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Abstract 

The prestige of reasoning waned when the rationalists were defeated by the 

traditionalists, in the ninth century. Reasoning deteriorated further with the emergence 

of taqlid and the “closure of the doors to ijtihad.” The dualism between traditional 

and contemporary education should be addressed by acknowledging that empirical 

subjects are not un-Islamic, and that reasoning is an essential part of Muslim 

education. This process requires the rehabilitation of reasoning and restoring to it the 

esteem it formerly enjoyed not just in jurisprudence but in Muslim education more 

generally. 
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Introduction 

The dualism in Muslim education arises partly from a de-emphasis on 

reasoning. The decline of reasoning is traceable to the “closing of the doors to ijtihad” 

and the attendant waning of rationalism. The perspective that emerged prioritises the 

authority of tradition at the expense of reason.1  

In the present day, this perception was reinforced by the separation of 

knowledge into “Islamic” and present-day, allegedly “unIslamic” knowledge. 

According to this view, “traditional” knowledge is Islamic, but present-day 

knowledge is “un-Islamic.” 

The categorisation of knowledge into “Islamic” and “un-Islamic” suggests a 

duality in Islamic epistemology that is absent from the Qur’an. As a result of the 

classification of knowledge into Islamic and un-Islamic, traditional Muslims may be 

reluctant to acquire present-day knowledge due to its allegedly ‘un-Islamic’ 

character.2  

Thus, an effective response requires a re-articulation of the relationship between 

different types of knowledge. Differing types of knowledge are in harmony rather 

than in conflict with each other. There is a need to emphasise the unity of knowledge, 

in harmony with tawhidic epistemology.3  

The de-emphasis upon reason appears to rest upon the assumption that a 

commitment to “faith” may dispense with reason or reasoning. This view, however, is 

without basis in the Qur’an and thus alien to Qur’anic epistemology. This perception 

presupposes severing the link between religious belief and rationality, not entirely 

unlike that of the Enlightenment, which also postulated a radical separation between 

faith and reason.  
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The difference between the two is that while in Europe the tension between 

reason and revelation was resolved in favour of rationality, in the Muslim civilisation 

the tension between reason and tradition was resolved in favour of tradition.  

The separation of rationality from faith is partly a result of the view that 

believers are to “obey without asking why,” a view with negligible basis in the 

Qur’an. This view is problematic, as it assumes that the use of reason may, and even 

has to be sacrificed in the process of attaining religious awareness (taqwa).  

On the contrary, the Qur’an provides abundant examples of argumentation: in 

favour of faith. The Qur’an does not differentiate between knowledge that is Islamic 

and knowledge that is un-Islamic. Rather, it differentiates between knowledge and 

ignorance.  

Moreover, the Qur’an exhorts us to ponder the “signs” of God, both in the Book 

of God and in the world.4 The universe is referred to as the “second book of God. It is 

hardly wrong to ponder this “second” book.  

Far from being “exclusive,” the two types of knowledge are complementary. 

Thus, there is no harm in the mastery of present-day knowledge, when knowledge is 

used for beneficial rather than harmful purposes.  

To address the dualism in Muslim education thus requires acknowledging that 

present-day knowledge – in particular empirical knowledge – is not un-Islamic. It also 

requires a recognition that rationality fulfills a key role in the attainment of all 

knowledge, present-day as well as traditional. The acquisition of present-day 

knowledge may be spurred by restoring to reasoning the rank it held in the early days 

of Islam.  

Impediments to reform 

The neglect of the present-day pursuits appears to have been facilitated by a 

narrow view of knowledge, the perception that all necessary knowledge is already 

provided by revelation. This view is rooted in the belief that the religious knowledge 

is the knowledge that really matters. This encourages a degree of disregard for 

“worldly” knowledge. As a writer remarked: 

Most of our religious institutions still lie in the era inspired by the famous 

booklet of Ibn Rajab al Hanbaly, entitled The Superiority of the 

Knowledge of the Ancestors over that of the Descendants … Though the 

author belonged to the eighth century of Islam or the 14th century of the 

common era, his views are still a powerful influence in most of our 

religious circles. The burden of his message is that we should learn as 

little as possible about worldly aspects lest we be diverted from our main 

concern, which is the hereafter. Thus, he says that we learn no more 

arithmetic beyond what we need to apportion a dead person’s estate 

among the heirs. As for geography, it is sufficient to have the knowledge 

to identify the right road to Makka and the direction of its Kibla. 

Astronomy should not occupy us beyond being able to tell the beginning 

of the lunar month. Surprisingly, he discourages us from learning Arabic 

grammar and style beyond what is absolutely essential to read the Qur’an 
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and the Hadith. Such little equipment as suggested by Ibn Rajab hardly 

helps anyone to tackle the complex issues of today’s world.5 

As resistance to the teaching of present-day areas among traditional Muslims 

remains, traditional education does not always provide training in present-day 

disciplines.6  

Thus, to encourage young Muslims to take up current subjects requires 

recognising that present-day and revealed knowledge are in harmony rather than 

mutually exclusive.  

That the view that Islam and present-day knowledge are not compatible persists 

is evident from the attempts to “Islamise” knowledge. However, these efforts appear 

to have declined in the last few years.  

The Qur’an does not require people to forego the use of their minds to attain 

faith. By contrast, it appeals to reason. The Qur’an disapproves of those who “do not 

use their reason.”7  

The perception that a person is required to forego his or her reason to attain 

faith is due to a flawed understanding of the relationship between reason and 

revelation. It is in part by reasoning that a person attains faith. A person is a Muslim 

by submitting to the will of God, not by reducing his or her reliance on reason.  

To say that attaining faith requires foregoing reason is to hamper a person in the 

attempt to attain faith. For it is by way of reason that we know the difference between 

true faith and unfounded belief. In different words, reason has to be recognised as the 

faculty that enables the attainment of knowledge, revealed as well as empirical.8  

Reason and revelation  

Revelation is knowledge transmitted by God to people through prophets. 

Revelation teaches that true achievement depends upon a person’s faith in God and 

the performance of praiseworthy acts. It also teaches ethics, knowledge of the 

difference between right and wrong. Revelation provides guidance. It balances 

religious and physical well-being. It promotes justice and fair dealing.  

O ye who believe! stand out firmly for justice, as witnesses to Allah, even 

as against yourselves, or your parents, or your kin, and whether it be 

(against) rich or poor: for Allah can best protect both. Follow not the lusts 

(of your hearts), lest ye swerve, and if ye distort (justice) or decline to do 

justice, verily Allah is well-acquainted with all that ye do.9 

Revelation brings knowledge of matters people would be unable to attain by 

unaided rational effort. Revealed knowledge enables people to exist in harmony with 

the will of God. The Qur’an – presents itself as an affirmation of prior revelations, the 

Torah and the Injeel. The revealed book endorses the earlier prophets: Abraham, 

Moses, and Isa.10 Revelation in turn initiated the emergence of tradition.  

During the first two centuries of Islam there was a free debate on all 

issues on which there was difference of opinion … no jurist, irrespective 

of who he may have been, was considered at that time to have the right to 

impose his opinion on others and to force them to adopt his madhhab or 
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juristic school … It was during this period that Islamic jurisprudence 

witnessed maximum development.”11 

In the relationship between reason and revelation, reason held a rank below 

revelation. Man was expected to act in accord with the will of God. 12  This 

relationship did not remain unaffected, however, with the emergence and canonisation 

of tradition.  

Revelation and tradition 

Tradition emerged from revelation. Revelation provides the theory; tradition 

exemplifies practice. When tradition faithfully reflects revelation, a fundamental 

agreement prevails between the two. Problems may emerge if a particular tradition 

appears to depart from revelation. This may happen when ethnic practices take 

precedence over the teaching of revelation. This requires: 

periodic efforts of renewal (tajdid) or restoration of the authentic 

and original spirit, purpose or authoritative sources of the Islamic 

religious sciences in order to get rid of unwarranted accretions, 

misguided innovations/and ineffective or counter-productive 

teaching methods, the accumulation of unhealthy traditions which 

came to be regarded as sacrosanct or orthodox.13  

The understanding of tradition as revelation expanded the realm of the 

sacrosanct.14 The perception of tradition as revelation, even if not on par with the 

Qur’an, rendered the task of ensuring that unwarranted accretions do not enter the 

Islamic worldview extra daunting.  

The prestige of tradition was enhanced by the perception that understanding the 

Qur’an is to be undertaken “in light of” tradition. This reflects the view that it is 

essential to follow precedent. In this way reason became subordinated not just to 

revelation but also to tradition. 

Henceforth, reason would approach revelation through the perspective of the 

past.15 With the emergence of tradition reason had to relinquish its unmediated access 

to revelation.  

The prestige of tradition became pervasive to the extent that the relationship 

between reason and revelation was understood as a relationship between reason and 

tradition.16  

The weight of tradition, assisted by the perception of tradition as revelation, 

tilted the balance between reason and revelation in favour of tradition at the expense 

of rationality. “Science and rationalism were dismissed in favor of revelation …”17  

The reduced rank of reasoning was reflected in its relegation to the fourth place 

as a root” of the shariah, to a rank beneath the Qur’an, tradition and ijma. 

Nevertheless, reasoning performs an essential role in understanding all roots of the 

shariah, not just in deriving rulings by way of reasoning (ijtihad).  
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Reason and tradition  

The “closure of the doors to ijtihad” was made possible by the perception that 

“juristic difficulties were resolved.” There was no need for additional effort (ijtihad). 

Jurists were expected to follow established jurists’ views without the need to 

understand the rationale for those views.  

The emergence of taqlid – following in the wake of the “closing of the doors to 

ijtihad” – accelerated the deterioration of analysis. This view rested upon the 

assumption that faith does not require a rational basis.  

In this understanding of religion Muslims are to rely upon the judgements of 

jurists, and refrain from expressing or formulating personal perspectives regarding 

revelation. This produced an ethos of dependency among Muslims in the sphere of 

faith.  

The closing of the doors to ijtihad meant that the perspectives of jurists would 

not be challenged. As a result, it has become necessary “to free the discipline from the 

dominance of past scholars whose authority is elevated in our traditional institutions 

to the level of the prophet (P.B.U.H) and sometimes even above it. The word of the 

Imam of the Madhhab is occasionally followed in defiance of the world of Allah 

(s.w.t).”18 

Misgivings about reasoning reached a peak at the time of the backlash against 

rationalism, at about 1000 AD. Political factors were present, as different factions 

competed to foist their understanding of Islam within the emerging community.   

Ahl al ra’y and ahl al hadith 

The relationship between reason and tradition was reflected in the debates 

between the advocates of reason and those of tradition. In dispute was the relative 

authority of reason as distinguished from tradition.  

It appears there was an issue in the way reason is treated. For example, it is 

asserted that all traditions are to be followed, even when a tradition appears to be at 

variance with reason. This view is upheld despite the fact that reason was used to 

ascertain what was tradition and even revelation in the first place.  

Eventually, the Mu’tazilites were defeated by the traditionalists. Subsequently, 

tradition was perceived as a higher authority than rationality. The result was that 

reason would be subordinated not just to revelation but also to tradition.19  

The consequences of the ascendancy of the traditionalists at the expense of the 

rationalists would be felt far and wide.20 The growing authority of tradition as an 

authority and the concomitant de-emphasis upon reason accelerated the waning of 

rationalism.21 

The defeat of the Umayyad dynasty and its supplanting by the Abbasid dynasty 

represented a major break with “tradition.” The break with “tradition” as exemplified 

by the Abbasid revolution, was justified in part by an appeal to what were presented 

as “rational” arguments. The rationalists placed a greater degree of emphasis on 

justice than the traditionalists. 



 6 

Among the grievances of the rebels was the view that the Umayyads were 

ethno-centric and gave preference to Arabs at the expense of non-Arabs. Another 

assertion was that the Arabs did not mix with the broader population and practiced 

tribalism.  

They were typically faulted for practicing an “exclusive” brand of Islam, 

maintaining a range of privileges, failing to uphold justice, and not providing due 

recognition to the universal character of Islam. 

The Abbasid caliphate was established in 750 as a result of revolt by Abu 

Muslim. The revolt led to the defeat of Marwan II of the Umayyad dynasty. Abu 

Muslim ruled from 750 to 754. His brother al-Mansur ruled from 754 until 775.  

Al-Mansur’s son, al-Mahdi, ruled from 775 until 785. The son of al-Mahdi, 

Musa al-Hadi, ruled from 785 to 786. His son Harun al-Rashid, became the fifth 

Abbasid caliph. He ruled from 786 until 809. 

Harun al Rashid built the House of Wisdom. His son, Al-Amin ruled from 809 

to 813. 22  Another son, Al-Ma’mun ruled from 813 to 833. The doctrine of the 

“created” Qur’an was promulgated in 827.23  

Al-Ma’mun was succeeded his younger brother, al-Mu’tasim. Al-Mu’tasim 

ruled from 833 until 842. Al-Mu’tasim’s son, al-Wathiq, in turn ruled from 842 until 

847.  

The caliphs beginning with Harun adhered to what may be designated as a 

“rationalist” perspective. Al-Wathiq’s rule was followed by the rule of his half-

brother, Al-Mutawakkil, who ruled from 847 to 861. He officially abandoned the 

creed of the created Qur’an in 849, two years after taking power.24  

The “golden age” of Islam produced great accomplishments. Rational pursuits 

thrived within parameters provided by revelation. Well-known thinkers “left a rich 

legacy of contributions to the advancement of sciences in anatomy, medicine, 

mathematics, astronomy, chemistry, optics, etc.”25 

Al-Kindi (801-873), al-Farabi (872-951), ibn Sina (980-1037) are recognised as 

the “people who laid the foundations of the Muslim civilisation, the beacons of 

thought and learning whose names are intrinsically linked to ‘the Golden Age of 

Islam.’”26  

A backlash against the Mu’tazilites took place as a reaction to the mihna 

(inquisition). In time, the traditionalists prevailed at the expense of the rationalists: 

what hurt the rationalist movement, which had a great initial appeal and 

general acceptance, was its failure to appreciate the limits of reason, 

intolerance of opponents, and use of state coercive power to impose its 

views on the population. This led to the politicization of an otherwise 

intellectual debate, raised tempers, and hardened attitudes.27  

The defeat of the rationalists had far reaching consequences. It paved the way 

for intellectual decline that lasted well into the present day. 
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Effects of waning rationality  

The prohibition of ijtihad had far reaching effects. While reason had to be used 

by early jurists to ascertain what was tradition and revelation, the later jurists, due to 

the requirement to adhere to taqlid, refrained from reasoning to an extent comparable 

to that of the early jurists.  

The later jurists were thus discouraged from examining the judgements of their 

eminent predecessors. The marginalisation of reasoning dampened the spirit of 

inquiry in the Muslim mind.  

The vigor and dynamism that characterized Muslim scholarship during the 

late Umayyad and early Abbasid periods, when no discussion was 

considered to be a taboo, became substantially diluted. Not just 

philosophy but also the associated physical sciences got totally excluded 

from the syllabi of religious schools. Since the governments also did not 

pay as much attention to science education and research as they did in the 

earlier centuries, the stage was set for the neglect of science education, 

without which it was difficult to strengthen the roots of rationalism in 

society.28 

As “all practical sciences were bracketed in those days with philosophy,” the 

exclusion of empirical pursuits from Muslim educational establishments “inflicted a 

stunning blow to all the practical sciences that philosophy incorporated.”29  

By the end of the eleventh century, “science, the humanities, and social sciences 

were excluded from the curricula.” 30  This process “continues to this day with 

devastating effects on the Arab mindset, which has become insular, regressive and 

unreceptive to new ideas.”31  

The narrow perception hampered the evolution of present-day knowledge. 32 

“Science education did not return to the Muslim world in a significant way until after 

the colonization of a major part of it by the West.”33  

The marginalisation of empirical knowledge was facilitated by restricting the 

conception of knowledge to religious knowledge. Knowing was associated with 

memorisation rather than understanding. As a result, memorisation was valued at the 

expense of comprehension. 34  Knowledge became associated with being able to 

reproduce text verbatim rather than understanding it.  

The understanding of knowledge as memorisation, however, is problematic. 

Memorising requires a lower degree of reflection than understanding. An effect of this 

restricted perception of knowledge is that the pupils’ ability to analyse problems 

appears reduced, and even when they are able to formulate a perspective, tend to be 

reticent in expressing themselves.  

By extension, pupils in traditional institutions are expected to refrain from 

expressing personal perspectives and follow established jurists. Apprehension that 

religious belief might be unable to withstand rational examination may be a factor in 

restricting questions.  

It needs to be realised, however, that a multiplicity of views does not 

necessarily lead to misunderstanding; it affirms that arriving at knowledge is a 
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process that requires evaluation of alternative points of view. In different words, 

acquisition of knowledge requires ijtihad. Moreover, the advice not to question is 

proffered despite the fact that the Qur’an answers a multitude of queries that were 

raised when the Qur’an was being revealed.  

The depreciation of thought affected the meaning of piety. The emerging 

understanding of piety appears to expect a renunciation of reason as a prerequisite of 

attaining faith.35 This understanding of piety is reflected in the view that in matters of 

faith, a person is to follow without question.36  

What is required, accordingly, is a rehabilitation of reasoning, in particular in 

education. It needs to be remembered that reason is needed not just in attaining 

present-day knowledge but was used extensively in engaging with tradition. It is also 

by way of reasoning that we know the difference between what is revelation and what 

is not revelation. Analogously, the exegesis of revelation and tradition requires the 

use of reason.  

Rehabilitation of reason 

The marginalisation of reasoning has made its rehabilitation urgent. Education 

reform needs to foster the spirit of enquiry, emphasise analysis, and transmit relevant 

knowledge in Muslim universities.  

Rational analysis has to be taught. Pupils need to participate in the learning 

process, as individuals and in teams. A variety of methods may be utilised. Debates 

need to be held regularly.  

Personal biases affect the process of arriving at inferences. It is partly for this 

reason that rules that must be followed in sound reasoning. Thorough reading is 

required to prevent personal biases from entering the reading of text. Students must be 

taught to avoid fallacies. 

A well-known fallacy is the broad generalisation, in which all members of a 

particular group, regardless of differences between them, are “tarred with the same 

brush.” Text always has to be read in its context. 

The rules of sound reasoning include the principle of non-contradiction. 

Additional fallacies to be avoided comprise the non-sequitur and the “straw man” 

argument. Variations have to be highlighted where appropriate, but not where they are 

immaterial.  

Pupils should participate in research and present the results of their findings. 

Every presentation should be followed by an exchange of perspectives. Empowering 

students should help them be self-reliant and proactive. Excellent performance should 

be rewarded and recognised.  

Interdisciplinary pursuits should be encouraged. The world of knowledge is 

borderless. Pupils need exposure to a variety of disciplines as this may broaden their 

perspective and help them to think “outside of the box.”   
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Conclusion  

To assist Muslims in integrating into the present-day environment, it is 

necessary to retrieve the tradition of reflection. This tradition appears to have waned 

as a result of the ascendancy of the “people of tradition” over “the people of reason.”  

A balance between the two kinds on knowledge may be attained by the learning 

of religious knowledge for guidance, and present-day knowledge for the purpose of 

employment.  

Revelation supplies the principles for ascertaining what may change and what is 

to remain unchanged. Indeed, the Qur’an presents itself as the “criterion” (furqan) for 

judging.  

The Qur’an exhorts people the use of the intellect to attain faith. The attainment 

of knowledge, religious or non-religious, requires the use of reason. The use of reason 

is a sine qua non for understanding present-day as well as revealed knowledge.  

Reform of Muslim education requires a better integration of present-day and 

revealed knowledge. It needs to be recognised that present-day knowledge is not a 

threat to faith.  

Integrated and interdisciplinary courses of study should be offered at 

educational institutions. Reasoning and analytical thinking skills should likewise be 

taught. 

• Education in reasoning should be enhanced. 

• Analytical skills should be taught in a systematic and comprehensive manner 

across the curriculum. 

• Fora and debates upon different problems should to be held regularly.  

•  “Higher order thinking skills” should be taught to all pupils at a suitable level. 
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