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I. Abstract 

Many are asking what went wrong. Islam was at the pinnacle of achievement in 

the past but is experiencing problems. It is acknowledged that ethics is a requirement 

for prosperity. It is also acknowledged that Muslims at times fell short of achieving 

their aspirations. Why? 

It seems that Islam went through several cycles, like other civilizations. It 

emerged, blossomed and then declined in different places at different times, over the 

course of a millennium. These included Arabia, Persia, North Africa, Spain, and 

different parts of Asia.  

What are the factors that make civilizations strong, and what are the factors that 

bring them down? A good system of laws, effective enforcement and fairness appear 

to be among these factors. 

Despotism and corruption appear prominent as factors that led to the waning of 

Islam. It appears that a diminishing awareness of the teaching of the Quran, coupled 

with a fading of reasoning, could have been contributing factors.  

Reason plays a key part in attaining knowledge. This applies to knowledge of 

revelation, too. Where reason is marginalized, knowledge fades.  

It appears that reason was marginalized around the time of the “closing of the 

doors to ijtihad,” the emergence of dogmatism. The place of reason was taken by 

another authority, that of tradition. In the end, tradition became the arbiter between 

truth and falsehood. Indeed, tradition became a judge of revelation, too.  

Tradition fulfills a useful role in the existence of a community. As long as it 

remains faithful to what gave rise to it in the first place, adherence to tradition brings  

benefits.  

Where tradition becomes tainted, however, it may produce different results. 

This is why it is important to keep tradition pure of what have been termed 

“unwarranted accretions.”  

In Islam tradition grew in prestige to the point of “eclipsing” that which brought 

it about in the first place: revelation. The casualties of the elevation of tradition were 
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reason and revelation. The “eclipse” was brought about by three, factors all of which 

required a shift of focus to accommodate tradition.  

The first was the sacralization of tradition. This entailed the designation of 

tradition as revelation. Second was the subordination of reason to tradition. This 

entailed placing the authority of tradition above that of reason. Third was the 

subordination of the Quran to tradition. This entailed judging revelation by tradition.  

The “eclipse” had far-reaching effects. The chief of these was that revelation 

was harder to access. The Quran became remote. This remoteness was reinforced with 

the entrenchment of taqlid, which required jurists to defer to the work of their 

predecessors rather than refer to the Quran directly. This paper explores the reasons 

for the eclipse, sketches its effects, and suggests strategies for reconnecting with the 

Quran as a way of addressing the “eclipse.” 
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II. Introduction 

It appears that the emergence of tradition and its engagement in “explaining” 

the Quran brought about an alteration in the way revelation would be understood. The 

practice of reading the Qur’an ‘in light of’ tradition appears to have altered the 

Muslims’ understanding of the Quran. It required Muslims to follow their 

predecessors’ understanding of the Quran rather than their own. 

[It] required that participants in a school tradition … preserve 

loyalty to the tradition by taking into account the interpretative 

achievement of older masters … law had to be justifiable by 

reference to the continuity and established identity of the school. 

Muslim jurists were not, as individuals, in solitary and direct 

confrontation with revelation: they found their way back to the 

meaning of revelation through tradition.1  

However, it appears that accessing the Quran through the prism of the past has 

rendered the Quran less relevant in a few respects. The reason for this is not merely 

the fact that past explanations are time bound and therefore of partial applicability in 

the present-day world.   

It appears that what was expected to “explain” the Quran – tradition – in fact 

went beyond explanation: it eclipsed revelation. In different words, the explanation 

superseded the revelation.  

Rather than rendering the Quran “clearer,” the methodology of reading the 

Quran in the “light” of tradition in fact made the Quran less accessible. The “eclipse” 

was enabled by three factors. 

The first was the sacralization of tradition. The second factor was the 

subjugation of reason to tradition. The third factor was the subordination of the Quran 

to tradition. In all these ways, tradition was elevated relative to both revelation and 

reason.  
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The three factors triggered a re-enforcing process: the subjugation of reason to 

tradition permitted “unwarranted accretions” to become a part of tradition. The 

sacralization of tradition bestowed a sacrosanct status on accretions, thus placing 

them beyond questioning.  

The use of tainted traditions to “explain” revelation would result in a poorer 

knowledge of revelation, affected by cultural bias. A poorer knowledge of revelation 

in turn made it harder to differentiate reliable and unreliable reports. Then the process 

would repeat itself.  

Better knowledge of the Quran will require freeing Islam of problematic 

accretions. This will require a rehabilitation of reason and reaffirmation of the 

preeminence of revelation vis-à-vis tradition.  

III. Decline of Islam 

Many factors have been highlighted as responsible for the waning of Islam. 

These comprise despotism, poor governance, indulgency in luxurious existence, and 

related factors.2  

Additional factors comprised unjust ethnic policies, for example those practiced 

by the Umayyads, that eventually led to their downfall and replacement by the 

Abbasid dynasty.3 A factor present to a greater or lesser degree appears to have been 

injustice in one form or another.   

Despotism took both a political as well as an anti-intellectual form. This was 

evident even before the “golden age of Islam. During the rule of caliph Musa al-Hadi, 

from 785 to 786, just before Harun ar-Rashid. During Musa’s rule thousands of 

people were put to death. 

Jalal al-Din] al-Suyuti [Egyptian scholar, 1445-1505] tells that the 

Caliph [Musa] al-Hadi [reigned 785-786] put to death in Baghdad 

5,000 philosophers in order to destroy sciences in the Muslim 

countries down to their roots. Admitting that this historian 

exaggerated the number of victims, it remains nonetheless 

established that this persecution took place, and it is a bloody stain 

for the history of a religion, as it is for a history of a people.4 

A general anti-intellectual atmosphere was perceptible in Turkey, where 

conservative jurists prohibited the printing press for three hundred years: 

In 1515 the Ottoman Sultan Selim I, persuaded by the influential 

clerics of the realm, issued a decree that imposed death penalty on 

anyone using a printing press, invented in Germany in 1455, to print 

books in Turkish or Arabic. The ban remained in force for the next 

270 years … The ban on the printing press was not the only ban to 

reckon with. There were other bans, taboos and restrictions which, 

compounded by sheer lack of curiosity, placed the Ottoman Empire 

in a self-imposed intellectual quarantine.5  

Another factor was the negligible emphasis on experimental subjects in Muslim 

institutions of learning.6 Teaching also appeared to have been repetitive, oppressive 
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and uninspiring. A well-known member of al-Azhar described his experience as 

follows: 

It was a life of unrelieved repetition, with never a new thing, from 

the time the study year began until it was over … Throughout these 

studies it was all merely a case of hearing re-iterated words and 

traditional talk which aroused no chord in my heart, nor taste in my 

appetite. There was no food for one’s intelligence, no new 

knowledge adding to one’s store. The Azhar upbringing had 

nurtured me in the sort of talent it required: I had become competent 

to understand what the shaiks repeated. But all to no point.7 

It appears that the de-emphasis on reason enabled various misconceptions to 

become entrenched in people’s worldview. It allowed “unwarranted accretion” to 

become part of it.  

Among these accretions was the view that the world is divided into an “abode of 

peace and an abode of war.” Injustice in international relations was a factor as well. A 

writer explained the Mongol invasion of Muslim lands as follows:  

The immediate cause of the Mongol invasion can be attributed to a 

grievous mistake of ‘Alauddin Muhammad, the Shah of Khwarism. 

A body of traders who had arrived from Mongolia was put to death, 

and when Chengiz Khan deputed an embassy to enquire into the 

reasons for it, Muhammad replied by killing the envoy too. On 

receiving the news of this outrage upon international courtesy, the 

Mongol Khakan Chengiz Khan let loose the whirlwind of savagery 

upon the world of Islam.8 

In recent history, we have witnessed attempts to establish a Muslim polity in 

Iraq by Isis, based upon a flawed understanding of the Quran.9 The flawed knowledge 

of the Quran resulted in part from what we termed the “eclipse” of revelation by 

tradition.  

IV. Quran and Sunna 

The Quran is deemed by Muslims to be the verbatim message revealed by God 

to the prophet Muhammad. Revelation is deemed to be inimitable. The teaching of the 

Quran transformed an entire people and provided the basis for the Islamic civilization.  

The eclipse of revelation by tradition facilitated the emergence of political 

Islam.10 This was confirmed by the endorsement of the death penalty for apostatizing, 

a penalty absent from the Quran, but endorsed by tradition.11 A few writers even 

asserted that without the death penalty for apostasy, there would be no Islam today.  

Tradition arises from revelation. There are rewards for following tradition, and 

penalties for defying it. Defying tradition may be seen as a threat to it, as defiance of 

tradition might encourage additional persons to do so.  

Tradition may be understood in a wide as well as a restricted way. In its wide 

sense, tradition represents the way of existence of an entire people. In its particular 

meaning, “tradition” is the way Muslims practice Islam.  
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The prophet is referred to as a good example for people to emulate. 12  The 

traditions of the prophet are recorded in the prophetic traditions. These were recorded 

between two to three hundred years after the prophet, between eight to ten generations 

afterwards.  

Prophetic traditions are reports of varying reliability. Unlike the Quran, the 

hadiths are paraphrased reports. It is believed that just ten traditions are verbatim. In 

all traditions except a few, meaning is transmitted in the words of the reporters, not of 

the prophet. Indeed, Abu Hanifa insisted that “only traditions that had been … 

remembered verbatim by the transmitter could be accepted.”13  

Traditions are classified into authentic, good, weak or fabricated.14 Fabricated 

hadiths and those reported by unknown persons, are disregarded. Traditions are also 

categorized into those with multiple chains of narrators and solitary. Most traditions 

are “ahad” or “solitary.” Mutawatir traditions are reported by at least four chains of 

narrators.  

It is taken for granted that few differences exist between tradition and 

revelation. The fact that punishments specified by tradition rather than those 

prescribed in the Quran were incorporated into the sharia demonstrates that the 

authority of the Quran gave way to that of tradition. 15  This represented a 

subordination of revelation to tradition. 

The emergence of tradition from revelation may be thought of as the process of 

the establishment of religion. A risk in the establishment of religion is that the 

flexibility entailed by a commitment to values might, in time, yield to rigidity 

required by the replication of a specific practice. 

Ossification takes place when enthusiasm fades and all that remains is a 

crumbling façade. To prevent ossification, it is necessary to preserve the link between 

tradition and what brought it about in the first place, revelation.  

This requires reflecting on the “signs” of God. Reflection in turn requires the 

use of the intellect. Where thought is disparaged, this is unlikely to happen, and a 

process of decay may be expected to set in sooner or later. In different words, 

thoughtless faith leads to cultural extinction.16 

When taqlid was adopted, and the work of jurists became the first reference 

rather than the Quran, this link was weakened. To maintain the robustness of the 

community it is necessary to strengthen the connection between revelation and 

tradition in a way that tradition reflects revelation, rather than the reverse.  

V. Sacralization of tradition 

The “eclipse” of the Quran by tradition was facilitated by the sacralization of 

tradition. The sacralization of tradition had the effect of elevating it to the rank of 

revelation. However, the sacralization of tradition was problematic. For revelation and 

tradition are different.  

Despite this difference, it appears that what the early Muslims did, in addition to 

what they were asked to do, became binding precedent for Muslims. This had far 

reaching effects, particularly when precedent veered away from the teaching of the 

Quran.  
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However, it seems that the adherence of Muslims to tradition was so great that 

they were expected to follow tradition not just when it departed from revelation, but 

even when it departed from reason.  

The view that the prophetic tradition, like the Quran, was a product of 

revelation, was present from the beginning. However, the sunna was not formally 

characterized as revelation until later.  

“The belief … that sunna is a product of direct divine revelation, was latent in 

the outlook of earliest Muslims, but the formal identification of the sunna as wahy is a 

later development, probably an outgrowth of the second- and third-century 

controversies over the sources of Islamic law.”17 The sacralization of tradition had 

several effects.   

First, bestowing on prophetic tradition the rank of revelation meant that the 

following generations of Muslims had six extra books to follow, in addition to the 

Quran.  

Second, the difference between revelation and tradition became blurred. It 

became harder to differentiate tradition from revelation. As a result, adherence to 

tradition was equated with adherence to revelation.  

But this need not always be the case. For there is no guarantee that tradition will 

always faithfully follow revelation. In other words, there is no reason to assume that 

traditions were always free of “unwarranted accretions.”18  

As a contemporary writer put it, “even the best transmitters made mistakes 

…” 19  Interestingly, the way these mistakes were addressed was by evaluating 

tradition from the perspective of revelation.  

Indeed, this was the approach used by early jurists. If a contradiction between a 

tradition and revelation became apparent, the tradition would forfeit its authenticity, 

regardless of the strength of its chain of narration. Thus, the errors had to be 

corrected. 

As another present-day writer put it: “the means of correcting such mistakes, 

following the method of the Companions and early fuqaha’, is to compare the matn 

with Qur’anic teaching. If a contradiction is recognized, the tradition thereby loses its 

sihha, regardless of the strength of its sanad.” 20  The use of this methodology 

preserves the supremacy of the Quran over tradition.  

Third, the sacralization of tradition facilitated the sacralization of  

“explanations” of revelation and even of the sharia. The sacralization of 

commentaries was reflected in the view that “the sayings and opinions of the salaf 

(predecessors) are nothing short of sacred. This is especially true in regard to the 

understanding, ijtihad, and interpretations of the salaf some of which have been 

elevated by the traditionalists to the status of revelation itself.”21   

This is why, as another writer remarked, it is 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).”22 
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Fourth, the sacralization of tradition, seems to be at variance with the principle 

of tawhid. To assert that “the sunna stands on an equal footing with the Qur’an”23 

appears to suggest the existence of a being equal to God. Mutatis mutandis, this is true 

of the perception that the Quran and sunna “share the same authoritative status.”24  

That there was no agreement on the sacralization of tradition in the early days of 

Islam is attested to by the fact that one of the schools of thought, “the ahl al-kalam … 

rejected hadith altogether in favor of reliance on the Qur’an alone.”25   

The ahl al-kalam argued that “the true legacy of the Prophet is to be found … 

first and foremost in following the Qur’an.”26 To protect against the accusation of 

postulating a being equal to God, or judging by what God did not reveal, it was 

asserted by the partisans of tradition that the sunna was revealed in a different way 

from the way the Quran was revealed.27  

It was asserted that there are two modes of revelation.28 While the Quran is 

“manifest” revelation, the sunna is “internal” revelation. The problem with this 

explanation is that the Quran does not mention two kinds of revelation.   

Finally, as all denominations assert that they possess the authoritative 

gatherings of traditions, elevating tradition to the rank of revelation appears to have 

exacerbated disagreements between the adherents of various denominations.  

VI. Tradition subjugates reason 

The anti-intellectual ethos of traditionalism is reflected in the way key 

expressions are used. Expressing a point of view about religion is treated as 

expressing a “capricious opinion” or following one’s desires.  

However, the term hawa signifies “desire” or “caprice,” not “capricious 

opinion.”29 Moreover, the Quran does not forbid expressing views. What it does – in 

no fewer than eighteen verses – is to advise against following desires (ahwa).30   

The subjugation of rationality to tradition was reinforced with the “closing of 

the doors to ijtihad” and the emergence of taqlid. The effect of the “closure of the 

doors to ijtihad” and the adoption of taqlid was to elevate tradition and downgrade 

reason.  

Personal reasoning, like revelation itself, was subjected to tradition as explained 

by jurists. In different words, reason, revelation and tradition were both subordinated 

to jurists. As a contemporary writer put it: 

While historically the Sunna of the Prophet has controlled 

understanding of the Quran, religious scholars (ijma) have ruled 

over the Sunna, representing the source of religious authority. In 

other words, historically in Sunni Islam, the consensus (ijma) of the 

past is authoritative and overrules everything.31 

In the political arena, the triumph of tradition at the expense of reason was 

evidenced by the ascendancy of the traditionalists in their struggle against the 

Mu’tazilites. The former upheld traditions while the Mu’tazilites placed emphasis on 

reason.  
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The subordination of reason to tradition is reflected in the fact that reason is 

assigned the fourth place among the roots of the shariah, after the Quran, sunna and 

ijma.  

It is also evidenced by the perception that tradition has to be followed even 

when it is against reason. This represented a remarkable abdication of rationality in 

favor of tradition. The abdication of rationality was problematic, as the protection of 

human dignity requires the exercise of rationality.  

The assertion that tradition has to be followed even if it appears unreasonable is 

remarkable in view of the fact that the Quran urges people to use their reason to attain 

faith, and itself uses many arguments to convince people of the truth of revelation. 

People who use their reason are mentioned in many places in the Quran: 

Verily, in the creation of the heavens and the earth, and in the 

alternation of the night and the day, and in the ships (and vessels) 

which sail through the ocean carrying cargo profitable for the 

people, and in the (rain)water which Allah pours down from the 

sky, reviving therewith the earth to life after its death, and (the 

earth) in which He has scattered animals of all kinds, and in the 

changing wind directions, and in the clouds (that trail) between the 

sky and the earth, duty-bound (under Allah’s command)—certainly 

(in these) are (many) signs (of Allah’s Power) for those who put 

their reason to work.32 

The Quran also says: “And there are many signs in the earth for the people with 

the truth of certitude (i.e., people of perfect certitude). And in your selves (as well). 

So do you not notice?”33  

It has to be recalled that jurisprudence relies extensively upon the use of reason. 

The term ‘aql (intellect) in Arabic signifies “restraint.” Reason restrains us from 

acting impulsively, by reminding of the teaching of the Quran and the consequences 

of our actions. 

Moreover, the Quran warns against following tradition blindly. That following 

tradition is no guarantee of following wisdom is apparent in the following verses: 

“And when it is said to them (the disbelievers): ‘Follow that which Allah has 

sent down,’ they say: ‘(Nay) we shall rather follow the same (path) on which we 

found our ancestors,’ even though their ancestors had neither any sense nor any 

guidance.”34 

“And when it is said to them: ‘Turn towards this (Qur’an) revealed by Allah and 

towards the (most venerable) Messenger (blessings and peace be upon him),’ they 

say: ‘Sufficient for us is (the way) on which we found our fathers,’ though their 

fathers did not have any knowledge (of Din [Religion]), nor were they rightly 

guided.”35  

The disparagement of rationality had far reaching effects. The subjugation of 

reason to tradition accelerated the emergence of taqlid. Taqlid required later jurists to 

refer to their predecessors, not to the Quran. Tradition was in effect placed between 

the jurist and the Quran.   
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The requirement to understand revelation from the perspective of the past, 

meant that unmediated reading of the Quran became harder. Additionally, it meant 

that any prejudices or biases of the exegetes might be passed on to the later 

generations.  

The requirement to follow their predecessors’ understanding of revelation 

restricted people’s ability to use their reason. This is at variance with the Quran’s 

admonition to use reason.36  

The downgrading of reason also facilitated the entry of unwarranted accretions 

to enter the Islamic worldview. An “accretion” is a belief or practice added to a 

teaching. There are two kinds of accretions: those that are in agreement with the 

teaching and those that are not.  

In this way pre-Islamic practices and perceptions found their way back into 

people’s understanding of Islam. Unwarranted accretions were at times “equated with 

the Sunnah of the Prophet [thus being] given an unwarranted, elevated religious 

status.”37 Overcoming unwarranted accretions thus necessitates: 

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.38  

Additions that are in agreement with the spirit of the Quran may be retained, 

while accretions that run against the teaching of the Quran should be set aside. 

VII. Tradition rules the Quran 

The approach of understanding the Quran from the perspective of tradition is 

expressed in the saying that “tradition judges the Quran.” 39  This meant that the 

relationship between the Quran and tradition was effectively reversed.  

The reversal of the relationship between the Quran and tradition effectively 

placed the former under the aegis of the latter. For the ruler wields authority vis-à-vis 

the ruled. To permit tradition to “judge” revelation is to turn the relationship between 

the two upside down. This was problematic.  

The view that tradition rules the Quran facilitated the spread of the perception 

that tradition can “abrogate” revelation. This is like asserting that a lower ranking 

authority can “override” a higher authority.40   

The reversal of the relationship between tradition and revelation was justified 

by the assertion that the Quran has “ambiguous” terms that require “explanation.”41 

The explanation of “ambiguous” passages would be provided by an appeal to 

tradition.  

The characterization of the revealed book as featuring “unclear” passages 

implies that the Quran is imperfect. The assertion that the Quran contains 

“ambiguous” passages runs counter to what the Quran says about itself. The Quran 
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says that it makes things “clear.”42 The Quran also says that it is “easy to understand 

and remember.”43  

Another difficulty with reading the Quran in the “light of tradition” is that just a 

fraction of the Quran is “explained” by traditions. Moreover, jurists hold that the 

reliability of hadiths is lesser than that of the Quran. This presents a difficulty in that a 

text of questionable reliability is used to “explain” what is understood to be a reliable 

text .   

But perhaps the greatest problem with using traditions to “explain” the Qur’an 

is that the application of this practice in effect transferred the function of being the 

furqan (criterion) for ascertaining the truth from the Quran to tradition. The judge 

would not be the Quran but tradition.  

The assertion that the Qur’an has ambiguous terms appears to have been 

facilitated by problematic rendering of key terms. For example, the Quran says that 

there are two kinds of verses in it: “clear and fundamental,” and “allegorical.”44 The 

term mutashabihat is usually categorized under “unclear” terms.  

But mutashabihat does not suggest ambiguity; it suggests allegory. Allegories 

are used to communicate awareness about unknown matters, especially those of 

which we have no prior experience.45   

VIII. Reason and revelation 

Initially, reason accessed revelation in the absence of tradition, as there was no 

tradition to speak of. With the emergence of tradition, revelation was subsumed and 

even superseded by tradition.  

As tradition emerged and eventually “eclipsed” revelation, the difference 

between reason and revelation was superseded by the distinction between reason and 

tradition. Stated differently, the function formerly performed by reason would 

henceforth be discharged by tradition.  

At the practical level, the tension between reason and tradition was reflected in 

the struggles between the rationalists (representing reason) and the traditionalists 

(representing tradition).  

In the debate on reason and revelation al-Ghazali represented the view that 

reason is to follow revelation. Al-Farabi, by contrast, argued for an enhanced 

responsibility for rationality. 46  The former represents the traditionalist perspective 

while the latter represents a rationalist perspective.   

Al-Farabi appears to suggest that reason is capable of producing results 

comparable to those of revelation. 47  If reason were able to attain knowledge 

equivalent to revealed knowledge, however, there would be no need for revelation.  

Revelation is required because unassisted effort is insufficient for the purpose. 

In turn, the truth of revealed knowledge is endorsed by intuition and reflections upon 

personal experience. 

When a person follows revelation, he or she acts on trust. In different words, a 

“leap of faith” is required. When a person follows reason, he or she also acts on trust, 

but in this case he or she trusts his or her reason.  
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There is no reason to think that the “leap of faith” in the latter case is any lesser 

than in the former case. The point is that it is difficult to attain one hundred per cent 

certainty on many questions.  

Errors are possible whether a person follows reason or revelation. When a 

person follows revelation, there is a possibility that he or she may have misunderstood 

revelation.  

Similarly, a person may make errors in anticipating the results of particular acts. 

In different words, a person may be deceived when he or she trusts oneself. The key is 

to avoid error. For this it is necessary to know how to tell the difference between truth 

and falsehood.  

IX. Preeminence of the Quran 

To affirm the primacy of revelation, it is advisable to re-articulate the relation 

between revelation and tradition. For people rarely differentiate between different 

types of revelation. In different words, tradition has been sacralized.  

The Indonesian reformer Nurcholish Madjid has referred to this 

phenomenon as the “sacralization” of tradition in Islam and called 

for a “de-sacralization” of tradition. However, he does not reject the 

importance of tradition but the notion of a fixed, static tradition, 

arguing that tradition and consensus or ijma are ongoing and 

cumulative …48 

Because of the restricted role for reason, and because traditions attained a 

sacred rank it is difficult to query accretions. That is why it is necessary to uphold the 

preeminence of the Quran.  

This is doubtless why contemporary writers insist that “the Qur’an must be 

returned to its rightful place as the supreme arbiter of the authenticity of hadith. The 

tendency in classical scholarship had been just the reverse: the sunna was viewed as a 

commentary on the revelation, infallible in its own right, and not subject to abrogation 

by the Qur’an.”49  

Impartial enquiry was restricted when the “closure of the doors to ijtihad” or 

rational analysis happened. Restrictions upon enquiry enabled the emergence of 

unquestioning following of precedent known as taqlid.  

The freeing of people’s understanding of revelation from “unwarranted 

accretions” will require reason to play a part. With reason restored to its proper rank 

as the faculty of discernment – forming a part of the heart – the task of improving 

people’s understanding of Islam may proceed.  

It needs to be recalled that revelation admonishes people to utilize their reason, 

as a way of differentiating truth and falsehood. 50  The principle that should be 

followed is that any view that presents itself as part of the teaching of Islam has to 

agree with the Quran. 
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X. Conclusion 

The sacralization of tradition enabled tradition to “overrule” first reasoning and 

then revelation. This in effect re-ordered the “traditional” ranking of the “roots” of the 

shariah, in which the Quran was first and the sunna followed.  

The subjugation of revelation to tradition was expressed in the view that 

“tradition judges the Quran.” The adoption of this perception was justified by the 

assertion that the Quran has “ambiguous” passages.   

This rise to eminence of tradition brought a range of problems. First, there was 

what we termed the “eclipse” of revelation by tradition. This made it harder to follow 

the guidance of the Quran.  

Secondly, the sacralization of tradition, assisted by the emergence of taqlid and 

the closure of the doors to ijtihad facilitated the relegation of reason to a rank under 

tradition.  

The downgrading of rationality made it harder to prevent “unwarranted 

accretions” from seeping into “tradition.” Using tainted traditions to “explain” the 

Quran in turn hampered efforts to attain knowledge of the Quran. 

Achieving better knowledge of revelation requires a rehabilitation of rationality 

and addressing taqlid. It requires affirming the pre-eminence of the Quran in relation 

to tradition.  

The Quran is “unlike” tradition. What is needed is to “reconstruct religious 

thought,” as Iqbal suggested, to free the understanding of Islam of accretions that are 

causing problems.  

• It is necessary to free tradition from unwarranted accretions 

• It is important to use reason to a greater extent 

• It is advisable to affirm pre-eminence to the Quran. 
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