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Reading the SignS: a QuRāĊniC PeRSPeCtiVe On thinKing

Mohammad Hashim Kamali

This essay advances a perspective on the QurāĀnic 
conception of thinking, rationality, and critical 
reason. It begins with a discussion of the divine signs, 
the ĀyĀt, and the prominent profile that they take in 
the QurāĀnic conception of thinking. This being the 
principal theme that runs through the whole of this 
paper, other topics discussed include an identification 
of the sources of knowledge in the QurāĀn, factors that 
impede rational thinking, and a historical sketch of 
the golden age of scientific creativity and its eventual 
decline. A brief section is also devoted to ijtihĀd and 
where it fits into the scheme of our analysis on thinking. 
This is followed by a short comparison of Islamic and 
Western philosophical perceptions of rationality.

Keywords: QurāĀn; ĀyĀt; intellect; Ąikmah; sense-perception; science; 
God; man; thinking; the universe; al-GhazĀlą; Iqbal.

The Islamic notion of caql (intellect) embraces the faith dimension of 
knowledge that is also informed by ethical values. The prevailing reading 
of the QurāĀn on rationality, which I present in the following pages, 
consists of a coalition of faith and reason which is also cognizant of the 
metaphysical aspect of reality and the limits therefore of human reason. 
This may be said to be a dividing line between the Islamic and Western 
conceptions of rationality, especially in its post-Enlightenment context. 
Thus it is not accurate to draw a direct parallel between them, as was 
the case in the Islamic discourse of the colonial period wherein many 
Muslim writers greatly admired the Western conception of rationality. The 
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twentieth century Islamic discourse has shown awareness of that difference 
as it began to comprehend the subtleties inherent in the Western lexicon 
on rationality and its cultural overtones.1

I. The Divine Signs (ĊyĀt)
The QurāĀn teaches an essential doctrine of the ĀyĀt (God’s signs in 
the universe) functioning as pointers to the providential purpose at all 
levels of creation. Thus it makes frequent references such as la-ĀyĀtin li-
qawmin yaĂqilĈn (signs for a people who understand—exercise their intellect). 
This evidential role of the Divine signs entails an accompanying demand 
placed upon humans to engage in a rational understanding of the ĀyĀt 
and draw conclusions on the discovery of truth and correct guidance.

The human reception of the ĀyĀt thus depends ultimately upon the 
integrity of reason, without which humans would be incapable neither of 
comprehending the signs nor of responding to their message. The more 
abundant is an individual’s native endowment of reason, the greater is the 
possibility for him or her to attain a larger magnitude of understanding 
and a higher level of response. 

The nexus between faith and reason thus constitutes the hallmark 
of intelligent Islamic spirituality, wherein human intellect and emotions 
are guided toward harmony with one another. The QurāĀn repeatedly 
provokes its reciters to think about the signs of God in the universe and 
within themselves, to understand God’s illustrious presence in them, and 
ultimately to vindicate the truth. The word Āyah and its plural ĀyĀt occur 
in the QurāĀn over 400 times, although the whole of the QurāĀn intro-
duces itself as a collection of ĀyĀt. To quote the QurāĀn: We will soon show 
them Our signs (ĀyĀt) in the universe (ĀfĀq) and in themselves (anfusihim) so that 
it becomes clear to them that this [revelation] is indeed the truth. � And in the earth 
there are signs (ĀyĀt) for those who seek certitude (al-mĈqinąn)—as also within 

1. The rough equation that earlier Muslim scholars drew between the 
Islamic and Western conceptions of reason tended to be oblivious 
of the categories of reason and the Western critique of reason that 
divided it into “instrumental reason, critical reason, functional 
reason, abstract reason, imperialist reason, decentering reason” 
and the like. For details see Abdelwahab M. Elmessiri, “Features of 
the New Islamic Discourse,” a Cairo conference paper, 1997: http://
www.21stcenturytrust.org/messiri.doc.

2. ČĀ-Mąm: 53.
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your own selves. Will you not then see?3

God reveals the truth in a variety of ways, some explicit and others 
by allusion, the latter mainly through the modality of the ĀyĀt, in order 
to provoke and engage the human intellect. The signs of God cannot be 
read just off the face of the signs but require thinking and reflection. This 
is indicated in the phrase “We shall soon show them Our signs…” which 
suggests that the signs may not be instantaneously visible to the naked 
eye. The whole concept of ĀyĀt seeks to forge a dynamic relationship be-
tween revelation and reason: (Here is) a Book which We have sent down to 
thee…that you may meditate on its signs, and that men of understanding may 
reflect.�  A sign is also a portent and allusion to something other than itself 
and should not therefore be seen as the final message and purpose of the 
revelation containing it.

Approximately 750 verses, or nearly one-eighth of the QurāĀn, ex-
hort the readers to study nature, history, the QurāĀn itself, and humanity 
at large. The text employs a range of expressions in its appeal to those 
who listen (yasmacūn), those who think (yatafakkarūn), those who reflect 
(yatadabbarūn), those who observe (yanĉurūn), those who exercise their in-
tellect (yacqilūn), those who take heed and remember (yatadhakkarūn), those 
who ask questions (yasāalūn), those who develop an insight (yatafaqqahūn), 
and those who know (yaclamūn).5 These and their derivatives (mostly oc-
curring in the active verbal form) consist essentially of open invocations 
and encouragement to thinking that is not limited by a methodology or 
framework. AfalĀ yatadabbarūn al-QurāĀn (do they not do tadabbur in the 
QurāĀn)6 ? Tadabbur means concentrated and goal-oriented thinking pro-
voked by the challenge to find something new or to solve a difficult prob-
lem. QurāĀnic references to thinking and the exercise of intellect occur in 
conjunction with basically five major themes: belief in the Oneness and 
munificence of God (tawĄīd); reflection on the QurāĀn; man and the uni-
verse; historical precedent; and thinking itself. 

References to Ăaql (intellect) and its derivatives occur on 49 occasions 
in the text. The typical QurāĀnic expression, Ĉluāl-albĀb (those who possess 
vision and understanding), and its synonym, Ĉluāl-nuĄĀ (people endowed 

3. Adh-DhĀriyĀt: 20.
4. ĎĀd: 29.
5. Some commentators have distinguished a total of 30 expressions that 

revolve around thinking over the ĀyĀt. See Abu Bakr al-RĀzą, Tafsir 
al-Kabir (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1985), II, 222f.

6. An-NisĀā: 8
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with intellectual abilities) occur 33 times in the text. Such expressions 
are frequently juxtaposed with the exposition of ĀyĀt, such as in the verse 
this is how God expounds His ĀyĀt so that you may reflect over them� or in the 
verse We have indeed shown to you Our ĀyĀt, if you would only think about 
them8. Repeated references to pondering over the ĀyĀt are variously nu-
anced such that they embrace within their fold the widest spectrum of 
people who may be endowed with different intellectual abilities and en-
dowments.9

Al-IsfahĀną defines thought (al-fikr) as the power of the mind that fa-
cilitates access to knowledge (Ăilm). Thinking (al-tafakkur) is the movement 
of that power which is driven by the intellect (al-Ăaql), and this can only 
occur when an initial image of the subject is attainable in the mind of the 
thinker. Thinking cannot therefore proceed over something of which no 
image exists in the mind. This can be said of the self of God, for example, 
as man has no image on which to focus his thought.10 Man can only think 
over the attributes of God through the observation of His signs. Broadly 
speaking, thinking proceeds over the whole of the created universe with-
out any exception; indeed, the QurāĀn repeatedly invites such in respect 
to both the physical and abstract aspects of reality, both in the present and 
in regards to bygone history that is only perceived by the intellect rather 
than sense perception. Often the QurāĀn gives examples, parables, and 
narratives of other nations, and then follows them with the reminder, usu-
ally addressed to the Prophet, to recount the narratives of the past so that the 
people may think and reflect over them11.

A hierarchy of five perceptive-cognitive functions is also suggested, 
including and extending through samc (hearing), baĆar (sight), fikr (think-
ing), dhikr (remembrance), and yaqīn (certainty).12 Given such a scale of 
intensified perceptive understanding, the QurāĀn propounds the notion 
of Ĉluāl-albĀb, the thoughtful individuals who are possessed of proper un-
derstanding and response. ĂAql is thus tied to the cognitive dimension of 
faith. Significantly, the very term for reason and intelligence in Arabic, 

7. Al-Baqarah: 242.
8. al-AĂrĀf: 118.
9. Cf. Yusuf al-Qaradawi, al-ĂAql waāl-ĂIlm fiāl-QurāĀn al-Karąm (Cairo: 

Maktaba Wahba, 1416/1996), 36.
10. Al-IsfahĀną, MufradĀt AlfĀĉ al-QurāĀn, under “Fikr”.
11. al-AĂrĀf: 175; see also al-Čashr: 21; ar-RĈm: 21.
12. Cf., Karim Douglas Crow, “Islam and Reason” in Al-Shajarah, vol. 8, 

(2003), 120-1.
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al-Ăaql, has at the core of its basic meaning the practical idea of “restrain-
ing” and “binding,” that is, of holding one’s self back from blameworthy 
conduct—being an interior self-imposed limit. QurāĀn commentators un-
derstand thinking (tafakkur, tafkīr) as pondering and reflection, which is 
a mental activity and process, not an outcome. Tafakkur is considered as a 
form of cibĀdah (worship of God) if it is done with sincerity and good pur-
pose. ĂAql in its QurāĀnic conception is also one that conceives the truth, 
and it is always in search of it. This conception of Ăaql precludes one that 
is rigid, arrogant, and misleading. Some have also drawn the conclusion 
from the ubiquitous QurāĀnic emphasis on thinking that all Muslims must 
strive to be thinking individuals.13

Al-Qaradawi has quoted Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya’s (d. 751/1350) own 
observation as well as some epithetic statements the latter narrated from 
other leading figures to the effect that “thinking for an hour is better than 
worship of many years,” and another statement that “thinking for an hour 
is superior to a whole night of prayer.” To this Ibn Qayyim added that 
“thinking is the act of the heart whereas worship is the act of one’s limbs, 
and the former is superior to the latter.” The pious caliph ĂUmar ibn ĂAbd 
al-ĂAząz (d. 101/718) is similarly quoted: “thinking over the bounties of 
God is the best form of worship”. ĂAbbĀs MaĄmĈd al-ĂAqqĀd went so far 
as to say that “thinking—al-tafkąr—is an Islamic obligation. Just as God 
Most High ordered us to worship Him by performing prayer and fasting, 
He also ordered us to think in numerous verses and in so many different 
ways, all of which vindicate thinking as one of the cardinal messages of 
the QurāĀn.”14 

The QurāĀnic vision of knowledge may be characterized as knowledge 
that is founded in understanding ( fahm) and insight (tafaqquh). This is 
indicated in the numerous references in the text which encourage ratio-
nal observation, thought, and reflection on the observable world and the 
universe beyond. It is knowledge espoused with insight that the QurāĀn 
has visualized in its expression al-tafaqquh fiāl-dąn, that is, understands the 
religion, signifying a rational and inquisitive approach to constructing a 

13. cAbbas Mahmud al-cAqqad, “Al-Tafkąr Farąăah IslĀmiyyah” (Thinking is 
an Islamic Obligation) quoted in Jamal Badi and Mustapha Tajdin, 
Creative Thinking: An Islamic Perspective, 2nd edn. (Kuala Lumpur: 
International Islamic University Malaysia, 2005), 6.

14. Cf. al-Qaradawi, al-ĂAql waāl-ĂIlm, 41-45 quoting ibn Qayyim al-
Jawziyya’s Miftah Dar al-Sa’ada, and ĂAqqĀd’s book entitled al-Tafkąr 
Farąăah Islamiyya (Beirut:  al-Matba’a al-’Asriyya, 1992).
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worldview of Islam. Islam, in other words, advises analytical knowledge 
and understanding that generate insight rather than a purely dogmatic 
approach. The two approaches are reflected in the familiar expressions 
al-ąmĀn al-tafĆąlą (faith based on detailed analysis) as opposed to al-ąmĀn 
al-ijmĀlą (undigested and uncomprehended faith). The former is preferred 
by common acknowledgement of the ulema of all the leading schools and 
madhhabs. Thus it is declared in a verse: If some individuals from every multi-
tude would devote themselves to the study of religion (li-yatafaqqahu fi’l-dąn) and 
admonish their people… 15. We also note the distinction between thought-
based knowledge and transmitted or received knowledge reflected in the 
twin juristic and Ąadąth-related expressions of Ăilm al-dirĀya, that is, knowl-
edge based on understanding, and Ăilm al-riwĀya, that is, report-based and 
transmitted knowledge. The former is based on understanding and in-
sight (dirĀya wa tafaqquh) and takes priority over the latter. Whereas Ăilm 
al-riwĀya relies mainly on memory and retention, Ăilm al-dirĀya is based 
on cognition, understanding, and analysis. Thus, if there are Ąadąth re-
ports, or any factual reports for that matter, which do not stand to reason 
and understanding, they would be most likely discounted and abandoned, 
with the exception only of devotional matters (ĂibĀdĀt) which are based on 
faith and submission more than on rational analysis.

Another feature of the QurāĀnic vision of thinking is indicated in 
its emphasis on wisdom and good judgment (Ąikmah) which signifies the 
quality of thinking, its regard for values, and its outcome. Wisdom and 
good judgment can easily be said to be more important than technical 
know-how and expertise, as it can guide expert knowledge as to its proper 
application and the attainment of excellence.

The QurāĀn mentions Ąikmah 20 times, and in about ten of these it 
is immediately preceded by the word kitĀb, which is a reference to divine 
scripture—primarily the QurāĀn, but also other divinely revealed scrip-
tures. The text thus says with reference to Jesus that God Most High will 
teach him the Scripture and wisdom (Ąikmah), the Torah and the Gospel16. The 
juxtaposition of kitĀb and Ąikmah is often contextualized by a reference 
to the sending of prophets who teach the people and guide them with 
scripture and wisdom (e.g., wa yuĂallimuhum al-kitĀba waāl-Ąikmata) as it is 

15. at-Tawbah: 122.
16. Ċl ĂImrĀn: 42.
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said of the Prophet Muhammad17; the descendants of Prophet Abraham18 
and of LuqmĀn19. The holistic, superior, and indivisible value of Ąikmah 
in the QurāĀn is underscored in one of its verses to the effect that when 
God bestows wisdom on someone that person is indeed granted an immense 
source of goodness20. To mention Ąikmah together with the Book evidently 
means that the QurāĀn should be read with wisdom and divorcing the 
one from the other by taking a totally dogmatic approach to the QurāĀn 
goes against the divine purpose and intention of its revelation. To read 
the QurāĀn in the light of Ąikmah thus means a comprehensive reading 
that reaches beyond the obvious meaning of its words to encapsulate the 
goal and purpose of its message and then also reflection on the ways and 
means of how its benefits can be realized for the individual and society.21 

The repeated juxtaposition of the “Book and HikmaĄ” in the QurāĀn 
led some commentators, such as the Successor QatĀdah ibn Di’ama al-
Sadusą (d.118 H), Ibn WahhĀb, the disciple of Imam MĀlik (d. 179/795), 
and the Imam al-ShĀfiĂą (d. 205/ 820) himself to the somewhat unusual ob-
servation that “hikmah” is a reference to the Sunna of the Prophet. Many 
have taken and followed this view; but since the text does not specify such 
a meaning for Ąikmah, the word should convey its natural and unquali-
fied meaning as I have depicted in this presentation. Good judgment, 
insight, balance and avoidance of extremes, the ability to distinguish be-
tween truth and falsehood, and procedural accuracy are commonly asso-
ciated with hikmah and hikmah as such becomes a dimension of evaluative 
thinking in its QurāĀnic idiom. Besides, when the QurāĀn declares that 
God Most High endowed the Prophets David and Solomon and also the 
renowned sage LuqmĀn with Ąikmah, it could not have referred to the 
Sunna of the Prophet MuĄammad (peace be upon him), as Sunna as such 
did not exist in those times. The QurāĀnic usage of Ąikmah reinforces the 
holistic quality of thinking; Ąikmah also seeks to forge a close tie between 
reason and emotion (Ăaql wa qalb) thereby encouraging what is now known 
as emotional intelligence. This is how the QurāĀn and also the Sunna of-
ten deliver their messages, for, unlike the modern statutory laws and texts, 
the QurāĀnic guidance, commands, and prohibitions are often espoused 

17. cf. al-Baqarah: 159; al-JumĂa: 2, and passism.
18. an-NisĀā: 54.
19. LuqmĀn: 12.
20.. al-Baqarah: 269.
21. Cf. al-Qaradawi, al-ĂAql waāl-ĂIlm, 200.
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with appeals to the heart and mind of their readers.22 
Al-IsfahĀną defined Ąikmah as “the realization of the truth through 

knowledge and intellect and it is manifested in the performance of benev-
olent deeds.”23 According to another definition, “wisdom signifies com-
prehension of the truth and reality and the ability to avoid corruption in 
one’s quest to attain perfection.”24 Random House Dictionary of the English 
Language similarly defines wisdom as “knowledge of what is true or right 
coupled with just judgment as to action.” Wisdom is thinking informed by 
the light of the heart that often leads to action and contemplates its conse-
quences in relationship with other relevant factors. This may strike a note 
with the renowned hadith in which it is declared that “fearing God is the 
pinnacle of wisdom (raās al-Ąikmati makhĀfat AllĀh).”25 It is presumably for 
this reason that the great religions of the world have urged the seekers of 
knowledge to combine it with wisdom. It is wisdom that confers a higher 
quality on thinking and helps knowledge to be used for the promotion of 
good giving it meaning and direction.

In an effort to train the individual to enhance his or her quality of 
thinking, al-GhazĀlą (d. 505/1111) discusses the two sources of knowledge 
that Muslim tradition has recognized. One of these is through human 
teaching and learning (al-taĂallum al-insĀną) and the other through di-
vine teaching (al-taĂląm al-rabbĀną). The former is externally transmitted 
from teacher to student, whereas the latter is conveyed by the Universal 
Intellect which is superior, more intense, and more effective than human 
teaching. This knowledge is internally acquired either through revelation 
(waĄy), which is a prerogative of the Prophets, or it is acquired through 
meditation, thinking, and reflection. Al-GhazĀlą subscribes to the view 
that the essence of all knowledge is centred in the inner self of the human 
person in much the same way as growth potential that is vested in the 
soil and seed, and it is through teaching that the individual’s potential 
is developed. These two aspects of knowledge, that is, the external and 
the internal, are complementary to one another. This is because no one 
can possibly teach or learn from any teacher all the sciences, some of 

22. Cf .Ibid., 202. 
23. Al-RĀghib al-IĆfahĀną, MufradĀt AlfĀĉ al-QurāĀn (Beirut: Dar al-

Shamiyya, 1383/1964), 249.
24. Sayyid MuĄammad Čusayn ďabaćabĀāą, al-MązĀn f ą-Tafsąr al-QurāĀn 

(Beirut: al-Muāassasa al-ĂĊlamą, 1383/1964) II, 395.
25. ĂAlĀāuddąn al-Mattaqą al-Hindą, Kanz al-Ummah f ą Sunan al-AqwĀl waāl-

Af ĂĀl (Beirut: Muāassasah al-RisĀlah, 1383/1981), Ąadąth no. 5873.
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which are learned through teaching but the rest inferred by the reflective 
thought of the individual. It is therefore important that the avenues of 
learning remain open both through teaching and through inner reflec-
tion, thinking, and illumination.26 This is another way of saying that all 
knowledge is acquired and developed through the senses, inner reflection 
and thinking, both of which partake in natural endowment and develop-
ment through external transmission and teaching. 

Al-GhazĀlą’s views on the internal and external sources of knowledge 
tended to correspond with those of Ibn SąnĀ (d. 428/1037), but which dif-
fered, at least partially, from those of the second/ninth century IkhwĀn 
al-ĎafĀ (c. 373/983). All knowledge, according to the latter, is acquired 
through the senses and none inheres in human nature. Knowledge that 
is developed through thought and reflection also originate in the senses. 
The same analysis is extended to the axiomatic knowledge of postulates 
that are derived and confirmed through the senses. In support of this 
theory IkhwĀn al-ĎafĀ have cited the QurāĀnic verse: God brought you out 
of the wombs of your mothers while you knew nothing27. All knowledge is there-
fore acquired knowledge, a view which may strike a closer note with some 
of the modern theories on the subject.28

Islamic thought in the middle ages did not admit the ontological dis-
tinction between tangible entities that could be sensuously apprehended 
and entities of a spiritual or subliminal nature. This may be said to be a 
more sound and realistic view of reality than is allowed for by the modern 
positivist doctrines of science. Being is manifested at various levels and 
in several forms, none of which is less real than the other. Arabic thought 
employed the notions systematized in Stoic theory that divide being into 
three locations: verbal utterance, psychic representation, and reality—
without this last in any sense having exclusive title to Being. Al-FĀrĀbą 
(d. 950 CE) took up this view and assimilated psychic representation to 
the entities of reason. Others rehearsed this division with the addition 
of a fourth location, that of Scripture. Reality thus had a four-fold mani-
festation, depending on whether the subject existed immediately in itself 
or whether its like was graven in the mind (dhihn, psyche) composed of 

26. Abu ČĀmid MuĄammad al-GhazĀlą, RisĀlat al-Radd ĂalĀ al-Laduniyya, 
ed. �Abd Allah Riyad Mustafa, (Damascus: Dar al-Hikma, 1986),�Abd Allah Riyad Mustafa, (Damascus: Dar al-Hikma, 1986),Riyad Mustafa, (Damascus: Dar al-Hikma, 1986), 
241.

27.  an-NaĄl: 78.
28. Cf. Ahmad FuāĀd al-Ahwaną, al-Tarbiyah fiāl-IslĀm (Cairo: DĀr al-MaĂĀrif 

bi-MiĆr, 1968), 227-228. 
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sounds, which together indicates the psychic representation, or was mani-
fested in characters standing for sound and speech. All four have a basic 
characteristic in common which is existence (wujĈd, Ąaqąqah).29 

 The Islamic and Western perceptions of creative and evaluative think-
ing both recognize this to be a skill that is developed through training and 
controlled exercise. It is through training and thinking that we adopt new 
patterns of perceiving reality which we are able to see differently and cre-
atively. It is generally acceded that creative thinking and critical thinking 
go hand-in-hand and complement one another. Critical thinking means 
“involving or exercising skilled judgment or observation.” Thinking is 
critical when it evaluates the reasoning behind a decision. Such evaluation 
must, however, be carried forth in a constructive manner.30 The purpose 
of critical thinking is to achieve understanding, evaluate viewpoints, and 
solve problems. In general, one’s thinking is likely to become critical when 
concrete learning experiences precede abstract thought.31 This strikes a 
parallel note, in its Islamic idiom, with thinking that is espoused with 
Ąikmah. 

The famous yet controverted hadith “The first (being) God created 
is the intelligence (awwalu ma khalaqa AllĀhu al-caqla)” sparked prolonged 
discussions among Muslim thinkers over many centuries over the impli-
cations of this statement. Among the issues debated was the priority of 
reason over revelation and the respective role of each in their mutual in-
ter-dependence. Another issue was whether the disparity among humans 
in respect of reason also affected the modalities of moral obligation. Some 
prominent thinkers including Abū Bakr al-RĀzī (d. 313/925) apparently 
advocated the primacy of reason over the revelation. This would be prop-
erly known as “rationalism,” which deems the primacy of reason over rev-
elation. This is different from “rationality” which means treating any issue 
by using reason without giving reason priority.

II. Sources and Instruments of Knowledge
Commenting on the QurāĀnic passage quoted earlier, Muhammad Iqbal 
observed that the QurāĀn regards both anfus (self) and ĀfĀq (world) as 

29. Cf. Aząz al-Azmeh, Arabic Thought and Islamic Societies (London: Croom 
Helm, 1986), 109. 

30. Cf. Diane F. Halpern, Thought and Knowledge: An Introduction to Critical 
Thinking (Mahwah: New Jersey, Lawrence Erlbaum and Associates, 
1996), 21.

31. Cf. Ibrahim B. Syed, “Critical Thinking” as online at http://www.lrfi.
org/articles/articles_101_150/critical_thinking.htm.
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sources of knowledge. God reveals His signs in inner as well as outer 
experience. The QurāĀn thus opens fresh vistas of knowledge in the 
domain of man’s inner experience. Mystic experience and intuition, 
then, however unusual and abnormal, must now be regarded as perfectly 
natural and open to scrutiny like other aspects of human experience.32 
But inner experience is only one source of human knowledge. The outer 
experience in the QurāĀn, Iqbal continues on the same page, unfolds two 
other sources of knowledge—nature and history, and it is in tapping these 
sources of knowledge that “the spirit of Islam is seen at its best.”

The QurāĀn sees the signs of reality in the sun, the moon, the alterna-
tion of day and night, the perpetual changes of the winds, the variety of 
human colors and tongues, and in fact in the whole of nature as revealed 
to the sense-perception of man. The Muslim’s duty is to reflect on these 
signs and not to pass by them as if he is deaf and blind (cf. al-AĂrĀf: 179), 
for he who does not see these signs in this life will remain blind to the 
realities of the life to come. The divine signs are observed through sense-
perception using mainly the faculties of hearing, sight, and intellect: Have 
they not traveled in the land so as to endow their hearts with understanding?33 
The emphasis in this verse is on the faculty of reason and understanding, 
suggesting that not all of our information about nature comes directly 
from sensation, for if that were the case we would be no different from 
animals.

Frequent references to sense-perception as the principal mode of re-
ceiving the ĀyĀt show the scientific/experimental import of the QurāĀn. 
The QurāĀn goes even further to suggest sense perception as the only 
avenue of knowledge, as the text already reviewed provides: God brought 
you out of the wombs of your mothers while you knew nothing, and He gave you 
the hearing and the sight and the heart.34 Knowledge of the signs is therefore 
acquired through the use of these faculties. In another verse, the QurāĀn 
praises those who listen to the word and follow the best of it (or make the best 
possible interpretation thereof)35. This verse apparently subjects the data of 
sense-perception to the exercise of intellectual selection. The text also 
teaches that sense-perception does not perceive all reality: But nay! I swear 

32. Muhammad Iqbal, The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam 
(Lahore: Shah Muhammad Ashraf, reprint 1982), 127.

33. al-Čajj: 46.
34. an-NaĄl: 78.
35. az-Zumar: 18.
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by that which you see, and that which you do not see 36. Certainty (yaqīn) may 
also be beyond the reach of human intellect, as the human mind may be 
blurred by the variables of time and space. What is deemed certain today 
may be uncertain tomorrow. 

We also note that according to the teachings of the QurāĀn, the uni-
verse is dynamic in its origin, finite, and capable of increase. Early Muslim 
thinkers do not seem to have grasped the QurāĀnic emphasis on induc-
tive reasoning and experimentation. It was indeed a slow realization for 
Muslim thinkers to note “that the spirit of the QurāĀn was essentially anti-
classical.” Putting full confidence in Greek reasoning, Muslim thinkers 
tried to understand the QurāĀn in the light of Greek philosophy, which 
in the beginning of their careers they had studied with so much enthusi-
asm. 

The substance of Iqbal’s analysis on this subject is also upheld by 
Malik bin Nabi (1905-1973), who understands the creative impulse of the 
QurāĀn as the motivating force behind the efflorescence of science at a 
time when Muslim thinkers began to grasp the full impact of the QurāĀn 
on experimentation and inductive reasoning.37

The dynamic conception of the universe in the QurāĀn is also seen by 
its conception of life as an evolutionary movement in time. History thus 
constitutes the third source of knowledge in the QurāĀn. It is one of the 
most essential teachings of the QurāĀn, as Iqbal has further observed, that 
nations are collectively judged, and suffer for their misdeeds here and 
now. The QurāĀn thus constantly cites historical instances, and urges upon 
the reader to reflect on the past and present experiences of mankind:

Already, before your time, have precedents been made. Traverse the 
earth then and see what has been the end of those who falsify the signs 
of God! 38

If a calamity has befallen you, a calamity like it has already befallen 
others; we alternate the days of successes and reverses among peo-
ples.39

36. al-ČĀqqah: 38.
37. Malik Bin Nabi, IntĀj al-Mustashriqąn (Cairo: Maktabah ĂĊmir, 1990), 

34.
38. Ċli ĂImrĀn: 137.

39. Ċl-ĂImrĀn: 140.
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 And

And among those whom We created are a people who guide others 
with truth, and in accordance therewith act justly. But as for those 
who treat Our signs as lies, We gradually bring them down by means 
of which they know not; and though I lengthen their days, verily My 
stratagem is effectual.40

The QurāĀn’s interest in history as a source of human knowledge ex-
tends farther than mere indication of historical generalizations. “It has 
given us one of the most fundamental principles of historical criticism.”41 
Since accuracy in recording facts is an indispensable condition of history 
as a science, accuracy depends ultimately on those who report them. The 
reporter’s personal character is thus an important factor in judging his 
testimony. The QurāĀn says O believers! If any iniquitous man comes to you 
with a report, clear it up at once42).

It is the application of the principle embodied in this verse to the re-
porters of the Prophet’s traditions out of which were gradually evolved the 
canons of historical criticism.

A scientific treatment of history, however, requires a wider experi-
ence, a greater maturity of practical reason, and a fuller realization of 
certain basic ideas regarding the nature of life and time. These are in the 
main three, and taken together they constitute the foundation of QurāĀnic 
teaching.

(1) The unity of human origin: The QurāĀn states: And We 
have created you all from one breath of life�3. But the per-
ception of life as an organic unity is a slow achievement. 
Islam sowed the germ of this aspiration and it became a 
QurāĀnic assignment of man to work towards its realiza-
tion. Notwithstanding the fact that Christianity, long be-
fore Islam, brought the message of equality to mankind, 
the Roman Empire had no more than a general and ab-
stract conception of human unity. On the other hand, the 

40. Al-AĂrĀf: 181-183.
41. Iqbal, Reconstruction, 139.
42. al-ČujurĀt: 6.
43. az-Zumar: 6; an-NisĀā: 1.
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growth of territorial nationalism in Europe has tended to 
stifle the broad human element in the art and literature of 
Europe. European colonialism was also inspired by a self-
image of superiority. Europe assumed a superior image 
that non-European peoples could be freely dominated, 
exploited, and subjugated.44 It was quite otherwise with 
Islam. The impulse of Islam was from the outset to make 
the idea of human unity a living factor in the Muslim ex-
perience that was to be taken towards fuller fruition.

(2) A keen sense of the reality of time, and the concept of life 
as a continuous movement in time: The QurāĀnic view of 
the alternation of day and night as a sign of the ultimate 
Reality which appears in a fresh glory every moment and 
the tendency in Muslim metaphysics to regard time as ob-
jective—all this constituted the intellectual heritage and 
ideals of Islam.

(3) The merger between religious and secular values: This is a 
unique feature of Islamic thought which is distinguished 
by its attempt to bring harmony between them, probably 
for the first time in history. It was in the state of Madinah 
that we encounter a clear example where universally 
proclaimed moral values formed the criteria of political 
judgment. Political leaders and statesmen were expect-
ed to recognize not only the value of efficiency, but also 
of justice, human dignity, equality, and freedom. In his 
renowned Philosophy of History, Hegel (1770-1831) recog-
nized that the unity between the secular and the spiritual 
took place in Islamic society and civilization long before 
it made any impact in the modern West:

We must therefore regard [the reconciliation between the secu-
lar and spiritual] as commencing rather in the enormous con-
trast between the spiritual religious principles, and the barbar-
ian Real World. For spirit as the consciousness of an inner world 
is, at the commencement, itself still in the abstract form. All that 

44. See for details Imam Feisal Abdul Rauf, What’s Right with Islam is What’s 
Right with America (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 2004), 4-5.San Francisco: Harper Collins, 2004), 4-5.Harper Collins, 2004), 4-5.
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is secular is consequently given over to rudeness and capricious 
violence. The Mohammedan principle, the enlightenment of 
the oriental world, is the first to contravene this barbarism and 
caprice. We find it developing itself later and more rapidly than 
Christianity; for the latter needed eight centuries to grow into 
a political form.45

The modern West followed the example of the historical Islamic world 
in demanding that holders of political power operate under a set of moral 
rules. But as the modern West harmonized the secular and religious only 
nationally, the international realm was free to operate under the dynam-
ics of power politics and secular rudeness. This failure was a cause of the 
senseless violence that claimed over 100 million war victims in the twenti-
eth century. Recognition of the danger of the purely secular politics led to 
the creation of the United Nations, yet even this effort was undermined by 
political realists who enjoyed a disproportionate sway among the political 
pundits of Europe and America.

Safi has rightly noted the irony that contemporary Muslim societies 
have unfortunately followed a similar course in decoupling the secular 
and the religious and now find themselves entangled in a crisis of legiti-
macy. Many Muslim regimes are driven by the logic of power and operate 
outside the realm of moral correctness. It is alarming to see that this de-
coupling has impacted the religiously inspired movements, which seem to 
succumb to the logic of power in their readiness to employ amoral—even 
immoral—strategies in their fight against political corruption and op-
pression.46  

III. Obstacles to Correct Reasoning
The QurāĀnic emphasis on pondering over the ĀyĀt is also underscored by 
a set of guidelines to ensure a correct outcome of reflection and thinking 
over them. The text thus draws attention to a series of exclusions and 
factors that stand in the way of the proper functioning of intellect:

(1) Pursuit of caprice (hawĀ) which may consist of love, hatred, 
pomposity and prejudice that confound impartiality and 

45. Georg W. H. Hegel, Philosophy of History (New York: Dove Books, 1956), 
109.

46. Louay Safi, “The Creative Mission of the Muslim Minorities in the West: 
Synthesizing the Ethos of Islam and modernity,” a conference paper 
presented at Westminster University, London, England February 21, 
2004: http://lsinsight.org/articles/Current/MuslimMinorities.htm.
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sound judgment: Have you seen the (predicament of) one who 
took as his god his own vain desire (hawĀ) and God left him to 
stray?�� And if you follow their desires after the knowledge has 
come to you, you shall have no guardian or helper in God.�8 
The choice is between two alternatives: caprice (hawĀ) and 
guidance (hudĀ); the former evidently obfuscates one’s at-
tempt to attain the latter.

(2) Pursuit of conjecture in the face of certitude: And surely con-
jecture (al-đann) avails nothing against the truth (al-Čaqq).�9 
And take not a position on that of which you have no knowledge 
(Ăilm), surely the hearing, the sight and the heart are all ac-
countable.50 Knowledge and truth stand in contradistinc-
tion with the pursuit of đann. Note that the text says one 
should not follow đann until it is established and elevated 
to the rank of cilm. It does not say that one should avoid 
đann altogether. In another place, đann occurs side by 
side with hawĀ or that which they themselves desire.51 This is 
the kind of đann that is meant. Knowledge is established 
by sense-perception that often begins with a measure of 
speculation and doubt but which is affirmed by the light 
of reason and conviction. Some commentators maintain 
that the main context for this guideline is religion: thus 
it is said that one should not take speculative positions in 
matters of belief. As for scientific enquiry and pursuit of 
knowledge, đann is neither discouraged nor avoidable.52

 The ultimate purpose of this engagement is to attain the 
truth. Once the truth is attained, one should then com-

47. al-JĀthiyah: 23.
48. al-Baqarah: 120; see also al-QaĆaĆ: 50; al-Kahf: 28.
49. YĈnus: 36.
50. al-IsrĀā: 36.
51. an-Najm: 23.
52. Cf., M.H. Kamali, “Islam, Rationality and Science” in Islam and Science, 

vol. 1, no. 2 (2003), 126f; see also Mehdi Golshani, “Philosophy of 
Science from the Qur’anic Perspective” in Towards Islamisation of 
Disciplines (Herndon: International Institute of Islamic Thought, 
1989), 73f. 
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mit oneself to it and observe it: Then what is there beyond 
the truth—except misguidance?53 And the word of thy Lord 
ends with truth and with justice. There shall be no change to 
His words54.

(3) Blind imitation of others: The correct exercise of reason 
in Islam is tied to personal conviction as opposed to in-
discriminate following of others, hallowed custom, and 
precedent. These must be judged in the light of reason 
and abandoned if found deviant and misleading: The 
misguided will say, as the QurāĀn provides: Nay, we fol-
low the way of our ancestors, even if their ancestors did not 
know nor were they rightly guided.55 This was the response 
that Prophet Abraham and other great prophets received 
from their detractors, but the text address them again and 
again that both you and your ancestors were clearly misguided.56  
As we shall presently elaborate, indiscriminate imita-
tion of others is widely held to be the single most dam-
aging cause of the decline of creative thinking among 
Muslims.

(4) Oppressive Dictatorship: The QurāĀn takes to task arro-
gant dictators and those who support them and follow 
them. Hence the plea of those who say O our Lord! We 
obeyed our princes and great men, but they misled us57 should 
be of no merit. In a number of other places the text de-
nounces the Pharaoh and QĀrĈn for their oppressive 
ways who misled their people in rejecting the guidance 
that was conveyed to them.58

IV. Decline of Critical Thinking
I shall not retrace well-documented history that Muslim thinkers were 

53. YĈnus: 32.
54. al-AnĂĀm: 115.
55. al-Baqarah: 170, see also al-MĀāidah: 104.
56. al-AnbiyĀā: 52; al-AĂrĀf: 70; HĈd: 87.
57. al-AĄzĀb: 66.
58. HĈd: 96; Zukhruf: 54.
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pioneers in the creation of new knowledge. It was due to the impact of the 
QurāĀn that, in contrast to the Greeks who excelled in deductive method 
of reasoning and logic, Muslim scientists distinguished themselves in 
inductive and experimental approaches to scientific enquiry. The golden 
period of Muslim science started around 700 AD and lasted until about 
1350 AD. Great thinkers such as Ibn SīnĀ, JĀbir ibn ČayyĀn, AbĈ Bakr 
ZakarriyĀ al-RĀzī, AbĈ RayĄĀn al-Bąrūnī, Ibn al-Nafīs al-Dimashqą, al-
KhawĀrizmą, and many others have left a rich legacy of contributions to the 
advancement of sciences in anatomy, medicine, mathematics, astronomy, 
chemistry, optics, etc.59

After the fourteenth century creative thinking began to decline in 
the Islamic world due to a variety of factors, including the Mongol inva-
sion and burning of Baghdad, the defeat of the Muslim Arabs in Spain 
and the continuing crusades, the collapse of the Ottoman caliphate, and 
the ensuing onslaught of European colonialism. The creative impulse of 
Islamic thought suffered setbacks as a result. Muslims were also beset with 
many internal problems including the alienation of philosophers, scien-
tists, and thinkers from the theologians, sectarian controversies, and the 
prevalence of intellectual conservatism and taqlīd (imitation of past au-
thority). Philosophy and the sciences fell into a rapid decline while more 
rigid forms of instruction and narrower curricula prevailed. It was argued 
that orthodoxy was being threatened and that there was a need to restrain 
thinkers in order to defend religion. The latitude and diversity of dis-
course that expanded the scope of religious sciences, kalĀm, tafsīr, Ąadąth, 
and fiqh gave way to narrower criteria of kufr, bidĂah, and taqlīd and the 
so-called closing of the door of ijtihĀd (sadd bĀb al-ijtihĀd).60

More recently, a certain abuse of Islamic authority operated by a dog-
matic radicalism has exacerbated the decline of creative thought among 
Muslims. The situation is not helped by the prevalence of passivity in pop-
ular culture concerning the dogmatic excesses of these ardent proponents 
of taqlīd. One of the salient features of this mindset is a certain ignorance 

59. Cf. Ishfaq Ahmad, “Research and Development Culture in the 
Islamic World: Past and Present Problems and Future Directions” 
in Abu Bakr Abdul Majeed et al. (eds.) New Knowledge, Research and 
Development in the Muslim World (Kuala Lumpur: Institute of Islamic 
Understanding Malaysia, 2004), 14-15.

60. See for a discussion Oliver Leaman, “Institutionalising Research and 
Development Culture in the Islamic and Non-Islamic World: A 
Comparative Perspective” in Abu Bakr Majeed, (ed.) New Knowledge, 
50-51.
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of the essential impulse of the QurāĀn on creative thought. Malik bin Nabi 
put it succinctly that the crisis of a civilization and a society at a critical 
point of its history “is not the paucity of its material objects but the pov-
erty of its ideas”.61

V. What of IjtihĀd?
The QurāĀnic appeal to rational thinking and enquiry is not restrained by 
the methodology of ijtihĀd. There is, in fact, no clear text on ijtihĀd in the 
QurāĀn. IjtihĀd as a concept originates in the hadith of the Prophet and 
the practice and precedent of companions. The methodology of ijtihĀd 
which is the basic theme of the science of the sources of law (i.e. uĆūl al-
fiqh) is itself a product of ijtihĀd. It seems that the Prophet, peace be on 
him, also saw ijtihĀd as a creative impulse rather than engaging in the 
technicalities of legal reasoning—as the uĆĈl al-fiqh later developed in 
abundance. When the Prophet spoke of ijtihĀd or when he approved of 
its application, he seems to have done so in terms of ijtihĀd qua creative 
thinking.

One would readily admit that imposing restrictions on thinking, even 
if it were possible, by cultures and legal traditions could be exaggerated, 
in which case it would be prone to acquiring negative dimensions. One 
would not, on the other hand, advocate free thinking that is not limited 
by some kind of goal-orientation and values. Even the actual process of 
creative thinking, as earlier noted, is a skill that could be learned and re-
fined by stages to direct it into productive avenues. The liberal tradition of 
the West tends to impose minimal restrictions on thinking whereas Islam 
tends to take a more guided approach to creative reasoning. Whereas 
both the Islamic and Western traditions recognize the authority of reason 
as a criterion of judgment, the liberal tradition has, unlike Islam, isolated 
spirituality and faith from the ambit of scientific rationality.

However, the methodology of ijtihĀd was also influenced in the course 
of time by a variety of factors, including the political climate, the change 
of caliphate (khilĀfah) to monarchy (mulk), Hellenistic thought in relation-
ship to analogy (qiyĀs) and its syllogistic components, and the rift between 
the ulema and ruling authorities.62 UĆūl al-fiqh and its proposed methodol-
ogy followed a difficult course and became embroiled in technicality that 

61. Malik bin Nabi, IntĀj al-Mustashriqąn, 26.
62. See for details Mohammad Hashim Kamali, “Issues in the 

Understanding of Jihad and Ijtihad ” in Islamic Studies 41 (2002), 623 
ff.
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had adverse consequences for ijtihĀd. What is needed now is to recapture 
the purity of this vital concept, to make ijtihĀd as our principal instrument 
for originality and healthy adjustment, but also to revise and reform some 
aspects of the theory of ijtihĀd itself that are no longer responsive to the 
prevailing conditions and challenges of our time.

I have elsewhere discussed the theory of ijtihĀd and its related issues 
and space here does not permit engagement in detail.63 Yet I conclude 
this section by suggesting, however briefly, that the conventional theory of 
ijtihĀd needs to be revised and reformed in respect of the need 1) to recog-
nise the validity of collective and consultative ijtihĀd (ijtihĀd jamĀĂą) side by 
side with that of ijtihĀd by individual scholars; and 2) to allow experts in 
other fields such as science, economics, and medicine to carry out ijtihĀd 
in their respective fields if they are equipped with adequate knowledge of 
the source evidence of Islam. They may alternatively sit together with, or 
seek advice from, those learned in SharąĂah.

IjtihĀd has in the past been often used as an instrument of diversity 
and disagreement rather than of unity and consensus. Although disagree-
ment must admittedly be allowed in principle, yet there is a greater need 
today for unity and consensus. Scholars and learned bodies should not 
perhaps encourage excessive engagement in diversity of schools and sects 
but try to find ways that would help to close the gap between them and 
encourage unity on principles. This may require policy guidelines for dif-
ferent settings and countries, and, if so, that should be reflected in our 
approaches to ijtihĀd. Certain guidelines may also be provided by thinkers 
and leaders to stimulate consensus-oriented ijtihĀd within the ranks of the 
judiciary and legislative assemblies.

IjtihĀd has in the past been conceived basically as a legal concept and 
methodology. Our understanding of the source evidence on ijtihĀd does 
not specify such a framework for ijtihĀd. Rather, we think of the original 
conception of ijtihĀd as a problem-solving formula for the problems en-
countered by individual Muslims and the Muslim community. This would 
confirm our view of the need to broaden the scope of ijtihĀd to other dis-
ciplines beyond the framework of fiqh and uĆĈl al-fiqh.

63. There is a chapter on ijtihĀd in M. H. Kamali, Principles of Islamic 
Jurisprudence (Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 1991, 3rd edn. 
2003). See also my article “Issues in the Understanding of JihĀd 
and IjtihĀd” in Islamic Studies, 41 (2002), 617-635; and “Issues in the 
Legal Theory and UĆul and Prospects for Reform” in Islamic Studies, 
40 (2001), 1-21.
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According to a legal maxim of Islamic jurisprudence, there should 
be no ijtihĀd in the presence of a clear text of the QurāĀn and hadith (lĀ 
ijtihĀd macal-naĆĆ). This maxim should also be revised. This is because of 
the possibility that the text in question could now be seen in a different 
light and given a fresh interpretation in a different context. What we are 
saying is that the legal text may need to be understood first and that by 
itself may involve ijtihĀd. Hence ijtihĀd may not be precluded if it could 
advance a fresh understanding of the text in the first place.

The persistent decline of critical reason among Muslims is due partly 
to the notion that the exercise of personal judgment and ijtihĀd ceased 
with the epoch-making works of the legists and imams of the past. Added 
to this is the prevailing mindset that a Muslim should follow one or the 
other of the established schools of thought and abandon his judgment in 
favor of interpretations of the earlier centuries whose originators could 
have no conception of the necessities of the twenty-first century Muslims. 
Until about 1500 CE, independent ijtihĀd allowed Muslims and Muslim 
societies to continually adapt in the face of changing societal conditions 
and new advances in knowledge. Unfortunately, as Muslim civilization be-
gan to weaken about four centuries ago in the face of Western advances, 
Muslims began to adopt a more conservative stance in an attempt to pre-
serve traditional values and institutions. As a result Muslim thinkers be-
came inclined to view innovation and adaptation negatively. For all the 
rhetoric and symbolic form of the neo-radicals that tend to dominate the 
audience of Muslims, the spirit of Islam is often palpably missing from 
their endeavors, while more than ever ijtihĀd is needed where women, 
education, and politics are concerned.

VI. Islam and the West
Scientific rationality essentially reduces intelligence to the level of neural 
chemistry where mental and behavioral phenomena are understood 
merely as manifestations of physical processes. It tends to deprive man 
of his noblest dimensions (faith, love, beauty), separates the soul from the 
body, and the sensory from the intelligible. In the realm of economics, 
man is merely a producer and consumer of goods and is moved solely by 
his individual self-interest. This too is opposed to the Islamic viewpoint 
which also sees in man morality and transcendent faith.

This physicalist analysis of intelligence is now increasingly being seen 
as conceptually inadequate. The real question is whether one may admit 
a human dimension which is autonomous and irreducible to a physical 
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mass. In Moravia’s phrase “can one posit something which exists and yet 
at the same time is non physical? Do the rejection of the soul and the 
achievements attained by bio and neurosciences oblige us to hold that 
man is nothing but body?”64 Recently these have been attempted by some 
creative thinkers to reconceptualize notions of �reason’ and �intelligence’ 
along anti-materialistic lines drawing on the experience of older non-
Western traditions, or even popular folk conceptions.65

Islamic philosophy—which mainly studies purposes, as against sci-
ence which mainly studies causes—sees, in line with the QurāĀnic teach-
ing, the role of objects and events as signs of divine presence and action. 
Faith is understood by Muslims not as a limitation on science but as its 
vista for enrichment and perfection.66

The variant perspectives of Western philosophy and science are also 
behind the Western puzzlement why Muslims have not become more secu-
larized. This unwarranted assumption has in the past led to mistaken 
assessments of Islam and continues to foster genuine misunderstanding 
concerning the real nature of Islamic religion and intellectual traditions. 
The misunderstanding is unfortunately not unique to Westerners. For 
the majority of Muslims today are also woefully uninformed of the depth 
and scope of their rich heritage on the authoritative validity of reason. 
Thinking Muslims should work to vindicate the symbiotic relation of faith 
and reason in their religion and see it as a source of enrichment and con-
tribution of Islam to human understanding and civilization.

VII. Conclusion
This essay advanced a QurāĀnic perspective on thinking, which is 
affirmative in critical and goal-oriented thinking and also provides a set of 
guidelines that ensures its purity and purpose from negative reductionist 
influences. The guidelines so provided are also rich in advancing a 
spiritual dimension with the understanding that thinking which is not 
informed by morality and faith can lose its direction and purpose and can 
even become harmful to human welfare. From the QurāĀnic vantage point, 

64. Sergio Moravia. The Enigma of the Mind: The Mind-Body Problem 
in Contemporary Thought, tr. S. Staton (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995. First published in Rome, 1986), 4-5.

65. See for example, Howard Gardner, Intelligence Reframed: Multiple 
Intelligence for the 21st Century (New York: Basic Books, 1999).

66. See for details Roger Garudy, “The Balance Sheet of Western 
Philosophy in this Century” in Towards Islamisation of Disciplines 
(Herndon: International Institute of Islamic Thought, 1989), 399f.
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the sciences of nature should be key to our cognition of the signs of God in 
the universe. For this may be instrumental in solving individual and social 
problems without interrupting the cosmic order and the human habitat 
on earth. The blatant disregard of ethical values in science has weakened  
scientists’ sense of responsibility and contributed to the degradation of the 
human condition on the globe.

Since thinking is a skill that can be advanced by self-application 
and training, it is amenable to guidance, bereavement, and enrichment. 
Universities and institutions of learning in Muslim countries are generally 
short of resources, and those who have the means still fall short, to their 
detriment, of nurturing the culture of reading and research among their 
students and scholars. Centers of higher learning may do well to establish 
a new order of relationship between the natural sciences and humani-
ties, and between all fields of knowledge and human welfare and also the 
avenues of benefit to society. The present-day education system is due for 
a reappraisal in order to instill creative thinking and breadth of vision 
among students and scholars that is informed by the inter-relatedness of 
the various disciplines of learning. This could be done, as one observer 
suggested, “by adding sufficient number of courses in humanities to the 
science and engineering curricula, by cross-disciplinary interaction and 
collaboration.”67 The main characteristic of the human sciences, from the 
Islamic perspective, is that they are not value-free and have to be incorpo-
rated within the value system of Islam that is informed by the ethical and 
human dimension of values. 

It is ironic to note, however, that the vast majority of Muslims are 
wont to rote reading of the QurāĀn which is patently vacuous and devoid 
of thinking. The QurāĀn is usually read, committed to memory, and cited 
for its spiritual merit rather than intellectual stimulation and enrichment. 
This is evidently not the advice one obtains from the QurāĀn itself. Al-
Qaradawi has rightly observed about the current realities of public edu-
cation in Muslim countries that “the system relies on memorization and 
cramming more than it does on comprehension and analysis. A typical 
weakness of this method is that the memorizer forgets as soon as the ex-
ams are over. But if what is learned is founded in understanding and com-
prehension, its substance will remain in the mind and will not be prone to 
oblivion so quickly.”68 But the issue that we raise here is well-entrenched 

67. Mehdi Golshani, “From Knowledge to Wisdom: A Qurāanic Perspective” 
in Islamic Studies, 44 (2005), 13.

68. Yusuf al-Qaradawi, Fiqh al-Awlawiyyat, 68.
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and originates in the overall emphasis that most educationists and jurists 
of earlier times have placed on the study of the QurāĀn, Ąadąth and fiqh 
manuals, often calling attention to words and sentences of the text at the 
expense of comprehension and analysis. The basic approach to QurāĀn 
studies thus emphasized correct pronunciation and memorization. This 
repetitive system of learning was particularly pronounced in the context 
of child education, although it was not confined to this framework as oth-
er and more advanced levels of Islamic scholarship also bore the same 
influence.69

Notwithstanding the profound influence of the QurāĀn on the 
thoughts, mores, and cultures of Muslim individuals and societies, think-
ing by its nature does not lend itself to any predetermined framework and 
guideline. It seems that the QurāĀn also seeks only to provide signs and 
signposts on thinking, but the subjective and innately individual bent of 
thinking is often inspired by imagination and insight which cannot be 
encapsulated by definitions and guidelines. A creative mind is unique by 
its attributes, and thinking that originates in a learned and upright indi-
vidual is one of the greatest gifts of creation that can itself fit the descrip-
tion of divine example, or Āyah, of God on earth. 

It remains to be added though that imaginative thinking has also 
been sparkled by sources and influences among great Muslim thinkers of 
other cultures and traditions—just as we note also that the great thinkers 
of history emerged in all regions, cultures, and religions. The substance 
of these statements is upheld in a renowned Ąadąth in which the Prophet 
instructed the Muslims to “seek knowledge, even unto China,” and in an-
other Ąadąth that “wisdom is the lost property of the believer; he is en-
titled to it wherever he finds it.” Knowledge and wisdom must therefore 
be ultimately seen as the shared achievements of humanity, endowed and 
posited by its outstanding and creative thinkers. This is also known from 
the fact that the outcomes of creative thinking are often shared and expe-
rienced far beyond geographical locales and frontiers—more so perhaps 
in the age of globalization. 

It is hoped that the great thinkers and leaders of humanity make it a 
part of their agenda and commitment to narrow down the distances and 
divides between the intellectual and cultural traditions of the world and 
aspire them to the veritable vision of a shared destiny and wider human 
fraternity in their deliberations.

69. Cf., Al-Ahwaną, al-Tarbiyah fiāl-IslĀm, 189.


	I. The Divine Signs (ĊyĀt)
	II. Sources and Instruments of Knowledge
	III. Obstacles to Correct Reasoning
	IV. Decline of Critical Thinking
	V. What of IjtihĀd?
	VI. Islam and the West
	VII. Conclusion

