciences to make wise choices and relate in a 
discerning fashion to issues of relevance to the natural sciences. 

At the same time, specializations and epistemological fields related 
to the nature of human thought, the history of science, cultural assump-
tions, the nature of values, ethics, esthetics, patterns of environmental 
and human development, comparative religion, and other fields that 
raise vital existential questions (about our origin as human beings, our 
evolution, and our destiny) also call for receive greater interest and 
attention in curriculum design. 

Those responsible for university education need to help students 
understand that graduates who will be working in various professions 
in the coming generations of the twenty-first century will need more 
than just copious amounts of information. Information has become 
readily accessible, and will become still more accessible with the 
increasing globalization of higher education. When this occurs, there 
will be a need for new types of skill, competence, and wisdom.  
Specifically, what will be needed is the ability to combine and integrate 
the right information at the right time, to think critically about the 
information at one’s disposal, to weigh the available options and  
alternatives, and to make prudent choices. After all, in the words of one 
modern thinker, “We are drowning in information, while starving for 
wisdom.”44 

The task of unifying the human, social and natural sciences is a 
decidedly difficult one. But how many such difficult tasks have already 
been accomplished? Open-heart surgery, spaceship design, and human 
gene mapping have all become routine procedures despite the fact that 
they are extremely demanding in terms of the nature of the knowledge 
and skill they involve, the enormity of the concerted efforts required to 
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execute them, and the exorbitant sums of money they consume. All of 
these things have been made possible because they were backed by a 
resolute will and competent scientists devoted wholeheartedly to their 
achievement. 

 
conclusion  

 
Many of those who have discussed the unity of knowledge (or the 
unity of the sciences), be they natural scientists or specialists in philoso-
phy, the history of science, or the history of religion, view this unity in 
a reductionist fashion such that all types of knowledge and science  
are subsumed ultimately under a single broad discipline: the natural 
sciences, for example, or the religious sciences. This reduction takes 
place by interpreting the facts and theories of the sciences, or by identi-
fying the final authority for this interpretation, or by arguing for the 
unity of the source from which these sciences spring. 

The belief in this type of unity generally rests upon an all-inclusive 
worldview. The worldviews adopted by these scholars and scientists 
have some elements in common, while differing with respect to other 
elements depending on the nature of the metaphysical authority or 
point of reference to which the writers ascribe. However, the implica-
tions of affirming the unity or complementarity of the sciences are not 
clearly evident in applied scientific writings. Rather, they are latent 
and concealed within key phrases that point to them indirectly, and 
can only be derived through a profound and detailed analysis of the 
philosophical assumptions underlying the text. 

In view of the variety of concepts relating to the unity and comple-
mentarity of the sciences and their association with specific 
metaphysical points of reference, these concepts are frequently accom-
panied by a certain degree of confusion or ambiguity, as a result of 
which they fail to achieve significant practical outcomes. The term 
“complementarity” may convey a clearer meaning than that of “unity,” 
especially if by “complementarity” we mean that a specific science 
needs to be completed or complemented by one or more other sciences 
in order to progress and develop, or that in order to understand a  
particular science, we need to be familiar with other sciences as well. 
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The concept also remains an open one to which new dimensions can 
be added whenever the need arises. So, for example, it is easy to see that 
the efforts of scientists in a particular specialization need to be comple-
mented by the efforts of other scientists within the same specialization 
in order for them to resolve a particular scientific problem or achieve 
some specific concrete goal. In this situation, integration consists in 
bringing together individual scholars’ efforts to construct a shared vision 
that is deeper, broader, and more objective. Such a process can help to 
achieve concrete results and facilitate the scientific and academic com-
munity’s acceptance and recognition of the notion of epistemological 
integration. This phenomenon is illustrated in the case of Nobel 
Laureate Muhammad Abdus Salam, who was awarded the 1979 Nobel 
prize in Physics. In his acceptance speech, Abdus Salam mentioned the 
names of more than fifty other scientists who had been involved in the 
specialized research on the basis of which he had received the prize, 
noting that these scientists had built on each other’s work and engaged 
in ongoing, frank dialogue. Some of them had tested out others’ 
hypotheses experimentally before Abdus Salam and his colleagues 
arrived at their theory on the unification of fundamental forces.45 

Epistemological integration may mean combining the efforts of 
scholars from various specializations in order to deal with specific 
problems, particularly those relating to major strategic issues and con-
temporary scientific and technological development in areas such as 
medicine and space exploration. A fundamental aspect of this type of 
integration is managing the scientific enterprise and organizing the 
roles of those taking part in it so as to provide the information needed 
during each phase of the project, cope with emergencies, and deal with 
new developments. The history of modern science provides numer-
ous examples of the importance of integrating the efforts of scholars 
with a variety of scientific, technical, and administrative specializations 
toward carrying out specific and highly complex projects. One such 
example is the Manhattan Project,46 which led to the manufacture of 
the first atom bomb in the United States in 1946. Another is the goal 
of sending a man to the moon, which President John F. Kennedy com-
mitted himself to achieving before the end of the 1960’s, and which 
was in fact achieved in 1969.47 
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Still other forms of integration entail combining the efforts of 
scholars from different generations such that each generation builds  
on the experience of the generation that went before it. In fact, it is  
difficult to imagine how any given generation could have achieved 
what it achieved had it not been for the achievements of the preceding 
generation. The same goes for integration of the efforts of different 
peoples and nations, as history tells us that virtually every nation’s civi-
lization has been the outcome of interaction with, absorption of, and 
cultural borrowing from, other nations, both its contemporaries and its 
predecessors. In this connection Ibn Rushd holds that although the 
Greeks were pagans, this should not prevent us from making use of  
the scientific facts they discovered or the conclusions they reached, 
since otherwise we would end up reinventing the wheel, so to speak. 
Rather, we should begin where others have left off. It would not be 
easy for a single individual, generation or nation to obtain singlehand-
edly everything necessary to construct a human civilization. In the 
words of Ibn Rushd, “It would be difficult, in fact, impossible, for a 
single person to obtain on his own everything he needs in this 
respect.”48 

Lastly, it should be noted that distinguishing between the unity and 
complementarity of the sciences does not require us to affirm one  
feature in order to negate another. Affirming the unity of the sciences 
is not to deny their complementarity, just as affirming the complemen-
tarity of the sciences is not to deny their unity. Rather, the use of one 
or the other of these two terms is a matter of approach. When we 
affirm the unity of the sciences we are describing the relationship 
among them on the ontological level; this is the metaphysical, theoret-
ical approach. When, by contrast, we affirm the complementarity of 
the sciences, we are describing the relationship among them on the 
epistemological level; this is the practical, educational approach. 

The purpose of this chapter has been to highlight the value of epis-
temological integration from a monotheistic (taw^Ïdi), Islamic pers- 
pective and the place of such integration in the Islamic approach to 
thought, research, and behavior. It is this approach, or methodology, 
which will occupy us in detail in the chapters that follow.
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2

Method and Methodology:  
The Nature of Concepts and the 

Importance of Investigating Them

g oa l s  o f  t h i s  c h a p t e r  
 

1. To clarify the meanings of the Qur’anic concept of “method” 
(minh¥j/manhaj) and its relationship to other relevant Qur’anic 
terms, such as |ir¥~, sabÏl, hud¥, and n‰r. 

2. To distinguish between minh¥j/manhaj (road, way, method) in the 
sense of a manner of arriving at a place or a goal, and manhajiyyah 
(methodology) as a way of going about a task.  

3. To highlight different aspects of the need for a discussion of the 
terms manhaj/minh¥j and manhajiyyah. 

4. To provide examples of contemporary Islamic awareness of the 
importance of manhaj and manhajiyyah. 

5. To clarify the meanings of the concepts of worldview, epistemo-
logical system, guide model and hermeneutical model, and how 
manhajiyyah relates to them. 
  

introduction  
 
It is generally agreed that the issue of methodology in Islamic thought 
is a matter of major importance. Methodology is equally important  
in relation to thought, research for the purpose of acquiring, testing,  
and applying knowledge, investigating the sources and foundational  
principles of Islam, studying the Islamic heritage and the overall human 
heritage, and dealing with the conditions currently facing the Muslim 
community and the world as a whole. 
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Numerous Muslim thinkers and researchers, both ancient and 
modern, have written about the importance of methodology, the need 
for systematic, orderly thought, and the signs of imbalance and dys-
function in the Muslim mind. The signs of backwardness in the 
Muslim community that are so widespread at the present time point to 
a serious methodological imbalance in thought, research, and ways of 
relating to reality. Consequently, all members of the Muslim commu-
nity, and its intellectual leaders in particular, should be encouraged to 
master the art of systematic thought and action in life’s various spheres 
and on its various planes. 

Like the methodologies proper to other frameworks, Islamic meth-
odology is based on unchanging principles and rules. At the same time, 
Islamic methodology consists of a number of elements that change and 
develop in keeping with scholars’ accumulated experience, expertise 
and evolving interpretations, as well as the norms adhered to by the 
scholarly community in this or that field of knowledge or in this or  
that generation. Some of these elements are shaped by the issues and 
problems under investigation, the norms that prevail among scholars 
and researchers during a particular era, the inspired, innovative, and 
creative interpretations of certain individual scholars, and/or the  
manner in which society deals with crises, misfortunes, and newly 
emerging issues and events. 

What has been written about methodological rules and principles 
consists of human interpretations which may be either right or wrong, 
not divinely revealed legal rulings relating to specific concrete situa-
tions. As a consequence, there is an ongoing need to research and 
discuss methodology and systematic thinking, the aim being to validate 
those aspects of existing methodology that are correct and effective, 
and to correct those aspects that are flawed. Every generation has the 
obligation to reinterpret, renew its understanding and its vision, and 
push the limits of knowledge to new horizons. In so doing, it must 
derive inspiration from the divine purposes for humanity while leaving 
the way open for future generations to make their own innovative 
contributions. What is referred to in Islamic circles as reinterpretation 
of the Islamic heritage may be the equivalent of what is referred to in 
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other circles as academic research. And, like the innovative interpreta-
tion of the Islamic heritage in days of old and Islamic thought from one 
age to the next, modern academic research is associated with methods 
that change and evolve. 

Reinterpretation remains both an adventure and a risk due to the 
influence of demagogues in the Muslim community who work to 
keep people tied to obsolete ways of thinking, and who bestow aca-
demic titles on individuals who do not deserve them. For this reason, 
the only people who dare to engage in reinterpretation are the most 
stouthearted scholars, and even they undertake it with a degree of  
trepidation. This is worrisome. Still more worrisome, however, are 
the practices of those who, enthralled with this or that method, promote 
it indiscriminately among others, and in the midst of turmoil and 
methodological anarchy, circulate slogans the effects of which may 
well be unwholesome despite the fact that the slogans themselves con-
tain words of truth. 

Given that research into methodology has been marked by various 
types of rhetorical eloquence and theoretical description, it is to be 
hoped that scholars’ and researchers’ efforts will make the transition to 
the phase of what we might term methodological eloquence and  
systematic practice. This is a serious responsibility. However, it does 
not relieve individuals of their own responsibility to investigate things 
for themselves and to give things careful thought in order to gain 
insight into their private and public affairs, and to fulfill the obligations 
entailed by their religion. Those who seek knowledge will be rewarded 
more richly, both in this life and in the life to come, than those who do 
not. Hence, each of us needs to make an effort to acquire knowledge, 
and just as we should condemn demagoguery in relation to research 
methods driven by ignorance and capriciousness, we must likewise 
condemn the elitism and classism that isolate those that possess knowl-
edge and sound methods, treating their understanding as something no 
one else could possibly attain. 
 

Method and Methodology
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First:  minh®j/manhaj and manhajiyyah:  
the concept and the term 

 
(1) Denotations of the Qur’anic Term 

 
The Arabic terms nahj, manhaj, and minh¥j (or manhajiyyah/ 
minh¥jiyyah) appear frequently in modern writings, particularly in  
critical, philosophical and historical studies. The terms nahj, manhaj 
and minh¥j are synonymous, referring to a clear, straight road or path 
that leads one easily to one’s destination. These words also convey the 
sense of traveling quickly down a road because of its straightness and 
freedom from obstacles, or accomplishing a task quickly due to the 
clarity of the manner in which it is to be done.1 

All three words are derived from the root n-h-j, which bears the 
sense of becoming clear, or being or becoming a clear road or path. In 
the Qur’an God declares, “Unto every one of you have We appointed 
a [different] law (shir¢ah) and way of life (minh¥j)” (s‰rah al-M¥’idah 
5:48). The terms nahj and minh¥j are sometimes differentiated slightly, 
with the former being defined as “a straight path,” and the latter as “a 
continuous, clear path.” In a hadith passed down on the authority of 
Ibn ¢Abb¥s, may God be pleased with him, we read, “The Messenger 
of God (ßAAS)* did not pass away until he had left you all on a clear 
path.” The verbs nahaja/anhaja also convey the sense of panting, gasp-
ing, or being out of breath. As ¢®’ishah is related as saying, “He led me 
along, and I was gasping for breath (wa innÏ la anhaju).” In another 
hadith we read, “He saw a man panting, that is, gasping for breath as 
though he were having an asthma attack, because he was obese.”2 

Al-Qur~ubÏ writes, “Al-minh¥j is a continuous path; it is also al-nahj 
and al-manhaj, that is, a clear path. Al-R¥jiz speaks, for example, of “…
water, the quenching of thirst, and an open road (~arÏqun nahj).”3 The 
term minh¥j occurs once in the Qur’an, where God Almighty states:  

 

*(ßAAS) – ßall¥ All¥hu ¢alayhi wa sallam: May the peace and blessings of God be upon him. 
Said whenever the name of the Prophet Muhammed is mentioned.



And unto thee [O Prophet] have We vouchsafed this divine writ, setting forth the 

truth, confirming the truth of whatever there still remains of earlier revelations and 

determining what is true therein. Judge, then, between the followers of earlier reve-

lation in accordance with what God has bestowed from on high, and do not follow 

their errant views, forsaking the truth that has come unto thee. Unto every one of 

you have We appointed a [different] law (shir¢ah) and way of life (minh¥j). And if 

God had so willed, He could surely have made you all one single community: but 

[He willed it otherwise] in order to test you by means of what He has vouchsafed 

unto you. Vie, then, with one another in doing good works! Unto God you all must 

return; and then He will make you truly understand all that on which you were 

wont to differ. (S‰rah al-M¥’idah 5:48) 
 

Commentators have suggested numerous explanations of the words 
shir¢ah and minh¥j. Some of them have suggested that the word shir¢ah 
refers to the contents of the Qur’an, while the word minh¥j refers to the 
contents of the Sunnah. “And shir¢ah is also sharÏ¢ah, or that with which 
one begins to approach something. One might say, for example, 
shara¢a fÏ kadh¥, that is, he began to do such-and-such. The term 
sharÏ¢ah can also refer to the path to a watering-place. As for the term 
minh¥j, it refers to a clear, easy path, while the plural sunan refers to 
paths or ways.”4 

As such, these two terms refer to the practical rulings God has laid 
down for each of the peoples and communities of the world, although 
there is only a single religion before God. The differences between one 
sharÏ¢ah and another are the differences between one set of rulings and 
precepts and another based on differences in the various communities’ 
circumstances, living conditions, temperaments and predispositions, 
potentials, life experiences, and so on. As God revealed His will to the 
messenger He had sent to each people or community, it became appar-
ent that the new set of precepts would abrogate all or some of those that 
had been sent down to previous prophets and messengers. In the words 
of al-Qur~ubÏ, “A particular thing might be forbidden in one sharÏ¢ah 
while being permitted in another, and vice-versa. Similarly, a particu-
lar ruling might be lenient in one sharÏ¢ah and more severe in another. 
Such differences are due to God Almighty’s unfathomable wisdom 
and irrefutable arguments which, were we cognizant of this divine 
wisdom, would be clearly apparent to us.”5 
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Just as each community or nation has a sharÏ¢ah, each of them also 
has a minh¥j, that is, a way of life which it pursues in keeping with its 
sharÏ¢ah, whose guidance helps to purify people’s souls. Thus if it is  
correct to say “the Islamic sharÏ¢ah,” it is also correct to say, “the Islamic 
methodology.” 

 
(2) Qur’anic Terms of Relevance to Minh¥j/Manhaj 

 
The essential meaning of the term manhaj/minh¥j, namely, ‘way’ or 
‘path’, occurs scores of times in the Qur’an in the form of words such as 
sabÏl, |ir¥~, ~arÏq and ~arÏqah. The contexts in which these terms appear 
are associated consistently with right guidance and error. We are told, 
for example, that God Almighty leads people to saw¥’ al-sabÏl, that is, 
“...the right path” (s‰rah al-Baqarah 2:108; cf. 28:22). Believers ask 
God to lead them along the straight path (al-|ir¥~ al-mustaqÏm), the path 
of those upon whom God has bestowed His grace, thereby guiding 
them to the right way – not those who have earned God’s wrath and 
lost their way, but, rather, those who recognize the right path and 
commit themselves to it. They pray, saying, “...Guide us the straight 
way (al-|ir¥~ al-mustaqÏm) – the way of those upon whom Thou hast 
bestowed Thy blessings, not of those who have been condemned [by 
Thee], nor of those who go astray!” (s‰rah al-F¥ti^ah 1:6-7). “...God 
speaks the [absolute] truth: and it is He alone who can show [you] the 
right path (al-sabÏl)” (s‰rah al-A^z¥b 33:4). The revelation sent by God 
Almighty leads to the truth and to a straight way: “They said, ‘O our 
people! Behold, we have been listening to a revelation bestowed from 
on high after [that of] Moses, confirming the truth of whatever there 
still remains [of the Torah]: it guides towards the truth, and onto a 
straight way (~arÏq mustaqÏm)” (s‰rah al-A^q¥f 46:30). God declares that 
steadfast adherence to the path will cause abundant rain and blessing to 
flow down. God says, “[Know,] then, that if they [who have heard 
Our call] keep firmly to the [right] path (al-~arÏqah), We shall certainly 
shower them with blessings abundant,” (s‰rah al-Jinn 72:16). 

Another Qur’anic term with a related meaning is sunnah (plural, 
sunan). One of the ways in which God blesses people is to lead them 
along the paths trodden by their righteous forebears, since they are 
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clear paths that will lead them to their intended destinations. These 
paths are a source of wisdom and experience that will benefit those 
who travel them: “God wants to make [all this] clear unto you, and to 
guide you onto the [righteous] ways of life (sunan) of those who pre-
ceded you, and to turn unto you in His mercy: for God is All- 
Knowing, Wise” (s‰rah al-Nis¥’ 4:26).  

It will be clear from the foregoing that the terms minh¥j, ~arÏq, |ir¥~, 
sunnah, hid¥yah (guidance), and n‰r (light) share a number of significa-
tions in common, as they all have to do with human striving to tread 
the straight, clear path that leads to their intended destination and goal. 
If human beings’ purpose in this earthly existence is to worship God in 
the broadest sense, to be God’s stewards (khalÏfah) on earth, and to 
achieve human development, then the minh¥j is the means of achiev-
ing this end, or the path leading to this goal. This means or path will 
take the form of various intermediate goals. One might strive, for 
example, to go from one physical location to another along a path in a 
specific direction, or to move from one epistemological state to another 
along paths of research, study and the acquisition of knowledge. 
Alternatively, the goal may be to move along God’s straight path from 
this earthly life, the realm of testing and affliction, to the life to come, 
the realm of reward and recompense. 

Guidance along God’s path is contrasted with going astray from it, 
and God knows best who will be guided aright and who will lose his or 
her way: “Call thou [all mankind] unto thy Sustainer’s path (sabÏl) with 
wisdom and goodly exhortation, and argue with them in the most 
kindly manner: for, behold, thy Sustainer knows best as to who strays 
from His path, and best knows He as to who are the right-guided” 
(s‰rah al-Na^l 16:125). And just as the path is associated with guid-
ance, this guidance is associated with light: 

 
And thus, too, [O Muhammad,] have We revealed unto thee a life-giving  

message, [coming] at Our behest. [Ere this message came unto thee,] thou didst 

not know what revelation is, nor what faith [implies]: but [now] We have caused 

this [message] to be a light (n‰r), whereby We guide whom We will of Our  

servants:... (S‰rah al-Sh‰r¥ 42:52) 
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Faith is the light we need in order to walk along the path to which 
God’s revelation points. Similarly, faith confirms that it is indeed the 
path that leads to our intended destination, that is, to God Himself, the 
final authority and the source from which everything originates and to 
which it must return. By faith we can be assured that we are on “...the 
straight way (|ir¥~ mustaqÏm) – the way that leads to God, to whom all 
that is in the heavens and all that is on earth belongs. Oh, verily, with 
God is the beginning and the end of all things!” (s‰rah al-Sh‰r¥ 42:52-
53). “O you who have attained to faith! Remain conscious of God, 
and believe in His Apostle, [and] He will grant you doubly of His 
grace, and will light for you a light wherein you shall wa alk, and will 
forgive you [your past sins]: for God is much-forgiving, a dispenser of 
grace” (s‰rah al-¤adÏd 57:28). 

God Almighty has committed Himself to guiding people to the 
right path. To this end He makes the path plain while warning us that 
there are paths that lead to error rather than to truth. “And [because He 
is your Creator,] it rests with God alone to show you the right path: yet 
there is [many a one] who swerves from it. However, had He so willed, 
He would have guided you all aright” (s‰rah al-Na^l 16:9).6 The terms 
manhaj, sabÏl, and |ir¥~ all refer to a path or way that leads to the fulfill-
ment of a specific purpose for which human beings strive to obtain 
knowledge or benefit of some kind. However, they can also refer to 
the path one follows in this life in order to attain to the life to come. In 
other words, they include the idea of a path that leads to a life of perfec-
tion, and it is in this sense that the term manhaj is used most frequently 
in the Qur’anic revelation. 

 
(3) Variant Uses of the Term Manhaj 

 
There is an intimate link between the terms minh¥j and maq|id (inten-
tion, aim). In his commentary on Imam al-Bay\¥wÏ’s Minh¥j al-Wu|‰l 
il¥ ¢Ilm al-U|‰l, al-SubkÏ states: 

 
Minh¥j – the title of this book – means ‘road’ or ‘path.’ One arrives at something at 

the end of a road or path. Hence, when al-Bay\¥wÏ speaks of minh¥j al-wu|‰l il¥ 

¢ilm al-u|‰l (the ‘minh¥j of arrival at the knowledge of principles’), he means the 
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path by means of which one arrives at the knowledge of principles. We might 

speak, for example, of ~arÏq Mekkah, ‘the Mecca road’, by which we mean the road 

by means of which one arrives in Mekkah. Arrival is not part of the road; rather, 

arrival takes place at the end of the road. Or, one might say, arrival is the road’s 

purpose or goal.7 
 

The value of a minh¥j is that one takes it as a path to reach one’s intended 
destination, or maq|id. One thus moves in the direction of the intended 
destination. It is in the nature of movement to be directional, and in 
this movement, through which people commence their journey along 
a straight path toward their goal or destination, they have a history 
which they write by means of their movement and purposeful striving. 
Movement is meaningless without a path that has a beginning, a direc-
tion, and an end. 

The aforementioned terms are often synonymous, and are used 
interchangeably. However, they can also be used with varied meanings. 
Thus, one might speak of al-manhaj al-isl¥mÏ (the Islamic path, method 
or approach) or al-manhaj al-m¥rkisÏ (the Marxist path, method or 
approach) in reference to an epistemological system or a worldview, 
philosophy, or an overall idea about the cosmos, life, and human 
beings. When we speak of al-manhaj al-tarbawÏ (educational method or 
approach) in Islam, we are speaking of a specialized science. Similarly, 
we speak of Sh¥fi¢Ï’s manhaj fÏ al-u|‰l – Sh¥fi¢Ï’s method or approach to 
Islamic principles – or manhaj al-Mu¢tazilah fÏ al-Kal¥m, that is, the 
Mu¢tazilites’ approach to, or method of, studying theology. In such 
situations, the term manhaj or minh¥j refers to the philosophy or school 
of thought to which a particular researcher, thinker, scholar, or group 
of thinkers or scholars belongs. We might say that a certain study 
employed the historical method (al-manhaj al-t¥rÏkhÏ) or the empirical 
method (al-manhaj al-tajrÏbÏ), in which case we are referring to a style of 
research that involves specific procedures and ways of doing things.  

 
(4) Methodology (Manhajiyyah) vs. Minh¥j/Manhaj (Method) 

 
Some situations call for a study plan (manhaj dir¥sÏ), that is, a set of 
materials and skills that have been specified for the purpose of achieving 
certain educational aims. Other situations call for a scientific method 
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(manhaj ¢ilmÏ), that is, a scientific manner of going about research based 
on observation, the formulation and testing of hypotheses, and draw-
ing and generalizing conclusions. As for the Arabic term manhajiyyah, 
it can sometimes be translated as “Methodism,” which refers to the 
philosophy of religious renewal that emerged in eighteenth century 
Europe. Methodism witnessed its early beginnings at Oxford Uni-
versity, where the study of religion and evangelism was undertaken on 
systematic, orderly bases. Adherents of this philosophy are still known 
as Methodists.8 

The term manhajiyyah can also be rendered in English as “method-
ology,” which is defined as “the science of method,” or “a branch of 
logic which analyzes the principles and procedures that govern 
research and investigation in a given field of knowledge.” The term 
“methodology” can also be used to refer to the theoretical foundations 
of a given philosophical school, that is, its fundamental assumptions, 
premises and concepts.9 

“Methodology” thus refers to a modern discipline that concerns 
itself with methods and ways of engaging in research and investigation, 
and which is of relevance to all sciences. However, it is most closely 
related to the history of science, the philosophy of science, and, most 
particularly, the theory of knowledge. The term can form part of any 
science; it can also form a branch of any epistemological field (physics, 
history, etc.) that studies this field’s logic and structure, and means of 
acquiring knowledge and research methods proper to this field. One 
might refer, for example, to the methodology of the science of history. 

Given the foregoing, “method” can be defined as the procedures 
proper to a given epistemological field, while “methodology” can be 
defined as the science that concerns itself with these procedures and 
which identifies their distinguishing features such as purpose, clarity, 
and integrity.10 
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Modern Arabic dictionaries define the term manhajiyyah in a variety 
of ways. These range from the definitions cited above from Webster’s 
New World College Dictionary to those given for the term manhaj. Most 
of these dictionaries trace the word’s meaning to one or more of the 
foreign dictionaries from which they were translated. The dictionary 
of philosophical terms published by the Arabic Language Academy in 
Cairo defines the term man¥hij al-ba^th (research methods) as a branch 
of logic that studies method in general, as well as the specific methods 
proper to the various sciences.11 By contrast, the philosophical ency-
clopedia edited by Abd al-Rahman Badawi unites the science of 
method with the science of logic, that is, the rules of thought in the 
partial sciences.12 

Authors have used these three terms with various but similar senses, 
although they may add dimensions derived from a particular field of 
knowledge or from a general intellectual framework. Without attempt-
ing to trace these various usages, suffice it to note that the Arab writers 
who have used these terms most frequently have attempted in their 
usage to combine the meanings the terms bear in the Arab Islamic  
heritage with the translations of their uses in English and French,  
particularly in specialized dictionaries in these two languages. The  
various senses associated with the term manhaj/minh¥j continue to 
range from specific, limited meanings to senses derived from a general 
intellectual framework. It has been used, for example, to refer to an 
aspect of the philosophy of sciences having to do with ways of thinking 
and general rules applied to the search for truth in the sciences, which 
influence the course of the mind and define its processes until it arrives 
at a known outcome.13 As for the term methodology, it largely paral-
lels what was known in the history of science and philosophy, in both 
ancient Greek civilization and Arab-Islamic civilization, as the “science 
of logic.” Parallel terms from the Islamic heritage include Sh¥fi¢Ï’s 
“principles of jurisprudence” (u|‰l al-fiqh) and al-Ghaz¥lÏ’s “scientific 
standard” (mi¢y¥r al-¢ilm) or “investigative criterion” (mi¢y¥r al-na·ar). 
Al-Ghaz¥lÏ states: 

 
Their assertion that logical arguments need to be made airtight is correct. 

However, logic is not their sole province. Rather, it is the source to which we 



refer in the art of argumentation as reasoned reflection. However, they have given 

it the name “Logic” to make themselves look impressive. We might also refer to it 

simply as “debate” or “mental perceptions” (mad¥rik al-¢aql).14 
 
Methodology also has a parallel in what al-Tah¥nawÏ refers to as 

“how work is to be done” when he states, “That which is, in and of 
itself, an instrument for obtaining something else must be related to the 
manner in which this something is to be obtained. As such, it is related 
to the manner in which a task is to be accomplished.”15 

It is clear, then, that the terms manhajiyyah and manhaj/minh¥j  
intersect with human ways of thinking, as well as with logic as a branch 
of philosophy; with the theory of knowledge and epistemology as a 
branch and science of philosophy; and with methods of searching for 
knowledge in this or that field. All three of these terms are used in  
relation to knowledge, which in turn touches on all realms of existence, 
both the seen and the unseen, and on both the individual and commu-
nal levels. In the last analysis, however, such knowledge is limited  
by the limitations on human beings’ capacity for perception and 
understanding. 

Given the fact that knowledge in its various fields is the sphere in 
which methodology operates, we would expect a methodology to be 
associated with a set of knowledge-related assumptions. Moreover, we 
would expect these assumptions to cover three areas,16 namely, (1) the 
knower or researcher (a positive attitude, openness to new data, 
integrity, an inclusive perspective), (2) the object of research and 
knowledge (for example, the testability and knowability of the object, 
and the possibility of replicating such knowledge in others), and (3) the 
tools of knowledge (reliance on data, reliance on the rules of reason in 
relating to the data, putting data on trial, evaluating data in light of its 
realistic validity, etc.).  
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• Assumptions relating to the knower or researcher 
• Assumptions relating to the object of research and knowledge 
• Assumptions relating to the tools of knowledge



It will also be clear from the foregoing that the sphere of operation 
for methodology encompasses all fields of knowledge in their various 
categorizations, whether they pertain to revelation, reason, Islamic law, 
nature, society or other topics. Methodology may have to do with the 
manner in which we think about these fields, the research conducted 
to acquire, test and apply knowledge, or day-to-day conduct and  
scientific practices engaged in based on the guidance provided by such 
knowledge. However, the terms manhaj/minh¥j, nahj and manhajiyyah 
are more closely linked to scientific research and its associated proce-
dures than they are to issues relating to thought and individual conduct 
and practice. The various meanings associated with these terms have 
been linked with specific research topics, as well as the groups into 
which such topics can be classified based on the relevant criteria.17 
Consequently, the methodological issues that arise most frequently 
have to do with the tools and procedures used to gather research data 
such as tests, experiments, questionnaires, surveys, interviews and the 
like.  

Our purpose in this chapter is not to detail such matters. Rather, 
our aim is to confirm and emphasize the importance of engaging in 
thought and research in an orderly manner that will enable us to 
achieve our aims in the clearest, most direct way possible. These 
thought processes have more to do with what we might term the  
philosophy of research, the philosophy of science generally speaking, 
or the philosophy of method. In this chapter our aim has been to  
consider the topic of method – manhaj – and related issues, leaving to 
future chapters the matter of how method is to be put into practice.18 

If methodology (manhajiyyah) is the science that concerns itself 
with ways of thinking about, relating to and investigating a particular 
subject, then it will also include a preconceptualization and overall 
vision of this subject’s component elements. It will also yield detailed 
plans and approaches that define the way to achieve relevant aims by 
means of practical procedures and operational methods. After all, there 
can be no action or execution of a plan or procedure without some sort 
of forethought and prior conceptualization. 
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Second:  the importance of research into 
islamic methodology and systematic 

thinking  
 

(1) The Need to Research Islamic Methodology 
 
Islamic methodology has to do with the process of thinking Islamically 
and the nature of the ideas that arise from this process. Hence, it is asso-
ciated with Islam’s overall aims and intents. The issue of methodology 
in its intellectual dimension is thus inseparable from the way of life  
that Islam seeks to promote and nurture in Muslim society. The aim of 
Islamic thought is to establish an Islamic way of life in this earthly realm 
so that it becomes a passageway to felicity in the life to come. If Islamic 
thought diverges from an Islamic way of life or is isolated from people’s 
daily concerns, it will lose its effectiveness and life will pass it by. 
Similarly, if Muslims’ way of life diverges from Islamic thought, it will 
lose its way and cease to be truly Islamic, falling into the labyrinths of 
non-Islamic values and conceptions. However, even when Islamic life 
and thought are in harmony, Islamic methodology will yield a variety 
of distinct approaches and methods in keeping with the distinctive  
features of the different sciences and epistemological fields. 

The issue of methodology is one of a number of questions relating 
to the philosophy of science, which is divided by modern classifica-
tions into numerous areas of scientific knowledge and their sub- 
specializations. An examination of the contemporary literature dealing 
with the Islamic perspective on the various areas of the philosophy of 
science yields little apart from scattered individual efforts having to do 
with the history of the Islamic scientific heritage. As for other topics 
that fall under the rubric of the philosophy of science – having to do 
with an analysis of the language, history, method and theory of science 
and everything of relevance to its evolution and progress – they have 
yet to be subjected to a careful academic treatment from an Islamic 
perspective.19 

The need to study Islamic methodology is multifaceted. The epis-
temological practices that prevail in today’s world, particularly in 
powerful, influential societies, are not haphazard or impulsive. Rather, 
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they are based on methodological foundations with clearly defined 
principles, values and premises. In order for us to understand these 
societies and their impact on our countries, then discern the ways in 
which we need to confront and relate to them, we will need to famil-
iarize ourselves with their methods, that is, how they operate. We 
must then adopt an appropriate methodology of our own in light of 
our Islamic view of the world. Any discussion or comparison of these 
contrasting methodologies will necessarily involve a discussion of their 
respective principles and theoretical foundations.20 

Those engaged in the Islamization of knowledge view the issue of 
Islamic methodology as a major factor in the intellectual crisis being 
faced by the Muslim community. Consequently, they recognize the 
need to join efforts to construct and clarify such a methodology as a 
basic foundation of the Islamic culture and civilization that the Muslim 
community seeks to establish. Unfortunately, however, there is a 
dearth of Islamic literature and research on the topic of method and 
methodology in their capacity as epistemological fields. We also find 
that few Muslim writers have forged a path toward constructing 
methodological foundations, that is, an Islamically grounded theoreti-
cal perspective on method (manhaj). The few writings available on this 
topic are, for the most part, attempts to draw attention to the problem 
of method, the importance of applying a systematic perspective, engag-
ing in systematic reading and interpretation, etc. Rarely, however, do 
we find systematic practice on the part of Muslim specialists in the  
various epistemological fields. 

In what follows I summarize what a number of contemporary 
Muslim thinkers and scholars have to say about the importance of 
research into Islamic methodology. Within the space of a single  
chapter it would be difficult, if not possible, to analyze all scholars’ 
contributions to the discussion and treatment of any given topic. 
Hence, my aim here will simply be to confirm the existence of a 
methodological awareness that constitutes a foundation for the  
contemporary Islamic intellectual reform movement. The present 
choice of authors and writings is thus not intended to understate the 
importance of other contemporary reformist Muslim thinkers whose 
contributions do not appear here. Nor is it intended to understate the 
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seriousness of the destructive methodological orientations adopted by 
numerous contemporary thinkers who – in the name of deconstruc-
tion, interpretation, secularism, modernism, post-modernism, and the 
like – have attempted to drive a wedge between modern Muslims and 
their religious principles and heritage.21 

 

 
(2) Examples of Modern Islamic Awareness of the Issue of Methodology 
 
Isma¢Ïl al F¥r‰qÏ 
 
Isma¢Ïl al F¥r‰qÏ viewed methodology as central to the Islamization of 
knowledge enterprise. In his explanation of the question of methodol-
ogy, al F¥r‰qÏ22 began by defining the nature of the effort required to 
rebuild the Muslim community and empower it to carry out its God-
given responsibilities. He based this approach on the notion that the 
Muslim community is suffering from a serious loss of direction which 
threatens its ability to shoulder its responsibility to lead the world. Al 
F¥r‰qÏ was convinced that the source of the malady afflicting the 
Muslim community is the prevailing educational system, which was 
established under Western colonialism and perpetuated by national 
governments after winning their independence. This system is based 
on a split between two parallel educational systems. One of these is a 
secular public educational system, which is little more than a distorted 
version of the system found in the West. Although it is responsible for 
graduating society’s leaders, this secular system fails to provide learners 
with an Islamic way of thinking because its content is devoid of an 
Islamic perspective on the world. The other is a traditional Islamic edu- 
cational system that is out of touch with reality, and whose graduates 
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 • Search on the Internet for five studies (either academic or professional)  
that aim to construct the desired Islamic methodology, or which trace  
the methodological efforts of Muslim writers and scholars. 
• Search on the Internet for five studies (academic or professional) that 
undertake a critical analysis of destructive methodological orientations.
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have such a circumscribed role that they are unable to compete with 
the graduates of the secular public educational system.23 

In al F¥r‰qÏ’s view, the way to begin addressing the crisis facing the 
Muslim community is to unify the two educational systems described 
above into a single system that aims to instill an Islamic worldview  
in students’ minds and familiarize them with the nature of Islamic  
civilization and its defining features. Such a system would aim to refor-
mulate all branches of modern knowledge from an Islamic perspective 
in the context of a well-rounded curriculum. This would enable 
members of the Muslim community to construct a contemporary 
Islamic knowledge that combines revelation and reason, thought and 
action and, in so doing, leads to earthly prosperity and felicity in the 
world to come. In short, it would be a monotheistically based system in 
every sense of the word. 

It follows, then, that the methodology required for this purpose can 
be derived neither from the prevailing Western methodology, nor 
from traditional Islamic methodology. Al F¥r‰qÏ observes in this con-
nection that the Muslim community has lost the monotheistically 
inspired methodology on the basis of which Muslim society and civi-
lization were originally built. After the Muslim community was 
afflicted with successive catastrophes, its academic leaders lost confi-
dence in their ability to nurture and preserve Islamic character, and 
were content to cling to the apparent meanings of the texts of Islamic 
law without consideration for its higher intents and aims. In so doing 
they closed the door to innovative interpretation, viewing any reform 
of the tradition inherited from their pious forebears as a blameworthy 
innovation. 

These developments took place at a time when the West was in the 
ascendency in the areas of political power, industrialization, and colo-
nial discovery and expansion. As a consequence, the West took over 

Topic for Discussion  
There has been a great deal of talk about the need to unify the modern secular  

educational system and traditional Islamic education. However, the more  
important question is: How can this be accomplished?



most of the Islamic world. It even confronted the Ottoman caliphate 
and did away with it, then partitioned what remained of the Muslims’ 
states. Under the sway of ignorance, backwardness and colonialist 
pressure, high-ranking Muslim leaders in Turkey, Egypt, and India 
attempted to launch a renaissance on Western foundations in the hope 
that life might course anew through the Muslim community. However, 
Westernization did nothing but alienate certain sectors of the Muslim 
community from their Islamic faith in some countries, and open a 
divide in others between the secular Western system and the traditional 
Islamic system.24 

Consequently, al F¥r‰qÏ saw the modern Muslim community as 
being divided between two methodologies: a secular Western method-
ology, and a traditional Islamic methodology, both of which are 
equally powerless to revive and reform the Muslim community. In al 
F¥r‰qÏ’s view, the ineffectiveness of traditional Islamic methodology 
has two primary causes. The first cause has to do with the fact that  
traditional Islamic methodology confines the concept of ijtihad, or  
reasoned interpretation, to the area of jurisprudence, which is in turn 
confined to the legal rulings and laws set down by early schools of 
jurisprudence. In so doing, this methodology disregards the broad, 
inclusive Qur’anic understanding of the term “jurisprudence” (Arabic, 
al-fiqh, which means literally “understanding”), and which was appre-
ciated rightly by the great jurists of Islam. The Qur’anic concept of 
jurisprudence, or fiqh, includes the notion of understanding, realiza-
tion, perception, the acquisition of knowledge, and specification of 
the fundamental principles of life and reality. By contrast, however, 
today’s jurists have so confined themselves to the practice of issuing 
legal rulings (fatwas) concerning what is permissible and what is not 
that they have lost the ability to take on the responsibilities that were 
shouldered by earlier scholars of Islamic jurisprudence. 

The second reason for the ineffectiveness of traditional Islamic 
methodology is its propensity for distancing itself from earthly concerns. 
Engrossed in the pursuit of mystical ideals, proponents of this method-
ology have tended to neglect practical issues, leaving them instead to 
the world’s tyrants, megalomaniacs and workers of corruption. At the 
same time, of course, Sufism remained the sole source of openness and 
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spiritual vitality during the period of stagnation in Islamic thought. 
Through the spiritual discipline and purity it fostered in its adherents, 
Sufism helped to protect and preserve Muslim identity and provide a 
degree of spiritual satisfaction. It was Sufis who, by providing a good 
example to others on the level of personal conduct and relations with 
others, drew many people to Islam. It was also Sufis who, during certain 
critical periods of history, stirred up others to engage in armed resist-
ance against tyrannical foes. However, this source of vitality has also 
dried up to a significant extent, advocating an isolationist, quietist 
approach based on sheer intuition and subjective experience which has 
perpetuated the alienation between reason and revelation. 

In response to this state of affairs al F¥r‰qÏ called for the formulation 
of a new methodology the likes of which traditional jurists could never 
have anticipated. The methodology al F¥r‰qÏ envisioned is derived 
from a new understanding of the nature of principles or sources (u|‰l) 
in Islam. According to this new understanding, the principles or 
sources of Islam are viewed not as principles of Islamic jurisprudence in 
its traditional sense, but, rather, as sources of Islamic knowledge.25 Al 
F¥r‰qÏ called for the Islamization of knowledge as a necessary starting 
point for overcoming the dichotomy in the educational system, the 
dichotomy in the life of the Muslim community as a whole, and the 
ineffectiveness of traditional Islamic methodology. Al F¥r‰qÏ defined 
numerous features of the desired methodology, which revolves overall 
around the principles of Islamic monotheism (taw^Ïd). As such, it is a 
monotheistic methodology based on the oneness of the Creator, the 
oneness of the creation, the oneness of knowledge, the oneness of life, 
and the oneness of humanity.26 

 
AbdulHamid AbuSulayman  
AbuSulayman has drawn attention to the methodological issues in 
contemporary Islamic thought and the importance of methodological, 
systematic thinking. In addition to writing and publishing on the  
subject of methodology, AbuSulayman has founded institutions 
whose activities and programs have promoted awareness of its impor-
tance. Indeed, the terms “method” and “methodology” occur in nearly 
every paragraph of what he has written.27 
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There are those who claim that there is no such thing as an “Islamic 
methodology.” Such people argue that methodology is an objective 
tool that is independent of the culture of the researcher and the topics 
he or she is researching. By contrast, AbuSulayman holds that there 
exists an Islamic methodology which can be clearly distinguished from 
the methodologies of other cultures and peoples. However, he does 
not view this methodology as a revealed text in relation to which 
human beings are mere recipients. Rather, it represents a human effort 
to understand the interaction that needs to take place between the 
instructions contained in the revealed text and the issues people face on 
the ground in order to fulfill the religion’s purposes and aims. This 
methodology is in a constant state of evolution and development, in an 
ongoing response to newly arising circumstances and challenges. 

The concept of method, the course of its development, its initial 
successes and its subsequent failures are matters that call for study and 
investigation. AbuSulayman has found, for example, that the Islamic 
method that was developed and applied in the early phases of Islamic 
history, and which involved integrating the two God-given sources of 
knowledge – the written revelation and the created universe – liberated 
human reason and released its powers. Consequently, this method 
helped lay the foundations of Islamic civilization and contributed to 
the progress of the world’s nations in virtually all areas. However, this 
same method proved unable to resolve a number of difficulties relating 
to the understanding of revealed texts, such as the issue of abrogation in 
the Qur’an, or certain financial and economic practices of relevance to 
the question of usury. In AbuSulayman’s view, the traditional method 
ceased to be effective because of problems that soon began to emerge 
in the social and political life of Muslim society. As rulers began taking 
arbitrary control of public administration and policy, Muslim scholars 
retreated, or were forced to retreat, from society’s public issues and 
concerns to occupy themselves solely with theoretical juristic and 
intellectual issues. As a consequence, Muslim scholars from that time 
on contented themselves with subordination and imitation rather than 
the creative use of their reason. 

AbuSulayman may not have written prolifically on the topic of Isla-
mic methodology. However, in everything he wrote, he emphasized 
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the need to develop such a methodology and to put it to use for the 
purpose of recovering the Qur’anic view of the world and culture. He 
also emphasized that the Islamic intellectual reform which he advocat-
ed was essentially a methodological issue, and that the efforts expended 
in this area should not be haphazard, but founded on a disciplined, sci-
entific plan. Like al F¥r‰qÏ, AbuSulayman has frequently taken issue 
with what both thinkers have referred to as “the traditional methodol-
ogy” that was developed by jurists and scholastic theologians in the 
early centuries of Islam, but whose development was later aborted, 
thereby hindering the progress of Muslim society and civilization over 
the centuries. 

AbuSulayman has posited a number of processes that are essential to 
Islamic methodology. The most important of these are: understanding 
Islamic texts based on the higher aims and intents of the religion, view-
ing all texts relevant to the topic under investigation in light of one 
another, and interpreting these texts within the temporal and  
geographical context in which they were written as a way of discern-
ing the most prudent way to apply them to current realities. It bears 
noting that AbuSulayman practices the methodology he preaches, par-
ticularly in the way he relates to texts, in the realms of economic 
thought, international relations, psychology and education alike. And 
this practice has often led him to unexpected conclusions. 

 
Taha Jabir Alalwani 
 
The central place occupied by the issue of “method and methodology” 
in Alalwani’s thought is easily discernible, although space does not per-
mit us to trace this theme throughout al-Alwani’s works. In the present 
context it will be sufficient to examine the working paper he presented 
in 1989 at the First Seminar for Advisors of the International Institute 
of Islamic Thought. In this paper Alalwani presented the five focal 
points of the Islamic intellectual reform project: thought, method,  
science and knowledge, culture and civilization, and the Islamic and 
human heritage.28 Alalwani later expanded these four themes into the 
following six: (1) formulation of the Islamic worldview, (2) construc-
tion of the Islamic methodology, (3) the Qur’an, (4) the Prophetic 
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Sunnah, (5) the Islamic heritage, and (6) the contemporary humanist 
heritage, which Alalwani identified as the field of operation for this 
desired methodology.29 

In his subsequent writings Alalwani stressed the need to build 
Qur’anically inspired foundations for what he termed a “cosmic 
Qur’anic methodology.” Alalwani holds that, 

 
…apart from al-taw^Ïd, the notion of Qur’anic method is the most important of all 

Qur’anic concepts. Consequently, a single verse such as s‰rah al-M¥’idah (5:48) 

must not be the sole basis for formulating the concept Qur’anically. Rather, one 

must read all the verses that, together, form a network of subthemes and Qur’anic 

terms revolving around the notion of method (minh¥j)…Such terms include al-

|ir¥~ al-mustaqÏm (the straight path), al-sabÏl (the way), al-hud¥ (right guidance), 

al-n‰r (light), al-ittib¥¢ (following, emulation), al-iqtid¥’ (emulation, following an 

example), al-shif¥’ (healing), al-uswah al-^asanah) (good example), and al-~arÏq 

(road or way)…30  
 

When connected to other, related terms, the Qur’anic term minh¥j  
can be seen to refer to a clear, straight path with easily discernible  
landmarks and an unmistakable beginning and end. Alalwani states 
that, 

 
the person who travels this path can rest assured of reaching his intended destina-

tion. This is why God Almighty has drawn a link between minh¥j (way of life) and 

shir¢ah (law). There is a law – a shir¢ah – that people want and need in their search 

for uprightness, integrity and truth as they strive to organize their lives, carry out 

their duties as God’s stewards [khalÏfah] on earth, and achieve true justice among 

themselves. However, these aims can only be achieved by means of a clear, easily 

discernible path…Hence, the minh¥j needs to provide exacting criteria on the 

basis of which we can discern higher aims and intents, regulate our behavior, obey 

God’s law, and tread the path of right guidance…31 
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Issues for Discussion  
 • How was the notion of integrating the two sources of knowledge 
(written revelation and the created world) manifested in the early  
phases of Islamic history? 
 • How did this integration contribute to the construction of an Islamic 
methodology capable of resolving issues that were newly arising at that time?



In Alalwani’s view, contemporary scientific methodology and reason- 
ing are “an advanced stage along the path leading toward a cosmic 
methodology, the sole source of which is the Qur’an, because the 
Qur’an is the only book capable of accommodating, purifying, and 
elevating scientific methodology to the level of a cosmic methodology. 
It is the only book capable of bringing scientific methodology out of  
its crisis, releasing its potentials, and protecting it from the perils and 
threats of relativism, probability, and the tendency to make final  
pronouncements without clear foundations.”32 

For this reason, Alalwani stresses the need to bring to light the 
“logic” of the Qur’an and what he terms “the cosmic Qur’anic 
methodology.” This methodology is distinguished by a set of Qur’anic 
methodological determinants of which he details three: (1) al-taw^Ïd as 
the pivotal element of the Qur’anic worldview, (2) combining the 
“two readings,” that is, our reading of the Qur’an and of the created 
universe, and (3) the structural unity of the Qur’an and the cosmic 
truths it encapsulates. Alalwani then links these three Qur’anic 
methodological determinants with construction of the epistemolog-
ical integration methodology we are advocating. He explains:  

 
The Majestic Qur’an is a single book in its structure and in its organic unity, and 

every single word it contains is preserved by means of these structural unity. The 

act of bringing together the ‘two readings’ is the most important methodological 

step, and the most significant methodological factor in revealing the remaining 

Qur’anic methodological determinants.33  

 
It was his ongoing reflection on s‰rah al-M¥’idah 5:48, “Unto every 

one of you have We appointed a [different] law (shir¢ah) and way of life 
(minh¥j)” that led Alalwani to develop his understanding of the word 
minh¥j in its Qur’anic sense. In the beginning he followed Ibn ¢Abb¥s, 
al-Sh¥fÏ¢Ï, and other commentators, who understood the term minh¥j 
to refer to the Prophetic Sunnah, which helps us to see how to apply 
the teachings of the Qur’an. He later leaned toward the view that the 
term refers to the science known as the fundamentals or principles of 
jurisprudence (¢ilm u|‰l al-fiqh). By the year 2010, however, he had 
concluded, 
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that just as the Holy Qur’an contains the divinely revealed law (al-Shari¢ah) in all 

of its details, it also contains the way or path we are to follow (al-manhaj) with all of 

its determinants, and that just as God Almighty has completed the religion for us, 

bestowing grace upon us in all perfection and detailing the divinely revealed law 

for us, so also has He deposited within His written revelation a path or method 

(minh¥j) which is capable of ratifying and directing all of the various methods 

(man¥hij) human beings have formulated….In order for human understanding to 

reach a level where it can properly apprehend the Qur’an, it needs an introduction 

that begins from the individual researcher’s epistemological ceiling, that is, from 

the level people have attained thus far in their ways of thinking and reasoning, and 

the reason-related phase through which humanity is passing, because only in this 

way will we know what questions to pose about the crisis we face and its attendant 

difficulties. As for the answers to these questions, they are revealed by the contents 

of the Qur’an on the same level where we find ourselves. In other words, the 

answers provided by the Qur’an are always in keeping with the epistemological 

ceiling that obtains at any given time in human history.34 
 
Alalwani goes on to say: 
 
It is to be hoped, after methodological awareness has spread, that those who have 

dealings with the various sciences, particularly those relating to divine revelation, 

will be able to rethink both these sciences and the divine revelation, and to look 

critically at relevant issues and questions that call for further examination in light of 

the guidance provided by the Qur’an’s own methodological determinants. We 

are fully confident that this methodological orientation will restore the vitality and 

effectiveness of these sciences, rendering them susceptible to being confirmed and 

directed by the Qur’an and achieving “the revival of the religious sciences” to 

which so many religious authorities of early times and godly scholars have 

aspired.35 
 
Nevertheless, Alalwani reminds his readers that, ultimately,  

 
the issues of relevance to method will not be fully clarified, nor will its tools be 

complete until it has become the topic of discussion – that is, until scholars’ dia-

logues and exchanges have brought them to maturity and its premises have been 

empirically tested. 
 

Alalwani calls upon scholars with specializations in the various 
branches of science, 
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to unearth ‘the Qur’an’s epistemological methodology,’ thereby enabling the 

Muslim community to clarify the rules governing this approach and, with its help, 

to resolve the problems that face the wider human family. For the Qur’an, like its 

Source, is generous and ever-giving, and its wonders never cease.36 
 

Taha Abd al-Rahman 
 
From early in his academic career, Moroccan philosopher Taha Abd 
al-Rahman noted that the Muslim community was suffering from “a 
serious methodological shortage.” The reason for this is that many of 
those who are undertaking a reexamination of Islamic methods have 
less mastery of rational methods than did the scholastic theologians of 
Islamic history, and are less skilled than their intellectual forebears 
were at gleaning and using sound rational evidence. According to Abd 
al-Rahman, we are indebted to scholastic theologians for the ways in 
which they confronted non-Islamic faith currents and rationalistic, 
atheistic philosophical orientations by going beyond a focus on the 
principles and foundations of Islamic doctrines to the introduction  
and use of theoretical and dialectical methods and approaches. 
Consequently, he calls upon the Muslim community to recover its 
creative energy in the realm of intellectual and theological production 
in order to confront the materialist and historistic tendencies that 
dominate the modern world, and to prepare itself for this confronta-
tion with the necessary methodological equipment.37 

Taha Abd al-Rahman takes issue with the manner in which many 
researchers study and evaluate the Islamic heritage, because they 
employ a methodology that has been adopted unthinkingly from a  
cultural context other than their own. In Abd al-Rahman’s view, it 
would be better for such researchers to derive their own methodology 
through adherence to a set of theoretical and practical principles, the 
most important of which is to acquire a comprehensive knowledge of 
the methods and approaches used by early Muslim scholars and 
thinkers from various scientific fields, as well as a good knowledge of 
modern methods and approaches. In so doing, researchers can go 
beyond the practice of imitation and the borrowing of theories to that 
of innovative interpretation and the formulation of original methods, 
approaches, and theories.38 
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Abd al-Rahman describes the methodology he employs in his dia-
logue and debate with modern researchers as an “infra-methodology.” 
According to Abd al-Rahman, this “infra-methodology”, 

 
involves debate, which was the dialectical practice in which the early Muslims 

specialized and which we have adopted as our topic of study, analysis and evalua-

tion. [We also employ] an ‘ultra-methodology’, which we have made use of in 

this investigation, analysis, and evaluation.39 
 

Abd al-Rahman derives his methodological techniques and theoretical 
concepts from two precise sciences that have only recently gained 
wider circulation – viz., Linguistics and Logic – by “inverting” their 
tools, principles, and content. At the same time, he affirms the impor-
tance of the methods and approaches employed by Muslim scholastic 
theologians and of giving thought to “the things they were right about, 
so that we can benefit from them in assessing the degree of ‘creative 
energy’ in their production.”40 Applying his methodology in the con-
text of theological debate, he undertakes a sober, critical analysis of 
Muhammad Abid al-Jabiri’s notion of “the critique of the Arab men-
tality,” which tends toward rhetoric and metaphor, and Muhammad 
Arkun’s idea of “the critique of the Islamic mentality,” which empha-
sizes the derivation of legal rulings.41 

Taha Abd al-Rahman has dealt in many of his writings with the 
thought of his contemporary and colleague, Muhammad Abid al-
Jabiri (1936-2010), and the latter’s approach to evaluating the Islamic 
heritage. Abd al-Rahman distinguishes between the “differential eval-
uation” in which al-Jabiri engages, and which he seeks to refute, and 
the “integrative evaluation” which he himself has adopted. At the 
same time, Abd al-Rahman sets out to familiarize readers with tradi-
tional Islamic methodology, and begins by specifying several aspects of 
a contemporary application of the traditional method. These include 
the clarification of concepts, definitions and principles, formulation of 
claims, compilation of evidence, and the critique of various points  
of view. Hence, Abd al-Rahman’s work is not “merely theoretical  
discourse on the traditional method.”42 Rather, in evaluating the 
Islamic tradition, he adheres to, 
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a methodology which derives its essential characteristics from principles that lay at 

the heart of traditional Arab Islamic practice. In intent, this practice was a func-

tion-based methodology, not a content-based one, a practical methodology 

rather than a theoretical one. It was a methodology based on firm foundations, and 

which did not simply present facts without analysis or discussion….This function-

al methodology…led to ten outcomes that were supported by clear evidence. 

Some of these outcomes were oppositional, and some of them served to build 

foundations. The oppositional results revealed the weaknesses in the empirical 

view of tradition, while the foundational results, which revealed the benefits of 

the integrational view of tradition, were divided into two groups: (1) those having 

to do with overlapping integration, and (2) those having to do with approxima-

tive integration.”43 
 
Though a contemporary philosopher himself, Taha Abd al-

Rahman views most Arab researchers associated with philosophy as 
little more than disciples who imitate the philosophers of the West on 
the pretext of being engaged with global modernism. He writes, 
“Look at the modern Arab philosophizers, who ‘interpret’ if others 
interpret, who ‘dig’ if others dig, and who ‘deconstruct’ if others 
deconstruct….” Considering “where bad philosophizing has led this 
[Muslim] community,” Abd al-Rahman undertook an in-depth study 
of statements made by philosophy’s innovative interpreters. He began 
investigating philosophy the way a scientist investigates natural phe-
nomena, that is, “through observation, description and explanation.” 
In so doing, he left the beaten path by challenging the commonly held 
notion that philosophy is mere words, asserting that in fact, philosophy 
is “double-speak in action.” He refers to his work as “the jurispru-
dence of philosophy,” concerning which he has published the first of 
two volumes. The purpose of this project is to “liberate philosophical 
discourse.” In other words, it aims, 

 
to replace the practice of recording philosophical statements that have been passed 

down from others and which bequeath you nothing but dependency with the 

practice of recording philosophical statements that have a solid grounding, and 

which bequeath you the ability to form your own opinions. In other words, they 

give you the ability to make the transition from conformity and imitation to  

innovative interpretation and renewal. 
 

Method and Methodology

63



After all, he states, “the [true] philosopher is free even if they put a 
yoke around his neck and a lock on his mouth.”44 

Taha Abd al-Rahman’s approach to liberating philosophical dis-
course and the practice of “the jurisprudence of philosophy” have 
served to rehabilitate Qur’anic terms that had been abandoned by the 
would-be philosophers who do nothing but imitate thinkers in the 
West. Using the meanings of these Qur’anic terms as his foundation, 
Abd al-Rahman has constructed concepts and terms which, taken 
together, constitute the machinery of what he terms his “conceptual 
factory,” which has its own distinctive pillars, mechanisms and models. 
His simple but detailed explanations enable readers to familiarize 
themselves with “the technical operations which the philosopher 
undertakes in manufacturing and using terms and concepts, thereby 
producing a distinctive, autonomous intellectual discourse that splits 
statements up as much as it generates points of view.” Abd al-Rahman 
urges readers to throw off the shackles of imitation and tradition and to 
plunge into the sea of renewal, not preoccupying themselves with  
imitators’ grumbling and complaints over, 

 
the difficulty or impossibility of being creative in our philosophical production, 

bemoaning our circumstances and heaping blame on our lack of understanding, 

yet without doing anything to show us practical ways of recovering our ability to 

be creative…In fact, when we found … what we thought would lead us to this 

practical solution, and when we spoke as precisely and as accurately as we could 

about the means by which we could develop our philosophical creativity, these 

imitators urged us to give up our striving to achieve creativity, to be content with 

what we could learn from Western philosophers, and to pass on their sayings 

unthinkingly to our progeny. So, they have gone from shedding crocodile tears 

over the loss of creativity to waging war on those who go in search of it.45 
 

Not content simply to talk about methodology, Taha Abd al-Rahman 
puts it into practice. After providing a detailed description of his 
methodology’s intellectual premises, practical steps and procedures, he 
encourages his readers to adopt these for themselves. 

 

e p i s t e m o lo g i c a l  i n t e g r at i o n

64



Ahmad al-Raysuni 
 
Ahmad al-Raysuni occupies a place of respect in numerous fields, in all 
of which he is known for his systematic approach. As a scholar of the 
principles of jurisprudence, al-Raysuni is interested in the topic of 
renewal, particularly as it pertains to the higher aims and intents of 
Islamic law (al-maq¥|id). Al-Raysuni notes that Islamic methodological 
thought has been intimately associated with scholastic theology. This 
association has not been entirely successful, since one of the difficulties 
into which ancient Islamic thought fell was precisely on account of this 
association, and its failure to take proper account of the higher intents 
of Islamic law on the level of either content or method. Consequently, 
Muslim thinkers need to be cognizant of both the higher intents of 
Islamic law and aims-based method.46 

Al-Raysuni mentions a number of reasons for being concerned 
with al-maq¥|id, or the higher aims of Islamic law, one of which is that 
maq¥|id-based (aims-based) thought is, first and foremost, systematic 
thought. He states, “With respect to their foundations and their pur-
poses, their universals and their particulars, their divisions and their 
ranks, their paths and their procedures, al-maq¥|id constitute a distinc-
tive manner of thinking and seeing, analyzing and evaluating, drawing 
conclusions and putting things together.”47 If our manner of thought 
is based on al-maq¥|id, our thought will be purposeful and able to 
define its objective. This will in turn determine the priority and legiti-
macy of a given line of thought and, hence, the feasibility of pursuing it. 
The need to concern ourselves with maq¥|id–based thought becomes 
even clearer when we realize that many thinkers and theorists lack the 
ability to see how interests and sources of harm should be prioritized in 
the various areas of life. They also lack the kind of synthetic mentality 
that would enable them to examine life’s particulars in such a way that 
they can draw the necessary connections between them and perceive 
the larger, more universal issues and questions to which they point. A 
maq¥|id-based method or approach enables us to synthesize things and 
to place them in their proper order. For in light of the higher intents of 
Islamic law we are able to draw inferences, put pieces together, see 
how things compare, and how they are to be ordered. As al-Raysuni 
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observes, “Induction is the most advanced of all approaches, while 
universal, inductive knowledge is the most advanced and powerful 
knowledge there is.”48 

It is only natural that innovative interpretation (ijtihad), whether in 
the realm of the principles of jurisprudence, or in the realm of al-
maq¥|id, should require a degree of academic competence. However, 
in al-Raysuni’s view, mere academic competence is not enough to 
qualify an individual to engage in innovative interpretation. In addi-
tion, one must have what he terms “methodological commitment.” 
When we are engaged in making academic judgments on ideas and 
points of view, there must be generally accepted “methodological 
rules.”49 When there are a range of interpretations – some sectarian, 
others denominational, geographical, individual, theological, or polit-
ical – the result is a descent into a kind of chaos and laxity. In such a 
situation, al-Raysuni asserts, the solution has to be “balanced and sci-
entific. It must involve a methodical approach based on rules and 
principles. This was the type of approach that was developed and  
perfected by Imam Mu^ammad ibn IdrÏs al-Sh¥fi¢Ï.”50 This method-
ical formulation of rules and principles applicable to the practice of 
innovative interpretation and juristic reasoning was marked by a kind 
of inflexibility and exactitude, both of which were needed in order to 
deal with chaos and laxity. Al-Raysuni observes: 

 
It appears, in hindsight, that it would have been more helpful for the trend al-

Sh¥fi¢Ï established toward restraint and control to stop, or at least become more 

moderate, once it had introduced a suitable degree of balance and thoughtfulness 

into the interpretative and investigative process. Instead, however, this trend  

continued in the direction of even greater severity and control until it began to 

shift from rules-creation to complication. So eventually it came to place shackles 

on innovative interpretation and investigation.51 
 
Even though al-Sh¥fi¢Ï’s juristic school took the lead in the realm of 

u|‰lÏ thought,52 other schools – the ¤anafÏ, the M¥likÏ, and the <¥hirÏ 
– made significant contributions to the dialogue with Sh¥fi¢Ï scholars. 
In addition, al-Raysuni states, “we find that a number of juristic  
scholars were known for their open-minded approaches and styles of 
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writing on the subject of the principles of jurisprudence or juristic 
application.”53 

Al-Raysuni has demonstrated the kind of methodological commit-
ment to which he calls others. He has applied methodological rules to 
his discussion of a number of issues of relevance to the relationship 
between texts and human interests, illustrating his points with exam-
ples relating to the fast of Ramadan, women’s manner of dress, and 
cutting off the hands of thieves. He has demonstrated this same 
methodological commitment in his outstanding work on “the theory 
of persuasion and preference” (na·ariyyat al-taqrÏb wa al-taghlÏb), whose 
features he has clarified and whose importance he has brought to light. 
Al-Raysuni has shown this theory, which encompasses and gives rise 
to a large number of rules that have served to guide Islamic thought 
down the centuries, to be one of the major underpinnings of Islamic 
juristic principles. It is, in al-Raysuni’s words, “a methodological 
device which is complete and ready for use, and which can be used 
safely and with confidence.” The effectiveness of this theory and its 
methodological value in relation to the principles of jurisprudence 
have been demonstrated through its use in treating numerous current 
issues relating to jurisprudence, Qur’anic interpretation and Hadith. 
This theory is foundational to Islamic legislation, thought, and  
evaluation.54 

In his book entitled, Al-Kulliyy¥t al-As¥siyyah li al-SharÏ¢ah al-
Isl¥miyyah (Basic Universals of Islamic Law), al-Raysuni applies a 
comprehensive methodology to the process of demonstrating the  
perfection of the Islamic law, defining priorities relating to intellectual 
pursuits and outreach, and strengthening the monotheistic founda-
tions that unite the Muslim community with its various currents and 
schools of thought. According to al-Raysuni there are four types of 
Islamic universals, each of which relates to a specific realm. The first 
relates to doctrine, the second to the higher aims and intents of Islamic 
law, the third to morality, and the fourth to legislation. These univer-
sals help both Muslim scholars and the Muslim community as a whole 
to draw up methodological rules that can guide them both to the 
beginning of the road and to its end. The source of these universals is 
the Holy Qur’an, which is the beginning. In fact, it is “the beginning 
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of the beginning.” Al-Raysuni states: 
 
Its clear, unambiguous verses – which form the essence of its message – are the 

source of Islamic universals. Consequently, we must focus our sight and our 

understanding on these clear, unambiguous verses: calling them to mind, seeking 

insight through them, steeping ourselves in them. It is on the basis of these verses 

that we must relate to all other verses of the Qur’an, as well as to the Prophetic 

Sunnah and the events of the Prophet’s life. Given this order of priority, we have a 

basis for relating to the Prophet’s Companions fiqh – their understanding of things 

(I use the word fiqh here in this more general sense, not in the derived sense of 

jurisprudence), the fiqh (understanding ) of the imams and the jurists, and our  

academic heritage overall. When we find ourselves perplexed and disquieted by 

the complexities of our lives, let us appeal once again to the beginning, and to the 

beginning of the beginning, knowing that there we will find refuge, safety and 

peace of mind.55 
 
Those who read al-Raysuni’s books will find that there is a clear 

method to his writing that sets him apart from other scholars. With the 
exception of this Masters and PhD dissertations, all of his books are 
small and deal with very limited, specific themes. Their ideas are  
masterfully organized, they reveal a constructive, reformist, practical 
bent, and they are so free of digressions and verbosity that all the ideas 
in a given book could be summed up in just a few words. Yet every 
sentence and every paragraph in the book has its place. 

Take, for example, his book Al-Sh‰r¥ fÏ Ma¢rakat al-Bin¥’ (Al-Sh‰r¥: 
The Qur’anic Principle of Consultation, A Tool for Reconstruction 
and Reform), which treats both general issues and particular questions 
of direct relevance to modern-day life. Relying heavily on the princi-
ples-based (u|‰lÏ) method and both principles-based and legislative 
rules, al-Raysuni examines verses from the Qur’an, passages from the 
Prophet’s biography and the Prophetic Sunnah, and the jurisprudence 
of the Prophet’s Companions and of later juristic scholars in the space 
of a mere one hundred and eighty pages. This piece of writing embodies 
a distinctive approach marked by both originality and a commitment 
to grounding statements in their documentary and historical sources. 
Taking care not to rehash things that have been said before, al-Raysuni 
inquires into what is new and beneficial. To this end, he limits himself 
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to a treatment of contemporary issues, new angles, and questions or 
aspects of questions that have received little attention in the past.56 

Al-Raysuni concludes that consultation is not only a theme of rele-
vance to political science and a set of mechanisms for decision-making 
in the public sphere. In addition, it is intended to be a way of life for the 
individual Muslim, Muslim society, and the Muslim state in relation to 
all issues, both private and public. This study by al-Raysuni also shows 
that consultation is an approach to thought and investigation in search 
of the truth in science and the right course of action in the social sphere, 
and a way of building relationships and regulating transactions on the 
level of society and state and in the realm of international relations. 

Nevertheless, this study makes clear that it is not sufficient simply to 
declare consultation to be a principle for ordering private and public 
life, or to say that commitment to this principle may lead to the desired 
reform. Rather, in order for the aims of freedom and justice to be  
realized, the members of society must establish the detailed laws, 
mechanisms and practical procedures necessary to make consultation a 
concrete reality. 

 
Third:  basic concepts of relevance  

to methodology  
 
Scholars and thinkers use specific terms to convey their ideas, beliefs, 
and ways of thinking. These terms are methodological tools which 
help us to understand the factors that determine many cultural and 
social phenomena. Modern academic literature is replete with terms 
expressive of concepts that are closely related and, to a great extent, 
overlapping. There is a range of attitudes and schools of thought on 
how acceptable it is to use these terms. Some of these terms are used to 
convey a meaning that is conveyed by other terms as well, and some 
researchers have no qualms about using a number of terms synony-
mously, not because they make no distinction between the words, but 
because they see them as all belonging to a single thought group. In the 
course of his discussion, the researcher will be concerned primarily not 
with terms, but with an idea, and as long as the idea comes across clear-
ly, it makes no difference (or so he assumes) which term the reader or 
hearer associates it with! 
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We find, for example, that some of the researchers to whom refer-
ence will be made shortly are not concerned to distinguish between 
science (¢ilm) and knowledge (ma¢rifah), religion and philosophy, 
worldview and epistemological model, worldview and ideology, epis-
temological system and epistemological model, the philosophy of 
science and the theory of knowledge, theory and paradigm, methods 
and methodology, or the object of scientific research and scientific 
method. Those who do concern themselves with such distinctions 
may find themselves in a forest dense with trees of varying sizes, shapes 
and colors, any one of which may take on a new size, shape or color 
before their very eyes! 

It is undoubtedly helpful and important to know the roots of terms, 
their semantic evolution, and the relationship these bear to intellectual 
clarity (or chaos), particularly during periods of cultural interaction 
between peoples and nations. Such interaction is taking place in our 
own day with the globalization of ideas and practices and mutual bor-
rowing of concepts and terms. During such periods of exchange, 
weaker nations may fear the loss of their historical, linguistic and cul-
tural identities. Hence, a writer may wish to avoid the use of a this term 
or that for fear that its meaning may be laden with foreign cultural asso-
ciations. However, the alternative term chosen might itself be laden 
with associations from the writer’s own cultural background. Be that as 
it may, human civilizations have often witnessed the migration of 
terms from one culture to another and from one epistemological field 
to another. When a term migrates, efforts are made to settle it in its new 
environment so that in its new habitat it will bear specific meanings 
that are not necessarily bound to its country or culture of origin. 
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Worldview 
 
The concept of “worldview” is one that has moved out of its original 
habitat in philosophy and taken up residence in numerous other epis-
temological fields, particularly the natural and social sciences. The 
importance of the concept of worldview will be clear when we realize 
the degree to which worldview impacts the ways in which we perceive 
the world we live in, our place in that world, and the way we under-
stand the natural and social sciences. 

The concept of worldview is found in fields of knowledge as varied 
as religion, philosophy, the social and natural sciences, the arts, applied 
sciences such as medicine and engineering, and so on. Religious terms 
such as faith, doctrine and macro-conceptualization express the ideas, 
concepts and beliefs that address the major existential questions which 
the term “worldview” attempts to answer. These are the same questions 
with which philosophy has concerned itself from the dawn of human 
history. They also make up the essential content of the philosophy of 
any of the modern sciences, the theories that underlie these sciences, 
and their methods of research. Virtually every film we see in the cine-
ma or on television, from comedy to tragedy, is presenting us with 
specific values and views of the world. There is no such thing as a film 
that presents a “neutral” story that is not colored by the author’s, 
actor’s, producer’s or director’s beliefs and cultural values.57 

Although many new terms have come into use among scholars in 
various fields over the centuries, there are some individuals who prefer 
not to use any term which is not found in the Qur’an or the Prophetic 
Sunnah on the pretext that some of these terms may have roots and 
associations that obscure their intended meaning and distance them 
from the concepts the writer wants to convey. Beginning in the 
1950s, the late Sayyid Qutb worked on linking the ways of thinking 
and acting required by Islamic doctrine, and the overall idea one has 
about the universe, life, and human beings. In his book, Kha|¥’i| al-
Ta|awwur al-Isl¥mÏ wa Muqawwim¥tuhu (The Distinguishing Features 
and Components of Islamic Conceptualization), Sayyid Qutb discussed 
the importance of using a particular term that would express Islam’s 
“overall idea about the universe, life, and human beings.” Qutb was 
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not satisfied with the terms “doctrine,” “overall idea,” or “Islamic  
philosophy.” Instead he chose the term “conceptualization” (ta|awwur). 
According to Qutb, worldview in its Islamic framework is an expres-
sion of the overall belief-related conceptualization presented by 
Islamic doctrine. This conceptualization, which contains a compre-
hensive explanation of existence, provides realistic guidelines for 
human activity in light of human beings’ understanding of their place 
in the cosmos and the ultimate purpose of their existence.58 

An overarching vision is the basic starting point for epistemological 
work on all aspects of a given project, and one’s methodological 
approach is of relevance to both the project’s ends and its means. In 
fact, it would seem that all aspects of human behavior can be attributed 
ultimately to worldview. Hence, there is ample reason to look further 
into the significance of worldview in the realms of individual and 
social life and academic activity. Such an investigation is certain to 
confirm the central role played by worldview in everything we do. 
This is not to deny the importance of other factors, such as state of 
mind, and one’s physical and social surroundings. However, world-
view – from the epistemological point of view, at least – is more 
important by far than any other factors of relevance to human behavior 
because it is the only framework in which human reason can operate to 
acquire knowledge. Consequently, worldview constitutes the foun-
dation for any epistemological theory. 

People form an overall picture of themselves and of the world 
around them within the limits imposed by the location from which 
they are viewing things, the angle they take, their natural, psycholog-
ical and social environment, and the prevailing system of thought with 
its linguistic components and authoritative frameworks. It is this over-
all picture – variously referred to as cosmic vision, overall idea, cosmic 
conceptualization, general philosophy, comprehensive explanation, 
explanatory paradigm, or ideology – that has come to be known widely 
as worldview. 

Exercise  
How can worldview be put to use as the foundation for a 

 theory of knowledge? Cite examples of this use.



Seen from the Islamic perspective, worldview is not merely a theo-
retical, theological issue. Rather, it operates on three interconnected, 
integrated levels. First, worldview is a mental perception of the natural, 
social and psychological realms. As such, it is like a set of stationary and 
moving pictures which draw people’s attention and call them to reflect 
and contemplate with the aim of acquiring understanding and insight. 
Second, worldview is an attitude toward the world, a state of mind that 
requires one to relate actively and constructively to the world, in peace 
and harmony, reverence and respect, desire and wonderment. Third, 
worldview is a plan to change the world, that is, a set of goals through 
the achievement of which people hope to make the world more  
harmonious and balanced, and to put resources to use towards creating 
a better life for themselves and others in the realization that our earthly 
life is a place of preparation for life in the world to come. 

It would be a mistake to deny the political and economic aspects of 
the crisis in which the Muslim community finds itself, or the corruption 
of our ruling regimes and the hostility of our adversaries. However, it 
would be an even greater mistake to disregard the intellectual and  
cultural dimension of our crisis, which manifests itself in our view of 
ourselves and of the world around us. 

Worldview is related to our overall perception of the Creator, the 
universe, life, and the human race, and how we answer the ultimate (or 
initial) questions about human life in this universe: When? Why? 
Whither? The answers we provide to such questions will impact our 
mental perceptions and our actions. Similarly, they will impact the 
way in which a community or nation sees itself and its place among 
other communities and nations. 
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Worldview in Islamic Thought  
 • A mental perception of the natural, social and psychological realms. 
 • An attitude that requires one to establish a relationship with these realms.  
 • A plan to change the world.

Exercise 
How can an individual’s view of himself be part of his worldview?



Worldview in this sense undoubtedly formed part of Muslims’ 
geographical jurisprudence, that is, the juristic rulings of relevance to 
land and home and the legal rulings pertinent to residing in a country, 
migrating there, or migrating elsewhere. This juristic perspective was 
part of the political jurisprudence that governed Muslims’ relation-
ships with others both within “the abode of Islam” (d¥r al-isl¥m) and 
elsewhere. Many studies indicate that this political jurisprudence did 
not develop and mature to the degree that the jurisprudence pertaining 
to acts of worship and individual religious rites did. At the same time, 
Islamic jurisprudence witnessed a development whereby people were 
classified in terms of their attitude to the Islamic message. A group of 
people might, for example, be termed “a nation of response” (ummah  
istij¥bah), that is, a nation that had accepted the Islamic message and 
begun carrying it to others, while another would be termed “a nation 
of invitation” (ummah da¢wah), that is, a nation to whom the message of 
Islam was still being directed. However, this categorization simply 
perpetuated a divisive view of the world. Consequently, there is a need 
for thorough methodological studies that investigate what elements 
have led to the formation of this juristic vision within the contemporary 
Muslim mentality, and the respective places of Qur’anic authority, 
events in the life of the Prophet, and the Prophetic Sunnah, in deter-
mining these elements. In short, we need to explain the persistence of 
the divisive juristic perspective that has been passed down by Islamic 
tradition. Similarly, we need to ask how relations between Muslims 
and others have been understood both in historically Muslim countries 
and elsewhere, and how they ought to be understand in the present 
and the future.59 

If contemporary individual Muslims’ worldview were determined 
by their place in this world, they would no longer see themselves as  
distant from others either historically or geographically. On the con-
trary, they would find themselves vitally linked to other parts of the 
world, and responsive to what happens to others just as others are 
responsive to what happens to them. Worldview has thus become an 
explanatory paradigm for understanding the nature of the problems 
that arise between different groups of people, while the act of clarify-
ing how people’s worldviews compare in terms of both differences and 
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similarities has become a way of dealing with and overcoming these 
problems. 

If Islamists were to use worldview as a unit of analysis for ideas,  
attitudes, individuals and institutions, they might be better able to 
understand the perspectives of others. Even more helpful, perhaps, 
would be for them to explain their own worldview to others in terms 
that others can truly understand. 

A worldview is, essentially, the view one holds of oneself, and on 
the basis of which one’s view of others is formed. This view will  
permeate a person’s way of looking at other individuals, both those 
who share many of the same convictions and commitments and those 
who do not. Similarly, it will permeate the way a person views the 
adherents of various religions, juristic currents, schools of thought, 
partisan organizations and social institutions, each of which he views as 
something “other,” and different from himself. 

The various aspects of an individual’s worldview interact with  
elements of religious doctrine, which instills a particular understanding 
of the universe, life, and human existence, as well as with the human 
knowledge he or she has acquired in the natural, social, and behavioral 
sciences. Worldview is affected by a wide of factors, including concepts 
such as the roundness of the Earth and its movement, space explo-
ration, issues relating to geographical and astronomical jurisprudence, 
human interaction with natural elements and phenomena, the concept 
of the self and its various ways of behaving, human personality types, 
and the plurality of human societies and their varying values and norms. 

It is clear, then, that an individual does not necessarily construct his 
or her own worldview. Rather, it comes into being in every individ-
ual’s mind in a more or less spontaneous manner. As such, worldview 
is a component of human beings’ innate makeup given their tendency 
to be influenced by the intellectual environment in which they live 
and to assimilate prevailing social customs and traditions. An individual  
is shaped by family upbringing during the early phases of his or her  
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An Issue for Discussion  
How can Islamists use their worldview in formulating a methodology 

for contemporary Islamic discourse?



development. However, this does not mean that the educational sys-
tem and the media are incapable of influencing the formation of an 
individual’s worldview, or of modifying worldview after it has been 
formed through the design of suitable interventions. 

AbuSulayman believes that the thought and culture of the Muslim 
community has undergone palpable distortions that have prevented its 
cultural enterprise from fully achieving its aims. He states:  

 
The first and most serious of these distortions was the distortion of the Islamic 

worldview that provided the framework for the Muslim community’s thought 

and culture. As a consequence, it ceased to be a positive, comprehensive, mono-

theistic worldview capable of providing well-founded, universal guidance for 

Muslims’ thought, ethics, relationships and systems.60 
 
AbuSulayman sees this distortion as one of the reasons the social sci-

ences failed to develop in the Arab world from an early date.61 
Distortion in the Islamic worldview led in turn to methodological  
distortion which resulted in a one-dimensional, unbalanced view of 
the sciences and knowledge. The various epistemological fields were 
divided into religious sciences (which were classed as “central”) and 
worldly sciences (which were viewed as “marginal”). As a consequence, 
thought began to atrophy and the worldview that discerns the order 
and unity of the universe died out. The effect of this development, 
according to AbuSulayman, was to “deprive the Muslim community 
of the growth of the social sciences which complement the universals 
of the divine revelation and its guidance by providing the proper 
direction for Islamic social life and renewing it and developing its con-
cepts, its institutions, and its resources alongside growing knowledge, 
potentials, and escalating challenges.”62 

 
Paradigm 

 
The concept of paradigm has been attributed to the American scholar 
Thomas Kuhn (1922-1996), who began his career as a researcher in 
theoretical Physics. When he began reflecting on historical events that 
represented important way stations in the growth and advancement of 
scientific knowledge, his interest shifted to the history and philosophy 
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of science, in which connection Kuhn was influenced by the works of 
James Conant.63 However, Kuhn acknowledged that it was the works 
of Michael Polanyi on personal and tacit knowledge that led him to the 
“strange” conclusions he reached.64 

Kuhn’s ideas are based on the concept of “paradigm” and scientific 
revolutions. According to Kuhn, it is in the nature of the scientific 
mind always to engage in research within the parameters of a particular 
paradigm, or standard model, which embodies a view of the world that 
is comprehensive, scientific, methodical, and metaphysical. In Kuhn’s 
view, worldview lies at the heart of academic and scientific activity. 
Hence, it plays a critical role in scientific practice, since it defines the 
link between the data, the content of observations, the importance of 
problems, and the acceptance of solutions. Worldview supplies us with 
our values, criteria and research methods. In short, every model or  
paradigm that defines the way in which science progresses is an all-
inclusive view of the world. 

Scientific revolutions take place in response to ordinary scientific 
practice in keeping with the prevailing paradigm, since ordinary prac-
tice is what generally leads to the appearance of anomalies which later 
form springboards for change and revolution. These anomalies lead to 
the discovery of new, unexpected phenomena, or things that were not 
known before. This may lead ultimately not to the development of 
existing theories but, rather, to their total abandonment and subsequent 
replacement with other, newer, theories. In other words, there are 
times when an existing paradigm is no longer capable of explaining 
observed phenomena, in which case it becomes a harbinger of an 
approaching shift, and the existing paradigm is overthrown in a scien-
tific revolution. The scientific revolutions that have taken place in the 
West have been associated with names such as Copernicus, Newton, 
Lavoisier, Darwin, and Einstein.  

Progress in science, according to Kuhn, is not a result of a linear 
accumulation of knowledge. Rather, it takes place as a result of radical 
changes in which new theories replace previous theories that have lost 
their explanatory power. When a scientific revolution takes place, the 
scientific community rejects a scientific theory that has heretofore 
been accepted by all in favor of a different theory. Every scientific  



revolution produces a subsequent shift in the problems that are posed 
for scientific research and the way in which the scientific community 
determines which problems merit researchers’ attention. Every revo-
lution alters the scientific imagination in ways that we need in order  
to understand the world more clearly. These shifts and the debate  
that accompanies them are the distinguishing features of scientific  
revolutions.65 

The publication of Kuhn’s book, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 
in 1970 fell like a bombshell into the fields of science and the philos-
ophy of science, and for better or for worse, its reverberations are  
still being felt to this day. The notion of a paradigm in the sense of a 
standard model was based on the intimate link that exists between  
history and the philosophy of science. This link was established in a 
way that Edwin Hung has described as a worldview revolution, a revo-
lution in the way we view life.66 Scientific research and the nature of 
scientific reasoning really did undergo a revolution after we realized 
that such research always takes place within the parameters of a partic-
ular view of the world. 

Basically, Kuhn took the concept of “paradigm” to mean scientific 
achievements that had been recognized worldwide because they sup-
plied the research community with both problems and solutions. In 
fact, Kuhn meant two things by the word “paradigm”: (1) Scientific 
content embodied in laws, methods, and theoretical, metaphysical 
explanations, which in turn represent a highly general worldview, and 
(2) the significance and nature of the scientific community’s achieve-
ments embodied in the rules and regulations that researchers generally 
agree on using in the ordinary practice of science. 

Kuhn asserts that paradigm shifts and scientific revolutions result in 
a change in worldview because, when they take place, scientists are 
obliged to deal with a seemingly new world. After the Copernican 
revolution, for example, astronomers came to live in what appeared to 
be a different world. Similarly, after Lavoisier discovered oxygen, he 
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Kuhn’s “paradigm” relies on  
(1) scientific theories and (2) research methods that are prevalent in the society.



found himself operating in a world that seemed different from the one 
in which he had been operating previously. Of course, the world as it 
really was had not changed. Rather, it only appeared to scientists that 
they were operating in a different world. The world as it appears to the 
observer results from realms of perception and modes of understand-
ing. It is the world constructed by the human mind. Hence, the change 
had taken place in the subject, not in the object. 

 
The Explanatory Model 

 
The concept of worldview overlaps with a number of epistemological 
methodological tools which are used by thinkers when analyzing phe-
nomena, events and ideas with the aim of achieving a comprehensive 
view of disparate topics. Such a view helps the thinker or researcher to 
link the whole with the parts, the universal with the particular, the 
general with the specific, so that he or she gains a fuller, more compre-
hensive grasp of the phenomenon under study. One of these tools is 
what Abdelwahab Elmessiri refers to as “the explanatory model,” 
which might be defined as “a set of characteristics that have been trans-
formed into a coherent picture that has so permeated our minds and 
consciousness that we see all of reality through it, since it is an integrated 
vision of existence.”67 

This explanatory model is an epistemological map which is con-
structed by the human mind. One arrives at such a model by abstracting 
a great number of relationships, details and facts, then linking them to 
construct an overall pattern that takes the form of a comprehensive 
perceptual map. This “perceptual model” is the tool human beings 
employ in perceiving reality. However, the act of perception takes 
place for the most part in an unconscious manner that becomes part of 
an individual’s psyche, inborn disposition, and immediate perceptions 
based on his culture, the details of his life, and the objects, symbols, 
signs, images, dreams and various cultural products that go to make up 
his world. 

Perceptual models are paired with conscious, creative “analytical 
models” which a researcher formulates based on his reading of various 
texts and his observation of phenomena. By means of such analytical 
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models, the researcher deconstructs reality, then reconstructs it in such 
a way that the reality or text before him comes to be understood and 
absorbed on a profounder level. Analytical models serve to broaden 
the range of the explanatory model through the phenomena and data 
that the model attempts to explain. Since these data challenge the 
model and expose its areas of weakness, it will sometimes be necessary 
to modify the model so that its explanatory capacity is increased. 
Hence, the relationship between the explanatory model and reality 
consists of an interchangeable spiral.68 

Those who read Elmessiri’s writings may draw a correlation 
between his “explanatory model” and Thomas Kuhn’s “paradigm” 
given the closely related senses in which Elmessiri uses the two terms. 
However, Elmessiri also uses the terms differently in certain respects. 
He frequently uses the term “explanatory model” almost synonymously 
with the term “worldview.” Hence, one should be cautious when 
reading Elmessiri’s works to distinguish in what precise sense he 
employs this term. Elmessiri’s language is not easily conformable to the 
traditional terms one finds in the dictionary. Nor can it be brought eas-
ily into conformity with the terms employed by other researchers in 
similar or identical senses. Elmessiri employs a terminology which he is 
at pains to make uniquely his own. Moreover, he strives constantly to 
ensure that he uses each term consistently, that is, with the same mean-
ing, in all of his writings. Consequently, it might be difficult to under- 
stand fully what he means by this or that term based on a cursory read-
ing of one of his works. Rather, one needs to have some familiarity 
with his various writings in order to gain a good grasp of his terminol-
ogy. One reason for this is that Elmessiri uses his terms in a variety of 
epistemological fields: the history of science, literature, philosophy, 
politics, etc. Thus, for example, the term ma¢rifÏ (literally, “of or  
pertaining to knowledge,” and generally rendered in English as “epis-
temological”) as used by Elmessiri does not bear the same significance 
it does in other writers’ works, where it is sometimes associated with 
the theory of knowledge (as it is in English language dictionaries), or 
the philosophy of science (as in French language dictionaries). As used 
by Elmessiri, the word ma¢rifÏ has to do with what is universal and  
ultimate. Hence, Elmessiri’s explanatory model does not correspond 
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entirely to Kuhn’s paradigm, however great the resemblance between 
them. Rather, Elmessiri’s “explanatory model” is closest in meaning to 
the term “comprehensive worldview.” 

Nasr Arif has used the term “epistemological model” (num‰dhaj 
ma¢rifÏ) in a manner that corresponds to Kuhn’s “paradigm.”69 Never-
theless, he has attempted to establish the meanings of relevant terms 
such as science/knowledge (¢ilm), epistemological model (num‰dhaj 
ma¢rifÏ), theory (na·ariyyah), method (manhaj), explanatory model 
(num‰dhaj tafsÏrÏ), etc. by tracing each of them back to its Latin origin 
and tracing the term’s semantic development in its European context 
from the days of ancient Greece to the days of post-Modernism. 
Hence, the authoritative point of reference for this analysis was a 
Western European one. This may have been done in compliance with 
the requirements of the Ph.D. thesis in which the aforementioned 
analysis appears, and which was written for Cairo University’s Political 
Science Department. However, Nasr Arif went on to produce pio-
neering academic works in which he applied a different methodology 
in his treatment of issues relating to Arab Islamic tradition in the political 
sciences. 

 
The Epistemological System 

 
The elements that go to make up the theory of knowledge, or episte-
mology, are sometimes referred to as “the epistemological system.” 
We had occasion to mention earlier that the first focal point of the 
Islamization of knowledge project is construction of a worldview, and 
that the two fundamental issues of relevance to this focal point are epis-
temological system and methodology. An epistemological system 
concerns itself with issues of relevance to the history and evolution of 
human knowledge, the sources and tools of this knowledge, methods 
of classifying knowledge, and a clarification of its functions. 

Sources of knowledge are most closely linked to worldview, while 
tools of knowledge are most closely linked to methodology. Divine 
revelation and the universe are two complementary sources of knowl-
edge within the Islamic worldview, while reason and the sensory 
faculties are two complementary tools for relating to divine revelation 
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and the universe for the sake of acquiring knowledge and putting it  
to use. Hence, it is worldview (the greater range of vision) that deter-
mines both the sources and tools of knowledge, while the nature of 
these sources and tools (the epistemological system, which is a sub-
sphere within worldview) defines the methods of dealing with the 
knowledge acquired. Methodology can thus be seen to be a subsphere 
within an epistemological system or theory of knowledge. Given this 
overlap and mutual interdependence, we find that many thinkers  
and writers use the terms “worldview,” “epistemological system” and 
“methodology” interchangeably.70 

 
A Suggested Model of the Relationship Between Worldview,  

Epistemological System and Methodology 
 
This suggested explanatory model begins with Islamic doctrine, which 
represents the belief system. One’s belief system has to do with the 
greater existential issues and ultimate questions relating to the Creator, 
the universe, human beings and life. This system bears close resem-
blance to what we are terming cosmic vision, or worldview. The 
primary fact within this system is the existence of God as Creator, 
which human beings have an inborn ability to perceive. God Almighty 
created human reason with the built-in capacity to understand the 
world, and He created the world in a way that makes it understandable. 
This is a universal, natural knowledge that exists within human reason 
all over the world and which constitutes what we are terming “natural 
life structures.” Such structures are an element shared by all worldviews. 

The structures formed by the Muslim mind having to do with God 
the Creator, prophethood, the Last Day, etc. are comprised of numer-
ous detailed concepts. Some of these are epistemological structures 
which the individual obtains through the acquisition of knowledge. 
Taken together, they constitute what we term “the epistemological 
system,” which recognizes certain sources and tools of knowledge, as 
well as certain ways of acquiring and using such knowledge. 

The epistemological system and the belief system are linked by  
certain key concepts having to do with human beings’ place in the uni-
verse and the Muslim community’s place among other communities. 
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Hence, terms such as “community,” “caliphate,” “empowerment” 
and “resource utilization” are part of the epistemological system and, 
at the same time, part of the belief system. 

Given the centrality of the Islamic belief system and the epistemol-
ogical structures it forms within the Muslim mind, there is a value- 
related, ethical framework that will take shape as a result of an overall 
Islamic understanding of things. This ethical framework or value  
system, which clarifies issues relating to truth, justice and goodness, 
complements and intermingles with the epistemological system. 

These three systems are interlocking and interdependent. Hence, 
our understanding of the elements of one of these systems will reflect 
on our understanding and way of relating to the other two. The ele-
ments that make up the epistemological system will necessarily be 
defined in light of the doctrines pertaining to the seen and unseen 
worlds, the nature and purpose of the universe, the nature of human 
beings and their place in the universe, and the nature of life, from the 
way it began to the way it will come to an end. Similarly, the conduct 
people engage in and their attitudes toward the values of truth, justice 
and goodness will be determined by their understanding of the out-
comes of such conduct, outcomes which are defined based on the 
source of their beliefs. 

The Islamic worldview, which takes all parts, elements, components 
and systems into consideration, is marked by an integrative view of 
knowledge that has enabled the Muslim mind to develop a distinctive 
perspective. As a vision of the true nature of things within their more 
inclusive framework, the Islamic worldview includes authoritative 
rules and frameworks for thought and behavior as parts of the society’s 
overall value system. It defines the way in which the human mind  
perceives the realities of the universe, life, and human beings, as well as 
the answers to the major existential, epistemological and ethical ques-
tions that pertain to these realities and the relationships among them.  

The Islamic system = the system of doctrine + 
 the system of knowledge + the value system.71



It is in the nature of human reason to distinguish between entities 
that are varied and separate based on the features that set them apart 
from one another. At the same time, it recognizes them as belonging to 
categories or groups that make up larger units. Such entities are located 
at particular coordinates within time and space and are related to each 
other in defined ways. Distinguishing features are also perceived by 
human reason as they pertain to types of behavior and conduct, social 
issues, religious values, and so forth. 

As noted earlier, our mental images of existence have a direct 
impact on our actions, our social conduct, and our individual and 
communal lives. Hence, all individual and collective behavior arises 
out of an overall worldview.72  

 
conclusion  

 
This chapter has concerned itself with the concept of method (manhaj) 
from a Qur’anic point of view, and clarified the distinction between 
method (manhaj) and methodology (manhajiyyah) in their modern 
technological usage. We have discussed the need for research and  
writing on issues pertaining to method and methodology, and the 
importance of promoting a methodological culture among members 
of the Muslim community at large. We have examined some of the 
forms methodological awareness has taken, and the ways in which 
contemporary scholars and thinkers have understood method and 
methodology. This chapter has also touched on a number of key  
concepts of direct relevance to method and methodology, particularly 
those of worldview, epistemological system, paradigm, and explanatory 
model. The following chapter will discuss the ways in which the  
concept of method has been treated by scholars in the Islamic tradition. 

It has been noted that modern scholars hold differing views on the 
importance of method and methodology and the extent to which they 
are needed in the context of modern Islamic reform. Some scholars 
point to the ways in which method manifests itself in specific Islamic 
sciences such as the principles of jurisprudence, scholastic theology 
and logic. Some hold that method consists of general rules governing 
thought and research in all academic disciplines, while others see it as 
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consisting of rules that pertain specifically to this discipline or that. 
Seen from such a viewpoint, there is one method that pertains to 
scholars of Hadith, another that pertains to interpreters of the Qur’an, 
another to scholars of jurisprudence, another to philosophers, another 
to natural scientists, and so on.  

Some contemporary Muslim scholars are content simply to apply a 
given method to whatever they say or write, while others speak explic-
itly about their method and the ways in which they reach their 
conclusions. There are some whose understanding of method has 
remained static, while others’ understanding of method and its impli-
cations within the Islamic context has evolved, and may still be 
developing and changing. 

The approach we have followed in this book is to adopt the 
Qur’anic point of reference as a guide to the definitions of concepts. 
The concept of method – manhaj/minh¥j – as seen from the Qur’anic 
perspective is characterized by both generality and comprehensiveness, 
in which respect it is like all other Qur’anic concepts. Nevertheless, 
there is no denying the fact that any meaning we associate with the 
term manhaj/minh¥j will inevitably be a particular meaning which is 
tied to a specific time, place, and set of circumstances and experiences. 
We find, for example, that the method of the Prophet’s Companions, 
may God be pleased with them, was that of receiving things on the 
authority of the Messenger of God. In other words, it was what we 
have come to know as the Sunnah as passed down on the authority of 
Ibn ¢Abb¥s and other narrators, which clarifies the meanings of the 
Holy Qur’an, thereby providing us with a way (manhaj) in which to 
emulate the Prophet. The term manhaj/minh¥j also refers to a set of 
rules that regulate the process of deriving precise legal rulings from 
their original sources. Given this sense of the word manhaj/minh¥j, the 
principles of jurisprudence constitute a methodological science par 
excellence. Similarly, the Hadith sciences are methodological sciences 
which employ a set of processes involving precise definition, scrutiny, 
documentation, and criticism of both the account’s chain of transmis-
sion and its text. All of these are methodological processes. Never- 
theless, every hadith scholar has a method of his own which is distinct 
from those of other hadith scholars. And the same applies to all other 
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sciences pertaining to divine revelation and realms of human discovery 
and reason. 

Method is associated with general rules that regulate the ways in 
which human thought deals with knowledge-related issues and 
themes. It is also associated with specific rules that pertain to particular 
sciences. Some methods and rules are colored by the worldview 
adopted by scientists and researchers. There is, for example, one posi-
tivist method that is based on the adoption of modernist views, and 
another that is based on post-modernist perspectives. Similarly, there is 
a Christian religious method, an Islamic religious method, and so on. 

Although the examples discussed in this chapter may give the 
impression that there is a high degree of awareness of the importance of 
method, the literature on methodology outside the Islamic sphere may 
be just as plentiful and thorough as what we encounter on the Islamic 
side. In fact, it may reflect an even greater awareness of the method-
ological crisis through which some disciplines are passing, particularly 
the social sciences and the humanities. 

There are also a number of matters that deserve note: 
 

• Most of the research and studies on prevailing scientific practice 
adhere to customs, traditions and procedures that researchers have 
not traced back to their origins, and the authoritative point of refer-
ence for which they have not attempted to identify. Rather, they 
content themselves with the knowledge that these methods are 
familiar and widely practiced. Alternatively, they may not adhere to 
any particular method at all, or a method that one could not easily 
describe or define.  

• The studies that we might view as direct applications of Islamic 
methodology – that is, studies that explicitly adopt this methodology 
and consciously adhere to its principles – are quite rare. 

• Discussions of method and methodology are generally restricted to 
academic and professional studies rather than including practical 
applications of Islamic methodology to thought, research and  
conduct. 

• Although there is some awareness of the need to develop an Islamic 
methodology, there is still little awareness of the principles and  
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distinguishing features of such a methodology. Weaker still is the 
awareness of what we have termed “the methodology of episte-
mological integration” – which we are advocating in this book and 
encouraging others to develop.
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g oa l s  o f  t h i s  c h a p t e r  
 

1. To clarify what is meant by “methodological awareness” and its 
relationship to other types of awareness. 

2. To demonstrate the importance of understanding both method and 
methodology and the forms of this understanding to be found 
among contemporary theorists of Islamic thought and action. 

3. To identify a number of prevalent methodological defects and the 
ways in which they manifest themselves in the life of the Muslim 
community. 
 

introduction  
 
When, in our everyday language, we express the need for political 
awareness, cultural awareness, developmental awareness, awareness of 
the higher aims and intentions of Islamic law, and so on, we affirm our 
aspiration for knowledge and understanding of reality in one or more 
of its various dimensions (its political dimension, its economic dimen-
sion, its cultural dimension, etc.), as well as the need to reform this or 
that aspect of reality. Awareness, then, is a term used to describe 
human beings’ consciousness of themselves and their surroundings. 

The term “awareness” includes the acts of bringing things together, 
understanding, preservation and memory. The “wide-awake ear” of 
which the Qur’an speaks is not a physical ear that picks up sound waves 
in the material world. Rather, it is an ear that understands and makes 
sense of what it has heard, then puts this understanding to good use.1 

3

Methodological Awareness 
and Methodological Defects
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Similarly, the Messenger of God pronounced blessings on those who 
hear his words and absorb their meaning, then pass them on to others.2 
Methodological awareness is a conscious understanding of existing 
reality and of the way to change it for the better. 

The Muslim intelligentsia exhibits a degree of methodological 
awareness. However, in many cases such awareness is only partial in 
that it pertains to a single aspect of reality, being based on involvement 
in a particular academic or practical specialization. Such an awareness 
is limited to the description of a phenomenon and an appreciation of  
its various dimensions; it also tends to be spontaneous and instinctive. 
However, it is hoped that methodological awareness can be devel-
oped into an all-encompassing discernment that is based on purposeful  
contemplation and governed by a comprehensive view of the world. 
This type of discernment, which applies value-based standards that 
entail ethical responsibility, expands continuously into new areas and 
delves more deeply into its subject matter until it becomes “a living 
methodological culture” capable of contributing to the reform of the 
Muslim community. 

Hence, what we mean by methodological awareness is a realization 
of the need for a detailed, comprehensive understanding of the nature 
of reality, its difficulties, and its requirements. It is an awareness of how 
to deal with reality based on systematic, law-governed, purposeful 
planning uninfluenced by personal reactions or the pressure that arises 
from the need to make immediate decisions. Methodological aware-
ness entails the realization that the reality in which we live needs to be 
reformed by means of a sound methodology and an appeal to an all-
inclusive worldview. Such reform requires that we begin at the begin- 
ning, then persevere with integrity and determination, making use of 
the required means and methods and exerting patient effort until the 
desired reform has been achieved. 

Given the fact that we have yet to achieve this level of method-
ological awareness, there is a need to help people realize the 
importance of understanding and applying method, that is, of con-
structing a system of methodological thought, research and conduct. 
We continue to observe numerous types of methodological inade-
quacy, that is, the lack of a comprehensive worldview and resulting 
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defects in our understanding of how to relate to reality, interpret phe-
nomena, and discern the link between causes and effects. Each of these 
types of methodological inadequacy manifests itself in our lives in a 
variety of ways. Hence, when we encounter some defect or imbalance 
in our life and thought, we need to reflect on the methods of relating to 
objects, ideas and phenomena that have led to this defect or imbalance, 
for only in this way will we take possession of the “methodological 
equipment” needed for reform. 

 
First:  methodological awareness  

 
If the Muslim community wants to recover its lost pride and glory, rise 
to its global responsibilities and serve as a leader of human civilizations, 
then it will have to cultivate methodological awareness. Given the fact 
that methodology is the science of reading road signs, as it were, 
methodological awareness is something we cannot do without. After 
all, the road ahead may prove to be long and strewn with obstacles, and 
the journey may involve numerous stages. What with the bends in the 
road that could cause us to lose our way and the steep grades we will 
need to ascend in order to broaden our horizons, there will be many a 
slippery, treacherous slope on which our feet could stumble and slip. 
In situations such as these, it is methodology that will serve as our 
source of guidance along the path.3 

Methodological awareness calls for clarity in the construction of 
methodology and in the means by which we make the transition from 
the Islamization of knowledge to the process of program implementa-
tion on the ground. This type of clarity calls in turn for the ability to 
distinguish between the process of constructing concepts and that of 
building authoritative frameworks on the basis of which to verify these 
concepts’ effectiveness. Author Mona Abu al-Fadl refers to this type of 
discernment as “the methodological knot.”4 She points out that we 
cannot untie this methodological knot and make the needed cultural 
leap without first developing the methodological awareness required 
to deal with the Islamic sources of theorization. 

The first Islamic component of this methodology has to do with the 
way in which we relate to the Holy Qur’an. Abu al-Fadl notes that 



there are few models for dealing with the Qur’anic discourse which 
arise from a comprehensive perspective and which strive to apply this 
perspective to both social realities and to fields of specialized knowl-
edge. The scattered individual efforts being made in this connection 
have failed thus far to bring about a qualitative change in the prevailing 
epistemological climate, which suffers not only from lack of organiza-
tion, confusion, and superficiality, but, in addition, from on unremit- 
ting onslaught of external intellectual influences.5 

It may be helpful in this connection to note the link between 
methodological thought and the mechanisms of human thought in 
their various forms and on their various levels. It has been said that a 
science is more accurately defined by its method than by its subject 
matter; it can be granted, at the very least, that a science is defined by its 
method and its subject matter in tandem. Human beings’ acquisition 
of knowledge and understanding is a process that is at once active and 
reactive. A given researcher’s methodology will be influenced by his 
or her mentality, state of mind, and all the various factors that go to 
make up his or her personality. At the same time, methodology con-
tributes to shaping the overall consciousness and cultural patterns of a 
society or community which serve, in turn, to determine which 
research topics are given priority and which criteria are employed in 
evaluating research and its outcomes. 

Our way, or methodology, of thinking influences our awareness of 
reality. When we attempt to convey reality as we perceive it, what we 
convey is not reality itself. Rather, we approximate reality to a greater 
or lesser degree depending on the degree to which our way, or 
methodology, of thinking is, or is not, appropriate.6 This attempt is 
linked to the outcome of an interaction between three elements. The 
first element is the preconceptions in our minds. These preconcep-
tions generally take the form of a set of principles and values which are 
either innate, or which originate in social structures and conditions. 
The second element is the tools employed by the mind, cognitive and 
emotional processes, and the mind’s intuitive, imaginative and voli-
tional capacities. As for the third element, it consists in objective facts, 
including the quantitative and qualitative features of the reality being 
experienced and its connection to other realities around it. The human 
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mind organizes these elements within what is termed human experi-
ence, which makes up the content used by human consciousness in its 
attempt to understand and interpret natural and social phenomena and 
to put them to use in the quest for greater understanding and sounder 
behavior. 

An individual’s awareness of reality may be a bogus one, because 
social conditions may impose restrictions and conditions that require a 
person to identify with the prevailing culture and the collective con-
sciousness (or lack thereof). This phenomenon is one of the causes 
underlying cultural and intellectual stagnation in a society. Neverthe-
less, in every society there are a few individuals who have the will to 
excel and be creative. Such people, who exercise their freedom with 
autonomy and distinction, transcend the prevailing consciousness in 
their society because they understand reality in a new way and inter-
pret their experiences in a pioneering spirit. As a consequence, they 
may succeed in spreading a new awareness and way of thinking. If such 
people gain a major following, their ideas may be put into practice 
with the result that there is a renaissance, and the hoped-for renewal 
takes place. 

Awareness of the backwardness into which the Muslim communi-
ty has fallen has manifested itself in the writings of numerous advocates 
of reform over the past century and a half. However, this awareness has 
come across as confused and scattered, being based on a number of 
one-dimensional, deficient methodologies. Some, for example, have 
advocated a Salafi approach based on reverence for the past, unquali-
fied praise for the early generations of Muslims, a total break with 
Western approaches, and efforts to undermine Western accomplish-
ments by focusing exclusively on their disadvantages and shortcomings. 
However, these same individuals, when they think about their worldly 
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Human Awareness of Reality Results From the Interaction of Three Elements  
1. Preconceptions in the human mind 
2. The tools employed by the mind, cognitive and emotional processes,  
and intuitive capacities 
3. Objective facts linked to reality



interests, have no hesitations about sending their children to be edu-
cated based on Western methods or enjoying the fruits of these 
methods! And they fill their homes, their offices and their streets with 
Western-made – or, at least, Western-invented – appliances, electronics 
and the like. Others, by contrast, call for a modernist approach that 
involves all manner of self-flagellation. By virtue of a selective reading 
of Islamic history, these so-called modernists highlight those events 
and examples that justify the demolition of history in its entirety and a 
total break with the past. As for the West, it is portrayed as being so 
endowed with bounty and genius that it alone deserves to occupy a 
position of authority and leadership.7 

The crisis of Islamic awareness illustrated by these approaches may 
have deepened in the minds of many people. The first reason for this is 
that the proponents of these approaches from both extremes have, in 
most cases, been people in positions of authority in the Muslim com-
munity, whether in their capacity as government figures, or as intel- 
lectual leaders. This crisis of awareness has deepened as a result of the 
frustration and despair that have weighed so heavily upon many people 
as a result of the successive military and political defeats the Muslim 
community has suffered, and the fall of leaders who were once beacons 
of hope. However, some clouds have a silver lining, and these defeats, 
however unwelcome, often served to catalyze a rebirth of conscious-
ness even among those who considered themselves to be the Muslim 
community’s leaders in the realm of thought and culture.8 

The most serious form of awareness-related deception or confusion 
has to do with method or approach. The loss of methodological 
awareness can cause us to go off track in relation to our methods and 
their functions. We might even be tempted to apply the term 
“method” or “approach” to some entity that has nothing to do with 
either of these. For methodology in the true sense is a source of right 
guidance, something that helps us to develop a sound awareness. If 
“method” (manhaj) is a road or path that leads to the desired destina-
tion, then it will, by definition, clarify the way to get where we hope to 
go. And to the extent that its premises and orientation are sound, it will 
serve as a faithful guide that will point out the landmarks we need in 
order to reach our intended goal.9 
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At any rate, there appears to have emerged a growing awareness of 
the need for method and methodological thinking since the mid-
twentieth century in various parts of the Islamic world, with “method” 
becoming a major preoccupation among scholars and specialists in the 
various branches of knowledge, in intellectual circles, and among those 
concerned with the Islamic call. Some scholars have written method-
ological studies in the science of the propagation of Islam.10 Others 
have advocated the emulation of the Prophet’s approach to spreading 
the Islamic message.11 Still others have selected methodologically-
related texts from the writings of specific Muslim thinkers,12 or 
collected newspaper articles with relevance to the methodological 
enterprise.13 

In specialized academic circles, the science of origins or principles is 
discussed as a research method14 that reveals the need to renew the 
knowledge we have for the purpose of addressing the contemporary 
methodological crisis. When Islamic doctrine is discussed, attention 
turns to relevant research methods as a means of studying contempo-
rary Islamic thought and the methodological elements that make up 
the study of the principles of the religion. The Islamic religion is a way 
of life that encompasses the realms of doctrine, worship, ethics, and 
legislation. Taken together, these elements constitute the approach 
adopted by the first generation of Muslims. This first generation was 
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Read in entirety the passage in the Holy Qur’an which relates the story of God’s 
prophet Abraham, upon him be peace: “And thus We gave Abraham [his first] 
insight into [God’s] mighty dominion over the heavens and the earth – and [this] 
to the end that he might become one of those who are inwardly sure….Those 
who have attained to faith, and who have not obscured their faith by wrongdo-
ing – it is they who shall be secure, since it is they who have found the right 
path” (s‰rah al-An¢¥m 6:75- ). Reflect on the methodological implications of 
this story. Then discuss whether the “methodology” employed by Abraham in 
his manner of addressing his people about his search for the true God – based on 
the evidence God had presented to him – might be viewed as expressive of the 
meaning of scientific methodology or methods of scientific research. Consider 
what methodological implications would follow if these events had taken place 
before Abraham’s call to be a prophet, and what methodological implications 
follow from their having taken place following his call.



then succeeded by individuals who turned this approach into a motley 
mixture of theological and philosophical questions, emotional-mystical 
experiences, and dry, isolated acts of piety. It was this situation that led 
to the emergence of reformers who worked to restore cohesion to the 
structure of Islamic method and lifestyle.15 

When the conversation turns to the defining features and founda-
tions of Islam’s practical method, we find it to be manifested in the 
Prophetic Sunnah, which is itself the practical interpretation of the 
Qur’an. In his book entitled, Kayfa Nata¢¥malu ma¢a al-Sunnah al-
Nabawiyyah: Ma¢¥lim wa ™aw¥bi~ (How to Relate to the Prophetic 
Sunnah: Guideposts and Benchmarks), Sheikh Yusuf al-Qaradawi 
observes that “the Prophet was himself the Qur’an interpreted, and 
Islam in bodily form….It is Muslims’ obligation to know this detailed 
prophetic approach, which is defined by a distinctive comprehensive-
ness, integration, balance and ease. Muslims thus need to familiarize 
themselves with ways of improving their understanding and relating to 
the Prophetic Sunnah.” Al-Qaradawi goes on to add that “the Muslims’ 
primary crisis in this age is a crisis of thought.” This crisis, he states, 
manifests itself most clearly in the difficulty people face in understand-
ing and applying the Prophetic Sunnah, particularly in the context of 
certain Islamic revival currents, “given the fact that adherents of such 
movements are frequently influenced by their misunderstanding of the 
sacred Sunnah.”16 Author Abd al-Jabbar Said has also identified a 
number of faulty approaches to dealing with the Prophetic Sunnah.17 

However, some researchers are of the view that Muslim hadith 
scholars developed a highly systematic approach to their field early in 
the history of the study of the Prophetic Sunnah. One modern critique 
of the Hadith sciences goes so far as to say that early approaches to the 
study of the Prophetic Sunnah constituted “a complete scientific theory 
that had reached a high degree of perfection and exactitude.”18 
Another scholar has asserted that this science represents “the Islamic 
miracle in the realm of the Prophetic Sunnah,” and that even the various 
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branches of this science, including, for example, the science of differ-
ences among hadiths, have become complete sciences in their own 
right.19 

Since the days of Ibn Khald‰n, the issue of methodology in the 
realm of historical studies has been unclear to many, who have relied 
on the texts passed down from their forebears as though their contents 
were unquestionable facts and, as a result, have fallen into method-
ological errors. The same is true of those who have attempted to adopt 
the methods of Orientalists who – though they undoubtedly made 
some valuable contributions – worked in the interests of colonialism. 
In the thrall of their Western superiority complex, Orientalists began 
writing history “from behind a glass wall. Consequently, they failed to 
grasp the threads that were guiding events [in the Near East], and were, 
in consequence, ignorant of Islam’s defining traits in its own world and 
time.”20 

One of the most important tasks facing Islamic thought today is that 
of guiding the ongoing dialogue toward the theme of methodology. 
As one noted Muslim thinker asks rhetorically, “Is the crisis in which 
Muslims have found themselves for so long anything, in essence, but a 
crisis of thought and methodology?”21 In the area of literature, the 
search for an Islamic methodology of literary criticism has become a 
major priority given the incommensurability between Western meth-
ods of literary criticism and Muslims’ present-day experiences with 
literary creativity. There needs to be an alternative Islamic approach to 
literary criticism which reflects the Muslim character, psyche, and 
aspirations. Efforts need to be made to define the horizons of this 
approach, test out its tools, and clarify its components. This need is 
growing increasingly urgent as foreign approaches attract a larger and 
larger following. According to one Muslim thinker: 

 
The world around us has progressed in the development of research methods and 

approaches to thought, action and application. However, many of the practices 

being pursued by the Muslim community suggest that no real attempts are being 

to made to keep pace [with non-Muslim methodologies] and that, instead, the 

Muslim community is capitulating to materialist, consumeristic approaches and 

methods that are at odds with Islamic civilization and values. There is a need to 
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study these imported methods and approaches so that we can benefit from  

whatever aspects thereof are consistent with an Islamic worldview while, at the 

same time, we strive to establish a distinctive approach of our own that gives and 

takes within parameters that preserve its own constituent elements and defining 

features.22 
 
In the area of literary criticism and terminological studies, al-

Bushaykhi explains that “method is our community’s number one 
problem, and we will never take off either academically or culturally 
until we have found our way to the most sensible and prudent of  
methods. We ask God regularly to ‘guide us along the straight path.’ 
Hence, we must be keen to ensure that our path is straight in all we do, 
and that the efforts we expend toward straightening our path are  
commensurate with the path’s own importance. It is knowledge that 
defines human beings. Similarly, it is knowledge that brings about 
people’s advance as a result of their having adhered to a particular path 
or method that enables them to know what they had never known 
before. And although comprehension is part of the path, its most 
important part is what comes after this, namely, analysis, explanation 
and putting the pieces together.”23 

In the realm of thought, Taha Abd al-Rahman stresses the need for 
a contemporary religious vigilance in the Islamic world in connection 
with what he terms “intellectual backing.” In other words, there is a 
need to support the Muslim faith experience by the use of the most 
modern, persuasive rational approaches, and by showing how faith 
experience is grounded in these approaches. According to Abd al-
Rahman, negligence in this area has led us in directions that have 
rendered us vulnerable to attacks by our opponents. He states, “If the 
vigilant acquired methodological skills by going deeper into the expe-
rience of faith, they could establish a new form of Islamic thought that 
would fortify and sustain this vigilance.”24 

AbdulHamid AbuSulayman holds that reform of the Muslim com-
munity can only take place through family upbringing and educational 
institutions, and that solving the educational conundrums we face 
requires the development of “a methodological science…and an orga-
nized, ongoing scientific study that goes beyond limited, haphazard 
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reflections.” Such a study involves an examination of the method- 
ology of reform and change, and of the way to develop the knowledge 
necessary for reform (which is what education and upbringing are). 
This process is what he describes as “serious academic study” which he 
distinguishes from “superficial random observation.”25 

According to AbuSulayman, there are three conditions that need to 
be met in order for renewal and reform to take place. The first of these 
is psychological strength and courage. The second is a sound, superior 
way of thinking. The third is a clear worldview whose aim is to bring 
benefit to all. When discussing the impacts of the failure to meet these 
conditions, AbuSulayman places highest priority on a systematic way 
of thinking. He states, “the historical split that came about in the 
Muslim community between intellectual leadership and political lead-
ership led to … an unbalanced approach, which led in turn to the 
demolition of psychological strength and the loss of [the distinctively 
Islamic] worldview.26 

Although the issue of method is, first and foremost, a thought-relat-
ed matter, the task of engaging with it is not restricted to thinkers and 
researchers in the realm of theoretical philosophy. Rather, those who 
posit the theories that make up the foundation of the Islamic move-
ment, be they intellectuals or not, hold that the issue of method “is one 
of the most important intellectual issues ever to face the contemporary 
Islamic movement, since there is a natural link between method and 
movement. Someone who wishes to move in a prudent, well-guided 
manner needs to specify the goal toward which he or she wishes to 
move, as well as the path he or she intends to follow in order to reach 
this goal. It is an issue that calls for urgent attention, because a misun-
derstanding of it may be costly, delaying the achievement of one’s  
goal or causing one to lose one’s way altogether. It may also result in 

Conditions for Renewal and Reform in the View of AbdulHamid AbuSulayman  
1. Psychological strength and courage 
2. A sound, superior way of thinking 
3. A clear worldview whose aim is to bring benefit to all



stagnation, despair, and numerous other outcomes that could be disas-
trous for the progress of the movement.”27 

Among the dimensions he views as missing from the thought and 
practices of contemporary Islamic movements, Alalwani identifies  
the methodological dimension as the most significant and urgent.28 In 
Alalwani’s view, this situation calls for the development off a compre-
hensive methodological understanding which can bring together the 
dual readings of the Qur’an and the created universe. Through a com-
prehensive reading of both these realities with an emphasis on becom- 
ing, interaction, and the historical logic of change, we can enter the 
world of the Holy Book with a clear methodology. By means of such a 
methodology we can overcome the difficulty that prompted the  
writing of the groundbreaking Fa|l al-Maq¥l fÏ m¥ bayna al-¤ikmah wa 
al-SharÏ¢ah min Itti|¥l (The Definitive Word on the Connection 
Between Wisdom and the Divinely Revealed Law) by Ibn Rushd, 
Tah¥fut al-Fal¥sifah (The Incoherence of the Philosophers) by al-
Ghaz¥lÏ and Ibn Rushd’s response to al-Ghaz¥lÏ in his book, Tah¥fut 
al-Tah¥fut (The Incoherence of the Incoherence). It was in response to 
this same difficulty that Ibn al-ßal¥^ (d. 643) declared logic “unlaw-
ful,” and Ibn Taymiyyah attempted to do without the minor premise 
of a syllogism and offer an alternative premise from the Qur’an for the 
sake of preventing contradiction between revelation and reason.29 

These, then, are examples of theorists in the realms of thought,  
science and political and religious movements with an awareness of 
method and its importance. However, awareness of the need for a 
method is one thing, while possession of an actual method is some-
thing else. Similarly, awareness among certain select individuals is one 
thing, while a general awareness on the part of the scholarly community 
or those who work to propagate Islam, not to mention the society as a 
whole, is another. 
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Methodological awareness is not simply a new slogan to be added 
to the list of things the Muslim community lacks in order to achieve its 
own distinctive cultural presence. Rather, it is a rational and practical 
definition of a set of methodological requirements that need to be  
circulated, researched, studied and critiqued in order to foster an over-
all mentality in the Muslim community founded on an awareness of 
method and the best approaches to be followed. Sayf al-Din Abd al-
Fattah has listed four elements that are needed in order to construct a 
sound methodological awareness: (1) awareness of the sources for 
Islamic methodological theorization, (2) awareness of the available 
Western methodological potential and the ability to access it, (3) 
awareness of methodological applications and the ability to interpret 
the sources of Islamic theorization, and (4) awareness of the difficulties 
involved in methodological application and ways of overcoming 
them.30 

Once these elements are present, those who do possess method-
ological awareness will need to translate this awareness into practical 
action in their respective disciplines and academic specializations. 

 
Second:  s igns of methodological imbalance 

in the life  of the muslim community  
 
A variety of factors contributed to the Muslim community’s descent 
into the cultural backwaters in which it has found itself for the past sev-
eral centuries. Still other factors perpetuate this discouraging situation 
despite reformers’ sincere efforts to improve things, while elements 
that are basic to the desired cultural advances are notably absent. 

Contemporary Muslims’ psyches, on the individual and collective 
levels alike, exhibit various types of imbalance or dysfunctionality that 
have hindered Muslims’ ability to engage in effective action. These 
imbalances are manifested, on one hand, in the mental or ideational 
dimension of people’s psyches, that is, in the worldview that deter-
mines Muslims’ perceptions of the universe, life, and human beings, 
and which has become confused and unclear in a variety of ways. 
Imbalances can also be seen in the psychological, emotional dimension 
of Muslims’ characters in the form of weakness of will, an inability to 
take initiative, and a lack of boldness and courage. 



 
It would be helpful to subject the various types of imbalance in 

these two dimensions of Muslims’ inner lives to a thorough study and 
analysis. There is, however, still another type of imbalance that afflicts 
Muslims’ efforts on both the individual and collective levels. This im-
balance, which affects both of the aforementioned aspects of Muslims’ 
psyches – the ideational and the emotional – manifests itself in 
Muslims’ way of thinking about matters of understanding, feeling, and 
practice. It is a methodological imbalance that has to do with the man-
ner in which an idea is translated into a concrete reality, or the way in 
which a mental conviction is turned into an actual life practice. The 
value of an idea is only realized fully when there is a way for it to be 
converted into concrete action. The seriousness of this methodologi-
cal imbalance may be seen in the fact that it prevents individuals with 
good ideas from presenting these ideas in a sound manner, that is, from 
bringing them out of the realm of mental abstraction and ideals and 
into the realm of day-to-day life. People’s ideas may be formulated in a 
distorted manner that prevents others from understanding them and 
receiving them well. The following are specific expressions of this 
methodological imbalance:31 

 
(1) Imbalance in One’s Worldview 

 
A sound approach to dealing with an issue requires that one examine it 
within the larger sphere to which it belongs, that is, in its capacity as 
one of a number of elements, some of them similar and some of them 
disparate, that go to make up a more comprehensive set. This approach 
enables the researcher to see the various parts against the background 
of a greater whole, and to reveal the defining characteristics of the issue 
at hand from a variety of vantage points. By so doing he can relate to 
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The Imbalance in Modern-Day Muslims’ Psychological Makeup  
Manifests Itself in Two Aspects of Their Personalities  

1. The intellectual or ideational aspect, where one observes a lack of clarity 
in their worldview and resultant perceptions. 
2. The psychological-emotional aspect, where the imbalance manifests itself 
in the form of a weak will and lack of initiative.



the issue or phenomenon with a proper appreciation of the potential 
effects of his actions. 

The comprehensive approach called for by the Islamic worldview 
contributes to the possibility of linking the worlds of the seen and the 
unseen, beneficial and harmful aspects of this or that phenomenon, 
present and future considerations, the situation in a particular location 
and the broader environment that surrounds it, as well as immediate 
and remote effects of actions and events. Methodological imbalance in 
this context reveals itself in attempts to restrict a given issue or  
phenomenon to a single dimension to the exclusion of others, the con-
sideration of a limited number of the available facts, and/or what is 
immediately and directly apparent in the situation at hand. This type of 
methodological imbalance sometimes takes the form of searching for 
the truth in a narrow, limited space within the various realms of 
knowledge by looking, for example, only at what has come down to us 
historically to the exclusion of more recent developments. This partial 
or atomistic approach to the study of written history may limit itself  
to the juristic aspect of things without attempting to grapple with the 
foundational sources represented by the Qur’an and the Prophetic 
Sunnah. Alternatively, it might focus exclusively on the textual aspect 
of an issue and its ramifications without giving thought to areas of 
application in relation to questions about the universe, matter, and 
human progress and civilization. Similarly, one might restrict himself 
to a single school of thought or jurisprudence without taking account 
of other schools whose perspectives might provide him with fuller 
insight into things, or enrich his mind by giving expression to a broader 
understanding of the religion and its higher purposes or aims. 

This imbalance sometimes becomes visible through an incomplete 
view of time, which results in the practice of limiting one’s assessment 
of things to a limit period of history. The aims and purposes of the 
Islamic religion can only be realized through a legal ruling if such a  
ruling takes into consideration the past (to derive lessons from it), the 
present (to address its problems and issues), and the future (by antici-
pating the ruling’s potential effects and ramifications). The most 
notable failing in this connection is the tendency to neglect the future, 
and the inability to assess future requirements as part of the planning 
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process. In reality, ijtihad, or reasoned interpretation, is simply the act 
of joining one period of time with another. The process of ijtihad 
involves seeking guidance from revelation, which stands over and 
above time, in order to arrive at solutions to the issues that arise in the 
present. In so doing, the practitioner of ijtihad is enlightened by the 
interpretations of his or her forebears, who were in turn interpreting 
the religion’s foundational texts in light of their own circumstances, 
while anticipating the effects of today’s solutions on the future and its 
associated developments. 

The same type of imbalance results difficulties in assessing the relative 
importance of issues and what rulings apply to them. Elevating the  
status of particular ethical principles, actions and rites as though they 
were the heart of the Islamic message and the ruling criterion of action 
in isolation from the religion’s overarching principles and the require-
ments of the situation at hand distort these overarching principles and 
undermine the effectiveness with which the Islamic message can be 
propagated. When certain individuals or factions cling tenaciously to 
what they have determined to be of greatest importance, the outcome 
is disputes and divisions. What they have forgotten is that they are dis- 
puting over a simple matter of differing assessments or interpretations of 
certain peripheral issues. When Muslims allow such differences to 
divide them, they sacrifice far more vital interests such as their unity 
and their ability to join their efforts for the sake of promoting their  
religion and enabling the Muslim community to advance. 

These imbalances result from the loss of a comprehensive, over-
arching vision which enables us to assess things in accordance with 
their true significance and order them based on their relative degrees of 
importance. Those who have lost sight of this overarching vision treat 
what is minor and particular as though it were major and universal. 
One of the distinguishing features of a comprehensive perspective is 
the ability to make assessments on the basis of sound comparisons bet-
ween things and situations: to discern the difference between what 
important and what is more important, what is harmful and what is 
more harmful, what is beneficial and what is more beneficial. Without 
this ability, we lose our capacity to set sound priorities, and thereby to 
serve the Muslim community’s best interests. This type of method-
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ological defect also impairs our ability to understand the principles of 
realism, causality, and comprehensiveness as they affect Muslims’ 
thoughts and actions. As a result, it constitutes a major hindrance to 
progress toward the desired Islamic cultural advances. 

 
(2) Impaired Ability to Understand and Deal With Reality 

 
The impairment or defect being spoken of here has to do with the way 
in which we look at the natural world and the world of human beings. 
This defect may manifest itself in a failure to give proper consideration 
to reality, relying instead abstract conceptualizations, be they mental 
abstractions on the order of Greek philosophy and its derivatives, or 
spiritual abstractions on the order of Gnosticism and its outcomes. The 
Holy Qur’an has brought human reason out of such abstraction and 
into a realistic understanding of the universe and the human beings 
who inhabit it. The signs we observe on the horizons (that is, in the 
natural world) and in our own souls are a source of knowledge, under-
standing, and guidance. However, this methodological defect may 
take the form of a pious otherworldliness that overlooks the realities of 
life and the requirements of human society. There is also a type of 
social otherworldliness which neglects broad sectors of society due to 
the isolation of the educated elite and their unwillingness to involve 
themselves in the concerns of the masses, or an indifference to reality 
that grows out of despair of changing the way things are. Such despair 
may lead individuals to avoid dealing with the issues of the day, accuse 
others of unbelief, or even engage in violence. And to make matters 
worse, Muslims sometimes give up trying to understand not only their 
own situation, but, in addition, the situations of peoples and nations 
around them. 

The eventual outcome of this disregard for facts is an ignorance that 
robs people of the ability to cope with reality. It will be noted in this 
connection that Western societies have been able to build advanced 
civilizations as a result of a thorough study and understanding of reality 
in its various dimensions and details. Given this tendency to think and 
act unrealistically in relation to the facts of human life in general and 
Islamic life in particular, there have even been attempts to abolish real-
ism entirely in the realms of both thought and practice. 
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Disregard for reality has manifested itself on the part of certain 
groups of Muslims in a tendency to cling to an abstract, idealized image 
of Islamic history to which they flee for refuge from their own situa-
tions. Their understanding of the methodology of reform is limited to 
attempts to reproduce partial images of the ideal and impose them on 
present-day reality, or automatic appeals to the Salafi ideal whenever 
and wherever they are called upon to do cope with the new and  
unfamiliar. 

Many Muslims are ignorant of the impact of global developments 
on their understanding or discovery of certain principles of religion 
and the ways in which these principles are applied to contemporary  
situations. Many aspects of Muslims’ understanding of principles are 
reflections of what they observe among non-Muslims rather than 
being grounded in their own texts and traditions. We find, for example, 
that freedom, equality, justice and consultation have come to be asso-
ciated in modern times with institutions and laws that many Muslims 
would like to see established in their own countries. Nevertheless, 
there is a tendency to deny the impact made by the application of these 
principles in the non-Muslim world on Muslims’ understanding of 
them.32 This tendency is indicative of a methodological defect in 
Muslims’ thinking which can be observed even among some well-
respected contemporary Muslim scholars.33 

Disregard for Muslims’ real-life circumstances may have been rein-
forced in some Muslim sectors by still another methodological defect, 
namely, adoption of the situation in the West as the ideal example of 
advancement and progress. This defect can be seen on the practical 
level in the practice of devising reform programs derived from a 
Western idealism that is not well suited to Muslims’ situations, since 
they fail to reflect the cultural, social and religious particularities of 
Muslims’ lives and circumstances. The danger represented by this view 
of reform lies in the fact that those who adhere to it are highly placed, 
influential decision makers even though they enjoy a very limited  
popular base and are quite isolated from the common people. 

Give three other examples of a methodologically-based  
failure to understand and deal with reality.



(3) Failure to Link Causes to Effects 
 
Failure to acknowledge causality and, as a consequence, to fall back on 
superstitious explanations for phenomena, is a serious methodological 
defect. Causality is viewed in Islam as a law that governs nature, society, 
and the human psyche within the framework of the divine governance 
of the universe. Human beings’ relationship to the natural world is 
governed by causes which may or may not be within human control. 
Such causes and natural laws are operative at all times unless God wills 
to overrule them in specific cases and for particular ends which human 
beings have no way of predicting ahead of time, and for which they 
bear no responsibility. 

This methodological defect may reveal itself in a failure to take 
account of natural causes on the pretext of relying entirely on God, or 
the belief that acknowledging natural causation is inconsistent with 
Islamic doctrine according to which God Almighty is the Sole Actor in 
the universe. Those who think and behave in this manner see earthly 
phenomena, including human beings, as bearing little or no responsi-
bility for outcomes because, in their belief, outcomes are the province 
of God alone rather than being the results of previous causes in time. At 
the other extreme, there are individuals who rule out the supernatural 
element altogether in the realm of causation. Such individuals are of 
the belief that outcomes are brought about by natural causes alone 
without any divine interference or intervention. 

Methodological errors such as these undermine the kind of scientif-
ic mentality that prompts a researcher to engage in the logical steps of 
analyzing, arranging and classifying the elements of a given problem or 
phenomenon in order to identify the true causal relationships that exist 
among these elements, which in turn makes it possible to discover 
solutions, cures, and the like. 
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Give three other examples of a failure to link causes with effects.



(4) Failure to Discern Truth, and Working at  
Cross-Purposes With Reality 

 
Consider the following example of a failure to heed truth, and even to 
work at cross-purposes with it: Smoking has become an epidemic of 
worldwide proportions, albeit in varying degrees. There is not a state 
on the face of the earth today whose officials are unaware of the harm-
ful effects of smoking. Nevertheless, states themselves invest in the 
tobacco industry, or allow the construction of cigarette factories by 
local or international investors on the pretext of promoting a free  
market when, in reality, what they want is the taxes that will be levied 
on the industry,34 or increased job opportunities. Decision makers in 
these various states know full well that the sums spent on treatment for 
smoking-related illnesses are far greater than the income that accrues 
from tobacco plants and cigarette factories.  

According to the World Health Organization (WHO 2008) report 
on the global tobacco epidemic, the number of smokers worldwide in 
the year 2008 came to more than one billion, or around one-third of 
the entire population worldwide. The blight of smoking brings a greater 
death toll than all the wars being waged around the globe. According 
to the same report, scientific studies have demonstrated decisively that 
both smoking and second-hand smoke cause death, illness and disa-
bility, while “tobacco use causes 1 in 10 deaths worldwide – more than 
5 million people a year. By 2030, unless urgent action is taken, tobac-
co’s annual death toll will rise to more than eight million.”35 

The report indicates that 80 percent of the world’s smokers are in 
low- to medium-income developing countries. Most of the states in 
the world have responded to calls by the WHO to increase awareness 
of the harmful effects of smoking, while the number of smokers in 
high-income countries is declining. However, the percentage of those 
who smoke in developing countries, particularly in Arab-Islamic 
countries, is on the rise.36 

The dangers of smoking are not limited to the health risks that 
threaten smokers and those around them. They also include the finan-
cial burdens caused by the purchase of tobacco, the cost of which 
sometimes consumes up to one-quarter of a family’s entire income. 
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This type of economic waste is clearly beyond reason. So, given the 
known facts about smoking, why is no Islamic legal ruling forthcom-
ing on its dangers? And what is to prevent the governments of Arab and 
Islamic countries from making decisive political and economic deci-
sions to curb or prevent the production, import and use of tobacco?
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Manifestations of Imbalance in the Life of the Muslim Community

Other Manifestations of Imbalance

In their  
worldview

?

Training Session: Trainees are Divided Into Five Groups 
 

• After discussing the manifestations of methodological imbalance in the 
understanding of reality and ways of relating to it, the first group gives six 
examples of these manifestations. 
• The second group comes up with six examples of methodological imbal-
ance in relation to the ability to link causes and effects. 
• The third group comes up with six examples of methodological imbalance 
in relation to the Muslim community’s worldview. 
• The fourth group comes up with six examples of methodological imbal-
ance in relation to perceptions of truth and ways of responding to its 
demands. 
• The fifth group proposes three additional types of methodological imbal-
ance in the life of the Muslim community and gives two examples of each.  

??

In their 
 understanding of 
reality and ways 
of relating to it

In their ability 
to link causes 
and effects

In their perception 
of truth and their 
responses to its 

demands
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4

Evolution of the Concept of Method 
in Islamic and Western Thought

g oa l s  o f  t h i s  c h a p t e r  
 

1. To trace the evolution of the concept and meanings of method 
(manhaj) in both Islamic thought and Western thought. 

2. To clarify the relationship between the concept of method in the 
Islamic heritage and growth of knowledge in scientific disciplines. 

3. To observe the link between the emergence of methodological 
rules and the sciences dealing with Islamic texts. 

4. To show how the meanings of texts, human social conditions and 
the natural world come together in Islamic methodology. 

5. To note defects in the historical evolution of method in Western 
thought. 

6. To discuss the contributions made by Aristotle, Francis Bacon, and 
René Descartes to the development of the concept of method in 
Western thought. 

7. To affirm the impact of evolving human experience on the evolu-
tion of the concept of method. 

8. To compare the trajectory of the development of the concept of 
method and methodological practices in the Islamic and Western 
heritages. 
 
 

introduction  
 

This chapter will present a brief overview of the history of method. 
The focus here will be on the term “method” or other terms of direct 



relevance to it, with attention given to the most significant phases of 
the term’s evolution. Thus far we have presented the historical devel-
opment of the concept of method in Islamic thought without 
reference to its evolution in Western thought. In what follows, how-
ever, we set out to identify the role played by method in the various 
phases of interaction between Western and Islamic thought. 

The Arabic words manhaj and minh¥j are both found in the Holy 
Qur’an, the Hadith literature, and other Arabic texts. However, the 
word manhaj has come to be used more frequently in modern parlance. 
The terms minh¥j, nahj and manhaj are associated individually with par-
ticular contexts. However, each of them refers to essentially the same 
reality, namely, the soundest, safest path to assured knowledge and 
understanding. Muslim thinkers, who became aware of the impor-
tance of method early in Islamic history, could see clearly that method 
(manhaj) tended to be colored by whatever school of thought, philoso-
phy or jurisprudence it was associated with. This was the case 
regardless of whether the school concerned was Islamic in origin and 
outcome, or combined the general culture of Islamic society with 
intellectual currents originating in Greek, European, or Oriental 
Illuminationist thought. 

Western thinkers tend to trace the history of method back to the era 
of Greek philosophy; they then jump to the developments that took 
place the European Renaissance, and end with a discussion of the 
methodological crisis revealed in the statements of certain post-
Modernists. However, we attempt in our discussion of Western 
thought on method to identify all the major way stations of its history, 
including phases involving cultural interaction and borrowing that 
other historians of thought may have passed over. 

 
First:  evolution of the concept of  

method in islamic thought  
 
During the life of the Prophet Muhammad, for example, the revela-
tion would be bestowed on him from on high, whereupon he would 
communicate it to those around him, asking his scribes to write it 
down and deliver it to the Muslim community. In the course of  
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communicating verses of the Qur’an to others, the Prophet would 
sometimes clarify and explain the Qur’anic text. However, he was 
careful to avoid allowing the Qur’anic revelation to be confused with 
his own speech. It was for this reason that, according to Muslim scholars, 
the Prophet wisely refrained from allowing people to write down 
hadiths in the way they were writing down the words of the Qur’an. 

 

The Holy Qur’an and hadiths – that is, the words and actions of the 
Prophet as recorded and passed down through chains of trustworthy 
narrators – were thus the two primary sources of knowledge which 
ordered life in the early Muslim society, and it was these that formed 
the basis for the processes of teaching and learning. As one would 
expect, the Prophet’s Companions were not in agreement about 
everything after the Prophet’s death. Consequently, the Companions’ 
consensus (ijma¢) on this or that issue or question was viewed as a third 
source of reliable knowledge. In cases concerning which there was no 
explicit text in either the Holy Qur’an or the Prophetic Sunnah, 
Muslim scholars drew analogies between these new cases and previ-
ous, similar cases that had received explicit mention in the Holy 
Qur’an or the Sunnah. For this reason, analogy (qiy¥s) was included as a 
fourth source of Islamic knowledge. Consensus and analogy may be 
viewed as types or cases of ijtihad, or reasoned interpretation; there-
fore, ijtihad has also been classed as a source of knowledge after the 
Qur’an and the Sunnah. 

These, then, are the sources that made up the methodology on the 
basis of which Muslims derived knowledge in the specific sense of legal 
rulings. For this reason scholars referred to them as sources of legisla-
tion. At times scholars would go beyond the conclusions reached 
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“Method” during the days of the Prophet Muhammad consisted in the Prophet’s 
communication of the words of the divine revelation, and the Companions’ 
reception of the revelation.

“Method” during the lifetimes of the Prophet’s Companions consisted in deriv-
ing legal rulings from the Qur’an and the Sunnah through the process of ijtihad.
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through analogical reasoning, basing their rulings instead on the value, 
spirit and fundamental purpose of the action being ruled on. This 
process was referred to by scholars as isti^s¥n, or juristic preference.1 

First-generation Muslims felt that the Holy Qur’an and the 
Prophet’s explanations and applications thereof were sufficient to order 
their day-to-day affairs. Consequently, after the Prophet’s death, con-
sensus (ijma¢), analogical reasoning (qiy¥s), juristic preference (isti^s¥n) 
and the processes of defining human interests and the overarching aims 
of Islamic law were all forms of reasoned interpretation (ijtihad), the 
goal of which was to increase their understanding of the meanings of 
the Qur’anic revelation and what they had come to know through the 
Prophetic Sunnah. The process of recording the Islamic sciences, 
voweling the relevant texts, and regulating the ways in which these 
texts were used called for the development of specific new approaches. 
The various sciences that were developed at that time included the 
principles of jurisprudence, the principles of exegesis, principles of 
Hadith study, and scholastic theology. These newly developed disci-
plines were an outgrowth of Muslim reasoning, they were without 
precedent in the history of the sciences, and they provided a means of 
ordering Muslims’ concrete affairs on the basis of Islamic law. Conse-
quently, they constituted an Islamic methodology par excellence.  

However, when we reflect on the principle source of this Islamic 
knowledge – the Qur’an itself – it becomes clear that the Qur’an was 
not only addressing the first generation of Muslims concerning the  
sciences they needed to establish. Nor was it addressing Muslims alone. 
Rather, it was addressing the entire human race, providing them with 
the source of guidance they needed to order all their affairs. The 
Qur’an continues to address believers and unbelievers alike, engaging 
them in dialogue and debate, telling them stories of bygone nations, 
encouraging them and warning them, and offering them evidence to 
which they are obliged to make some response. The Qur’an deals with 
life’s affairs in their social, political and economic aspects alike while 
entering the inner recesses of people’s hearts and minds. It points to the 
marvels of the world we live in from the level of the infinitesimal to the 
vastest expanses of the universe. By means of its various styles of rheto-
ric – story-telling and parables, dialogue and questioning, enticement 



and threat – the Qur’an stimulates the mechanisms of perception and 
awareness in human beings in such a way that they put them to use as 
sources of knowledge, while holding them responsible ultimately for 
these uses and their outcomes. 

This type of reflection helped Muslim scholars to appreciate the 
Qur’an’s focus on informing people and directing them to what they 
ought to do, a focus whose aim is to help people both to achieve their 
interests in this earthly realm and to lead a life that earns them God’s 
pleasure in the world to come. These aspect of knowledge have their 
origin in the written revelation. Further reflection gave them an 
appreciation of the way the Qur’an encourages us to contemplate and 
meditate on the realities both within ourselves and in the outer world. 
Through these mental processes human beings are able to discover the 
laws God has established on the psychological, social and cosmic 
planes, and, having grasped these realities, to legislate the laws needed 
to order life’s affairs, to establish a community devoted to truth and  
justice, and to construct an enlightened civilization. These aspects of 
knowledge have their origin in the universe as a whole with its vast 
array of objects, living beings, events and phenomena. And just as 
human life is a unified whole in which there is no division between the 
requirements of this world and the world to come, so also should 
human beings relate to the two sources of knowledge – revelation and 
nature – in an integrated, holistic manner. 

 

 
The process of reflecting on these two dimensions – the inward and 

the outward – calls for use of the various tools available to us as human 
beings. It would not be fitting for us to neglect the use of our immedi-
ate physical senses. Take, for example, the role played in the reception 
of auditory stimuli by the sense of hearing, or of visual stimuli by the 
sense of sight. Nor should we neglect to verify the validity and reliability 
of the data we receive, ensuring that it provides an accurate description 
of objects and events both quantitatively and qualitatively. This  
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The natural and social sciences, when linked to the guidance contained in the 
Qur’an, lead toward a fuller understanding of phenomena and events.
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perceptive and analytic process can only take place through the use of 
the heart or the mind, which attributes meaning to all the input we 
receive. The Qur’an combines these two types of tools – sensory per-
ception and the rational faculty – with a sense of responsibility, making 
clear that hearing and sight in their capacity as sensory faculties, and the 
mind as the faculty of understanding and awareness, need to be used 
together. We are not meant to stop at outward forms, passing sensa-
tions, or hasty, superficial assessments of things. Rather, the Qur’an 
calls upon us to use our physical senses and our faculty of discernment 
in a profound, deliberate manner, examining phenomena from all 
angles and reaching conclusions with care. Only then can we combine 
all elements of our observations, experiences and experiments in a 
manner in which all elements of the judgment process are called into 
play, and the available evidence, data and proofs are in clear focus. 

With such considerations in mind, we can better understand the 
Qur’anic insistence on the need for both sensory and mental percep-
tion. We read, “...Go over all the earth and behold…” (s‰rah 
al-¢Ankab‰t 29:20); “...Consider whatever there is in the heavens and 
on earth!...” (s‰rah Y‰nus 10:101); “Art thou not aware of thy 
Sustainer [through His works]? – how He causes the shadow to leng-
then [toward the night] when, had He so willed, He could indeed have 
made it stand still: but then, We have made the sun its guide; and then, 
[after having caused it to lengthen,] We draw it in towards Ourselves 
with a gradual drawing-in” (s‰rah al-Furq¥n 25:45-46); “...What do 
you think? If of a sudden all your water were to vanish underground, 
who [but God] could provide you with water from [new] unsullied 
springs?” (s‰rah al-Mulk 67:30); “Behold, then, [O man,] these signs 
of God’s grace – how He gives life to the earth after it had been life-
less!...” (s‰rah al-R‰m 30:50); “...No fault wilt thou see in the creation 
of the Most Gracious. And turn thy vision [upon it] once more: canst 
thou see any flaw? Yea, turn thy vision [upon it] again and yet again: 
[and every time] thy vision will fall back upon thee, dazzled and truly 

The use of sensory perception and reason serve to generate and test knowledge, 
then put it to use.
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defeated.” (s‰rah al-Mulk 67:3-4). Examples of such statements 
abound in the Qur’an. The Qur’an makes mention of specific phe-
nomena that God has placed at human beings’ disposal in order that 
they might put them to use and benefit from them and, in response, 
realize that they are blessings from God. In fact, such blessings are 
incalculable: 

 
[And remember that] it is God who has created the heavens and the earth… and 

has made the rivers subservient [to His laws, so that they be of use] to you; and has 

made the sun and the moon, both of them constant upon their courses, sub-

servient [to His laws, so that they be of use] to you; and has made the night and the 

day subservient [to His laws, so that they be of use] to you. (s‰rah Ibr¥hÏm 14:32-

33). 

A methodology that does not rely on reality with its array of 
objects, events and phenomena, and which fails to employ deliberate, 
repeated observation, thorough descriptions and precise calculations 
followed by experimentation and practical application will never lead 
to reliable, verifiable knowledge. Similarly, any methodology which 
does not involve gathering all data of relevance to the topic of study, be 
they visual, audio, or in the form of Islamic legal texts, will fail to yield 
the reliable knowledge it is intended to yield. 

The Qur’anic revelation sets forth the research methodology that 
will lead to documented, and documentable, knowledge. Just as the 
“written signs” contained in the Qur’an affirm definitive rulings on 
certain questions and issues, they also insist on the necessity of seeking 
out the “visible signs” to be found within ourselves and in the created 
world around us. These “visible signs” enable us to discover the patterns 
and laws that govern existing phenomena and the changes and events 
associated with them. Why not speak, then, of “a Qur’anic research 
methodology,” or, at the very least, of a research methodology that 
derives its distinctive features from the Qur’an? Generalizing a bit  
further, we can speak of “an Islamic research methodology.” If, then, a 

The evidence gleaned from research and observation are linked to elements of 
the Qur’anic methodology.



given writer speaks specifically of “the Islamic methodology,” he is 
referring to the methodology he himself (or she herself) has observed 
in the Qur’anic discourse. 

The Qur’an has a miraculous, generous quality about it in that the 
meanings it conveys accommodate whatever level human knowledge 
has achieved. In other words, they expand and grow along with our 
human knowledge and understanding. Consequently, different read-
ers will come away from the Qur’an with different understandings of 
the verses that refer to the elements of the Qur’anic – or Islamic research 
methodology. Scholars’ views of this methodology will differ in  
keeping with the degree of understanding and insight God has granted 
them, and depending on how much insight they have gained into  
geographical or temporal contexts. 

Unless we appreciate the importance of the sensory and empirical 
pathways to knowledge, including field studies, experimentation, 
application and the like, all of which are advocated by Islamic research 
methodology, our understanding of the Holy Qur’an will remain 
incomplete. The Prophet’s perspective on this Qur’anic principle may 
be seen in the fact that he would sometimes suspend judgment on this 
or that issue until more data had become available. In some cases he 
would wait for a revelation from Heaven, and in others, information 
based on what he had observed or heard from those around him. We 
find, for example, that the Prophet had been about to forbid married 
Muslim men from engaging in sexual relations with their wives during 
the period between the birth of a newborn and the time the child was 
weaned. He had intended to issue this prohibition based on his belief 
that sexual relations would negatively impact the newborn, particularly 
if they resulted in another pregnancy while the newborn was still  
nursing. However, he noticed that this practice was having no ill effects 
on the children of the Byzantines and the Persians. Consequently, he 
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Exercise  
Give three examples of ways in which one might reconcile the “written signs” 
found in the Qur’an with the “visible signs” found in the created world for the 
sake of formulating an Islamic research methodology.
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decided not to forbid it after all. Similarly, the Prophet had been of the 
belief that pollinating date palms was nothing but a misguided practice 
of the people of Medina, and that God Almighty would permit the 
date palms to bear fruit just as other trees did without human interven-
tion. However, it then became apparent to him that date palms failed 
to bear when people stopped pollinating them. Hence, he modified his 
position on this matter. In so doing, he affirmed the importance of 
empirical observation and practical experimentation. He freely ack-
nowledged that he himself lacked expertise in such matters, since his 
tribe in Makkah had never owned date palms, and that those with 
experience in this area were more knowledgeable than he was. 

 
With the variety of perspectives and tools relevant to the treatment 

of this or that topic of research, worldview remains the principle factor 
determining the approach to be applied as well as the outcomes of such 
application. For example, when criticizing hadiths, Muslims make use 
of the historical method just as Orientalists or materialists do. However, 
there is an essential difference between the Islamic and Orientalist 
approaches. This difference owes to an unbridgeable differences 
between their respective foundations and frames of reference. In this 
connection N. J. Coulson states,  

 
…it must, of course, be frankly recognized that the Muslim and Western methods 

of ¤adÏth criticism are irreconcilable because they rest on totally different premis-

es. Between the dictates of religious faith on one hand and secular historical 

criticism on the other there can be no middle way of true objectivity.2 
 
The significance of method for the Islamic sciences first became 

apparent as a result of the concern to preserve the sayings of the 
Prophet and to protect them from corruption and falsification. The 
systematic use of chains of transmission (isn¥d) was developed into a 
science, as were the principles of hadith, also known as the science of 

Exercise  
Present other examples illustrating the fact that the Prophet would wait for 
more facts to emerge between issuing a verdict on a given issue.
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hadith terminology (¢ilm mu|~ala^ al-^adÏth). Strict rules were devel-
oped for determining the reliability of every narrator in a given chain 
of transmission, a process which led to the development of the science 
of contestation and validation (¢ilm al-jar^ wa al-ta¢dÏl) and “the science 
of men” (¢ilm al-rij¥l), that is, the study of the personal histories and 
moral characters of men who had transmitted accounts from the life of 
the Prophet, as well as other sciences relating to the Prophetic Sunnah. 
Numerous books were written on such topics, including al-Jar^ wa al-
Ta¢dÏl (Contestation and Validation) by Ibn AbÏ ¤¥tim (d. 327 AH 

/938 CE), Al-Kif¥yah fÏ ¢Ilm al-Riw¥yah (On the Science of Narration) 
by al-Kha~Ïb al-Baghd¥dÏ (d. 463 AH/1070 CE), MÏz¥n al-I¢tid¥l fÏ 
Naqd al-Rij¥l (The Measure of Moderation in the Critique of Men) by 
al-DhahabÏ (d. 748 AH/1348 CE), and Lis¥n al-MÏz¥n (a reworking of 
al-DhahabÏ’s “Measure of Moderation”) by Ibn ¤ajar al-¢Asqal¥nÏ  
(d. 852 AH/1448 CE). 

Moreover, although most of these books focused on methods of 
verifying the validity and reliability of accounts relating to the life of 
the Prophet, they also contained general methodological rules that 
were applicable to all sciences, particularly the nascent science of histo-
riography, whose evolution culminated in the appearance of Ibn 
Khald‰n’s renowned Muqaddimah (the preface to his book on history 
entitled Kit¥b al-¢Ibar wa T¥rÏkh al-¢Arab wa al-¢Ajam al-Barbar wa man 
J¥warahum min DhawÏ al-Sul~¥n al-Akbar), which contained rules for 
systematic historical writing. 

Early in the history of Islam there emerged gifted thinkers with the 
capacity to instruct others in the matters of their religion. Each of these 

The elements of method evolved with the emergence of the science of the prin-
ciples of the Prophetic hadith.

Exercise  
Looking at Ibn Khald‰n’s Muqaddimah, find the rules he sets forth for systematic  
historical writing, and list the errors Ibn Khald‰n identifies in the writings of 
other historians.
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outstanding scholars came to have his own authoritative frame of ref-
erence and individual approach. Thus, while M¥lik ibn Anas (d. 179 
AH/795 CE), who interpreted Islamic law for Muslims living in 
Madinah, was instructing people in jurisprudence based on his copious 
knowledge of hadith, Ab‰ ¤anÏfah in Iraq was basing his teaching on a 
relatively narrower store of hadith knowledge (relative, that is, to 
M¥lik’s knowledge). Nevertheless, Ab‰ ¤anÏfah’s contribution was to 
employ reason in the understanding of the various types of situations 
that called for legal rulings. 

Then came Imam al-Sh¥fi¢Ï (d. 205 AH/820 CE), who combined 
the approaches of M¥lik and Ab‰ ¤anÏfah. Al-Sh¥fi¢Ï documented and 
advocated the method he had adopted in his volume entitled al-Ris¥lah 
(The Message). Al-Sh¥fi¢Ï’s Ris¥lah served as the foundation for writ-
ing about what later came to be known as the principles of jurisprudence 
(¢ilm u|‰l al-fiqh), a systematic science par excellence. 

As Islamic society began occupying itself with philosophical studies 
and as the natural sciences and scholarly works translated from Greek, 
Persian and other languages began making their way into Arab Islamic 
culture, there arose a need for systematic writings that would set down 
rules for scientific investigation. Use was made initially of reasoning 
from analogy and logical proofs, after which this approach was 
expanded and applied on a broader basis. Noting the insufficiency of 
this approach, scholars added the approach of reasoning or inference 
from induction. Specialized books were written on the classification of 
the sciences, their general methods, and their applications to particular 
sciences. Such books included Maf¥tÏ^ al-¢UI‰m (Keys to the Sciences) 
by al-Khaw¥rizmÏ (d. 226 AH/840 CE), a treatise entitled al-TawfÏq 
¢al¥ T¥rÏkh Ikhti|¥r al-Naj¥h bi Ikhti|¥r al->arÏq (A Brief Treatise on the 
Swiftest Path to Salvation) by Ibn ¤azm (d. 457 AH/1064 CE), Mi¢y¥r 
al-¢Ilm (The Measure of Knowledge) by al-Ghaz¥lÏ (d. 505 AH/1111 
CE), Man¥hij al-Adillah fÏ ¢Aq¥’id al-Millah (Approaches to Evidence 
Concerning Religious Doctrines) by Ibn Rushd (d. 595 AH/1198 CE), 

Muslim scholars adopted distinct approaches to the derivation of juristic rulings.



Al-Mu¢Ïd fÏ Adab al-MufÏd wa al-MustafÏd (A Review of Writings on 
Instruction and Learning) by al-¢Almawi (d. 981 AH/1573 CE), 
Tadhkirah al-S¥mi¢ wa al-Mutakallim fÏ Adab al-¢®lim wa al-Muta¢allim 
(A Reminder to Listener and Speaker: Rules of Etiquette for Students 
and Teachers) by Ibn Jam¥¢ah (d. 672 AH/1273 CE), Kashsh¥f I|~il¥^¥t 
al-¢Ul‰m by al-Tah¥nawÏ (A Listing of Scientific Terminology), (d. 
553 AH/1158 CE), and many others. 

Every group of scholars had its own scientific logic and method-
ological tools. Hadith scholars had their methods of dealing with the 
sciences of narration and hadith terminology, exegetes had their meth-
ods of studying traditions, rhetoric and language, juristic rulings, and 
mystical interpretations; jurists and specialists in the principles of 
jurisprudence had methods of reasoning from analogy and induction, 
theologians had their methods of argumentation, dialogue and debate; 
the Sufis had their methods of mystical and experiential interpretation, 
while natural scientists had their methods of induction and hands-on 
experimentation. 

It may go without saying that sensory perception needs to be paired 
with rational comprehension in order for human beings to construct 
true knowledge. Nevertheless, some Muslim scholars have gone to 
great lengths to detail and demonstrate this necessity. Al-¤asan ibn al-
Haytham (d. 430 AH/1038 CE), for example, stipulated that sensory 
input and the mind have to work together in order for one to arrive at 
certainty,3 and he supported his claim by quoting from Galen. He then 
proceeded to explain the anatomy of the eye and the way in which 
human sight takes place in both its material, physiological dimension 
and its psychological, cognitive dimension. Ibn al-Haytham also dis-
cussed the role of memory and the sensory signals the person receives, 
and how he or she takes in part of the image being seen and uses this to 
reconstruct the remaining parts. 

Methodological literature cites al-¤asan ibn al-Haytham’s contri-
bution to the evolution of scientific and empirical method in the con- 
text of Islamic history. Ibn al-Haytham wrote that he was well-versed 
in the sciences of the ancients, and that he had found what he was look-
ing for in Aristotle’s writings on the science of logic, the natural sciences 
and theology, which together constitute the heart of philosophy. 
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According to Ibn al-Haytham, Aristotle began by establishing univer-
sals and particulars, generalities and specifics, as well as logical terms. 
Impressed with the neatness of Aristotle’s system, Ibn al-Haytham 
applied himself to the pursuit to what he termed the three “sciences of 
philosophy,” that is, mathematics, the natural sciences, and theology. 
He steeped himself in their basic principles and undertook a thorough 
study of their rulings. In addition, he classified the various branches of 
these three sciences as a means of clarifying and explaining their more 
obscure aspects.4 

However, after mastering the sciences of the ancients, which had 
yet to arrive at the use of induction and empirical experimentation, Ibn 
al-Haytham went beyond these sciences. In his research into physical 
sight, he employed a method which he described with a detailed preci-
sion rarely found among either his contemporaries or his predecessors. 
Ibn al-Haytham described his method as follows: 

 
We begin our research with a thorough investigation of the facts and the states of 

visible entities, identifying the distinguishing features of particulars. Then, based 

on a process of induction, we glean that which is relevant to the sense of sight and 

the act of seeing, noting phenomena that are stable and unchanging, and which 

appear to the viewer as they are in reality. Then, gradually and in an orderly  

manner, we refine our criteria while critiquing the premises [on which our work 

is based], exercising reserve with respect to the conclusions we reach. In all that we 

investigate and examine, we make it our aim to exercise prudence and caution 

rather than surrender to mere impulse. And in all we detect and critique, we seek 

Truth itself, not merely conjecture or opinion. It is hoped that in this way, we will 

arrive at the Truth – which brings joy to the heart – and, in so doing, reach the goal 

wherein lies perfect certainty. By virtue of cautious critique, we will have won the 

Truth, which does away with doubts and disputes.5 
 
Similarly, the physician Ab‰ Bakr al-R¥zÏ (d. 313 AH/925 CE) 

spoke of the need for experimentation and analogical reasoning in 
connection with his treatment of patients. Al-R¥zÏ discussed patients’ 
hospital records and statistics relating to various cases, describing the 
conclusions he reached based on them in what are referred to in  
modern parlance as “retrospective studies.” He wrote: 
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I have kept these records over a number of years in the hospitals in Baghdad and al-

Rayy, as well as in my own home. I have recorded the names of those whose cases 

correspond to what is written in these books, as well as the names of those whose 

cases do not correspond to it on a case-by-case basis. The cases that do not corre-

spond to what is written in existing medical writings are as numerous as the cases 

that do. This lack of correspondence is a serious matter, and, just as in other crafts 

and professions, the prudent individual should not place full, unthinking confi-

dence in what has been recorded in the past. Nor should he make generalizations 

or begin a treatment on the basis thereof. The reason for this is the nearly two 

thousand patients whose cases do not correspondent to existing medical writings. 

Hence, I have refrained from issuing a definitive judgment based on what I have 

observed except when the evidence is so clear and incontrovertible as to be 

beyond doubt. For some time I have continued, through experimentation and 

analogical reasoning, to work on a treatment for acute diseases, taking care not to 

make any mistake at a patient’s expense, while also taking care not to allow an 

existing illness to go on longer than necessary.6 
 
Hence, method among Islamic thinkers has been in evidence his-

torically in more than one field of study. In fact, its manifestations can 
be traced in virtually all fields. Systematic or methodological thought is 
associated with specific rules and principles in both the Holy Qur’an 
and the Prophetic Sunnah. Similarly, it was evident in the practices of 
the Companions and Successors of the Prophet, while the writings of 
hadith scholars and jurists lent it greater definition and established its 
rules and premises. The concept and practice of method were further 
defined and classified in the works of scholastic theologians, philoso-
phers, mystics and historians. Nevertheless, the field which is known 
preeminently for its concern for method is the science of the principles 
of jurisprudence, which lay the foundations for Islamic legislation. As 
one writer has remarked, works on the principles of [Islamic] legisla-
tion and jurisprudence contain “logical analyses and methodological 
rules that bear a clear philosophical stamp. Indeed, what we find in this 
discipline is nearly identical to the rules and foundations of modern 
research methods.”7 

It will be noted that the Holy Qur’an urges us to employ an overall 
epistemological approach which links the visible cosmos with the 
written revelation in their capacity as sources of knowledge. This same 
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approach links the use of reason and sensory input in their capacity as 
tools for relating to everything in both the created universe and the 
written revelation. In relation to human efforts and striving, this 
approach links the benefits of this earthly life with reward in the life to 
come; similarly, it connects the realms of thought, scientific research, 
and concrete practice. 

 
Second:  evolution of the concept of  

method in western thought  
 
The prevailing pattern of historiography in Western thought is based 
on two primary foundations: (1) recorded human history excluding 
religious sources, and (2) the history of the European peoples exclud-
ing that of other peoples, or, at the very least, undermining their 
importance.8 Hence, the history of philosophy, the history of science, 
and the history of civilization itself begins in Greece and ends in 
Western Europe and its North American extensions! 

When discussing the first foundation above, we should bear in 
mind that the little that has been recorded of the history of human civi-
lization confirms that people of all nations have used their minds and 
developed the sciences and the arts. They have formulated legal systems 
and constructed edifices whose remains stand to this day, and some of 
which are even classed among the wonders of the world. When the 
Greeks’ turn came along, they built upon the efforts of those who had 
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Exercise  
Design a chart showing the evolution of Islamic methodology in its various 
phases and fields. The chart should contain the following elements: the method-
ology of reception, the methodology of chains of transmission and documen- 
tation, the methodology of jurisprudence, the methodology of the principles of 
jurisprudence, the methodology of scholastic theologians, variety and integra-
tion in methodology, empirical scientific research methodology, mystical/ 
experiential methodology, methodological defects and the backwardness of the 
Muslim community, methodological dependency and the disintegration of the 
Muslim community, methodological awareness, and acquiring the method-
ological faculty in the realms of thought, research, and behavior.



preceded them. In other words, they did not start from scratch. In his 
History of Greek Philosophy, author Yusuf Karam notes that “the Eastern 
peoples who predated the Greeks had theories that embodied their 
perspectives on all the issues that were later classified as being philo-
sophical in nature. In fact, for every idea the Greeks came up with, we 
find a similar, Eastern, idea which preceded it, or a principle upon 
which it may have been based.”9 

As for the exclusion of religious sources, this may have resulted 
from the conflict that raged during Europe’s Middle Ages between  
science and the institutional church. When this conflict ended with 
the triumph of science, religious authority was isolated from the history 
of science and human wisdom. 

However, we cannot rule out the possibility that prophets and  
messengers appeared in Greece with divine guidance. After all, we 
know them to have appeared among the Hebrews, the Arabs, and 
other peoples. The Holy Qur’an states unequivocally that peoples in 
all ages and all places have been visited by divinely inspired messengers 
who came bringing both warnings and glad tidings in their own  
languages. God declares, “[We sent all these] apostles as heralds of glad 
tidings and as warners, so that men might have no excuse before God 
after [the coming of] these apostles; and God is indeed almighty, wise” 
(s‰rah al-Nis¥’ 4:165). How, then, can we rule out the possibility that 
Greece, too, was visited by divinely inspired apostles? If our authorita-
tive basis for this certainty is the Qur’an, it should be borne in mind 
that even the Qur’an itself has not told us about all the apostles that 
have been sent to humankind. As God declared to the Prophet 
Muhammad, “[And indeed, [O Muhammad,] We sent forth apostles 
before thy time; some of them We have mentioned to thee, and some 
of them We have not mentioned to thee...” (s‰rah Gh¥fir 40:78). 
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Topic for Discussion  
Given the tendency by Western historians of human thought to exclude reli-
gious sources from their study of history, first explain the reason for this 
phenomenon, then discuss its consequences.



In his book ¢Uy‰n al-Anb¥’ fÏ >abaq¥t al-A~ibb¥’ (Noteworthy 
Reports on the Various Classes of Physicians), Ibn Ab‰ ‘U|aybi¢ah tells 
us that some philosophers, when they were unable to answer questions 
that had been addressed to them, would refer their questioners to the 
Prophet. In the first section of his book, Ibn Ab‰ ‘U|aybi¢ah cites  
sayings about the divine and prophetic principles underlying the  
science of medicine, drawing examples from Greek history. He quotes 
Galen as having said that Asclepius, the first of the ancient Greeks to 
have spoken about medicine, had spoken by divine inspiration. We are 
told that “the kings descended from his line used to claim that he was a 
prophet.” Galen also tells us that “Asclepius, who lived before the 
Great Deluge, was a disciple of Agathodaemon the Egyptian, and was 
recognized as a prophet by the ancient Greeks and Egyptians. It was 
Asclepius who launched the craft of medicine among the Greeks…” 
Ibn Ab‰ ‘U|aybi¢ah goes on to add that:  

 
Asclepius was such an adept physician that he was able to heal patients whose 

recovery others had despaired of. Some claimed that God Almighty had honored 

him by exalting him to the status of the angels. It has been said that Asclepius was 

the prophet Idris, upon him be peace.10 
 
Al-Mas¢‰dÏ states that in ancient times, particularly in the days of 

the great Brahman king, India was the land of knowledge and wisdom 
where the iron and gold industries developed along with astronomy, 
and numerology. The first of the cosmic principles developed in ancient 
India is described by al-Mas¢‰dÏ as “the First Principle, which gives all 
existent entities their existence while generously bestowing Its good-
ness upon them.” Moreover, although al-Mas¢‰dÏ believed Brahman to 
have been a king, he makes mention of those who believe him to have 
been God Almighty’s messenger to India, as well as those who claim 
that he was Adam himself, peace be upon him.11 In the same work, al-
Mas¢‰dÏ describes Zoroaster as ruler of the Mazdaists, who brought 
them the book known as the Zend Avesta (Arabic, al-Zamzamah).12 

Scholar Nadim al-Jisr proposes that many aspects of the wisdom 
found among the ancients originated in the form of prophetic mes-
sages. He states, “For God’s guidance on the lips of the Apostles is more 
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ancient than the Greeks and their philosophy. In fact, I think it proba-
ble that much of the philosophy of the ancients in Egypt, China and 
India represents the remnants of prophetic teachings that history has 
forgotten, and whose bearers have come to be classified as mere 
philosophers whereas, in fact, they may have been prophets or their 
followers.”13 

In all fairness, it should also be noted that some Western thinkers do 
recognize the efforts of peoples and nations that preceded the Greeks 
in relation to certain aspects of wisdom and philosophy. Hans-Georg 
Gadamer, for example, sees no possible beginning for philosophy  
anywhere but in the works of Plato and Aristotle. At the same time, 
however, he holds that these two philosophers were the portals 
through which the floodwaters of the period that preceded them came 
rushing. This being the case, they were historians of the pre-Socratic 
era. Pre-Socratic philosophy originated in Central Asia, and what is 
termed epic literature and philosophy both predate Socrates; in fact, 
they predate most of the written heritage that has come down to us. 
Moreover, the language in which they were written was the language 
that was spoken by the Greeks, a fact which Gadamer describes as “one 
of the great puzzles of human history.” He notes that the Greeks did 
not invent writing by means of an alphabet. Rather, they took it and 
completed it by drawing on the Semitic alphabet in a process that took 
two hundred years at most.14 

 
Pre-Socratic Greek Methods 

 
In his History of Greek Philosophy, Yusuf Karam notes that the most 
ancient Greeks known to us were the Ionians. A prominent scholar by 
the name of Thales (624-546 BC) traveled widely through the East 
and delved deeply into the Babylonian and Egyptian sciences. Thales 
adopted the empirical method and attempted to engage in induction 
and proof. The writings of the Ionians, who were particularly interested 
in nature, appear to have been lost. Hence, what we know about them 
derives from statements about them by Plato and Aristotle. However, 
a late Ionian thinker by the name of Heraclitus distinguished himself 
from other Ionian scholars by his propensity for debate and controversy. 
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Heraclitus held a belief in the unity of opposites – the notion that all 
things come into being through a conflict of opposites – and that 
change is the true nature of things. According to Heraclitus, nothing 
would exist without change, while stability in the sense of a lack  
of change is tantamount to death and non-existence. Heraclitus’  
followers were known as the Sophists, who took doubt to its ultimate 
extreme. Consequently, Heraclitus is considered the forefather of 
skepticism in Greek philosophy.15 

Before the days of Socrates, a prominent community of Greek 
philosophers gathered around a renowned teacher by the name of 
Pythagoras (572-497 BC). Therefore they came to be known as the 
Pythagoreans. The Pythagoreans are credited with having founded the 
science of Mathematics. In addition to Mathematics, however, they 
concerned themselves with astronomy, music and medicine, consid-
ering that the most significant traits that characterize this world are 
order and proportionality. According to the Pythagoreans, numbers 
and harmony constitute the true nature of existent entities. The 
Pythagoreans propounded the view that the Earth is round, and that it 
revolves in an orbit around a centralized fire.16 

Another philosopher of the same period was Democritus (470-
361 BC), who rethought natural science. According to Democritus, 
existence is essentially material in nature, and bodies consist of infini-
tesimal, indivisible material particles (atoms). Between these atoms 
there is a void out of which other bodies emerge. Atoms are in constant 
motion, colliding and parting in a process that accounts for the various 
changes in visible objects. Democritus held that the most simple of all 
entities is the individual essence, or the indivisible part, that the 
essences and the void are truly existent, and that they are the sole object 
of knowledge.17 

It will be noted that the topic of research is what governed the  
general framework for research methods and ways of thinking in the 
various phases of Greek history. In the beginning, research moved in 
the direction of studying the visible aspects of the natural world. The 
Ionians, the Pythagoreans, Heraclitus and others focused on the basic 
material component of the cosmos, the things of nature and the 
changes they undergo. Hence, it should come as no surprise to find 
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that the research activities of that early period were governed by the 
natural method. 

 
The Sophists’ Rhetorical, Dialectical Method 

 
In the fifth century BC the Athenians managed to rout the Persians and 
regain their independence. Consequently, they achieved sufficient sta-
bility to allow for the spread of culture and education. Competition 
among individuals and groups increased, political and judicial debate 
flourished, and there emerged a need for oratory, methods of argu-
mentation, and techniques for winning over one’s audience. Certain 
members of the intelligentsia who worked to develop their rhetorical 
skills were known as Sophists. The term “Sophist,” derived from the 
Greek sophizesthai, “to become wise or learned,” came to mean “some-
one who gives intellectual instruction for pay” in this or that science, 
discipline, or craft. However, it was used most frequently to refer to a 
teacher of rhetoric in the positive sense of the word. Nevertheless, the 
Sophists specialized in debate and in marshalling arguments, often spe-
cious ones, of relevance to the various questions, issues and situations 
of the day, and in the use of means of persuasion and rhetorical effect 
without any real concern for the truth as such. They restricted their 
efforts to an examination of terms, their meanings, types of issues, 
arguments and their conditions, and means of perfecting fallacious 
arguments. They debated well-known philosophical schools, mocked 
both reason and religion alike, and glorified power and dominance. 
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Most of Aristotle’s trusted works have been compiled, translated into English, 
and published in a single 1,488-page volume. Beginning with the six books of 
the Organon (Aristotle’s logical treatises), the volume includes Physica (On 
Physics), parts of De Caelo (On the Heavens), De Generatione et Corruptione (On 
Generation and Corruption), De Anima (On the Soul), De Memoria et 
Reminiscentia (On Memory and Reminiscence), De Somniis (On Dreams), 
Historia Animalium (The History of Animals), De Partibus Animalium (On the 
Parts of Animals), De Generatione Animalium (On the Generation of Animals), 
Metaphysica (Metaphysics), Ethica Nicomachea (Nicomachean Ethics), Politica 
(Politics), Rhetorica (Rhetoric), and De Poetica (Poetics). See Richard McKeon 
(ed.), The Basic Works of Aristotle, New York: Random House, 1941.



The Sophist method and its adherents came to be viewed with  
contempt after Socrates and his disciples took them on. One of the 
best-known Sophists was Protagoras (480-410 BC), who was quoted 
by Plato as saying that “of all things the measure is man, of the things 
that are, that [or “how”] they are, and of the things that are not, that [or 
“how”] they are not.” In other words, the truth about things is relative 
to the individual observer, things are in constant flux, and there is no 
absolute truth or error.18 

 
Aristotle’s Logic, or The Organon 

 
There are a considerable number of Greek sages and philosophers, 
such as Socrates, Plato, and Pythagoras, whose thought has had lasting 
effects on the human experience down the ages. However, of all 
Greek philosophers and thinkers, Aristotle (384-322 BC) may well be 
the most mature, and the one who has most profoundly influenced 
Western thought and human thought overall, especially with respect 
to the development of methods of research and investigation in philos-
ophy and the sciences.  

Aristotle’s contributions span a wide variety of fields, including 
ontology, ethics, politics, natural science, and metaphysics. All of 
Aristotle’s works were marked by a peculiar manner of reasoning 
which came later to be known as Aristotelian logic, and which rests 
fundamentally on the method of analogical reasoning. Some 
researchers maintain that Aristotle’s legacy has been badly misunder-
stood by its expositors, whose critics accuse them of having neglected 
Aristotle’s interest in induction and empirical observation. Neverthe-
less, the impact left by Aristotelian studies is such that “reading Aristotle 
is tantamount to gaining an understanding and awareness of the foun-
dation of Western thought in its entirety.”19 

The six treatises of Aristotle dealing with method and logic have 
been gathered into a single book known as the Organon. The six  
treatises contained in Aristotle’s Organon are: “Categories,” “On 
Interpretation,” “Prior Analytics,” “Posterior Analytics,” “Topics,” 
and “On Sophistical Refutations.”20 The Greek word organon means 
“organ, instrument or tool”; hence, the title of this work, which deals 
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with instruments or tools of thought which serve to protect reason 
from error. In his introduction to The Basic Works of Aristotle, editor 
Richard McKeon states:  

 
The influence of Aristotle, in the first sense as initiating a tradition, has been  

continuous from his day to the present, for his philosophy contains the first state-

ment…of many of the technical distinctions, definitions, and convictions on 

which later philosophy and science have been based….Much of the history of  

civilization in the West can be, and indeed has been, written in the form of a 

debate in which the triumph of Aristotle in the thirteenth century and the defeat 

of Aristotle in the Renaissance indifferently herald great intellectual advances.21 
 
Abd al-Rahman Badawi notes that the Arabs became familiar with 

Aristotle exclusively through his Organon, as a result of which “they 
grew accustomed to referring to him simply as ‘the master of logic.’”22 

 
The European Cultural Hiatus and the Emergence of Islam 

 
The Roman Empire fell heir to the rich intellectual, rhetorical and 
philosophical legacy of the Greeks. However, the Romans became 
preoccupied with military adventures both within and without 
Europe’s borders, thereby plunging Europe into a phase of intellectual 
and cultural decay. This decay accelerated after 285 CE, at which time 
the Roman state was partitioned into a Western Roman Empire and 
an Eastern (Byzantine) Roman Empire under Diocletian. Rulers of 
both Eastern and Western empires instated dictatorial feudal regimes; 
nor did Christianity’s entrance onto the European scene do anything 
to improve matters, since both rulers and nobility allied themselves 
with the Church, while the Church adopted Aristotelian logic in its 
interpretation of religious texts. Research and rational exchange 
accordingly ground to a halt, and Europe drifted into a sound cultural 
slumber. 

This same period of time witnessed the birth of Islam, which created 
a stable society which occupied the Levant, Iraq, Persia and Egypt, 
regions that had previously been home to ancient civilizations. Islam 
was marked by a positive attitude toward reason and the pursuit of 
knowledge, stressing the importance of reflection on the created  
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universe and the laws and patterns established by the Creator in 
objects, events, and natural, psychological and social phenomena. 
Muslim scholars benefited from the new spirit of liberation in the 
realms of research and discovery, and drew on existing knowledge by 
familiarizing themselves with the sciences established by their prede-
cessors from India, Persia and Greece. Most of the Greek legacy was 
translated into Arabic, and schools and universities were founded [in 
the Arab-Muslim world]. Europe awakened in the midst of this cultural 
advance, which had reached it via a variety of channels, including 
direct contact with the Arab-Muslim world during the Crusades, and 
cultural exchange in Sicily and Andalusia. Europeans began acquaint-
ing themselves with the ancient Greeks’ contributions by reading 
Arabic and Syriac translations of their works. In consequence, they 
became aware of the methodological developments related to induc-
tion and experimentation undertaken by Muslim scholars, particularly 
in the fields of astronomy, geometry and mathematics. This new 
awareness contributed significantly to subsequent religious reform 
movements, and served as a powerful impetus toward more research 
and experimentation by scholars and scientists. Despite the fierce 
resistance with which renewal and reform movements were met in 
Europe’s Middle Ages, European societies began in the sixteenth cen-
tury to witness major achievements in the realm of scientific discovery 
and industrialization. Such achievements enabled the Europeans to 
acquire forms of power and mobility which they quickly put to use in 
colonizing most of the old world (Africa, Asia and Europe) in addition 
to the discovery and occupation of the Americas. 

As will be seen shortly, the history of Europe witnessed a number of 
important way stations in the evolution of methods in Western 
thought, including the efforts of thinkers such as Francis Bacon, René 
Descartes, Augustus Comte, Emile Durkheim, and the post-modernist 
movements. 

 
Francis Bacon and the New Organon  

 
Francis Bacon (1561-1626 CE) was an English philosopher who lived 
during a period of Europe’s history in which the Greek philosophy 
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founded upon debate and abstract thought was prevalent. During this 
period numerous scientific discoveries and inventions were made. 
These include William Harvey’s (1578-1657) discovery of the circu-
latory system, Robert Boyle’s (1627-1691) experiments with air 
pumps, William Gilbert’s (1544-1602) experiments in magnetism, 
the invention of typing, the compass and the rifle, etc. This intellectual 
atmosphere so strongly committed to the use of scientific and technical 
tools, as well as the vast variety of experiments being performed on 
nature, had the effect of moving Bacon decisively away from meta-
physics and toward the pursuit of a scientific knowledge that would 
contribute to the control and domination of nature through the use of 
the scientific method based on practical experimentation and problem 
solving. Bacon took the title for his book The New Organon: or True 
Directions for the Interpretation of Nature from Aristotle’s The Organon: 
The Instrument for Rational Thinking. 

Bacon stressed the need for the progression of science at a time 
when Aristotle’s logic was proving woefully inadequate to this task in 
the new era. Consequently, The New Organon proposed a system of 
thought that went beyond that of Aristotle, and which was better suited 
to the progression of knowledge in the scientific era. Where Aristotle’s 
system of argumentation relied on analogical reasoning and was capa-
ble of deriving consistent outcomes logically from basic premises, 
Bacon’s logic was designed to inquire into the basic premises them-
selves. And whereas Aristotle’s logic presupposed certainty by relying 
upon non-negotiable assumptions whose validity could not be ques-
tioned, Bacon proposed an inductive system of argumentation that 
relied on inquiry into the basic evidence found in the natural world. In 
Bacon’s system, the researcher into the sciences gradually moved from 
basic data which he had compiled by dint of ongoing effort through 
the use of “the new organ” toward higher levels of probability.23 

Bacon severely criticized Aristotelian syllogisms, which had led to 
intellectual stagnation and hindered scientific progress by restricting 
scientists’ freedom to engage in fresh, creative research. In Bacon’s  
system, the process of scientific logic begins with induction and scien-
tific experimentation by means of which the facts are discovered. It 
then goes on to trace these facts back to universal principles through 



the use of Aristotelian logic. The facts are then recorded and conveyed 
to others through the use of explanatory methods and techniques. 

Bacon’s logic is divided into two parts. The first part, which is nega-
tive, undertakes to deconstruct “illusions” which “block men’s minds,” 
preventing them from arriving at the truth. So attached are people to 
these illusions and so influential are they over their thinking that Bacon 
refers to them as “idols,” of which he identifies four kinds, namely, 
“idols of the tribe,” “idols of the cave,” “idols of the marketplace” and 
“idols of the theatre.”24 The second part, which is positive, is a new 
system capable of discovering the facts as they are. It is a system based 
on induction, scientific experimentation, and its applications to a 
number of research topics such as heat, motion, light, scents, power, 
and others. 

 
René Descartes and his Discourse on Method 

 
René Descartes (1596-1650 CE) was a French philosopher who had 
been educated in a number of different European countries at a time 
when the system of logic founded on the Aristotelian syllogism held 
sway over thought in Europe’s religious establishment. So attached 
was the Church to the Aristotelian system that it would prosecute any 
scholar who dared to cast doubt on the theories supported by 
Aristotelian logic, including theories that were purely scientific in 
nature. Descartes was not satisfied with the Aristotelian education he 
had received in school, and felt that the knowledge he had acquired 
lacked consistency and certainty. He noticed that of all the sciences he 
had studied, mathematics alone was characterized by certainty and 
precision, and he began wondering how he might develop sciences 
that were as consistent, unified, and certain as mathematics. 

Descartes felt powerless and frustrated due to his inability to  
formulate a new intellectual scheme that would serve as a solid founda-
tion for all of the sciences. Despite his orderly vision and his earnest 
striving, he despaired of achieving the goal he had set for himself. 
Nevertheless, after years of hopelessness, confusion and raucous living, 
he decided to give up his various preoccupations in life and devote 
himself entirely to accomplishing the task he had envisioned. He then 
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proceeded to write his Discourse on Method and Meditations on First 
Philosophy.25 The book consisted of six parts. Part I dealt with a number 
of considerations relating to philosophy, religion, and the sciences. 
Part I treated the principles and foundations of the method the author 
had set out to formulate. Part III treated certain ethical rules derived 
from his method. Part IV set out to prove the existence of God and the 
human spirit. Part V was devoted to questions of physics, the move-
ment of the heart, and certain issues relating to medicine and the 
difference between human beings and animals. And Part VI discussed 
the requirements of achieving progress in research into nature, and the 
reasons he had decided to write his book. 

In Descartes’ view, the Aristotelian method based on syllogisms 
was incapable of generating new knowledge and, therefore, fruitless. 
At the same time, Descartes held that experimental induction which 
relies on sensory experience, and which Francis Bacon had formulated 
as an alternative to Aristotelian logic, would not lead to coherent,  
certain knowledge. As for the method which Descartes formulated, it 
began with doubting the validity of people’s beliefs, which consist in 
mere illusions to which they cling by virtue of what they have grown 
accustomed to without serious consideration, and by virtue of their 
unthinking imitation of others. He stated, “I learned not to believe any- 
thing too firmly of which I had been persuaded only by example and 
custom; and thus I little by little freed myself from many errors that can 
darken our natural light and render us less able to listen to reason.”26 

Descartes’ method is based on four principles. The first principle is 
never to accept as true anything that one does not know to be such, and 
to avoid biased or hasty judgments. In addition, one should make  
certain that there is no reason to doubt something’s truth or validity. 
The second principle is to divide each difficulty into as many parts as 
possible so as to facilitate its resolution. The third principle is to conduct 
one’s thoughts in an orderly fashion, beginning with those objects that 
are simpler and easier to know “in order to ascend little by little, as by 
degrees, to the knowledge of the most composite things.” And the 
fourth principle is to go back and make certain that there is no aspect  
of the difficulty concerned that one has failed to make note of and 
investigate.27 
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Comte, Descartes and the Positivist Method 
 
Despite the fact that the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were 
largely colored by scientific discoveries relating to matter and nature, 
this period of history also witnessed major developments in the estab-
lishment of the social and human sciences, whose pioneers attempted 
to apply the experimental scientific method to the social sciences. 
French philosopher August Comte (1798-1857) is credited in the 
West with founding the discipline of sociology as well as the doctrine 
of positivism, which rejects all supernatural and metaphysical dimen-
sions. Positivism reinterprets the evolution of human thought and the 
search for truth in keeping with the “law of three stages.” These three 
stages are: (1) the theological, (2) the metaphysical, and (3) the  
positive. In the theological stage, religious thought develops from idol 
worship, to polytheism, to monotheism. In this stage, human reason is 
dependent on superstitious and mythological interpretations. In the 
metaphysical stage, which is more mature than the theological stage, 
reason seeks explanations in abstract or symbolic forces. In the third, 
positive stage, human reason does not ask why phenomena occur; 
rather, it asks how they occur with reliance upon the precise descrip-
tion of “objective” events and cases through which it can discern 
relationships and derive scientific laws that explain all phenomena, 
natural and social alike. 

No less important to the formulation of positivism was the contri-
bution of Émile Durkheim (1858-1917 CE), who, in his book 
entitled Rules of Sociological Method, argued that sociology is a discipline 
which is subject to the positive method just as other sciences are. 
Durkheim formulated the science of socialism on the basis of three 
assumptions. The first assumption is the unity of nature, the second is 
that social phenomena are part of the objective world of nature, and 
the third is that these phenomena are subject to natural laws and princi-
ples and can therefore be studied in accordance with the scientific 
method based on induction and experimentation.28 

 
Modernism and Post-Modernism  

Between the Age of Enlightenment (beginning in the mid-seventeenth 
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century) and the mid-twentieth century, the Western world passed 
through a historical phase in which a set of beliefs, customs,  
attitudes and intellectual orientations now referred to as “Modernist” 
held primary sway. This Modernist period was marked by an absolute 
confidence in the powers of human reason, and the clear emergence of 
scientific and technological progress. Western society and culture 
were largely colored by secularism during this period, with the 
Christian religion losing confidence in its ability to cope with the real 
world’s day-to-day challenges. Three forms a new religion thus began 
to emerge. The first of these was faith in a creator God who has nothing 
to do with the affairs of the universe He made. The second was an indi-
vidualist piety accompanied, in a rather schizophrenic manner, by 
intense interest in worldly affairs. And the third was a kind of defensive 
isolation. These phenomena taken together yielded a situation in 
which the religious dimension of life in Western society reached a very 
low ebb.29 

Some modernist intellectual trends and schools of thought turned 
into philosophical frameworks and worldviews that gave rise to specific 
research methods. Scientific rationalism, which emerged in the seven-
teenth century and took a leading role in the eighteenth century, 
supplanted metaphysics and religion. Scientific rationalism formulated 
a secular positivistic philosophy that touted the unlimited potentials of 
science and the scientific method and human beings’ ability to achieve 
total control over nature. Scientism30 became a cult of sorts with all the 
features of a religious sect. Such currents gained additional strength 
with the transformation of the theory of biological evolution into a 
philosophical school that proclaimed the continuation of human evol-
ution and progress in a never-ending upward trajectory. Among the 
dangers of this school of thought was that it justified ethnocentrism and 
saw war as a law of social life justified by natural forces rather than 
being a result of people’s choices. 

Yet even with their rosy optimism, these intellectual currents could 
not prevent currents of another sort from making their appearance on 
the European stage. Hence, the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
witnessed the emergence of pessimistic thought trends whose adher-
ents believed that scientific progress had created a bourgeois ideology 
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that had robbed people of certain aspects of their humanity by exalting 
reason and neglecting intuition, sentiment and emotion. Rationalism 
thus triggered a backlash in the form of Romanticism, which in turn 
led to the emergence of psychoanalysis with its emphasis on the  
subconscious. Marxism erupted in partial response to Capitalism, 
Nietzsche brought nihilism, Sartre brought existentialism, and Oswald 
Spengler launched an assault on Eurocentrism, declaring that European 
civilization would collapse just as civilizations before it had done. 

The spirit of pessimism developed into “ascientific” methods and 
approaches that purported to represent “the new science” as an alter-
native to the science associated with modernism. This “new science” 
has found expression in a variety of currents, schools of thought and 
methods, all of which fall under the rubric of what has come to be 
known as “postmodernism.” Postmodern thought trends reflect a 
shared belief that the modernist enterprise suffered from serious 
defects. Some pioneers of postmodernism focus on the philosophical 
priority given by modernism to reason centered around the self; others 
focus on critiques of its moral relativism, while still others highlight the 
harmful effects of the rationalism that led scientific and technological 
progress. Academic circles over the past several decades have observed 
a host of research methods in the humanities, and particularly in the 
field of sociology, associated with postmodernist philosophical currents 
such as structuralism, hermeneutics, deconstructionism, formalism, 
phenomenology, and others. 

 
Third:  the relationship between the concept 

of methodology and the evolution of  
scientific f ields in islamic and  

western history  
 
The concept of methodology in the history of Western thought has 
been linked primarily to the natural sciences, whereas in the history of 

Exercise  
Design a chart showing the various stages of the evolution of methodology in  

Western thought and their intellectual premises.



Islamic thought it has been linked for the most part with the sciences 
dealing with divine revelation. In the West, science has been viewed 
primarily as a discipline that examines natural substances and phenom-
ena, while the method used by scientists was the scientific method, or 
more specifically, the experimental scientific method. Most Western 
historians of science hold that experimental science began in Europe, 
where it grew and evolved before spreading to North America. It was 
this science that led to the West’s being the geographical locus of the 
industrial, technological and information revolutions. Nevertheless, 
one does find historians of science who give credit to other peoples, 
particularly in the Eastern world, which witnessed the birth of civiliza-
tions whose impact on the evolution of the natural sciences would be 
difficult to ignore. Yet despite this acknowledgment, the discussion 
remains restricted to the history of the natural sciences alone. 

From the Islamic perspective, by contrast, the concept of science 
has to do with the evolution of human perceptive capacities in all areas 
of life, including the material, the social, the psychological and the 
spiritual. The authoritative point of reference for this perspective is the 
divine revelation, which relates chapters from the story of humankind’s 
evolution in its earliest stages. These chapters make clear that from the 
time when human beings were first created they have been equipped 
with the capacity for reflection, thought, and experimentation. In 
keeping with the divine wisdom, human beings have also been 
equipped with the understanding and knowledge they need in order 
to function as God’s khalÏfah on earth. God declares, “Yea, indeed, [O 
men,] We have given you a [bountiful] place on earth, and appointed 
thereon means of livelihood for you: [yet] how seldom are you grate-
ful!” (s‰rah al-A¢r¥f 7:10). God in His wisdom has subjected the earth 
and everything in and around it to His dominion. As a result, cosmic 
phenomena take place in an orderly fashion. The laws that govern such 
phenomena are orderly as well, a fact which makes it easier for human 
beings to discover them and put them to use. We read in the Qur’an 
that, “And He has made subservient to you, [as a gift] from Himself, all 
that is in the heavens and on earth; in this, behold, there are messages 
indeed for people who think!” (s‰rah al-J¥thiyyah 45:13). The ability 
to perceive these realities is a God-given capacity. However, this 
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capacity has grown and developed thanks to the guidance and instruc-
tion brought by the prophets, as well as human experience in dealing 
with and perceiving the links between objects, events, and phenome-
na in their material, social and psychological dimensions. 

One of the first scenes in the story of human beings’ creation is the 
one in which God teaches Adam the names of things, a process by 
virtue of which Adam is shown to have been given preference over the 
angels themselves: “And He imparted unto Adam the names of all 
things; then He brought them within the ken of the angels and said: 
‘Declare unto Me the names of these [things], if what you say is true’” 
(s‰rah al-Baqarah 2:31).31 Another situation in which direct instruction 
took place was the one in which God sent a crow to teach Adam’s son 
through a practical demonstration: “Thereupon God sent forth a raven 
which scratched the earth, to show him how he might conceal the 
nakedness of his brother’s body...” (s‰rah al-M¥’idah 5:31). Another 
instructional situation is found in the story about Noah’s building of 
the ark. It was God who taught Noah the scientific principles necessary 
for the completion of this task, as well as their practical applications. 
Then Noah carried out the task under God’s direct supervision. God 
said to Noah, “but build, under Our eyes and according to Our inspi-
ration, the ark [that shall save thee and those who follow thee];...” 
(s‰rah H‰d 11:37). It was God Almighty who showed Abraham the 
kingdom of the heavens and the earth as he looked about and observed 
natural phenomena. God says, “And thus We gave Abraham [his first] 
insight into [God’s] mighty dominion over the heavens and the earth – 
and [this] to the end that he might become one of those who are 
inwardly sure” (s‰rah al-An¢¥m 6:75). After granting Abraham this 
insight and guidance, God commanded him to build in Makkah the 
first edifice that had ever been constructed on earth for the worship of 
the one God. 

Since the days of Adam, individuals have needed a relatively long 
time to reach maturity and become capable of bearing responsibility. 
During this period of instruction and growth, the individual makes use 
of his God-given instruments of hearing and sight, mind and heart. 
The data, information, and experiences received via the senses then 
become the subject of contemplation and reflection. Language, for 
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example, is acquired gradually through a kind of osmosis from the 
social environment in which the individual lives. Language thus 
becomes the individual’s natural means of communicating with others 
in his social milieu. No one who has lived his or her entire life in an 
environment devoid of linguistic interaction with human beings will 
be able to acquire language, a fact which has been demonstrated 
through documented cases of children who have grown up in isolation 
from other human beings.32 Similarly, there is evidence to confirm 
that twins who have been raised in separate environments have 
acquired different languages, customs, and religions.33 

As the first, newly created human being, Adam had no opportunity 
to learn things gradually and by osmosis, as it were. Nor was he a child 
who would need to spend time being prepared to understand the 
meanings of events and phenomena. Rather, he had been created as a 
fully developed adult who was capable of understanding and perceiv-
ing, and God Almighty had provided him with the knowledge he 
would need in compensation for what he lacked by way of family and 
community. Perhaps this is part of the meaning of God’s statement that 
He “imparted unto Adam the names of all things...” (s‰rah al-Baqarah 
2:31). 

Religious texts that speak about the origins of humanity testify that 
from the time when human beings were created they were capable of 
learning, and that whenever they lost their way or forgot what they 
had learned, God Almighty would send them messengers and prophets 
to carry on with the process of instruction and reminder. What we 
know of human history and the evolution of civilization bears witness 
to this process. Meanwhile, individuals are born without any type of 
knowledge whatsoever, after which they begin instinctively at an early 
age to record the impressions gleaned from hearing, sight, taste, touch, 
and smell. These impressions and expressions are then organized into 
what we might describe as realization and consciousness. Unlike  
other creatures, human beings are able to communicate about their 
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experiences through speech and to record them in a variety of ways, 
thereby enabling them to pass them from one individual to another, 
from one generation to another, and from one people or nation to 
another. It is in this way that cultures and civilizations are formed and 
perpetuated. 

Our God-given instincts, propensities and faculties combine with 
both the inborn and acquired use of the tools of consciousness and 
understanding (such as the sense of hearing, sight, and intelligence) to 
construct methods of thought, research and practice that can help us 
find answers to our questions and, in so doing, influence our decisions 
and behavior. Methodology is certainly no newcomer to the human 
scene; on the contrary, it comes naturally to human beings as entities 
created purposefully by God and appointed to be God’s khalÏfah on 
earth. Methodology is a cognitive process peculiar to rational beings, 
and a practice which is necessary for the continuation of life in all its 
dimensions. 

Methodology is a historically recognized phenomenon of which we 
have written records. Such records bear witness to the ways in which 
the ancients of various civilizations dealt with the worlds of things, 
people, and ideas. The remnants of ancient civilizations in China, 
India, the Fertile Crescent, Pharaonic Egypt, and South America testify 
to remarkable degrees of development in mathematics, geometry, 
astronomy, architecture, agriculture, medicine, mining, and the man-
ufacture of tools and instruments required for observation, arithmetical 
calculations, time measurements, medical treatment, excavation, 
inscriptions, drawing, and other undertakings that would be easily  
recognizable to historical museum goers. 

Our purpose in linking the concept of methodology with the evo-
lution of the various sciences has been to show that in the sphere of 
human endeavor, it is difficult to distinguish one realm that is natural 
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 • a natural instincts,  
 • a rational property,  
 • and a practical necessity. 



and material, a second that is social and human, and still another that is 
spiritual, psychic and emotional. Indeed, the individual human being 
is a composite entity composed of reason or mind, spirit, and body, 
while human populations consist of networks of relationships involv-
ing cooperation among families, tribes, peoples, societies and states for 
the purpose of providing life’s necessities such as food, clothing and 
shelter. Such necessities led to the invention of tools for agriculture, 
industry, trade, transportation and communication. Such tools were 
then developed and improved from one age to the next thanks to the 
combined efforts of scientists from a variety of specializations. 

In sum, methodology did not simply spring up suddenly in the  
context of modern civilizations; nor is it the exclusive product of a  
particular community or people or a particular era. Every community 
and nation is entitled to search in its history for the ways in which it has 
contributed to the development of science and civilization, and to take 
pride in these contributions. However, it should not, in the process, 
gainsay the equally significant contributions made by other communi-
ties or nations. 

 
conclusion  

 
Every discovery undoubtedly leads in some way or other to those that 
succeed it, just as later discoveries are dependent on those that preceded 
them. In fact, all experiences, even negative ones, have some value in 
guiding human thought toward that what more beneficial and closer 
to the achievement of its aims. 

Nevertheless, the history of humankind has had its ups and downs, 
and human civilizations have differed from place to place and era to 
era. Although the divine providence has provided us with apostles and 
prophets to guide us and draw us away from many a deadly precipice, 
we have quickly forgotten what we were taught, and lost our way 
anew. For not long after a prophet leads his people to the worship of 
the one true God and to the establishment of a society founded on the 
principles of justice and virtue, you find them drawing pictures of their 
prophet and chiseling idols in his image to remind themselves of what 
he did for them. Then they forget the prophet himself and the idol 
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remains. Common sense might lead us to realize the impotence of our 
idols and the absurdity of worshipping them in our search for the Deity 
we have lost sight of during times when no prophet has been sent. Yet 
we still have no compunctions about representing this Deity in the 
form of a planet, a river, or a cow! 

Magical rites may have been a manifestation of the mythical, meta-
physical stage of this or that people’s evolution. However, we still see 
peoples in the present day who celebrate rites no less magical, albeit 
with the use of tools and gadgets proper to the twenty-first century – 
satellite channels, websites, newspapers and forums. The peoples of the 
world have not followed the same path in their various communities 
and environments. In fact, even within the same community you find 
some individuals, groups and classes adhering to one way of thinking, 
while other individuals, groups and classes adhere to a way of thinking 
that differs entirely. Similarly, we might see a member of a modern-
day community practice his or her profession in a perfectly orderly and 
scientific manner only to find that when he goes home, he believes  
in the same groundless superstitions that prevail in the rest of his  
community. 

Human knowledge originated as a gift from God Almighty by 
means of which God distinguished human beings from other crea-
tures. When God “imparted unto Adam the names of all things,” He 
gave him the ability to acquire knowledge from its two sources (divine 
revelation and the created universe) by means of its two instruments 
(reason and sensory perception). Some writers portray the evolution of 
research methods as a steadily upward progression. However, the truth 
is that in every stage of their evolution, human beings have used a  
variety of methods and means of acquiring knowledge. Adam’s first 
son received some knowledge directly from his father, who in turn had 
received knowledge from God Almighty. Yet, when he killed his 
brother, he did not know what to do with him. In this situation, a 
raven taught him by example how he needed to comport himself in 
that situation: “...[And Cain] cried out, ‘Oh, woe is me! Am I then too 
weak to do what this raven did, and to conceal the nakedness of my 
brother’s body?’ – and was thereupon smitten with remorse” (s‰rah al-
M¥’idah 5:31). 
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The nations of the world make use of the knowledge available to 
them in proportion to the degree of advancement they enjoy. When a 
nation is in a state of backwardness, it fails to realize the value of the 
cultural heritage it possesses, and is thus unable to employ it to its best 
advantage. This is the situation in which Europe found itself during its 
Dark Ages (approximately 500-1000 CE) following the collapse of 
the Roman Empire both East and West. The nations of Europe failed 
to see the value of the rich Greek heritage to which they had fallen heir 
in the fields of medicine, mathematics, philosophy, geometry, litera-
ture and poetry. When, by contrast, the Muslims found themselves in a 
position of cultural ascendency, they saw the value of what they had at 
their disposal, as well as the knowledge possessed at that time by the 
Europeans, Indians and others. Hence, they quickly set about to transfer 
this knowledge to themselves through translation and other means. 
They sifted through the scientific works that had come into their  
possession, bringing things to light, editing the texts in their posses-
sion, accepting some things and rejecting others, developing and 
modernizing. When, on the other hand, the Muslims found them-
selves in a state of backwardness, they were unable to make use of the 
legacy they had received from their forebears, and failed properly to 
appreciate the value of the achievements their scholars had made in 
earlier times. Later, when fortunes changed and Europe has its awak-
ening, the European nations realized the value of the Greek heritage 
the Muslims had given humanity through their efforts. They also  
discovered the pioneering developments the Muslims had achieved in 
the various scientific disciplines, whereas the Muslims themselves 
were unable to make use of these very same achievements during the 
time of their own backwardness. 

Therefore, it comes as no surprise to find that some of the Muslims’ 
greatest achievements have come to our knowledge through West-
erners’ discoveries of them. One major Muslim figure whose impor- 
tance has been brought to light by the West is Ibn al-Haytham (d. 432 
AH/1040 CE), who is known to have written upwards of two hundred 
books in various scientific fields. He is also known for his precise and 
thorough formulation of the experimental scientific method based on 
observation, experimentation and proof. Another is Ibn Khald‰n  
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(d. 808 AH/1406 CE), a pioneering thinker who provided us with 
crucial keys to the social sciences as they relate to politics, the econo-
my, development, education and psychology. Ibn Khald‰n’s greatest 
contribution in the area of research methodology and ways of thinking 
lies in his emphasis on the importance of practical, concrete experience 
(empiricism) for acquiring an understanding of the defining character-
istics of things, social laws, and principles of causality. 

However, as was pointed out earlier, a comparison between Mus-
lims’ own critiques of the Prophetic Sunnah and those undertaken  
by Orientialists who have attempted to study the hadiths reveals a  
fundamental, and essentially irreconcilable, difference in approach or 
method, with the Islamic method being founded upon religious faith, 
and the Western method being based on a secular, materialist critique 
of history.34

Evolution of the Concept of Method in Islamic and Western 
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5

Schools of Islamic 
Methodology

g oa l s  o f  t h i s  c h a p t e r  
 

1. To distinguish between (w¥^id) or unitary perspective (one method 
working at a time) and (taw^ÏdÏ) or unifying perspective (several 
methods working at a time) of Islamic methodology. 

2. To demonstrate the importance of taw^ÏdÏ methodology for inte-
grating and uniting the various levels of methodological work, 
from thought about research, to research procedures and regulatory 
guidelines. 

3. To identify the most significant defining characteristics of a number 
of methodological schools: the rationalist, the mystical, the empiri-
cal-scientific, and the juristic-u|‰lÏ.1  

4. To draw attention to the variety that exists within each of the 
Islamic methodological schools. 

5. To clarify the developmental features of a number of methodologi-
cal schools in Islamic history. 

6. To cite examples of scholars and thinkers representative of each of 
the Islamic methodological schools. 
 

introduction  
 
The basic thrust of this chapter is that Islamic methodology encom-
passes a number of different approaches and areas of interest which, 
despite their diversity, are united by the premises that underlie their 
modes of thought, research, and conduct. It is these shared premises 
which they appeal to in their efforts to achieve their aims, and which 
mark their various expressions and formulations. 
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When we speak in this chapter of “methodological schools,” we are 
referring to the variety of expressions and approaches that exist within 
the broader framework of Islamic methodology. Islamic methodology, 
that is, “the methodology of epistemological integration,” has taken 
the form of numerous methodological schools over the course of 
Islamic history. These schools include, first, the “methodology of 
reception” that emerged during the lifetime of the Prophet and the 
methodology of criticism and documentation that accompanied the 
recording and codification of the Prophet Sunnah. This latter method-
ology gave rise to the sciences of contestation and validation (al-jar^ wa 
al-ta¢dÏl), causes (al-¢ilal), and derivation of legal rulings from detailed 
evidence. This latter science coincided with the emergence of the 
juristic schools, the principles of jurisprudence, Qur’anic exegetical 
methods, and approaches to dealing with doctrinal issues, all of which 
underwent changes with the introduction of theology and philosophy 
and the Sufis’ development of the mystical-experiential approach. It 
should also be remembered that some groups of scholars adhered to the 
experimental scientific method when dealing with issues that required 
such an approach. 

Islamic civilization embraced all of these methodological schools. 
Hence, when a Muslim scholar was dealing with a given topic, he 
would make use of whichever method was required, and in most cases 
he would combine more than one method. It was, in fact, quite  
common in many phases of Islamic history for a scholar to acquire 
encyclopedic knowledge, being well-versed in numerous disciplines. 
A single scholar might simultaneously be a jurist, an expert in the prin-
ciples of Islamic jurisprudence, and a hadith scholar as were Imam 
M¥lik and al-Shawk¥nÏ. He might be a Qur’anic exegete, a philoso-
pher and a physician as were Ab‰ Bakr al-R¥zÏ and Ibn SÏn¥ (Avicenna), 
a philosopher and a Sufi as were Ibn ¢ArabÏ, Ibn >ufayl and al-
SuhrawardÏ, or a jurist, a theologian and a Sufi as was Ab‰ ¤¥mid 
al-Ghaz¥lÏ. Other examples include Ab‰ ¤ayy¥n al-Taw^ÏdÏ, who 
was litterateur, philosopher, and Sufi; Al-¤asan ibn al-Haytham, who 
was philosopher, mathematician, and physicist; Ibn Zuhr, who served 
at once as physician and philosopher, and Ibn ¤azm, who was jurist, 
theologian and litterateur. Similarly, Imam al->abarÏ combined a 



knowledge of history, exegesis, and jurisprudence, while J¥bir ibn 
¤ayy¥n was both chemist and philosopher. 

 
First:  method as seen from a unitary  

perspective vs.  a unifying perspective  
 
We have drawn a distinction elsewhere between what we term a 
“one-dimensional discourse” that spurns the type of approach advo-
cated by an Islamic methodology of epistemological integration,  
and a “monotheistic discourse” which encompasses various forms of  
reasoned interpretation and methods of investigation, and which aims, 
in an integrated fashion, to advance the Muslim community toward 
needed reform.2 What we have sought to show is that as long as such a 
discourse proceeds from fixed principles while aiming for the achieve-
ment of comprehensive objectives and promoting an open mind and 
sincere intentions, there is no harm in accommodating various forms 
of reasoned interpretation and approach, particularly if ample oppor-
tunity is given for cooperation and integration, and if these processes 
involve the review and evaluation of expertise and experience. 

At this point we would like to digress slightly in order to build on 
the notion of a distinction between one-dimensional discourse and 
taw^ÏdÏ discourse. This will be done by means of a distinction between 
what we are terming a “unitary view” and a “unifying view” of 
method and approach as they apply to methodological schools. 

By “unitary view” we mean a vision according to which at any 
given time, there is only one approach to thought and research in rela-
tion to a given issue, question, or aspect of reality in the natural, social 
or human spheres. Seen from this perspective, human thought has 
evolved in a linear fashion, passing out of one phase and into another in 
such a way that in any given phase of their evolution, human beings 
have been adopting one approach only and no other. August Comte’s 
three-stage theory of human thought might be viewed as an expres-
sion of the unitary vision, since it holds that human beings have passed 
through three successive stages: the religious-theological phase, the 
philosophical-metaphysical phase, and the positivist-scientific phase, 
the last of which represents the arrival of human thought at genuine 
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maturity through the discovery of the scientific experimental method. 
According to Comte’s theory, each stage in the evolution of human 
thought has been marked by the use of a single approach or method 
and no other such that when they pass from one stage to the next, they 
leave behind the single method that characterized the previous stage of 
their development and replace it with another. 

Many scholars and scientists over the past two hundred years have 
held that the question of how to acquire, test, and employ knowledge 
has been settled definitively in favor of the scientific experimental 
method. This method has proved highly effective in enabling us to 
become acquainted with material objects, natural phenomena and 
their defining properties, and to discover the laws that govern their 
composition and conduct. Given its success, the scientific method 
with its tools and procedures has come to be applied to the topics of 
social, human, and psychological phenomena as well. The predomi-
nant view has been that scientific research is the act of investigating a 
topic through the use of “the scientific method,” and that the scientific 
method is, to be specific, “the experimental scientific method.” It has 
been generally believed that scientific method or methodology cannot 
be described in ideological terms. One cannot speak, for example, of an 
“Eastern” or “Western” scientific methodology. Nor can one speak of 
a “positivist” or an “Islamic” scientific methodology, the reason being 
that to add such descriptors to the term “scientific methodology” 
would be inconsistent with the objectivity and neutrality of those who 
engage in research in keeping with the scientific method. 

However, this view is countered by the Qur’an’s own view of 
method. The Arabic term being rendered here as “method” (minh¥j) 
occurs once in the Qur’an, where we read: 

 
And unto thee [O Prophet] have We vouchsafed this divine writ, setting forth the 

truth, confirming the truth of whatever there still remains of earlier revelations 

and determining what is true therein. Judge, then, between the followers of earlier 

revelation in accordance with what God has bestowed from on high, and do not 

follow their errant views, forsaking the truth that has come unto thee. Unto every 

one of you have We appointed a [different] law (shir¢ah) and way of life (minh¥j). 

And if God had so willed, He could surely have made you all one single community: 
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but [He willed it otherwise] in order to test you by means of what He has vouch-

safed unto you. Vie, then, with one another in doing good works! Unto God you 

all must return; and then He will make you truly understand all that on which you 

were wont to differ. (S‰rah al-M¥’idah 5:48) 
 
The context of this verse speaks about the nations of the prophets 

who went before us, affirming that the single religion brought by all of 
the prophets entailed a different law (shir¢ah) for each nation. The laws 
specific to the world’s nations share some rulings in common while 
differing in others. Given that this verse allows for a variety of different 
laws, it likewise allows for a variety of methods and approaches. It  
follows, therefore, that we can speak legitimately of an “Islamic 
method” (minh¥j isl¥mÏ) or an “Islamic methodology” (manhajiyyah 
isl¥miyyah). Moreover, within the context of this or that method, there 
is room for different understandings of the means and tools to be 
employed in research. All such tools and means are united overall by 
virtue of their association with Islamic methodology even though they 
differ in certain details. 

Therefore, the researcher who adopts the concept of “taw^ÏdÏ 
methodology” is free to use numerous different methods in his or her 
attempts to manage the affairs of his life, be they theoretical-scientific 
or practical in nature, depending on the nature of the topic being 
investigated and the specific circumstances that impact his or her inter-
actions with the topic, including chronological age, knowledge of the 
subject, experience in life, and his or her need to look into the topic 
concerned. The researcher will employ each of these various methods 
for the purpose it is best suited to achieve, without forgetting that there 
are other methods that he or she could also use at another time or in 
another situation. This practice is consistent with the notion of a  
multiplicity of approaches which we are terming “methodological 
pluralism.” Nor should a researcher forget to combine methods dep-
ending on the specific roles they perform. In so doing, the researcher 
unites different methodological elements and procedures in an inte-
gral, self-consistent endeavor to reach his stated aim. This, in sum, is 
taw^ÏdÏ methodology. 
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The notion of methodological schools occupies a central place in 
the methodology of epistemological integration, since a discussion of 
methodological schools will include the notions of plurality, integra-
tion and the divine unity as they apply to methods or approaches as 
opposed to the notion of a single approach. Hence, method in the 
Islamic vision may be described as “taw^ÏdÏ,” but not as “unitary.” 

The term “multiplicity” as it applies to method and methodology 
refers to the use of whatever methodological methods and techniques 
will meet the needs represented by the topics and issues calling for 
investigation, as well as varied research requirements on the level of 
data, tools, and methods of organization and analysis. 

The term “integration” refers to the need in research situations for 
elements that may belong to numerous distinct approaches. For exam-
ple, research may present the need for both quantitative and qualitative 
data, both statistical analysis and inductive thought, both the formation 
and testing of hypotheses, both induction and deduction (which repre-
sent complementary parts of the reasoning process), both descriptive 
reports of facts and features and normative values and aims, and so on. 

As for taw^ÏdÏ, it means directing research efforts, which are charac-
terized by multiple elements and integrated functions, toward achieve- 
ment of the ultimate aim of the research, with every step and phase of 
the research being connected to every other.  

The notion of a unitary methodology, which exalted the experi-
mental scientific method exclusively, remained in the ascendancy 
throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Beginning in the 
twentieth century, however, it became apparent that the experimental 
scientific method would be incapable of answering certain questions of 
a purely scientific nature. The prestige of this method was accordingly 
undermined, while its positivist philosophical foundations came in for 
criticism and sometimes outright attacks. Some critics of the empirical 
scientific method held that it was unsuitable for application to the 
humanities and the social sciences because of the radical differences 
between natural and social phenomena, while others argued that the 
scientific and technological progress that had resulted from the scien-
tific method had produced a materialistic culture founded on rivalry 
and conflict among individuals while fostering competition among 
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states for influence, power and wealth. Such developments, these critics 
held, had led to the most destructive wars in human history, environ-
mental degradation, the rise of tyrannical regimes, and a widening gap 
between social classes and their standards of living. 

Rejection of such outcomes contributed to the emergence of the 
post-modernist philosophies, which developed approaches that were 
critical of the modernist notions that had relied on the empirical scien-
tific method. The post-modernist approaches revealed the incoherence 
of the philosophical foundations underlying the empirical scientific 
method while advocating alternative methods. 

In illustration of the notion of methodological integration, we find 
that the empirical scientific method, whether it was applied to the  
natural sciences or the humanities, relied until quite recently upon 
quantitative data which was organized into tables and charts and  
subjected to statistical analysis. The aim of this process was to arrive at 
results that could be interpreted based on statistical tests or quantitative 
descriptions. The value of a given piece of research was measured in 
terms of the quantitative data it presented and the complexity of its 
modes of statistical analysis together with the degree of stability, objec-
tivity, and validity that characterized the numerical data. Toward the 
end of the twentieth century, however, the statistical results of research 
on social and human issues came in for attack, particularly when these 
results were not supported by qualitative descriptive data that provided 
higher levels of validity and significance than the results of statistical 
analysis. Researchers then began employing methods that relied on 
qualitative description rather than mere quantification of the relevant 
features of the research topic. In addition, professional associations 
promoting qualitative research methodology were established along 
with specialized scientific journals devoted to the dissemination of 
qualitative research. 

However, the ongoing debate over the advantages of quantitative 
research, which may provide more precise, fixed descriptions, and 
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qualitative research, which tends to provide greater validity and pro-
fundity of meaning, led researchers to see that, in fact, both types of 
research need to be used in specific situations. It had now become 
apparent that in the wrong situations, neither type of research is of any 
benefit, and that there are situations in which both quantitative and 
qualitative research methodologies need to be employed in a single 
piece of research. This latter situation falls under the rubric of what is 
termed “mixed research methodology.” Indeed, some writings that 
fall under the rubric of integrated methodology go beyond the entire 
quantitative-qualitative dichotomy. Hence, although it is most com-
mon to say that one’s research philosophy is what dictates the method- 
ology one employs, some recent writings reverse this equation, hold-
ing, by contrast, that “Philosophy does not determine the research 
methodology employed. It’s the other way round: methodology 
determines the philosophy you might employ to explain your 
approach to undertaking research.”3 

The taw^ÏdÏ methodology we are advocating is not limited to com-
bining or integrating research methods and tools based on research- 
related procedural requirements. Rather, it goes beyond this to lay the 
foundations for an approach that unites the three levels of method-
ological activity, namely, (1) ways of thinking about the research 
topic, (2) research procedures relating to data collection and analysis 
and methods of deriving and interpreting results, and (3) research 
ethics, that is, criteria governing conduct and research activity which 
call for fairness, integrity and impartiality in one’s search for truth. 

The monotheistic methodology unifies the researcher’s efforts to 
derive knowledge from its sources: both from the written revelation, 
which will guide him to the most suitable and reliable methods and 
techniques; and from the created universe in its natural, social and  
psychological dimensions. Similarly, it unifies the researcher’s use of 

Schools of Islamic Methodology

153

Elements of Taw^ÏdÏ Methodology  
1. Ways of thinking, 
2. Research procedures, and 
3. Research ethics.



the tools available for acquiring, testing and employing knowledge, 
including both reason and sensory reception. The efforts entailed by 
the taw^ÏdÏ methodology include, then: derivation of knowledge from 
its sources, the use of knowledge-acquisition tools, and integration of 
these source and tools. 

The taw^ÏdÏ methodology unifies a researcher’s vision as it pertains 
to how he thinks, how he engages in research, and his conduct in the 
various fields of knowledge and their specializations. We have a multi-
plicity of fields at our disposal – the Shari¢ah sciences, which revolve 
around the texts of divine revelation; the social and human sciences, 
which revolve around the changing social, economic, political, and 
educational conditions of people’s lives; the natural and physical sci-
ences, which examine the distinctive properties of natural substances 
both living and non-living and the transformations they undergo; and 
the applied sciences, which assist human beings in living their practical 
lives and providing health care and means of transport and communi-
cation. God has either directly revealed these sciences to human beings 
or provided them with the capacity to acquire them in order to main-
tain and enhance their earthly existence. This being the case, the taw^ÏdÏ 
view requires human beings to unite their efforts toward the develop-
ment of such sciences, since whatever is achieved by this or that indivi- 
dual, nation, or community will ultimately impact, whether negatively 
or positively, on all other individuals, nations and communities. 

It is our hope that Muslim researchers and scientists will work 
together to meet the challenges placed before them by the taw^ÏdÏ 
methodology: by training themselves in this methodology, applying it 
to their work, promoting it among others and presenting it to the 
world community at large, which expects Muslims to demonstrate an 
effective presence on the world scene by making a tangible contribu-
tion to constructing and guiding human civilization. 
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Second:  examples of methodological schools  
 
It is difficult to give a precise description of the methodological prac-
tices in which Muslim scholars have engaged within the framework of 
a given school or to place them within clearly definitive categories, 
since most Muslim scholars in ages past enjoyed some degree of  
encyclopedic knowledge, combining knowledge from more than one 
discipline. In addition, they were actively applying the scientific meth-
ods that were consistent with both their faith and the variety of fields in 
which they were versed. 

What follows is a description of a number of the methodological 
schools that have contributed to shaping the thought and research of 
Muslim scholars in times both ancient and modern. 

 
(1) The Rationalist-Scholastic-Philosophical School 

 
We are combining a discussion of scholastic theologians and philoso-
phers given the overlap that has occurred between these two groups of 
thinkers over the course of Islamic history with respect to both their 
research topics and their methods. The methodology represented by 
this school is marked by the important place it gives to human reason, 
particularly as it relates to questions of belief. Some Muslim scholars, 
such as al-KindÏ (d. 249 AH/873 CE), Ibn SÏn¥ (d. 429 AH/1037 CE),  
and al-Bir‰nÏ (d. 440 AH/1048 CE), may be said to have demonstrated 
a greater affinity for Greek philosophy by dealing with religious doc-
trine through reliance on reason, while others, such as the Mu¢tazilites, 
the Ash¢arites, and the Maturidites, adhered to the methods familiar to 
juristic scholars, though they differed in the degree to which they 
favored reason over revelation or vice-versa. There is, in addition, a 
third group, including Ibn Taymiyyah (a ¤anbalÏ), Ibn Rushd (a 
philosopher), and Ibn ¤azm (a <¥hirÏ), who formed a special school of 
their own which sought to combine reason and revelation based on 
the conviction that there is essentially no contradiction between them 
and that we should therefore not have to give either of them priority 
over the other. 
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Books of traditional Islamic learning are filled with theological and 
philosophical debates over the relative authority to be assigned to  
reason and revelation in the methodology one adopts for deriving  
doctrinal rulings. Some of these debates have been summarized for us 
by Dr. Hasan al-Shafi’i,4 who explains how, when arriving at doctrinal 
rulings, the Prophet’s Companions, their immediate successors, and 
leading early Muslim thinkers such as al-¤asan al-Ba|rÏ, Ja¢far al-ß¥diq, 
Ab‰ ¤anÏfah and al-ThawrÏ relied first upon the Qur’an and the 
Sunnah, then on reason and opinion. In other words, they relied on 
evidence taken at once from revelation and reason, both of which 
were recognized sources of authority.5 

The Mu¢tazilites raised reason to the level of sole arbiter in matters 
relating to divinity and prophethood, while giving revelation sole 
arbiter status in questions relating to the Qur’an and the Sunnah. 
However, they gave consideration to evidence based on both reason 
and revelation in relation to questions the answers to which do not 
serve as a basis for the validation of prophethood or the validity of 
Islamic legal rulings. Such questions include, for example, whether 
God is one, whether one must return something one has received as a 
trust, or whether it is permissible to benefit from or make use of some-
thing that will bring no harm to anyone. 

The Ash¢arites agreed with the Mu¢tazilites on some points and dif-
fered with them on others. The Maturidites took a position some- 
where between that of the Ash¢arites and the Mu¢tazilites. Dr. al-
Shafi’i summarizes the issue of rational investigation in its capacity as a 
path to doctrinal knowledge, saying: 

 
Most scholastic theologians of both earlier and later periods, particularly the 

Ash¢arites, the Maturidis and the Mu¢tazilites acknowledged that rational evidence 

is acceptable in relation to questions of doctrine alongside evidence based on 

received revelation, and that theological insight may be derived from both reason 

and revelation. Some of them – that is to say, most of the Mu¢tazilites and the late 

Ash¢arites, Maturidis, and Twelver Shi’is – may have gone to extremes in their 

reliance on rational evidence and their disparagement of the value of evidence 

based on revelation for theological inquiry.6 
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After explaining the scholastic theologians’ various methods, Dr. 
Shafi’i draws attention to the criticism these methods received from 
Ab‰ ¤¥mid al-Ghaz¥lÏ, a Sufi thinker, Ab‰ al-WalÏd ibn Rushd, a 
rationalist philosopher, and Ibn Taymiyyah, a leading Salafi scholar, all 
of whom preferred to give priority to Qur’anic evidence. All three of 
these thinkers viewed Qur’anic evidence as being more effective and 
rationally persuasive, in addition to the fact that it enjoyed greater  
religious legitimacy than formal theological arguments. Al-Shafi’i 
advocates basing methodology anew on the Holy Qur’an, not in order 
for us to adhere to its teachings based on a traditional, unthinking 
acceptance but, rather, in order for us to subject our reason to a guid-
ance that turns our attention to the signs God has placed both within 
our own minds and spirits and in the created universe around us. For 
only in this way will we be released from the shackles of formalistic, 
superficial evidence and dialectical complexities into new expanses 
that augur a true flowering of theological studies. 

The Holy Qur’an contains hundreds of verses (¥y¥t, or “signs”) 
which instruct us to engage in rational investigation. Not only do they 
instruct us to use our reason; they even show us how to use it in  
establishing doctrine, that is, by relying on revelation as a source of 
knowledge and on reason as a tool. Being itself an authoritative point 
of reference, the Qur’an demonstrates the role and functions of reason, 
making it the focal point of discourse and human responsibility with-
out any need for speculative theological schools. Shaykh Abd al-Halim 
Mahmud is a contemporary scholar who, after having been thoroughly 
trained in philosophy, theology and Sufism, chose this kind of Qur’anic 
focus as the means of defining the place and function of reason. Shaykh 
Abd al-Halim Mahmud explains his position as follows: “We remain 
dependent on reason until the [divinely revealed] message has been 
confirmed. For once the true divine revolution has been substantiated, 
it is absurd and inconsistent with reason itself, true philosophy, or the 
method adhered to by the pious ancestors, for us to treat anything else 
as its equal.”7 

Dr. Hasan al-Shafi’i’s discussion is especially important for the way 
in which it traces the evolutionary phases that were witnessed by 
rational-theological methodology and its branches. These phases were 
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accompanied by some degree of vacillation as the representative schol-
ars of each school reconsidered and developed their schools’ respective 
arguments and the evidence on which they were based. In illustration 
of this process, al-Shafi’i cites the evolution that occurred in the 
Ash¢arite school. Ab‰ al-¤asan al-Ash¢arÏ (d. 324 AH/935 CE) began 
by taking a highly reserved position in which he gave approximately 
equal weight to reason and revelation. However, in his Kit¥b al-Ib¥nah 
¢an U|‰l al-Diy¥nah (Clarification of the Principles of the Religion), al-
Ash¢arÏ came out as a “revelationist” who argued against his former 
Mu¢tazilite colleagues. In his book, al-Luma¢ (“Flashes”), by contrast, 
al-Ash¢arÏ restored some degree of balance to his thinking by giving 
more credence to reason. This relative balance of reason and revelation 
continued in the thought of al-B¥qill¥nÏ (d. 402 AH/1011 CE) in his 
book I¢j¥z al-Qur’¥n (The Miraculousness of the Qur’an). However, 
signs of a methodological evolution in the form of a growing predilec-
tion for reason began to emerge in the thought of Ab‰ Bakr ibn F‰rak 
(d. 406 AH/1015 CE) and ¢Abd al-Q¥dir al-Baghd¥dÏ (d. 429 AH/ 
1037 CE). It was around this same time that Im¥m al-¤aramayn al-
JuwaynÏ (d. 419 AH/1028 CE) adopted the Mu¢tazilites’ tripartite 
division of theological issues into (1) issues that can be understood 
through reason alone, (2) issues that can be understood based on reve-
lation alone, and (3) issues that can only be understood based on reason 
and revelation together. This rationalist trend continued with al-
Ghaz¥lÏ (d. 505 AH/1111 CE), who also accepted the Mu¢tazilites’ 
tripartite division. After al-Ghaz¥lÏ, the rationalist approach came to 
dominate Islamic theology in its entirety. This can be seen in the works 
of al-Shahrast¥nÏ (d. 548 AH/1153 CE). Al-Shahrast¥nÏ was followed 
by al-R¥zÏ (d. 606 AH/1209 CE), who cast further doubt on evidence 
derived from revelation and detailed his position in a list of eleven 
points. Al-R¥zÏ was succeeded by al-®midÏ (d. 631 AH/1233 CE), 
who, although he agreed with much of what al-R¥zÏ had to say,  
concluded that evidence derived from revelation could yield definitive 
certainty if it was accompanied by supporting evidence, thereby 
reestablishing a greater relative balance in Ash¢arite thought. 

Ash¢arite thought began with Abu al-¤asan al-Ash¢arÏ’s break with 
the Mu¢tazilah school and his restoration of a more prominent role  
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to revelation in theological matters. Over time, however, Ash¢arite 
thought evolved methodologically into an acceptance of the Mu¢tazi-
lites’ division of theological questions into three categories depending 
on the roles played therein by reason and revelation. 

An example Dr. al-Shafi’i cites in illustration of the methodological 
evolution within one subgroup of the scholastic-theological school 
may give us a clearer picture of the methodological development of 
this school as a whole. The reason-revelation question had not been an 
issue of urgent importance during the days of the Prophet’s compan-
ions and their immediate successors, although a few early examples of 
the use of reason can be found among the Khawarij. However, the 
methodological foundations of scholastic theology as a discipline  
concerned specifically with doctrine and the principles of religion may 
have become clearer with the emergence of the Mu¢tazilites. 

Methodological thought manifested itself in Muslims’ use of reason 
to understand and process the texts of revelation – that is, the text of the 
Qur’an and the Prophetic Sunnah – as well as in the concern to employ 
these revealed texts for the purpose of deriving legal rulings in diverse 
manners. It was these varied ways of deriving legal rulings that paved 
the way for the appearance of the juristic schools founded by scholars 
such as Ab‰ ¤anÏfah, M¥lik, al-Sh¥fi¢Ï, A^mad ibn ¤anbal, and others. 
However, these scholars saw no need to discuss whether to give priority 
to reason or revelation, since the Qur’anic methodology to which they 
adhered made it unnecessary to engage in such debate. 

The Mu¢tazilites, by contrast, went to extremes in the importance 
they placed on reason. Ab‰ al-¤asan al-Ash¢arÏ had himself been an 
adherent of the Mu¢tazilah school. However, he later broke with them 
and established a school of his own which attracted a good number of 
followers. The Ash¢arite school, as we have seen, rehabilitated the role 
of revelation without belittling the role of reason. There then came 
Ab‰ al-¤asan al-M¥turÏdÏ (333 AH/944 CE), who, building upon the 
legacy left by Imam Ab‰ ¤anÏfah, formulated a moderate scholastic 
theological school that struck a balance between the positions taken by 
the Mu¢tazilite and the Ash¢arite schools. These three schools thus 
share the assumption that there is an opposition of sorts between  
reason and revelation that requires us to determine which of the two is 
to be assigned greater authority. 
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In a subsequent development, certain scholars of the scholastic- 
theological school relinquished the notion that reason and revelation 
are somehow inconsistent. Such scholars stressed the need to avoid any 
appearance of conflict (dar’ al-ta¢¥ru\) between reason and revelation, 
the importance of agreement between “the correct understanding of 
revelation and the explicit import of reason,” and the need to formulate 
what one scholar referred to as “the definitive word on the link 
between wisdom and the Islamic law” (fa|l al-maq¥l fÏ m¥ bayn al-
sharÏ¢ah wa al-^ikmah min itti|¥l). These and other expressions of the 
balance and complementarity between reason and revelation served to 
revive the Qur’anic approach that had been adhered to by early 
Muslim scholars. This earlier approach entailed engaging in rational 
inquiry into those matters that call for investigation while avoiding 
controversial issues that lead to no constructive action, knowledge  
of which yields no benefit, and ignorance of which does no harm.  
This newly emerging school was headed by scholars with various  
orientations such as al-Ghaz¥lÏ, Ibn Rushd, and Ibn Taymiyyah. 

 
(2) The Experiential-Sufi School 

 
This school relies on the distinction between experiential knowledge 
on one hand and, on the other, the various other types of knowledge 
that are acquired through revelation, sensory perception or reason. Just 
as the latter types of knowledge are associated with specific method-
ological procedures that enable us to acquire knowledge, test it, and put 
it to use, experiential knowledge is likewise associated with specific 
methodological procedures. The knowledge that comes via revela-
tion, sensory perception or reason might be described as “acquisition” 
(kasb). Experiential knowledge, by contrast, might be described as an 
“endowment” (wahb). For it is a gift from God Almighty, who grants it 
to those individuals who strive against their baser nature through  
worship and the remembrance of God and who continue to ascend to 
higher and higher levels of purification and consciousness of the 
Divine until they are in such a state of nearness to God that they merit 
this divine bequest. 

e p i s t e m o lo g i c a l  i n t e g r at i o n

160



In his article entitled, “The Mystical-Experiential Approach of 
Islam’s Sufis,”8 Dr. ¢Abd al-Hamid Madkur describes the features that 
characterize experiential knowledge and expounds the rules and criteria 
that govern the mystical approach. Dr. Madkur grounds the mystical-
experiential approach in Islamic revelation, Islamic law, and reason, 
making use of the original works of leading Sufi figures. He draws on 
the writings of Ab‰ ¤¥mid al-Ghaz¥lÏ, Ab‰ al-Q¥sim al-QushayrÏ (d. 
457 AH/1074 CE), al-¤¥rith al-Mu^¥sibÏ (d. 243 AH/857 CE), al-
¤akÏm al-TirmidhÏ (d. 298 AH/910 CE), Mu^yÏ al-DÏn ibn ¢ArabÏ 
(638 AH/1240 CE), and Ab‰ >¥lib al-MakkÏ (d. 386 AH/996 CE). Dr. 
Madkur also discusses the ways in which the Sufi heritage was assessed 
by other scholars such as Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn al-Qayyim al-
Jawziyyah (d. 751 AH/1350 CE). The following is a synopsis of Dr. 
Madkur’s discussion: 

In speaking of experiential knowledge, the Sufis have employed a 
variety of terms, including “inspiration” (ilh¥m), “disclosure” (kashf), 
and “witnessing” (shuh‰d). They have described their science as being 
ladunnÏ, meaning, “issuing from the divine presence.” The use of this 
term is based on God Almighty’s statement about the upright servant 
Moses, upon him be peace, whom He describes as “one of Our  
servants on whom We had bestowed grace from Ourselves and unto 
whom We had imparted knowledge [issuing] from Ourselves 
(¢allamn¥hu min ladunn¥ ¢ilma)” (s‰rah al-Kahf 18:65). In speaking of 
their experiential knowledge, however, the Sufis prefer the term 
ma¢rifah (a term used to refer to knowledge of persons) over the word 
¢ilm (the term generally used when referring to a science or academic 
discipline).9 This ma¢rifah – a knowledge associated with inspiration 
and the heart – does not originate from sensory experience, rational 
comprehension, or logical syllogisms. Nor does it grow out of study-
ing the Qur’an and the Prophetic Sunnah or learning from a professor 
or spiritual guide. Rather, the adept arrives at this knowledge by trav-
eling toward God along a path on which he or she “ascends spiritually 
toward the Divine. Consequently, it is a path marked by way stations 
through which one passes, or stairs along which one ascends.”10 

This path, which is what Dr. Madkur refers to as the Sufi mystical 
approach or method, rests on two foundations. The first foundation 
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consists of the upward path or spiritual journey, which is a process of 
inward struggle and striving marked by renunciation or emptying 
(takhliyyah) and the acquisition of godlike, virtuous traits (ta^liyyah). 
The second foundation is the desired end, or arrival at the knowledge 
of God Almighty. However, whereas the first foundation is necessary 
for the realization of the second, the realization of the second does not 
necessary follow from the first, since the path traveled is a kind of 
acquisition (kasb), that is, a process that depends on human effort, 
whereas the knowledge sought is an endowment from God (wahb). 
The process of being emptied of one’s baser instincts and imperfections 
and acquiring virtue and godlikeness is a long, rugged path on which 
the traveler may need a shaykh, that is, a spiritual guide who is knowl-
edgeable of what the soul needs in order to be properly trained up and 
purified. This training and purification involves a series of strivings in 
the course of which the traveler ascends by degrees through a number 
of spiritual stations (maq¥m¥t) beginning with repentance and culmi-
nating in oneness with the Divine. These stations have no set order; 
rather, they differ from one spiritual traveler to another. The effect of 
these stations manifests itself through spiritual, psychological states 
(a^w¥l) that come over the heart without effort or struggle. Such states 
include dejection (literally, contraction, or qab\), expansion (bas~), that 
is, a state of merriment and spiritual release, joy (~arab) and sorrow 
(^uzn). Describing the link between stations and states, the Sufis say, 
“the stations are acquired through human effort (al-maq¥m¥t mak¥sib), 
while the states are granted as gifts (wa al-a^w¥l maw¥hib).”11 

There is a longstanding consensus among both scholars and the 
population at large that whether we are dealing with religious texts or 
observing natural phenomena and social-psychological processes, we 
arrive at knowledge by using our reason, our senses, or a combination 
of the two. The Sufis do not deny this. However, to these traditional 
means of acquiring knowledge, all of which are associated with  
some type of method and discipline, they have added another, non- 
traditional means of acquiring knowledge. The Sufis have exerted 
great efforts to ground the mystical-experiential method in the texts of 
Islamic revelation and law as well as in human reason. In so doing, they 
have sought to demonstrate that experiential knowledge is an actual 

e p i s t e m o lo g i c a l  i n t e g r at i o n

162



possibility, and that the supposition that one can only arrive at true 
knowledge based on rational evidence acquired and employed in 
keeping with known methods “is a narrowing of God’s wide 
mercy.”12 In the course of grounding experiential knowledge in  
religious texts, the Sufis have focused on Qur’anic verses which link 
human beings’ achievement of a deep consciousness of God with the 
spiritual gifts God grants them. These gifts include discernment, suste-
nance, light, mercy, guidance, and wisdom, all of which Sufis under- 
stand to be types of experiential knowledge: “knowledge acquired 
without [human] instruction, and insight without experimentation.” 
They also cite texts of the Prophetic Sunnah that speak of the believer’s 
discernment and openness of heart, qualities that the Sufis understand 
to be the light God shines into the believer’s heart. The Sufis also refer 
in this context to sayings attributed to some of the Prophet’s 
Companions and leading Muslim thinkers about what they term 
“inspiration without instruction.”13  

In connection with the Sufis’ concern to ground experiential 
knowledge in the Islamic revelation, Madkur offers two observations. 
The first is that discussions of “inspirational knowledge” are not 
restricted to the Sufis alone. A number of early Muslim scholars, 
among them Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn al-Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, spoke 
in similar terms about an inspiration-based knowledge from God,  
who graciously bestows visions, disclosures and inspirations upon 
whomsoever He wills of His servants. Madkur’s second observation is 
a kind of objection to the Sufis’ interpretation of Qur’anic verses 
which they see as demonstrating the reality and validity of the disclo-
sures and inspirations God gives to those who are conscious of Him. 
After all, observes Madkur: 

 
Someone who is conscious of God will be aware of the distinction between truth 

and falsehood. Indeed, such an individual is committed to truth in his words and 

deeds alike, avoiding falsehood in everything he does. As for disclosure (kashf), it 

has to do with realities that are beyond the reach of normal human perception; in 

other words, it is unrelated to realities that are obvious to us, and comes in the 

form of an outpouring into the believing servant’s heart. If such an outpouring 

indicates anything, it indicates the way in which God grants success to His servants 

in the choices they make, and not a unique disclosure or inspiration.14 
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As for the Sufis’ efforts toward grounding the mystical-experiential 
method in reason, they have focused around the mind’s need for 
something beyond itself. The physical senses, for example, are neces-
sary in order for the mind to perform its role in the acquisition of 
knowledge. The mind, or reason, is only capable of operating within 
certain realms and parameters. Faculties and talents that distinguish 
some individuals from others, such as the ability to write and enjoy 
poetry, for example, lie in the realm of subjective experience, a realm 
that requires us to grant people their personal preferences and tastes. 
Additionally, the mind can fall into error; hence, it needs a standard or 
criterion on the basis of which to weigh its thought and ideas rather 
than being its own standard. This being the case, it is best for us to turn 
to God for true, inspired knowledge. 

The Sufis do not disparage reason as a means of acquiring knowl-
edge of the outer, concrete world in which we live. Indeed, the Sufi, 
like the rest of us, stands in need of rational knowledge to serve as  
the external framework for mystical knowledge. However, rational 
knowledge is insufficient to ensure the well-being of the heart. Conse-
quently, reason acknowledges the existence of another way to gain 
knowledge and treads another path toward its acquisition; in so doing, 
it discovers a degree of confidence that may not be possible on the level 
of rational knowledge alone. 

The knowledge to which one gains access through the mystical-
experiential method is subjective in nature. In other words, it belongs 
exclusively to the person who experiences it, having been cast into his 
or her heart in a way that excludes narration, story, indoctrination and 
learning. For this reason it has no need of evidence from outside itself. 
Rather, it is a witness unto itself, and those who deny its existence must 
simply acknowledge it and concede to it given their inability to 
acquaint themselves with it directly. It is difficult to give expression to 
such knowledge in ordinary language, and the experience of it is 
restricted to those who have “tasted” it. In short, it is impossible to give 
verbal expression to an experiential state. The rational thinker and the 
Sufi gnostic (in the simple sense of “knower”) may agree on certain 
ideas. However, there remains an essential difference between them: 
the difference between head knowledge and heart knowledge! When 
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mystical knowledge is granted, it tends to come suddenly and all at 
once, without one’s having been expecting it or having exerted an 
effort to obtain it. In this respect, mystical knowledge resembles what 
happens to a scientist who is engrossed in the study of certain phenom-
ena he is unable to explain. In his frustration, he stops thinking about 
them for a while and busies himself with something else when, out of 
the blue, a sudden thought occurs to him, like light dawning in his 
head, and before him there appears a clear explanation and an integrat-
ed vision. 

Lastly, Madkur stresses the fact that the mystical-experiential 
method is integrative in nature. The Sufis disregard neither rational 
knowledge nor the Islamic legal sciences. However, they look beyond 
these to another horizon. Hence, if the outcomes of this mystical-
experiential approach are consistent with the criteria set by Islamic law 
and meet the requirements of rationality, they see no reason to reject 
them, especially in view of the fact that this approach is linked with the 
desire for spiritual ascent and moral refinement. Certain aspects of 
human needs are more fully met through this approach, which helps to 
meet the requirements of the methodological integration to which 
contemporary minds aspire. 

 
(3) The Scientific-Empirical School 

 
Chapter Four of this book, which treats the development of research 
methods in Islamic thought and Western thought,15 presents examples 
of the ways in which the scientific-empirical method has manifested 
itself in the Islamic world as well as the phases of its development in the 
West. 

It should be noted here that the scientific-empirical method in 
Islamic history has not been applied exclusively to research on matter, 
its physical and vital properties and its chemical transformations. Nor 
has it been restricted to practical applications of this method to industry, 
agriculture, medicine and the like, as can be seen today in the nano-
sciences and other applied fields. Rather, it has also encompassed legal 
rulings pertinent to these sciences and their applications. The scientific- 
empirical method has likewise been applied to the logical and rational 
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requirements of social and historical studies as well as field observations 
and practical experiments. All of these “worlds” created by “the Lord 
and Cherisher of the worlds” – the physical universe from the vastest 
expanses to the minutest of its elements and particles, the world of 
human society with its peoples, tribes and cultures, and the world of 
individual human beings with their souls, spirits, minds, and hearts, 
their agonies and their hopes – were created with masterly precision 
and are subject to unvarying laws that can be discovered and put to 
practical use. The integrative features of the scientific empirical 
method – which involves employing the procedures best suited to the 
nature of the research topic, be they field observations, practical exper-
iments, quantitative measures, or various inductive processes – are 
likewise inherent to the distinctively Islamic understanding of this 
method. 

The phrase “scientific method” is clearly associated with “science.” 
The term “science” as used within the Islamic perspective, based both 
on its etymology (being derived from the Arabic root ¢ – l – m, mean-
ing “to know”) and its use in scholarly terminology, means 
“knowledge” in the unqualified sense. As such, it includes ways of 
thinking about all topics whatsoever, methods of researching them, 
and their practical applications. In the West, by contrast, the term “sci-
ence” has been used to refer specifically to the study of material 
phenomena within the fields of physics, chemistry and other “exact 
sciences.” And whereas the scientific-empirical method has specifical-
ly to do with acquiring knowledge about the physical nature of things, 
the methodology of epistemological integration requires the use of the 
scientific-empirical method in whichever situation calls for it, just as it 
uses other methods in whatever situations require them. 

The scientific method as understood and applied within the Islamic 
framework means documentation and proof in keeping with the 
maxim: “If you are transmitting information, strive for accuracy, and if 
you are making a claim, provide proof.” Accuracy of transmission was 
associated with the sciences of narration (the Hadith sciences, for 
example), while proof was associated with research. The proof provided 
might be rational and logical, or sensory and empirical. Hence, within 
the Islamic framework the scientific method has been employed 
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equally in the natural and applied sciences, the social and human  
sciences, and the sciences of Islamic law. Islamic classification of the 
sciences in the past, being based on criteria that differ from those that 
are prevalent today, was characterized by pairs that brought together 
virtually all known disciplines. Sciences were classified, for example, as 
“praiseworthy” or “blameworthy,” “sciences of ends” or “sciences of 
means,” “this-worldly sciences” or “other-worldly sciences,” “sciences 
of revelation” or “sciences of the cosmos.” The term “jurisprudence” 
(fiqh) was used to refer to the desired understanding in relation to all 
topics of study. Hence, one had a “jurisprudence of rites of worship” 
(fiqh al-¢ib¥d¥t) and a “jurisprudence of transactions” (fiqh al-
mu¢¥mal¥t), the latter of which encompassed much of what falls today 
under the rubric of the social sciences, such as economics, sociology, 
education, psychology, political science, and the like. 

As for the methodological authority to which appeal was made, it 
found its locus in the texts of the Holy Qur’an and the Prophetic 
Sunnah as well as the reasoned interpretations put forward by early 
Muslim scholars. It was thus a taw^ÏdÏ, integrative point of reference 
that included methods of research, investigation and the pursuit of 
knowledge, as well as methods of application, practical use, and prac-
tice. The Islamic methodology that served as a guide to research 
stressed the importance of making use of sensory perception, reason, 
examination, reflection and contemplation in the search for the patterns 
and laws that govern events and explain natural, social, and historical 
phenomena. It was by means of such thought processes that scholars 
read religious texts and came to conclusions concerning practical  
realities and human nature as manifested in individuals and society. 
Moreover, such processes were carried out in an integrated fashion 
that made use of both divine revelation and the created universe, both 
reason and sensory perception. 

Application of the scientific method from an Islamic perspective 
necessarily involves taking a firm stance against any hindrances to 
sound thinking and research. Such hindrances might take the form of 
haphazard behavior which is inconsistent with the methodical proce-
dures called for by the scientific method, or practices that become 
commonplace by virtue of inherited custom without attempts to put 
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their validity to the test. Such situations are reflected in the Qur’anic 
account of people’s defense of idol worship on the grounds that “…we 
found our forefathers doing the same!” (s‰rah al-Shu¢ar¥’ 26:74) or 
“...We found our forefathers agreed on what to believe – and, verily, it 
is but in their footsteps that we follow!” (s‰rah Zukhruf 43:23). Such 
practices might be based, as in the days of the Prophet, on superstition, 
myth, or incorrect interpretations. 

It is true, of course, that methodological theorization had begun 
with the recording of the oral accounts that formed the Prophetic 
Sunnah and the earliest interpretations of the Qur’an. The theoriza-
tion process continued with the development of the principles of 
jurisprudence, the principles of religion, theology, linguistics, and  
history, after which it came to include all other sciences as well, includ-
ing physics, chemistry, astronomy, medicine, mechanics, and so on. 
However, the few writings that dealt specifically with methodological 
theorization tended to restrict themselves to discussions of leading 
scholars and the methods they had used in the pursuit of knowledge 
and instruction. Add to this the fact that methodological theorists saw 
no need to explicate the Qur’anic frame of reference for systematic 
thinking and practice, since scholars and writers at that time assumed 
its validity as a matter of course. Nevertheless, many of the books that 
make up the Islamic heritage begin with a chapter entitled, “The Book 
of Knowledge (Science),” or include a chapter with a similar title such 
as “On encouraging the pursuit of knowledge and an exposition of its 
virtues.”16 Such a chapter generally includes references to Qur’anic 
verses and Prophetic hadiths that promote the pursuit of knowledge, 
detail the virtues of students and teachers, and describe the journey 
entailed by the pursuit of knowledge, pedagogical methods and  
techniques, research procedures designed to acquire knowledge on 
particular topics and ways of testing and applying such knowledge. 
There were, in addition, books that specialized in these various topics, 
including debate, dialectics, theology, jurisprudence, and Sufism.17 

It need not be considered a shortcoming in the Arabic Islamic  
heritage that it has bequeathed us no books specializing in the scientific 
empirical method. Nor have other heritages handed such books down 
to us. As succeeding generations of thinkers and scholars in various 
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specializations accumulate greater and greater experience and expertise 
down the generations and glean experience and expertise from other 
peoples, human thought grows and develops. If methodological 
thought had been served in the Islamic heritage as it has been in the 
Western heritage, we would discover that certain texts from the 
Islamic heritage are of equal, if not greater, value than the writings of 
Newton and Descartes, who, benefitting from the accumulation of 
methodological knowledge and expertise that was available to them in 
their time, were able to lay a theoretical foundation for methodological 
activity and research. 

 
(4) The Juristic-U|‰lÏ School 

 
We have combined the juristic and u|‰lÏ methods, both of which focus 
on the actions of human beings in their capacity as servants of God who 
are accountable to Him for their conduct, into a single school. Ibn 
Khald‰n states in his Muqaddimah: 

 
Jurisprudence (fiqh) is knowledge of God’s rulings or edicts pertaining to the 

actions of His servants, who are accountable to Him for what they do. Such  

rulings, which specify whether a given action is obligatory, prohibited, recom-

mended, undesirable, or permitted, are derived from the Qur’an and the Prophetic 

Sunnah and the evidence contained therein. The process of deriving legal rulings 

from this evidence is referred to as jurisprudence.18 
 
Jurisprudence emerged with Islam’s earliest beginnings, and had 

two sources: the Qur’an and the Prophetic Sunnah. Islam is a set of 
doctrines, moral principles, and practical rulings which were revealed 
in the form of the Qur’an to the Prophet Muhammad, who then  
communicated them to the people around him. Such doctrines and 
principles would also come at times from the Prophet himself in the 
form of legal rulings, verdicts, and answers to questions. During the era 
immediately subsequent to the death of the Prophet, his Companions 
would respond to events and newly arising situations by offering  
reasoned interpretations of the texts of the Qur’an and the Sunnah; 
these interpretations then became a third source of Islamic jurispru-
dence. During the second and third centuries AH, many non-Arab 
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peoples entered Islam and the Islamic state extended its rule over a vast 
geographical area. Consequently there arose new problems and situa-
tions, which required that Muslim scholars offer new interpretations of 
the Qur’an, the Sunnah and the views of the Companions in order to 
rule on previously unfamiliar issues, some actual and some hypothetical. 
It was at this stage that juristic rulings began to be compiled into books, 
and the interpretations offered by these second and third-century 
scholars became a fourth source of juristic input. 

Juristic writings proliferated to the point where they made up a  
significant percentage of Muslim scholars’ output over the centuries 
that followed, and a variety of juristic writing styles and approaches 
emerged. Ibn Ashur mentions two approaches to juristic writing. The 
first of these approaches involves mentioning specific issues and ques-
tions and their types followed by the relevant rulings. This approach is 
found in al-Mudawwanah, which is based on the jurisprudence of Imam 
M¥lik, and in al-J¥mi¢ by Mu^ammad ibn al-¤asan al-Shayb¥nÏ (d. 
241 AH/805 CE), a student of Ab‰ ¤anÏfah’s. The second approach to 
juristic writing involves touching first on juristic universals and related 
principles followed by a listing of specific questions and issues as we 
find in al-DhakhÏrah fÏ al-Fiqh al-M¥likÏ (A Treasure of M¥likÏ Jurispru-
dence) by Shih¥b al-DÏn al-Qar¥fÏ (d. 684 AH/1285 CE)19 and 
Qaw¥¢id al-A^k¥m fÏ I|l¥^ al-An¥m (Principles Underlying Juristic 
Rulings for the Good of Mankind)20 by al-¢Izz ibn ¢Abd al-Sal¥m (d. 
660 AH/1261 CE). 

However, the science of jurisprudence suffered a setback as a result 
of uncompromising attachment to this or that particular juristic school 
and an insistence on deriving legal rulings solely on the basis of a single 
school’s teachings while ruling out evidence or considerations that 
might argue in favor of alternative rulings. These developments led to 
a ban on any sort of innovative interpretation of Islam’s religious texts 
and disregard for the higher aims and intents of Islamic law. Devoting 
most of their attention to rulings pertinent to Islamic rites of worship, 
jurists frequently lacked knowledge in areas they needed to be well-
versed in if they were to derive the soundest possible legal rulings.21 
Negative developments such as these are certain to have contributed to 
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the backward state in which the Muslim ummah has found itself over 
the past few centuries. 

There was no need to spell out the principles of jurisprudence  
during the lifetime of the Apostle, nor in the era of the Companions 
following his death. However, subsequent mixing of Arabs and non-
Arabs within the developing Muslim ummah generated a need to 
establish grammatical rules to assist non-Arab Muslims in understand-
ing and correctly pronouncing religious texts. This development 
coincided with a dispute that arose between “the people of the hadith,” 
or simply, Traditionists (ahl al-^adÏth), who relied exclusively on the 
literal import of the hadiths, and “the people of independent reason-
ing” (ahl al-ra’y),22 who based their rulings on reasoned, innovative 
interpretation (ijtihad). There was, in addition, a growing tendency to 
argue from religious texts in capricious, tendentious ways. It thus 
became necessary to set down rules governing the use of textual evi-
dence and conditions for drawing conclusions from such evidence. It 
was these grammatical rules and regulations for how to reason from 
textual evidence that came to be known as the science of the principles 
of jurisprudence (¢ilm u|‰l al-fiqh). 

The field of jurisprudence began small, then gradually expanded, 
passing through a series of stages in the process. The first Muslim scholar 
to write about the principles of jurisprudence was Imam al-Sh¥fi¢Ï (d. 
204 AH/819 CE). Al-Sh¥fi¢Ï’s work was followed by a number of other 
works that reflected varying methodologies. The method adhered to by 
scholastic theologians was first to establish the rules governing the 
principles of jurisprudence and research relating thereto by means of 
theoretical discussion and logical proofs. ¤anafÏ jurists likewise would 
begin by specifying the juristic rules they believed their forebears to 
have used as a foundation for their interpretations. A third group 
adhered to a method that combined elements of the first two methods 
just described; in other words, they took care to define rules and estab-
lish proofs, after which they would apply them to subsidiary juristic 
questions. Representatives of this latter group include T¥j al-DÏn al-
SubkÏ (d. 771 AH/1369 CE), author of Jam¢ al-Jaw¥mi¢. It should be 
borne in mind that the principles and rules of jurisprudence are noth-
ing but tools and methods, not texts of divine revelation.23 
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The discipline of the principles of jurisprudence developed to the 
point where some scholars described it as “the greatest, most illustri-
ous, and most beneficial of the Islamic legal sciences.”24 Most books 
dealing with the principles of jurisprudence were slanted toward a  
particular juristic school of thought, with each scholar marshalling 
lengthy arguments in support of his own school; examples of scholars 
who adopted this approach include al-B¥qill¥nÏ and al-Ghaz¥lÏ. Other 
scholars, such as al-Qar¥fÏ and Ibn al-¤¥jib, kept their expositions brief 
and concise. However, just as there were factors that delayed the 
progress of the science of jurisprudence (¢ilm al-fiqh), the field of the 
principles of jurisprudence (¢ilm u|‰l al-fiqh) was likewise set back by 
various factors. Such factors included an excessive preoccupation with 
logic, grammar, linguistics and theology that had nothing to do with 
the science per se and which added nothing of value on the practical 
level, and the discussion of irrelevant issues and questions which al-
Sh¥~ibÏ, for example, judged to be of no use to scholarship. There was 
also a lack of consistency between “roots” and “branches,” that is, 
between the situations in response to which original juristic rulings had 
been issued (the “roots,” or u|‰l), and later situations the rulings on 
which were based on comparisons or analogies with the original ones 
(the “branches,” or fur‰¢), because the codification of the principles of 
jurisprudence came after the definition of the branches. Other factors 
that prevented the field of jurisprudence from progressing included a 
disregard for the higher aims of Islamic law and what is termed “the 
closing of the door to ijtihad,” that is, an unofficial ban on the use of 
independent reasoning and innovative interpretation, which signifi-
cantly undermined Muslims’ use of their intellectual powers and the 
quality of Islamic life overall. 

Despite such signs of backwardness in the juristic sciences, efforts 
toward reform in the field did not come to a complete halt. In fact, a 
number of scholars made appreciable efforts toward this end. In this 
connection, mention might be made of Mu^ammad ibn ¢AlÏ al-
Shawk¥nÏ (d. 1250 AH/1834 CE), who composed a number of works 
that contributed to progress in juristic thought. Such works include his 
al-Dar¥rÏ al-Mu\Ï’ah fi Shar^ al-Durar al-Bahiyyah and al-Sayl al-Jarr¥r 
al-Mutadaffiq ¢al¥ ¤ad¥’iq al-Azh¥r on comparative jurisprudence, and 
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his Irsh¥d al-Fu^‰l il¥ Ta^qÏq al-¤aqq min ¢Ilm al-U|‰l on the principles 
of jurisprudence. Al-Shawk¥nÏ, whose work heralded the end of the 
backwardness and stagnation that had afflicted the field of jurispru-
dence, formulated an integrated vision of scholarly reform which 
consisted of a theory of renewal based on three methodological foun-
dations: (1) prohibition of blind imitation of one’s forebears and the 
call to independent reasoning and innovative interpretation, (2) a 
thorough exploration of the science of the principles of jurisprudence, 
and (3) revitalization of the methodology adhered to in juristic  
studies.25 

Juristic method (al-manhaj al-fiqhÏ) and the method associated with 
the principles of jurisprudence (al-manhaj al-u|‰lÏ) can thus be integra-
ted, since they both address a single theme. Juristic method is no longer 
restricted to the work of imams and muftis who rule on issues of  
personal piety, such as rites of Islamic worship, daily transactions, and 
personal status; rather, it goes beyond these to the work of judges and 
lawyers in all areas of relevance to the protection of human rights and 
resolution of conflicts. 

The discipline of the principles of jurisprudence lends itself to inte-
gration given the fact that it is a science in which, in the words of one 
Muslim thinker, “reason has been mingled with revelation, and which 
involves examination of both evidence and the rulings to which it 
points. As such, it has been a significant aid toward understanding the 
Book of God and the words and actions of the Messenger of God.”26 

According to Ali Sami al-Nashshar, the way of thinking adopted by 
Imam al-Sh¥fi¢Ï in the course of formulating the principles of jurispru-
dence was scientific and philosophical in nature. In support of this 
view al-Nashshar cites Imam A^mad ibn ¤anbal, who is reported to 
have said, “Al-Sh¥fi¢Ï was a philosopher in four respects: in respect to 
language, the variety in people’s points of view, meanings, and 
jurisprudence.”27 Al-Nashshar points out that the rules governing the 
u|‰lÏ method are consistent with the rules governing scientific experi-
mental induction, particularly the law of effective causes (q¥¢idat 
al-¢illah) and the law of constancy (q¥¢idat al-i~~ir¥d, according to which 
as long as a given cause is present, so is its ruling, and vice-versa), as well 
as the methods for identifying effective causes (mas¥lik al-¢illah) – that 
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is, isolation of the effective cause (al-sabr), restricting the range of a 
cause’s anticipated qualities (al-taqsÏm), elimination of irrelevant causes 
(al-~ard), consistency of effective causes (al-dawar¥n), and ascertaining 
the effective cause (ta^qÏq al-man¥~). In this connection the author 
quotes a statement by al-Qar¥fÏ according to which many of the laws 
governing the science of medicine are confirmed through experimen-
tation, which is an expression of the juristic principle of consistency of 
effective causes (al-dawar¥n).28 

The u|‰lÏ method consists of rules which regulate the process of ijti-
had for the purpose of deriving legal rulings relevant to rites of  
worship and day-to-day transactions and of relating more effectively 
to the Qur’an and the Prophetic Sunnah. This being the case, Hadith 
scholars and other thinkers and researchers are of the view that this 
same method may be activated, developed and revitalized so as to  
provide guidelines for the contemporary propagation of Islam, shape 
religious awareness, base Islamic jurisprudence on a proper under-
standing of aims and priorities, and manage the Muslim community’s 
affairs while achieving its best interests in the various areas of its life. 
Based on his observation of a number of experiments in the renewal of 
the u|‰lÏ method, one scholar posits that “the science of the principles of 
jurisprudence is one of the most important factors contributing to the 
revitalization of thought and knowledge in the Muslim community.”29 

 
conclusion  

 
Our aim in this chapter has been to give a brief overview of what we 
term “methodological schools.” Our focus has been four of the 
methodological schools representing Islamic methodology. All of 
these schools demonstrate a commitment to the general principles and 
ideals of Islamic methodology, deriving their data from the same 
sources (the written Islamic revelation and the created universe) and 
employing the same tools (reason and sensory perception), albeit with 
differing degrees of emphasis on this or that source or tool. Hence, 
though numerous and varied, all of these schools embody the method-
ology of epistemological integration from the Islamic perspective. It 
will be clear from our discussion here that none of these schools serves 
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as a substitute for any of the others except in relation to the purpose for 
which it is being adhered to and the person who has chosen to associate 
himself with it. We have chosen to describe the phenomenon of  
multiplicity and variety in Islamic methodology in terms of a taw^ÏdÏ 
perspective, which adopts integration as its fundamental approach, as 
opposed to a unitary or one-dimensional perspective, which only sees 
truth in a single school. 

We have found that every one of these schools adopts the method-
ology of epistemological integration. As such, none of them adopts an 
extreme, one-sided position on any given issue. The adherents of the 
scholastic-theological school, for example, disagreed over the degree 
to which we should rely on reason as opposed to revelation. However, 
none of the parties to this disagreement supported exclusive reliance 
on either reason or revelation, for to take such an exclusive position 
would have set them outside of the Islamic fold. Rather, most adher-
ents of the scholastic-theological school took positions that fell 
somewhere along the middle range of the continuum between total 
reliance on reason and total reliance on revelation; some leaned toward 
greater reliance on reason, others leaned toward greater reliance on 
revelation, and still others relied almost equally on both. 

Similarly, scholars belonging to this or that methodological school 
differ in terms of the ways they practice their school’s traditions and 
carry out its procedures, as well as the positions they take. Hence, there 
are sub-schools within each of the larger schools. As we saw in the  
case of the rationalist-scholastic school, the positions taken by the 
Mu¢tazilites, the Ash¢arites, and the Maturidites on the matter of  
reason and revelation differ, though not always or in every respect. 
Rather, their positions are more or less similar on some issues, while 
diverging on others. Similarly, we find significant variation among the 
positions taken by different adherents of the mystical-experiential 
school. Differences of position within this school are represented by 
major representative figures such as al-Ghaz¥lÏ, al-¤¥rith al-Mu^¥sibÏ, 
al-QushayrÏ, Mu^yÏ al-DÏn Ibn ¢ArabÏ, and so on. 

As in the case of human knowledge, no methodological school  
has emerged fully formed. Each of them began with a distinctive  
experience or insight on the part of some scholar who then went on to 
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introduce a method of investigation, research, and treatment of intel-
lectual or theological issues. Each of these scholars came to have 
students and disciples who then developed the approach he had initiated 
until it was fully formed and exhibited those features that distinguished 
it from other methods and approaches. The practices of this or that 
methodological school have sometimes ramified to form sub-schools. 
Hence, the maturation of a method and the integration of its various 
elements does not necessarily mean that it has stopped growing,  
developing and changing. On the contrary, the law of change and 
development governs all of these schools. It may also happen that  
different schools’ orientations become more similar over time, and 
that certain elements in a given school’s perspective merge with  
elements in the perspective of some other school with the result that 
they come together, causing still other schools to be born.
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6

Sources and Tools of 
Methodology

g oa l s  o f  t h i s  c h a p t e r  
 

1. To explain what is meant by “sources” and “tools” in the context of 
a discussion of Islamic methodology. 

2. To identify the primary sources of knowledge in the Islamic world-
view, and to justify limiting them to written revelation (the Qur’an 
and the Prophetic Sunnah) and the created world. 

3. To identify the primary tools of knowledge in the Islamic world-
view and to justify restricting them to reason and sensory 
perception. 

4. To clarify the concept of integration in relation to the aforemen-
tioned sources and tools of knowledge within the context of 
Islamic methodology. 

5. To derive a model for epistemological integration. 
6. To distinguish between tools of thought and tools of research. 
7. To identify the place of the tools used in currently prevailing 

research methods within Islamic methodology. 
8. To distinguish between tools for data collection, analysis, and inter-

pretation. 
9. To clarify the place of instinct or inborn human nature in the 

process of epistemological integration from the Islamic perspective. 
 

introduction  
 
Sources and tools are linked directly with practical method and its  
associated procedures. In what follows, we will be discussing the 
sources and tools of methodology (as opposed to method) because, in 



its capacity as “the science of methods,” methodology governs the 
process of choosing methods and putting them to use. It is our hope 
that the act of linking sources and tools within a single context will aid 
the transition from theoretical conceptualization of the elements of 
methodology to the practical implementation of methods. No discus-
sion of sources will be clear without mention of the tools that are used 
to glean knowledge from these sources; hence, the profound interpen-
etration between sources and tools. 

This chapter presents a discussion of the terms “source” and “tool” 
and concepts of relevance to each. It distinguishes between sources and 
tools in the areas of thought and research, and identifies the primary 
and secondary sources from which Muslims draw knowledge, rulings, 
and data, as well as the principle tools Muslims employ in order to 
obtain data and information from their sources in order to arrive at 
what we have termed the “epistemological integration equation.” 

 
First:  the concept of “source”  

 
The Arabic term for “source,” that is, ma|dar, is derived from the trilat-
eral root | – d – r. The noun |adr, derived from the same root, means the 
beginning of something or its front part,1 while the verbal noun |ud‰r, 
which bears the sense of coming out, exiting or departing, is used in 
contrast to the word wur‰d, which refers to the act of coming or enter-
ing. This meaning is illustrated in the verse of the Qur’an that reads, 
“...They answered, ‘We cannot water [our animals] until the herds-
men drive [theirs] home (^att¥ yu|dira al-ru¢¥h)’...” (s‰rah al-Qa|a| 
28:23), that is, until they depart with their herds after having brought 
them to drink. Another illustration is found in s‰rah al-Zalzalah 99:6, 
“On that day will all men come forward, (yawma’idhin ya|duru al-
n¥su…)…to be shown their [past] deeds.” In other words, they will 
come out of their graves. According to one reading of the phrase, peo-
ple will come to Earth, then depart Earth to the site of the resurrection, 
while according to another, they will come to the site of the resurrec-
tion for an accounting, then come away to receive either reward or 
punishment.2 Another meaning of the word |adr (plural, |ud‰r) is the 
chest or breast, which contains the heart as the site of understanding. 
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Thus we read, “...Verily, it is not their eyes that have become blind – 
but blind have become the hearts that are in their breasts (fÏ al-|ud‰r)!” 
God Almighty knows “all that the hearts (al-|ud‰r) would conceal” 
(s‰rah al-Hajj 22:46), while someone who recites the Qur’an might 
call out to God, saying, “O my Sustainer! Open up my heart (ishra^ lÏ 
|adrÏ)!” (s‰rah >¥ H¥ 20:25). Hence, the term |adr is also used to refer 
to one’s inner sense of things.3 

The term ma|dar in Arabic can also refer to the verbal noun from 
which the verb is said to have been derived.4 (According to the Basrah 
linguistic school, the verbal noun or ma|dar can function as a verb since 
it is the verb’s source. The Kufan school disagrees, however, saying 
that the verbal noun is derived from the verb.) Arab grammarians have 
classified verbal nouns into numerous types.5 

In the fields of geography and environmental sciences, the word 
“source” (ma|dar) is used to refer to the location or site from which  
various sorts of materials are taken; we speak, for example, of surface 
and underground sources of water. In the field of economics we speak 
of imports (w¥rid¥t) and exports (|¥dir¥t), while merchandise sold on 
the market comes from a source (ma|dar) that produced it and/or 
exported it (|addarah¥). When discussing research methods, we speak 
of sources and references in the form of books, periodicals and other 
written materials from which the researcher obtains his or her data and 
information and which generally appear in footnotes or endnotes and 
the work’s bibliography. In sum, we find the term “source” (ma|dar) 
and its derivatives being used in numerous epistemological fields. 

The term “source” is used when speaking of jurisprudence and its 
origins (the sources of Islamic legislation). The sources of Islamic legis-
lation are the Holy Qur’an, the Prophetic Sunnah, and independent 
reasoning (ijtihad) in its dual branches of analogical reasoning (qiy¥s) 
and consensus (ijma¢). In the science of the principles of jurisprudence, 
they are viewed as primary sources on which the majority of scholars 
agree. To these we might add subsidiary sources which are the subject 
of debate among scholars, such as juristic preference (isti^s¥n),  
presumption of continuity (isti|^¥b), blocking of pretenses (sadd al-
dhar¥’i¢), revealed laws that preceded the law of Islam (shar¢u man 
qablan¥), the saying of a single Companion (qawl al-|a^¥bÏ), established 
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practice (al-¢¥dah al-mu^kamah), etc. These sources of legislation are 
sources for the derivation of legal rulings. As for the methodology for 
arriving at these rulings from their sources, it is a science founded upon 
reason, confidence in the reliability of these sources, and the necessity 
of turning to them and drawing on them. These sources, therefore, are 
the foundations of the methodology by means of which reason derives 
the practical rulings that provide Muslims with guidance in their 
thought and behavior. 

When we need something, we think of the source from which we 
can obtain it. If we are at home and want some water, we might get  
it from the kitchen faucet, for example, or from a bottle in the refriger-
ator. However, the tap water in the kitchen comes from a prior source, 
such as the municipal water reservoir, which in turn comes from a 
prior source, such as a river, a lake, an Artesian well, or a water desali-
nation plant. In other words, in addition to the original source for the 
water, there are a variety of subsidiary or secondary sources. 

If someone is faced with a question having to do with a woman’s 
right to dispose of her husband’s estate after his death when she has  
several dependent children by her late husband, the source of the 
answer to this question might be a book on inheritance laws in Islam, 
or a scholar who can answer the question for her directly. However, 
the scholar who has given her an answer to this question, or the author 
of the book he has consulted, will both have grappled with this juristic 
question through reliance on previous academic sources, such as books 
on jurisprudence and the principles adopted by a particular juristic 
school. Moreover, the writings that have emerged from this school 
will themselves rely, albeit in part, on a previous and more original 
source, viz., particular texts from the Holy Qur’an and the Prophetic 
Sunnah. Hence, although the person faced with this issue will have 
obtained an answer directly, either from the author of the book he has 
consulted or a judge or mufti, these subsidiary sources will have 
obtained their knowledge from prior sources, including books by  
earlier scholars who relied for their expertise on the primary source 
represented by the Islamic revelation. 

Similarly, if a given country’s minister of education should need  
an epistemological basis on which to make a decision concerning 
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whether to centralize or decentralize his educational administration, 
he may find what he needs in books dealing with the subject of educa-
tional administration. Such books might explain the advantages and 
disadvantages of centralization and decentralization respectively and 
the situations to which this or that system is best suited. Having read 
such books, he can use his reason to choose the system that seems most 
appropriate to his country’s particular circumstances in light of the 
experiences of the various countries described in these books. Hence, 
these books serve in this case as references and resources for his  
decision-making. 

The minister might resort to convening dialogue sessions and  
hosting discussions among groups of stakeholders, including high- and 
mid-level administrators, school directors, teachers, parents, and others. 
He might assign a researcher or team of researchers to ascertain the 
views of the target groups through opinion polls, questionnaires, inter-
views, etc. He might then analyze the data from the research done and 
draw conclusions that would form a basis for deciding which type of 
educational system to adopt. In this case, the source for his decision-
making is the information he has received from the community that 
will be directly affected by the decision to be made. Hence, he is apply-
ing the principle of consultation (sh‰r¥) and popular participation in 
decision-making. In a situation such as this, the information will have 
been accessed through scientific research that makes use of the best 
suited methods and tools for collecting and analyzing data and drawing 
conclusions based on such data. 

What we are talking about here is not a legal ruling concerning 
what is or is not permissible. Rather, we are dealing with an action that 
is essentially permissible, and concerning which a decision is to be 
made in light of an assessment of what will best serve people’s interests. 
In the course of making this decision, our hypothetical minister of edu-
cation aims to make use of his own and others’ previous experience 
while taking into consideration what those concerned – the majority 
of them, at least – consider best suited to them. 

Of note here is that we only arrive at the source of the knowledge 
that needs to be acquired by means of appropriate tools and estab-
lished practices. Moreover, many of the details that are taken into 
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consideration have to do with the religious nature of the community, 
its intellectual leanings, its cultural priorities and its worldview. 
Never-theless, the person engaged in studying all these details benefits 
not only from the previous experiences of his own community, but, in 
addition, from the experiences of other communities. In so doing, he 
employs the outcomes of his thought and systematic investigation as a 
means of serving people’s interests and meeting their needs. 

 
Second:  sources of methodology  

 
There is a significant overlap between the sources from which we 
obtain knowledge, of whatever sort it happens to be, and on the basis 
of which we derive legal rulings; and the sources of our research 
methodology and our way of thinking. This should come as no surprise, 
since there is a science of legal rulings which we derive from specific 
sources (the science of jurisprudence, for example), and there is, in 
addition, a method for deriving this science from the aforementioned 
sources (the science of the principles of jurisprudence). 

In the Qur’an one finds knowledge about God, the angels, the 
prophets and human history, as well as about the creation of objects, 
living beings, phenomena, and events. It contains knowledge (science) 
about the world beyond the realm of human reason and sensory per-
ception as well as about the visible, perceptible world. Hence, if we 
talk about the sources for these types of knowledge, the Qur’an will 
certainly be one of them. 

The Holy Qur’an is likewise a source from which legal rulings  
are derived, since from the Qur’an we obtain rulings having to do  
with what is permissible and prohibited, financial transactions, rules 
governing social conduct, inheritance, and so on.  

 
(1) Revelation as a Source of Knowledge 

 
The Islamic worldview draws a clear distinction between two sources 
from which practical guidance can be sought. These two sources, as 
we have seen, are revelation and the created world. By “revelation” 
we mean the message which God Almighty revealed to His Prophet 
Muhammad and which he communicated to others, then clarified to 
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them in word and deed. This revealed message includes what might be 
termed “the explicit revelation,” that is, the Holy Qur’an, and the 
“hidden revelation,” that is, the Prophetic Sunnah, or the words and 
actions by means of which the Prophet clarified the meanings of the 
Qur’an, applied its rulings, and made specific that which in the Qur’an 
is stated in more general terms. 

Nevertheless, the term “revelation” (Arabic, wa^y) as used in the 
Qur’an itself can refer to messages God communicates to chosen indi-
viduals in ways that we may or may not understand. It may come, for 
example, in the form of an inspiration, a thought that occurs to them, 
or a dream. Thus God declares, “And so, [when he was born,] We 
inspired [thus] the mother of Moses: (aw^ayn¥ il¥ ummi m‰s¥): ‘Suckle 
him [for a time], and then, when thou hast cause to fear for him, cast 
him into the river, and have no fear and do not grieve – for We shall 
restore him to thee, and shall make him one of Our message-bearers!’” 
(s‰rah al-Qa|a| 28:7). The term wa^y can refer to messages that God 
communicates to other creatures as well. Thus we read, “And [consider 
how] thy Sustainer has inspired the bee (aw^¥ rabbuka il¥ al-na^l): 
‘Prepare for thyself dwellings in mountains and in trees, and in what 
[men] may build [for thee by way of hives]’” (s‰rah al-Na^l 16:68). 

The divine revelation has been written down with the greatest of 
accuracy, precision and faithfulness on the level of its chapters (suwar), 
verses (¥y¥t), words (kalim¥t) and letters (^uruf). One chapter thus 
begins by saying, “A divine writ [is this], with messages that have been 
made clear in and by themselves, and have been distinctly spelled out as 
well – [bestowed upon you] out of the grace of One who is Wise,  
All-Aware” (s‰rah H‰d 11:1). Elsewhere we read: “And this, too, is a 
divine writ which We have bestowed from on high – blessed, confirm-
ing the truth of whatever there still remains [of earlier revelations] – 
and [this] in order that thou mayest warn the foremost of all cities and 
all who dwell around it. And those who believe in the life to come do 
believe in this [warning]; and it is they who are ever-mindful of their 
prayers” (s‰rah al-An¢¥m 6:92). God speaks of the Qur’an thus: “Alif. 
L¥m. MÏm. This divine writ – let there be no doubt about it – is [meant 
to be] a guidance for all the God-conscious” (s‰rah al-Baqarah 2:2); 
“Alif. L¥m. R¥’. A divine writ [in this – a revelation] which We have 
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bestowed upon thee from on high in order that thou might bring forth 
all mankind, by their Sustainer’s leave, out of the depths of darkness 
into the light: onto the way that leads to the Almighty, the One to 
whom all praise is due” (s‰rah Ibr¥hÏm 14:1); “>¥. SÏn. MÏm. These are 
messages of the divine writ, clear in itself and clearly showing the 
truth” (s‰rah al-Shu¢ar¥’ 26:1-2); “Alif. L¥m. R¥’. These are messages 
of the divine writ, full of wisdom” (s‰rah Y‰nus 10:1); and “Alif. L¥m. 
MÏm. ¥d. A divine writ has been bestowed from on high upon thee – 
and let there be no doubt about this in thy heart – in order that thou 
mayest warn [the erring] thereby, and [thus] admonish the believers:” 
(s‰rah al-A¢r¥f 7:1-2). 

The Holy Qur’an serves as the origin for the overall perceptions 
that govern the Muslim’s perspective on the Creator, the creation, the 
life of this world, and the life of the world to come. Similarly, such  
perceptions govern the Muslim’s view of human nature, the purpose 
of human existence, the realm beyond human perceptions, and the 
world of reason and sense perception. The Qur’an is the source that 
generates Islamic legal rulings on rites of worship, day-to-day transac-
tions, ethical standards, and the criteria for human thought that order 
the ways in which human beings understand and respond to things, 
ideas, and events. 

In relation to principles of belief, practical rulings, regulations  
governing individual behavior, reports concerning nations that lived 
in the past, and educational methods, the revelation embodied in the 
Qur’an and the Sunnah is a direct source of knowledge, particularly 
those verses and accounts which specify actions that are praiseworthy, 
intentions that are good to act upon, and actions that are mandatory or 
recommended. Such texts might also have to do with actions that a 
person should refrain from, including those that are simply undesirable 
and those that are utterly forbidden. 

However, some texts do not serve as a direct source of knowledge 
or rules for living. Rather, such texts represent a source of general 
guidance, universal principles, worldview, and higher authority that 
sketch out patterns of human conduct in all areas of life. Texts such as 
these serve as a call to strive for progress within the parameters of earthly 
causes and effects to discover natural laws and put them to use for  
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the purpose of bearing our God-given responsibilities and achieving 
progress in a variety of fields. Such fields include historical research (to 
discern laws and patterns of historical development that serve as lessons 
for us in the present), sociological research (to reveal social patterns 
that enable us to understand human nature and social interactions), 
research in the physical sciences (to discover the laws of physics, chem-
istry, etc.), educational research, and so on. Texts such as these help us 
to reflect on the affairs of our lives, the environment in which we live, 
and our relationships with others. Then, in light of the texts’ guidance, 
we can weigh the various options before us and choose those that are 
most in keeping with the intents of the Islamic religion, most likely to 
achieve our aims, and least likely to involve undue hardship. 

As for the Prophetic Sunnah, which we have termed “the hidden 
revelation,” it is a companion to the Holy Qur’an. Muslims hold that 
all of God’s messengers and prophets are infallible with respect to the 
messages they deliver from God, including their practical rulings and 
instructions on how to lead a life of godliness and integrity that will 
ensure people blessing both in this life and the life to come. The 
accounts that make up the Prophetic Sunnah cover a broad range of 
topics relating to the various areas of human life, and they serve a  
variety of purposes. Some accounts clarify the meaning of the Qur’an, 
others detail Qur’anic statements that are general in nature, while still 
others show how the Prophet applied Qur’anic teachings in ways that 
provide us with practical guidance or serve as a practical example for us 
to follow in this or that area of life. For this reason, Muslim scholars 
developed methods for properly understanding the narratives of which 
the Prophetic Sunnah consists. Such scholars identified numerous 
forms of guidance that can be derived from the life of the Prophet, 
including legislation, instruction, the description of virtues and praise-
worthy customs, etc. 

 
(2) The Created World as a Source of Knowledge 

 
The second source of human knowledge in relation to methodology 
and other epistemological realms is the world, that is, the created uni-
verse, of which we can distinguish three different levels: 
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1. The natural, material world ranging from microscopic entities to 
vast, far-flung galaxies that can only be seen with the aid of power-
ful telescopes. 

2. The social world, which includes human beings’ lives as peoples, 
tribes, societies, communities and nation-states; family relation-
ships, social relationships, and international relations; and the 
systems and laws that define people’s rights and obligations. 

3. The psychological world, that is, the realm of the individual human 
being on the level of mind and spirit, life and death, health and ill-
ness, knowledge and ignorance, thought and emotion, feelings and 
responses; how one thinks, how one’s abilities grow and develop, 
how one ages and deteriorates, why and how one loves and hates. 
For although human beings are only tiny entities within the natural 
world, each of them contains within himself/herself an entire 
world of great vastness and complexity. As the fourth rightly guided 
caliph, ¢AlÏ ibn AbÏ >¥lib, once said: 
 
The cure you seek is within you, but you sense it not, 

The illness that afflicts you is from you, but you see it not. 

You claim that you are but a miniscule entity,  

Though the cosmos in all its vastness is contained within you.6 
 

The information we obtain about the entities, events and phenom-
ena in the world falls on a variety of planes. Some information will be a 
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simple description, be it quantitative or qualitative; other information 
will be a compound description of an object, phenomenon or rela-
tionship, that is, a description accompanied by the articulation of a law 
or equation. Still other information will take the form of an explana-
tion for the existence of certain things or phenomena, or a prediction 
that this or that phenomenon will occur with regularity given specified 
conditions. 

 
(3) Integrating Written Revelation and the Created  

World as Sources of Knowledge 
 
It is difficult to imagine boundaries separating written revelation and 
the created universe as sources of knowledge. After all, the Holy 
Qur’an declares the texts of its own verses, be they read from a page or 
recited, to be a source of knowledge. However, it declares the signs of 
God in the visible creation to be a source of knowledge as well. God 
Almighty is both the One who sent the written revelation down from 
on high and the One who created the physical universe. To God alone 
belongs all sovereignty. That is to say, God is the ultimate source of all 
the means of guidance He provides and in relation to all human affairs. 
Human beings “read” what is visibly displayed before them of the  
created universe, including the material, natural world, the social 
world, and the psychological world. They witness it, ponder it, measure 
it, calculate it, test it and put it to use. 

Human beings are among God’s creations, and God has brought 
them to completion in successive stages. Hence, anyone who ponders 
this act of God is bound to exclaim, “Hallowed, therefore, is God, the 
best of artisans!”7 God Almighty commanded the Prophet, saying, 
“Read in the name of thy Sustainer, who has created – created man out 
of a germ-cell!” (s‰rah al-¢Alaq 96:1-2). This “reading” of God’s signs 
in the created world, from the depths of people’s souls to the vast  
horizons of the cosmos, leads the individual to the one Creator. 

According to Imam Fakhr al-DÏn al-R¥zÏ, may God have mercy on 
him, “It has been related that ¢Umar ibn al-Khayy¥m was once reading 
the Almagest8 to his instructor, ¢Umar al-AbharÏ. A certain jurist then 
asked him, ‘What are you reading?’ to which ¢Umar replied, ‘I am 
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explaining a verse from the Qur’an which reads, “Do they not look at 
the sky above them – how We have built it and made it beautiful and 
free of all faults?” (s‰rah Q¥f 50:6). I am explaining how the sky was 
built.’ And he was correct in what he said, because whoever delves 
more deeply into the mysteries of God’s creations will be more aware 
of God’s majesty and greatness.”9 

There is, as we have noted, another kind of reading as well. For after 
saying to the Apostle, “Read in the name of thy Sustainer, who has 
created – created man out of a germ-cell!, Read – for thy Sustainer is 
the Most Bountiful One who has taught [man] the use of the pen – 
taught man what he did not know!” (s‰rah al-¢Alaq 96:1-5). When we 
read what has been written in a book, that is, what has been written 
with a pen (whether literally or figuratively), it is because God has 
taught us how to write with the pen, that is, how to record the various 
types of knowledge we have acquired. Among the types of knowledge 
we have been given is what is contained in the book hidden from all 
eternity in the “preserved tablet,” then bestowed from on high on 
God’s Messenger: “[it is] a revelation from the Sustainer of all the 
worlds” (s‰rah al-¤¥qqah 69:43). God commanded the Prophet, 
“And convey [to the world] whatever has been revealed to thee of thy 
Sustainer’s writ...” (s‰rah al-Kahf 18:27), “...for We have sent thee but 
as a herald of glad tidings and a warner, [bearing] a discourse which We 
have gradually unfolded, so that thou might read it out to mankind by 
stages, seeing that We have bestowed it from on high step by step, as 
[one] revelation” (s‰rah al-Isr¥’ 17:105-106). The Prophet’s coming 
was an answer to the supplication made long before by Abraham and 
Ishmael, who prayed, saying, “O our Sustainer! Raise up from the 
midst of our offspring an apostle from among themselves, who shall 
convey unto them Thy messages, and impart unto them revelation as 
well as wisdom, and cause them to grow in purity: for, verily, Thou 
alone art almighty, truly wise!” (s‰rah al-Baqarah 2:129). 

The Qur’an (which means, “reading” or “recitation”) thus consists 
of two complementary, integrated readings, each of which helps to 
complete the other. It is thus essential that we combine these two read-
ings in order to obtain the wisdom and guidance we need. The two 
readings complete each other when the written revelation is read in 
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order better to understand and relate to the created world, and when 
the created world is “read” in order better to understand and relate to 
the written revelation. 

Let us turn now to some examples of the way in which these dual 
readings – the reading of the written revelation and the reading of the 
cosmos – complement and correct one another. God Almighty 
declares, “And it is He who has spread the earth wide and placed on it 
firm mountains and running waters, and created thereon two sexes of 
every [kind of] plant; and it is He who causes the night to cover the 
day. Verily, in all this there are messages indeed for people who think!” 
(s‰rah al-Ra¢d 13:3). In his commentary al-Qur~ubÏ (d. 671 ah) states, 
“This verse is a response to those who claim that the earth is spheri-
cal….” He goes on to quote statements by Ibn al-R¥wundÏ and others 
concerning the composition and movement of the Earth, then com-
ments on them with the words, “Both Muslims and the recipients of 
the earlier revelations [the Jews and Christians] are of the view that the 
Earth is a flat expanse which remains still rather than moving [in an 
orbit], and that whatever movement occurs in it generally takes place 
as a result of earthquakes.”10 

Al-Qur~ubÏ relied for his understanding of this verse on the knowl-
edge that prevailed in his day concerning the Earth’s shape, composi- 
tion, and movement. He even went so far as to scorn Ibn al-R¥wundÏ 
and others for claiming that the Earth was spherical, rotated on its axis 
and revolved around the Sun. Al-Qur~ubÏ supported his position by 
noting that it was consistent with the prevailing understanding among 
Muslims, Christians and Jews. Today, of course, we know that the Earth 
is in fact spherical, that it spins on its vertical axis counterclockwise  
(as seen from the North Pole), that it makes one revolution on its axis 
every twenty-four hours, and that it makes one revolution around the 
sun every 365 days (one solar year). Much of this knowledge is now 
virtually beyond doubt, being supported by empirical evidence, and is 
shared by Muslims, Christians, Jews, and others all over the world. As 
for the Qur’anic statement that God “has spread the earth wide,” and 
which al-Qur~ubÏ cited in refutation of those who claimed that the 
Earth was spherical, we now have a different way of understanding 
what it means. The Earth does not appear to be spherical when we 
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look at the part of it that surrounds us; nor can we feel it spinning. 
Moreover, the Earth is so large by comparison with those of us who 
live on it that we cannot see beyond the horizon. However, things 
need to be the way they are in order for us to live stable lives on Earth. 

Consequently, we can excuse al-Qur~ubÏ and other commentators 
who, in their day, did not have access to sufficient scientific data to 
realize that the Earth is round and that it revolves around the Sun. At 
the same time, we have no choice but to disagree with their interpreta-
tions of Qur’anic verses such as those that speak of God spreading the 
expanse of the Earth wide (s‰rah al-N¥zi¢¥t 79:30), or according to 
which God “causes the night to flow into the day, and causes the day to 
flow into the night” (s‰rah al-Zumar 39:5), or “covers the day with the 
night in swift pursuit” (s‰rah al-A¢r¥f 7:54). Our present-day knowl-
edge of natural phenomena is far greater than that which was available 
to al-Qur~ubÏ and those whose views he depended on for his under-
standing of things. From this it can be seen that the import of a 
Qur’anic verse is not restricted to what its words were understood to 
mean in a given age or period of history, nor does it stop at the bound-
aries of the knowledge that was available to this or that exegete during 
the age in which he lived. Rather, this meaning is capable of expanding 
to accommodate the new understandings God grants to human beings 
and which harmonize more fully with contemporary empirical knowl-
edge of natural phenomena and the laws that govern them. Moreover, 
the fact that Ibn al-R¥wandÏ, who was known to be a freethinker and a 
libertine, stated a certain opinion does not necessarily mean it was mis-
taken for the simple reason that he rebelled against Islamic traditions. 
Contemporary scholars and scientists in many different countries might 
be classed as atheists and deniers of the truth about God. They are,  
nevertheless, highly respected scholars in their respective fields and 
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Other Examples:  
Try to cite other examples from the Islamic heritage of Qur’anic verses or 
hadiths our understanding of which has changed due to a reexamination of our 
surroundings or a rethinking of issues in light of new information and discover-
ies. For just as the sciences of the ancients served as a tool for understanding 
religious texts, our present-day sciences perform a similar role.
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specializations. Hence, their immoral lifestyles and their unbelief  
does not prevent them from arriving at scientific truths, concepts and 
principles in relation to the natural world, sociological patterns,  
psychological processes, and so on.11 

Another example of the need to combine the two readings – the 
reading of the written revelation and of the natural world – can be seen 
in relation to a hadith concerning the undesirability of using water that 
has been exposed at length to the sun for ritual ablutions. This hadith 
was narrated on the authority of the Mother of the Faithful ¢®’ishah, 
may God be pleased with her, in numerous versions of differing 
degrees of reliability. The content of the hadith is found in a tradition 
passed down on the authority of ¢Umar ibn al-Kha~~¥b, may God be 
pleased with him.12 The hadith is cited because it treats the question of 
why this practice would be deemed undesirable. We read that, 

 
allowing ablution water to be exposed to the sun for a long period of time is unde-

sirable given two conditions. The first condition is that it be exposed to the sun in 

containers made of metals such as copper, iron or lead, because, if the sun affects 

these metals, a fetid odor as of greasy meat develops over the surface of the water, 

which causes leprosy. This does not occur, by contrast, when the water is sunned 

in containers made of gold or silver. Nor is it undesirable for the water to be 

exposed to the sun if it is in containers made of pottery or other substances. The 

second condition for the undesirability of allowing ablution water to be exposed 

to the sun for long periods is that the exposure take place in extremely hot  

climates. If it takes place in moderate or cool climates, the practice is not undesir-

able because the effect of the sun on the water in the containers will be far less 

pronounced, and the question of whether to use the water for ablutions can be 

referred to a physician….The undesirability here will be either definitive, in 

which case one receives a reward from God for refraining from using such water 

for ablutions, or non-definitive, in which case there is no reward for refraining 

from using it for ablutions, since it is purely a medical matter.13 
 
A third example has to do with the legal ruling on photography and 

visual representation in general. There are sound hadith recorded by 
al-Bukh¥rÏ and Muslim that prohibit pictorial and three-dimensional 
representations on the grounds that they are attempts to simulate the 
act of creation, and due to a proposed similarity between the act of 



placing them in people’s homes and the placement of idols in people’s 
homes in pre-Islamic days. Hence, until quite recently, Muslim schol-
ars prohibited visual representations. Such prohibitions also included 
sculptures and other three-dimensional representations, and drawings 
done by hand. However, the increasingly widespread use of photo-
graphs for supporting documents and identification, the use of photo- 
copy machines, and the growing need for photographs for a variety of 
purposes, had the effect of stripping photographs of their association 
with reverence and adoration and, therefore, idol worship. These 
developments also made it far less likely that the person doing the  
photography would be attempting to simulate the act of creation. 
Hence, scholars began issuing legal rulings permitting photography out 
of necessity. This was followed by rulings that permitted photography 
under virtually all circumstances provided it was not accompanied by 
other practices forbidden in Islam, such as photographing nudity, or 
allowing a man to be alone with a potentially marriageable woman for 
the purpose of taking photographs. 

 
 

Third:  methodological tools  
 
The way in which we are presenting methodological tools may differ 
from the way they are generally presented in research literature, which 
tends to restrict itself to techniques and procedural methods used in 
data collection, such as laboratory experiments, questionnaires, inter-
views and the like. Contemporary research literature also presents 
detailed discussions of ways to ensure that one’s research tools provide 
reliable measurements that are consistent from one researcher to 
another and from one instance to another. Such literature also provides 
instructions on how to use these tools and implement research proce-
dures. This type of knowledge is certainly very useful, and if one learns 
it well and is trained in its use, it may help to correct some of the short-
comings that plague research practices in so many of our universities 
and research institutions. 

The aforementioned research literature should be accessed and 
mastered whenever necessary. In addition, however, we want to 
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expand the range of methodological tools that will help to connect the 
research questions from which we begin, the research procedures we 
implement, and the research outcomes at which we arrive. These  
tools only perform their role fully when they draw a firm connection 
between the researcher who has chosen a given tool, the way in which 
the tool is used, and the research topic that takes shape through the way 
in which the tool is used. It should be remembered that we resort to the 
use of tools in order to reveal information that was previously 
unknown to us and which would not be immediately obvious to us. 
Hence, the “subjective value” of a given tool lies in its ability to  
“decipher the symbols of phenomena…by gaining access to the secrets 
that lie hidden within them.” This task will never be accomplished 
unless the appropriate tool is chosen for the desired purpose. As for the 
“added value” of a tool, it has to do with the researcher’s ability to 
make maximal use of the tool he or she has chosen.14 

It will be noted that our presentation of the topic of methodological 
tools also includes the major concepts, general entry points, “intellec-
tual-ideological schools of thought, grand theories and explanatory 
models which the research employs as methodological tools, not only 
in order to compile research material and basic data but, in addition, in 
order to organize, analyze and explain such data, then use the resultant 
knowledge as an epistemological or ideological tool.”15 

For example, Dr. Sayf al-Din Abd al-Fattah has organized his  
presentation of methodological tools based on four approaches. The 
first approach is centered around the aims and intentions of Islamic law 
as set forth by Imam Ab‰ Is^¥q al-Sh¥~ibÏ (d. 791 AH/1388 CE), 
which provides us with elements on the basis of which to describe, 
analyze, interpret and evaluate political phenomena, both local and 
international. The second approach, which we might term the “ship” 
approach, centers around the hadith in which the Messenger of God 
illustrated the nature of public responsibility and social cohesion by 
describing a group of people who find themselves on a ship at sea and 
observing that if any member of the group were to do damage to the 
ship, everyone would perish.16 The third approach is a conceptual one 
which employs concepts in their capacity as systems for the analysis of 
interrelated social phenomena. As for the fourth approach, it is based 

Sources and Tools of Methodology

193



on Thomas Kuhn’s notion of an epistemological model as a tool for 
analyzing the scientific community’s prevailing intellectual paradigms, 
which serve as research-related traditions and ways of thinking.17 

 
The Tools of Reason and Sensory Perception 

 
Just as the written revelation and the cosmos are the only two method-
ological sources – all other sources being traceable back to these two – 
so also are reason and sensory perception the only two methodological 
tools, since they serve as the basis for all other tools. 

A tool is a means of fulfilling an intention or attaining a goal. If a 
well is a source of water, then buckets and pumps are tools for obtain-
ing the water. Similarly, the eye is a tool for seeing, the ear is a tool for 
hearing, and the heart is a tool for reflecting, comprehending and 
understanding. God declares, “And most certainly have We destined 
for hell many of the invisible beings and men who have hearts with 
which they fail to grasp the truth, and eyes with which they fail to see, 
and ears with which they fail to hear. They are like cattle – nay, they are 
even less conscious of the right way: it is they, they who are the [truly] 
heedless” (s‰rah al-A¢r¥f 7:179). A staff is also a kind of tool: “He 
[Moses] answered: ‘It is my staff; I lean on it; and with it I beat down 
leaves for my sheep; and [many] other uses have I for it’” (s‰rah >aha 
20:18). So also is awareness, or the mind: “And so We propound these 
parables unto man: but none can grasp their innermost meaning save 
those who [of us] are aware” (s‰rah al-¢Ankab‰t 29:43). 

The Arabic word ¢aql, translated as “mind” or “reason,” is a verbal 
noun related to the process of intellection and reflection. God 
Almighty says, “Do you bid other people to be pious, the while you 
forget your own selves – and yet you recite the divine writ? Will you 
not, then, use your reason (afa l¥ ta¢qil‰n)?” (s‰rah al-Baqarah 2:44); 
“We said: ‘Apply this [principle] to some of those [cases of unresolved 
murder]: in this way God saves lives from death and shows you His 
will, so that you might [learn to] use your reason (la¢allakum ta¢qil‰n)” 
(s‰rah al-Baqarah 2:73); and “Verily, in the creation of the heavens and 
of the earth, and the succession of night and day: and in the ships what 
speed through the sea with what is useful to man: and in the waters 
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which God sends down from the sky, giving life thereby to the earth 
after it had been lifeless, and causing all manner of living creatures to 
multiply thereon: and in the change of the winds, and the clouds that 
run their appointed courses between sky and earth: [in all this] there 
are messages indeed for people who use their reason” (li qawmin 
ya¢qil‰n)” (s‰rah al-Baqarah 2:164). The function of the mind, or  
reason, is to reflect, to contemplate, and to learn. Thus God Almighty 
declares, “And so We propound these parables unto man: but none 
can grasp their innermost meaning save those who [of us] are aware” 
(s‰rah al-¢Ankab‰t 29:43). 

The term ¢aql is used in the Qur’an in the same sense of the term 
rushd, that is, discernment and awareness of what is right. God 
Almighty says, “And, indeed, long before [the time of Moses] We 
vouchsafed unto Abraham his consciousness of what is right (his rushd); 
and We were aware of [what moved] him” (s‰rah al-Anbiy¥’ 21:51). 
God states, “And test the orphans [in your charge] until they reach a 
marriageable age; then, if you find them to be mature of mind (if you 
find them to have rushd), hand over to them their possessions…” (s‰rah 
al-Nis¥’ 4:6). The opposite of rushd is \al¥l, that is, a failure to follow 
the right path even though one remembers the end toward which one 
ought to be aiming, and ghayy, which is a failure to follow the right 
path while forgetting the end one is should be striving for. 

As for sensory perception, it is the use of the five known senses: the 
sense of sight, the sense of smell, the sense of hearing, the sense of 
touch, and the sense of taste. (Is there is a sixth sense?) Sensation is  
the ability to record the physiological effect of an object or event  
perceived on the sensory tool or organ. As for the meaning or signifi-
cance of a physical sensation, this is conveyed when mental perception 
takes place, that is, when the mind interprets the sensation and attributes 
to the entity perceived the qualities and the defining characteristics 
appropriate to it. Perception via the eye is vision together with the 
ability to distinguish the size, color, and shape of the entity seen. 
Perception via the ear is hearing and the ability to distinguish sounds, 
including their quality and tone, whether they are loud or soft, a beau-
tiful tune or a cacophonous roar, a human voice or the sound of a bird. 
Sounds also have names. Referring to the sense of hearing, God 
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Almighty asks, “…how many a generation have We destroyed before 
their time – [and] canst thou perceive any one of them [now], or hear 
any whisper of them?” (s‰rah Maryam 19:98). 

The unaided human senses can benefit from instruments or devices 
which broaden these senses’ normal range of operation. The naked 
eye, for example, can only see within certain limits. It can see neither 
very tiny objects, nor objects that are extremely far away. However, 
instruments such as microscopes and telescopes can enable the eye to 
see both. Advanced microscopes enable the eye to see very minute 
details, while advanced telescopes enable it to see bodies that are 
extremely distant with far greater clarity. Such instruments enable the 
eye to do much more than merely note things’ presence or distinguish 
them from other things by their proper names and functions. In  
addition, they enable the eye to distinguish numerous identifying 
characteristics such as dimensions (length, width, depth), colors of 
varying degrees of intensity, both primary and secondary, regular and 
scattered, as well as regular shapes, both two-dimensional (triangles, 
circles, etc.) and three-dimensional (spheres, cylinders) and irregular 
shapes. 

Modern vision tools have become capable of distinguishing objects 
and identifying their many qualities and defining characteristics by 
means of something called a “magic eye.” This “magic eye” picks up 
signals which stand for particular things and which call up a record of 
their numerous defining features because they have been programmed 
into the eye itself. You may have seen lines printed on the various types 
of merchandise displayed in supermarkets and other retail outlets. 
When the cashier wants to know the price of a given item, all he or she 
has to do is pass the item over the magic eye, which reads the item’s 
name, determines its price, and adds it to the prices of the other things 
you have bought. The cashier then gives you a receipt that lists the 
prices of everything you bought and the total amount you owe for 
them. And all this takes place within a matter of a few moments. 

Similarly, there are computers which can recognize the person 
using them based on the person’s thumbprint or eye when it is presented 
to a magic eye mounted in the computer’s screen. Once this recogni-
tion has taken place, the computer allows the individual to access and 
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use the computer’s programs. You also may have seen how an employee 
in this or that institution is able to open the doors to certain offices by 
inserting a special card into a magic eye, which recognizes the card’s 
owner by picking up the data saved on the card, then allows him or her 
entry. These cards are now used as keys to houses and hotel rooms. 

When cameras were first invented they could “see” a person’s  
features, then record an image of him or her. Cameras then evolved 
from the use of light-sensitive film which, when developed in the 
proper manner, yielded images in black and white, to film that could 
pick up colored images. Then came digital cameras which require no 
film but, rather, can and store images instantaneously, and motion  
picture recorders whose digitally stored images can be easily transferred 
to microscopic chips, floppy disks or compact discs, each of which is 
capable of storing vast numbers of images and sounds. 

All of these are examples of vision tools that far surpass the capabili-
ties of the unaided human eye, thereby expanding our range of vision 
and the ways in which it can be put to use in thought, research and 
numerous practical spheres of life. 

A similar story could be told about instruments that assist the 
human ear in picking up sounds in far greater detail and in far broader 
ranges than it could do otherwise; and the same goes for the other 
human senses. However, perception or sensation (Arabic, i^s¥s, ̂ ass) is 
not limited to the material or physical realm alone. These terms can 
also be applied to knowledge,18 or to awareness of something on the 
level of the heart, the mind, or the psyche. It is in this sense that the 
word a^assa is used in the Qur’anic verse that reads, “And when Jesus 
became aware of (a^assa) their refusal to acknowledge the truth, he 
asked….” (s‰rah ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:52).19 

 
How do Reason and Sensory Perception Operate in  

Relation to Revelation? 
 
When we read a verse of the Qur’¥n, we attempt to understand the 
meanings of its words on the levels of both ordinary and technical 
usage, and what they mean in relation to the various other terms used 
in the Qur’an. We then attempt to understand the meaning of the 
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verse within its immediate context and overall context. The principle 
of structural unity in the Qur’an, which requires that the Qur’an be 
allowed to interpret itself, is a basic methodological determinant in 
dealing with the Holy Qur’an as a source of knowledge. When reading 
the Qur’an we may also need to familiarize ourselves with the way the 
Prophet explained specific verses, in which case we will be making use 
of available commentaries and hadith collections. 

Some verses of the Qur’an consist of explicit legal rulings having to 
do with matters that touch on essential parts of Islamic practice, such as 
financial transactions or social relations. Verses such as these may not 
be the subject of a great deal of research and review due to the clarity of 
their meaning. Nevertheless, reflecting on passages such as these may 
enable us to arrive at new wisdom in light of current events and newly 
gained expertise in the natural, social, and psychological sciences. 
Much of what is being written today on the miraculousness of the 
Qur’an as it pertains to scientific knowledge grows out of this type of 
reflection. 

However, there are other Qur’anic verses which lend themselves 
to deeper and more prolonged reflection, and in connection with 
which God may open up new understandings to the thoughtful reader, 
revealing meanings that may never have occurred to either his  
forebears or his contemporaries. After all, the Qur’an is generous, 
ever-giving, and its wonders never cease. When reading verses such as 
these, we have less reason to be content with the explanations offered 
by early Muslim exegetes or hadith scholars, and more reason to inter-
pret these passages in light of recent human experience of relevance  
to the text concerned. If the passage in question has to do with  
human experience in this earthly life, whether on the level of natural 
phenomena, social life, or psychological matters, we are called upon to 
give careful thought to the Qur’anic text and its various meanings in  
an attempt to acquire information about natural phenomena, social 
realities or inner experience of relevance to the text by the use of the 
appropriate tools and on the appropriate levels. 

The verse we are reading might have to do with matters that lie 
beyond the realm of human sense perception. For example, it might 
contain statements about events that are to occur on the Day of 
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Resurrection and the accounting that follows it, be it easy or difficult, 
and whether it leads to lasting bliss in Paradise or miserable chastise-
ment in Hell. In this case, the topic of contemplation in relation to  
the meanings of the verse lies beyond earthly human experience. 
Nevertheless, the divine revelation given to us in the Qur’an is a mes-
sage to human beings, not to the angels. Consequently, the meanings 
of the words we find in the Qur’an are inevitably linked to human 
experience and can only be understood in light of it. Hence, God 
declares: 

 
And so they say, “[O Mu^ammad,] we shall not believe thee till thou cause a 

spring to gush forth for us from the earth, or thou have a garden of date-palms and 

vines and cause rivers to gush forth in their midst in a sudden rush, or thou cause 

the skies to fall down upon us in smithereens, as thou hast threatened, or [till] thou 

bring God and the angels face to face before us, or thou have a house [made] of 

gold, or thou ascend to heaven – but nay, we would not [even] believe in thy 

ascension unless thou bring down to us [from heaven] a writing which we [our-

selves] could read!” Say thou, [O Prophet:] “Limitless in His glory is my Sustainer! 

Am I, then, aught but a mortal man, an apostle?” Yet whenever [God’s] guidance 

came to them [through a prophet:] nothing has ever kept people from believing 

[in him] save this their objection: “Would God have sent a [mere] mortal man as 

His apostle?” Say: “If angels were wa alking about on earth as their natural abode, 

We would indeed have sent down unto them an angel out of heaven as Our  

apostle.” (S‰rah al-Isr¥’ 17:90-95) 
 
Even when communicating to us about realities that lie beyond the 

realm of human sense perception, the Qur’an speaks in terms of con-
crete earthly human experience: “[And can] the parable of the paradise 
which the God-conscious are promised – [a paradise] wherein there 
are rivers of water which time does not corrupt, and rivers of milk the 
taste whereof never alters, and rivers of wine delightful to those who 
drink it, and rivers of honey of all impurity cleansed, and the enjoy-
ment of all the fruits [of their good deeds] and of forgiveness from their 
Sustainer: – can this [parable of paradise] be likened unto [the parable 
of the recompense of] such as are to abide in the fire and be given waters 
of burning despair to drink, so that it will tear their bowels asunder?” 
(s‰rah Mu^ammad 47:15). Rivers, water, milk, wine, honey and fruits 
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are all things that human beings know from their concrete experience 
of them. At the same time, these entities are not the realities they will 
encounter in Paradise, however similar to them they might seem to be:  

 
But unto those who have attained to faith and do good works give glad tiding that 

theirs shall be gardens through which running waters flow. Whenever they are 

granted fruits therefrom as their appointed sustenance, they will say, “It is this that 

in days of yore was granted to us as our sustenance!” – for they shall be given some-

thing that will recall that [past]. And there shall they have spouses pure, and there 

shall they abide. (S‰rah al-Baqarah 2:25) 

 
For what we encounter in Paradise are realities that no eye has seen, 

nor ear heard, nor human heart conceived. 
In sum, it is difficult, if not impossible, to make a neat separation 

between the function of the physical senses and that of the mind, or 
reason, in understanding the possible meanings to be found in the texts 
of the divine revelation. Rather, the working principle is that of inte-
gration and complementarity. 

 
How do the Mind and the Senses Function in the World? 

 
“Read in the name of thy Sustainer, who has created – created man out 
of a germ-cell!” (s‰rah al-¢Alaq 96:1-2). The kind of “reading” being 
referred to in these verses takes place by putting our senses to use 
through observation, qualitative description, assessment, quantitative 
calculation, and the discovery of relationships, laws and patterns by 
noticing the regularity of phenomena and events. This is followed by a 
process of predicting events and phenomena and the willingness to 
adjust our behavior in keeping with such predictions. We then put our 
minds to work formulating theories to explain the phenomena that we 
have observed within the parameters of a comprehensive, God- 
centered worldview. In light of such a worldview, we see these efforts 
as a way of investing the powers God Almighty has granted us as khulaf¥’ 
(vicegerents) on earth. 

In order to develop a method of relating to the Holy Qur’an as a 
source of knowledge, we need to draw a distinction between two ways 
of conceptualizing the relationship between the Qur’an and the  
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realities people face. According to the first conceptualization, the 
Qur’an was revealed to the Prophet within the context of a particular 
reality and set of circumstances in which people were faced with spe-
cific issues and problems. Seen from this perspective, the verses of the 
Qur’an were a response to the issues of that day and provided answers 
to its questions. As for the second conceptualization, it relates the 
Qur’an to the realities we face today, and which – quite naturally – 
present us with our own issues, problems and questions. However, we 
tend not to read the Qur’an in order to receive the guidance we need 
in order to solve our problems. Rather, we are content most of the 
time to read the Qur’an for the sake of a reward we hope to receive, to 
find textual support for the juristic rulings we have learned, or in order 
to experience the solace and tranquility it brings us. All of these 
motives for reading the Qur’an are good, of course. However, unless 
we try to establish a connection between the Qur’an and the issues, 
problems and questions that face us in our present-day lives, we will 
never discover its methodological and epistemological value. 

In order to develop a method for relating to the Qur’an as a source 
of knowledge, we need to approach it with specific problems that 
require solutions, crises we hope to overcome, and questions that need 
answers. And of these we certainly have plenty in our day! However, 
we have grown accustomed to taking our problems to experts when 
we are unable to solve them for ourselves. In most cases, the experts 
spend a significant amount of time and effort studying the problem and 
familiarizing themselves with its background, history, extent, causes, 
surrounding circumstances and the like before suggesting a way to 
resolve it. The difficulty we face in cases such as these is primarily 
methodological in nature, since it has to do with our inability to take 
the first step involved in any research effort, viz., to define the problem 
and to formulate it in a manner that leads the way to all of the subse-
quent steps that must be taken in our search for answers and solutions. 

In order to define a problem, we need to understand the context in 
which the problem is occurring. This context may have to do with 
material objects and natural phenomena, with social and international 
relations, or with psychological issues relating to the individual and his 
or her changing states and conditions. This reality – this context – is a 
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source of knowledge concerning the details of the problem calling for  
a solution. When did the problem begin? How did it become visible? 
What is the extent of it? What are the circumstances that surround it in 
terms of place, time, and people? These are some of the questions that 
need to be asked. As we ask the necessary questions, we will find that 
we need to review records of relevance to the problem, to analyze the 
data found in records, pictures and documents, to meet with con-
cerned individuals in order to poll their views and attitudes, and to 
analyze our findings for consistency or inconsistency. The process may 
also require the use of instruments that broaden the range of our unaid-
ed human senses, such as blood type tests, gene analyses, and so on. 

The world around us on its various levels – physical, social, and  
psychological – is something that we have no choice but to study and 
understand. This process of studying and understanding the facts is 
what has come to be termed “the jurisprudence of reality.” In order to 
engage properly in this type of jurisprudence, reality needs to be studied 
with the aid of the appropriate methods and tools. For only then will 
we be able to effect the needed interaction between our reality and the 
Qur’an so that we can correct what needs correcting, resolve our 
problems, and cope successfully with our crises. 

In sum, the proper reading of the written revelation takes place 
through the use of both our reason and our senses in order to link the 
written revelation to the world, while the proper reading of the world 
takes place through the use of both our reason and our senses in order 
to link the world to the written revelation. 

 
Fourth:  tools of thought,  research  

and conduct 
 
Methodological tools can be classified as either tools of thought, tools 
of research, or tools of conduct. It is difficult to draw distinct lines 
between these three domains, which are interrelated and overlapping. 
Moreover, although the term “tool” may not be equally appropriate in 
all three realms, a discussion of this sort provides an occasion to affirm 
the importance of distinguishing between the methodology of thought, 
the methodology of research, and the methodology of conduct or 
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practice. For although thought can take place without research, no 
research can take place without thought. As for conduct or practice, 
many patterns of behavior are pursued as a matter of mere habit, and 
are thus not accompanied by a great deal of thought. Other patterns of 
behavior, however, most certainly require thought of varying degrees 
of difficulty and depth. 

The term “tools of thought” or “thinking tools” is sometimes 
applied to the mental operations one engages in while dealing with a 
particular issue in order to arrive at a desired outcome. Such operations 
include quantitative description or measurement, summarization,  
expansion or extrapolation, addition, classification, reordering, hypo- 
thesizing, and so on. Some teaching and training programs use exercises 
that develop specific thinking skills. These exercises, which involve 
operations such as cause identification, prioritization, presentation of 
evidence, and so on, take the form of a paper or set of papers which the 
trainee reads, after which he or she completes certain procedures in 
order to solve a problem or respond to a question. 

There is a fair amount of semantic overlap between the terms 
“thinking tools,” “types of thought” and “thinking skills.” This overlap 
becomes apparent in a number of well-known training programs that 
aim to develop thinking skills. Maltesian physician and psychologist 
Edward de Bono has developed programs of this sort known as 
“CoRT,” “Six Thinking Hats,” and others. These programs aim to 
develop the skills people need in order to engage in certain types of 
thinking. There is a similar semantic overlap between “thinking 
tools,” “ways of thinking,” “thinking styles” and “thinking aids.” 
Much of the literature of relevance to these various categories has to do 
with human development training programs which have come to 
enjoy a growing market in recent years. 
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Exercise 
Design a training situation in which trainees search for examples of human 
development programs that make use of thinking tools, methods, and 
styles.This can be followed by a discussion of trainees’ experiences with these 
programs.
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Thinking tools include the things people do in order to organize 
and clarify their thoughts: by linking ideas, for example, or by express-
ing them through representative drawings or shapes. When ideas are 
linked to such drawings and shapes, abstract notions become tied to 
concrete figures, which renders them clearer and easier to remember, 
teach, review, test and critique. Someone might, for example, make 
reference to a close or necessary association between two things by 
placing his or her index finger and middle finger together, by moving 
his hand in a straight line to indicate a straight road, in a zigzag line to 
indicate a crooked road, and so on. Thinking tools need not be sensory 
or concrete in nature. In some cases they might be purely ideational or 
abstract, as when the tool is a familiar idea that one uses to refer to or 
speak about an unfamiliar one. However, one of the most commonly 
used thinking tools throughout the world is the practice of citing  
illustrative examples, where the example cited links the idea being  
discussed with a mental image of something known in the sensory, 
material realm, or of familiar social relationships or feelings. 

This approach is used repeatedly in the Qur’an, which frequently 
clarifies ideas for its hearers and readers by means of examples drawn 
from the fates of bygone nations, natural phenomena and events, or 
human experiences and feelings. All of these examples are taken from 
the earthly realm in which we live in order to illustrate moral principles 
and truths or describe events that will take place on the Day of 
Resurrection. Such examples are also found frequently in the Prophetic 
hadiths, since the Messenger of God often resorted to the use of  
concrete examples in communicating with others. 

Research Tools 
 
Research tools can best be discussed by distinguishing among the three 

Exercise  

One or more situations could be set up in which trainees recall verses from the 
Holy Qur’an or accounts from the Prophetic Sunnah in which concrete exam-
ples are cited. These examples can then be discussed in terms of how they 
function as thinking tools, what they are designed to communicate, and their 
meaning.



levels at which they operate: (1) research data collection, (2) research 
data analysis, and (3) research data interpretation. 

Most of the literature published in books on research methods  
concerns itself with tools for collecting data from its sources. The  
discussion revolves around quantitative and qualitative data, the use of 
tests as a tool for measuring student achievement, the use of question-
naires as a tool for gathering facts from individuals who make up a 
study sample, the use of opinion polls as a means of determining what 
position on a given issue or set of issues is adopted by a community or 
representative sample thereof, attitude assessment criteria, document 
and record analysis, interviews, participatory observation, content 
analysis, etc. Books on research methods describe ways of constructing 
each type of tool, the cases and situations for which they are suited, 
conditions for their use, as well as their advantages and disadvantages. 
Even more importantly, they describe how to ascertain how reliable, 
consistent and objective a given research tool is prior to using it. 

Which data collection tool one chooses for one’s research depends 
on what question one is trying to answer, the type of data that needs to 
be collected, the nature of the members of the community involved, 
the size of the sample, the nature of the decision or decisions that will 
be made based on the outcomes of the research, as well as other condi-
tions relating to the way in which the research process will be managed, 
and relevant ethical and psychological considerations. Such topics are 
treated in numerous works on research methods, so they need not be 
discussed any further in this context. 

Data analysis tools have to do with quantitative (statistical) analytical 
procedures, qualitative analytical procedures, or a mixture of the two. 
There are books which deal specifically with each of these three types 
of data analysis and the research for which they are best suited. 

In research that involves the use of quantitative data, the data are 
analyzed through the use of statistical methods or tools. These include: 
(1) descriptive statistics, which involves the use of frequency tables, 
central tendency measures, data curves, measures of association, 
change criteria, bar graphs, percentages, statistical ranking, and others; 
(2) analytical statistics, which calls for the use of statistical tests having 
to do with correlation, differences between averages, variance analyses, 
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covariance analyses, and others; and (3) nonparametric statistics, such 
as chi square, t-tests, the Wilcoxon rank-sum test, and others. In the 
past, arithmetical procedures and algebraic formulas of varying degrees 
of complexity were used in order to perform such statistical tests, and 
the resulting analyses were quite time-consuming. Now, however, 
computer programs are able to perform the statistical analysis in a  
matter of a few seconds once the data has been organized and properly 
entered.20 

As for research involving qualitative data, the data being employed 
will be descriptive. As such, it will take the form of observations 
recorded in various ways (responses the researcher has recorded while 
conducting interviews or during participatory observations and other 
forms of written narrative; audio or audiovisual recordings of dialogues 
or narratives, documents, observation forms, etc.). There are special-
ized references that detail techniques for analyzing this type of data, 
including procedures for converting the data from raw material into 
material capable of being systematically analyzed. It is usually necessary 
to choose units for analysis best suited to the type of research being 
done, with the units of analysis generally being on the order of partial 
thoughts and observations concerning the contexts and patterns in 
which such ideas appear. 

Qualitative data analysis might, for example, take the form of what 
is termed conversation analysis, which looks at the forms of verbal 
interaction that take place in a particular environment or social con-
text. The analysis aims to examine the indicators of the interaction 
needed in order to preserve the existing social order, and any indicators 
that disturb this order. The analysis involves observing verbal and non-
verbal communication, both direct and indirect, in search of messages 
that lay hidden within the communication, and noting sequences of 
events and varying patterns of emotional intensity. The topic of interest 
in the observation and analysis may be the content of the discourse 
rather than its form, the purpose being to reveal the attitudes and  
cultural, racial or political biases and prejudices contained in the dis-
course, and the way in which the discussion of a particular topic has 
been structured. Alternatively, the topic of analysis might be the type 
of communication, which is then classified under one or more of a 
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number of communication patterns that are customary in the culture 
of the local community, such as, for example, irony, sarcasm and 
ridicule, gossip and slander, debate, threat, optimism, etc. 

Qualitative analysis is essentially inductive in nature, its aim being 
to move from partial facts and data to the formulation of a general  
conclusion or theory that goes beyond the original givens. The process 
of analyzing qualitative data is distinguished by the fact that it takes 
place in the course of data collection rather than after the data collec-
tion has been completed. The researcher arrives at a tentative conclu- 
sion during a particular phase of his/her observations. He/she then 
tests this conclusion by making further observations, which will either 
support the initial conclusion or lead the researcher to modify it in 
whole or in part. Qualitative data analysis is also distinguished by the 
fact that it is selective and eclectic in nature. Hence, it is not defined 
ahead of time, nor are decisions about it made in advance. Rather, the 
researcher chooses specific tools of analysis when and if they are seen to 
be needed. 

The process of analyzing qualitative data involves two distinct 
strategies which nevertheless go hand in hand. The first strategy entails 
deconstructing the larger body of qualitative data and reorganizing it 
into sets which are easy to compare and link with the research ques-
tions being proposed. The second strategy is that of contextual inter- 
pretation, that is, explaining the data within an overall, consistent  
context that establishes the connection between the overall narrative 
and its specific events. These two strategies are sometimes combined in 
the presentation of the research results. For example, the results might 
be presented in the form of conceptual schemes or maps, matrices, or 
figures and tables that show the links among the various elements of the 
theoretical structure that has been arrived at.21 

Theorists working on the topic of research in the social and human 
sciences have noticed that reliance on research that is strictly quantita-
tive or strictly qualitative does not necessarily lead to the best results, 
and that some situations and topics call for the use of both types of 
research together. In cases such as these, the researcher chooses some 
elements from quantitative research and others from qualitative research 
in keeping with the requirements of the situation or topic at hand. 
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Recent years have witnessed the emergence of books devoted to what 
are termed mixed research methods.22 

As for the tools used to interpret research results, they can be 
likened to those used in interpreting the Holy Qur’an. Interpreting the 
Qur’an entails efforts to arrive at an understanding of the meaning of 
Qur’anic texts through the use of a number of exegetical tools, includ-
ing language, occasions of revelation (asb¥b al-nuz‰l), the principle of 
abrogation according to which some Qur’anic verses abrogate others 
(al-n¥sikh wa al-mans‰kh), and others. Some researchers make use of 
certain linguistic concepts on the basis of which they attempt to under-
stand the meaning of the Qur’anic text. In an attempt to explain the 
meanings of foreign names (or, at least, names that are suspected of 
being foreign) in the Qur’an, one researcher made use of six linguistic 
concepts or phenomena to which he referred as “exegetical tools,” 
namely, synonymy (al-tar¥duf), opposition (al-taq¥bul), Arabization (al-
ta¢rÏb), translation (al-tarjamah), correspondence (al-mush¥kalah), and 
general context (al-siy¥q al-¢¥mm).23 This researcher’s thesis was that the 
Qur’an explains such foreign names within the context of the verses in 
which they occur, and that by the use of the aforementioned exegetical 
tools we can comprehend the Qur’an’s explanation of these names. 

Many Qur’anic exegetes these days make use of modern sciences as 
tools for understanding the meanings of the Qur’an. The culture of 
modernism and post-modernism has developed categories of thought 
that are of great value for the work of thinkers and philosophers. Some 
of these categories have become methodological entry points for 
understanding and interpreting both phenomena and texts. Others 
have developed into integrated theories or schools of thought that 
govern the work of thinkers in terms of the way they understand what 
they wish to understand, particularly written texts, be they religious, 
poetic, literary or historical in nature. Hermeneutics, for example, is 
now an interpretive tool that gives the reader the meanings he or she 
wants from the text regardless of what the text’s own writer intended! 

Little has been written on tools for the interpretation of test results. 
However, such tools tend to be latent within both a researcher’s  
attitudes and worldview, and the research situation or environment. 
After all, no one begins the research process with a blank slate. Rather, 
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he or she comes to the research with already existing knowledge about 
the topic to be investigated. He or she will also have expectations and 
desires concerning the results the research may yield. The researcher 
will know, for example, that specific results were yielded by a study in 
the past for particular reasons, while similar results were not yielded by 
another study for other reasons. 

An example of research-result interpretation within a particular 
frame of reference can be found in the area of educational evaluation. 
When, for example, we have the results of an evaluation of the per-
formance of a particular group of learners, we interpret these results 
within what is termed an evaluation frame of reference. Three types of 
evaluation frames of reference may be identified: 

 
1. Criterion-referenced evaluation, which identifies a particular target 

level of performance on the basis of which results are evaluated, 
such as setting 60 percent as the minimum passing score on an aca-
demic test. 

2. Norm-referenced evaluation, in which the basis for judgment is a com-
parison with the mean performance of a standard group. In this 
case, results are evaluated based on the degree to which a given 
score deviates (by points or fractions of a point) from the [statistical] 
norm. 

3. Self-referenced evaluation, in which the individual is compared to 
himself or herself. That is, the individual’s performance at a given 
time is compared to what it was at a previous time. The degree or 
percentage of change is noted, as well as how regular or even such 
change is. 
 
Results might be interpreted in light of a given confidence interval 

and test of significance. The confidence interval (CI) is a statistical tool 
used in measuring the availability or nonavailability of sufficient statis-
tical evidence to reject the null hypothesis.24 The confidence interval 
may be set at 1 percent, 5 percent, or as high as 10 percent depending 
on the nature of the decisions which the researcher or the society will 
be making in light of the research results. The size of the confidence 
interval will, quite naturally, also depend on the research domain. In 
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the exact sciences, for example, it would be difficult to allow for even a 
one-percent chance of error. In the social and human sciences, on the 
other hand, it might be possible to allow for as much as a five-percent 
chance of error. In fact, a ministry of education might be willing to risk 
embarking on a new policy or making some other education-related 
decision based on research results with a ten-percent chance of error 
for particular economic or social reasons. 

Just as theories or theoretical models are constructed in light of 
research results, they then become explanatory tools in subsequent 
studies. Economic researchers, for example, explain some of the  
economic phenomena they observe in their research based on knowl-
edge they already possess about economic practices and market 
mechanisms. Researchers in other fields also depend for their interpre-
tations on prior knowledge of this sort. 

When doing qualitative research, we will of course need tools of  
a qualitative rather than statistical nature for interpreting our research 
results. One reason for this is that qualitative research aims at gleaning 
information that is linked to the researcher’s own worldview.25 Inter-
preting the results of such research also calls for a significant degree of 
intuition and creativity, and an exceptional ability to link research out-
comes with the cultural background of the community or society in 
which the study is being done, including its social customs, economic 
practices, ethical values and standards, religious frames of references, 
etc. Reference was made earlier to the strategy of story-telling or the 
use of examples and parables, which is a methodological tool employed 
frequently in the Qur’an and the Prophetic Sunnah. Stories, parables 
and examples might be used as tools for interpreting research results as 
well. 

 
Fifth:  a  model for epistemological  

integration  

 
The epistemological integration model is an attempt to summarize and 
link everything that can be understood about the sources and tools of 
knowledge from an Islamic perspective. This model is made up of two 
parts: sources and tools. Epistemological integration within the Islamic 
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worldview emerges on three levels: integration of sources, integration 
of tools, and integration of sources and tools together. 

Seen from an Islamic perspective, methodology has two sources: 
written revelation and the created world. Hence, any and all epistemo-
logical and methodological approaches must seek to integrate these 
two sources. As creations of God, human beings have no choice but to 
relate to the created realm around them on its three levels – the natural 
world, the social world, and the psychological world. Human beings 
relate to these worlds regardless of their religious and intellectual 
frames of reference. However, as someone who believes in the written 
revelation embodied in the Qur’an, the Muslim is both answerable to 
God and equipped with the God-given ability to relate to the world in 
light of the guidance the divine revelation, which directs us to develop 
a God-centered awareness of the world and respond to it accordingly. 

This, then, is the true nature of integration between the written 
revelation and the created world as sources of knowledge and sound 
methodology. 

Similarly, methodology seen from an Islamic perspective has two 
tools to work with: reason and sensory perception. The senses cannot 
perform their intended function without reason, just as reason cannot 
function properly outside the realm of concrete reality. As we have 
seen, even the most abstract concepts are conceptualized by the human 
mind in terms of sensory experience, and the Qur’an urges human 
beings not to exert any effort in connection with realities to which 
they have no access. As God Almighty declares concerning himself, 
“…there is nothing like unto Him, and He alone is All-Hearing, All- 
Seeing” (s‰rah al-Sh‰r¥ 42:11). Hence, there is no need to think about 
the divine Essence. Rather, it is sufficient for human beings to think 
about the creatures that point to the attributes of their Creator. 

This, then, is the true nature of epistemological integration between 
reason and the senses as tools of knowledge and sound methodology. 

The epistemological integration equation makes clear that deriving 
knowledge from the written revelation requires not only reason, but 
sensory perception, just as deriving knowledge from the created world 
requires not only sensory perception, but reason as well. This is what 
we mean by epistemological integration between sources and tools. 
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The diagram below is an attempt to illustrate these three types of 
integration: 

The inborn nature with which God has endowed human beings 
and other created beings has an important role to play in our under-
standing of the complementary nature of the sources and tools of 
knowledge. It helps us to understand God’s purposes in creation and 
guides our thoughts and actions as God’s khalÏfah on earth toward 
achievement of these purposes. The written revelation in its capacity as 
a source of guidance (“…there shall, none the less, most certainly come 
unto you guidance from Me:…” – s‰rah al-Baqarah 2:38), and reason 
in its capacity as a tool for understanding the purposes of the revelation 
(“And in the succession of night and day, and in the means of subsis-
tence which God sends down from the skies, giving life thereby to the 
earth after it had been lifeless, and in the change of the winds: [in all 
this] there are messages for people who use their reason” – s‰rah al-
J¥thiyyah 45:5) complement one another in people’s efforts to 
understand and apply the messages brought by this revelation. God 
Almighty knows best what human beings truly need in his earthly life, 
and has thus given us a place on earth and means of sustenance: “...We 
have given you a [bountiful] place on earth, and appointed thereon 
means of livelihood for you: [yet] how seldom are you grateful!”  (s‰rah 
al-A¢r¥f 7:10). Anything that disturbs the ecological balance of land, 
sea, and air prevents the Earth from fulfilling its God-given purposes. 
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Hence the use of biological, chemical and nuclear weapons, for exam-
ple, whose destructive effects linger for hundreds and thousands of 
years, does nothing but corrupt the Earth. The ways in which this cor-
ruption manifests itself are evident to us based on observation, experi- 
mentation, and measurement, as well as our awareness of the pristine 
state in which the world existed before all this destruction began.  

Our inborn moral awareness leads us to strive for justice, promote 
human rights and treat one another with integrity and equity, for it is in 
these ways that human beings’ best interests are served. As for practices 
such as cheating others out of what is rightfully theirs, it corrupts  
relations between people, causing injustice, violating people’s rights 
and causing people to harbor growing resentment and hatred in their 
hearts: “...Give, therefore, full measure and weight [in all your deal-
ings], and do not deprive people of what is rightfully theirs; and do not 
spread corruption on earth after it has been so well ordered: [all] this is 
for your own good, if you would but believe” (s‰rah al-A¢r¥f 7:85). 
The Qur’an explicitly commands us to demonstrate concern for oth-
ers’ welfare and forbids us to act in a niggardly fashion. It warns those 
who act in this way of a severe chastisement to come, since this type of 
conduct spreads corruption on earth. Armed with the mental capaci-
ties we have been given and the input we receive through our senses, 
we can understand the Qur’anic text by reflecting on examples of 
altruism and of selfishness, whose forms differ from one time and place 
to another but whose essence remains the same. Our God-given moral 
compass works together with the tools of knowledge to enable us to 
understand the messages conveyed by the written revelation, which is 
our source and authoritative point of reference; it also assists us in mak-
ing practical distinctions between cases of altruism and selfishness, 
righteousness and evil. 

As applied to the sexual relationships that serve people’s true inter-
ests, our inborn moral compass leads us to strive for love and affection 
that nurture peace of mind and protect both husband and wife from 
temptations to satisfy their sexual urges outside their marital bond. 
Marital relations help to preserve the species through childbirth, while 
enabling people to carry on their family names and enter into fruitful, 
cordial relationships with other families, thereby forming tribes and 
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entire peoples and nations while reinforcing a cohesive social fabric. 
Any sexual relationship that deviates from the God-given norm by 
taking place outside of marriage or between two members of the same 
sex brings corruption on earth, imbalance in both individual psycho-
logical makeups and the social structure, and destruction to social 
relationships. The written revelation is a moral authority that com-
mands us to exercise sexual restraint with everyone other than our 
spouses; our reason helps us discern the wisdom inherent in this com-
mand, while our God-given moral compass helps us to distinguish 
between the sound relationships that serve people’s true interests, and 
corrupt relationships that violate human interests and bring destruc-
tion, hardship, and social and psychological harm in their wake. 

Such considerations highlight the need for us to deepen our under-
standing of the divinely intended order of things so that we can 
integrate sources and tools of knowledge with ever increasing efficacy. 

 
 

conclusion  
 
It will be clear from the foregoing that the two sources of human 
knowledge within the Islamic framework – the written divine revela-
tion and the created world – complement one another in enabling 
human beings to access greater and greater knowledge. It is true, of 
course, that God Almighty, being the One who bestows revelation 
from on high and being Creator of the World, is ultimately the sole 
Source of all knowledge. The term “revelation” as we are using it here 
refers to both the Holy Qur’an and the Prophetic Sunnah, which are 
viewed as the highest revealed authority for all human knowledge, 
while the term “created world” is understood to include the three dis-
tinct but interrelated domains of: (1) the natural world, that is, the 
realm of physical entities, (2) the social world, that is, the world of  
people as individuals, families, peoples, tribes, language groups, cultures 
and civilizations, and (3) the psychological world, that is, the world of 
the human soul as mind/reason, spirit, thought and behavior, includ-
ing what we know of these realities and what we do not, and the full 
range of emotions that the individual experiences, both good and evil.  
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As the locus of the knowledge we are discussing, human beings 
have been brought into this world to be God’s khalÏfah on it, where the 
world itself is made subservient to them. When human beings were 
brought into the earthly realm, there descended with them the 
Revealed guidance they would need in order to fulfill their purpose of 
being khalÏfah. This world with its three domains is the subject of the 
written revelation that guides people in their strivings to develop and 
populate the Earth and to live meaningfully and prosperously. It goes 
without saying, then, that this world is likewise a source of knowledge 
for human beings. 

The same can be said about the tools of knowledge, since it would 
be impossible for human beings to manage their earthly affairs with 
nothing but abstract, disembodied reason. After all, the senses are the 
avenues by means of which the mind achieves understanding and 
awareness of both the messages of divine guidance and facts about the 
world in which we live. 

The mind’s God-given function, which is to discern the meanings 
of the divine revelation and to glean and understand facts about the 
world, lies at the heart of the divine purpose for creation. The function 
of the senses, which is to make the meanings of the divine revelation 
and the facts about the world easily accessible to the mind, is likewise 
God-given and central to the divine purpose for the created realm. 
Consequently we might say that just as the two sources of knowledge 
(revelation and the created world) are inherently complementary, so 
also are the two tools of knowledge (reason and sensory perception). 

We have, additionally, the capacity to develop secondary sources of 
knowledge, as well as sophisticated devices that enable us to acquire 
more and more know-how, both theoretical and practical. And as we 
continue to progress to higher levels of understanding we should pray, 
“...O my Sustainer, cause me to grow in knowledge!” (s‰rah >¥ H¥ 
20:114).
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g oa l s  o f  t h i s  c h a p t e r  
 

1. To clarify the meanings of the terms “principles” and “values” in 
the context of a discussion of Islamic methodology, and to high-
light the reciprocal, complementary relationship between them. 

2. To discuss the levels of methodological principles. 
3. To identify the principles of Islamic methodology in the realms of 

thought, research, and conduct. 
4. To identify the principles that are derived from the higher Islamic 

values of monotheism (taw^Ïd), purification (tazkiyah), and societal 
development and prosperity (¢umr¥n). 

5. To explain the importance and various manifestations of taw^Ïd in 
thought and life. 

6. To explain the importance of purification on the levels of both 
individual thought and behavior and the building up of society, its 
systems, and its forms of governance. 

7. To explain the normative value of the Qur’anic concept of civiliza-
tion (¢umr¥n), which serves as a guide for developmental efforts and 
achievements on the levels of the individual, the society, and the 
ummah. 
 

introduction  
 
In this chapter we will attempt to define the concepts of “principle” 
and “value” within the Islamic intellectual framework in general, and 
within the framework of Islamic methodology in particular. Although 
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each of these two terms has its own distinct meaning, they nevertheless 
overlap significantly on the level of semantics and usage. The overlap is 
so great, in fact, that the terms “principle” and “value” are used syn-
onymously or interchangeable in many writings, and one of the two 
terms will sometimes be defined with reference to the other. One 
author might speak, for example, of “the principles and values upon 
which [this or that] movement is based…,” or speak interchangeably 
of “the principle of monotheism” and “the value of monotheism.” 
Similarly we might read that “by ‘foundational principles’ we mean 
the set of values that are derived from Islam’s primary source….” This 
should come as no surprise, since both principles and values are viewed 
as guidelines and standards on the basis of which we make judgments 
concerning the power and validity of ideas and the soundness of the 
behavior to which these ideas give rise. 

Islam’s central higher values – monotheism (taw^Ïd), purification, 
and development/prosperity/civilization – are both complementary 
and comprehensive. As a result, numerous secondary principles can be 
derived from any one of them. This higher value system can thus be 
viewed as a set of universal principles which govern the process of epis-
temological integration. For example: 

 
1. The value of monotheism (taw^Ïd) yields the principles of creation, 

the complementary of this world and the next, the complementary 
of the written revelation and the created world, the complementar-
ity of reason and sensory perception, the epistemological integra- 
tion model, and so on. 

2. The value of purification (tazkiyah) yields the principles of: the 
complementarity of body, mind and spirit; the complementarity of 
the individual and society; the complementarity of knowledge and 
action, etc. 
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Principle/Beginning Direction of Movement Goal

* *
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3. The value of civilization, societal development and prosperity 
(¢umr¥n) yields principles such as the complementarity of life’s social 
requirements (agriculture, industry, trade, communication, etc.), 
the complementarity of epistemological fields (the sciences of reve-
lation, the humanities, the natural sciences, and the technical 
sciences), and the complementarity of utility and enjoyment. 
 
We hope to show in what follows that each of these three elements 

of the higher value system serves as a foundation for a number of  
secondary values, and is manifested in numerous practical expressions 
of Islamic life. It might be noted here that in our discussion of taw^Ïd, 
we have avoided a doctrinal or theological treatment of this value; in 
discussing the value of purification, we have omitted its mystical-
experiential aspect; while in our discussion of societal development 
and prosperity, we have avoided their cultural aspects. In so doing, our 
intention is not to disparage these emphases, each of which is of great 
significance within its own proper context. However, as we have 
noted on more than one occasion, each of these three values has a uni-
versal quality that manifests itself in all of life’s dimensions, not in a 
particular dimension to the exclusion of others. 

 

 

What is the Relationship Between the Principles of Islam  
and the Principles of Methodology?  

  
• “Know, then, that there is no deity save God…”  

(S‰rah Mu^ammad, 47:19) 

•  “…produce your evidence if you truly believe in your claim.”  
(S‰rah al-Naml, 27:64)  

If we start with a principle, where do we end? We should reach the ends we 
hope to achieve, goals after their realization, the form in which applications and 
practices emerge, or one’s final verdict on a given issue or question.  
What are the ideas that would not be considered principles? They include things 
such as the essential elements of the Friday prayer, for example, or a wife’s share 
of her deceased husband’s estate when she has borne him no children.



First:  an introduction to the principles   
of methodology  

 
(1) “Principle” as Term and as Concept 

 
The noun “principle” (Arabic, mabda’, plural, mab¥di’) as it is used in 
discussions of Islamic methodology is a modern term. There is no  
reference in either the Qur’an or the Prophetic Sunnah to the technical 
sense of this word as it is used today. The noun mabda’, which is derived 
from the verb bada’a, meaning “to begin,” is not found in the Qur’an. 
However, the Qur’an does use numerous forms of the verb bada’a, all 
of which speak in one way or another of the commencement of an 
action. Most Qur’anic verses in which some form of the verb bada’a 
appears couple this verb with its opposite, that is, a¢¥da, meaning “to 
bring back” or “do again.” We read, “God creates [man] in the first 
instance, and then brings him forth anew:...” (s‰rah al-R‰m 30:11). 
The verse reads literally, “God begins the creation” (All¥hu yabda’u al-
khalqa), “then creates again” (thumma yu¢Ïduhu). Similarly we read, “…
as We brought into being the first creation, so We shall bring it forth 
anew...” (s‰rah al-Anbiy¥’ 21:104), which reads literally, “As We 
began the first creation” (kam¥ bada’n¥ awwala khalqin), “we will create 
again” (nu¢Ïduhu). We are told, “...As it was He who brought you into 
being in the first instance (kam¥ bada’akum), so also [unto Him] you 
will return (ta¢‰d‰n)” (s‰rah al-A¢r¥f 7:29), and “...He begins the cre-
ation of man (bada’a khalq al-ins¥n) out of clay” (s‰rah al-Sajdah 32:7). 
The phrase b¥diya al-ra’y (s‰rah H‰d 11:27), translated by Abdullah 
Yusuf Ali as “in judgment immature,” refers to someone who forms a 
point of view in haste, without careful thought or examination. 
Similar uses of the root b-d-’ are found in the Prophetic Sunnah. 
According to one saying of the Prophet, “Islam began as a stranger 
(bada’a al-isl¥mu gharÏban), and as it was in the beginning, it will 
become a stranger once again (wa sa ya¢‰du kam¥ bada’a gharÏban). 
Blessed, then, are the strangers.”1 One of the beautiful names of God 
mentioned in the Prophetic Sunnah is Al-Mubdi’ Al-Mu¢Ïd, derived 
from the Qur’anic description of God as the One “Who creates from 
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the very beginning, and He can restore (life)” (s‰rah al-Bur‰j 85:13, 
Abdullah Yusuf Ali). 

When used as a technical term, the word “principles” appears in a 
variety of contexts. Depending on the context, the word “principles” 
can refer to information, beliefs, postulates, assumptions, premises, 
constants, or relationships between the concepts that define the theories 
and conclusions that can be tested and proven. The word “principles” 
can refer to governing values that guide behavior and standards for  
regulating and evaluating conduct. Similarly, it can refer to the foun-
dations of an intellectual edifice, a religious belief, a practical course of 
action, and so on. 

The term “principles” can also be used with varying degrees of  
generality or specificity. We might speak, for example, of principles of 
religion, principles of science, principles of thought, principles of 
research, principles of behavior, etc. The principles of Islam are its five 
well-known pillars, while the principles of faith consist of six pillars.2 
The principles of chemistry are the fundamental topics of this science. 
In other words, a book with a title “Principles of the Science of Chem-
istry” will most likely be an introduction to the science of chemistry, 
or the fundamental information from which students commence their 
study of this field. They may then go on to study the same discipline at 
higher levels and in greater depth and detail. 

On the level of a specific book, principles may consist of the set of 
axioms or assumptions upon which the author bases his or her writing. 
The principles that contribute to the formation of a book on research 
methods, for example, might include the assumptions that research is a 
highly beneficial, worthwhile intellectual and professional activity; 
that development of research skills is critical to any profession; and that 
the process of learning research methods need not be daunting or 
tedious. 

A principle might also be the scientific foundation, such as a scien-
tific theory or a natural law, on the basis of which a particular device 
functions. The principle for the operation of a remote control device, 
for example, is the electrical contact that takes place between the 
remote control and another device via infrared rays without the use of 
any wiring. The remote control device in this case works together 
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with some other device (a television, for example) by aiming the rays 
being emitted by the remote control at an electronic eye located in the 
television, which receives the rays and responds by opening or closing 
the electrical current, changing the channel, reducing or increasing the 
volume, etc. In the case of a natural phenomenon such as thunder,  
twilight, solar or lunar eclipses, etc., its underlying principle will be its 
scientific foundation, which consists in facts, theories and laws that 
enable us to understand how the phenomenon in question takes place. 

In the realm of human conduct, a principle is the foundation for 
one’s actions or a fundamental doctrine. For example, an ethical or 
moral principle is a type of commitment. Someone who is committed 
to a particular position in relation to his or her behavior or point of 
view is said to be a person of principle, since it is the principle in which 
the person believes that brings about the commitment in question. 
Such a person will accept or reject an idea or a course of action on the 
basis of principle, as a result of which his or her position on the matter 
will be nonnegotiable. In a situation in which a person lacks complete 
information on the idea or course of action concerned, he or she might 
make a tentative decision based on principle, with the decision being 
subject to review once more information is available, or once the idea 
or course of action has been examined in greater detail. 

As we have seen, the Arabic word translated as “principle,” namely, 
mabda’, is derived from the verb bada’a, meaning a starting point of 
some kind. The existence of a starting point requires, of course, the 
existence of some kind of ending point, as well as a road or path that 
connects the two points. Movement or change proceeds from the 
beginning point, then continues in the direction of an end point or 
goal. The path or road that connects the beginning and ending points is 
referred to in Arabic as a manhaj, which, as we have seen, is also applied 
to a method or approach. In order to reach the goal or finish line, one 
must commit himself or herself firmly to the appropriate manhaj, that 
is, path or method. 

Given our definition of “methodology” as a science which concerns 
itself with ways of thinking, research methods, and patterns of behav-
ior, it follows that, like other sciences, the science of methodology will 
have associated principles. The principles of methodology are the  
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topics that constitute the basics of the science, that is, its major facts and 
concepts, how it began and developed, its theories, and its practical 
applications. Therefore, the main themes of the methodology sessions 
and workshops organized by the IIIT reflect the principles of the science 
of methodology: methodological concepts and other relevant notions, 
the evolution of the concept of methodology, the sources, tools, and 
schools of methodology, how methodology is applied to the various 
scientific fields, and so on. 

 
(2) How Principles Relate to Methodological Issues 

 
Intellectual reform (which includes both the reform of thought and 
the Islamization of knowledge) is a necessary condition for the cultural 
advancement of the Muslim ummah. Moreover, such reform requires 
that we define an Islamic methodology which is capable of achieving 
the desired aims. In applying Islamic methodology it will be necessary 
to proceed on the basis of fundamental principles, without which our 
vision will be blurred, our ideas will be unorganized, the character of 
the Muslim community will be tarnished, and its members will lack 
the impetus they need to move forward. 

The methodology of which we are speaking is an action we engage 
in, an effort we make. Hence, it must begin with a conceptualization 
of where it will lead, it must arise out of the beliefs we hold, and it must 
adhere consistently to the standards, criteria and values that reflect 
these beliefs. In the context of a discussion of Islamic methodology, 
what we mean by “principles” are the premises on the basis of which 
the methodology proceeds in the realm of thought, research and  
conduct, to which it appeals in its efforts to reach its goals, and which 
lend their distinctive mark to its expressions and formulations. 

The principles of methodology fall on a number of levels, of which 
we refer here to two: the level of the general or universal, and the level 
of the partial and specific. On the general level these principles have to 
do with the pillars of Islam, the pillars of faith and higher values, or 
Maq¥|id, while on the partial, specific level, they take the form of rules, 
standards and defining features of thought or research activity that aims 
to acquire, test and employ knowledge, or criteria for regulating and 
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guiding conduct. The principles of methodology on the first level are 
well known. As for the specific level, it includes the following: 

 
1. Thought-related methodological principles call for thinking to be 

universal, comprehensive, orderly, causal, aims-oriented, strategic, 
and practical. 

 
2. Research-related methodological principles have to do with docu-

mentation (which should be done with honesty, integrity, and 
objectivity) and evidence (which should be practical, rational, and 
consistent with written revelation). These principles can be summed 
up in the motto: “If you are transmitting information, strive for 
accuracy, and if you are making a claim, provide proof.” 

 
3. Conduct-related methodological principles have to do with (a) 

intention, (b) adherence, and (c) creativity. On the level of inten-
tion, the researcher is expected to undertake his/her work for 
God’s sake with a pure heart and a clear conscience. On the level of 
adherence, one is expected to follow a path that is tried and true, 
thereby aiming to reach one’s goal in the most efficient manner 
possible, to emulate the example set forth by the Prophet, and to act 
collectively when this would serve one’s community’s best inter-
ests. On the level of creativity, one is expected to strive for greater 
and greater wisdom, to go beyond what has already been achieved 
when possible, to do good for others in the awareness of the divine 
presence, and to master whatever one undertakes. 
 

(3) Principles of Islamic Methodology 
 
In what follows we will make brief mention of a number of Islamic 
methodological principles, the content of which will have become 
sufficiently clear from the discussions contained in earlier chapters. 
Numerous other writings have also presented them in detail. (See in 
particular the works of Dr. Taha Jabir Alalwani, AbdulHamid Abu-
Sulayman, Nadiya Mustafa, and Sayf al-Din Abd al-Fattah.) The 
Muslim undertaking research in a given area will be expected to: 
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1. Strive for internal consistency and harmony between his/her 
Islamic worldview, the epistemological system to which he/she 
adheres, and this system’s methodological elements. 

 
2. Adopt the Qur’an as his/her final authority, the concept of the 

Qur’an’s structural unity, and the Prophetic Sunnah as a clarifica-
tion and application of the Qur’anic message on the level of both 
facts and precepts. 

 
3. Combine the readings of both the word of God i.e., the Revealed 

text, and work of God, i.e. the created world, undertaking both of 
them in light of God’s oneness (taw^Ïd) and the complementarity of 
sources that forms the basis for the epistemological integration 
model. 

 
4. Apply the Islamic system of higher methodological values – that is, 

the triad of monotheism (taw^Ïd), purification (tazkiyah) and socie-
tal progress and prosperity (¢umr¥n) as the sources of all other Islamic 
principles and values on the levels of both theory and practice. 

 
5. Apply the fundamentals of the Islamization of knowledge, which 

calls for competence, comprehension, and the aspiration to stretch 
existing boundaries by striving for continual progress toward human 
perfection. 
 

Second:  the basics of methodological values 
 
The aforementioned tripartite system of higher values within Islamic 
methodology will be discussed in some detail, for three reasons.  

First: Because this system is an all-encompassing framework for 
Islamic methodology.  

Second: In order to emphasize these values as standards and regula-
tions that govern all other methodological principles, whether on the 
general level of thought, theory and doctrine and belief, or on the con-
crete level of practice and procedure as they pertain to thought, 
research and conduct.  
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And third: In order to broaden the domain of action known as the 
ethics of scientific research method and to tie it into the overall goals 
and approaches of Islamic methodology. 

 
(1) Monotheism (Taw^Ïd): The First Foundation of the  

Triad of Governing Values 
 
In his view of Qur’anic guidance and the major principles to which it 
gives rise in what he terms “the system of governing values,” Taha 
Jabir Alalwani defines its elements as the three value-based concepts of 
monotheism (taw^Ïd), purification (tazkiyah), and societal develop-
ment and prosperity (¢umr¥n).3 In Alalwani’s view, these three values 
together constitute an aims-based frame of reference which reveals 
God’s purposes for creation. They are also a normative value system 
which gives rise to all of the other primary and secondary values in the 
Islamic religion. At the same time, however, this value system is an 
expression of the true nature of things, not something extraneous that 
is imposed on them from without. 

These three values are intimately linked. The first value – taw^Ïd – is 
an absolute truth to which we are led naturally by contemplation and 
reflection on the nature of things. Affirmation of taw^Ïd frees human 
beings from the states of confusion, anxiety and lostness that grow out 
of all other ways of conceiving God and the universe. The second 
value, that of tazkiyah, entails a process of bringing the human soul to a 
higher plane and purging society of all forms of corruption and perver-
sity, and cleansing people’s wealth by distributing it more justly among 
the members of the community and putting it to more beneficial use. 
These are all processes that bring about greater peace of mind while 
promoting a sense of responsibility and social solidarity and building a 
society with unified, cohesive structures and systems. As for ¢umr¥n, it 
requires efforts to put human potentials in a way that enables human 
beings to fulfill their purpose as khalÏfah on earth by developing human 
civilization to its fullest potential. In short, this triad of higher values 
brings together the elements of the Islamic worldview as it relates to 
God, human beings, and the world. 
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Islamic doctrine places central importance on affirmation of the 
divine oneness. Seen from the Islamic perspective, this affirmation is of 
intrinsic value, with all other values being derived from it. The entire 
world is subject by its very nature to the requirements of the divine 
unity. Hence, if human beings want to be in harmony with the  
world, they have no choice but to be purified from within by turning 
to God alone in worship. Allah Almighty is the Lord of mankind as he 
is the Creator and Sustainer (taw^Ïd al-Rub‰biyyah). He is the 
Sovereign King of mankind, who has the right to order and legislate 
(taw^Ïd al-¤¥kimiyyah). He is the God of Mankind who is the only one 
to be worshipped (taw^Ïd al-Ul‰hiyyah).4 It is human beings as khalÏfah 
on Earth who stand in need of purification and reform. This purifica-
tion and reform take place as we submit ourselves to the divine 
guidance by caring for all of God’s creatures and managing their affairs. 
Hence, purification is both the end and means of societal development 
and prosperity; as such, it is an inseparable part of a sound, thriving 
social structure. 

Despite the integrated, interconnected nature of the Islamic value 
system’s three elements, they are not necessarily of equal importance, 
since the divine unity, or taw^Ïd, remains the most central and funda-
mental of them all. It is taw^Ïd that ensures continuity between human 
efforts in this world and reward or retribution in the world to come. 
Indeed, the affirmation of God’s oneness has always been the founda-
tion of the divinely revealed religion and God’s message to His apostles 
and prophets. As God Almighty declared to the Prophet, “… before 
thy time We never sent any apostle without having revealed to him 
that there is no deity save Me, [and that,] therefore, you shall  
worship Me [alone]!” (s‰rah al-Anbiy¥’ 21:25). Utterance of the words, 
“There is no god but God, and Muhammad is the Messenger of God” 
is the way in which one enters Islam and commences the erection of its 
five pillars by affirming the religion on the level of doctrine, worship 
and lifestyle. The aforementioned dual testimony of faith defines the 
six pillars of faith5 and releases people’s God-given intellectual and 
psychological potentials by enabling them to achieve the proper  
balance between material and spiritual concerns. It frees them from  
the illusions so rampant in human society, planting their feet in the  
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certainty of true knowledge. When the pillars of faith have been 
affirmed, believers are established as brothers and sisters who build a 
single community whose members work to achieve advancement, 
prosperity and true human khil¥fah on Earth. 

Affirming God’s oneness involves more than simply fulfilling the 
basic requirements of faith and submission to God. Rather, it goes 
beyond these to the level of inward goodness, where the mind, the 
heart, and one’s entire physical being are released to achieve ever 
advancing levels of purity as one is freed from the effect of the miscon-
ceptions that arise from shirk – association of partners with God – on 
the levels of both belief and behavior. 

Elsewhere6 I have treated the subject of the divine oneness as it is 
presented in the Holy Qur’an and the Prophetic Sunnah, tracing the 
various ways in which this topic has been dealt with throughout the 
history of the Muslim community. The present discussion will be  
limited to a particularly noteworthy treatment of this topic which 
stresses the impact of affirming the divine oneness on the individual 
and society in their spiritual and material dimensions alike. The work 
to which I refer, entitled Al-Tawhid: Its Implications for Thought and 
Life,7 was written by the late Isma¢Ïl al F¥r‰qÏ (d. 1986), a pioneering 
scholar and thinker of the Islamization of knowledge school. 

Al-Tawhid: Its Implications for Thought and Life is distinguished for 
the way in which it views taw^Ïd, or affirmation of God’s oneness, as 
the most central and significant value of the Islamic religion and the 
source of virtually all other Islamic values as well. The book presents an 
overview of the various ways in which the value of taw^Ïd has been 
manifested in all areas of life. A serious modern attempt to revive and 
reactivate scholastic theology, Al-Tawhid: Its Implications for Thought 
and Life links scholastic theology to the movement of history and to 
Muslims’ legitimate longings for cultural advancement in the modern 
age. The book does a superb job of presenting the methodology of 
epistemological integration, a methodology which the author himself 
adhered to, thereby consolidating the link between the Islamic author-
ity underlying this methodology and its manifestations in thought, 
scientific and academic research, and the cultural practices of both 
individual Muslims and the Muslim ummah. 
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Beginning with the reality being experienced at present by the 
Muslim ummah, al F¥r‰qÏ discusses taw^Ïd as a value that governs all 
areas of Muslims’ lives on both the individual and collective levels. His 
aim is to present a vision of existence that will help young Muslims to 
progress along the path of true reform, and to analyze the concepts of 
Islam in such a way that they serve as a measuring rod for reform  
programs. Taw^Ïd is the essence and heart of Islam; as such, it is both 
the launching pad for reform and its defining content. Hence, all thir-
teen chapters of al F¥r‰qÏ’s book have to do with taw^Ïd, which, lying 
at the heart of all divinely revealed messages, provides the standard for 
judging history, the realm of the unseen, ethics, the social system, eco-
nomic and political systems, the family, the world order, and even 
aesthetics. The special merit of al F¥r‰qÏ’s book is that every one of its 
chapters affirms the centrality of the divine oneness as a standard for 
evaluating and discussing that chapter’s theme. 

Al F¥r‰qÏ shows the way in which the taw^ÏdÏ worldview integrates 
and combines the philosophical, epistemological and practical dimen-
sions of a culture. Without burdening the reader with conceptual 
overload as sometimes happens in traditional writings on Islamic phi-
losophy and scholastic theology, al F¥r‰qÏ aims throughout to promote 
the reform of Islamic thought and the contemporary Islamic reality. 

The following are examples of the way taw^Ïd serves as the source 
of other values in all realms of human life. 

 
(a) Manifestations of Taw^Ïd in the Social System: The Nuclear 

Family and the Muslim Ummah8 
 

The teachings of Islam encompass all aspects of life, while the task of 
acting as God’s khalÏfah focuses primarily around the ordering of social 
life and relations in accordance with God’s commands. Such commands 
are not limited to family affairs, but go beyond them to include rulings 
on financial and economic transactions, affairs of state and govern-
mental administration, judicial rulings, and laws intended to ensure 
justice, all of which touch on the social dimension. Rulings on rituals 
of worship and individual ethics make up only a small proportion of 
Islamic legislation. It should also be borne in mind that many rulings 
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on those rituals are social in nature, having to do with practices such as 
the distribution of zakah and the major and minor pilgrimage to 
Makkah, i.e., Hajj and Umrah, while others, such as ritual prayer and 
fasting, impact the social dimension in effect as well. 

The ethical guidance Islam provides gives concrete form to the 
moral trust human beings bear as khalÏfah in this world. Human beings 
can only bear their God-given trust in the context of a social system, in 
which ethical values might be likened to a spirit that rules relationships. 
Such relationships include, for example, the processes of buying and 
selling, in which people cooperate in providing for their basic needs. It 
is in social interactions such as these that integrity, honesty, and trust-
worthiness come into play. If there were no society, such ethical values 
would be meaningless. Moreover, the concrete measures designed to 
regulate people’s behavior differ from one society to another and from 
one time period to another. These differences illustrate the dialectical 
relationship bet-ween the essence of an ethical value and the practical, 
concrete forms this value takes. 

The Islamic social system, being founded upon the belief in God’s 
oneness, views the family as the foundational unit of society and stress-
es the importance of promoting and strengthening family ties. In this 
respect the Islamic social system differs from all other systems. Commu- 
nism, which attempted to do away with the role of the family, worked 
to undermine family ties and relationships, while the spirit of individu-
alism in the West has damaged family cohesiveness to the point where 
the family is on the verge of dying. Similarly, anthropological theories 
that view relationships among people as analogous to those that exist 
among animals have encouraged people to believe that there are no 
significant differences between animals and human beings, which has 
in turn undermined the honorable role assigned to the family. Hence, 
given the intimate connection between the family and human culture, 
human civilization is in danger of disintegrating. 

It is significant, therefore, that the Qur’an contains numerous 
detailed laws and legal rulings pertaining to marriage, divorce, the nurs-
ing of infants, and inheritance – all of which have to do with the family 
– whereas in all other areas, it contents itself with general principles and 
only the occasional detailed ruling. 
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The Muslim family continues to preserve a number of its distinctive 
characteristics thanks to its adherence to rulings of Islamic law, all of 
which arise from the doctrine of taw^Ïd, or the oneness of God. The 
reason for this is that the purpose for the creation of human beings was 
to perfect the ethical side of the human will via the actions of  
human beings’ themselves. This process takes place on four levels: the 
individual self, the family, the tribe or nation, and the Muslim commu-
nity at large. The first two levels are self-evident. As for the third level, 
it derives its value entirely from the fourth level, since, if tribal and 
international relations restrict peoples’ cooperation with each other to 
those who belong to the same race, whose skin is the same color, and 
who speak the same language, this does nothing but destroy human 
dignity, generate a spirit of superiority and entitlement, and lead to 
conflicts and wars. 

As for the community whose existence is based on the doctrine of 
God’s oneness, it is also based on harmony with people’s inborn nature 
and what this nature requires, namely, relationships marked by good 
will, compassion, and shared responsibility. The basic unit for building 
such relationships is the family, which consists of a husband and a wife 
and the relationships to which their marriage gives rise with in-laws, 
children, grandchildren, and so on. These familial relationships involve 
a network of responsibilities to which reference is made in Qur’anic 
phrases such as ‰l‰ al-ar^¥m, which is translated variously as “kindred 
by blood” and “closely related” (its literal rendering being, “those who 
share in wombs”) and dhaw‰ al-qurb¥ – literally, “those marked by 
nearness” – and which is translated as “near of kin” or simply “kin.” 
These phrases are often used in relation to legal rulings whose purpose 
is to order social relationships and to ensure that they are sound, healthy 
and stable. Such rulings are rendered effective by virtue of people’s 
faith in God’s oneness. For unless a society adopts the family within its 
legal framework, the manifestations of the principle of taw^Ïd will not 
be evident in human society. 

The extended Muslim family does not rely on the notion of finan-
cial autonomy for the man and the woman, the husband and the wife. 
Rather, it is founded on cooperation and mutual support which make 
it possible to marry at an early age. The children in the family live with 
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its older members, and a single household will embrace at least three 
generations. Such a household is a place where cultural norms, customs 
and traditions are passed down naturally from one generation to 
another, and children are raised on long-established values. Love, good 
will, and compassion are freely exchanged in an atmosphere that deep-
ens empathy, affection, and respect. This type of family atmosphere 
nurtures the various expressions of normal life with its joys and sorrows, 
laughter and tears, seriousness and banter, and shared sacrifice, and life 
within such a household is marked by an optimistic view of the future. 
All these phenomena serve to promote the psychological health that 
every one of us needs. As for the nuclear family, its choice is based on  
a materialistic view of life and the world in which the husband and  
wife attempt to flee from God-given social responsibilities. In reality,  
however, they bear even greater responsibilities that fill their lives with 
hardship and burdens, not to mention the fact that such a life does not 
require them to develop greater psychological maturity (and hence, 
psychological health) or a deepened sense of their own humanity. 

Islam sets down a clearly defined concept of the family, which is the 
building block of the larger community of faith. In addition, it offers a 
clearly defined concept of the larger community of faith. The Arabic 
word ummah, being translated here variously as “the Muslim commu-
nity” or “the larger community of faith,” is a uniquely Islamic term 
which points to a reality that is linked to Islam’s vision of the world. 
The term ummah differs from the terms mujtama¢ (society), and jam¥¢ah 
(group) in terms of its linguistic denotations and its idiomatic signifi-
cance. It is difficult to convey the full meaning of the Arabic term 
ummah in translation, since it refers neither to a specific people (sha¢b), 
nor to a state (dawlah), nor to a national or ethnic group or tribe (qawm). 
The term ummah is not linked to any particular place or geographical 
boundaries. Nor is it tied to ethnic origin, nationality, or political affili-
ation. Rather, all human beings on earth either belong already to this 
ummah, or community of faith, or are invited to join it. 

The unity of the Muslims or ummah is a religious and ethical unity, 
not a unity of biology, ethnic origin, language or politics. This is why 
the Prophet referred to the Jews of Madinah as an ummah despite the 
fact that they formed part of the society of Madinah and shared with 
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the Muslims of the city in the same geographical, linguistic, political 
and cultural milieu. In other words, it is religious identity which 
defines the concept of ummah. Nevertheless, the existence of political, 
geographical, ethnic and linguistic unity supports and reinforces an 
ummah’s religious unity. After all, it is those nearest to us in all these 
respects who have the greatest claim on us. At the same time, these var-
ious types of unity are not the basis for the ummah’s makeup and 
identity. They are defining characteristics which exist of necessity, and 
some of which may be outside of our control. However, membership 
in an ummah in the religious sense is something we consciously decide 
on, and which comes about by virtue of a deliberate individual choice. 
Consequently, it cannot be forced upon us from without. 

 
(b) Manifestations of Taw^Ïd in the Political Order9 

 
As a central value in Islam, affirmation of the divine unity is the source 
of other Islamic values as well. It content is reflected in all realms of 
thought and life, from the political system to aesthetic and artistic values. 
The divine unity is manifested most fundamentally in the unity of the 
Muslim community, or ummah, which is a basic condition for fulfill-
ment of the purposes of human khil¥fah in the political realm, as 
elsewhere. In other words, the ummah is the major formative unit of 
the Islamic political system. If unity is an attribute of God Almighty, 
this calls for the unity of the community of faith associated with God’s 
religion. As God has declared, “Verily, [O you who believe in Me], 
this community of yours is one single community, since I am the Sus-
tainer of you all: worship, then, Me [alone]!” (s‰rah al-Anbiy¥’ 21:92). 

As we have seen, the concept of ummah is a uniquely Islamic one 
characterized by a universality that goes beyond ethnicity, color, lan-
guage, and location. Similarly, it transcends political authority, and in 
this way it enables Muslims to carry out their religious obligations 
while at the same time enjoying their legitimate rights anywhere on 
earth. Such individuals can adhere to the civil laws of the society in 
which they reside as long as these laws allow them to carry out their 
Islamic religious obligations. In such a situation, by virtue of their  
ethical conduct, Muslims can be an example that draws others to their 
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religion, encouraging others to embrace Islam and, in so doing, to join 
the Muslim community. If, on the other hand, Muslims are not free in 
the country where they reside to practice their Islamic faith, they have 
the option of emigrating to some other country where they will be free 
to do so: “And he who forsakes the domain of evil for the sake of God 
shall find on earth many a lonely road, and well as life abundant...” 
(s‰rah al-Nis¥’ 4:100). 

The Prophet’s Companions and their immediate successors demon-
strated great interest in the sayings and actions of the Prophet. This 
interest was a reflection of the nature of the Islamic religion itself and 
the historical movement that was produced by the application of 
Islamic principles. For the Islamic religion is, first and foremost, a  
practical, realistic, applied religion, not a utopian, pie-in-the-sky  
preoccupation with things that can never be. The details of the 
Prophet’s life helped his Companions and those who succeeded them 
to move from the realm of abstract, theoretical understanding into 
realms that would translate this understanding into concrete action. 
Practical details are the ways in which the values of the religion express 
themselves. They also perform an educational function in that they 
make such values easier to grasp. 

The Islamic understanding of the ummah, or Muslim people, has 
three distinguishing features. First, the Muslim ummah is one in its 
worldview, which consists of an awareness of the values that shape the 
divine will and the ability to discern how these values apply to new and 
changing situations, problems and questions. It is this ability that gives 
Islamic values an ongoing vitality and effectiveness. Second, the Mus-
lim community is one in its readiness to translate the values that deter- 
mine what ought to be into concrete practices on the level of individu-
als, groups, and leadership in such a way that the members of the 
Muslim ummah work together toward their desired aims. Third, the 
Muslim ummah is one in its practical orientation and creativity, both 
of which are needed in order for its members to be khalÏfah on earth. In 
other words, the Muslim ummah strives together for the legitimate 
enjoyment of the blessings of this world, including a prosperous life 
and a sense of individual and collective security. This striving includes 
efforts to prevent the spread of ignorance, poverty, and disease or, at 
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the very least, to minimize their impacts. These three distinguishing 
features are thus indicative of the Muslim ummah’s consensus in terms 
of vision, will, and action. 

The affirmation of God’s oneness expressed in the testimony that 
“there is no god but God” means, among other things, that the divine 
guidance is valid for everyone everywhere, that the Muslim ummah is 
the foundation for human togetherness, and that the concept of 
ummah differs from non-Islamic religious concepts in that it gives the 
followers of other religions the right to come together on the basis of 
their own religion; in fact, it urges them to do so. The ummah inte-
grates the followers of these other religions into Muslim society while 
allowing them to retain their own religious identities and institutions. 
The constitution of a Muslim society must convey to all that they are 
invited to enter Islam or, at the very least, to enter Islam’s protection, 
while continuing to protect their rights as religious minorities and pro-
mote an environment of peace. This global feature of the affirmation 
of God’s oneness is thus an open invitation to peace. It does not neces-
sarily ensure people’s entry into Islam. However, it does guarantee the 
establishment of peaceful relations in the context of which human 
freedom and dignity are nourished and maintained via mutual under-
standing, neighborliness, and cooperation in the areas of the economy, 
society, thought and culture. To deprive people of freedom is to violate 
their human dignity. Hence, every member of a Muslim society should 
enjoy complete freedom to choose his or own religious affiliation.  

When the world is imbued with ethical values, God’s will is done, 
and human beings’ care for and preservation of this world become a 
form of worship. Every one of God’s creatures is an instrument for the 
perfect fulfillment of God’s will. However, human beings are creatures 
upon whom a special honor has been bestowed. As such, they possess 
the ability and the will to fulfill the divine will. They are not in an exis-
tential predicament from which they have no ability to escape; hence, 
they do not need a rescuer or savior. Rather, all they need is to carry 
out their duties, and once they have done this, their value will increase 
in proportion to their achievements. Affirmation of the divine oneness 
is likewise an affirmation that it is God’s will for blessing to come to all 
human beings. Ethical action possesses the same value regardless of 
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people’s customs, the color of their skin, or where they live. Hence, an 
ethical life is of universal value, and is societal in nature. 

 
(c) Manifestations of Taw^Ïd in the Economic System10 

 
In al F¥r‰qÏ’s view, the value-based dimension that follows from the  
testimony that “there is no god but God” is among the most significant 
manifestations of taw^Ïd in Islam. The will of God Almighty possesses 
ultimate value, and everything else derives its value from this will. 
People’s worship of God Almighty is a fulfillment of the divine will, 
which is what gives true value to time and place. The divine purpose 
for creating the world was to build a world filled with values through 
human beings’ possession of the divine worldview and the ethical 
action with which they fill their lives. As human beings are mindful of 
all the things around them, every one of which is of cosmic value, they 
perceive their obligation to preserve, improve, and beautify this world. 
All human beings are equal, and no one surpasses any other except by 
virtue of good works (consciousness of God). Similarly, all things in 
this world operate in keeping with God’s laws, and their value is 
enhanced by their being put to beneficial use by human beings in their 
endeavors to help the world fulfill its God-given potential. 

As a religion that declares God’s oneness, Islam affirms the need for 
a balanced relationship between the material and the spiritual. By 
virtue of this affirmation, Islam seeks to bring benefit and blessing to 
human beings everywhere by striving to make beneficial use of the 
Earth’s resources, by providing for people’s material needs, and by 
promoting integrated development. Any and all spiritual progress or 
advancement must be accompanied by material improvement as well 
(and vice-versa), because, if there is no balance between the material 
and spiritual dimensions, the order of life will be disturbed. 

The economic system in Islam is based on two principles. According 
to the first principle, no individual or group has the right to exploit 
others. According to the second principle, no individual or group has 
the right to impose an economic blockade on others or deny them 
access to merchandise or services. Ibn Khald‰n made clear that princi-
ples such as these are universal social laws. Human beings are civic by 
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nature. In other words, human life requires some sort of a collectivity 
in order for there to be cooperation and integration between individuals 
and communities with interconnected, shared interests. Hence, the 
Prophet did away with the arrangements that had been in place among 
the various tribes of the Arabian Peninsula in order to facilitate trans-
portation, travel, migration and free trade. Similarly, the second Caliph, 
¢Umar ibn al-Kha~~¥b abolished all customs border checkpoints in 
order to ease the movement of persons and merchandise among the 
various territories of the Islamic state. Indeed, trade between the various 
Islamic administrative districts and the Byzantine Empire remained 
unfettered even in times of hostility and armed conflict. 

Belief in the divine oneness is likewise reflected in the general  
principles operative in an Islamic economy. It has manifested itself, for 
example, in Muslims’ work ethic and Islamic principles of production. 
One such principle stipulates that one should produce more than one 
consumes, offer more services than one uses, and give the world  
during one’s lifetime more than one has received. Another Islamic 
principle of production stipulates that agricultural and industrial pro-
duction should be geared toward what will most benefit consumers 
without doing harm to the resources of which human beings have 
been made khalÏfah. A third such principle stipulates that if one is given 
use of something that belongs to someone else, one should always 
return it to its owner in the same or better condition than it was when 
one first received it. A fourth principle requires that products be 
untainted in any way, and that services be rendered in an entirely hon-
est and straightforward manner, not for fear of detection by surveil- 
lance institutions but, rather, out of a desire to abide by the noble ideals 
that arise from belief in taw^Ïd, by a God-given aspiration to do good, 
and the inward satisfaction that comes from doing the divine will and 
anticipating a goodly reward in the life hereafter. 

With respect to the ethics of production and consumption, belief in 
taw^Ïd gives rise to a number of principles. These include a positive 
attitude to material consumption, in other words, an awareness of the 
value of material things and the importance of meeting one’s funda-
mental material needs, yet not to the point of wastefulness and extrava- 
gance. Surplus production in an Islamic economy is to be reinvested in 
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order to increase production, enrich the Muslim ummah, and con-
tribute to social services and other good causes in the hope of winning 
God’s favor and demonstrating compassion and solidarity with those 
in need. There are numerous possible ways of spending funds in order 
to meet basic needs on the levels of the individual, the society, and the 
state. On the level of the individual, one is required to support his fam-
ily and distribute the zakah he owes among the individuals and groups 
specified in the Qur’an.11 Individual Muslims may also extend volun-
tary charity to whoever else they feel moved to assist. When a Muslim 
dies, whatever wealth he or she has left is distributed according to a 
highly precise and equitable system. On the level of the state, there is 
an ample treasury which is supplied from specific sources, including 
public properties and zakah funds that exceed people’s needs. Non- 
zakah funds collected from the wealthy, through various types of taxes, 
for example, is spent by the government to strengthen and protect the 
Muslim ummah by spearheading production and investment projects 
in agriculture, industry, and services. Out of the proceeds of such 
enterprises the state pays the salaries of the military and government 
employees, builds roads, opens schools and hospitals, and so on. 

The ethics of an Islamic economic system as they apply to work, 
production and consumption promote positive attitudes, responsibili-
ty and equity, thereby helping to achieve material and spiritual 
well-being for the members of society. 

 
(d) Manifestations of Taw^Ïd in the Aesthetic Realm12 

 
In keeping with Islam’s emphasis on strict monotheism (taw^Ïd), Mus-
lim artists developed the art of embellishment. They then developed 
this art into a form of abstract representation known as “Arabesque,” 
which extends infinitely in all directions until it is disconnected from 
the material nature of things and is transformed into nothing but a field 
of vision. With their various forms, including the intricate interlacing 
of shapes and letters, Arabesque and Arabic calligraphy convey a highly 
developed awareness of the transcendent. Even when Muslim artists 
use the forms of plants, animals, or human beings in their drawings, 
they shape them in such a way that they transcend materiality. Muslim 
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artists thus turn their linguistic and literary heritage into a panorama of 
meanings and ideas by projecting their aesthetic values onto the interi-
ors and exteriors of buildings. In this way, taw^Ïd becomes the key to 
explaining and interpreting the works of Muslim artists whose view of 
the universe has been transformed by Islam into elements that tran-
scend geographical location, language, or ethnicity.  

The absence from Islamic culture of art forms that involve the  
representation of persons – such as sculpting, drawing, painting, and 
drama – has been an expression of the absolute commitment to the 
divine oneness and the refusal to attribute any quality that might be 
associated with creatures to God the Creator. The absence of these art 
forms has thus been an attempt to avoid any sort of shirk, or association 
of partners with God, by fostering a constant awareness of the divine 
transcendence and hence, the impossibility the Divine’s being embod-
ied in any way. Attempts to represent God in any sort of natural form, 
even in the form of a human being, are viewed by Islam as superficial 
and naïve, incapable of symbolizing the All-Transcendent One who 
deserves to be recognized as totally Other than the finite creation. 
Muslims’ realization that God Almighty cannot be represented in any 
kind of material, visible form is, in fact, the most sublime aesthetic 
value to which human beings can attain, since no physical creature can 
represent God in His transcendence and perfection. The Qur’an’s  
declaration concerning God Almighty that “...there is nothing like 
unto Him…” (s‰rah al-Sh‰r¥ 42:11) embodies the most perfect aware- 
ness of beauty. 

Al F¥r‰qÏ holds that seen in light of the doctrine of taw^Ïd, art might 
be likened to an attempt to read into nature an essence that is not there, 
and to give this essence the visible form best suited to it. However, 
rather than being found in Nature, this essence exists above and beyond 
Nature, because it belongs solely to Nature’s transcendent Creator. 
This pre-existing essence, which is the object of aesthetic experience 
and perception, is the aspect of beauty that stirs human emotions and 
lifts them beyond material forms which, in and of themselves, are 
devoid of all true value. 

Al F¥r‰qÏ describes representative art as the expression of the inex-
pressible, which is, of course, an impossibility! However, Muslim artists 
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have approached this impossible task through what al F¥r‰qÏ terms 
“the Islamic artistic genius,” and “Islamic artistic breakthroughs.” The 
example al F¥r‰qÏ cites of this phenomenon is that of a Muslim artist 
who represents a plant or a flower in a manner that differs entirely from 
the way in which an individual plant or flower would actually appear. 
Instead, the artist presents infinitely repeated images of the plant or 
flower, thereby canceling out its individuality and driving its natural 
attributes out of human consciousness. The aesthetic depiction of the 
infinite and inexpressible through the repetition of the object being 
depicted is an attempt to convey nonverbally a message similar to that 
contained in the verbal formula, “There is no god but God.” The 
genius of the Arabic language and Arabic poetry were both sources of 
great pride to the Arabs of the pre-Islamic era. The revelation of the 
Qur’an then brought Arabic to new heights which created for the 
Arabs, then for the entire Muslim community after them, new standards 
of beauty that found sublime expression on the levels of visible form, 
sound, and profound universal meanings. 

In concluding our discussion of the doctrine of the divine oneness 
we wish to emphasize two points. The first is that Muslim scholars are 
in unanimous agreement that taw^Ïd is the very cornerstone of Islam, 
that gives Islamic civilization its identity. Utterly central to the Islamic 
worldview, taw^Ïd serves as the source of Islamic values that find con-
crete expression in virtually all aspects of Islamic life, from thought and 
rational investigation, to the political, social and economic systems, to 
the realm of aesthetics and Muslims’ approach to the various art forms. 
The second point is that taw^Ïd is the foundation for the unity of 
knowledge, which serves in turn as the foundation for epistemological 
integration in the Islamic worldview, and in Islamic methodology and 
practice. 

 
Tazkiyah, “Purification” in Islam’s Governing System of Values 

 
In the Islamic perspective, a divinely revealed religion has no meaning 
without an affirmation of a single Creator, nor without a process by 
which to purify human beings who, as God’s creatures, need to be 
empowered to bear the trust involved in being khalÏfah on Earth. It is 
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human beings who are addressed by the revelation that has been sent 
down from on high by the One Creator, who believe in the Creator’s 
unity, who acknowledge themselves as His servants, and who strive 
accordingly to use their mental and physical capacities to better the 
Earth and human life. And it is through such striving that human 
beings purge themselves, their possessions, and their relationships of all 
that is unworthy of God’s blessing. 

Our purpose in this discussion is to arrive at an epistemological  
perspective on purification, tazkiyah, which occupies an important 
place in the Qur’anic value system. The object of purification and 
reform is human beings who – as individuals, groups, and members of 
the wider ummah – are accountable before God for the way they dis-
pose of what they have been entrusted with on Earth. Since human 
beings live on both a material plane and a spiritual plane, the process of 
purification likewise takes place on both these planes. Reform must 
advance human beings along the path of purification; otherwise, it is 
devoid of value. Tazkiyah is both the end served by human develop-
ment and the means by which development takes place. More than a 
matter of individual feelings, emotions or scruples, tazkiyah is also a 
vital element of social development. 

A discussion of tazkiyah will touch on the various meanings of the 
term tazkiyah as it is used in the Holy Qur’an, the place occupied by 
the concept of tazkiyah in the thought and practice of Muslim ascetics, 
mystics and warriors, as well as tazkiyah as a fundamental purpose of 
divine revelation. 

 
Purification-Related Terms and Concepts in the Holy Qur’an 

 
Derivatives of the Arabic root z – k – w occur fifty-nine times in the 
Qur’an. These include zak¥, zakk¥, azk¥, zakiyyan, zak¥h, and others. 
The term zakah – which connotes purification, blessing and growth – 
occurs thirty-two times in reference to the portion of a Muslim’s wealth 
that he or she is required to spend on needy members of the Muslim 
society, and four times in the sense of praise and commendation. The 
word tazkiyah occurs four times in reference to one of the four purposes 
of the divine revelation, while the remaining occurrences refer to 
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processes such as purging, advancement, development, and increased 
goodness and benefit. In what follows we will discuss selected passages 
that serve to clarify a number of the specific meanings conveyed by the 
term tazkiyah in the Qur’an. 

 
Purification of the Individual 

 
An individual is purified by entering into faith. God Almighty once 
reminded the Prophet that a certain blind man who had approached 
him in search of understanding “...might perhaps have grown in purity” 
(s‰rah ¢Abasa 80:3). It is by seeking self-purification that one avoids the 
fires of hell: “For, distant from it shall remain he who is truly conscious 
of God: he that spends his possessions [on others] so that he might grow 
in purity” (s‰rah al-Layl 92:17-18). Those who strive for self-purifica-
tion bring great benefit to themselves. Thus did God Almighty explain 
to the Prophet, “…thou canst [truly] warn only those who stand in 
awe of their Sustainer although He is beyond the reach of their percep-
tion, and are constant in prayer, and [know that] whoever grows in 
purity, attains to purity but for the good of his own self, and [that] with 
God is all journeys’ end” (s‰rah F¥~ir 35:18). Someone who is charac-
terized by faith, goodness, righteousness and loyalty may be described 
as “an innocent human being,” that is, a pure soul or “a soul endowed 
with purity” (nafs zakiyyah), (s‰rah al-Kahf 18:74 and s‰rah Maryam 
19:19). The longest oath sworn by God in the Holy Qur’an has to do 
with purification of the soul:  

 
By the Sun and his [glorious] splendour; 

By the Moon as she follows him; 

By the Day as it shows up [the Sun’s] glory; 

By the Night as it conceals it; 

By the Firmament and its [wonderful] structure; 

By the Earth and its [wide] expanse; 

By the Soul and the proportion and order given to it; 

And its enlightenment as to its wrong and its right; 

Truly he succeeds that purifies it, 

And he fails that corrupts it!                       (S‰rah al-Shams, 91:1-10) 
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God Almighty swears in this passage of the Qur’an by a number of 
His creation – the sun, the moon, the day, the night, the heavens and 
the earth, and the human soul. Given the sheer number of entities by 
which the Almighty has sworn, there can be no doubt that the declara-
tion whose truth He has sworn to must be of great import. And indeed, 
the truth to which the Almighty has sworn is that those who purify 
their souls will meet with success, and that those who corrupt their 
souls will meet with failure: “Truly he succeeds that purifies it [the 
soul], and he fails that corrupts it!” Purification of the soul involves 
avoiding sinful acts that would incite God’s displeasure and perform-
ing works of righteousness that merit His favor. As for corruption of 
the soul, it comes about by succumbing willfully to the temptation to 
act unrighteously, which prevents one’s soul from progressing spiritu-
ally and thereby experiencing blessing and growth in goodness. 

The human soul that either prospers due to having undergone 
purification or is cast into the abyss of loss and despair due to having 
allowed itself to be corrupted represents the entire human being – 
body, mind and spirit. A “soul” may be either an individual human 
being or a human collectivity. Human beings possess various forms of 
wealth by divine proxy. In other words, this wealth has been entrusted 
to them by its Owner, who is God Almighty. They also live in a God-
given environment over which God has appointed them khalÏfah who 
are responsible for using their God-given wealth to develop the Earth 
to the fullest and build human civilization. However, the focal point  
of purification is the human psyche, the seat of emotion, caring and 
feeling, which brings about the ascent and progress of the restless inner 
self, “...for, verily, man’s inner self does incite [him] to evil,...” (s‰rah 
Y‰suf 12:53; cf. s‰rah al-Ma¢¥rij 70:19). After hearing the accusing 
voice of conscience, the soul continues to grow in purity until it 
becomes fully pleasing to God in every respect and worthy to hear the 
Almighty address it with the words, “Return thou unto thy Sustainer, 
well-pleased [and] pleasing [to Him]; enter, then, together with My 
[other true] servants – yea, enter thou My paradise!” (s‰rah al-Fajr 
89:28-30). 
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Purification of the Feelings and Social Relations 
 
Derivatives of the word tazkiyah are often used in the sense of a cleans-
ing and elevation of the emotions and of social relations. When, for 
example, a husband and wife divorce, there is a tendency for people to 
succumb to feelings of hatred and bitterness where there had once 
been love and affection. Such feelings might prompt the woman’s 
family to forbid her to return to her husband even in situations where 
the husband and wife wish to be reunited. However, God makes it 
clear in the Qur’an that reconciliation is best for everyone, and that 
reestablishing harmony and goodwill in their marriage will bring greater 
purity to their hearts than continuing to harbor doubt and suspicion. 
The issue, then, has to do with the promotion of thoughts and feelings 
that will purify people’s hearts, strengthen relationships, and reinforce 
systems that are beneficial to society. God Almighty says: 

 
And when you divorce women, and they fulfill the term of their ¢Iddah [waiting 

period], do not prevent them from marrying their [former] husbands if they 

mutually agree on equitable terms. This instruction is for all amongst you who 

believe in God and the Last Day. That is [the course making for] most virtue and 

purity amongst you (dh¥lika azk¥ lakum). And God knows, and ye know not. 

(S‰rah al-Baqarah, 2:232)  
 
According to Ibn Ashur, the phrase translated here as “[the course 

making for] most…purity amongst you” means that a wife’s return to 
her husband,  

 
will be most conducive to a life of purity on both her part and his, more likely to 

preserve both her honor and his, as well as being most conducive to goodness and 

blessing for everyone concerned. The term azk¥ (“purer”) refers to increase and 

abundance. This is because they [the wives’ families] had been hindering them 

from returning to their husbands out of a zeal to prevent their reputation from 

being tarnished. However, God informs them that allowing the woman to be  

reconciled to her husband will do more to protect their honor, since it will help to 

preserve the goodwill between the families who been brought closer through the 

ties of marriage. Hence, if, by hindering a divorced woman from being reunited to 

her husband, her family is attempting to ward off harm or prevent injustice, their 
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decision to allow her to return to her husband is an act of magnanimity and pardon 

by means of they seek to mend what needs mending.13 
 
The phrase “most conducive to your purity” (azk¥ lakum) or “most 

conducive to their purity” (azk¥ lahum) recurs in contexts in which a 
given practice might cause offense or harm. For example, refraining 
from asking to be received as a guest in someone’s house out of respect 
for others’ privacy, refraining from looking unduly at members of the 
opposite sex, and refraining from sexual relations in the wrong situa-
tions in order to preserve one’s own and others’ honor, all result in the 
purification of both one’s conscience and one’s outward conduct. As a 
result, one’s whole being is lifted to a higher plane and one becomes 
more aware of God’s surveillance of everything one thinks and does. 
We are told, for example, “…if you find no one within [a house], do 
not enter it until you are given leave; and if you are told, ‘Turn back’, 
then turn back. This will be most conducive to your purity (huwa azk¥ 
lakum); and God has full knowledge of all that you do” (s‰rah al-N‰r 
24:28). And, “Tell the believing men to lower their gaze and to be 
mindful of their chastity: this will be most conducive to their purity 
(dh¥lika azk¥ lahum) – [and] verily, God is aware of all that they do” 
(s‰rah al-N‰r 24:30). 

 
Purification of Wealth 

 
With regard to the term zakah, which refers to one of the five pillars of 
Islam and a uniquely Islamic religious obligation, Ibn Ashur holds that 
prior to the revelation of the Qur’an the word zakah was never used in 
the sense of wealth spent for God’s sake, and that it is only in the 
Qur’an that we find the word used in this way.14 As a pillar of the 
Islamic religion, zakah is on a par with the testimony that “there is no 
God but God,” ritual prayer, fasting the month of Ramadan, and  
making the major pilgrimage to Makkah. A unique mainstay of the 
overall social system, zakah functions to purify the individual Muslim 
of niggardliness by helping him or her not to become too attached to his 
or her wealth; at the same time it honors the rights of the community 
and its members. Zakah is of great importance to the economic system, 
since the act of collecting money is looked upon in Islam as a form of 
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worship. Zakah, which consists of a specified portion of the individ-
ual’s wealth which is given to the community, only comes into force 
when the individual has full possession of the wealth concerned and is 
therefore free to dispose of it as he/she sees fit due to his/her having 
earned it through honest labor. Zakah is levied on production, agricul-
tural yield, industry and trade, and is associated with specific times and 
amounts. It is due on wealth that exceeds a particular amount and must 
have been in its owner’s possession for an entire year. It is also associated 
with specific times of the year, such as the harvest season (“...give [unto 
the poor] their due on harvest day...” – s‰rah al-An¢¥m 6:141). As for 
the amount due, it may be 2.5 percent, 5 percent, 10 percent, or 20 
percent depending on the type of wealth in question and the type of 
work performed in order to acquire it. The percentage of wealth spent 
on society’s interests might be as much as 100 percent in the case of 
energy resources that cannot be held as private property. 

Zakah is a guaranteed means of bringing blessing and increase: “And 
[remember:] whatever you may give out in usury so that it might 
increase through [other] people’s possessions will bring [you] no 
increase in the sight of God – whereas all that you give out in charity, 
seeking God’s countenance, [will be blessed by him:] for it is they, they 
[who thus seek His countenance] that shall have their recompense 
multiplied!” (s‰rah al-R‰m 30:39). So, whoever is looking for a kind 
of commerce that is guaranteed to multiply his wealth, let him give of 
his wealth in the form of zakah. 

God Almighty has promised to be with His people. “And God said: 
‘Behold, I shall be with you!’...” (s‰rah al-M¥’idah 5:12). What a mar-
velous Companion to have! However, God’s companionship is tied to 
certain conditions, one of which is one’s willingness to distribute one’s 
wealth in charity, that is, zakah: “...If you are constant in prayer, and 
spend in charity (zakah), and believe in My apostles and aid them, and 
offer up unto God a goodly loan,...” (s‰rah al-M¥’idah 5:12). God’s 
companionship is a great blessing, one that guides us and protects us. 
However, it is also conditional, since it requires that we,  

 
obey Him by conducting ourselves according to His conditions...and that we base 

our economic life on an approach that guarantees that wealth will not simply be 
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passed back and forth among the wealthy, lest wealth amassed in the hands of a few 

lead to economic depression due to the masses’ inability to purchase and consume. 

In such a situation the wheel of production will grind to a halt, or, at the very least, 

become painfully slow, leading to luxury and opulence on the part of some, hard-

ship and deprivation on the part of others, and corruption and imbalance in the 

society at large...All these evils are prevented by zak¥h. They are prevented by 

God’s approach to the distribution of wealth and economic management...15 
 
The contemporary Islamic economic order rests on usurious inter-

est, and most people would have a hard time conceiving of a valid 
system based on any other practice. Zakah has become little more than 
a form of individual altruism which could never serve as the basis for a 
modern economy. Hence, people in our day have lost their sense of 
what zakah is and could be, since they have never witnessed the imple-
mentation of a truly Islamic economy. 

 
Purification of the Community of Faith as a  

Purpose of Divine Revelation 
 
Derivatives of the root z – k – w occurring in four verses of the Qur’an 
refer to purification as an explicit purpose of the divine revelation,  
particularly the divine revelation given to the seal of the prophets, 
Muhammad. These four verses read as follows: 

 
“O our Sustainer! Make us surrender ourselves unto Thee, and make out of our 

offspring a community that shall surrender itself unto Thee, and show us our way 

of worship, and accept our repentance: for, verily, Thou alone art the Acceptor of 

Repentance, the Dispenser of Grace! O our Sustainer! Raise up from the midst of 

our offspring an apostle from amongst themselves, who shall convey unto them 

Thy messages, and impart unto them revelation as well as wisdom, and cause them 

to grow in purity (yuzakkÏhim); for, verily, Thou alone art Almighty, truly Wise!” 

(S‰rah al-Baqarah, 2:128-129) 

 

Even as We have sent unto you an apostle from among yourselves to convey unto 

you Our messages, and to cause you to grow in purity (yuzakkÏkum), and to impart 

unto you revelation and wisdom, and to teach you that which you knew not. 

(S‰rah al-Baqarah 2:151) 
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Indeed, God bestowed a favour upon the believers when he raised up in their 

midst an apostle from among themselves, to convey His messages unto them, and 

to cause them to grow in purity, and to impart unto them the divine writ as well as 

wisdom – whereas before that they were indeed, most obviously, lost in error. 

(S‰rah ®l ¢Imr¥n, 3:164)  

 

He it is who has sent unto the unlettered people an apostle from among them-

selves, to convey unto them His messages, and to cause them to grow in purity, 

and to impart unto them the divine writ as well as wisdom – whereas before that 

they were indeed, most obviously, lost in error. (S‰rah al-Jum¢ah, 62:2) 
 
The first passage cited here contains a supplication that was uttered 

by Abraham, upon him be peace, in which he asked God to make his 
offspring into a nation or community submitted to God, and to send 
them an apostle who would be one of their own. The apostle that 
Abraham asked God Almighty to send would come to accomplish four 
tasks: (1) to convey God’s messages to his people, (2) to impart revela-
tion to them, (3) to give them wisdom, and (4) to cause them to grow 
in purity. As for the other three passages, they speak of the way in 
which God graciously answered the prophet Abraham’s supplication 
by sending His Messenger, Muhammad and by bringing the Muslim 
ummah into existence. In this connection two observations are in 
order. The first observation is that purification is mentioned in 
Abraham’s prayer as the fourth task or purpose which the coming 
apostle was to accomplish, whereas in the other three passages cited 
above, purification is listed immediately after that of conveying God’s 
messages. The second observation is that the purification spoken of 
was to take place within the Muslim ummah for whom God’s prophet 
Abraham had prayed. In the second passage cited above, God addresses 
this community directly, while in the third and fourth, He speaks of 
them in the third person as “believers” and as “an unlettered people” 
respectively. Hence, it will be seen that neither purification nor any of 
the other three purposes the Apostle was sent to fulfill had to do with 
disciplining the individual, building individual character, or refining 
or elevating individual consciousness, sentiments, or emotions. How-
ever, although the Qur’anic passages addressing human beings as agents 
who are accountable to God are generally addressed to a plurality they 
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nevertheless include all units of that plurality, from the individual to 
the family to the tribe and beyond, since the aim of divine revelation 
ultimately is to purify all of human civilization. 

These four Qur’anic passages set forth a program for educating  
the Muslim community. This program consists of four principle  
components which work together to build up the community, define 
its image, and determine its defining characteristics. The first compo-
nent of the divinely-inspired program is that of conveying God’s signs. 
It should be remembered that the word translated as “signs” here is the 
same used in Arabic to refer to verses of the Qur’an (¥y¥t). Hence, 
“conveying [God’s] signs” (til¥wah al-¥y¥t) can also be understood as 
“reciting [God’s] verses.” This process involves wiping out illiteracy or 
“unletteredness” on its various levels, from the inability to read and 
write to ignorance in the realms of learning and culture, and elevating 
those to whom such recitation is addressed to a plane on which they 
experience the dignity of being honored by God by virtue of reciting 
His revelation and benefitting from its content. The second compo-
nent is purification, which encompasses the dimensions of refinement, 
purgation, blessing, increase and abundance. The third component is 
that of imparting revelation, that is, conveying its content to people on 
the levels of knowledge and moral guidance. And the fourth compo-
nent is instruction in wisdom, that is, teaching others the content of the 
revelation in such a way that it bears fruit on the level of both word and 
deed, acquiring greater spiritual discernment and insightfulness, and 
developing the ability to weigh matters properly by understanding 
both their causes and their purposes. 

 
Purification as Understood by the Schools of Renunciation (Zuhd), 

Mysticism (Ta|awwuf) and Struggle (Jihad) 
 
During the early days of Islam, some of the Prophet’s Companions 
chose to adopt a lifestyle of asceticism. Later, as some classes of Muslim 
society became increasingly worldly and as ongoing political strife 
became the order of the day, the tendency toward asceticism devel-
oped into a kind of isolation from society, and the associated practice 
developed into what came to be known as Sufism. Sufism was marked 
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by the renunciation of the passing satisfactions of this earthly life and 
regular engagement in acts of piety in pursuit of greater nearness to 
God Almighty. As time went on, these forms of self-purification and 
personal piety took on a collective quality as like-minded practitioners 
gathered into distinct groups whose members committed themselves 
to the teachings of a defined leadership and particular patterns of 
behavior in the areas of worship and dhikr, or invocation of the Divine, 
as well as in their manner of relating to each other as members of a spir-
itual community. Eventually there grew up a specialized vocabulary 
having to do with Sufi thought and practice with the result that some 
Sufi terms, while appearing to mean one thing to the layperson, might 
bear another, esoteric meaning to members of the Sufi brotherhood or 
its spiritual leaders. An example of such terminology is what came to be 
known in certain Sufi orders as the tripartite system of takhallÏ – ta^allÏ 
– tajallÏ. The term takhallÏ refers to the abandonment of sinful actions, 
while ta^allÏ means taking on certain virtuous, godly qualities. Steady 
commitment to both takhallÏ and ta^allÏ may enable the aspirant to 
enter a state of spiritual transparency and psychological transport to 
which Sufis refer as tajallÏ, in which the aspirant experiences the divine 
presence descending upon him and manifesting itself within him. 

However, some Sufi practices became associated with terms and 
forms of behavior that were viewed as unacceptable innovations, 
while other practices having to do with asceticism and advancement 
along the path of self-purification remained with the realm of ortho-
doxy. Some Sufi orders engaged in armed conflict against the enemies of 
Islam, while others worked to propagate the Islamic faith in numerous 
regions of Africa and Asia. 

As one might expect, tazkiyah is associated with various forms of 
struggle, or jihad. There is the inward struggle against one’s baser self. 
This type of struggle is referred to in God Almighty’s declaration that 
“But as for those who strive hard in Our cause – We shall most certainly 
guide them onto paths that lead unto Us: for, behold, God is indeed 
with the doers of good” (s‰rah al-¢Ankab‰t 29:69). There is the struggle 
that involves sacrificing personal comfort, possessions, and sometimes 
one’s very life. This type of struggle in spoken of in the Qur’an’s refer-
ence to “Those who believed, and adopted exile, and fought for the 
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faith, with their property and their persons, in the cause of God,…” 
(s‰rah al-Anf¥l 8:72, Abdullah Yusuf Ali). In addition, there is a struggle 
that involves the sacrifice of one’s wealth; the Qur’an speaks approv-
ingly of the person who “...spends his possessions [on others] so that he 
might grow in purity” (s‰rah al-Layl 92:18). 

It thus becomes clear that on the individual level, purification has to 
do with feelings, thoughts, intentions, attitudes, and personal conduct. 
Those who strive for self-purification are promised success in the  
true sense of the word. Tazkiyah also takes place on the level of the 
social life. Hence, the Prophet who was sent to Mankind helps people 
to grow in purity by improving relations between people and reform-
ing social and economic systems. Tazkiyah also takes place in relation 
to people’s wealth and possessions. The zakah which the Muslim is 
required to distribute among the needy is a means of purifying the 
individual who distributes the wealth, the wealth of the individual, and 
the wealth of the society as a whole; this is a process that brings both 
blessing and increase. The various meanings of the term “tazkiyah,” 
which complete and complement one another, encompass everything 
the Muslim might contemplate, everything he or she might strive to 
learn about through study and research, and everything he or she 
strives to achieve in this world and the next. These, then, are the three 
spheres of Islamic methodology: thought, research, and conduct. 

 
¢Umr¥n, Societal Development and Prosperity in  

the Islamic Value System 
 
If taw^Ïd, the affirmation of the divine unity, has fundamentally to do 
with the Islamic vision of the God who creates and orders the universe, 
and if tazkiyah, or purification, has to do with the Islamic view of 
human beings as creatures with God-given responsibilities and tasks, 
then ¢umr¥n, or societal development and prosperity, has to do with the 
Islamic view of human beings’ function as khalÏfah. In keeping with 
this worldview, human development and prosperity constitute a nor-
mative standard, i.e., a value, on the basis of which the value of life is 
measured both individually and collectively. It is also a normative stan-
dard for evaluating and correcting the development efforts and 
achievements of the individual, community or nation. 
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As we have stated before, the values of taw^Ïd, tazkiyah and ¢umr¥n 
are intimately linked. Taken together, they constitute an integrated 
system which forms the foundation for the methodology of epistemo-
logical integration. Taw^Ïd is the most significant fact of existence. The 
divine unity is a reality with intrinsic value out of which other realities 
proceed. The entire cosmos is subject by nature to the requirements of 
the divine unity. This is why, if human beings wish to be in harmony 
with the universe, they must strive for self-purification by worship-
ping God alone and submitting to God’s guidance in relation to how 
they manage their affairs and relate to other creatures. Purification is 
both the means and the end of human development and prosperity; as 
such, it lies at the very heart of the social structure. 

This tripartite system of values makes up an authoritative frame of 
reference in relation to which we can discern God’s purpose in creation. 
It likewise serves as a normative system of values that yields all of the 
primary and secondary values in the Islamic religion. At the same time, 
however, it should be remembered that it is an expression of the true 
nature of things, not an external frame of reference which is imposed 
on things from without. 

We will be discussing the value of ¢umr¥n in the sense of prosperous 
human development (civilization) from a juristic perspective, i.e., fiqh 
al-¢umr¥n, and the link between this “value” and the life God desires for 
human beings. Jurisprudence is simply what God Almighty has to say 
about people’s actions: which actions merit God’s favor, which actions 
God forbids, and which actions He exhorts us to avoid, the aim 
throughout being to ensure people’s well-being and spare them undue 
hardship. Prosperous societal development constitutes a value that 
governs our understanding of human striving in this earthly life, partic-
ularly the striving of society as a whole as this relates to systems of 
administration and public affairs. Societal development manifests itself 
in the material aspects of our lives, including buildings and roads, agri-
culture and industry. It also manifests itself in the emotional and 
spiritual aspects of our lives, including ways of maintaining security, 
upholding justice, and engaging in collective consultation. The task of 
society’s influential and wealthy stratum, including its rulers, is to serve 
the interests of the ordinary members of society, while the task of  

251

Methodological Principles and Values 



society at large is to pray for God to grant blessing and strength to those 
in positions of influence. 

During the days when the Muslims heeded “the jurisprudence of 
prosperous human development” (fiqh al-¢umr¥n), their lives were filled 
with blessing. Institutions of learning spread far and wide and God 
opened up to them the treasures of heaven and earth. They enjoyed an 
abundance of all that they needed, and thanks to the advanced, refined 
civilization they propagated, they were sought out by other nations. 
When, conversely, Muslims disregarded this same jurisprudence, they 
grew weak. Their power and authority waned, their empire crum-
bled, and they were vanquished by their foes. Their negligence and 
inattention were revealed in a lack of ambition and a preference for a 
life of ease and indolence. At times these weaknesses were exacerbated 
by writings that promoted unwholesome notions which had no claim 
to being valid understandings of Islamic law. Such writings promoted a 
disdain for the life of this world, a denial of its value, and a refusal to 
involve oneself in its affairs. The result was a tendency to neglect soci-
ety’s affairs and a failure to protect people’s interests and rights or 
demonstrate a sense of belonging to the Muslim ummah. 

We will commence our discussion of ¢umr¥n with an examination 
of this term’s use in the Holy Qur’an. We will then look at the link the 
Qur’an draws between the population and development of the Earth, 
the nature of the life to which this leads, and the fate that awaits human 
beings thereafter. The discussion will be concluded with a reference to 
the pioneering work of Ibn Khald‰n, who drew inspiration from 
Qur’anic guidance for the creation of a new discipline which he 
termed “the science of human development” (¢ilm al-¢umr¥n al-basharÏ). 

 
¢Umr¥n in the Language of the Qur’an 

 
Derivations of the triliteral root ¢ - m – r occur twenty-five times in the 
Qur’an. Three of these are in the form of a proper noun: 

 
Behold, God raised Adam, and Noah, and the House of Abraham, and the House 

of ¢Imr¥n above all mankind. (S‰rah ®l ¢Imr¥n 3:33) 
 

And [We have propounded yet another parable of God-consciousness in the story 

of] Mary, the daughter of ¢Imr¥n, who guarded her chastity, whereupon We 
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breathed of Our spirit into that [which was in her womb], and who accepted the 

truth of her Sustainer’s words – and [thus,] of His revelations – and was one of the 

truly devout. (S‰rah al-Ta^rÏm, 66:12)  

 

when a woman of [the House of] ¢Imr¥n prayed, “O my Sustainer, Behold, unto 

Thee do I vow [the child] that is in my womb, to be devoted to Thy service. 

Accept it, then, from me: verily, Thou alone art All-Hearing, All-Knowing!” 

(S‰rah ®l ¢Imran, 3:35) 
 

The root ¢ – m – r occurs three times in reference to the rite of minor 
pilgrimage or “pious visit” (¢umrah) to the Sacred Mosque in Makkah. 
Unlike the major pilgrimage (hajj), which can only be performed  
during a particular month of the year, the minor pilgrimage can be per-
formed at any time, as a result of which the Sacred Mosque in Makkah 
is filled with pilgrims all year round, ¢ – m – r: “And perform the pil-
grimage (hajj) and the pious visit (¢umrah) [to Makkah] in honour of 
God; and if you are held back, give instead whatever offering you can 
easily afford...” (s‰rah al-Baqarah 2:196). 

The root ¢ - m – r occurs three times in connection with visiting and 
maintaining mosques: 

 
It is not for those who ascribe divinity to aught beside God to visit or tend 

(ya¢mur‰) God’s houses of worship, the while [by their beliefs] they bear witness 

against themselves that they are denying the truth. It is they whose works shall 

come to nought, and they who in the fire shall abide! Only he should visit or tend 

(ya¢muru) God’s houses of worship who believes in God and the Last Day, and is 

constant in prayer, and spends in charity, and stands in awe of none but God: for 

[only such as] these may hope to be among the right-guided! Do you, perchance, 

regard the [mere] giving of water to pilgrims, and the tending of the Inviolable 

House of Worship (¢im¥rat al-masjid al-^ar¥m) as being equal to [the works of] one 

who believes in God and the Last Day and strives hard in God’s cause? These 

[things] are not equal in the sight of God. And God does not grace with His guid-

ance people who [deliberately] do wrong. (S‰rah al-Tawbah 9:17-19) 
 
Another use of the root ¢ - m –r is as an adjective describing a house  
of worship: “Consider Mount Sinai! Consider [God’s] revelation, 
inscribed on wide-open scrolls. Consider the long-enduring house [of 
worship] (al-bayt al-ma¢m‰r)!” (s‰rah al->‰r 52:1-4).16 
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In three other places the same root occurs in the sense of settling on 
land and cultivating it, constructing dwellings and castles, and estab-
lishing a settled community after having lived a nomadic existence. 
God speaks of peoples who dwelled on the land for a long time, built 
up strength, tilled the land and extracted its minerals: 

 
Have they, then, never journeyed about the earth and beheld what happened in 

the end to those [deniers of the truth] who lived before their time? Greater were 

they in power than they are; and they left a stronger impact on the earth, and built 

it up (¢amar‰h¥) even better than these [are doing] (akthar mimm¥ ¢amar‰h¥); and to 

them [too] came their apostles with all evidence of the truth: and so, [when they 

rejected the truth and thereupon perished,] it was not God who wronged them, 

but it was they who had wronged themselves. (S‰rah al-R‰m 30:9) 

 
This may be a reference to the people of ¢®d to whom the prophet 
H‰d was sent, who constructed edifices on the heights and built castles 
and fortresses. God addresses these people, saying, “Will you, in your 
wanton folly, build [idolatrous] altars on every height, and make for 
yourselves mighty castles, [hoping] that you might become immortal? 
And will you [always], whenever you lay hand [on others], lay hand 
[on them] cruelly, without any restraint?” (s‰rah al-Shu¢ar¥’ 26:128-
129). They thought mistakenly that they would dwell in their land for 
all time. 

The root ¢ – m – r occurs once in the sense of “life,” where God 
Almighty swears by the life of His Prophet, saying, “Verily, by thy life 
[la ¢amruka] (O Prophet), in their wild intoxication, they wander in 
distraction, to and fro” (s‰rah al-¤ijr 15:72, Abdullah Yusuf Ali). As 
for the remaining occurrences of this word, they all refer to the passage 
of time in a human being’s life: “Nay, We have allowed these [sinners] 
– as [We allowed] their forebears – to enjoy the good things of life for 
 a great length of time:... (^att¥ ~¥la ¢alayhim al-¢umur)…” (s‰rah al-
Anbiy¥’ 21:44). “And God has created you, and in time will cause you 
to die; and many a one of you is reduced in old age to a most abject state 
(il¥ ardhal al-¢umur), ceasing to know anything of what he once knew so 
well. Verily, God is All-Knowing, infinite in His power!” (S‰rah al-
Na^l 16:70). 
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The passage of time is necessary for us to be able to accomplish tasks 
and reach goals we have set for ourselves. It is a factor in the individ-
ual’s physical, psychological and spiritual growth and the emergence of 
certain defining characteristics. Similarly, it is necessary for time to pass 
in order for society to achieve various levels of development and  
cultural formation. Malek Bennabi proposed an equation that combines 
the elements of civilization, and which clarifies the role played both by 
human effort in bringing together material causes and by the passage  
of sufficient time for cultural institutions and apparatuses to develop. 
According to Bennabi, however, the combination of these three ele-
ments – people + soil + time – does not necessarily result in a civilized 
state of affairs. Rather, such a result calls for a degree of spiritual energy, 
or a spark capable of activating these elements in such a way that they 
are capable of performing their function in cultural advancement.17 

The opposite of the term ¢umr¥n as it is used in the Qur’an is corrup-
tion, killing, bloodshed, destruction, ruin, annihilation, and desolation. 
All of these terms as used in the Qur’an are set in contrast to life’s  
proceeding in harmony with the laws and patterns God has established 
in the universe such that houses of worship are filled with worshippers 
who invoke God’s name, and people live in keeping with God’s guid-
ance. The Qur’anic term ¢umr¥n thus yields a variety of interrelated and 
overlapping meanings which together form a semantic field populated 
by complementary denotations and connotations. The following are 
among the meanings conveyed by the word ¢umr¥n: 

 
¢Umr¥n as the State of Life 

 
As the years of a person’s life pass, his or her life comes to completion. 
As we read in s‰rah al-Shu¢ar¥’ 26:18, “[But when Moses had deliv-
ered his message, Pharaoh] said, ‘Did we not bring thee up among us 
when thou wert a child? And didst thou not spend among us years of 
thy [later] life (¢umrika)?” The individual begins his life in his mother’s 
womb, then emerges into this world. When death comes, his life on 
earth comes to an end. He then finds himself in the womb of the Earth 
until Resurrection Day, at which point he is raised to another, eternal, 
life. Each of us begins his or her earthly life as a newborn. He then 
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becomes a young child who has yet to reach puberty. After he has 
reached his peak in terms of both mental and physical prowess, he con-
tinues to age until he reaches his nadir, or what the Qur’an refers to as 
“a most abject state.” 

Just as an individual has a definable lifespan, so does a community. 
The community witnesses the passage of years and generations, and as 
it does so it retains its life in terms of presence, authority and stability in 
a specific mode of being. If its life comes to an end, its identity and 
power dissolve and vanish. The homes that had once stood erect 
become nothing but tumble-down, abandoned shells: “Behold, then, 
what all their scheming came to in the end: We utterly destroyed them 
and their people, all of them; and [now] those dwellings of theirs are 
empty, [ruined] as an outcome of their evil deeds. In this, behold, there 
is a message indeed for people of [innate] knowledge” (s‰rah al-Naml 
27:51-52). With the passage of time one’s life may lose its value if one 
fails to respond to God’s invitation to a true, genuine vitality: “O you 
who have attained to faith! Respond to the call of God and the Apostle 
whenever he calls you unto that which will give you life;…” (s‰rah al-
Anf¥l 8:24). Unless people respond to this call of God, their lives will 
not be complete, filled with truth, blessing and righteousness. As a 
consequence, their lifetimes will lack true value; in fact, they will have 
been spent in falsehood and futility. 

Developing and prospering the Earth is linked directly to life on 
Earth – on land, on the sea, and in the air – and to the preservation of 
living beings in all these spheres. Consequently, it also entails avoiding 
the destruction of life, whether directly, or indirectly by destroying, 
depleting, or tainting the resources and environments upon which life 
depends. The process of developing and prospering the Earth on 
which we and other creatures live thus involves making sound use of 
all that God has deposited on our Planet – on its land, in its seas, oceans, 
lakes and rivers, and in its atmosphere – be it in the form of living  
creatures, natural phenomena and cycles, or sources of energy. 

 
¢Umr¥n As Living and Settling in a Particular Place 

 
The term ¢umr¥n conveys the sense of settling in a particular place and 
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making it one’s home; hence, it requires that one abandon a life of 
nomadic wandering through deserts and steppes, till the land, construct 
dwellings and build factories to meet the requirements of a settled life. 
This type of settled existence is what one finds in villages and cities as 
opposed to a life of desert wandering. The prophet Joseph, upon him 
be peace, is recorded in the Qur’an as having stated that when his 
father Jacob’s family gave up their Bedouin existence and moved to the 
city, this was a blessing and grace from God. He said, “...O my father! 
This is the real meaning of my dream long ago, which my Sustainer has 
made come true. And He was indeed good to me when He freed me 
from the prison, and [when] He brought you [all to me] from the 
desert after Satan had sown discord between me and my brothers...” 
(s‰rah Y‰suf 12:100). There may, of course, be some degree of devel-
opment and prosperity in the desert, whether of a material or a spiritual 
nature. However, it differs from the development and prosperity one 
finds in urban areas. This is because a desert or steppe might be inhabit-
ed at one time, then become desolate wasteland that no one makes his 
home. The Qur’anic meaning of words derived from the root ¢ – m – 
r, namely, to dwell in, to inhabit, or to tend, can be seen in the use of 
the adjectives ¢¥mir and ma¢m‰r, both of which mean populated, filled 
to capacity, prosperous, thriving, civilized, and so on, and the noun al-
ma¢m‰rah, which refers to the inhabited world.18 Similarly, when it is 
said that ¢umr¥n has spread in this or that country, it means that it is filled 
with populous areas where people have built homes and taken up  
residence in them. 

 
¢Umr¥n as Material Development and Prosperity 

 
Material development and prosperity have to do with the concrete 
aspects of civilization resulting from the knowledge and experience 
that accumulate over time as we observe the regularity in the universe, 
discover the laws that govern objects and events, and acquire the ability 
to predict events’ occurrence. These advances lead in turn to the ability 
to avail ourselves of the opportunities such knowledge provides while 
avoiding the dangers it heralds. The application of newly acquired 
knowledge enables human beings to make better use of the Earth’s 
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resources, construct buildings, build roads, bridges and factories, pro-
duce merchandise and improve means of transport and communica- 
tion. And now with the existence of digital, virtual worlds and their 
associated developments and inventions, people can meet, converse, 
and exchange information, the arts and products of various sorts  
without leaving their homes! 

Another aspect of material development and prosperity is realized 
through tilling and cultivating arable land and improving means of 
livelihood to the point where every square meter of arable land in is 
productive use and every able-bodied adult enjoys gainful employ-
ment, as well as modern edifices and facilitated means of transport and 
communication. It is to this type of development that the Qur’an refers 
in s‰rah al-R‰m 30:9 when, by way of reprimand, it asks, “Have they, 
then, never journeyed about the earth and beheld what happened in 
the end to those [deniers of the truth] who lived before their time? 
Greater were they in power than they are; and they left a stronger 
impact on the earth, and built it up (¢amar‰h¥) even better than these 
[are doing] (akthar mimm¥ ¢amar‰h¥)…” 

Signs of material development and prosperity can be seen both on 
land and sea; at the same time, however, such development has been 
accompanied by signs of corruption and destruction to which the 
Qur’an makes reference when it states, “[Since they have become 
oblivious of God,] corruption has appeared on land and in the sea as an 
outcome of what men’s hands have wrought: and so He will let them 
taste [the evil of] some of their doings, so that they might return [to the 
right path]” (s‰rah al-R‰m 30:41). In order to avoid such destruction, 
we must cease engaging in practices such as burying nuclear and 
radioactive waste or dumping it into the sea, and pass and enforce laws 
that regulate the pollutants that are released into the air by automobiles 
and factories. 

 
¢Umr¥n as Intellectual and Cultural Development and Prosperity 

 
The non-material side of human civilization is advanced as people gain 
experience in ordering their social and economic affairs, including the 
passage of laws and establishment of systems that regulate and manage 
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relations among people living in the same location. Such advances give 
rise to cultures and subcultures and the crystallization of customs and 
traditions as people willingly submit to the authority of an administra-
tion or government for the sake of ensuring security and stability. The 
powers with which God has blessed human beings over other creatures, 
including even the angels (who, unlike Adam, were not taught the 
names of all things) may be part of the process by which God has 
enabled the human race to establish itself on Earth and, thereby, carry 
out the task of developing and prospering the Earth not only in the 
material sense, but in the spiritual, cultural sense as well. 

Just as God commends those who seek to tend and maintain houses 
of worship, He reprimands those who seek to harm or destroy them: 
“Hence, who could be more wicked than those who bar the mention 
of God’s name from [any of] His houses of worship and strive for their 
ruin,…?” (s‰rah al-Baqarah 2:114). In His wisdom God Almighty has 
established certain patterns of human behavior which serve to preserve 
diversity among us. One of these patterns may be seen in the way in 
which different groups of people are allowed by God, when conflicts 
arise among them, to defend and protect God’s houses of worship as 
places to remember and extol His name. The Qur’an reminds us that 
“…if God has not enabled people to defend themselves against one 
another, [all] monasteries and churches and synagogues and mosques – 
in [all of] which God’s name is abundantly extolled – would surely 
have been destroyed [ere now]...” (s‰rah al-¤ajj 22:40). In other 
words, it is God who enables believers to confront their enemies, 
thereby helping to preserve and protect the facilities they have con-
structed for His worship and the remembrance of His name. 

Other such patterns include the practice of coming together in  
support of systems and laws which order people’s affairs, accepting the 
rule of an elected leader who seeks out the counsel of experts who have 
likewise been elected by the population, and establishing a judiciary 
whose representatives serve society by ruling on people’s disputes and 
upholding their rights. 

Still another pattern of this sort is the fact that people differ in the 
amount of knowledge they possess, as a result of which those with less 
knowledge seek out those with more. This process leads to the establish- 

259

Methodological Principles and Values 



ment of schools and universities, training centers, institutes, and centers 
devoted to study, research, and problem-solving. These and similar 
phenomena are manifestations of progress in the spheres of thought, 
culture, education and administration. People rightly take pride in 
such progress, vying with each other for distinction in various fields of 
knowledge and being classified on the basis of their specializations. 

One of the established patterns and unchanging laws that have been 
observed in the rise and fall of the Earth’s civilizations is that a country’s 
prosperity or ruin, the pleasantness or misery of its life, is simply the 
outcome of its inhabitants’ practices. The Qur’an relates the stories of 
nations that had reached advanced levels of material and spiritual  
success, but who were not grateful to God for the blessings they had 
received. Instead of acknowledging their achievements as gifts from 
God, they dealt unjustly with both themselves and others, and as a con-
sequence, the laws God implanted in the workings of the universe led 
to their downfall and destruction. Such countries were brought to ruin 
together with the evidences of civilization and development that were 
devoid of life and spirit. The mansions and castles they built are still 
standing. However, they are empty of their unjust inhabitants, whose 
material prosperity proved of no use to them. As for the manifestations 
of cultural and development that related to the use of water, they are 
still usable, but they no longer have anyone to use them and benefit 
from them. They stand as monuments to the advances their inventors 
and artisans had achieved; however, they are also witnesses to these 
people’s failure to preserve their progress or give thanks for their bless-
ings: “And how many a township have We destroyed because it had 
been immersed in evildoing – and now they [all] lie deserted, with 
their roofs caved in! And how many a well lies abandoned, and how 
many a castle that [once] stood high!” (s‰rah al-¤ajj 22:45). 

The destruction these peoples witnessed did not take the form of a 
devastating earthquake that leveled their edifices to the ground, for 
example. Nor was it because they no longer had access to means of 
subsistence such as vital water supplies (“…We made out of water 
every living thing? Will they not, then, [begin to] believe?” – s‰rah al-
Anbiy¥’ 21:30). Rather, these people were overtaken by destruction 
even though the products of their material development and prosperity 
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remained intact and their means of subsistence remained available in 
abundance. This fact may provide an explanation for the difficulties 
being faced by some present-day Arab and Islamic societies, whose 
countries exhibit numerous signs of material prosperity, but whose 
members are content to lead lives of indolence, consumption and 
dependency. Such people lack the strength to ward off the assaults of 
their enemies, the productivity they need to achieve self-sufficiency, 
the just governmental policies needed to provide them with stability 
and security or nurture a sense of belonging to their society and the 
resultant motivation to preserve and protect its foundations, and just 
economic systems that would provide people with jobs while ensuring 
that state funds are spent on high-priority areas and necessities such as 
local agricultural and industrial production. 

Situations such as these have made life for most people a kind of 
perdition and emptiness. Rather than being filled with fruitful labor, 
reform efforts, generosity, hope, and creative contributions that enable 
them to be pioneers in contemporary culture or, at the very least,  
to take part effectively in and make distinctive contributions to this 
culture, their lives are filled with grumbling, complaining, envy, 
resentment, hostility and name-calling. As a consequence, they have 
despaired of any possibility of reform, since they see themselves as  
irretrievably lost and dying. 

 
¢Umr¥n as Development, Prosperity and Life 

 
The act of preserving life is linked in the Qur’an to that of giving life, or 
bringing to life. Hence we read that “..if anyone slays a human being – 
unless it be [in punishment] for murder or for spreading corruption on 
earth – it shall be as though he had slain all mankind; whereas, if anyone 
saves a life, it shall be as though he had saved the lives of all mankind 
(a^y¥ al-n¥sa jamÏ¢an, literally, given life to all people)” (s‰rah al-
M¥’idah 5:32). The acts of preserving life and affirming its value and 
sacredness are ways of developing and prospering the Earth, while  
taking life is an act of corruption. Al-I|fah¥nÏ may have derived his  
definition of the word ¢umur (meaning “lifetime”) from the phrase 
¢umr¥n al-^ay¥h, which might be rendered “thriving life,” or the 
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notion of a person’s body being filled with vitality (¢umr¥n badan al-
ins¥n bi al-^ay¥h).19 The Arabic word isti¢m¥r, rendered in English as 
“colonization,” refers in essence to a process of striving for develop-
ment and prosperity, since it is derived from the same root as the nouns 
¢umr¥n (populousness, prosperity, thriving civilization), i¢m¥r (the act 
of populating and developing) and ta¢mÏr (the act of populating,  
prolonging life, repairing, reconstructing). It is through striving for 
development and prosperity on Earth that human beings act as khulaf¥’ 
(plural of khalÏfah), (“Behold, thy Lord said to the angels, ‘I will create a 
vicegerent on earth’...” – s‰rah al-Baqarah 2:30, Abdullah Yusuf Ali). 
The opposite of striving for development and prosperity and acting as 
khulaf¥’ is the act of wreaking destruction on Earth, and the most terri-
ble form of such destruction is the act of taking human life. 

When the individual undertakes to be khalÏfah on Earth, a task that 
includes working for human development and prosperity, he or she is 
engaging in a task that will enrich his or her life in this earthly sphere. 
After the individual dies, blessing will be extended to others as well 
based on the ongoing charity he or she had given during his days on 
earth, knowledge he or she left to posterity, or righteous offspring who 
pray for him or her. The Prophet is reported to have said, “When a ser-
vant of God dies, his work on Earth is over with the exception of three 
things: ongoing charity, knowledge from which others can benefit, 
and righteous children who will pray for him,”20 not to mention the 
abundant, never-ending existence he will enjoy in the afterlife. This 
task extends to the entire human race, passing from one generation to 
the next and one nation to another as long as the human race endures. 
However, if this prosperous development is tainted with corruption, 
people’s lives on Earth will become nothing but error and distress: 
“But as for him who shall turn away from remembering Me – his shall 
be a life of narrow scope; and on the Day of Resurrection We shall raise 
him up blind” (s‰rah >a Ha 20:124). Development and prosperity in 
the true sense require that we live in accordance with divine guidance, 
which means goodness and blessing both in this life and the life to 
come, whereas corruption leads to a straitened existence both in this 
life and the life to come. 
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As we have seen, a positive response to God’s call to develop and 
prosper the Earth leads to life (cf. s‰rah al-Anf¥l 8:24), whereas a refusal 
to answer this call leads to corruption and death. The person who 
rejects this call is one who, “...whenever he prevails, he goes about the 
earth spreading corruption and destroying [man’s] tilth and progeny: 
and God does not love corruption” (s‰rah al-Baqarah 2:205). The 
fruits of such a person’s corruption will affect not only him, but what 
the Qur’an refers to as people’s “tilth and progeny,” that is, the land on 
which everyone lives and its suitability for agricultural use, as well as 
future generations. On the collective level the same is true: If a nation 
or state refuses God’s call to seek right guidance and act as a steward on 
Earth – shedding blood by waging unjust wars, hindering people’s 
efforts to earn their keep via agriculture or otherwise, and squandering 
the Earth’s resources and filling the Earth with poisons and pollutants – 
the outcome will be the destruction of tilth and progeny all over the 
world unless other nations take it upon themselves to restrain this 
rogue state. After all, the Earth upon which human beings have been 
placed as khulaf¥’  is like a ship on which all of us are passengers. If it 
sinks, everyone on it sinks, the bad and the good alike. Their ultimate 
reckoning, of course, remains with God, who will judge all in His per-
fect knowledge, compassion and justice. 

A good life in this world thus results from personal happiness, peace 
of mind, overall blessing, an atmosphere of goodwill among people, an 
overall sense of security, an openness to knowing one another and 
working together, and the availability of the resources required for a 
life of ease and satisfaction. These things are made possible when  
people engage in righteous action and demonstrate practical concern for 
reforming whatever needs to be improved or corrected: “As for any-
one – be it man or woman – who does righteous deeds, and is a believer 
withal – him shall We most certainly cause to live a good life; and most 
certainly shall We grant unto such as these their reward in accordance 
with the best that they ever did” (s‰rah al-Na^l 16:97). If, on the other 
hand, people’s lives together are tainted by corruption and the desire to 
seek their own narrow interests at others’ expense, the result will be 
lostness, misery and privation. This principle applies on all levels: that 
of the individual, the community, and the human race as a whole. As 
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for the good life in the world to come, it involves a better reward and a 
better outcome, one that results from having developed and prospered 
the earthly realm through righteous action and efforts toward reform. 

People’s lives in this world are only complete when they work 
together to manage their affairs. As we have seen, people are commu-
nal by nature, and do not thrive in isolation from one another. Rather, 
the individual lives within a family whose life is ordered by rulings, 
relationships, and responsibilities, while families come together in 
groups, tribes, peoples and nations. Families are sometimes spread out 
among different communities and states. They may develop ties of 
cooperation and beneficial exchange in times of peace, whereas, in 
times of rivalry and conflict, hostilities may surface between them. 
People’s lives are marked by various living patterns in relation to food, 
drink, attire, type of dwelling, and modes of transport and communi-
cation. Each individual has his or her own life trajectory and story, one 
that will be marked by wealth or poverty, health or illness, knowledge 
or ignorance. Each nation also has its own history, which will be char-
acterized by nomadic wanderings or urban settlements, backwardness 
or progress, sciences and industries, and so on. Those who wish to 
record the lives and histories of individuals and nations will need a 
proper understanding of the nature of human civilization and the laws 
that govern its evolution, since only then will they be able to docu-
ment events and facts and test narratives for validity and reliability on 
the level of both their content and the individuals on whose authority 
they were passed down. 

People’s lives on this Earth have a purpose. God created human 
beings for a specific end, which is to worship Him: “...I have not creat-
ed the invisible beings and men to any end other than that they may 
[know and] worship Me” (s‰rah al-Dh¥riy¥t 51:56). In order for us to 
understand the meaning of worship as the purpose for our existence, 
God revealed the following words: “Behold, thy Lord said to the 
angels: ‘I will create a vicegerent on earth’...” (s‰rah al-Baqarah 2:30, 
Abdullah Yusuf Ali). Hence, what worship means is for us to act as 
khulaf¥’ , that is, as vicegerents, by developing and prospering the Earth 
on which He has placed us. As the prophet ß¥li^ reminded the people 
of Tham‰d, “...He brought you into being out of the earth, and made 
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you thrive (ista¢marakum) thereon...” (s‰rah H‰d 11:61). Human 
beings’ concern in this earthly life should be to cause the Earth to 
thrive just as God has caused them to thrive on the Earth. For while 
other creatures render God worship and praise by submitting instinc-
tively to His laws, human beings must do so by conscious choice just as 
they choose consciously to believe in the divine unity. 

The Earth existed before we did. Then we were created in order to 
be khalÏfah on the Earth. This is why God holds us accountable for 
what He has given us. He says, “Yea, indeed, We have given you a 
[bountiful] place on earth, and appointed thereon means of livelihood 
for you:...” (s‰rah al-A¢r¥f 7:10). “Are you not aware that God has 
made subservient to you all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth, 
and has lavished upon you His blessings, both outward and inward?...” 
(s‰rah Luqm¥n 31:20). Hence, we are accountable to God for what we 
do as khulaf¥’ on Earth. This is what true worship entails, and this is the 
purpose for which we were made. 

 
¢Umr¥n as Expounded by Ibn Khald‰n 

 
Ibn Khald‰n (d. 808 AH/1406 CE) grasped many more aspects of the 
concept of ¢umr¥n than his predecessors had, though few thinkers who 
came after him built on his discussion of it. Ibn Khald‰n wrote a book 
on history entitled, Kit¥b al-¢Ibar wa DÏw¥n al-Mubtada’ wa al-Khabar fÏ 
Akhb¥r al-¢Arab wa al-¢Ajam wa al-Barbar wa man ¢®|arahum min DhawÏ 
al-Sul~¥n al-Akbar (The Book of Lessons to be Gleaned From Accounts 
Concerning the Arabs, the non-Arabs and the Berbers and Their Most 
Influential Contemporaries). However, Ibn Khald‰n’s introduction 
to this tome was destined to be better known to posterity than the 
book itself. Even though it is simply an introduction to a book on  
history – a field of study that was well-established in his time – it  
nevertheless contains chapters on a variety of topics which, long after 
Ibn Khald‰n’s time, developed into independent disciplines in their 
own right, and to which present-day researchers in the social and 
human sciences continue to devote their efforts. 

What Ibn Khald‰n did was to take the Qur’anic concept of  
¢umr¥n – civilization, human development and prosperity – and make 
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it into a new science that concerns itself with people’s lives, the various 
changes and transformations they undergo, and the relationships and 
institutions that come into existence as a consequence. Ibn Khald‰n 
referred to this new science as science of  ¢ilm al-¢umr¥n: “the science of 
human development and prosperity,” “the science of civilization” or 
what we now know as sociology. Announcing the birth of this new 
field of study and setting forth its methodology, Ibn Khald‰n invited 
those who came after him to complete the work he had begun by 
researching the relevant topics and issues, saying: 

 
It is our intention (now) to stop with this First Book, which is concerned with the 

nature of civilization (~abÏ¢at al-¢umr¥n) and the accidents that go with it…perhaps 

some later (scholar), aided by the gifts of a sound mind and of solid scholarship, 

will penetrate into these problems in greater detail than we did here. A person 

who creates a new discipline does not have the task of enumerating (all) the (indi-

vidual) problems connected with it. His task is to specify the subject of the 

discipline and its various branches and the discussions connected with it. His suc-

cessors, then, may gradually add more problems until the discipline is (completely) 

presented. “...God knows, whereas you do not know.” [s‰rah al-Baqarah 

2:216]21 
 
In introducing his Muqaddimah, Ibn Khald‰n moves from history – 

which is a report of events – to the subject of history, which is world 
civilization and the various conditions it has witnessed. He states: 

 
It should be known that history, in matter of fact, is information about human 

social organization, which itself is identical with world civilization (¢umr¥n al-

¢¥lam). It deals with such conditions affecting the nature of civilization, as, for 

instance, savagery and sociability, group feelings, and the different ways by which 

one group of human beings achieves superiority over another. It deals with royal 

authority and the dynasties that result (in this manner) and with the various ranks 

that exist within them. (It further deals with) the different kinds of gainful occupa-

tions and ways of making a living, with the sciences and crafts that human beings 

pursue, and with all the other institutions that originate in civilization through its 

very nature.22 

 
The aim of this discipline is to change the purpose of history- 

writing from that of narrating reports and hunting down curiosities to 
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the establishment of “a normative method for distinguishing right 
from wrong and truth from falsehood in historical information by 
means of a logical demonstration that admits of no doubts.” Conse-
quently, he continues, “(The subject) is, in a way, an independent 
science. (This science) has its own peculiar object, that is, human  
civilization (al-¢umr¥n al-basharÏ) and social organization. It also has its 
own peculiar problems, that is, explaining the conditions that attach 
themselves to the essence of civilization, one after the other.”23  

The fluctuating circumstances and successive tragedies Ibn Khald‰n 
witnessed in his lifetime may have contributed to his desire for a time 
of seclusion in Ibn Salamah Castle (west of modern day Alger), where 
he could devote himself to study and reflection and record his conclu-
sions concerning the state in which the Muslim community found 
itself in his day. From this period of study and reflection, Ibn Khald‰n 
deduced certain laws governing human civilization as they pertain to 
human psychology, the history of nations and civilizations, geographi-
cal environments, government and politics, economics and wealth, 
principles of social organization, educational curricula, and so on. 

One of the divinely ordained patterns to be observed in human 
societies is that in the course of human advancement, people develop a 
tendency to immerse themselves in luxury and ease, which under-
mines the society’s strength and cohesiveness and leads eventually to its 
collapse as a civilization. It is then succeeded by a more youthful nation 
marked by greater unity and esprit de corps. This nation, like the one 
that preceded it, reaches a peak; it maintains this peak for a period of 
time, then gives way to a successor. As God reminds us in the Qur’an, 
“If misfortune touches you, [know that] similar misfortune has 
touched [other] people as well; for it is by turns that We apportion 
unto men such days of fortune and misfortune:...” (s‰rah ®l ¢Imr¥n 
3:140). Hence, no matter how long a state, nation or empire endures, 
it is destined eventually to fall prey to a spirit of sloth and decadence 
which brings it in turn to a phase of weakness and imminent collapse. 

Ibn Khald‰n possessed a distinctive understanding of history and 
social organization and how these relate to the natural world and the 
laws of existence. This understanding set Ibn Khald‰n apart from others 
who had treated these subjects before him. Human society had been 
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the subject of reflection and investigation on the part of other thinkers 
prior to Ibn Khald‰n, among them Plato, Aristotle, al-F¥r¥bÏ and 
Augustine. However, the theoretical and philosophical conceptual-
izations that had colored these other thinkers’ efforts remained discon- 
nected from the realities of human life and society. These other thinkers’ 
approach had been prescriptive or normative in nature in they set out 
to determine what society ought to be like rather than how it actually is. 
Ibn Khald‰n, by contrast, relied in his study of society on what  
happens in reality, basing his observations on his practical experience 
with society. Hence, although he did not disregard what society ought 
to be like in the ideal, neither did he allow himself to be confined within 
an abstract philosophical framework or point of view. Instead, he 
approached his subject realistically, with an awareness of divine guid-
ance as he understood it to be set forth in the Qur’an. As a consequence, 
Ibn Khald‰n combined descriptive reports with normative declara-
tions. He talked about the concrete, observable world without disre- 
garding the world of the unseen, and he recognized the authority of 
reason without forgetting the authority of divine revelation. 

However, the most important distinguishing feature of Ibn Khal-
d‰n’s approach to the study of human civilization is his insistence that 
we can only understand the nature of civilization if we have first 
understood the laws and defining characteristics of human organiza-
tion. The reason for this insistence on Ibn Khald‰n’s part is that what 
actually happens in human society takes place in accordance with 
God-given laws and patterns which resemble those that govern the 
material universe. Therefore, it is necessary to study social facts and 
events in keeping with an organized method that reflects reality as it is. 
Ibn Khald‰n asserted that “the normative method for distinguishing 
right from wrong in historical information on the grounds of (inher-
ent) possibility or absurdity is to investigate human social organization, 
which is identical with civilization. We must distinguish the condi-
tions that attach themselves to the essence of civilization as required by 
its very nature….”24 Therefore, when Ibn Khald‰n identified the  
subject matter of sociology, or “the science of civilization” and the 
issues it addresses, he concluded by saying, “Thus, the situation is the 
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same with this science as it is with any other science, whether it be a 
conventional or an intellectual one.”25 

Ibn Khald‰n’s words might be understood as a call to present-day 
advocates of reform and change in Muslim societies to study the laws 
that govern change both in people’s minds and hearts and in social 
conditions. Such a study and the knowledge it might yield of natural 
laws and patterns would then form the basis for reform efforts. After all, 
real change does not take place through limited personal experiences, 
the so-called expertise of shallow-minded individuals who get ahead 
by happenstance, or slogans bandied about without well-thought-out, 
practical programs regardless of how valid these slogans might be in 
and of themselves. Change will not take place as a result of the hopes of 
well-meaning individuals, however heartfelt they may be. Nor will it 
come about in response to believers’ prayers, however loudly they 
raise their voices in supplication! Rather, change will only take place  
in response to concrete, determined human effort based on a method-
ology that integrates knowledge of the laws of the universe, the causes 
that operate in the world, concrete reality and its requirements, and 
application of principles and values that will guide and purify human 
striving. 

In the course of creating the discipline of sociology, Ibn Khald‰n 
was not merely following in other scholars’ footsteps, be they Muslims 
or adherents of other religions. Rather, he undertook this enterprise 
based on the realization that what earlier scholars had accomplished 
was not sufficient to provide a thorough understanding of human  
civilization and the mechanisms of transformation and evolution in 
human beings’ lives. It was this realization that led Ibn Khald‰n to 
devote himself for a period of four years to sustained reflection, read-
ing, and writing until, by the end of his stay in Ibn Salamah Castle, west 
of modern day Alger, he had completed both Kit¥b al-¢Ibar and the 
chapters that make up the Muqaddimah, which contains the founda-
tions of modern sociology. What he accomplished in these two works 
was a prodigious feat of creativity which he himself praised, saying: 

 
It should be known that the discussion of this topic is something new, extraordi-

nary and highly useful. Penetrating research has shown the way to it….In a way, it 
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is an entirely original science. In fact, I have not come across a discussion along 

these lines by anyone....We, on the other hand, were inspired by God. He led us 

to a science whose truth we ruthlessly set forth.26 

 
Hence, the science Ibn Khald‰n was inaugurating involves more 

than simply studying the known laws of change; rather, it goes beyond 
this to a rational examination of these known laws in order to deter-
mine how they are related to the topics of study and their extent in 
space and time. It is a process that calls for the same genius as that 
demonstrated by Ibn Khald‰n himself in his own day and age. It may 
also call for the concerted efforts of numerous researchers working 
both individually and in teams so that their knowledge and expertise 
can be integrated. Given these conditions, they may be able to revise 
positions that require revision and help society to solve its many  
problems. 

The Qur’anic understanding of civilization in the sense of human 
development and prosperity – ¢umr¥n – is thus a universal concept that 
combines and integrates a variety of elements. These elements include: 
the ways in which human beings develop and prosper the Earth, the 
process by which people’s lives develop and prosper through righteous 
action and material advances, and the refinement and purification of 
people’s hearts through God-consciousness and hope in God’s mercy 
and forgiveness. The meaning of human civilization in the sense of 
development and prosperity is reinforced by an awareness of their 
opposites. The life that is promoted through human development is 
opposed to death, while righteousness and edification are opposed to 
destruction, ruin and perdition. Similarly, our understanding of human 
development is reinforced by an awareness of the origin from which it 
springs, that is, a faith grounded at once in the heart and the mind, and  
a determination to base one’s life on concrete adherence to divine 
guidance. The outcome that springs from this source is a life of  
prosperity both in this world and the next:  

 
If the followers of the Bible would but attain to [true] faith and God-conscious-

ness, We should indeed efface their [previous] bad deeds, and indeed bring them 

into gardens of bliss; and if they would but truly observe the Torah and the Gospel 
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and all [the revelation] that has been bestowed from on high upon them by their 

Sustainer, they would indeed partake of all the blessings of heaven and earth. 

Some of them do pursue a right course; but as for most of them – vile indeed is 

what they do! (S‰rah al-M¥’idah 5:65-66) 

 

Yet if the people of these communities had but attained to faith and been  

conscious of Us, We would indeed have opened up for them blessings out of 

heaven and earth: but they gave the lie to the truth – and so We took them to task 

through what they [themselves] had been doing. (S‰rah al-A¢r¥f  7:96) 
 
The Qur’an’s emphasis on ¢umr¥n as a source of material benefits 

may be a means of gaining a hearing from individuals who crave this 
type of outcome. For whereas rational discussion and logical analysis 
may be gateways to faith for some, the promise of “the blessings of 
heaven and earth” in the sense of material abundance, a handsome 
livelihood and a life of ease may serve better to entice other individuals 
to enter the fold of faith. Once inside the fold, peace of mind and  
certainty follow as the fruit of the sweetness of faith. The generous, 
noble Qur’an addresses different types of people in different ways out 
of compassion for them in their varied states, and in the hope that all 
will benefit. The differences that exist among people require these  
varied forms of address.27 Some people benefit most from a message 
that addresses itself to the conscience and the emotions; others benefit 
more from a discourse that focuses on the physical senses and practical 
benefits. Hence, Qur’anic discourse reflects a varied yet integrated 
methodology that speaks to one and all. 

 
conclusion  

 
The subject of this chapter has been methodological principles and  
values. We have noted the semantic overlap between the terms  
“principle” and “value,” and we have seen that the principles of 
methodology (mab¥di’ al-manhajiyyah) are the premises on which 
Islamic methodology bases its thought, research, and conduct. It is 
these principles to which Islamic methodology appeals in its efforts to 
achieve its aims, and which are reflected in its various expressions and 
formulations. We have posited that one of these principles is the  
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adoption of a system of ruling values or ideals. This tripartite value sys-
tem – consisting of the divine unity (taw^Ïd), purification (tazkiyah), 
and human development and prosperity (¢umr¥n) – governs the Islamic 
methodology of epistemological integration. Being a comprehensive, 
integrated value system, it is possible to derive numerous secondary 
principles from each of its three primary components. 

These three components – affirmation of the oneness of God the 
Creator; purification of people’s lives on the level of the individual, the 
group and the wider ummah; and human civilization identified as the 
process by which people develop and improve the various dimensions 
of their lives – constitute a system of values which the Muslim ummah 
needs to adopt as a basic constituent of its approach to thought, knowl-
edge and conduct. At the same time, we need to deepen our unders- 
tanding of this value system through additional studies and research, 
then work to derive secondary value systems which can be transferred 
from the realms of personal piety and the Islamic legal sciences to that 
of the humanities and the social and the physical sciences. This 
achieved, we can then apply these principles in such a way that Muslim 
communities become beacons of right guidance for other societies of 
the world.
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Concluding Remarks

First:  steps  toward achieving  
epistemological integration  

 
(1) Defining the Concept of Integration 

 
The term “integration” has as many meanings as it does contexts. The 
most commonly occurring meaning of the Arabic term tak¥mul, trans-
lated frequently as “integration,” is an encyclopedic breadth of knowl- 
edge spanning numerous fields or disciplines as opposed to knowledge 
that is restricted to one field or specialization alone. The second most 
common meaning associated with the term tak¥mul pertains to the  
various sciences’ need for each other in order to develop, mature, and 
apply their principles in practical contexts. 

In the present context we are using the term “integration” in con-
nection with what we have termed “the epistemological integration 
model.” This model is based on three levels of complementarity or 
interdependence: (1) interdependence between the two sources of 
knowledge, viz., the created world and revealed word; (2) interde-
pendence between the two tools of knowledge, namely, reason and 
sensory perception, and (3) interdependence between sources and 
tools. The term “integration” has also been associated with the process 
of combining our readings of the written revelation and the created 
world. In the context of the Islamization of knowledge and the reform 
of contemporary Islamic thought, epistemological integration requires 
that we:  

 
• Possess adequate knowledge of Islam’s principles and aims, 
• Develop a methodology suited to the application of these principles 

or aims,  
• Employ this methodology to understand and relate to contempo-

rary sciences, 



• Form a modern-day Islamic character which is solid and effective, 
• Enable the Muslim ummah at large to make distinct contributions to 

human civilization and provide it with the guidance derived from 
divine revelation.  

 
(2) Relating to the Aims and Contents of the Various Sciences Rather 

Than Focusing Exclusively on Their History 
 

The aforementioned definition of epistemological integration assumes 
that we are prepared to go beyond the current approach to teaching 
the Islamic legal sciences. The current pedagogical approach involves 
presenting Islamic doctrines, rites of worship and practices as they 
were viewed and understood in the past. However, what we present 
about Islam needs to be taught in a manner that relates it to present-day 
reality and the tasks that face the Muslim in this present-day context. 
For only then will we be capable of the kinds of distinctive achieve-
ments that will place us in the lead among the nations of the world. 

 
(3) Interrelated Conditions for Achieving Epistemological Integration 

 
In order to achieve epistemological integration, four conditions must 
be met: 

 
First: Those involved in the enterprise of epistemological integra-

tion must be so thoroughly versed in the Islamic worldview that it 
serves as an authoritative point of reference with respect to their way of 
understanding and relating to ideas. What this means, among other 
things, is a thorough grasp of the Islamic disciplines of direct relevance 
to the topic of research, be it on the level of texts from the Qur’an and 
the Sunnah, or on the level of early Muslim scholars’ interpretations of 
these texts in the context of their own times, places, and circumstances. 
It also means the ability to reinterpret such texts in light of discoveries 
that have been made over the ages, and new understandings of the  
aims of these texts and how they apply to different times, places, and 
conditions. 

Second: Those striving for epistemological integration should have 
such a firm grasp of contemporary academic disciplines of relevance to 
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the topic of research. In other words, their thinking about this topic 
should proceed from the point at which human knowledge and expe-
rience have arrived. They must have a good understanding of relevant 
facts, concepts, principles and theories, including the philosophical 
premises of modern sciences and the historical and sociological back-
drop to these sciences’ emergence, formulation and application. 

Third: Those engaged in epistemological integration will need to 
develop the critical and analytical vision required to recognize the  
elements of doctrinal-ideological assertions and intellectual points of 
reference as they relate to human experience and practice, be it tradi-
tional and Islamic, or contemporary and humanistic. This type of 
critical analysis will make it possible to examine such experience and 
practice, related schools of thought, and their authoritative points of 
reference, then make fair judgments on the various components of 
these practices and the role they play individually. This type of critical, 
analytical vision is necessary in order to achieve the most comprehen-
sive possible understanding of research questions. It is likewise crucial 
for identifying areas that require more thorough study and research, 
revising research priorities, developing scientific projects and planning 
their implementation. In the process of carrying out tasks such as these,  
assistance can be sought from individuals with relevant specializations, 
whether in the Islamic sciences per se, or in other fields. 

Fourth: If the three aforementioned conditions have to do with the 
effort required for proper understanding, the fourth condition has to do 
with surpassing what has been attained in the past. By “surpassing” we 
do not mean disregard. If we were expected to disregard earlier pro-
cesses of mastering both Islamic foundations and contemporary human 
knowledge and expertise, these processes would not be included 
among the basic conditions for epistemological integration. Rather, 
what we mean by “surpassing” is the act of moving beyond the experi-
ences of both past and present to a creative process of building a new 
future guided by both divine revelation and our knowledge of the laws 
and patterns exhibited in the physical, social and psychological worlds. 
The future envisioned in the Islamic perspective is not a return to some 
past reality. Rather, it is a leap forward in which the Muslim mind cre-
ates a reality no less significant than the one it created during the early 
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days of Islam, at which time the guidance contained in the divine reve-
lation, together with Muslims’ action based on this guidance, led to the 
emergence of a new culture and civilization that constituted an unpre-
cedented human achievement. 

The woes that have been inflicted on us by materialistic civilization 
have brought the human race nearly to the breaking point. Hence, 
human beings in our time are in dire need of the kind of creative leap 
that would reshape modern civilization, put its achievements to proper 
use, and harness its resources and potentials for the good of all. Once 
this leap occurs, Muslims will be strangers on Earth the way they were 
in Islam’s earliest beginnings. However, these “strangers” will accom-
plish what the first generation of Muslims accomplished before them: 
they will modernize the concept of religion and religiosity, take on the 
task of khalÏfah on Earth, and develop and prosper the Earth by basing 
their lives on truth, justice and peace. 

 
Second: defining features of the methodology 

of epistemological integration in  
the realm of thought 

 
People are thinkers by nature; hence, thought is a defining character-
istic of human beings. A person’s approach to thought – his or her way 
of thinking – is thus the most significant area of his or her method-
ology, since thought is the foundation for whatever follows it by way 
of research, practice, or individual or collective action. An Islamic 
methodology of thought is marked by a set of defining characteristics 
which are interrelated and complementary. Seen from an Islamic per-
spective, thought is:  
 
1) Purpose-oriented; in other words, it achieves understanding of a 

revealed text in light of the wise purpose for which it was revealed 
in the context of particular concrete realities and circumstances. 

 
2) Comprehensive; that is, it is based on an inclusive worldview which 

locates particular issues in their wider contexts, giving each of them 
its proper place and significance in relation to times, places, and  
circumstances. 
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3) Orderly, in that it connects events, phenomena and outcomes with 
their causes and governing universal Divine  laws. 

 
4) Practical, since it views everything in terms of how it relates to  

concrete reality while investigating all possible scenarios in search 
of solutions to existing problems. 

 
5) Strategic, predictive and positive, focusing on ways of constructing  

the future and achieving cultural advancement for the Muslim 
ummah. 

 
Third:  the methodology of epistemological  

integration in the realm of research 
 
It would be inconceivable to engage in research in isolation from 
thought processes; hence, a methodology of epistemological integra-
tion applicable to research will include elements of relevance to 
thought. One of the thought-related elements of such a methodology 
is identification of research priorities. 

Identifying research priorities enables the researcher to choose the 
issues that are most worthy of investigation in a particular society and a 
particular set of circumstances. Research is not an end in itself. Rather, 
it is a means of acquiring the knowledge necessary to solve problems, 
answer questions, and improve performance levels. Therefore, not 
everything that is worth researching in one society would be worth 
researching in another. Moreover, issues that were investigated and 
sciences that were recorded by Muslim scholars of the past need not be 
researched or recorded again, since these scholars’ contributions con-
sisted of interpretations of divine revelation and the way in which its 
guidance was to be applied to the issues of their own day. These earlier 
scholars fulfilled the responsibility that was theirs in their day and in the 
contexts of their own societies given the knowledge that was available 
to them. What is required of contemporary scholars, then, is to think 
creatively about the ways in which the guidance provided by divine 
revelation is to be applied to the issues and problems we face in our 
own day. After all, divine revelation is a spring so vast that it will never 
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be exhausted no matter how many come to drink from it, and no  
matter how often. Similarly, it is equally valid in all times and places, 
and its guidance is ongoing,  

It cannot be said that the scholarship of the past left nothing else to 
be done. 

Hence, preoccupation with reviving the Islamic heritage by, for 
example, editing, annotating and abridging manuscripts for publica-
tion in order for people in our day to benefit from them is not a 
substitute for the establishment of new disciplines derived from the 
texts of the Qur’an and the Sunnah. If the Muslim ummah and its 
scholars are no longer capable of making ongoing contributions to the 
Islamic heritage by engaging in independent reasoning and intellectual 
creativity, this indicates a serious lack of vitality that will undermine 
Muslims’ ability to hold their own in the larger community of nations 
by contributing to its intellectual and cultural advances. The Messenger 
of God warned, in fact, that the Muslim ummah would find itself in 
this condition some day. 

It should be borne in mind that the academic disciplines recognized 
by Muslims are by no means restricted to what have come to be called 
the Islamic legal sciences (al-¢ul‰m al-shar¢iyyah), and which concern 
themselves with recording, documentation, exegesis, and derivation 
of legal rulings from authoritative religious texts. Rather, they also 
include what are known today as the natural sciences, the applied, 
practical sciences, and the social and human sciences. These sciences 
need not be derived from the texts of written revelation. Rather, they 
are based on the study of the nature of things, events and phenomena 
in light of the God-given physical, social and psychological laws that 
govern them.  

The texts of the Qur’an constitute a source of general guidance for 
us in our strivings to attain, test and use knowledge for the purpose of 
achieving human development and the betterment of life on Planet 
Earth. Based on the guidance they derive from the Qur’an, Muslim 
scholars or researchers will be prepared to undertake whatever scientific 
activity is required by the subject under investigation, such as familiar-
izing themselves with others’ work and viewpoints or doing observa- 
tion and experimentation. And in all such situations, they will be  
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careful to employ the most appropriate and effective methods and 
tools. 

 
Fourth:  how the methodology of  

epistemological integration manifests 
itself  in conduct 

 
An Islamic approach to conduct requires integration of various worlds: 
the world of persons, the world of ideas, the world of things, and other 
worlds as well, since both thought and research span a variety of 
realms. In Chapter Seven we made brief reference to the ruling princi-
ples of methodology in the realm of conduct. We identified three 
interrelated and complementary principles that serve to regulate 
behavior in a systematic way, namely, intention (niyyah), adherence 
(ittib¥¢), and creativity (ibd¥¢). When we set out to apply these princi-
ples, we do not permit ourselves to be ruled by mere custom or habit, 
opportunism, or blind imitation of others. 

Human conduct is associated with the outward, practical aspect of 
action. However, this outward, visible aspect is, in reality, a direct out-
come of an action that is subtle and unseen. This subtle, unseen action 
includes the processes of reflection and cogitation, examination of alter-
natives and choices, contrasts and comparisons in the course of which 
an individual arrives at a decision with which he or she feels comfortable 
and forms an intention to take a certain course of action. This kind of 
inward conduct is an action undertaken by the heart or conscience. In 
the case of a Muslim who has the desire to apply an Islamic method-
ology, these inward processes represent a predisposition to seek God 
the Creator. In other words, they reflect a kind of God-consciousness, 
which motivates the individual to seek what will please God and merit 
divine favor and reward, while avoiding what would displease God 
and incite divine wrath and chastisement. 

Such an individual may take into consideration the experiences of 
others, in which case he or she follows a path that is tried and true, and 
which is more or less guaranteed to lead him or her to the desired end. 
Hence, there is no need in this situation for trial and error. Rather, it 
involves conscious, insightful adherence to a well-established approach 
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in which the individual’s conduct conforms to the path set forth by the 
Prophet. Such adherence is an affirmation of one’s belonging to Mus-
lim society and the Muslim ummah. However, it is not blind depend- 
ency or rigid, stereotypical responses at a minimal level of perform-
ance. Rather, it is an ongoing effort to overcome obstacles, advance, 
grow, and create out of a desire for wisdom and true virtue. 

In conclusion, we will need to clarify the ways in which a “method-
ological culture” will impact the qualifications of the integrated 
Muslim scientist or scholar, particularly university professors, who 
realize that systematic (methodological) thinking is a fundamental ele-
ment of their academic persona and overall identity. In their specialized 
academic culture they are scholars, while in their social milieu they are 
reformers, as well as educators of present and future generations. It is 
university professors in particular who engage in systematic thinking as 
a means of defining things and making distinctions, systematic research 
as a professional activity, and systematic behavior as a daily commit-
ment. These things take place spontaneously, however, since method- 
ological thinking and acting have become an integral part of them. 

 
And God Almighty knows best.
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planning a training program on the methodology 
of epistemological integration  

 
The material we will be presenting in this appendix is not a complete 
training program in the methodology of epistemological integration, 
nor is it intended as a training manual on this topic. Rather, it is an invi-
tation to the reader of this book, and to the trainer who may benefit 
from it in preparing for a course or courses on this topic, to reflect  
on a number of the requirements for drawing up a complete training 
program or manual. 

The suggestions presented below came out of several training 
courses which were organized and implemented by the author on the 
topic of this book under the auspices of the International Institute of 
Islamic Thought.  

 
first:  course requirements  

 
The document outlining course requirements is of great importance, 
and must be sent to participants long enough before the course’s  
commencement for them to do the necessary preparation. The period 
of time allowed for participant preparation depends on the nature of 
the course, the amount of material to be covered in it, and the number 
and type of tasks participants are requested to carry out before the 
course begins. In order to ensure that most of the course time is taken 
up with discussion and training rather than with reading and presenta-
tion, the document should include deadlines for completion of the 
aforementioned tasks. Course preparation on the part of the partici-
pants will require deliberate, thoughtful reading of the basic course 
materials, as well as sufficient familiarity with any additional material 
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provided. Participants are expected to have completed all preparations, 
including all readings and all activities in the preparation program, 
before the course begins.  

The course requirement document should contain the following 
elements:  

 
1. Information about the course participants: their number, what 

countries they come from, their specializations and experience 
 
2. Complete copies of required and recommended reading material 

to be covered in the training course. 
 

3. Pre-Course Activities 
 
a) Participants will do a careful, critical reading of the required course 

materials and familiarize themselves adequately with supplemental 
materials. 

b) Participants will answer the questions and complete the exercises 
that accompany the required course materials, and prepare to pres-
ent and discuss them at the appropriate points in the course sessions. 

c) Each participant will choose some relevant academic material 
which he or she expects to be beneficial for other participants. He 
or she will then send the material to the course administrator by a 
specified date. 

d) Each participant will decide on a research project in his or her area 
of specialization and in the development of which he or she can 
apply the experience and expertise he or she has acquired in the 
course. The participant will complete the project later for publica-
tion in a refereed journal, or as part of a volume containing the 
contributions of all course participants. He or she should send the 
title of his or her proposed project to the course administrator by a 
specified date. 

e) Each participant will suggest three titles for high-priority research 
projects in his or her area of specialization to which he or she 
believes the content of the course ought to be applied. The partici-
pant will then send these three titles to the course administrator by a 
specified date. 
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f) Each participant will choose one of the topics to be treated in the 
course and prepare to help lead the session in which this topic will 
be discussed. He or she will develop a number of training situations 
of relevance to this topic, then send in the topic he or she would like 
to help lead the discussion of by a specified date. 
 

4. Course Activities 
 
Each participant will: 

 
a) Review the elements of the topic for each session, and prepare to 

take an active part in each session’s activities. 
b) Write a one-page (250-word) summary of the most important 

ideas and skills contained in the session’s activities. Summaries will 
be written either during the session concerned or at its conclusion, 
and will be submitted in the morning of the day following the rele-
vant session. 

c) Identify the styles of participation he or she observes during the  
sessions. Participation styles will include, in particular: individual 
thinking, team work, and general participation. 

d) Develop a research plan which he or she will complete and pre- 
pare for publication by adding new elements to its content over the 
course of the training sessions. The research plan prepared prior to 
and during the course should come to a minimum of 2, 500 words. 

e) Develop plans for the three research projects he or she views as 
research priorities in his or her area of specialization. Each research 
plan should consist of a minimum of 250 words. In addition to the 
title of the research, the plan should include a paragraph on the idea 
and importance of the topic, related questions, the methodology to 
be employed in implementing it, and the most important outcomes 
the participant expects to be achieved through said research. The 
aim of this activity is to produce a list of high-priority potential 
research projects. This list, which will be three times longer than 
the course participant roster, will be distributed among participants 
during the course’s concluding session. 

f) Respond to the questions on the two evaluation forms which par-
ticipants will receive upon arrival together with their training 
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package. The questions on these two evaluations forms, one of 
which is quantitative in nature, and the other, qualitative, may be 
answered gradually as the course progresses, or during the course’s 
concluding session.  
 

5. Post-Course Requirements 
 
Participants will be expected to: 
 
a) Organize communication among themselves through email groups 

in order to exchange expertise, experiences, materials, and achieve-
ments of relevance to the issues dealt with in the course. 

b) Work to completion on the research project, then prepare it for 
publication. Participants will be given a grace period of two to four 
months to complete their papers, which should come to approxi-
mately 10,000 words in keeping with the requirements of most 
academic journals, and send them to the course administrator. The 
research papers may either be published in refereed journals, or  
collected into a single volume for publication by the institution that 
sponsored and organized the training course. 
 

6. Structure of the Course Program 
 

The course structure should specify the total number of hours of 
which the program will consist, including an approximation of the 
number of hours needed to prepare for the course and complete 
post-course assignments, in addition to the number and times of 
sessions to be attended each day, and the nature of evening activities. 

 

7. Course program details, that is, a list of the topics to be discussed in 
the course sessions. 

 
8. Introduction cards with identical or similar formats should be  

provided for participants. Cards should be sent out to participants 
well in advance of the course’s commencement so that course 
organizers can prepare a file that enables participants to get better 
acquainted with each other, and which should be ready for  

Appendix

284



distribution during the course’s opening session, or even before the 
beginnings of the course. The material used to introduce each par-
ticipant should consist of 50-75 words, and include the following: 
 
Name: ____________________ 
Highest qualification: ____________________ 
Specialization: ____________________ 
University: ____________________ 
City: ____________________ 
Year: ____________________ 
Position: ____________________ 
Place of work: ____________________ 
Number of books published: ____________________ 
Number of papers published: ____________________ 
Areas of one’s research: ____________________  
Most important achievements: ____________________ 
Nature of current academic 
and practical interests: ____________________ 
 

 
second: the training package  

 
The training package is a set of materials which have been prepared 
beforehand to place in participants’ hands from the beginning of the 
course. These materials consist of the following: 

 
1. Course brochure. This brochure will generally contained an adver-

tisement for the course and an invitation to participate in it. It 
contains the basic idea behind the course, its aims and themes, the 
nature of the activities it will involve, and how to contact the insti-
tution organizing the course or the person who will serve as the 
trainer. 

 
2. Course material. Course material consists of the required and  

recommended readings and exercises that were sent to participants 
prior to the course. Required course material generally consists of a 
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book or pamphlet, or selected chapters of one or more books which 
will be the focus of discussions and training activities. As for the rec-
ommended materials, they will also consist of a book or a chapter 
from one or more books which the course organizers recommend 
to those who wish to read more widely on the theme of the course. 

 
3. The course program, which specifies the times and topics of the 

various course sessions, and opening and closing session activities. 
 
4. A course requirement card containing a listing of what the trainee is 

expected to do in completion of the course. This includes pre-
course preparations, course activities, and assignments to complete 
following the course’s conclusion. This card will have been sent to 
participants before the course’s commencement; however, it is also 
placed in the training package upon their arrival for follow-up  
purposes. 

 
5. A participant introduction card, which is a brief bio of the individ-

ual participant consisting of seven elements: the participant’s 
highest qualification, his/her academic specialization, the nature of 
his/her current employment, her/her most notable achievements 
(books and papers published, prizes, etc.), his/her current areas of 
interest, his/her email address, and a personal photo. The informa-
tion should be limited to 50-75 words so that it will fit onto a single 
card, which will be distributed among the other participants at the 
start of the course. 

 
6. Trainee course evaluation forms. These forms have a double pur-

pose. First, they help course organizers to determine how successful 
they have been – in participants’ eyes – in achieving the goals of the 
training course, and what aspects of the course need to be improved 
in the future. Second, these forms give participants an opportunity 
to review the elements and requirements of the course and how 
much they have benefitted from them. It is preferable that partici-
pants be provided with three different course evaluation forms: a 
form for evaluating training sessions (the number of forms in the 
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training package should equal the number of sessions included in 
the course schedule), and two final evaluation forms, one quantita-
tive and the other qualitative. 

 
7. Trainee self-evaluation form: This form contains information 

which the trainee records himself about his attendance of sessions, 
performance of assignments, the topics he feels he has mastered and 
the topics he feels he needs to expend more effort in order to mas-
ter, to what extent he feels he would be capable of organizing a 
similar course, and the score (out of 100) he would give himself on 
the extent to which he realized the overall course aims. 

 
8. The certificate which is awarded at the conclusion of the course to 

every participant who has completed its requirements. 
 
9. Course session training cards: Although the trainer is expected to 

prepare the training card for each session, it is preferable that he not 
include training cards for all the sessions in the training package. 
This is because each group in the evening activities is asked to 
cooperate in preparing a training card for one of the sessions that 
was organized that same day, and every participant individually is 
asked to prepare a training card for another session the following 
evening. The reason for this is that one of the course aims is to  
teach participants to prepare training cards. Each card contains the  
following four elements: a) the aims of the session, which are directly 
related to the session’s topic and to one of the course’s overall aims, 
b) key concepts of the session, c) the most important outcomes of 
the session, which are recorded in the form of meaningful sentences 
or conceptual formulations of the information and activities needed 
in order to develop the skills and attitudes the session is intended to 
develop, and d) the session’s training situations and activities, 
including the name and type of each activity or situation, its  
duration, requirements for its implementation, and its manner of 
implementation. 
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third:  training situations  
 
Different training situations are associated with different aims, assume 
different practical forms, and take various amounts of time to imple-
ment. The following are examples of training situations and activities: 

 
1. Thinking Alone and in Pairs 
 
One possible purpose of this activity is to ensure that every one of the 
trainees is engaged in thinking and reflection independently of others, 
and that his or her thinking and understanding of the topic at hand is 
not being influenced by the intellectual environment being shaped by 
the attitudes and opinions of other speakers taking part in the discus-
sion. Most people – though not all – are influenced in their attitudes by 
whichever point of view happens to prevail, and which is defined by 
speakers’ orientations. If the prevailing trend is to accept a certain point 
of view, the individual will tend to be more accepting of it, and if the 
prevailing attitude is one of rejection, the individual will be more likely 
to reject it. Another purpose this activity serves is to open the way  
for precise, clear, well-defined linguistic expression by having each 
individual trainee write out the answer to a particular question, since in 
most cases, one’s written language is more precise, clear and eloquent 
than one’s spontaneous, unplanned speech. 

 
a) The form taken by the training situation in this case is that of indi-

vidual activity, including individual thinking, independent reflec- 
tion, and expressive writing. The trainer asks each of the trainees to 
write, without consulting with anyone, a specified number of words 
(twenty, for example) in answer to a question within a specified 
time frame (60 seconds, for example). The trainer asks a number of 
trainees to read aloud what they have written, then comments on 
the variety and richness in the directions they took in their thinking 
and the positive value of this variety. Each trainee is encouraged to 
observe the direction his or her thought took and the degree to 
which his or her thinking differed from that of the other partici-
pants, as well as the need to note things he or she had not noted 
before. Individual thinking is conducive to abstraction and objec-
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tivity in seeking the truth. Consequently, this training situation 
may be more important for the individual than it is for the group. 
Trainees may be asked to write to themselves without there being 
any need to inform others of where their thinking has led. Instead 
of sharing what they have written with others, trainees keep what 
they have written and compare it later with what they wrote in 
another situation, noting the development in their thought about 
the topic concerned. This kind of training can help to remind people 
of their direct, individual responsibility before God Almighty. For 
every one of us will come before God as an individual, and will be 
judged individually for the things he or she did on Earth: “[On the 
Day of Judgment,] every human being will be held in pledge for 
whatever [evil] he has wrought” (s‰rah al-Muddaththir 74:38), and 
will be alone responsible for his doings: “…no bearer of burdens 
shall be made to bear another’s burden...” (s‰rah al-Isr¥’ 17:15). 
When we think in this way, we realize that we have no choice but 
to be objective and diligent in seeking the truth. 

b) The purpose might, alternatively, be to create opportunities for 
cooperation in thinking between two individuals. This training  
situation gives each pair of participants a certain length of time (120 
seconds, for example) to exchange opinions on the possible answer 
to a question, after which one of them mentions this answer to the 
larger group. This kind of dual thinking generates a degree of candor. 
The purpose, however, is not to demonstrate the strength of either 
paired partner before others, since it is not a public debate. Rather, 
its purpose is to enable both partners to contribute to the effort 
needed to arrive at a position that both of them agree on. The trainer 
can ask each participant to form a team with the person to his right, 
then discuss an issue within a specified time period. (In order to  
prevent the same pairs from working together every time, the 
trainer can ask participants in one situation to work with the person 
to their right, and in a subsequent session to work with the person 
to their left.) 

The importance of thinking both individually and in pairs is 
alluded to in the Qur’anic passage that reads, “Say: ‘I do admonish 
you on one point: that ye do stand up before God, – (It may be) in 
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pairs, or (it may be) singly, – and reflect (within yourselves): your 
Companion is not possessed: he is no less than a warner to you, in 
face of a terrible Penalty’” (s‰rah Saba’ 34:46). Translation Abdullah 
Yusuf Ali. 
 

2. Thinking as a Team 
 
Despite the importance of thinking individually and in pairs in some 
situations, other situations require that we broaden the circle of dia-
logue to include a larger group. The need to form teams becomes 
evident when it is necessary to give each trainee more time to partici-
pate in the discussion of a given topic, when a group of trainees is being 
asked to arrive cooperatively at a shared opinion or stance on a given 
topic, or when there is a need to provide training in giving expression 
to a single shared point of view or a variety of points of view. Some 
topics are composed of numerous particulars and elements to which 
justice cannot be done in a single discussion. When this sort of topic is 
to be treated, trainees can be divided up into a number of groups (3-5 
groups consisting of 4-6 members each). Members of each team are 
then asked to discuss a single element of the topic and reach whatever 
conclusions they can. One member of each group is then assigned to 
summarize these conclusions in front of everyone. 

This type of training situation is of significant practical value, as  
will be seen from the following example. Let us suppose that there are 
twenty trainees and that the topic to be discussed consists of four  
elements. If the trainer wants to give each of the trainees one minute  
to express his opinion, then the time required to discuss each element 
comes to 20 minutes. Discussing all four elements on the level of the 
entire group would take 80 minutes. However, this is a fairly long 
time period which may not be available, not to mention the fact that an 
open discussion might lead people’s thoughts in a particular direction 
while preventing trainees’ thinking from moving in other directions. 
The alternative to this approach is to divide the trainees into four 
groups of five, each of which discusses one of the four elements of the 
topic. Each team is given ten minutes, during which time its members 
formulate a shared perspective. At the end of the ten minutes, all  
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participants gather in a single session, and each group is given one 
minute to summarize the position it has reached. In this way the partic-
ipants’ vision of the topic under consideration, including each of its 
four elements, is formulated in a short period of time, which allows 
time for the discussion of other topics as well. 

Formation of teams does not necessarily mean that the teams must 
all be discussing different topics. In fact, all four teams can be discussing 
the same topic simultaneously, after which one member of each team 
summarizes the outcome of his or her group’s discussion for the larger 
group. In this way, each individual participant has much more time to 
express his or her opinions and thoughts and to share information. It 
also allows the various teams to take different directions in discussing 
the topic at hand without their individual members being unduly 
affected by the overall mood or trend that might color the conversa-
tion in the event of an open, all-group discussion. 

In situations where it is necessary to explore the possible arguments 
or evidence in support of varying points of view on the topic being 
considered, a debate on the topic might be organized between two or 
more teams. 

 
3. Open (all-group) Discussions 
 
Discussion of a given topic may also be opened up to all trainees at 
once. The trainer may, for example, present some particular experi-
ence or practical piece of information in the form of a story, chart, or 
sketch to which he draws everyone’s attention, then allow a specific 
amount of time for comments and questions. It is preferable for the 
presentation time not to be so long that the session turns into a lecture, 
nor for the discussion time to be prolonged to the point where all the 
time is taken up with expression of opinions, rejoinders, and counter-
rejoinders. Consequently, not all participants will be expected to 
contribute to this type of discussion. It will suffice for the trainer to feel 
that he has received enough input to enable him to move on to another 
topic or training situation. However, the trainer should be careful to 
give as many trainees as possible the opportunity to speak, and not  
to allow certain participants to dominate the discussion at others’ 
expense, or at the expense of other aspects of the topic being treated. 
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It should be remembered, of course, that training of this sort 
involves a significant degree of reflection on what is being presented 
and discussed so that the trainee can digest the information he or she  
is taking in, take a stance on it, incorporate it into his or her epistemo- 
logical frame of reference, and reorganize his or her individual experi- 
ence, expertise and perspective on the basis of the new input being 
received. The time the trainee spends in this type of reflection is no less 
important than the time he or she spends in conversation with others. 

There are various ways of leading group discussions. The discussion 
might be launched on the basis of a question raised by the trainer or one 
of the trainees. Then, rather than receiving a single answer or a single 
formulation of that answer, the trainer opens up the conversation in 
order to obtain a variety of answers, or ways of formulating a given 
answer. The trainer might pose a problem calling for a solution or a 
task needing to be implemented, in which case the discussion may take 
the form of a brainstorming session in which participants call on their 
varied knowledge and experience in their efforts to solve the problem 
posed or implement the task at hand. 

 
 

fourth: notes on the concept of training  
 
The concept of training, as opposed to that of teaching or instruction, 
has been associated with a number of negative or mistaken notions. 
The following are examples:  
 
• Teaching or instruction is associated with adult intellectual aware-

ness and maturity, whereas training is thought of in connection with 
the immaturity of the child, or the lack of awareness of an  
animal. 

• Training is associated with the acquisition of applied or practical 
skills, while teaching is associated with information and ideas. 

• Some teaching styles are restricted to listening and passive reception 
on the part of learners, while training styles are devoted to active 
learner participation. 
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The reality, however, is otherwise. Teaching can be addressed to 
both children and adults; it can also involve active participation. It may 
also entail helping learners to acquire information, skills, and attitudes. 
Otherwise, it is not good teaching. Conversely, training might consist 
of a series of lectures in which the trainee is simply a passive recipient. 
When this happens, however, the training cannot be described as 
good. Hence, both instruction and training practices may be good or 
bad. Since the context of the present discussion is that of training, we 
will focus on what we view as good quality training. 

We will bypass discussion of familiar practices in many so-called 
“training programs” or “training courses” in which most activities are 
limited to lectures with the use of certain teaching aids, particularly the 
PowerPoint slides presentation, PPT. 

Like teaching, training entails providing learners with information 
and skills and helping them to form new orientations and attitudes. 
Training focuses information pertinent to a particular topic and the 
inculcation of positive attitudes toward acquisition of relevant skills. 
After all, every skill, be it practical and applied, or mental and intellec-
tual, rests on an epistemological foundation or information base. 

A researcher, for example, must acquire the ability to formulate 
research questions in a manner that calls for particular types of data  
and whose language is tied directly to the problem to be investigated. 
This ability in turn requires information about the conditions and 
specifications which research questions have to meet. A training pro-
gram relating to research skills might present examples of good 
research questions, then allow trainees to deduce from these examples 
the conditions and specifications such questions meet. He might then 
present trainees with examples of research questions that do not meet 
such specifications and conditions and lead a discussion on how they 
might be improved. Lastly, the trainer might lead participants in a  
discussion of questions they themselves have written on research top-
ics of their own choice, and have them develop these questions until  
they conform more closely to the required specifications. The point of 
significance in this example is the fact that there are specifications and 
conditions which good research questions must meet. This information 
could be presented directly in the form of a brief lecture; it could, 
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alternatively, be conveyed through a written text or deduced through 
a discussion of examples such as those described above. 

People tend to be personally motivated to participate in paid training 
programs out of a desire to increase their knowledge and develop their 
abilities and skills. Consequently, a trainee can be expected to attend 
such programs out of a sense of personal interest, a belief in the aims the 
program is designed to achieve, and a seriousness that justifies the 
effort, time and expense required to complete it.
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in, 232-35  
positivism, 135  
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prosperity (¢umr¥n), 225  
Protagoras, 129  
psychological world, as source of 

methodology, 186  
purification (tazkiyah) 
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role of in Mu¢tazilite thought, 156  
in Sufi thought, 162-63  
as tool for epistemological  
integration, 211 

reductionism, 7  
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religious-theological phase of human 

thought, 148  
remote control devices, 220  
renunciation, 248-50  
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           o f  a n         
          

                  

   
 

 :    
 is a program which seeks to construct an intellectual
framework for Islamic methodology with a view to realizing practical
training in the thoughtful investigation of issues related to knowledge
in various fields. The book’s title affirms the distinctive types of in-
tegration that characterize Islamic methodology, including integration
of sources, means, and schools of thought, as well as existing realities
with desired ideals etc. This is fully consistent with human nature, as 
variety is fundamental to the functions people perform and skills they
master.

The work essentially makes the case that fundamental to any
Muslim recovery is laying the foundations of sound thinking and
values that integrate the two main sources of knowledge: Revelation
and Reality (that is the created worlds both physical, societal and
psychological) under the umbrella of Taw^Ïd. This concept of
integration implies using both human theoretical conceptualization
and practical experimental investigation whilst also affirming the need
to apply human capabilities in understanding the divine text, and
acquiring sound knowledge of the physical world in terms of its
resources, as well as accumulated past and present human experiences.
The aim being to vitalize human potential and creativity.

Every methodology is associated with both mental activity and
practical procedures for constructing thought systems needed to solve
problems and answer questions. Hence the integration of thinking,
research and practice is fundamental to any methodology. Islamic
methodology adopts that and extends human hopes to integrate efforts
so that humanity can realistically achieve prosperity on earth and earn
eternal happiness in the afterlife.

 ----
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