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The essays presented by the author here were written in Iran over a period of about
ten years (yaaa-1444). The title of the collection is not meant to suggest that these are
the most important topics of contemporary Islamic thought, merely that they are
some topics of current discussion among Muslims. These are semi-popular essays

written with several purposes in mind
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Preface

Inthe Name of Allah, the Merciful, the Compassionate

Praise be to Him, to Whom alone belong the East and the West, Whose face is to be
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found wherever one turns, and Who guides whom He likes along the straight path.
And May His Peace and blessings be with Muhammad, the best of those who have
been given wisdom and sound judgment, and with his Ahl al-Bayt, and those who

have been firmly rooted in knowledge, all of them

The essays that follow were written in Iran over a period of about ten years (vaas-
v444). Most of them have been appeared in journals and magazines, such as The Echo
of Islam, Tawhid, Hikmat and The Message of Thagalayn, all of which are published in

Iran and are intended for an English language Muslim audience

Many
p:

of the essays have been translated into Farsi and have been published in Farsi
language journals, especially Nagd o Nazar

The title of the collection is not meant to suggest that these are the most important
topics of contemporary Islamic thought, merely that they are some topics of current
discussion among Muslims. These are semi-popular essays written with several

Jpurposes in mind

First, I wanted to say something about the topics of discussion I have found current
among Muslim intellectuals in Iran. The general line I try to take is to avoid extremes.
Those who advocate reform sometimes go to the extreme of deviation, and this does

.more harm than good to general prospects for reform

Those who would protect tradition, orthodoxy or orthopraxy from deviation
sometimes go to the extreme of denying the need for reform, and this does more
harm than good to conservative concerns. I think that accepted ideas and practices
can always stand reform, but that the advocacy of reform requires the utmost caution

to avoid going astray

We cling to religion for guidance, and religion can only guide us if we are willing to
approach it in a spirit of complete submission. We understand religion with the aid of


http://www.ghaemiyeh.com

current ideas and practice, so we cannot advocate too radical a reform program
without cutting ourselves off from the means of knowing about what we are
Submitting to

Nevertheless, through attention to sources and reliance upon God given reason and
insight, one can make out a

p:y
path for reform

Second, I wanted to show how elements of the Islamic intellectual tradition could be
elaborated or drawn upon to address wider issues. Not only the Glorious Qur'an and
ahadith, but also the intellectual cultures that have emerged in their shadows, provide
a rich supply of ideas and attitudes eternally relevant to the most important problems

that arise for man

Third, I wanted to introduce Muslim intellectuals to books and ideas from Western
intellectual culture that I believe would benefit them. If Muslims are to bring effective
critical thought to bear against the global domination of certain widespread Western
ideas, called the cultural invasion, they must become conversant with the kinds of

criticisms these ideas have spawned in the West

This can be beneficial, for example, in the case of liberalism, not only because Muslims
might find common ground with Western critics of liberalism, but because attention to
the differences between the Western and Muslim critiques can help to sharpen our

understanding of what is distinctive about views that originate in Islamic cultures

Fourth, as a convert to Islam, I have been attempting to come to grips with how the
ideas and values I have acquired from Western culture must be sorted out in the
context of my faith in Islam. To a certain extent these essays are indications of how I
have sought to respond to Islam and the intellectual traditions it has inspired, given

that I was brought up with and trained in a very different intellectual tradition

Perhaps
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the approach I have taken may encourage others in similar circumstances, not only
converts to Islam, but young Muslims caught in the swirl of modern cultures. I pray
that my errors will be forgiven, and that the rest may be acceptable to Allah. Alhamdu

li-Allah

I would like to thank all those who have helped me, especially Ayatullah Misbah Yazdi
and our many friends, colleagues and students at the Imam Khomeini Education and
Research Institute, who have made me welcome in Qom and who have encouraged

my studies

I should also express my appreciation for the help and encouragement of Dr. Kamal
Kharazi, Dr. Gholamriga Aavani, Muhammad 'Iimi, 'Ali Quli Qara'i, Sayyid 'Ali Riga
Furighi, Akbar Qanbari, Sa'id Edalat Nezhad, and, of course, the publishers

Qom.Sha'ban y¢y. Adhar yvva December 1444

?Who Can Enter Into The Dialogue Of Civilizations

point
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Inthe name of Allah, the Beneficent, the Merciful
And you shall speak to men good words

(Y:AY)

Introduction

Inthe Theatetus, Plato writes

Do not conduct your questioning unfairly. It is very unreasonable that one who
professes a concern for virtue should be constantly guilty of unfairness in argument.
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Unfairness here consists in not observing the distinction between a debate and a
conversation. A debate need not be taken seriously and one may trip up an opponent
to the best of one's power, but a conversation should be taken in earnest; one should
help out the other party and bring home to him only those slips and fallacies that is

due to himself or to his

p:¥

earlier instructors. If you follow this rule, your associates will lay the blame for their
confusions and perplexities on themselves and not on you; they will like you and court
your society, and disgusted with themselves, will turn to philosophy, hoping to escape

(from their former selves and become different men.c

To enter into dialogue, we, too, must be ready to become different men, just as we
must be ready to assist those with whom we engage in dialogue to become different
men

If civilizations are to enter into dialogue, it would seem, by analogy, that they should
be ready to escape from their former selves and become different civilizations. But is
this analogy cogent? I think it is, but I think it is also beneficial to reflect on the

metaphor of civilizations in dialogue

Metaphor Vs Political Analysis

Samuel Huntington() offers a political analysis of the contemporary world as divided
into several civilizations with different religions, histories, identities and values. He
describes the relations among these cultural groups as the clash of civilizations

because the differences in values and other cultural factors give rise to conflict

He also sees Islamic civilization as the main adversary of the modern liberal West. He
suggests that policy makers in the US should make a more concerted effort to
.consciously defend and promote Western civilization

Huntington's book has attracted much attention and provoked considerable criticism,
as well. His division of the civilizations has been criticized as being somewhat
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arbitrary. His analysis has also invited the accusation that he is
p:o

Plato, Theatetus, 1sv-15A -
Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of the World -
(Order (New York: Simon Schuster, yaav

Cculturally, if not racially, prejudiced

His view of history has been attacked as inaccurate. Finally, his policy suggestions
have been criticized as against US national interests. My concern is not with the
details of Huntington's views or whether he or his critics are in the right about any

Jparticular point of issue

One of the most interesting responses to the idea of a 'clash of civilizations' has been
articulated by the President of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Sayyid Muhammad
Khatemi, who in his address to the srrd General Assembly of the United Nations, v\
September 144, reiterated his call for a 'dialogue among civilizations' and proposed

'that the year v. .\ be designated as 'the year of dialogue among civilizations

Although the expression 'clash of civilizations' and 'dialogue among civilizations'
seems naturally enough opposed, so that the suggestion of President Khatemi
appears to be a humane alternative to the clash, the ideas are really so different that

they belong in different categories

The basic idea of the “clash of civilizations” is an explanation for existing conflicts. It is
a piece of political analysis

The idea of a dialogue among civilizations, on the other hand, is not an analysis at all;
rather it is a proposal, in the form of a metaphor, for a way in which we might
.encounter others

It is as if Machiavelli were answered by Hafiz. One speaks of Realpolitik and the other
,of love (ishq). If President Khatemi's proposal is to be any more than a lovely thought


http://www.ghaemiyeh.com

p:#
we have to set about trying to understand what is meant by the metaphor

Cashing Out The Metaphor

Civilizations have neither tongues nor ears. They cannot listen and they cannot speak.
People speak and listen and engage in conversations; but civilizations are abstract
.entities posited by historians and political theorists

Therefore, dialogue among civilizations is impossible. Such is the sort of response a
very literally minded person might give to the proposal of a dialogue among
civilizations. Literally speaking, of course, the literalist is right

So, if we are to make any sense out of the idea of a dialogue among civilizations we
have to find some way to cash out the metaphor. But there are obstacles to dialogue
among civilizations beyond the fact that civilizations lack the appropriate body parts,
and these must also be considered as we reflect on how to understand the idea of a

dialogue among civilizations

Other And Self

To speak of dialogue is to speak of a means by which the gap between other and self
may be bridged. If the dialogue is to be effective for the sort of transformation of
which Plato speaks, it may be a useful reminder to think of bridging the gap from
other to self instead of the more common phrase, 'self and other', because dialogue is

.ot a means to impose ourselves on others, but to welcome them

Dialogue requires invitation, and for Muslims there is more than sufficient instruction
in Islam about the proper behavior @dab) involved in offering an invitation and
hosting

p:v

guests
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In dialogue, however, we are both hosts and guests. The other invites us to partake in
the banquet of one’s own ideas, values and aspirations, and we invite the stranger to
ours. When we listen, we must observe the manners of the guest, and when we

speak, the manners of the host

This is a very delicate business, for if good manners are breached by either
Jparticipant, dialogue breaks down

If dialogue as such is difficult between two persons, the difficulties are multiplied
when we try to imagine a dialogue among civilizations. To direct attention to another
civilization is to consider the many individual persons of that civilization as a mass in
which particular nuances are missed and a common set of socially determined values

.and attitudes are lumped together

The alien civilization resists our attempts to engage it in dialogue, because it is
incapable of respecting the rules of proper behavior. It becomes what Robert Grudin
‘'calls "The Mass Other

The Mass Other” becomes an incorporated giant, firm in its tastes and unified in its*
intentions. To this extent, “The Mass Other” has identity without soul, dominion
without compassion

It has dominion because it is a consolidation of social power; it has no sympathy for
others because it has no awareness of itself. It is a monster, a cold smug staring face,
the brazen image of a self protective system

This image speaks but does not listen. Our relationship to it is completely no dialogic,
because its power lies in the

p:A

denial of dialogue. It harangues us with official discourse but shrinks and vanishes at
(the threat of response.(\

In order for dialogue to take place, we will need to find another other
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Production And Imitation

In a metaphorical sense, all of the products of a civilization may be considered its
speech. Civilizations speak through their arts and technologies, through their
literature and law, and through the histories of their ideas

Even if civilizations have no minds with which to think, the thoughts arising among the
people of a civilization and reflected in their labor and its products may be attributed
to the civilization itself

So, there is a sense, after all, in which civilizations do have tongues, for as the tongue
of a man shows what he thinks, so too, the products of a civilization reflect its
thoughts

If there is to be dialogue among civilizations, however, it is not enough for them to
speak. They must also listen. One person shows that he has listened to another when
the speech of the other elicits a reaction, in deeds or in words

If civilizations speak through their products, they may be said to listen to another
civilization when the products of the other elicit a reaction, in historical events or in its
own products. How can the products of one civilization elicit a reaction in another?

Certainly, this is a constant occurrence

Art critics point out how the arts and architecture of one culture often influence those
of another. Often it takes ages before the

p:a

Robert Grudin, On Dialogue (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, yaa#), yyr—1ye -

products of a culture may be seen to influence those of another, as the styles of an
ancient civilization become fashionable in a modern one

There are also cases of fairly rapid exchange, as Japanese technology imitated that
of the West, and was soon itself emulated in European and American factories.
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Through imitation and modification, through montage and even outright purchase,
people, cultures, nations and civilizations show that they are listening to one another

If the products of a civilization are its speech, and its listening is the reflection in those
products of the products of others, it would seem that the two essential elements for
dialogue, speaking and listening, are present in the metaphorical sense sketched, in

Civilizations

Here, we are using anthropological analogies to speak of dialogue among civilizations.
Let's call this interpretation of dialogue among civilizations the anthropological
analogy interpretation

The elements we have identified in the anthropological analogy interpretation are not
sufficient for dialogue among civilizations, for true dialogue requires more than mere
speaking and listening. Even if civilizations can be brought by metaphor to talk with

.one another, they cannot be disabused of their lack of manners

Dialogue requires observation of manners indicating a readiness to enter the world of
the alien and genuinely welcoming intentions. Civilizations may produce and imitate,
export and import, but they do not open their hearts in dialogue

The Representatives Of Civilizations

Even if the metaphor discussed above is judged inadequate for understanding the
idea of a dialogue among civilizations, this is no reason to

p:y.

give up on the idea altogether. Perhaps what is needed is a change in the figure of
speech

Rhetoricians use the term synecdoche for the trope in which a part or individual
represents the whole or type, as well as the reverse. So, we might say that a dialogue
among civilizations takes place when individuals belonging to different civilizations

.engage in dialogue
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Of course, more than this is needed if we are to achieve what is meant by a dialogue
of civilizations. Not every dialogue among members of different civilizations will count
as a dialogue among civilizations. If a surgeon from China discusses surgical
technique with a surgeon from Tunis, the dialogue may take place entirely within the

framework of Western medicine

In order for a dialogue among individuals to count as a dialogue among civilizations,
the individuals must be taken to represent different civilizations. We could say that
there was a dialogue among nations when the representatives of those nations
discuss a topic, for example, in the meetings of the Islamic Conference Organization.
We could say that there was a dialogue among religions when the leaders of various

religious sects convened, e g., the Pope and the Dalai Lama

So, we can say that abstract social entities may engage in dialogue with one another
when they have recognized leaders who represent them

We might call the interpretation of dialogue among civilizations as dialogue among
the representatives of civilizations the representational model of dialogue among
civilizations. The main problem with this interpretation is that

p: 1)
civilizations are not organizations with official representatives and leaders

Who could be said to represent Western civilization? Is it the president of the
European Union? Who represents Chinese civilization? Certainly, not the current head
of the Communist Party there. Even if there were free and fair elections held in the
lands in which the various civilizations advance and decline, it is doubtful whether true

representatives of those civilizations would be elected

The people who would be elected most likely would be political leaders, but to
represent a civilization it is not enough to be a shrewd politician or very popular
.among the people of that civilization

A civilization is not a political district. There is a difference between the Chinese nation
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and Chinese civilization. In its primary meaning, a civilization is not a community or
.collection of individuals, but rather it is a highly advanced state of human society

It seems, however, that the sense in which Prof. Huntington and President Khatemi
use the term is that according to which a civilization is considered to consist of those
people who have achieved such an advanced state of human society

Nevertheless, to represent the people as members of a civilization is not the same as
representing them politically, for to represent a civilization, one must be able to
represent the ideas, artistic tastes, spiritual values, cultural attitudes, technology and

literature of that civilization

One must be a historian of one's civilization to represent it, but being a historian is not
enough. One

p:y

should also be an anthropologist, sociologist, philosopher, linguist, political scientist,
architect, literary critic, film critic, and much more. It is obvious that it is therefore
impossible for any one person to represent a civilization

Perhaps the representational model of dialogue among civilizations can still be
salvaged in order to understand very limited forms of dialogue, dialogue among
aspects of civilizations, but for anyone to imagine himself as the representative of a
civilization would seem to require hubris of tremendous enormity, and perhaps worse

The very idea that a person could represent a civilization would seem to require
identification with one's civilization that would seem to require something bordering
.on a type of hysteria usually associated with tribal loyalties

To the long list of politically incorrect attitudes including racism, nationalism and
sexism, one might as well add civilizationism. A civilizationist’s attitude is incompatible
with the self-transformative aims of dialogue

When one imagines oneself as the representation of a civilization in dialogue with the


http://www.ghaemiyeh.com

representatives of other civilizations, one will be on the defense. Once one stops,
defending one's civilization, doubts arise as to whether one is really representing
one's civilization. There can be no meaningful dialogue when the participants are busy

taking up defensive postures

At the same time that those who imagine themselves to be the representatives of
their civilizations confront one another, they imagine the other to fit into the
stereotype of “The Mass Other”, described by Grudin above. It is possible that some

sort of polemic will ensue, but under

p:y
these circumstances there can be no real dialogue

The Person As Product

The solution to the problem of how to understand dialogue among civilizations I would
like to suggest draws upon elements of both the anthropological analogy model and
the representational model

The main problem with the anthropological analogy model was that civilizations are
not intentional beings capable of engaging in real dialogue. Recognition of this flaw
.motivated the idea of finding real human beings to represent civilizations

The two main problems of the representational model, however, are (1) particular
individuals are not capable of representing the vastly various aspects of civilizations,
and (v) to imagine oneself the representative of a civilization seems to require an

arrogance inconsistent with dialogue

One solution to the problem would be to allow that civilizations may enter into
dialogue with one another through the dialogues among individuals of different
civilizations, but not where these individuals fancy themselves to be the
representatives of their civilizations, rather, their dialogues may be seen as
expressing the dialogue of civilizations, just as war among the nations of different

civilizations may be said to express the clash of civilizations
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As in the representational metaphor, we may speak of individuals as representing
their civilizations, not in the sense that any individual has the right or ability to speak
for a civilization, but in the sense that a civilization may speak through the words of

individuals because each person is a product of his civilization

Persons may become vehicles for the dialogue among civilizations because

p: ¥

persons are products of their civilizations. As in the anthropomorphic analogy, we may
imagine civilizations to speak through their products, but for dialogue to take place it
is only the person as product who can become the instrument of dialogue among

civilizations

Dialogue, History And Identity

When we think of dialogue among civilizations in the manner suggested above, two
important complications must be kept in mind. First, in the modern world, people are
.ot the products of a single civilization, nor is it desirable that they should be

Second, the dialogue among civilizations that takes place through dialogues among
persons of different civilizations is not only made up of dialogues among many
different thinkers discussing a wide variety of topics, it is also a dialogue that is

extended in time over generations

It is a piecemeal process of relatively limited conversations that take the shape of a
dialogue among civilizations only when seen from a distance

:Consider the second point first. Alasdair MacIntyre writes

Conversations are extended in time. At later points someone may always refer back
to some earlier point with a variety of purposes: to evaluate what has only emerged
cumulatively, to examine the consistency or inconsistency of what has been said, to
put an old point in a new light or vice versa. Crucial to polemical conversations
therefore is how the different and disagreeing participants understand the identity
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and continuity of those with whom they speak, of how each stands in relation to his or
her past and future utterances in what

p: Yo

he or she says or writes now. Underlying the conflicts of polemical conversations are
the rival participants' presuppositions about continuing personal identity through
dime.

Maclntyre continues with a discussion of personal identity in Aristotelian/Augustinian
traditions

First, part of being a single person throughout one's physical life is having one and the
same body. Second, part of my identity derives from my accountability before the
communities of which I am a member for my actions, attitudes, statements and

beliefs

An important psychological factor in understanding oneself to be a Muslim, for
example, is due to the fact that one's actions, attitudes, statements and beliefs are
considered by one to be liable to questioning by other Muslims. For the Muslim, of
course, @s well as for the Augustinian) much more important is answerability before
God, but this lesser form of liability among community members plays an important

role in religious as well as non-religious communities

The third point MacIntyre makes is also not foreign to Islamic thought: life is seen as a
quest whose object is the discovery of the truth, including the truth about one's life as
a whole. This quest is also considered an indispensable element in a good life.
Maclntyre admits that this conception of personal identity is not unique to Thomism,

but is a common understanding in traditional societies

To belong to a civilization is to see one's own personal identity as a part of the identity
of one's civilization. The civilization has a physical existence

p:\#
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Alasdair MaclIntyre, Three Rival versions of Moral Enquiry: Encyclopedia, Genealogy -\
and Tradition (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 144.), 14¢

in the temporally overlapping corporeal lives of its members

The civilization is bound together by common themes found in the understanding of
its members about how they are to justify their actions, attitudes, statements and
beliefs to one another. Thirdly, the life of a civilization may also be seen as a quest or
journey (sayr) through history in which the individual quests of its members are

crucial

‘With regard to the quest to discover the truth, MacIntyre asks

Through what form of social engagement and learning can the errors which may
obstruct such discovery be brought to light? The first and basic answers to these
questions are those proposed by Socrates. It is only insofar as someone satisfies the
conditions for rendering him or herself vulnerable to dialectical refutation that that
person can come to know whether and what he or she knows. It is only by belonging
to a community systematically engaged in a dialectical enterprise in which the
standards are sovereign over the contending parties that one can begin to learn the
truth, by first learning the truth about one's own error, not error from this or that point
of view but error as such, the shadow cast by truth as such: contradiction in respect of

(utterance about the virtues.(

Much of this may be repeated with regard to dialogue among civilizations. The quest
for truth and self-transcendence found in Plato's discussion of dialogue suggests that
a person, as a bearer of a civilization, must engage in the

p: v
Maclntyre (yaa.), v+« -

dialogue among civilizations in order to discover the truth about himself as a member
of that civilization with which he identifies. It is through participation in dialogue that
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.one's errors may come to light

To engage in dialogue one becomes accountable to the other. This reaches a rather
extreme form in dialogue among civilizations, for one becomes accountable to
another who is seen as representing attitudes, values and traditions strange and alien

fromone's own

To be accountable in a dialogue of civilizations is to be open to having to give an
account of what one has either said or done, or of the ideas and practices of the
civilization with which one identifies, and then to be open to having to amplify, explain,
defend, and if necessary, either modify or abandon that account, and in this latter
case to begin the work of supplying a new one in terms the alien can understand, or

(be taught to understand.c

As dialogue unfolds, its participants must be ready to abandon the account of some
particular topic they had associated with the civilization they represent, and accept
the superiority of the account given by representatives of another civilization

When the dialogue continues, the participants will no longer be pure representatives
of their own civilizations. In fact, the idea that there are any representatives of a
single civilization, a single unspoiled tradition, ought to be recognized as a potentially
dangerous myth in the modern world because it hinders genuine dialogue, promotes

giving excuses for the

P: A

Maclntyre (1aa+), .y -

deficiencies in our own traditions, and blinds one to the vision of other civilizations as
potential sources for the enrichment of one's own civilization

This is especially important for Muslims. Islam came to place dedication to the Truth
(haqq) above tribal loyalties. We are not to continue in established ways simply
because we found our fathers doing so
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Like Christian tradition, Muslim traditions are never pure; they always arise from an
attempt to reform given cultures through the teachings of God's appointed
.(Messenger (SAW

Similar points are made by the Christian theologian Miroslav volf about Christianity.(1)
While Maclntyre emphasizes the importance of tradition, Volf observes that
Christianity does not call mankind to any particular civilization or tradition, but to a

series of interrelated basic commitments-beliefs and practices

These commitments can be developed into traditions, cultures and perhaps even
civilizations, as they interact with and reform the societies in which these
commitments are made. However, at every step of the way, we can ask whether
what has been wrought cannot be brought into better accord with the faith. Much the

Same could be said with regard to Islam

Our understanding of the dynamics of dialogue among civilizations will be enhanced
through reflection on the differences expressed by Volf and Maclntyre. MacIntyre
holds that a coherent moral stand, as well as coherent standards of reason, can only

be achieved within a tradition

There is no neutral ground from which we can issue judgments about moral worth or
rational acceptability. MacIntyre expresses grave doubts
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about the direction of modern society which seems to have cut itself off from the
traditions which have the most to offer it

Maclntyre's discussions of the importance of tradition are relevant to our
considerations of dialogue among civilizations because civilization itself is a social
.embodiment of one or more traditions
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Dialogue among civilizations is only possible when those who participate in the
dialogue understand their own identities and those of their civilizations in relation to
the traditions from which they emerge in history

The emphasis MacIntyre places on tradition leads to an assumption that conversation
with others will be polemical. We engage in conversation in order to test our own
views against those of others. The rivals whom MaclIntyre would speak are not alien

civilizations, but the modernists and postmodernists of Western civilization

The complaint raised against MacIntyre by Volf is that the glorification of tradition is
both unrealistic and harmful. It is unrealistic because our cultures and traditions "are
not integrated wholes and cannot be made to be such in contemporary societies...
precisely, because we cannot avoid living in overlapping and rapidly changing social

spaces

In contemporary societies it is impossible to pursue a coherent system of goods.
Instead, we must rest satisfied with holding onto basic commitments."() The ideal of
the single coherent tradition is harmful, according to Volf, because it would seem to
require "an anti-modern and anti-pluralistic social revolution." VoIf comments that

'such a revolution would most certainly not 'pay off

Maclntyre, however, agrees with Volf that
p:y.
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traditions are hybrid, and he has explicitly renounced the communitarian politics
against which VolIf warns. Volf thinks that MacIntyre must want to eliminate the
impurity, the hybridity, of traditions in order to make them into the sort of coherent

systems from which moral and rational evaluations can be issued

Against Maclntyre, however, I have argued that a Christian theologian will not
necessarily want to get rid of the "hybridity"- she will be much more interested in
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affirming basic Christian commitments in culturally situated ways than in forging
coherent traditions and we will suspect that hybrid traditions will be more open than
coherent traditions not only to be shaped by these commitments but also to be

(enriched by each other.(\

Maclntyre would no doubt respond that he has no aspiration to the elimination of
hybridity from traditions. Indeed, the tradition of which he is most fond, the Thomistic,
is admittedly a hybrid of Christian and Aristotelian thought, with strong influences

traceable to Muslim thought

Moreover, we should expect that Maclntyre would argue that the 'basic
commitments' VoIf finds at the essence of Christianity will mean different things to
different people depending upon the traditions of thought upon which they draw to

interpret them

This debate enhances our understanding of the dynamics of the dialogue among
civilizations because of the importance of hybridity and tradition. We cannot
understand ourselves or our civilizations without understanding the traditions that

inform them

If we are to hope to understand other persons or civilizations, we must inquire into
p: v
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the traditions of the other, as well. This is what we learn from MacIntyre. What Volf
rightly emphasizes, however, is that in order to understand ourselves, our
civilizations, our traditions, other persons, other civilizations and other traditions, we
have to recognize that none of them are pure, in the sense that none of them

represents a single line of thought

All are syntheses of various streams of thought and culture. Yet, it is not mere chaos.
There are main streams and there are secondary influences. Within the mix it is still
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possible to distinguish characteristic features of cultures, civilizations and traditions.
Our hybrid thoughts and practices express themselves in ways more or less typical of
a tradition or culture or civilization, with strands woven in from other sources

As we step back and look at our conversations we may be able to recognize patterns
in which participants from different civilizations utilize the difference in perspective to
which they are exposed to transcend themselves in true dialogue

The role of Islam in the dialogue among civilizations is rather complicated. Perhaps
more than the sources of any other religion, the sources of Islam, the Qur'an and
Sunnah, address themselves to others. Usually the other is addressed in the form of
an invitation to Islam, and for various reasons, this may seem threatening to the

outsider

Nevertheless, in its essence the invitation can be read as the initiation of dialogue. The
Muslim ummah calls on others to join it,and it thereby opens

p: vy

itself to the transformation of self brought on by the inclusion of other peoples, other
ways of thinking and living. The ummah has undergone major historical
transformations as a result of its incorporation of non-Arab peoples

At the same time, the invitation beckons the other to a self transformation as well.
Even if the other ultimately refuses to accept Islam, the invitation sets up the
fundamental grounds for dialogue. But Islam itself is not a civilization. Although Islam
is a religion, there is the question of Islamic civilization. There is a nice discussion of

this question in the introduction to Marshall Hodgson's The venture of Islam

I plead that it has been all too common, in modern scholarship, to use the terms
'Islam' and 'Islamic' too casually both for what we may call religion and for the overall
society and culture associated historically with the religion

I grant that it is not possible nor, perhaps, even desirable to draw too sharp a line
here, for @and not only in Islam) to separate out religion from the rest of life is partly to
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falsify it. Nevertheless, the society and culture called 'Islamic' in the second sense are
not necessarily 'Islamic' in the first. Not only have the groups of people involved in the
two cases not always been co-extensive (the culture has not been simply a 'Muslim
culture', a culture of Muslims)-much of what even Muslims have done as a part of the

"Islamic’ civilization can only be characterized as 'un-Islamic

p:yy
inthe first, religious sense of the word

One can speak of 'Islamic literature', of 'Islamic art', of 'Islamic philosophy', even of
'Islamic despotism', but in such a sequence one is speaking less and less of something
(that expresses Islam as a faith.(\

The solution suggested by Hodgson is that the term 'Islamic' be used for that which
pertains to the religion, and that 'Islamicate' be used to describe the society and
culture in which the Muslims and Islam are recognized as prevalent or socially

.dominant in some sense

To describe something as Islamicate is not to indicate the geographical area of its
origin, but to that which emerges from the complex of social relations in which Islam
was or is prevalent, particularly the lettered traditions grounded in Arabic and Persian
historically distinctive of societies of Muslim peoples, societies which included, of

.course, non-Muslims

Thus, Maimonides may be called an Islamicate philosopher and a Jewish philosopher,
but not an Islamic philosopher

The remarks in the previous sections about the dialogue among civilizations were
made under the assumption that among the civilizations for which dialogue has been
prescribed, are those of the West and of Islam. When we speak of dialogue with the
civilization of Islam, we are not speaking of the ideal society prescribed by the religion

.of Islam for man, but of what has actually evolved among Muslim peoples

So, it would be better to speak of Islamicate civilization, in Hodgson's terminology,
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than of Islamic civilization. It is through dialogue
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among civilizations that Muslims may hope to transform contemporary Islamicate
icivilization into something more of an Islamic civilization, insha'Allah

:In closing, consider the observation of Hodgson

Muslims are assured in the Qur'an, "You have become the best community ever raised
up for mankind, enjoining the right and forbidding the wrong, and having faith in God'
dII, vv+).Earnest men have taken this prophecy seriously to the point of trying to
mould the history of the whole world in accordance with it.. Muslims have yet to
implement the Qur'anic prophecy fully in all its implications. But they have perennially
renewed their hopes and efforts to live the godly life not only as individuals but as a
community. In every age, pious Muslims have reasserted their faith, in the light of
new circumstances that have arisen out of the failures and also the successes of the
past. The vision has never vanished, the venture has never been abandoned; these
hopes and efforts are still vitally alive in the modern world. The history of Islam as a
faith, and of the culture of which it has formed the core, derives its unity and its

(nique significance from that vision and that venture.(\

Contemporary Problems Of Christian Theology In Islamic Thought

Theology begins with the question of God. This is true for all the major theistic
theological traditions: Jewish, Christian and Muslim. Typically, the theologian assumes
that his readers believe in the faith he intends to systematize, defend, and elaborate.

He assumes that they know who God is, and believe in
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Him. His task is to rationalize this faith, first be demonstrating God's existence

In modern Christian theology, however, one finds much hesitation and doubt about
whether this first theological task is at all appropriate. The particular arguments
presented by Maimonides, Aquinas and Ibn Sina have come under philosophical
attack, and more fundamentally, the methods of demonstration employed by them

have been attacked

Since the Reformation, there has been much doubt about the relevance of Greek logic
.and metaphysics to the project of elaborating the Christian faith

Similar doubts have become widespread in the Muslim world. Even among the Shi‘ah,
who continued to nurture a philosophical or theosophical tradition, there are many
who consider this tradition of thought inappropriate as a ground of doctrine

This sort of opposition to philosophy has a long history among the Shi'ah, and has
been mounted by some 'urafa, muhadithin, akhbariyyun, and most recently by the
maktab-e tafkik.(\) Muslim detractors of philosophy, however, have not offered very
much as an alternative to the philosophical groundwork for faith, but have tended to

assume an innate acceptance of its basic elements

The criticism of philosophy among Muslim thinkers is further complicated by two
factors. First, what is generally criticized is the specific philosophical tradition in
Islamic thought stemming from the works of Ibn Sina, Sohravardi and Sadr al-

Muta'alihin

This leaves open the possibility of a philosophical systematization of the faith along
other lines. So, the second complication is the readiness of many critics of philosophy
to elaborate philosophical theologies of

p:vy#

This school of thought is current among a group of Shi'i scholars who argue for the -\
Sseparation tafqlqg) of theology from philosophy
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their own

The classic example of this movement is Ghazali's repudiation of philosophy and his
own philosophical elaboration of his creed, replete with proofs for the existence of
.God, for His uniqueness, and for various divine attributes

Likewise, sufis in the tradition of Ibn 'Arabi have entered into a philosophical dialogue
with peripatetic philosophy in which they have offered their own system of thought as
a rational alternative to that of the philosophers, while retaining the methods of
demonstration and many of the concepts employed by their opponents. Two brilliant
examples of this trend are 'Abd al-Rahman Jami's Al-Durrah al-Fakhirah and the

correspondence between Khwajah Nasir al-Din Tusi and Sadr al-Din Qinawi

However, because of the ongoing and ever increasing confrontation with Western
thought and culture, doubts are raised about the entire enterprise of rational
Systematic theology

These doubts have a specific significance in the Western world due to the historical
movement from the Reformation, through the Enlightenment, to modern and post-
modern thought. In the world of Islam, on the other hand, the significance of such
doubts is radically altered by the fact that they are a foreign import in many ways at

.0dds with the entire tradition of Islamic theology

It is true that some Muslims have demanded reliance on the Qur'an and ahadith
without the interference of rational demonstration in ways strikingly similar to the
demands of Christian reformers, but the evolution of the rejection of philosophical

theology in Christian thought has led to a style of Christian theology that

p:yv

has no counterpart in Islam; and additionally, the philosophical grounds for rejecting
any form of rational theology in the West are to be found in schools of thought as
diverse as existentialism and scientific realism, all of which enter discussions among

Muslims as aliens
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Philosophical reflection, at least in a broad sense not limited to any specific school, has
seemed to most Muslim theologians to be encouraged by the Qur'an and ahadith,
especially as interpreted by the Shi'ah

The Qur'an is replete with exhortations to reflect upon its signs @yat), such as
,(Behold! How repeatedly we display the signs that they may understand..” ¢s:55*
And remonstrations against those who fail to reason, such as

Indeed, We have created for hell many of the jinn and the men; they have hearts*
.with which they do not understand...” (v:\va

Because of the abundance of such verses,() it becomes impossible to justify a
thorough anti-intellectualism on religious grounds in the context of Islamic culture.
Muslim thinkers have not only taken encouragement from Islam to engage in
intellectual pursuits, they have understood such ayat as those mentioned above as a
divine invitation to employ philosophical reflection for the purpose of understanding

the Qur'an and ahadith

JWisdom is prized by Muslims because the Qur'an itself proclaims

He grants wisdom to whomever He wills, and he who has been granted wisdom has*
been given abundant good; and none shall mind it save those endowed with
(wisdom...” (v:v$4

Muslims may differ over how the term Hikmah is to be interpreted
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in this ayah, and even if most will agree that it does not refer to the specific tradition
of philosophical thought that has emerged through the centuries in Islamic thought,
few will deny that intellectual reflection is accorded great religious value in Islam
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Likewise, there is a veritable ocean of narrations attributed to the Prophet (SAW) and
Imams (A) extolling the intellectual virtues of wisdom, knowledge and reason. For
example, it is reported that the Prophet (SAW) said, "The virtue of knowledge is more

(beloved to Allah than the virtue of worship."

As with the Qur'an, the narrations both encourage the use of the intellect and pose
problems for philosophical reflection. Muslim sages have made use of philosophical
terms for the rational investigation of religion, and they have used terms drawn from
the religious sources to articulate their philosophical reflections.«v) They have been
inspired by the Qur'an and ahadith to develop various philosophical ideas, and they
have used philosophical ideas drawn from a variety of sources as aids to the

.understanding of scripture

In the context of this sacred value placed on knowledge and the intellect, there
remains plenty of room for discussion about what kinds of knowledge and wisdom are
to be valued, what the intellect is and what are its functions

Muslim critics of philosophy may argue that philosophy has been used inappropriately
to interpret scripture, or that it is sorely limited and must be supplemented by
imagination to provide any understanding of religious topics, or that its

demonstrations
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serve only as allusions to the divine. These sorts of points arise from within Islamic
culture where they have been and continue to be debated

The Western critiques of natural theology have an entirely different flavor. Islamic
culture has not produced a concept of iman like that of Christian faith as the latter is
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taken to stand independent of and beyond reason and knowledge

Islamic culture has not produced any sort of theological antirealism of the sort
debated in Western circles. Islamic thought has not given rise to the atheism and
agnosticism that have emerged from Christian culture and whose religious

significance continues to be discussed by Christian theologians and philosophers

For these and many other reasons, Western theological concerns arrive on the
shores of the world of Islam as an invasion. The Muslim response often seems as
pointless as that of a person who argues with the newscasters on television

Despite all the talk about interfaith dialogue, the dynamics of the ways in which the
world of Islam confronts the West force Muslim intellectuals to consider Western
ideas very seriously, even if the engagement is accompanied by anxiety and
apprehension, while Western thinkers are generally quite content to ignore what

.goes on in the intellectual third world

Islamic theological reflection is shunted off as a specialty item for connoisseurs of
esoterica. Dialogue is thus stifled, not because of ill will per se, but because there is no
demand and no pressing need for Westerners to listen to Muslims, while Muslims

p:y.

cannot avoid listening to the Western discussions with which the entire world seems
toreverberate

One reaction this situation has provoked among some Muslims is a retreat into
tradition. The glories of the past are recounted and redoubled with a firm intention to
abandon the satanic modern world in favor of a puritanical return to the pristine Islam

.of days gone by

This reaction is resisted by Muslims who would prove that Islam is perfectly well
suited to serve as an ideology for the development of modern societies. There can be
no escape from the repetitive counterpoint of these attitudes in social-religious
thinking at least until the impact of Western thought in the Islamic world is sufficiently
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understood, accepted for what it is, and met by constructive critique and synthesis in
harmony with the evolution of contemporary Islamic theology

The heart and soul of the Muslim world is thoroughly imbued with religion. If Muslims
are not to lose heart and lose their souls, the task of rational reflection on religion
must be taken up again with full awareness of all the currents of thought that wash

across the contemporary world of Islam

The West must be understood not only as cultural invader, but as itself tormented by
the twists of modern and postmodern thought that have led it to the verge of nihilism
in more than one guise. In order for Muslims to orient themselves in the
contemporary world, religion must be seen not as something to be merely defended,

but as

p: ¥\
.offering a way forward with valuable guidance for all of humanity

We cannot ourselves be saved unless we can invite the entire world to salvation, and
before we can offer anything inviting, we need to understand the differences in our
cultural and intellectual climates as well as the common problems they face

The invitation to salvation extended by Muslims need not take the form of offering a
choice between death and Islam; what I mean by this is that we should not take the
attitude that for the Muslim invitation to salvation to be successful it must result in
formal conversion to the religion of Islam as ordained by Allah, subhana wa ta'ala,

.through His final Prophet (SAW

The Qur'an itself tells us to address the People of the Book in an effort to come to a
common word upon which we can agree.(\) The common word to which we invite the
People of the Book must itself be understood as a means of salvation, at least in the

sense that it offers a way out of the wretchedness faced by those who would deny it

In order for us to be saved, we must be able to understand from what it is we wish to
be saved, and how religion may save us from it. From an eschatological point of view,
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salvation means escape from the fire of hell, but the power of this image should not
cause us to neglect the worldly failings which culminate in hell and
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are presaged in the ugliness and cruelty the world too often manifests

Despite all its secularism, the Western world is the inheritor of Christendom. Its values
are rooted in references to divinity. The United States, for example, was built on
foundations laid by those who had attempted to convene theocracies in the new

.colonies

So, the loss of certainty about God, let alone the idea of the death of God, threatens to
undermine the humanity of Western man, unless some foundation for human values
can be found to replace the theological structures many would be happy to see left in

ruins

This is reason enough for some Christians to seek to preserve their faith in God. But
while it may provide sufficient motivation for the attempt, it cannot by itself provide
answers to the intellectual doubts that pervade contemporary Western culture

In addition to the doubts about God raised by philosophers primarily in criticisms of
the proofs for His existence, the doubts raised by social critics have had a greater
influence on the secularization of Western culture

While Voltaire (¢a¥-vvva) accepted that the concept of God was needed to maintain
social order in his remark that if God did not exist it would be necessary to create Him,
the Russian anarchist Mikhail Bakunin (ave-1avs) exclaimed that if God did exist it
would be necessary to destroy Him, because so much oppression had been carried

.outin His Name

If Voltaire's remark suggests that God may be little more than a convenient fiction
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Bakunin suggests that the fiction may be quite inconvenient. The Marxist critique of
religion has also been accepted by many who are skeptical of other aspects of Marxist
doctrine

Today some feminists object to the concept of God as a prop for patriarchy, and
homosexuals complain that prejudice against them is maintained by reference to
God. In general, such thinkers quite correctly realize that an orientation toward God
serves as a constraint on the satisfaction of various human desires, and is

incompatible with what many consider to be of utmost value

Western thought is caught between two competing claims to moral allegiance. On the
one hand, there is the transcendent God Who demands absolute obedience as the
ultimate authority. On the other hand, there is a secular ethos based on the values of

human freedom and self-determination

Western religious liberals attempt an awkward compromise that would coerce the
divine will to conform to humanistic values. Moral direction is derived from the human,
and then the transcendent God is called in and would be forced into complicity. He is
allowed to stand above the world, but not to interfere with human judgments about

what is right and wrong. Deist theology is at least honest about this

In Muslim culture, on the other hand, reference to God does not occur in the context
of the doubts and secular values that plague the West, or at least not to the same
extent. The major form in which secular values come into conflict with Islam is

p:yf
.in the form of nationalism

Muslim intellectuals often see themselves as Arabs or Iranians or Indonesians or
whatever, and only then as Muslims. Sometimes Islam is only accepted as an
expression of national culture. They seek direction in life in terms of the historical
development of their people or nation, and relegate religion to the private sphere of
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personal spirituality and ceremonies, on the model of what they perceive to be the
role of religion in technologically advanced societies

The conflict is between religious and secular ideology, which usually is discussed in
terms of the scope of religion, but there is little of the direct confrontation with God
common in the West. There is no death of God theology among Muslims

Muslim modernists may advance harsh criticisms of Islam as it has been understood
within their traditions, but they are not willing to extend the criticism to God Himself.
Western angst about God has not taken root in the world of Islam, alhamdu-lil-Allah,
and questions about how to justify belief in God, which have figured so prominently in
recent Western philosophy of religion, appear curiously irrelevant to the primary

theological concerns of Muslims

Nevertheless, Muslim theology must begin to consider seriously the problems of
Western philosophy of religion if Islam is to be presented as a way of salvation for all
people, including those of the West

We can no longer rest content with the traditional proofs because the standards of
reason to which they appeal are no longer universally accepted

p:yo

This does not mean that traditional Islamic theology and philosophy can or should be
simply swept aside; rather the issues of theology require a more fundamentally
critical treatment than they are usually given

We need to begin by considering how the basic concepts of theology, concepts of
God, man and the world, are treated in Islam and in Christian culture, and how
rational reflection on these concepts and their different treatments in the Islamic and

Christian traditions can help us to clear a path to theological understanding

This means that our standards of rationality themselves must be subject to critical
review and evaluation. The roots of the most profound doubts about religious reason
lie in the success of the empirical sciences and technology as they have developed in
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the West

When it is observed that the standards of reasoning employed in the sciences differ
markedly from those used by theologians, it is natural to wonder if the former cannot
suffice for all human purposes

The vindication of theological reasoning requires an explanation of how the progress
of the natural sciences can be justified in its own terms. Theology can no longer afford
to ignore the philosophy of science. Religion declares that God is the creator of the
natural world. So, the methods that have been successfully used to unlock the secrets
of the natural world must be understood as revealing the workings of His creation, at

least on some level

What is needed, as Seyyed Hossein Nasr putsit, is a
p:y#

sacred science.(\) Until a way is found to elaborate an understanding of the natural
sciences as sacred, as governed by standards of reasoning which are a branch of the
more encompassing methods of rational reflection that apply to theology and
philosophy as well as to mathematics, physics, medicine and cognitive science,
theology will remain susceptible to the charge that its concerns are peripheral, or may

be safely dismissed

Furthermore, since theology must draw upon the imagination as well as reason, it
must show how its imaginative work can enlighten and deepen the dry findings of
.empirical research and applied mathematics

The elaboration of the sciences as sacred does not require an uncritical acceptance of
all that has been accomplished by secular science; to the contrary, it is through critical
appraisal that the call for sacred science is to be vindicated

The program, however, must aim at integration rather than isolation and protection,
for the strategy of isolating and protecting religion from critical confrontation with
other areas of human knowledge has been largely responsible for the marginalization
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.of religion in Western societies

Traditional formulations of theology, whether Jewish, Christian, Muslim or Hindu,
have not limited themselves to discussions of divinity; they have included cosmology
as well. The theological affirmation of sacred cosmology must be regained in the
encounter with modern science for theology to remain sound, for classical theological
cosmologies have always freely made use of the current sciences of their times

without entering into the details of astronomical data

Often, more than the
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basic outlines of religious cosmologies formulated under the assumption of a
geocentric universe can be revised to accord with post-Copernican theories, because
religious cosmologies are mostly concerned with the world as the creation and sign of

.God, regardless of its physical shape

Nevertheless, the physical shape of the cosmos assumed in the past was taken to
have a symbolic value in harmony with the religious point of view, and this has not yet
been recovered

The legacy of theology is no less one of anthropology than cosmology. If the modern
natural sciences have posed a challenge to theology's concern with cosmology, the
modern human sciences threaten its anthropology. Indeed, anti-religious sentiments
are much more prevalent among psychologists and sociologists than among physical

(scientists.(

Islam portrays man as a theomorphic being who due to negligence has fallen astray
from his divine aim, and who has accepted a covenant with God by means of which he
may obtain divine guidance to his own felicity through the reminders sent by God with
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His prophets (may the peace and benedictions of Allah be with Muhammad and his
(folk, and with them

This religious anthropology is not merely descriptive; it has practical implications for
how we are to live, how we are to orient ourselves, how we may truly serve God.
Morals and politics thus become as central to theology as its more theoretical claims

about human and divine nature

Here religion must confront the social critics mentioned earlier. If they have raised
doubts about God
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on the basis of secular human values, the theologian must find a way to introduce
religious values

In Islam this introduction has two dimensions with infinite ramifications: the exterior
and the interior, zahir and batin, whose first division is that of shari'ah and tarigah.
Shari'ah is the exterior way, which includes Islamic law

The law itself is infused with values, for it tells us how we are to conduct ourselves in
worship and in our dealings with others

It points toward an ideal of human flourishing in religious community under divine
covenant in which the individual aspires to the complete submission of his or her own
self in conformity with the law. Attention to the detail of the law is not a cold legalism
by which the right to salvation is purchased, but a reflection of the pious heart seeking

the completeness of submission to God

This means that the law itself is not to be understood as a mere canon of regulations,
but as infused with value as the outward realization of the inner quest for the divine

The inner quest itself is called tarigah, which, like shari'ah also means way or path.
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The verbal synonymy of these two terms indicates the inseparability of the inner and
outward aspects of religion: it is logically impossible to walk down one without
treading upon the other, for both are merely different names or aspects of divine

guidance

The inner quest cannot take shape except within the framework of the outward
precepts of
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religion; and the divine law becomes an empty formalism unless its observance is the
outward expression of tagwa, the God-wariness described by Him, the Exalted, as the
:best provision for spiritual wayfaring

S50 53 25 561,3353
(And make provision, and verily the best provision is tagwa.” (v:yav“

The inner way or tarigah is a quest with various stages along which one must pass,
and the arrival at each station requires acquisition of a specific virtue. Here the world
appears as the ground to be covered, the battlefield for the greatest jihad, and the

struggle against the self

Man is understood not as a static essence, but as in a dynamic condition of
transformation, or, in the terminology of Sadr al-Muta'alihin, substantial motion,
whose human culmination is the perfected human being, insan kamil, the polished
mirror of God, for whom the world itself is also transformed so that God is seen in all

things

The second division of exterior/interior involves the recognition that shari'ah and
tarigah themselves each have exterior and interior aspects. For shari'ah there is the
external form of the law and the inward submission to it

The inward submission to the law is perfected through tarigah, whose outward
expression takes the form of the spiritual instructions given by the guide to the
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aspirant and whose inward form is the spiritual wayfaring itself, the passing through
stations and states and the acquisition of virtue

So, we find that Islam, like Judaism and Christianity, teaches of God and man and the

p:¥.

world. Its theology includes cosmology and anthropology. The anthropological aspect
has both theoretical and practical dimensions, and the practical has both exterior and
interior through each of which, especially the latter, the concepts of God, the world

.and humanity are informed and deepened

It is through this circle of ever deepening insight that Islam presents its own
perspective on the most fundamental questions posed by man in every age. The
questions are answered by drawing the questioner into a whirlpool of rational

reflection, insight, value and practice

On the social level, the drawing which gives unity to the Muslim community is
symbolized by the circumambulation of the Ka'abah during Hajj. This is where the
individual as well as the community focus themselves. So too, theological work must
begin with its orientation toward God, circle about the related concepts of humanity

land the world, and end, finally, with reference to Him, glory be to Him

Theology presents itself in two modes. First, theology is doctrinal. It elaborates and
systematizes creedal statements. Secondly, theology is suggestive. It recommends
the acceptance of its creedal statements

We could put this in another way by contrasting descriptive theology with prescriptive
or normative theology. Descriptive or doctrinal theology is comparatively
straightforward. Here we are busy with the attempt to understand the teachings of a
religion, or the teachings of various interpreters of the religion, its theologians,

.exegetes and gnostic

Normative theology is more difficult, because the standards of assessment
immediately come into question. Traditionally the normative weight of theological
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reflection has been sought in the force of logical necessity

One must accept the claims of the theologian or suffer the eternal pain of
contradiction. Whoever fails to accept the results of theological reasoning is
threatened with the loss of his humanity, for humanity is defined in terms of the

reason upon which the theologian rests his case

This sort of approach seems offensively authoritarian to modern sensibilities,
although why this should be so is seldom considered. Mathematicians and
philosophers often present their results as the dictates of more or less pure reason,

and no offense is taken, not even by the most liberal of Christians

So why should anyone be insulted or offended when the same sorts of methods are
applied to religion? The answer to this question will be found when it is understood
that the standards of reasoning employed by traditional theology have become
subject of dispute. The sorts of arguments and the methods of reasoning about
theological topics whose validity has been considered obvious in the Islamic traditions
of theological reflection often fail to persuade those nurtured in modern Western

culture

Insistence on the obviousness or self-evidence of our own standards of reasoning
provides no remedy to this impasse. Our theological writings must offer those who do
not share our views a way in, and we will not be able to provide such a port of entry
until we become familiar with the intellectual geography of the points of embarkation

of those whom we would have

p: ¥y
enter into conversation with us

If there is no common ground of sufficient breadth for meaningful discussion to take
place, such ground will have to be constructed. Our language and the ways in which
we use it to express our rational reflections will have to be expanded to the point that
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we are able to explain the views we oppose and why we oppose them, and at the
same time are able to recast the claims of our own traditions of Islamic thought in
forms accessible and attractive to others

If we are to accomplish this task of constructing a normative Islamic theology through
which the world may be invited to salvation, even though the world is largely
intoxicated with modern or postmodern secular Western culture, a good place for us

to begin work is by looking at the problems of Christian theology

Christian theology has been attempting to respond to modern currents of Western
thought for a long time. We should be willing to learn from its successes and failures.
At the same time, many of the problems of Christian theology are familiar to Muslims.
How are we to explain divine knowledge, evil, the creation of the world out of nothing,
life after death, and most of the other facets of our creed? For most of the topics to be
found in Islamic theology, discussions may be found among Christian philosophers

and theologians

These common problems provide a point of contact. But in order to build upon these
common
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issues to the point that Muslim theologians can address the concerns of those
immersed in secular culture, the aim in reading what modern Christians have to say
about the traditional problems of theology must be to try to see why the traditional
arguments from their own tradition have come to seem inadequate, and what steps

they deem appropriate to remedy these inadequacies

It is of no use to come to the problems of Christian theology with the smug confidence
that they can all be solved by means of the resources of the Islamic traditions of
kalam, falsafah and ‘irfan

Likewise, there is no guarantee that the nation in possession of the most valuable
natural resources will be able to effectively use those resources in order to pursue its
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.own political and economic objectives

We must learn how to use our natural and intellectual resources effectively in the
contexts of the contemporary economic, political and intellectual environments, and if
we are to do this as Muslims, efficiency is to be measured in units of accordance and
submission to the divine will. Neither economic power nor intellectual strength has

any value for the Muslim unless he is able to place them at His service

Once we come to understand what is novel in modern Christian treatments of
traditional problems of theology, and why these novel elements have been adopted,
our own Islamic theology will be enriched, even if only to the extent of incorporating a

sufficient amount of new vocabulary to refute the
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modern ideas we find unacceptable

This is a risky business, and its risks need to be faced conscientiously. If we are to be
successful at it, we must remain critical at every stage of the process. No doubt there
will be some unfortunate souls who, in the attempt to understand modern Christian
thought about contemporary theological issues, will be swept away in the currents of

thought that dominate the West

The worst way to learn is through repetition of the mistakes of others. Our learning of
modern Western approaches to theological issues must be one whereby we become
conversant with the language of modern religious concerns to the extent that we are

able to express our own ideas in the new language

It is of no use to repeat the expressions of the language of modern Christian theology
with an Islamic accent. The language must be mastered, and fluency in the language
of modern Christian theology requires an effort no less than that needed to master a
new language. The stage at which learning occurs through the repetition of stock

phrases has long since past

In creative writing, the phrase finding one's voice is used for the process of learning to
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master the techniques of writing to the point that one is able to develop one's own
style and themes. Muslim theologians now have to find their own voices to express
their concerns and views. It is not enough even to master the language of modern

thought to the point of
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professional proficiency. The pen must be wielded with a flourish and beauty

However, as Muslims we have no desire to join the cacophonous choir of so many
modern writers who seek their own voices for the sake of glorying in their own
individualities. Our aim is to use our newly found voices to echo the refrains of the
eternal divine message, so that the attention of our listeners turns from our voices to

the message it carries

So, the first step is to find common problems. This is easy. Next, we are to read
contemporary Christian responses to these problems in order to gain fluency in the
language of modern religious thought in the Western world. This is difficult

After that (or simultaneously), we can try to begin to understand the new topics and
problems and approaches to them to be found among contemporary Christian
thinkers: environmental ethics, the social gospel, feminism, various topics of pastoral
theology, process theology, reformed epistemology, anti-realist theology, and much

more

No matter how difficult this is, it is absolutely necessary for Muslims to begin exploring
these issues. We need to begin the task of trying to formulate answers to the
.questions our children will soon be asking

In order for those answers to have the degree of sophistication necessary to satisfy
young inquisitive minds, the urgency of these questions in modern culture must be
properly appreciated, the language in which these questions are framed must be one

in which we are fluent, and we

p:f?
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must be sufficiently well grounded in our own traditions so that we are able to utilize
that fluency to articulate answers to the new questions grounded in the glorious
Qur'an and the teachings of the Ahl-al-Bayt (peace be with them), and we take refuge

in Him, the Exalted, to preserve us from error

The Relationship Between Philosophy And Theology In The Postmodern Age

When I was a student at a Catholic high school in Queens, New York, I was taught
that although philosophy is the mother of the sciences, she is also the handmaid of
theology. Sometimes the dialogue between philosophy and theology may have
seemed to have taken the form of orders given by the theological mistress to her

.erudite but obedient maid, but that was a long time ago, if ever it was at all

The idea that philosophy should be in service to theology has been rejected in the
West by most philosophers, and many theologians, at least since the Enlightenment
period of European thought. But instead of bringing about the emancipation of
philosophy, the result has been to place philosophy at the service of her children, the

natural and human sciences

Scientific realists would determine being itself by the ultimate dictates of science. So,
where does this leave the relationship between philosophy and theology? Many see it
as forever broken off, and many Christian theologians think that this is to the
advantage of theology. As they see it, philosophy was never a very good servant, for

it was always raising more problems than it
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solved

Of course, this attitude is not unknown to Muslim scholars. It is easy to find Muslims
who are suspicious of philosophy, especially Islamic philosophy; there are even those,
like Ghazali, who would accuse philosophy of blasphemy. Others would be satisfied if
philosophy would mind its own business and stay out of the way of theological

doctrine
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Philosophy, however, refuses to be ignored. It has a way of making itself noticed even
by those theologians who wish it would just go away. Philosophy accuses those who
neglect her of lacking reason, and since it proclaims that reason is the difference
between man and the other animals, this accusation amounts to the charge that

those who neglect her are subhuman

So, after the rise and fall of positivism, after philosophy had been declared to be a
servant of the natural sciences, assigned to clean up left over questions, philosophy
arrives in the new dress of philosophy of religion, coyly proffering her own questions
for the theologian. On the surface, most or many of the questions are those that have
been familiar to theologians for centuries: How can the existence of God be proved?
How can God know what free humans will do? Can God make a stone so large that He
Himself cannot lift it? How can the eternal God know the temporal material world?

And so forth

While on the surface, these appear to be the same questions familiar to theologians
since reason was first applied to religion, once one becomes familiar with
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the contemporary discussions of these questions it becomes obvious that the
philosophy of religion is not as innocent as she may seem. Her questions are not those
.of a naive girl seeking to understand her faith as best she can

Philosophy has served the sciences for years, and its servitude to the sciences has
required countless compromises with humanism, materialism, physicalism,
naturalism, and other ideologies antagonistic to religion

When it raises its questions for the theologians, the arguments of all these ideologies
are ready and waiting for whatever response the theologians may offer. If the
theologian responds by rehearsing the standard discussions to be found in traditional
texts, whether Christian or Islamic, he will be accused of ignorance and irrelevance to

.contemporary concerns
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The philosophy of religion is by no means merely another name for rational theology
as traditionally understood, for the very standards of reason which are applied to
theological issues have changed. If the theologian is not to be caught off guard, he
must be prepared to question these standards, and thus, to adopt an unfamiliar

hypercritical stance toward the cannons of reason themselves

The dialogue between philosophy and theology today is not simply an affair between
the questioning mind of the philosopher and the pious spirit of the theologian. Every
question comes with unspoken expectations of what sort of answer will be considered

Suitable. Every search for a reason presupposes a standard of explanation

The expectations and presuppositions that inform the philosophy of religion are
deeply colored by the
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entire history of recent Western thought. Since many of those who write and publish
in the area of philosophy of religion have been trained in analytic philosophy, the
standards of analytic philosophy, which are influenced to a great degree by
empiricism, positivism, pragmatism, and naturalism, play an important but subtle role

in this field

The situation is complicated by the fact that many philosophers of religion, and even
more Christian theologians, are influenced more by what is often called "continental
philosophy" than by analytic philosophy

Most of the important continental philosophers have been from France or Germany,
while the majority of analytic philosophers have taught at American or British
universities. While philosophy in the US. has been dominated by analytic thought
throughout most of the twentieth century, over the last ten or fifteen years,

.continental thought has come to play a more prominent role in American philosophy

What is emerging is a "world philosophy", but one from which the Islamic world is
largely excluded. The reason for this exclusion is not because of some conspiracy to


http://www.ghaemiyeh.com

suppress Islamic thought, but because we Muslims have not seriously attempted to
enter the discussion. If we are to enter the discussion, we must beware that it takes
place in what is often hostile territory, in the context of expectations, presuppositions
and standards of reasoning many of which are quite foreign to those found in the

Islamic sciences

These issues must be kept in mind before the Muslim scholar attempts to survey the
questions contemporary
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philosophy of religion poses for theology, where here, and in what follows, theology is
to be understood as including not merely kalam, but ‘irfan nazari, religious ethics, and
.even some discussions of figh and usul

What appears to be a dialogue between a philosopher who relies on pure reason
alone and a theologian is in reality a complex discussion about philosophy, the
sciences, theology and the various ideologies which have influenced these broad

areas of intellectual endeavor

Perhaps the attitude of the Muslim scholar to the complexity of the situation will be
one of dismissal; the Muslim theologian might come to the conclusion that the
philosophy of religion is the product of Western intellectual attitudes toward science

and religion and does not apply to the Islamic world

The conversation between philosophy and theology is really a conversation between
a Western philosopher and a Christian theologian. However, we ignore the philosophy
of religion at our own peril. The ideas and attitudes that inform the philosophy of

religion are not confined within the walls of a few universities in distant foreign lands

They are part of the Western cultural atmosphere whose volume is so large that it will
find itself invading the Islamic world, or rather has already started invading, whether
anyone wants it to or not. The international commerce in ideas-mostly Western

ideas-cannot be slowed, let alone stopped
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Faced with a trade imbalance, attempts may be made to preserve local markets, but
ultimately the only successful policy will be one in which locally
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manufactured products of export quality are made widely available. Since there are
so many different kinds of Western intellectual products on the market, we Muslims
.cannot hope to gain our market share in all fields any time soon

However, we can hope to compete aggressively in those areas in which Islamic
thought has demonstrated its strength in the past, and build on this to expand into
other areas. In order to compete in the international market of ideas, Islamic thought
must not only answer the doubts raised by various Western thinkers, it must do so in

.a way that is distinctively Islamic

We cannot simply look at the answers Christians have given and then search for an
appropriate ahadith to make them seem Islamic. Serious full time work has to be
done to begin to formulate contemporary Islamic theologies which are in harmony

with the tradition of Islamic sciences, especially kalam, falsafah, and 'irfan

With these points in mind, we can turn to some examples of the sorts of questions
raised by the philosophy of religion for the theologian

One of the deepest areas to be surveyed is that of epistemology. This is also an area
to which medieval thinkers devoted less attention than our contemporaries. How do
we know that God exists? The traditional answer given by Christians as well as
Muslims was that we can formulate sound deductive proofs whose premises are self-

.evident and whose conclusions state the existence of God

The problem with this answer is that many of
p: oy

the premises that seemed self-evident enough in the past have now come to be
.questioned
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Consider, for example, the role of the principle that an actual infinity of causes is
impossible. A number of Western philosophers, physicists and mathematicians have
come to doubt this principle. In defense of the principle, an important book has been
written in which some of the ideas of Muslim philosophers are given attention: William

(Lane Craig's The Kalam Cosmological Argument.(\

This is one of the rare cases in which ideas from the Islamic tradition (particularly
those of Abi Hamid Ghazali) have been the subject of discussion in the contemporary
philosophy of religion. The continued discussion of this work in scholarly journals

Sixteen years after the publication of the book is testimony to its significance

The important point is that what has seemed for centuries to be a self-evident
principle is now the topic of vigorous debate. At first glance it seems that what we
have here is a case of a principle of reason defended in Islamic philosophy and

theology pitted against the modern skeptics of the West

If we look closer, however, we find that the principle has undergone its own evolution
within the tradition of Islamic philosophy. By the time we get to Sadr al-Muta'allihin
the principle is limited to series of actual causes of existence occurring

Simultaneously

The question that needs to be addressed here is how the unqualified principle came
to be qualified in Islamic philosophy, for the unqualified principle was also taken

p: oy

(New York: Harper Row, yava) -

by some (such as Ghazali) to be a self-evident principle of reason, and the version of
tthe principle still defended by Craig is not subject to the qualification of simultaneity

In any case, what we find here is rather typical of the philosophy of religion.
Philosophers impressed with the principles employed in the natural sciences or
mathematics raise doubts about what had been considered to be self-evident or
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nearly self-evident principles which had been used as premises of proofs for the
existence of God

The result is an epistemological problem. What was once claimed to be known is now
doubted. The doubts raised are not unanswerable, but the formulation of answers
requires a fair degree of sophistication, including a certain amount of familiarity with
current physics and mathematics. William Lane Craig and Quentin Smith take up the
debate about the cosmological argument and the new physics in a more recent book:

(Theism, Atheism and Big Bang Cosmology.(\

Debates about the traditional proofs for the existence of God have led some to
question whether proofs are really necessary at all for rational religious belief. Alvin
Plantinga has become famous among philosophers of religion for his defense of what

(he calls "reformed epistemology" .x

Plantinga claims that for the devout Christian, belief in the existence of God is properly
basic, that is, it doesn't need to be proved. He claims that the founder of the Reformed
(Church, John Calvin, held a similar view .«

Calvin was skeptical about the abilities of sinful man to reason his way
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.(New York: Oxford, vaay) -

Plantinga's articles on this topic have not yet been collected in the form of a book, -¥
but two anthologies in which there are articles by him and discussions of his work are
especially worth mentioning: Robert Audi and William J. Wainwright, eds., Rationality,
Religious Belief, and Moral Commitment dthaca: Cornell University Press,yars), and
Alvin Plantinga and Nicholas Wolterstorff, eds., Faith and Rationality: Reason and
Belief in God (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, yaav). His definitive
statement of his position is to appear in the forthcoming Warranted Christian Belief.
Also worth mentioning is a book devoted to criticisms of Plantinga's ideas and his
responses: James E. Tomberlin and Peter van Inwagen, Alvin Plantinga, Profiles
.(volume & (Dordrecht: D. Reidel, yars
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Plantinga's claim has been disputed by John Beversluis, who argues that Calvin and -
the Reformed Church object to natural theology for reason incompatible with the
epistemological position advocated by Plantinga. See John Beversluis, "Reforming the
'Reformed' Objection to Natural Theology" Faith and Philosophy, yv:v, April v44s, yAa-
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to the existence of God, but Catholic philosophers, who have more faith in human
reason, have also been impressed with Plantinga's position. The Catholic response to
Plantinga is especially interesting because in the Shi'i tradition there has been a

Similar respect for the powers of reason

I suspect that in the long run, the responses of Catholic and Muslim philosophers and
theologians will be similar in being diverse.(\) Some of the Catholic thinkers who have
researched the issue have defended a foundationalist epistemology, but the majority

has sought to find some common ground with the sort of view defended by Plantinga

Another major figure who has defended the rationality of religious belief without
reliance on the traditional proofs for the existence of God is William Alston.(v) Alston
turns the modern skepticism against atheism, claiming that we have no more reason

to trust sense experience than we have to trust our religious intuitions

Since the beliefs based on sense experience are considered to be rational, the same
must be granted of religious beliefs. Alston's work, like Plantinga's, has generated
volumes of criticism and responses, most of which focus on such epistemological
questions as the nature of knowledge and rationality, faith and belief, or evidence and

justification

Other defenders of the Christian faith have argued that the doubts raised by Hume
oOviv-yvs) and Kant (vys—yacf) about the rationality of religious belief can be
answered through an examination of the standards of reasoning employed in the

natural sciences today, which are far from what Hume

p: oo
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See Rational Faith: Catholic Responses to Reformed Epistemology, edited by Linda -
.(Zagzebski (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, yaar

His major work on this topic is, Perceiving God: The Epistemology of Religious - ¥
.(Experience dthaca: Cornell University Press, 1441

(@nd Kant imagined.(

In these discussions it is the philosophy of science to which theologians must turn in
order to demonstrate to those who have faith in science but not in religion that their
bias is not dictated by their fidelity to the rational standards of the empirical sciences

In many of the discussions of the rationality of religious faith, the concept of religious
experience plays a pivotal role. This is especially true of the writings of reformed
epistemologists and of William Alston, but of many others as well, including Gary

(Gutting, () Richard Swinburne() and John Hick (¢

The concept of religious experience is one which is especially foreign to Islamic
thought, for it emerged in Europe and the United States in the writings of Friedrich
Schleiermacher and William James as a result of the pressure religious thinkers felt

.exerted by the legacies of Hume and Kant, romanticism and empiricism

Even the very term "religious experience" is difficult to translate into Farsi or Arabic.
The most commonly accepted translation seems to be tajrobeh-ye dini, but tajrobeh
has the odor of the laboratory and a sense of repetition, which is absent from the

Western concept

Other terms which might be suggested each have their own problems, for example,
idrak, shenakht, and ma'rifat each are appropriate only when some reality is
successfully apprehended, while the term "religious experience" is supposed to be

heutral as to whether it is illusory or veridical

It is to be understood on analogy with scientific data, and just as
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See Michael C. Banner, The Justification of Science and the Rationality of Religious -\
Belief (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1aay) and Nancey Murphy, Theology in the Age
.(of Scientific Reasoning (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 144.

Gary Gutting, Religious Belief and Religious Skepticism (Notre Dame: University of -y
.(Notre Dame Press, 1aAY

.(Richard Swinburne, The Existence of God (London: Oxford University Press, 1av4 -v
.John Hick, An Interpretation of Religion (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1aAa ¢

the scientist uses reason to judge which of competing hypotheses can best explain
the available empirical data, Gary Gutting and Richard Swinburne hold that the
hypothesis of God's existence can best explain the data of one's inner religious

feelings and intuitions

Alston and Plantinga, on the other hand, claim that for the believer, the proposition
that God exists is more analogous to the scientist's presumption that there is a
physical world to be investigated and about which empirical data convey information

They hold that religious feeling and intuitions, including mystical visions, provide data
that convey information about God and His relation to the believer, information that
presupposes the existence of God

To say that according to Alston and Plantinga religious experience presupposes the
existence of God does not mean that for these philosophers God's existence is a mere
assumption, for they hold that the assumption is warranted, and that its warrant can
be demonstrated through a rational examination of the relation between the

assumption and the sorts of religious experiences that are important to Christian life

The focus on religious experience has led some philosophers, such as William
Proudfoot,() Steven Katz(v) and Nelson Pike,) to an epistemological examination of
the reports of the mystics. They ask such questions as whether a meaningful
distinction can be made between what appears in the heart of the mystic and how he
interprets this appearance, whether mystical appearances must be analogous to
sensory appearances, whether mystics of various traditions all have the same sorts

of
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Wayne Proudfoot, Religious Experience (Berkeley: University of California Press, -\
(140

Steven Katz, ed., Mysticism and Philosophical Analysis (New York: Oxford University -v
(Press, yava

Nelson Pike, Mystic Union: An Essay on the Phenomenology of Mysticism (thaca: -
.(Cornell University Press, 144y

experiences, whether training determines the sort of experience the mystic will have
and whether the mystics themselves take these experiences to have epistemological
significance

Here we find a number of issues about which the philosopher and the theologian can
be of mutual service. The theologian provides the philosopher with the doctrinal
setting in terms of which reports of mystical experiences are understood, and the
philosopher provides a critical analysis of both doctrine and report in order to place

.mystical experiences within the framework of a broader epistemological theory

It is not only epistemology that serves as a source of the problems posed in the
philosophy of religion for theology, virtually all the branches of philosophy have some
bearing on the philosophy of religion, and raise questions about theological doctrine

One of the most distinguished areas of philosophy is metaphysics, and metaphysics
has long had an intimate relation to theology, especially to Islamic theosophy (Al-
Hikmah). Muslim, Christian and Jewish theologians have often utilized metaphysical

systems based on ancient Greek thought in order to explain theological doctrines

Many religious philosophers have come to prefer other systems of metaphysics; as a
result, they find themselves engaged in an attempt to restate religious doctrine in a
way that does not use the language of the older metaphysics

Sometimes, however, doctrine becomes so intertwined with the older metaphysics
that they are difficult to separate. For example, the Christian doctrine of the Trinity
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was stated in terms of metaphysics of substances, modes, persons and attributes
drawn from

P: oA
Roman as well as Greek philosophy

Many contemporary Christian thinkers are now willing to concede that the traditional
statements of the doctrine of the Trinity in these terms have not been successful. But
rather than reject the claim that God is to be understood as the Holy Trinity, they have
claimed that the doctrine is better explained without the claim that God is three
persons but one substance, or with an interpretation of this claim that would have

been unthinkable in past centuries

Robert Cummings Neville, the Dean of the Boston Theological Seminary, completely
dismisses the claim, and defends the Trinity as three ways or aspects of divinity
understood with reference to the creation. God is the source of creation; He is the end
or tools of creation, and He is the very activity of creation itself, according to Neville.
Aside from this, there is little left of the traditional doctrine of the Trinity in Neville's

(theology.(

A more traditional defense of the Trinity is to be found in the work of a philosopher
who teaches at Notre Dame University in Indiana, Thomas v. Morris. Morris uses the
methods developed by analytic philosophers to defend a version of Social
Trinitarianism from the heretical claim made by some process theologians that God is

in need of the world

Process theology itself developed as a reaction against metaphysics of substances
inspired by Whitehead and Hartshorne's idea that the world consists of essentially
(interrelated events. v

Another contemporary metaphysical idea that has had animpact on
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.(Robert Cummings Neville, A Theology Primer (Albany: SUNY, 144y -
See Thomas v. Morris, The Logic of God Incarnate (thaca: Cornell University Press, -v
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discussions of the doctrine of the Trinity is the theory of relative identity. According to
this idea the identity relation is always governed by the category of its terms

Defenders of the Trinity such as Peter Geach and Peter van Inwagen have used the
theory of relative identity to defend the proposition that while the persons of the
(Trinity may be different persons, they may at the same time be the same God.(

Other areas to which philosophers of religion have applied ideas drawn from
contemporary logic and metaphysics include discussions of Anselm's ontological
argument for the existence of God, the many problems pertaining to the divine
attributes, the nature of divine activity, God's foreknowledge and human

responsibility, the nature of creation ex nihilo and the problem of evil

Older than epistemology and at least as ancient as metaphysics is ethics.
Philosophical reflections on good and evil, right and wrong and virtue and vice have
always mingled with religious thought, and today, as well, philosophers whose
primary concern is the nature of value and morality are raising important questions

for theologians to ponder

All of the religions systematize moral thought to a certain extent, for all religions issue
imperatives disobedience to which is considered morally as well as religiously wrong.
Must moral theory conform to the moral concepts embodied in religion? Can there be
altruistic ideals that go beyond the moral ideals of religion? Can religion issue orders
which nullify moral imperatives? Can a person be morally reprehensible without

violating
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Morris, ed., Philosophy and the Christian Faith (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame
Press, yaa), pp. YFI-YVA

any religious law? Can a rational ethics put constraints on an acceptable
interpretation of religion? How could God, who is perfectly good, order Abraham to kill
?his son

This last question was forcefully raised by Soren Kierkegaard oamvr-1are), and it is still a
problem frequently discussed among Christian philosophers and theologians.
Kierkegaard's answer, of course, was that religion issues orders with a force beyond
anything found in morality orders which from the point of view of reason, would be

.considered wrong

Philosophers and theologians who are not satisfied with this fideist approach to
religious commands must find a plausible reconciliation between reason and moral
intuition, on the one hand, and religious rulings and actions of those considered

faultless, on the other

The question of the relation between divine commands and moral imperatives has
become the focus of considerable debate among contemporary philosophers of
(religion largely as a result of the work of Robert M. Adams.(

In his articles on divine command theories of morality, Adams has sought to reconcile
the idea that actions are wrong or right because they are forbidden or commanded by
.God with the idea that God's commands are not arbitrary

Adams is no Ash'arite, and will not accept the claim that if God were to command
cruelty and infidelity then torture and treason would be morally praiseworthy. God's
commands have moral force, according to Adams, only because God is perfectly
good, just and benevolent; but without God's commands, Adams contends there

would be no moral imperatives at all

Other
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Robert Adams, "A Modified Divine Command Theory of Ethical Wrongness" in Louis -1
Pojman, ed., Philosophy of Religion (Belmont: Wadsworth Publishing Company, 1aAv),
and y "Divine Command Metaethics Modified Again" The Journal of Religious Ethics

A3V, 4y -y

recent publications in which the relation between religion and morality are discussed
include J. L. Mackie's The Miracle of Theism() and many of the writings of Alasdair
Maclntyre.(r) Mackie argues as an admitted atheist that the only ways to make sense
of the relation between fact and value is either through Hume's moral philosophy or

through a religious theory

He even confesses that if no variation on Hume's theory is ultimately defensible, we
should be forced to seek a religious explanation to the manner in which values seem
to supervene on natural properties. Maclntyre is also interested in the fact/value
dichotomy, and he explicitly seeks to refute Hume's approach to the problem, and to

refute most other modern theorists as well

But Maclntyre is not satisfied with the notion that facts are related to values by divine
decree; instead he seeks to revive a version of an Aristotelian teleological ethics, but
one in which perfection is to be understood by means of attention to the movement of
tradition and historical narrative, rather than though biology (@s Aristotle sometimes
seemed to suggest).Religion becomes paramount in Maclntyre's thinking because it is
only religion that is able to support the sorts of traditions and historical narratives that

.can provide a firm basis for the moral life

No discussion of the way religious narratives can contribute to our understanding of,
who we are and where we are headed would be complete without some attention to
the issue of religious language, and this brings us
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of Notre Dame Press, 1aaf), Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre Dame:
University of Notre Dame Press, vaam), and Three Rival versions of Moral Enquiry:
Encyclopedia, Genealogy and Tradition (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press,
va4.). Translations of the first two of these works into Farsi are being prepared, and a
Farsi summary of After virtue may be found in the journal Ma'rifat, Nos. a-1A, and

.continuing

to another area in which the philosopher may be seen as posing questions for the
theologian

One of the areas of most intense activity in twentieth century Western philosophy is
that of the philosophy of language. The German mathematician, logician and
philosopher Gottlob Frege (\afA-1avs) initiated a research program in the philosophy of
language concerned with such problems as sense and reference, the failure of
substitution of co-referential terms in various 'intensional' contexts for example, it
may be true that S believes that a is F and true that a=b, although S fails to believe
that b is F), and the logical analysis of various sorts of semantic functions commonly
performed in ordinary language by demonstratives, proper names, definite

descriptions, and other kinds of terms and expressions

Frege's program was carried on by Russell (avy-yav.), Wittgenstein (\ard-140Y),
Carnap(asy-yvav.), Quine (va-A-) and Kripke (va¥.-), to mention just a few of those
whose ideas about the logical analysis of language have provoked extended debate

The program of logical analysis was soon extended to theological statements.
Philosophers of religion began to ask questions about the logical analysis of such
claims as "God is eternal"() and "God is omnipotent".v) and the ways in which we

(may succeed in referring to God.(«¢

Although these discussions may be fruitfully compared to medieval discussions of
related issues in Islamic as well as Christian theology and philosophy, many
contemporary Christian theologians find the attention to logical detail a bit boring, and

irrelevant to their primary concerns
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Many of
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See the articles in Linwood Urban and Douglas N. Walton, eds., The Power of God -
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See William P. Alston's, "Referring to God", in his Divine Nature and Human - v
.(Language: Essays in Philosophical Theology (thaca: Cornell University Press, 1aA4

these theologians have been more favorably impressed by Wittgenstein's later
writings, and his suggestion that religious language may be compared to a game or a
form of life significantly different from scientific language to prevent the possibility of

@ny conflict between religion and science.(\

Wittgenstein's doctrine of language games also has attracted theologians who sought
a response to the positivists' charge that religious claims were meaningless. Although
the verificationist theory of meaning advocated by the positivists has been generally
rejected, the Wittgensteinian slogan, "meaning is use", provided theologians with a
basis in the philosophy of language for turning their attention to functionalist theories
of religious language which seemed to dovetail rather neatly with the anti-

reductionism popular in Protestant theological circles

These theologians felt that any attempt to base religious claims on theoretical reason
@s in the traditional proofs for the existence of God, called natural theology), or on
practical reason @s in Kant's theology), ought to be rejected as reductions of religious
claims to metaphysics or ethics, reductions which failed to appreciate the
fundamental originality of the religious view, what Schleiermacher (\vsa-\arf) called

the religious moment of experience

These tendencies among many @lthough by no means all) of those who have been
attracted to functionalist explanations of religious language are largely anti-
philosophical tendencies, even when they turn to the philosophy of the later
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Wittgenstein for support

Although there are many disagreements among those who find themselves
supporting some variety of fideism, there is agreement among the fideists that
religion does not
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See D. Z. Phillips, Religion Without Explanation (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, vav#) and -
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.need any philosophical explanation or justification

So, after our tour through the philosophical territories bordering on theology, we find
ourselves back where we started, at epistemology and the question of the rationality
of religious belief, for functionalist approaches to religious language, including
theories according to which religious language serves to express attitudes rather
than to describe reality, are often attempts to escape rational criticism of religious

beliefs

No justification is needed, the fideist proclaims, because the language of religion is
independent of and irrelevant to the language of justification

Here the reformed epistemology of Alvin Plantinga, or the related ideas of William
Alston may be seen as a sort of compromise between those who would justify
religious claims by rational proof and those who deny that any such justification is

needed or desirable

What Plantinga and Alston offer is a philosophical argument as to why religious belief
may be considered warranted and rational, even in the absence of direct evidential
support

Today's Christian theologians, however, are often unimpressed by the works of
Christian philosophers such as those mentioned above. These philosophers are
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primarily concerned with the issues of rationality and the justification or warrant that
.can or cannot be provided for assertions of the truth of various religious claims

The theologians, on the other hand, often seem to be more interested in the effects in
the lives of believers that are associated with adhering to various beliefs and
participating in the Church. Religion is not a collection of truths about God, they

p: %o
insist, but a way to salvation

Religious symbols are important for many contemporary Christian theologians not as
they serve to disclose religious truths that might not be expressible in non-symbolic
language, but rather because they present a framework within which meaning for

(human life is to be found.(u

Another reason, Christian theologians have given for their antipathy toward
philosophy is related to the problem of religious pluralism. In the past, Christian
theologians claimed that the doctrines of Christianity were true, and that all those

doctrines inconsistent with Christian dogma were false

Among the dogmas of traditional Christianity is the claim that there is only one way to
salvation-for Catholics, the Church, and for Protestants, participation in Christ's
redemption of sin by faith. In short, traditional Christianity would exclude Jews,
Muslims, Hindus and Buddhists from salvation and eternal felicity unless they would

accept Christianity on learning of its gospel

As Christians are becoming increasingly aware that there are good people, even
saintly people, who follow a path other than that of Christianity although they are
familiar with the gospel, they are finding it difficult to accept the traditional dogma
that would bar the non-Christian from paradise. A number of Christian theologians are
even beginning to take the view that Christian theology has been too preoccupied

with the truth of dogma altogether

In reaction to the exclusivism of traditional Christianity, according to which the
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acceptance of certain truth-claims is a necessary condition for salvation, some have
gone to the extreme of thinking that the
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See Gordon Kaufman, "Evidentialism: A Theologian's Response,” Faith and -
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Theologians become Christian Philosophers?" Faith and Philosophy, yy:v (April 1a4s),
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truth of religious doctrines is insignificant, and attempts to justify religious beliefs or
show them to be rational are irrelevant to the issue of salvation

Instead of occupying themselves with the central questions of traditional theology,
constructing proofs to support doctrines, analyzing the logical structure of various
religious concepts, and defending their interpretation of doctrines against rivals,
many if not most contemporary Christian theologians have turned their attention to
questions about how religious concepts develop and change, how they function in
religious communities, how religious ideas inform religious experience, and how
Christian symbols, practices and institutions have been used and abused by Christian

.communities in various historical and social contexts

When these theologians turn their attention to questions of ethics, they are
concerned about how to prevent the future abuse of Christian symbols, practices and
institutions and how to encourage what they consider to be the positive and morally
responsible development of the various elements of Christian life, although there is
often a lack of critical reflection on the philosophical perspective which informs their

.own moral standards

Many believe that claims to have religious knowledge or certainty reflect a sinful
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desire to gain intellectual control over what must remain ultimately a mystery

Today's Christian theologians are much more interested in postmodernist thought
than the work of Christian philosophers trained in the analytic tradition.
Postmodernism is a movement which has emerged from the ideas of certain
contemporary French writers such as Jean-Franbois Lyotard,(\) Jacques Derrida,(v)

(Georges Bataille,«) and Michel Foucault (¢

What
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Jean-Franyois Lyotard, tr. G. Bennington and B. Massumi, The Postmodern - \
.(Condition (Minneapolis: Minnesota University Press, 1aAf
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York: Harper Row, 1avy), also see the biography, James Miller, The Passion of Michel
Foucault (New York: Simon Schuster, 14ar) in which the relation between Foucault's
writings and his sado-masochistic homosexuality is explored

these writers have in common is a generally cynical outlook, skepticism about the
transcendental claims characteristic of the modern period of European philosophy
from Descartes (oas190+) through Kant «ovye-ya-¥), the suspicion that rational
argument is a screen hiding desires for power, the idea that we cannot escape the
cultural presuppositions which largely determine our worldview, and an irreverent

style

Many of the postmodernists look to Nietzsche (Arf-va..) for inspiration.
Contemporary Christian theologians who are reluctant to defend or try to justify
Christian doctrine, some of whom even admit agnosticism, find common cause with


http://www.ghaemiyeh.com

the postmodernists.(\) Postmodernist writings do not really offer the theologian a set
of philosophical questions of relevance to theology as we found with the philosophy of
religion

Instead, the postmodernist offers consolation to the fideist theologian for his
reluctance to attempt to show that his beliefs are reasonable and excuses for not
.engaging in the reasoned defense of the truth of his beliefs

Postmodernism is not a philosophy, but an intellectual movement against philosophy
as traditionally understood. Traditionally, the term philosophy functions as an
.encomium-it is not merely descriptive, but has a strong evaluative sense

To imply that postmodernist thought is not philosophy, but anti-philosophy, is to
express allegiance to the traditional ideal of philosophy as love of Sophia, as a quest
for the truth which the postmodernists find somewhat preposterous

In castigating postmodernism as anti-philosophy, however, I do not mean to be
dismissive. Postmodernism is a very important trend that has had a profound
influence on many
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For a collection of essays in which postmodernist thought is seen as offering - \
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(Christian theologians.(

The philosophy of religion as practiced by Christian philosophers with training in
analytic philosophy may be understood as a movement that to a large extent is
diametrically opposed to postmodernism

To the postmodernists, the Christian philosophers seem a bit naive-still arguing about
how to defend the rationality of asserting the truth of various religious doctrines. To
the philosopher, however, what room remains for religion in the confines of
postmodernism is little more than a sentimental attachment to the symbols and
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rituals of religion shorn of the metaphysical or transcendent significance which gives
them their power and is responsible for the strong emotional response they provoke
inthe first place

This is a claim. I suspect that most of my readers will agree with it, and that we do not
have to look very far to find arguments to back it up. The claim is that the strength of
the hold on the human imagination exerted by religion as evidenced by phenomena
as diverse as the Islamic Revolution in Iran and allusions to religious themes in
contemporary American fiction depends on the fact that religions allege that they
contain truths that are absolute, truths that go beyond the particularities of their

.expressions in various cultural contexts

The questions of whether or not this allegation is correct, and whether it is even
rational to believe it, are central to contemporary discussions of the philosophy of
religion. For this reason alone, the skepticism of the postmodernist is important and

requires a response

p:#4

Postmodernism is also starting to attract the attention of students of Islamic -
thought. See Akbar S. Ahmed, Postmodernism and Islam: Predicament and Promise
(London: Routledge, 1a4y) and Ernest Gellner, Postmodernism, Reason and Religion

.((London: Routledge, vaay

But aside from how this response is formulated, there is this other question of
whether postmodernism can provide a philosophical perspective from which theology
is more profoundly understood or whether it undermines theology by denying that it

has any real connection with Ultimate Reality

The Christian postmodernists and many, if not the majority, of contemporary
Christian theologians contend that the question of the truth of religious doctrine can
be dismissed without damage to religion, at least without damage to Protestant
Christianity, because the focus of the evangelical's religion is salvation rather than

.(gnosis (Ma’rifah
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This contention is dubious for several reasons. First, because the vast majority of
believers, past and present, of the world's religions have understood their religions as
making important claims about reality. Any denial of the importance of religious truth

is a distortion of religious thought

Second, in Islam and Christianity, the Ultimate Reality is known as God, and the
practical, symbolic and social dimensions of religious life are directed toward
.obedience and worship of God as the means to salvation

If claims that God exists are dismissed as naive, then the doubts generated about the
reality of the object of worship threaten to make the meaningfulness of worship
doubtful. Without God, worship is pointless, and without meaningful worship, there is

.no salvation

Third, the aura of the sacred and feelings of holiness generated by religion seem to
involve the idea that the sacred provides us with a vehicle by means of which the
mundane is to be

p:v:
transcended, the merely perspectival is to be escaped

In revealed religion, particular historical events are designated as revelation, and with
this designation Christians and Muslims cease to see Jesus (AS) as a merely historical
personality, and Muslims cease to see the Qur'an al-Karim as a mere artifact of early

.medieval Arabian culture, but as the Word of God

This transformation of awareness from the mundane to the sacred is accomplished
by means of a recognition of an ontological status for the Source of revelation, so that
without the metaphysical dimension of religion, the rest of it, including the salvific
potency of its symbols, the feelings of obligation to respect its commandments, the

(@ttachment to participation in its rituals, all would weaken and wither.(\

The above discussion of postmodernism prepares the way for a return to our original
question about the relation of philosophy to theology. Despite the fact that religious
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authorities might feel threatened from time to time by questions that arise out of
unfamiliar philosophical discussions, many of whose participants are indeed hostile
toward religious authority, if not toward religion itself, ultimately the theologian

.cannot escape an involvement with philosophy

Perhaps the most persuasive reason we can offer to the theologian is that the
philosophical criticisms of religious ideas that plague the minds of the young require a
philosophical response if the young are to be guided

Even if no amount of merely philosophical expertise will be sufficient to remove doubt,
some philosophical wisdom is necessary in order to engage
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the sincere seeker in the spiritual work of rising above the widespread Satanic
suspicions that religion is little more than a pack of lies

The presence of philosophical doubts in the minds of the young was also the reason
given to Ayatullah Burijirdi by 'Allamah Tabataba'i for publicly teaching philosophy in
Qom. Philosophy presents itself to theology as a servant without whose help, the

imess philosophy herself has made cannot be cleaned up

But there are other reasons for theology to graciously accept the services offered by
philosophy. Allah has graced the human mind with a thirst for wisdom, and the
wisdom sought includes knowledge of the things of which religion speaks, as well as
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skill in practical evaluations and the sort of precision in which logicians,
.mathematicians and physicists take pride, and other things, such as history, as well

The philosophical quest is one that propels the seeker to some degree of
understanding of all these areas and an attempt to fit them together. From time to
time philosophy might devote too much attention to a single dimension of
understanding, resulting in waves of logicism or empiricism or historicism, but the
structure of the human spirit ultimately cannot be satisfied with a narrow slot from

which to view reality

I am told that Sohravardi Maqtil said that a person who is not able to leave his body at
will is not a real philosopher.I am not sure what this means, but it suggests to me the
philosophical need to

p:vy

escape the confines of a physical perspective, the need to succumb to what some
(have derided as "the transcendental temptation”. &

Theology, on the other hand, is much more limited than philosophy. The business of
theology is not to offer a comprehensive theory of reality, but merely to show that
there is a Supreme Reality and how this is related to lesser things

Without some attention to philosophy, the business of theology is not likely to be very
profitable, because we do not get a very clear picture of God's relation to the world
unless we pay some attention to what the world is supposed to look like

This does not mean that theology has to give an absolute stamp of approval to some
particular metaphysical speculation, but theologians should not shy away from
metaphysical issues either. Theology is well served by philosophy if it interacts with
philosophical ideas without developing a dependency for a single philosophical way of

.doing things

Philosophy, too, perhaps finds its true vocation in service to theology. For, if
philosophy is to fulfill its goal of providing an intelligible comprehensive synthesis, it
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must make room for theological truth and knowledge of that truth, that is, by
providing for the needs of theology. This becomes the worship of philosophy, to be at
the service of theology; and as in all things human, the highest degree of perfection is
to be approached through worship of Allah, recognizing one's own faqr before al-

Ghani

Human Thought, Divine Wisdom, And Islamic Philosophy

In order to steer
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a middle course between two extreme positions to be found among contemporary
Muslim thinkers similar to hard rationalism and fideism in Christian thought, it is
suggested that reflection on the universality of philosophical speculation with respect
to religion reveals that the rational philosophical defense of religious thought should
not be abandoned, but that philosophy must be understood as including much more
than that which is associated with the famous ancient Greek philosophers and their

legacy

In order for Islamic philosophy to flourish and to serve Islam, it should be developed
beyond the confines of its own heritage without neglecting that valuable heritage. It
should aspire to the wisdom and humility exhibited by the prophets, ever since Hadrat

Adam, peace be with all of them

The word 'philosophy' is derived from Greek, but what is denoted by this word is
something whose origins cannot be confined to the Greek city-states of the
millennium before the life of Hadrat 'Isa, not even if we construe philosophy rather

narrowly

Often, Thales of Miletus (. #f.-o¢# B.C.) is taken to be the first philosopher of ancient
Greece. A descendant of Phoenician immigrants to Greece, he taught that even
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stones and seemingly dead matter were full of life. He had a mystic's appreciation of
nature, and claimed that everything was full of gods

Some historians conjecture that his most famous belief, “that the universe began
from water”, was something he adopted from Egyptian lore.(\) Regardless of whether
or not it is proper to regard Thales as
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the first ancient Greek philosopher, we can be sure that he was not known by the
term 'philosopher’ in his own time, for the term was coined by followers of one of the
.most important students of Thales, Pythagoras

Thus the inventors of the word 'philosophy' were the members of a secret cult of
ascetic mystics, the Pythagoreans

Ancient Greek philosophy is often divided between pre-Socratic philosophy and that
which came afterward. Others consider Socrates to have been the first real Greek
philosopher. In either case, Socrates is certainly one of the most important of the

ancient Greeks to have become known as a philosopher, that is, a lover of wisdom

While the etymology of the word philosophy provides some clue to its proper
meaning, this meaning has become rather more specific than that suggested by the
simple love of wisdom. Ancient Greek philosophy is the foundation upon which the

history of Western philosophy, the sciences and the humanities all rest

Because of its foundational position for Western thought, some writers define
philosophy as that chain of ideas which includes the giants of modern European
thought, such as Descartes, Hume and Kant, and which can be traced back through
the Christian medieval period to Greece, Aristotle, Plato, Socrates, or Thales, one of

whom is to be designated as the originator of genuine philosophical thought

But if we begin to wonder about the origins of Greek philosophy, and if we try to find
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some reason for choosing one of the above figures above
p:vo

the others as the true father of philosophy, then the definition of philosophy as the
chain of thought including the well known greats will not be satisfactory

The earliest links of the chain seem so different from the later links that it seems
impossible to say whether any particular ancient Greek thinker should be included or
not

In order to answer the question of which Greek should be considered the first
philosopher we must abandon the definition of philosophy solely in terms of the chain
of teachers and pupils and turn instead to the question of what characterizes

philosophical thought

Finding the essential character of philosophical thought is no easy matter. Certainly it
should not be characterized as any particular set of doctrines, although there have
been periods in which such an identification was popular

Thus, when Ghazali wrote his Tahdfut al-Falasifah he was not attempting to refute
philosophy as a topic or set of topics for reflection and investigation, but to refute
specific doctrines associated with the mix of neo-Platonic and Aristotelian thought
whose major champion was Ibn Sina. As far as method and subject matter are

.concerned, Ghazali was no less a philosopher than Ibn Sina or Ibn Rushd

It would have been more precise if Ghazali had titled his book Tahafut al-Falsafah Ibn
Sina, but the thought of Ibn Sina had so come to dominate the philosophical thought
of the Islamic world that philosophy itself was identified with the doctrines taught by

Ibn Sina and his followers. This line

p:v#

of thought was a form of rationalism which Ghazali branded as heresy (bid'ah)
because he considered the conclusions it advanced as dictated by reason to be not
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only contrary to religion but based upon faulty arguments in which reason
.overstepped its own limits

The idea that philosophers make unwarranted claims on behalf of the intellect
(became the object of Mawlavi Jalal al-Din Rumi's sarcasm in the Mathnavi.a

Mawlavi claims that the philosophers sin in two ways: first, they overestimate the
power of the rational intellect; and second, they fail to appreciate the importance of a
.more direct form of knowledge through illumination

; The philosopher is in bondage to things perceived by the intellect
the pure rides as a prince on the Intellect of intellect

,Know that knowledge consists in seeing fire plainly

.ot in prating that smoke is evidence of fire

,0O you whose evidence, in the eyes of the Sage

Js really more stinking than the evidence of the physician

,Since you have no evidence but this

10 son, eat dung and inspect urine

O you whose evidence is like the staff in your hand indicating that you suffer from
iblindness

(Noise and pompous talk and assumption of authority (means
d cannot see: excuse me." "

The object of Mawlavi's ridicule is not just any form of philosophy, but is the same
form of philosophy against which Ghazali inveighed. The association of philosophy
with medicine in the second passage quoted above recalls the fact that Ibn Sina was

.as famous a physician as a philosopher
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Clearly, Mawlavi does
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not mean to include Socrates among those he finds guilty of 'noise and pompous talk’,
for Socrates, like Mawlavi, was engaged in exposing the ignorance of those who
proudly but falsely claimed to know. Plato, as well, does not seem to fit Mawlavi's
image of the philosopher, for he was just as emphatic as Mawlavi about the
importance of illumination over finding evidence and engaging in syllogistic reasoning

Even Aristotle does not entirely fit with the image Mawlavi portrays of the
philosopher, for he was much more concerned than the medieval Aristotelians to
point out problems @poriai) for which he could offer no clear cut solution (ike the
problem of substance in the central books of the Metaphysics, or the problem of

.(future contingents in De Interpretatione

The most interesting question that is raised by these reflections is how neo-Platonism
and Aristotelianism came to be considered as an official philosophy, a rationally
authoritative set of doctrines, rather than the tentative speculation suggested by the
Greek thinkers. How did the unresolved problems that were so important for Aristotle
move to the sidelines so that bold claims for reason should dominate? How did
philosophy become corrupted, dogmatic and proud, when it began in wonder?
However, to pursue these questions would be to abandon the task we have set for

ourselves of characterizing philosophy

Philosophy can neither be defined in terms of a single chain of teachers and pupils,
nor can it be defined in terms of a set of doctrines. At the same
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time it is important to try to characterize philosophical writings in such a way that we
might distinguish them from religious texts and from what is sometimes referred to as
wisdom literature

Of course, we do not wish to claim that no religious texts are to be considered as
philosophy, nor should we deny the philosophical content of some wisdom literature.
We are looking for a way to distinguish falsafah from Hikmah, philosophy from

wisdom, while allowing for the possibility that the two may overlap

Since we have already ruled out historical succession and doctrinal content as means
to identify philosophy, there appear to be two alternatives left to us: subject and
method

Since the time of Aristotle, metaphysics, or first philosophy, has been defined as the
science of being qua being, and the Muslim philosophers generally accepted this
definition. This definition, however, does not provide a means to include all the

branches of philosophy

Philosophy has the following branches: metaphysics, epistemology, ethics, logic, and
aesthetics. There are other branches of philosophy as well: the philosophy of law, the
philosophy of language, the philosophy of science, the philosophy of medicine, social
and political philosophy, philosophical anthropology, the philosophy of mind, etc. The

'etc.'is important

There seems to be no way to eliminate it, no list whose claim to being exhaustive
could not be undermined by the development of a new branch of philosophy. We need
some way to know when a new branch of human inquiry should be considered as

p:va

a kind of philosophy, and when it is something else, psychology, ideology, or cultural
criticism, for example. We may hope to find some criterion by turning to method
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Philosophers differ from sages because of their employment of reason, it is
sometimes said. While the sages draw wisdom from folklore, religion, mythology, and
other elements of culture, the philosopher is held to rely on pure reason. But surely
the sages employ reason as well. This seems to be implied by Mawlavi's claim that the

pure ones ride on the Intellect of intellect

Sometimes it is said that although all science makes use of rational principles,
philosophy is unique in relying on reason alone, with no appeal to empirical findings.
Two objections will be raised here. First, there are sciences other than philosophies
that rely on reason alone, the sciences of pure mathematics, such as number theory

.and Euclidean geometry

Secondly, philosophy, or at least some of its branches, on close inspection does not
turn out to be completely immune from empirical discoveries and the ideas
abstracted from them. There is no clear line that divides the philosophy of
mathematics from pure mathematics, or pure mathematics from applied

(mathematics.(\

Reason seems to be used in the same way or perhaps to shift only gradually as we
move from a particular science to the philosophy of that science. Metaphysical
theories have been proposed on the basis of philosophical reflection on elementary

(particle physics, cosmology, and even biology .«x

.The questions seem to be different
P:A-

.(See Morris Klein's Mathematics: The Loss of Certainty (New York: Oxford, yaAv -
For example, see Elliott Sober's From a Biological Point of view Cambridge: - ¥
(Cambridge University Press, yaa¥

The questions of a science are internal questions, questions that seem to presuppose
that their answers can be found through a continuation and extension of the methods
currently employed in the field
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Questions concerning a particular science seem to break out of the confines of
established modes of inquiry in two directions: at one end there is the matter of
applications, and at the other, philosophy. Reason, however, is relied upon equally
throughout the spectrum; it is equally vital to the design of a machine and to

speculation about the nature of being

Since philosophy is at the opposite end of the spectrum from the applied sciences, it is
tempting to define philosophical method as non-empirical in some sense, even if it is
granted that no theorizing is completely immune from ideas that spring more directly

from reflection on observation and measurement

Even if philosophy does not rely entirely on reason alone, and experience can be an
avenue for uncovering philosophical truth as well as rational reflection, still,
philosophers do not attempt to formulate their theories in ways designed to allow for

.empirical confirmation or refutation

In the end, it seems that if we are to be honest, we must admit that we cannot
provide an exact definition of philosophy which will include all that is traditionally
considered to belong to the field while excluding the special sciences. Perhaps we do
not really know what philosophy is, or maybe we do know what it is, but only in a

vague way

p:AY
which eludes our attempts at exact definition

The closest we seem to be able to come to identifying philosophy is by means of its
subject and method, by saying that philosophy includes metaphysics, epistemology,
ethics, aesthetics, logic, and inquiries into the foundations of the special sciences

The method of philosophy is rational as opposed to empirical, but this does not mean
that empirical investigations are irrelevant to philosophy. For example, the results of
empirical investigations have led to the development of quantum theory, which has
raised a number of interesting philosophical questions about the nature of matter and
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energy, and the displacement of Newtonian physics by relativity theory has done
.much to undermine some of the central theses of Kant's philosophy

To admit that philosophy must be cognizant and responsive to developments in the
empirical sciences is not, however, to say that the method of philosophy is empirical.
The tool of the philosopher is reason, but this is not very informative, for it is a tool
used by students of the natural sciences and the humanities. There is no 'ilm that does

.not require reason

The methods of philosophy are analysis and synthesis, and in both special attention is
paid to logical rigor. Synthesis is an attempt to provide explanations at a quite general
level often by constructing a theory or model, or by advocating a project through
which such explanations are to be given. For example, materialism is a theory the

acceptance of which requires a rejection of all explanations

p:AY
that contain in eliminable reference to non-material entities

This requirement creates special difficulties in the philosophy of mind, the philosophy
of mathematics, and many other areas. Thus materialism generates a program of
attempting to provide a uniform type of explanation for various phenomena in all the

fields of human inquiry

Utilitarianism in ethics provides another example of a programmatic theory by means
of which explanations are to be provided for the various moral features of life. Each
broad philosophical thesis or theory generates its own problems

The successful defense of a philosophical thesis requires that the thesis be shown to
be free from contradiction, that it can be integrated within a general philosophical
outlook, that the problems it generates are interesting and seem susceptible to
solution, that the thesis can be applied in various areas and that it provides interesting

insights into the areas in which it is applied

The application of a thesis to a specific area of inquiry often requires the employment
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of the other major philosophical method, analysis. Analysis can take a number of
forms. There is linguistic analysis, conceptual analysis, and other types of analysis.
Perhaps they can all be lumped together as ways to analyze problems

When Socrates asked 'What is justice?', he was extending an invitation to engage in
philosophical analysis. Some will respond by speaking of how the word 'justice’ is
used, and of its etymology; others may respond by considering how people generally

think about justice; still others will try to explain what justice

P:AY

is by placing it within a broader philosophical theory. So, the methods of synthesis and
analysis are complementary

By synthesis theories are constructed through which problems are to be analyzed;
and analysis proceeds by providing an account of a problem in accord with a more
general theory, or by showing how the problem may be solved by means of the

theory

So, for example, Heidegger will provide an analysis of a problem by sifting through the
etymologies of the relevant terms involved, picking out the most salient issues thus
suggested, and then providing some thesis about the problem which incorporates the
points brought out in his analysis, often by extending a train of thought to be found in

several thinkers in the Western philosophical tradition

The process of philosophical analysis and synthesis takes place in a context of
criticism. At each stage, the work of the philosopher is subject to the criticisms of
others working in the same area. Objections are raised when a theory has
counterintuitive consequences, when it contains a logical flaw, or when the

arguments produced in its support are found to be unsound

Philosophical theories are also criticized for their inability to handle important
problems, or even when they lack elegance. The main method of philosophical
criticism is the analysis of arguments. Here the importance of logic comes to the fore,
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since it is by logic that arguments are identified and evaluated as valid or invalid.
Logic, however, is not always capable of providing insight regarding the

P: A¥Y
truth of the premises upon which a given argument is based

For the evaluation of premises, sometimes an appeal will be made to empirical
investigations, sometimes to rational intuitions, and sometimes further argument will
be suggested. A complete characterization of the philosophical methods sketched

here would require a text on logic and critical thinking

Indeed, such books are numerous, and have been throughout the history of
philosophy, which they have helped to shape. However, enough has been said to
indicate in a rough way what may be understood as philosophy

Philosophy is that field of inquiry which includes the subjects of metaphysics,
epistemology, etc. and which employs the method of analysis and synthesis in a
context of logical criticism. Given this understanding of philosophy, we are sufficiently
armed to challenge the claim that the exclusive origin of philosophy lies in ancient

Greece

Philosophy can be found in ancient China, India, and Africa. By philosophy here we do
not mean only the wise pronouncements of sages or religious figures, but the critical
employment of reason in analysis and synthesis directed to some of the central issues

.of metaphysics, ethics, etc

A word should be said about religious thought. Some religious thought is devotional,
and some of it expresses illuminative insights, some of it concerns pronouncements of
doctrine, but sometimes also it is philosophical. The meeting place of religious and
philosophical thought is sometimes described as the philosophy of religion and

sometimes as philosophical theology

Occasionally these can be distinguished. The philosophy of religion
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can be understood analogously to the philosophy of mathematics, or the philosophy
of history. It is philosophical inquiry into the most foundational questions concerning
religion: the nature and attributes of God, the relation between religion and ethics,
and apparent paradoxes involved in religious belief. Edgar Sheffield Brightman, who
advocates a very broadly understood empiricism (including inner experience as well

:as sense perception), defines philosophy of religion as follows

Philosophy of religion is an attempt to discover by rational interpretation of religion
and its relations to other types of experience, the truth of religious beliefs and the
Vvalue of religious attitudes and practices

Philosophy of religion is a branch of metaphysics (specifically of axiology) which
interprets the relations of man's experience of religious values to the rest of his
(experience.(\

Philosophical theology is the employment of philosophical method to address
important questions of theology under the assumption that a given theological creed
is correct. The term, “philosophical theology" is used in other senses by various
writers: for some it is equivalent to the philosophy of religion.for others it is the same
as natural theology, some insist that philosophical theology, qua theology, must limit
its attention to a particular creed, although it may include attacks as well as defenses

However, even in the rather narrow meaning employed here, in which philosophical
theology has a specific creed as its topic, the credibility of which is defended by what
passes for a philosophical style of argumentation, real philosophy often arises out of

philosophical theology. As
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Edgar Sheffield Brightman, Philosophy of Religion ifth printing) (New York: - \
Prentice Hall, yvafv), vy

theologians employ critical methods to debate differences of opinion among those


http://www.ghaemiyeh.com

who accept a given creed, eventually critical attention may be turned to the most
basic assumptions shared by those who confess a common faith; these assumptions
may well include ideas about reality, truth, rational belief, value, and other topics of

philosophical controversy

We must be careful, then, not to dismiss all theological discussions as unphilosophical.
In the Islamic tradition, for example, there is much true philosophy to be found in
kalam. The early mutakallimun owed much in their perception as well as their analysis
of the problems that they addressed to the concepts developed by grammarians of

the Arabic language

By the end of the third century after the hegira, one of the central occupations of the
mutakallimin of Basra was the systematic explanation of the ontological implications
associated with the use of Arabic predicates, sifat

While they were certainly interested in specifically theological questions about the
nature and attributes of God, they developed much more general theories about the
(existence of things indicated by subjects and predicates.(

The tradition that began in ancient Greece is especially distinguished by its length and
the volume of literature it has produced, by the number of its branches, and by the
depth of insights which continue to attract new students

The glory of the Western philosophical tradition, which includes Islamic philosophy as
one of its most important branches, must not, however, blind us to the existence of
traditions of philosophical thought which

p:AY
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developed independently of Greek philosophy. Of these, the most notable are Chinese
and Indian philosophy
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Centuries before Socrates began his philosophical career, the Indians of South Asia
were reflecting critically on their universe and doing metaphysics, epistemology,
ethics and philosophical theology.(\) Chinese and Buddhist philosophers who were
contemporaries of Socrates also developed a philosophical dialectic based on a

tradition of thought which extended back for some centuries

In many ways the critical reflections of Eastern philosophers are similar to those of
Western philosophers. Both Eastern and Western philosophers are preoccupied with
questions about the nature of man, the universe, reality, and the ultimate. There are
also more specific areas in which similarities between Western and Eastern

philosophy are especially obvious

Early in both traditions materialism asserted itself as a philosophical alternative to the
more prevalent modes of thought, and in both traditions thinkers are to be found who
placed more emphasis on experience or on reason for acquiring human knowledge.
Finally, both groups also saw in this questioning a great opportunity for self-

Improvement

One of the most important areas of philosophy to have been developed
independently in Greece, India and China is logic. The earliest known work in the
Indian tradition on logic is the Tarka-Sastra of Gotama, which has been estimated to

have been composedinss. B.C

This work included two subjects, the art of debate tarka), and the means of valid
knowledge (pramana). By the second century CE., the subjects of syllogistic
reasoning and the examination of contemporaneous philosophical

pP: AA

Cf.R. T. Blackwood and A. L. Herman, eds. Problems in Philosophy: West and East, -\
(Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, vava), p. v. Most of this paragraph is paraphrased from
the introduction to this work

doctrines had been added to Gotama's work and the whole became known as the
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Nyaya sutra

While some have speculated that the syllogism in Nyaya may have been influenced by
the Aristotelian syllogism, which may have come to India through Alexander, this is
highly conjectural, and most contemporary historians seem to think that the Indian
syllogism developed independently of Greek thought.() This work served as a
foundational text for the subsequent development of Indian logic among various

Buddhist and Jain as well as other Hindu philosophers

Logic is said to have originated in China with the work Motzu of Mo-ti who is believed
to have died before .. B.C. Mo-ti discusses truth and falsity, affirmation and denial
(with a view to produce order and avoid disorder.'(x

He describes a method of philosophical analysis and comparison of elements as well
as a method of synthesis. Analysis comes from reason and ends with evidence.
Synthesis groups together various facts and ends in a conclusion

Practical and theoretical reasoning are also distinguished. The discussions to be found
in the Mo-tzu are not merely the pre-philosophical fragments of a sage, but display a
highly refined degree of logical sensitivity

The philosophy developed by Mo-ti influences a long line of Chinese philosophers
known as Moists and they interacted with thinkers of other Chinese schools of
thought by criticizing them and being criticized

There is also some speculation that Greek thought may have entered China by way of
,Bactria and the Alexandrian conquest, but again, this is highly speculative

P: A4

See the article 'Logic' in the Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Paul Edwards. For the -1
conjecture of the Greek connection, see Satis Chandra vidyabhusana, A History of

.(Indian Logic, (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1av\
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China, Edward Chalmers Werner, tr., (New York: Paragon, 1as4), p. y\v

and in any case Mo-ti's work was completed long before Greek or Indian influence
(would have been possible.(x

Only those who are ignorant of the logical discussions in the Nyaya school of Indian
philosophy or the Moist school of Chinese philosophy and the dialectic which took
place between the advocates and critics of these schools could claim that philosophy
as it has been defined above has its exclusive origins in Greek thought. Excuse for
such ignorance is no longer possible since a number of books have been published in
which Indian and Chinese philosophy are described in addition to those mentioned

above

In addition to books, there are several philosophical journals in which new research in
these areas is published: Chinese Studies in Philosophy, the Journal of Indian
Philosophy, and Philosophy East and West

In recent years a number of studies of African philosophy have also been published,
although it is difficult to make any definite pronouncements about ancient African
philosophy since it was carried out in the context of an oral culture

Nevertheless, to declare that ancient Africa was without philosophy, without
reasoned analysis and theorizing about various issues in metaphysics, epistemology,
ethics, etc., is to commit the fallacy ad ignorantium, to conclude that something is not

the case simply because we have no positive evidence

Even Dr. Shari'ati, despite his familiarity with Fanon and his commitment to the
oppressed, complains of those Europeans who are ignorant of the rich culture of Iran
and imagine Iran to be without culture, 'like

p:a.
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It seems to have been a slip, but it is one that is all too common; and even if such
remarks are not motivated by a latent nationalist sentiment, misplaced pride or
racism, they are certainly capable of fueling vicious attitudes. This is the dark side of
the denial of hon-Western philosophies: it may be an indication of something more

Sinister than ignorance

In pride, the philosopher says that only I have the ability to understand deep truths, to
make fine distinctions, to appreciate great subtlety; only I can reason. And since
reason is the specific difference of the human, it follows that only I am human-I and
my teachers in the line stretching back to ancient Greece. In the language of many

tribes, the word for a member of the tribe and the word for man are the same

In opposition to this exclusivist denial of the universality of philosophy, we may speak
of the philosophy of Hadrat Adam (Peace be with him). This alludes to the fact that it is
characteristic of human nature to raise questions about reality, knowledge, goodness,
beauty, soundness of reasoning, and to seek to find foundations. And it is
characteristic of human nature to pursue answers to these questions through the

.methods of reason: dialectic, analysis, synthesis, criticism, speculation

Itis written in the Qur'an
.(And He taught Adam the names, all of them...” (v:¢\*

According to Ibn 'Arabi, these name are the Names of God, although the
commentators sometimes claim that for reasons having

p: 4

to do with Arabic grammar the names cannot be of attributes, but must be of living
things. The argument is not decisive, since it is possible that the attributes are
personalized as a figure of speech

If Adam's knowledge was of the Names of God, this could be taken to be a symbol of
analysis through which the divine reality is understood in terms of the multiplicity of
Names. The Names are multiple while the essence of God is simple and unitary. By
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learning the Names, Adam learns to analyze the divine simple unity in terms of its
relations with created things as a multiplicity of attributes

Even if the names Adam was taught are not to be understood as the Divine Names,
but of some other realities, the originality of Adam's position with respect to the One
Creator, and the knowledge given of a multiplicity of names certainly suggests the
problems of the one and the many, of naming and reference, and of human
knowledge. These allusions add to the propriety of allowing that the wisdom of Adam

was, at least in part, philosophical

Adam was the first philosopher. This means that philosophy, as we have described it
above, is characteristic of human nature, and that philosophical problems may be
associated with the knowledge given by God to Adam as related in the Qur'an

-‘Mulla Sadra has described the wisdom of Adam as follows

Know that wisdom (Hikmah) originally began with Adam and his progeny Seth and
,Hermes, ie., Idris
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and Noah because the world is never deprived of a person upon whom the science of
Unity d¢awhid) and eschatology rests. And it is the great Hermes who propagated it
(Hikmah) throughout the regions of the world and different countries and manifested
it and made it emanate upon the "true worshippers". He is the "Father of the
philosophers (Abu'l-hukuma') and the master of those who are the masters of the

(sciences.(\

To speak of Adam as a philosopher is to go beyond the claim of the universality of
philosophy and to introduce a religious element to the discussion. The philosophy of
Adam is religious. From the secular Western point of view this sort of claim will sound

.0dd to the point of absurdity

Not only atheists, but also Western Christians who consider themselves enlightened,
think of Adam as a mythical figure, a character from the tales of the ancients with no
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relevance to the rational analysis of philosophical problems and the scientific cast of
.mind typical of the modern philosopher

On the other hand, those religious people with a narrow sense of piety will consider it
contrary to religion and debasing to the prophet Adam to describe him as a
philosopher. Prophetic knowledge, they will argue, is by revelation and has no need

for the paltry methods of reason

We may respond to the attack on our Western flank by pointing out that philosophy
has a mythic dimension that is overlooked by those with a positivistic outlook.
Philosophy is a kind

p:ay
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of quest motivated by love. The traces of this original love can even be found in such
irreligious Western thinkers as Russell and Sartre

It is the desire to free themselves from the recognized illusions of past thinkers that
motivates their rejections. It should come as no surprise that the love of truth might
inspire one to deny the truth

The mythic dimension of the philosophical quest for truth is a recurrent theme in the
philosophical literature of the Western tradition. Many authors have already
.emphasized the point that what makes for myth is not falsehood

Important truths may be contained in myths. A story, like the story of Adam, may be
called a myth because it is legendary, it has been passed to us from antiquity rather
than having been discovered through scientific historical research; but this does not
mean that it is false! Rather it is a falsification to deny the mythic dimensions of the

philosophical quest and to deny its points of contact with the religious journey
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With respect to those who would deny the philosophy of Adam from a religious point
of view, if they persist in their objections even after our explanations of what we
mean by this attribution and they understand that we do not mean to claim that we
know the position of the first prophet, Peace be with him, on a number of
controversial philosophical questions, nor do we make any positive claim even to the

effect that the prophet had any philosophical views
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on any particular philosophical issues, if they nevertheless persist in their opposition
even after this, then we shall begin to suspect that their opposition stems from a
desire to protect religion from rational inquiry

There are many theologians and philosophers of religion in the West today who share
this sentiment. They are called fideists. They hold that there are higher standards
than those of reason by means of which beliefs are to be evaluated, and that with
respect to such standards; religious beliefs are to be dearly valued even if they are in

.opposition to the standards of reason

One of the most important Christian philosophers to espouse fideism was Soren
Kierkegaard (ayr-yass). It is important to understand that Kierkegaard's fideism
springs from a rejection of the claims on behalf of reason made by Hegel

During Kierkegaard's age the followers of Hegel seem to have thought that reason by
itself was sufficient to show the place of man and God in the universe and to provide
the foundations for religious faith. In reaction against the excessive claims made on
behalf of reason, Kierkegaard seems to have gone to the opposite extreme of

denying any relevance of reason or philosophy to religion

Particularly important with respect to Muslim-Christian dialogue is Kierkegaard's
attitude toward the Bible. Muslims have traditionally reminded Christians of the
dubious historical evidence for the authenticity of the Bible, and have compared lack
of information about the origins of the Bible with the relative abundance of data about

the revelation of the


http://www.ghaemiyeh.com

P: 4o
Qur'an. The response of Christians has often been surprisingly nonchalant

Of course, a significant number of Christian theologians are engaged in extensive
historical research about the origins of the Bible. However, I believe one more
commonly encounters a lack of interest in the question, and in some cases even
hostility. Such reactions are not simply expressions of unreflective dogmatism, but of
the widespread theological view that religious matters are independent of objective

truth, and may even be opposed to it

The lesson taken from modern forms of biblical criticism is that the spiritual value of
Scripture is independent not only of the shortcomings of its literal interpretation, but
of any claim to objective historicity. This view finds strong expression in the works of
Kierkegaard. He argues that even if the Bible were proven absolutely authentic, it
would not bring anyone closer to faith, for faith is a matter of passion and is not the

result of academic investigations

Furthermore, he claims that the scientific establishment of the authenticity of the
Bible would actually be detrimental to faith, because passion and certainty are
incompatible. On the other hand, Kierkegaard claims that even if the Bible were
shown to be inauthentic, that its books were not by the supposed authors, and that it
lacked integrity, it would not follow that Christ never existed, and the believer would

still be at liberty to retain his faith

Karl Barth, perhaps the most influential Protestant theologian of the twentieth
century, takes a remarkably similar view

p:af

He is willing to accept historical criticism of the Bible, but claims that faith does not
depend on the historical accuracy of beliefs. Christ transcends history. The danger
here is that in the rejection of historical, scientific, philosophical or rational criticism,
one ensures that no evaluation from outside can threaten one's religious beliefs.
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Narrow mindedness is protected

The second most important philosophical influence on contemporary Christian fideism
is Ludwig Wittgenstein (1ara-vasy). Wittgenstein's fideism is in some ways more
moderate than Kierkegaard's. He holds that in different areas of life different
'language games' are played, and that confusion results when the rules of one game
are applied to another game to which they are not applicable. The rules of science do

.ot apply to religion

According to Wittgensteinians, the proper place for reason is in science. In religious
belief something else appears to be operative. Against this view one may point out
that both religious and scientific discussions tend to obey the logical laws
characteristic of rational thought. Where they differ is in the relevance of empirical

findings, particularly those of a quantitative nature

However, it is not at all clear why philosophical reason should be considered the
province of that which depends on empirical data and the formal sciences instead of
on revelation. The logical principles that are shared by different scientific, religious,
and other traditions seem to violate the idea of strict autonomy that Wittgenstein

defends

Perhaps the greatest problem for the Wittgensteinian idea of the autonomy of
religious belief is

p:av

that of incommensurability. Wittgenstein himself complains that he is not sure how
religious and non-religious people are able to understand each other. Since it is clear
that they are able to understand each other, religious and non-religious languages

are not completely independent

But if they are not completely independent, then the possibility of mutual criticism
arises, which the doctrine of autonomy denies. If we are to have spiritual progress,
we must be willing to face challenges, not to cut ourselves off from the possibility of
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challenge. If our religious ideas are to have sufficient flexibility to find proper
application in all the spheres of our lives, religion must be permitted to leak out from
the confines of ritual procedure and otherworldly preoccupation

Finally, there is the problem of demarcation. Where does one language game end and
another begin? If religion is a form of life analogous to science, how are the various
religious traditions to be treated? Are they like competing scientific theories? There is

.good reason to think not

Buddhism and Judaism are so disparate that it does not make much sense that they
are alternative attempts to describe the same reality. Perhaps they are as different
from each other as each is from quantum theory. Perhaps they are like different
branches of science. But this is wrong, too. The various religions do compete with one

another in some sense

The Qur'an speaks not only to Muslims, but directly addresses Jews and Christians,
idolaters and infidels, and if the Qur'an
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employs it own specific concept of rationality, it is one which others are expected to
be able to understand. Furthermore, the different branches of the sciences merely
focus on different aspects of what is agreed by all to be a common reality

In any case, there is little one can find in Wittgenstein or his followers to assist in
determining how traditions of thought are to be classified, when they are to be seen
as competitors and when they are to be seen as autonomous. To the contrary, the
very existence of the philosophy of religion and philosophical theology indicate that

there is no line of demarcation that separates religious from philosophical thought

In practice the two often merge. Indeed, the philosophical critique of religious ideas is
necessary if we are to adequately defend our beliefs, even privately within our own
souls, from the charge that we have gone astray, that religious emotion has
prompted us to accept absurdities. Like every other area of culture, if isolated from
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intellectual commerce, religion will suffer the depression of a ghetto economy

Against our rejection of fideism, we might imagine the protest of Mawlavi: when the
mother offers milk to her child, is the child to seek evidence that this is in fact
nourishing milk, and that it is offered by its own mother? The immediate recognition of
the truth needs no evidence. We can grant the insight of Mawlavi without going as far

as he seems on occasion to have done, without rejecting

p: a4
the relevance of philosophy to religion

It may be admitted that there are circumstances in which it is inappropriate to look for
reasons and evidence, not only in religion, but also in the sciences and mathematics,
and in virtually all the areas of human inquiry. A large part of wisdom in philosophical
investigation is to know what things are to be questioned and what things are to be
accepted without further questioning. An unregulated demand for reasons and

.evidence only brings skepticism

Philosophical reason is a tool, a vehicle. By itself, it can go nowhere. Syllogisms can be
constructed ad nauseam without taking one a step closer to the truth of any matter,
but the judicious use of logical technique and the other methods of philosophy may

transport us distances which we would otherwise be unable to traverse in security

For the key to the religious element in the philosophy of Adam we may turn again to
the Mathnavi. Adam's employment of reason was combined with humility. Even
though he was taught the names and the angels prostrated before him on account of
his knowledge, when he sinned he admitted his mistake and turned in humble

repentance toward God

Mawlavi contrasts this attitude with that of Iblis, who uses his reason in order to
excuse his disobedience. The philosophy of Ibis is a philosophy tainted by pride. The
philosophy of Adam is a philosophy purified by humility

Today, in the Muslim world as well as among Christians, there is a discussion of
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what role philosophy can play vis a vis religion. On the one hand, there are those who
hold that philosophy provides a rational foundation for religious belief and a general
framework for the interpretation of religious beliefs through which the truth of basic

religious beliefs may be demonstrated

This has been the dominant view among Muslim philosophers from Ibn Sina to those
inspired by the teachings of 'Allamah Tabataba'i. (") Another school of thought among
Shi'i scholars, known as maktab-e tafkik, denies that philosophy can or should serve
as a basis for religion the word tafkik indicates the separation of religion from
philosophy).(v) Both groups seem to have valuable points to make, although both can

also easily pass beyond the limits of plausibility

The exaggerated claims of rationalist philosophers to be in possession of deductive
proofs for religious claims which must be accepted by all reasonable persons invites
the response that given the fact that atheists seem to be no worse at logic than
theists, faith must be independent of reason. But to abandon reason is to deny the

.(birthright we inherit from Hadrat Adam (AS

What we must deny and seek to separate from religion is Iblisi philosophy, the pride
that overextends the claims of human reason. What we must seek is the wisdom of
the prophets (AS) .including the latent philosophical reasoning to be found there, a
humble reason, but one which keeps a firm hand on the reins of the passions and

emotions, not to stop them, but to
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One of the most prominent of these philosophers is Prof. MisbahYazdi, whose -
Amuzesh-e Falsafeh has been translated as Philosophical Instruction: An Introduction
to Contemporary Islamic Philosophy, tr. M. Legenhausen and 'A. Sarvdalir
.((Binghampton: Global Publications, 1444
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idirect them on the straight path, insha'Allah

Empiricism And The Philosophy Of Islam

One of the most important topics of debate among Muslim intellectuals and scholars
today is about the scope of Islam. All Muslims affirm that Islam is a complete way of
life, and God Himself has revealed in the Qur'an

On this day I have perfected for you your religion and I have completed my blessing*
.(for you, and I have chosen for you al-Islam as a religion...”

But does this mean that Islam contains orders pertaining to all the arts and sciences,
for example, regarding how to conduct research in mechanical engineering and
economics, or must Islam confine itself to prescriptions for how to perform prayers,
write a will, etc., with the understanding that these matters of ritual observance are
sufficient for an entire life? Not only the learned, but the masses of Muslims are also
concerned with this sort of question, for the ordinary Muslim wants to know how to

submit to the will of Allah in all the aspects of his life

We expect our religious scholars to tell us whether Islam forbids contraception, the
recreational use of drugs, lotteries, and a host of other items about which there is
controversy, and the scholars of Islam answer our questions by formulating rulings
based on the Qur'an and authoritative narrations, but there are also broader
questions about the scope of Islamic thought: Is there any such thing as Islamic

?economics? What about Islamic sociology, astrophysics, microbiology

Within the intellectual history of

p:yey

the Muslims, there have been traditions of study of various fields such as
mathematics, astronomy and philosophy, and often these traditions are called Islamic
mathematics, Islamic astronomy, and Islamic philosophy, respectively. The question

then arises as to whether these traditions have a normative or prescriptive value
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It is fairly clear that it would be a mistake to think that Islam contains rules for how to
think about the stars and planets and that these rules are systematized in Islamic
astronomy, but when we turn from astronomy to philosophy, the situation becomes a
bit more confusing because Islamic philosophy has been developed at least in part as
an attempt to provide a religiously satisfactory approach to the problems of

philosophy

And even with regard to Islamic astronomy, the Islamic dimension is arguably deeper
than the fact that Muslims developed it, for it formed a part of a coherent intellectual
perspective that was integrated with various other elements of Islamic thought and

science

The sorts of questions mentioned above pertaining to the scope of Islam and its
implications for the sciences and humanities, and particularly for philosophy, may be
said to comprise the subject matter of the philosophy of Islam. The philosophy of
Islam is clearly distinct from Islamic philosophy, for while the latter term is used for
the tradition of philosophy developed by such Muslim thinkers as Ibn Sina, Sohravardi
and Sadr al-Muta'allihin, the philosophy of Islam is the study of the philosophical

scope and implications of the religion of Islam
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The philosophy of Islam is also distinct from 'ilm al-kalam, which consists of the
systematization of Islamic doctrine and its rational defense. The philosophy of Islam
is concerned not with doctrine and its defense but with drawing out the philosophical

ramifications of doctrine and their limits

It may be useful to compare the philosophy of Islam with the philosophy of physics
and the philosophy of religion. The philosophy of physics is the study of the
philosophical problems fundamental to physics, problems related to physical theories,
but for which solutions cannot be directly obtained from experimental evidence, as

with various problems pertaining to the nature of time, space and motion

Often a philosophical viewpoint seems to be presupposed in a given physical theory,
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and the philosophy of physics concerns itself with the elucidation of such views and
their philosophical evaluation. When we turn to Islam, we find that some of the
philosophical problems fundamental to it, such as the existence and attributes of God,

are shared by Judaism and Christianity

These problems are thus allocated to the philosophy of religion. What remains for the
philosophy of Islam are such questions as what sort of philosophical psychology can
best account for the Qur'anic revelation, the implications of the doctrine of wilayah for
political philosophy, and more generally, what sorts of views are consistent with, most

appropriate for, or implied by Islamic teachings

Furthermore, since Islamic teachings themselves have been interpreted and
expounded in a variety of ways by mutakalimin, Hukama' and 'urafa, all
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of these questions about the philosophical ramifications of Islamic teachings may be
repeated with qualifications indicative of a more particular interpretation

So, for example, one may ask about which philosophical theory of religious
experience is most appropriate to the relevant discussions in Ibn 'Arabi, or what sort
of epistemological theory can best account for the discussions of doubt and certainty

found in the works of uwul al-figh

The philosophy of Islam may thus be seen as a broad field of philosophical research
pertaining to the guidance which Allah has provided for mankind through His religion:
[.“Inna al-dIn'inda Allah al-Islam”. [“Verily, the religion of Allah is Islam.”(*:\4

A good example of the kind of study to be included in the philosophy of Islam is an
inquiry into the relation between Islam and empiricism. Is Islam inconsistent with
empiricism? Is there some form of empiricism that is demanded by Islam? Is Islam

?more compatible with rationalist than empiricist philosophies

An examination of such questions is not only useful for embarking on study of the
philosophy of Islam, but it is worthwhile because empiricist philosophies have had
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such influence on modern and contemporary Western thought that a proper grasp of
the relations between Islam and empiricism is essential for an understanding of the
scope of Islam and its philosophical relations to Western sciences and humanities. But

before one can engage in such an inquiry it must be known just what empiricism is

After the Renaissance, when European thought was seeking to escape the structures
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and strictures of scholasticism, two prominent modes of philosophical thought began
to take shape: rationalism and empiricism

Both the rationalists and the empiricists actively sought to formulate alternatives to
the Aristotelian features of medieval philosophy. Both the rationalists and the
empiricists attacked the Aristotelian understanding of reasoning and science. The
rationalists did this by proposing to limit the notion of rationality to its more calculative

aspects and by restricting the self-evident to the most subjective certainties

The empiricists, on the other hand, were less interested in reason as such and
emphasized the role of sensory experience in the acquisition of knowledge. The
leaders of rationalism in modern European philosophy were all natives of the
European continent: France, the Netherlands and Germany were the homes of
Descartes, Spinoza and Leibniz during a period which spanned the seventeenth and

eighteenth centuries

The most famous of the modern empiricists were all eighteenth century British
philosophers: Locke, Berkeley and Hume, although precedents can be found for
empiricist thought in Britain extending as far back as Roger Bacon and William of

Ockham

Among more recent philosophers, empiricism continues to exert a strong influence, so
that William James referred to his version of pragmatism as "radical empiricism", and
Rudolf Carnap, after giving up on Logical Positivism, called his philosophy "Logical

MEmpiricism
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What all the various forms of empiricism have in common is an emphasis on the
importance of experience for human knowledge and a tendency to doubt that which
cannot be established on the basis of
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the evidence of the senses

Empiricist philosophies come in all shapes and sizes, religious as well as atheistic,
extreme and moderate. An extreme form of empiricism which is also religious was
espoused by the Bishop Berkeley who denied the existence of a physical reality

beyond the sensory appearances with which we are directly acquainted

Another extreme form of empiricism has been more recently advocated by Bas van
Fraassen who believes in the existence of physical objects such as tables and chairs
which can be seen with the naked eye, but who denies the existence of such things
postulated by modern physics as electrons and photons of which we have no direct

(experience.(\

In one form or another, empiricism has had a tremendous influence on the
development of the sciences in the West. No history of the sciences from physics and
biology to psychology and economics would be complete without mention of the

influence of empiricist thought on the advancement of these subjects

The influence of empiricism is not limited to the sciences, however, but also extends
to ethics and politics. Empiricists have tended to analyze the good in terms of the
satisfaction of desires and practical reason in terms of efficiency in obtaining the good

S0 defined

In politics they have inclined toward social contract theories or utilitarianism,
analyzing justice as that which accords with the rational agreement of members of a
society in pursuit of the maximal satisfaction of their desires, or as the maximal

satisfaction of the desires

p:yv
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.(Bas C. van Fraassen, The Scientific Image (Oxford: Clarendon Press, vaA: -\
.of the greatest number of people

Empiricism, however, is fundamentally neither an ethical nor a political philosophy, but
rather is often described as founded on two basic principles: first that all ideas are
derived from experience, and second, that proper judgment must be supported by
experience. Locke, as well as Berkeley and Hume, held that we have two kinds of

.experience: sensation, or external experience, and reflection, or internal experience

These two kinds of experience were held to provide the foundations of all knowledge.
Knowledge of necessary truths, such as the truths of logic and mathematics, were
held to derive from inner experience of the relations among ideas, while empirical
knowledge of contingent truths was held to derive from the outer experience of the

senses of vision, hearing, smell, taste and touch

What then does Islam have to say about empiricism? There are two commonly given
answers to this sort of question which are as superficial as they are extreme. The first
answer is that Islam and empiricism are perfectly consistent because each is confined
to a separate and exclusive realm. The second answer is that Islam and empiricism
are diametrically opposed because each presents a view of man and the cosmos

.contradictory to the other

The first answer is that given by various proponents of an Islamic modernism or
Islamic reformation modeled on Christian Protestantism. They would limit Islam to a
few rituals and the personal relation between the individual and God so as to make

room for Western modes of
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thought and institutions in politics, economics, philosophy, etc

Nevertheless, the modernist answer regarding empiricism is not as easy to dismiss as
one might like to imagine. If we define empiricism as the doctrine that all ideas and
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knowledge are derived from inner or outer experience, it is difficult to see what is
objectionable about this from the point of view of Islam. Even the Prophet's (SAW)
knowledge of revelation could be explained as deriving from a kind of inner

experience

The founder of empiricism, John Locke, was a Christian who believed in divine
revelations, authentic claims to which, he believed, were supported by the empirical
evidence of miracles. If there is an incompatibility between Islam and empiricism, it
must be found at a deeper level than the bare statement of its fundamental principles

As the influence of empiricism spread, it was the emphasis on outer experience that
won the allegiance of researchers and scientists. Medieval science seemed to them to
have been overrun with presumptions that could not be established by sensory
experience, nor proven by the mathematical aspects of reason favored by the

rationalists

For example, it was held that since the planets were the most perfect of bodies and
circular motion is the most perfect kind of motion, the orbits of the planets must be
circular

The rejection of this sort of argument was made possible by two sorts of changes in
thinking about science, both of which involved a shift in the view of rationality itself.
First, the
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Greek idea of rational intuition or nous had to be dismissed and replaced by a much
more limited notion of rationality; and second, the value of the collection of precise
empirical data had to be elevated to a level that could overcome the appeal of rational

Intuition

These are the changes that were brought about by the combined efforts of the
rationalists and the empiricists. What remains of the notion of rationality leaves no
room for the religiously reflective intellect or 'aq|
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The word 'agl, which is translated as 'intellect’ or 'reason’ occurs in verbal forms forty-
nine times in the Qur'an. If one inspects these ayat, one finds that the operative
notion of 'agl in the Qur'an is neither the Greek nous nor the modern Western notion
of rationality, although the meaning of nous is certainly closer in meaning to the

Qur'anic term than the English rationality

The Qur'an speaks of examples being given for people to think about, for people who
use their 'agl. The things of the earth and heavens, the cycling of night and day, the
coming to life of a dead land, all of these are signs of Allah, and the failure to

recognize them as such indicates a lack of 'aq|

The faculty of being able to recognize the ultimate significance of things cannot be
glossed as syllogistic reasoning, nor as the evaluation and formulation of modern
scientific theories. While empiricism concerns itself with the nature of appearances,

‘aglis concerned with seeing through the appearances

P:yy.
to the deeper reality behind them, with insight and disclosure

On the other hand, we do not find a direct contradiction between the reasoning of the
empiricist and the exercise of 'agl. The defenders of traditional Islam often point to
the differences between modern and traditional concepts as if this were sufficient to
establish that the modern is deviant and to be rejected. However, an appreciation of
the methods and findings of the empirical sciences by ho means need undermine the

value of religious reflection

The approaches to the philosophy of Islam to be found in the writings of both
modernists and traditionalists are much too facile to comprehend the complexity of
the discord between Islam and empiricism

The modernist ignores the discord because of the absence of outright contradiction.
The traditionalist ignores the possibility of accommodation because of the disparity of
outlooks, and because whenever accommodation is mentioned with regard to Islam


http://www.ghaemiyeh.com

and modernity, it seems to be accompanied by an expectation that Islam must be
.changed

Liberals call for the "reform" of Islam in order to disguise their desire for its
disablement. Traditionalists respond with a glorification of the past. Neither seems
capable of imagining that the modern might be reformed to come into accord with

Islam

Empiricism is flawed by its unduly restrictive view of rationality. If this view is modified
to allow for the rational appreciation of symbolic signification, nothing of essential
value in empiricism is thereby lost

LEmpiricism, like the modern sciences whose development it influenced
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is at odds with Islam because it is informed by concepts which have been used as
replacements for those found in the Qur'an and ahadith

The problem with the modern concept of rationality is just one example of this. The
solution is not a rejection of the new concepts, but a rejection of claims that they
supersede those of the Islamic traditions. In the rejection of superficial modernism
and traditionalism we may also find a more satisfying approach to the fundamental
problem of the philosophy of Islam, identifying the scope of Islam and its implications

for the sciences and humanities, and particularly for philosophy

Although Islam cannot be said to contain its own particular microbiology, for example,
and for the most part neither contradicts nor implies particular theoretical claims in
the natural and human sciences, it does present man with various ideas and concepts
which proponents of the sciences or some new philosophy would supplant by those of

their own theories

Here there is an opportunity to advance a new meaning for the idea of Islamic
reformation: it is not that Islam is to be reformed in the light of modern theories, but
the reverse. The exaggerations of human importance and negligence of Allah which
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often accompany any form of learning are to be purged by an Islamic reformation of
such learning, God willing

Allamah Tabataba’i And Contemporary Philosophical Theology'

Philosophical Theology' is a term that has been employed in recent years among'
philosophers and theologians in the West to designate a specifically philosophical
approach to
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theological issues. During much of the twentieth century, philosophical theology has
.ot been taken very seriously either by philosophers or by theologians

Philosophers have found fault with philosophical theology because of the lack of
philosophical sophistication of the writings in this area. Theologians, on the other
hand, have expressed little interest in philosophical theology because of the
irrelevance of the attempts at analysis and careful argumentation to the living
concerns of theologians preoccupied with the integration of religious thought in

.contemporary social life

Over the course of the last twenty-five years, however, this situation has changed.
Philosophers whose technical expertise is widely recognized have started writing
works of philosophical merit on theological topics

The Western rejection of religion took place for two kinds of reasons: reasons having
to do with the apparent opposition between religion and science, and reasons having
to do with social, political and moral views. In recent years there has been a shift in

attitude among intellectuals in both these areas

There is a greater appreciation now than there was in the heyday of positivism that
science need not be seen as antagonistic toward religion, and epistemic theories are
currently being advanced which would allow for the rational justification of both

scientific and religious beliefs
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The social, political and moral attitudes that were prevalent prior to the \av:'s are
being displaced by views that are critical of liberal/leftist thought. The current
resurgence of philosophical theology benefits from both these kinds of attitudinal

changes, even as it indirectly encourages
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them

At the same time as these developments have been taking place, theologians have
begun serious debate about the significance of non-Christian theologies for Christian
thought. Theologians such as John Hick, W. Cantwell Smith and Hans Kung have
argued vigorously that the doctrine that salvation can be achieved exclusively

through the Christian tradition is not rationally defensible

While maintaining their own allegiance to the Christian tradition, they have suggested
that the doctrines of the divinity of Christ and the trinity should be reinterpreted, and
they have been willing to concede that there may be some sense in which the Qur'an

.may be admitted to be the word of God

Theologians discuss such questions under the rubric of religious pluralism. Although in
recent philosophical theology the issue of religious pluralism has not been central, an
(ncreasing amount of attention is being turned in this direction.(\

In this context we may well wonder what, if anything may be found in recent Islamic
thought which may be of relevance to Western philosophical theology. Sometimes
Western writers have been dismissive of the prospects of finding anything of
philosophical interest in recent Islamic thought because their acquaintance has been
limited to Muslim writers who lack philosophical erudition or who are even hostile to

philosophy

However, in the Shi'i philosophical and theological tradition we find ample materials of
significance to the questions raised in philosophical theology by Christian
philosophers. Certainly one of the best ways to become familiar with Shi'i
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philosophical theology is through the works of 'Allamah
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Tabataba'i

His authoritative position in the Muslim world as an exegete of the Qur'an, coupled
with his philosophical expertise gives his work a stature which demands greater
notice than it has yet received by students of comparative religion and philosophical

theology

Perhaps some of our Muslim readers will ask why Muslims should be concerned about
trying to address problems which arise in the context of Western philosophical
theology. There are several reasons

First, by means of the formulation of a Muslim response to such issues, a respect may
be won for the Islamic tradition which, unfortunately, has often suffered due to
political enmity. Secondly, it provides the opportunity to familiarize those who often
restrict their view of Islamic thought to the middle Ages with the living tradition of

Islamic philosophical theology

Thirdly, such intellectual engagements contribute to the development of depth of
awareness of the complexity of the issues involved, and may promote the further
development of Muslim thought on a variety of issues

The recent increase in interest in philosophical theology in the West is symptomatic of
a sincerely felt need to take religion seriously once again, after it had been discarded
by many intellectuals as incompatible with a modern scientific outlook. Many who had

drifted away from the churches are returning

However, the problems that caused the original dissatisfaction with religion have not
been solved. In the West, the problems with Christianity have been typically
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generalized and considered as problems with religion per se
Few, have considered the possibility that
P: 110

Islam may be immune from the failings which led to their dissatisfaction with
Christianity. For example, one of the most important Christian doctrines is that of the
trinity

Yet it has been generally conceded by theologians since the Middle Ages that this is a
doctrine which must be accepted as a matter of faith, where faith is understood as a
way of accepting that which cannot be accepted according to the standards of
reason. Modern theologians have gone further to admit that this doctrine is a mystery

incapable of rational defense

Various contemporary philosophers of religion, such as Peter van Inwagen and
Thomas v. Morris have attempted to provide a philosophical defense of the rational
coherence of the doctrine. This is a place where the relevance of ‘Allamah

Tabataba'i's thought is immediately apparent

Much of the philosophical discussion which is scattered throughout his exegesis of the
Qur'an, Al-Mizan, is designed to demonstrate the incoherence of Trinitarian doctrine
.and to defend belief in a strict divine unity

Many of the relevant passages have been collected by the late Ayatollah Husayni
Tehrani in his volume, Mehr-e Taban. The inherent rationalism of Islamic theology is
clearly displayed in these discussions, and the contrast with the irrationalism of
tendency found in much modern Christian theology to confuse mystery with

incoherence is made readily apparent

On the other hand, 'Allamah Tabataba'i's writings on topics of Islamic mysticism or
'irfdn display a sensitivity and deep appreciation of a true mysticism which is rational
evenifit
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expresses itself in apparent contradictions. Thus, the writings of 'Allamah Tabataba'i
not only presents us with an example of an Islamic theology, which is at once
contemporary and rational, but also a rational mysticism

On the other hand, the student of Western philosophy who is used to looking for the
distinctive and original elements in a philosopher's thought may miss the significance
.of 'Allamah Tabataba'i's works

Allamah is a defender of a school of thought originated by Mulla Sadra and called'
transcendent wisdom. This philosophical outlook has an influence on contemporary
Shi'i theology somewhat analogous to the influence of Aquinas on Catholic theology

Much of what is of significance in 'Allamah's philosophical theology may be found in
the works of Mulla Sadra or Nasir al-Din Tusi, but rather than detracting from its
importance, this only serves to underscore the consonance of 'Allamah's theology

with the tradition in which it is situated

Like contemporary Western philosophical theology, 'Allamah’s theology makes use of
careful definitions, deductive proofs, and fine distinctions among rival positions. These
are features which the broadly analytic tradition in Anglo-American philosophical
theology share with the Shi'i tradition, which reflects the taste for logic in Ibn Sina
(Avicenna) and the tremendous influence this, has had on subsequent Islamic

philosophy

However, the intuitions about what can be accepted without argument differ widely
between analytic philosophy and Islamic philosophy. The Western student of Islamic
philosophy must therefore learn to suppress the tendency to dismiss arguments for

being based on implausible premises, and learn
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to seek beyond the stated premises for more fundamental rational intuitions, which
are often at odds with contemporary Western presumptions
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The most striking difference between contemporary Christian and Muslim theologies
is that while Christians believe that God is a person, Muslims worship a non-personal
deity. Despite the importance of this difference for a host of theological issues, it is a

difference that has gone largely unnoticed by Christians and Muslims alike

Yet Christians everywhere will affirm that God is a person, while the average Muslim
will readily deny this. Theism is often defined by philosophers of religion who work in
the Christian tradition in such a manner as to require the belief that God is a person

Thus The Encyclopedia of Philosophy has it that, "THEISM signifies belief in one God
theos) who is @) personal, (b) worthy of adoration, and (c) separate from the world
(but ) continuously active init."

John H. Hick admits that, "Theism ... is strictly belief in a deity, but is generally used to
mean belief in a personal deity."(v) Richard Swinburne states that a theist is one who
believes that there is a God who is a "person without a body «i.e.) a spirit) who is
eternal, free, able to do anything, knows everything, is perfectly good, is the proper
object of human worship and obedience, the creator and sustainer of the
universe",x) and J. L. Mackie, while arguing the case of atheism, endorses

(Swinburne's definition of theism.(¢

One can surely find no better
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representative of contemporary Christian philosophical theology than William P.
Alston, whose works are a model of analytic precision and reflective insight. He writes
that God, as construed in theistic religions, is "a supreme or ultimate personal agent
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(that acts in the light of knowledge, purposes, and intentions." (\

The tendency of Alston, and the other writers mentioned, is to emphasize the
similarities between God and man. One reason for this is that it is assumed that if God
is treated as a being who, is excessively unlike man, any claims made about God will
become incoherent. The idea is that in the case of human beings, we know what it

.means to make decisions, to know various things, and to act

So, if we want to know what it is we are talking about when we attribute knowledge,
decision and action to God, we should mean something closely analogous to what we
mean in the case of human beings. One of the most extreme results of this tendency

.among Christian theologians is the process theology of Charles Hartshorne

Hartshorne held that the medieval concept of God was incoherent and proposes that
God be considered more like a person, such that God should be considered to change,
to improve Himself, to exist in time, to increase His knowledge, etc

Alston, who was a student of Hartshorne, rejects these claims, but he tries to develop
a theology which will preserve the claims of divine transcendence associated with
medieval theology while retaining as much
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as possible of the personalistic view of God

Another reason for the emphasis on the personal nature of God in modern Christian
theology is that this is seen as being more faithful to scripture. Much of modern
Christian theology has reacted to the philosophical attacks on theology found in Hume

.and Kant by divorcing itself from philosophy altogether
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It is held that medieval Christian theology went astray by employing Greek
philosophical concepts instead of working exclusively with the concepts found in
divine revelation. This view has been contested by Robert Cummings Neville, who
argues that Jewish thought had already been Hellenized prior to the time of Christ,
and that the opposition between the perspectives of Athens and Jerusalem have

(been over emphasized.(\

In the Shi'i theological tradition there was also a period in which some held an
extremely anthropomorphic view of God, but this tendency was thoroughly refuted
and rejected as unorthodox at an early stage by scholars such as Kulayni «.xya/af1)
and Shaykh Saduq «. ¥a\v/a41), who gathered sufficient reports from the Prophet and
Imams (Peace be with them) to demonstrate decisively that the anthropological

language used to describe God must always be understood as figurative

The thought of 'Allamah Tabataba'i must be understood as holding a position in the
long tradition of philosophical theology encouraged by these early scholars. This is a
tradition in which the key to the resolution of apparent conflict between reason and
religion is to be sought in proper interpretation. Characteristic of proper interpretation
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in the Shi'i tradition is authorization by reports attributed to the Imams (peace be with
them), rationality and frequent indication of a depth of spirituality associated with
Islamic mysticism

A word of caution is appropriate regarding the attribution of rationality to esoteric
interpretation in the Shi'i tradition. What is meant here is by no means the conception
of rationality that informs the empiricist or scientific philosophies of the West, rather,
by claiming that esoteric interpretations of scripture in the Shi'i tradition are rational is
meant that they contribute to a systematic theological picture, a picture which is
drawn with conscious attention to the logical relations between the concepts and

doctrines expounded
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So, we find two contrasting approaches to apparent conflicts between religion and
science. The approach of modern Christian theology, whether liberal or neo-orthodox,
has been to cut off the relations between theological issues and the scientific or
philosophical perspective from which objections have been launched. The approach
characteristic of Muslim traditions, on the other hand, has been an attempt at

synthesis through interpretation

Christian theologians have sought to assert their orthodoxy by claiming that their
doctrine of a personal deity is more faithful to the Biblical picture of God than the
abstract deity of medieval theologians. Perhaps, however, the tendency to

personalize the deity was always latent in the Christian doctrine of the incarnation

Muslim theologians, on the other hand, have found ample support for their claims to
orthodoxy in the Qur'an and ahadith. Those Muslim thinkers who have found
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fault with philosophical theology have argued against the interpretations offered by
the theologians and philosophers, but rather than offering an alternative theology,
they for the most part have abandoned theology altogether

The sort of philosophical theology one finds in the works of 'Allamah Tabataba'i is one
in which God is not understood as being personal, in the sense that it is held that
terms which are normally attributed to persons must be reinterpreted when they are
applied to God because of the fundamental ontological disparity between the Creator

and His creation

Consider, for example, 'Allamah's philosophical discussion of the speech of Allah (n
the commentary to v:vor-vor). 'Allamah writes that the Knowledge of Allah is 'ilm al-
huduri, that is, knowledge by presence. Knowledge by presence is defined as a non-
conceptual, non-representational knowledge in which the known object is directly

present to the knower

This sort of knowledge gained an important place in Islamic philosophy with the works
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of Sohravardi, and was further elaborated by Mulla Sadra. Examples given are of the
knowledge one has of one's own consciousness and of those states that are
considered causally dependent on consciousness, such as pain and hunger. In
knowledge by presence, it is held that the knower, the knowledge and the known are

.united

Allamah criticizes both the Ash'arites and the Mu'tazilites for implicitly attributing to'
Allah 'ilm al-husuli, knowledge which is acquired when ideas are produced in the mind.
There is an ontological distinction between the kinds of knowledge to be attributed to
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men and to God and this distinction is based on the ontological distinction between
persons and God

Another distinction in Islamic theology to which 'Allamah appeals, in order to explain
the knowledge of God, is between detailed knowledge (ilm al-tafsiliy and summary
knowledge (ilm al-ijmali). A subject has detailed knowledge when he is aware of the
specifics of and object, as, for example, when he entertains specific propositions

descriptive of what is known

A subject has summary knowledge when he does not entertain specific propositions
about the object of knowledge, but he is able to provide specific information under the
appropriate conditions. The distinction is roughly equivalent to that between
occurrent and dispositional doxastic states discussed in contemporary Western

philosophy

Allamah writes that since God is simple pure existence and is not devoid of any'
perfection, all the details of creation exist in God in their highest forms without
distinction, "Hence they are known by Him with summary knowledge which is at once

(capable of detailed disclosure."

Contemporary Western philosophical theology has been grappling for a number of
years with the problem of how God can have knowledge of temporary truths, such as
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that today is Saturday. The answer suggested by Islamic theology is that God's
omniscience is different from human prepositional knowledge and must not be
understood anthropomorphically to mean the occurrent entertainment of all true

propositions in the mind of God

All difference and change are to be understood in terms of limitations. We can
attribute to God the

p:yyy

Allamah Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Tabataba'i Biddyat al Hikmat: The Elements of ' -
Muslim Metaphysics, Part 4, trans. 'Ali Quli Qara'i, Al-Tawhid, vol. XI, No. \-v
.(Muharram -Jamad i IL,y¢y¢/July -December 1aa¥), p. 1wy

knowledge that today is Saturday because He could reveal to someone that today is
Saturday, but God never entertains this proposition per se

Allamah writes that Allah (subhanah wa ta'ala) is too great to be attributed with a'
mind with which He might perceive ideas and essences which are to be found in the
imaginations of perceivers. Otherwise, He would become compound or composed
and would be liable to transitory phases; and even His speech could be potentially

wrong

Far greater is He than what they attribute to Him! In other words, the glorification of
God is seen as being more than worth the price of interpreting scriptural claims of
divine knowledge in such a way that the emphasis is on the differences rather than

the similarities between divine knowledge and human knowledge

The divine mystery and transcendence is also asserted in the claim that God is not
only not a person; He is not even a substance. Substances are taken to be composed
of essence and existence and this implies limitation. God is unlimited, so He can have

.no qualitative properties, no essence, and hence cannot be a substance

While 'Allamah emphasizes that speech and knowledge for man and for God are
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metaphysically distinct, he answers the charge which would be raised by Alston that
such a distinction renders such concepts as the knowledge and speech of God
unintelligible. 'Allamah Tabataba'i goes to some trouble to distance himself from those

who have held that the entire universe is the speech

pP:YF
.of God

Tabataba'i rejects this view because it would mean that any claim that God
communicates to his prophets would have to be interpreted as mere allegory. On the
contrary, Tabataba'i maintains that God's speech is real communication. Divine
revelation is real communication because it is directed to specific individuals, and

because through revelation a message is conveyed

However, when it is said that God communicates His message to the prophets, this
does not mean that He has thoughts, which are conveyed from one person to
another. When God is said to communicate with a man, this means that He creates

something that gives that man an inner knowledge of a message

It becomes clear that the laws which can guarantee the happiness of human society
cannot be perceived by reason. Since according to the thesis of general guidance
running throughout creation the existence of an awareness of these laws in the
human species is hecessary, there must be another power of apprehension within the
human species which enables man to understand the real duties of life and which

places this knowledge within the reach of everyone

This consciousness and power of perception, which is other than reason and sense, is
(called the prophetic consciousness, or the consciousness of revelation.(

Allamah claims that although, we use the term 'communication' to signify the'
exchange of ideas between human beings, the term can be used to describe
“revelation” because the effect or function is the same, i.e.,a message is obtained. In
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like manner, we use the term 'lamp' to describe an electric light, even though it has
.none of the elements of the lamps to which the term was first applied

Thus, revelation may be considered in a real sense to be God's communication to
man, although this communication does not originate from a mind or a person.(\) Thus
Tabataba'i illustrates one means by which one may consistently hold that revelation is

divine communication without committing oneself to the view that God is a person

In so doing, 'Allamah also demonstrates how religious language may be given a
rational interpretation without attributing to God the metaphysical limitations which
.accord to man and other substances

The rationalism of Islamic theology is also exhibited in 'Allamah's discussions of other
topics. In his discussion of miracles, for example, he asserts that miracles should not
be considered as violations of natural laws

He does not even require that miracles should have no natural explanation. If there
were some theory by which all the alleged cases of miracles could be explained and
.even predicted this would not detract from their miraculousness

What makes an event a miracle is merely that it should be out of the ordinary, good,
and that it should be religiously significant in the posing of a challenge, eg.,
.establishing the truth of a prophetic claim

In the tradition of transcendental wisdom from within which 'Allamah writes, God is
pure existence itself. While this claim can also be found in Aquinas, it is more
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identification of divinity and the reality of being that transcendental wisdom is linked
to Islamic mysticism, and it is here that we may find the answer to the second sort of
objection raised by modern Christian theology to the sort of theology advanced by

'Allamah

Many Christian theologians and philosophers have claimed that God must be
understood to be personal because the alternative is to consider Him as impersonal,
as an It instead of a He. This dichotomy informs much of Christian theology and
Western religious studies, and yet it is a dichotomy that has no place in Islamic

thought

The distinction between personal and non-personal conceptions of deity is very
important in the philosophy of mysticism, especially since R. C. Zaehner proposed a
basic dichotomy between theistic and monistic mystical experiences.(\) Those who
favor the personal view of God claim that in order for God to be a proper object of
worship, He must be something to which the worshipper can relate personally as

loving

The idea of God as pure existence is seen as one that makes God into a cold and static
abstraction, a

sort of cipher. The mercy of God is described by 'Allamah as God's causal power. A
thing is called merciful because it bestows that which is needed by another. Since God
provides all things, He is merciful. The persona list theologian will object that to offer

this sort of
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impersonalistic analysis of divine mercy is to deprive it of warmth and empathy

The response to this sort of criticism is that the persona list confuses the poetic and
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the philosophical approaches to the Real. The fact that an impersonalistic theology is
favored by reason in no way detracts from the appropriateness of a persona list
poetic response to the Real in worship

There is a famous story in the Mathnavi of Rumi about a shepherd who is heard by
Moses praying to God in extremely anthropomorphic terms, saying that he wants to
serve the Lord by picking the lice from His hair and such things. Moses rebukes the
shepherd and in turn Moses is rebuked by God for interfering with the sincere worship

.of the shepherd

The criticism of persona list theology to more abstract philosophical theologies
springs from the same sort of mistake, but in the other direction. It is as if the
shepherd were to find fault with the Mosaic conception of God

While 'Allamah defends a very strongly rationalist and impersonalistic theology, this
does not prevent him from using the shepherd's imagery in his worship and in his
imaginative relation to the divine, as is evidenced in his own spiritual writings, such as

the following poem

I Alone was Captured

.The valorous heart and its religion have been captured by love of beauties
.They were not captured by a rook, they were rooked by a pretty face

Do not imagine that Majnun became mad of his own will

He was caught
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and hauled in from the bottom of the sea up to the heavens by Layld

I did not find my way to the source of the sun by myself. I was a mote, and your love
raised me


http://www.ghaemiyeh.com

I am just some scum washed away in the flood. As it was passing it carried me off to
the heart of the sea

Where was the goblet of red wine? From whose hand was it poured at this banquet to
?capture the pining heart

It was the curve of your eyebrow and the palm of your heavenly hand that in a single
disclosure-all at once-captured me

From you yourself have I learned love, and by you am I burned. With your blushing
.cheeks you have unsettled me

My friends and I were at the head of your lane, but Your sad face saw me,and I alone
was captured

We had all fallen in love and were anxious lest your sadness leave us all behind, but I
alone was captured

The anthropomorphic imagery found in 'Allamah’s poetry in no way conflicts with the
abstract conception of divinity found in his philosophical theology, because it is clear
that each has its own place. The relation between these two realms is maintained by

the possibility of rational interpretation and imaginative expression

Mystical poetry may be seen as the imaginative expression of that which is given the
form of rational interpretation in philosophical theology. The religious moment is not
to be characterized as monistic or personal, but
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as personal in its imaginative expression and non-personal in its rational
Interpretation

Islamic Law And Muslim Life

Islamic law or shari'ah performs various functions, and these functions have altered
over the centuries. Even within a given time period, the shari'ah plays different roles
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for different Muslim communities. Throughout the middle ages, the shari‘ah
functioned not only to prescribe ritual orthopraxy, but it also functioned as penal code,
.commercial law, and as a kind of international law among Muslim countries

The jurisdiction of the civil law of Islam was often challenged by another law: the law
of the courts of the caliphs, amirs and sultans. In addition to the qgadis, who
administered and judged according to the shari'ah, the caliphs also had lawyers
concerned with nonreligious law by which many of the punishments were handled

(@and taxes levied.(\

Nevertheless, Islamic law held precedence in these areas. If the ruler imposed some
law or issued a decree which was blatantly in violation of the shari'ah he would have
to face the opposition of the ulama, and the support they commanded. Another

.overlapping of jurisdiction could be found in common law and Islamic law

Islamic law often explicitly condones 'urf or custom, and one of the questions which
the Muslim legal scholars have debated is whether the references to custom should
be taken to refer specifically to the custom at the time of the Prophets, or more

generally to whatever customs are current in society

With the eclipse of the caliphates and the intrusion of colonial
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powers into Muslim lands and the subsequent emergence of Muslim nation states, the
shari'ah came to be increasingly restricted. Pious Muslims reacted in several ways.
Some, like the Egyptian theologian Muhammad 'Abduh «.4.s), who are called
modernists, admitted that the way in which Islamic law had come to be interpreted

heeded revision in order to accommodate the demands of modern life

Others sought the implementation of Islamic law as traditionally understood but
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within the context of the modern nation state. Both the conservatives and reformists
were in agreement, however, that the displacement of Islamic law by the colonialists
.and secularists had to be reversed

The conviction that Islamic law, either in a reformed guise or in its traditional regalia,
can and must be implemented in modern Muslim societies is the single unifying
feature of the Islamic movement that developed in the post colonialist period,
championed by such diverse leaders as Jamal al-Din al-Afghani . yAs#), Mawlana

Mawdidi . vava), Iasan al-Banna and Sayyid Qutb, to mention just a few

The call for the implementation of the shari'ah has served to rally Muslims ever since
into a revivalist movement pejoratively termed "fundamentalist" by the Western
(press.(\

Opposed to the revivalists are those who hold that beyond the realm of the rituals of
worship, Islamic law is outmoded, an anachronism which has outlived its usefulness,
"an obstacle to "progress and development

It is this attitude which was most vehemently implemented in Kemal Ataturk's rule in
Turkey (vayr-1ara), but which has advocates among those
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who claim to be defenders of Islam, as well. The Islamic opponents of revivalism
emphasize the personal, inward dimensions of Islam, and hold that the only proper
function of the shari'ah in modern society is the delineation of ritual law

International law is to be legislated, they hold, in the United Nations; commercial law
must be subject to the pressures of international economics; penal codes are to
reflect the "enlightened" moral sensibilities of groups like Amnesty International, the

framers of declarations of human rights, or even the American Civil Liberties Union
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Other areas of law are more controversial. Family law, for example, was one of
branches of law which the colonialists were prepared to concede to traditional Muslim
jurisprudence, figh, and some Muslim opponents of revivalism would allow family law

to continue to be governed by the shari'ah

Regardless of one's stance toward the issues mentioned above, there is ho denying
that these issues are the most controversial in contemporary Muslim societies.
Emerging from this controversy there is a new function being performed by the
shari'ah, for perhaps more than ever before, one's concept of oneself as a Muslim and
what one takes it to mean to be a Muslim are intertwined with one's understanding

.and attitude toward Islamic law

In Islam, the position of man and his responsibilities to God and other men are
determined by the law rather than by theology per se. There are two essential
.questions debated in this regard, one of scope and one of content
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The question of scope is the question of the areas over which Islamic law is taken to
have jurisdiction

Is it to be relegated to the personal aspects of ritual observance, or is it to be the law
of the land, governing commerce, international relations and the criminal justice
system? The question of content is the question of what the law of Islam actually
prescribes. Is the shari'ah that which was formulated by the medieval jurists, or is the
interpretation of Islamic law by contemporary reformers to be accepted as being in

?closest conformity to the command of Allah

The questions of scope and content are often confused because would-be reformers
sometimes give an interpretation of Islamic law that seems to differ very little from
currently accepted secular law. While they affirm the need to implement Islamic law,
the vision of Islamic law of which they approve is closer to European civil law than to

the formulations of Islamic law developed by the fugaha
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If such is one's understanding of Islamic law, the difference between the
implementation of a reformed Islamic law and the replacement of Islamic law by civil
law would be purely theoretical. Of course, not all programs for the reformation of the
understanding of Islamic law are to be dismissed as poorly disguised attempts to

replace Islamic law by European law

There are criticisms of past interpretations of the law which arise even from within
the ranks of the traditionally trained 'ulama. Shahid Baqir Sadr, may Allah
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have mercy on him, for example, suggests a number of innovations to the
understanding of the principles of Islamic jurisprudence wwul al-figh) that have
become quite influential among contemporary Shi'i jurists, but which by no means

.compromise with European sensibilities

Imam Khomeini, may his spirit be sanctified, also introduced a number of reforms to
the understanding of Islamic law, most famously, regarding Islamic government

The usual categorizations of Muslim thinkers into fundamentalist, modernist and
occasionally, traditionalist, are misleading. A more useful approach to classification
would attend to the position taken on the scope of Islamic law and the extent and kind

.of reform advocated within the scope that law is recognized to have

In Iran, for example, there was at one time an organization called Anjoman lujjatiyah,
which advocated strict observance to medieval formulations of ritual law and
abstention from political affairs until the reappearance of the twelfth Imam (may
Allah hasten his manifestation). This group would allow a very restricted scope to
Islamic law during the present period of the Major Occultation of the Present Imam,
but within what they took to be the scope of Islamic law, ritual practice, little need for

reform was seen

Some contemporary Muslim intellectuals hold a similar position, advocating a Western
style of liberalism in politics, but personal devotion in accordance with traditional


http://www.ghaemiyeh.com

practice. Those who want to see something comparable to the Protestant Revolt in
the context of Islam promote such intellectual movements as opening the way for a
Protestant Islam compatible with

P:\YY
the secularism which dominates the Western world

On the other hand, there are those who, like Dr. 'Ali Shari'ati, champion the breadth of
the scope of Islam, but who interpret this much differently than do those trained in
.(the Islamic seminaries (hawzah

Shari'ati's vision would allow a comprehensive scope for Islamic law, but only after it
had become "reformed" in accordance with the sort of ideology for which he became
popular. This ideological reform of the law would have had severe consequences, had
it ever been formulated, for Shari'ati had sympathy for neither the traditional
approaches to figh nor for such formulations of devotion as may be found in the

famous Shi'i prayer book, Mafati al-Jinan

Then again, if we turn to Mawdidi, we find that he grants a comprehensive scope to
Islamic law, although he would interpret it in such a way as to accommodate the
exigencies of the modern nation state, modeled, as far as possible, on the Prophet's

Madinah

Those who would limit the scope of Islamic law offer several arguments for their
position. Some, like the Anjoman lujjatiyah, argue on theological grounds that Islam
cannot have wide scope in the time of the Major Occultation. It is the refutation of this
argument that is the focus of much of Imam Khomeini's work on Islamic Government,

lukumat Islamiyyah

Dr. Shari'ati also argued vehemently against this kind of quietism which he described
as being characteristic of the murja'iyyah, early Muslims who responded to the
difficulties of the Muslim community following
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the death of the Prophets by retiring to the mosques and occupying themselves with
prayer

Some pseudo-sufis, mutasawwifin, claim that political affairs are ignoble and that one
who would tread the spiritual path should abstain from politics. In response, it should
first be noted that this is a distortion of the spiritual way of Islam, whether known as
tasawwuf or 'irfan. The salik, one who treads the path toward God, is not to abstain
from politics as such, but from the deception and corruption which foul so much of the
political arena today; and furthermore, the salik must not use any claim to spiritual

station or rank in order to advance his political aspirations

The functions of government, like those of household economics, are subject to the
shari'ah, while the province of ‘irfan is spiritual wayfaring. One is not to advance
political claims on the basis of 'irfan, no more than the 'arif can advance any other
claim having to do with the outward elements of Islam on the basis of mysticism
@lthough, of course, if the 'arif happens to be a fagih as well, he may well issue legal
decisions as do the other fugaha but this would be on the basis of his expertise in figh

.@nd not on the basis of his 'irfan

Indeed, according to the greatest 'urafa and sufis, adherence to the shari'ah has
always been an unquestionable standard, as was expressed in the slogan, "No
tarigah without shari'ah." The higher is not to be put

p: ¢

into the service of the lower, but rather all the aspects of life, no matter how worldly,
are to be sanctified by their being put at the service of the divine

Unless the shari'ah is given wide scope, the context for the development of the
deeper sanctification of life sought by the sufi will be missing. Secondly, even if, for
whatever reason, one deems it unsuitable to engage in political affairs, this does not
mean that religious law has no bearing on them, just as one's decision not to become
a butcher does not mean that religious law has no bearing on that profession. The
bearing of the shari'ah on politics is a question of figh and as such must be determined
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by those with expertise in that field, the fugaha

Another argument begins with the fact of divergence of opinion about the law. Since
there is no universal agreement about the proper interpretation of the law, it is
argued that the law must be enacted by a democratically elected legislature. The
conclusion of this argument does not follow from the premise. To argue this way is
like claiming that since there is no universal agreement about the laws of physics,

they should be legislated

The law of God can no more be legislated than the laws of physics. Disagreements
about the content of the law, like disagreements about the laws of physics, are to be
resolved through investigation, although while investigation into the laws of physics

makes use of
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experimental evidence, investigation into the laws of Islam requires historical and
textual evidence, and it is this which constitutes the research for which the 'ulama are
trained

Unfortunately, there are many today, even in the Muslim world, which has become so
enamored with Western science that they imagine it to be built on a solid foundation
of experimental evidence independent of philosophical thought. However, it is a rare
point of nearly universal consensus in the philosophy of science since the decline of
positivism that experimental evidence is not a sufficient standard for the evaluation of

.competing theoretical claims

This does not imply, however, that one view is as good as any other, for although the
differences among theoretical physicists are certainly more divergent than those to
be found among the mujtahids, in both cases the resolution of differences requires
research, analysis and critical argumentation about the significance of various
findings and claims to explanatory strength and comprehension. To engage in this
sort of argumentation and research about Islamic law is precisely what it means to be

.a mujtahid
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Sometimes an appeal is made to claims found in the traditions of Western
hermeneutics and literary theory to the effect that every text is open to multiple
interpretations, and on this basis it is argued that the reading of the Qur'an and
ahadith given by the ulama represents only one way of dealing with the text, which

.can mean other things to other people

This much is not very controversial, but from
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this it is concluded that one reading of the texts is as good as another and that a
democratic approach should be taken to the understanding of scripture. The
.conclusion is preposterous

Should a vote be taken on the meaning of controversial passages? The fact of the
multiple meanings that can be given to sacred texts is not something which had to be
learned from Western literary theorists anyway, for one of the most salient features
of the Islamic tradition is the way in which various levels of meaning have been

posited for its texts

The fact that texts can be interpreted in different ways does not mean that the texts
.cannot serve as a solid foundation for a comprehensive system of law

The absurdity of Islamic Protestantism becomes even clearer when one considers the
nature of the Protestant Reformation in Christianity and the relevant differences
between Christianity and Islam. The Christian Protestants were protesting against the
claim made by the Church that it was the sole vehicle to God because only its priests

could perform certain sacraments by which one could acquire grace

To the contrary, the Protestants claimed that the Holy Spirit could fill anyone with
grace often manifested in ecstatic states, and they emphasized the direct relation to
God by having the scriptures translated into vernacular languages. Opposing the
Catholic emphasis on the sacraments, Luther proclaimed that by faith alone shall man
be saved. In Islam, however, the ulama are not priests; their authority does not stem
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from
P:ya
permission to perform sacraments, but from knowledge of the law

Grace is not obtained in Islam by partaking in the sacraments, but by submitting
entirely to Allah in faith and works, which are repeatedly mentioned together in the
:Qur'an

In the Name of Allah, the Merciful, the Compassionate
By the time

Surely man is lost

Except those who believe and do good

and enjoin each other to the truth

.and enjoin each other to patience

Surah y.v)

Hence, the grounds for protest that existed in Christianity at the time of the
Reformation simply do not exist in Islam. The Christian Protestants challenged the
authority of the Church with the claim that the grace that comes from the sacraments
could be achieved by a direct personal relation with God without the need of priestly

intermediaries

The rites performed by Muslims, on the other hand, do not involve any priesthood.
Individuals perform the five daily prayers, the fast of ramadhan, the hajj, zakah and
the bearing witness without need for the clergy. The function of the ulama in these as
in all religious affairs is to specify the law, that is, to explain how to perform the

prayers, Hajj, etc

So, the would-be Islamic Protestants cannot muster the rationale which is to be found
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behind the Protestant revolt. They cannot argue that the ulama are unnecessary for a
direct relation with God or for the performance of sacraments because Islam has a
anomic rather than a sacramental orientation

As for ecstatic states and the grace that come from
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direct encounter with the divine, the Christian Protestants thought this could be
achieved by simply allowing oneself to be "filled with the Spirit", while in Islam, the
sufis built their own sacramental hierarchy and discipline for union with the Beloved in

what Ernest Gellner has described as a "reformation in reverse".(\

There could be a sort of Islamic Protestantism directed against tasawwuf, and
Muvammad Igbal's . va¥a) objections to "plr worship" on the Indian subcontinent
might be compared to Protestant objections to "Papism", but this would have no

bearing on commonplace Islamic piety and its focus on the shari'ah

Islamic and Christian Protestantism are similar only in that both would limit the sacred
realm to expand the secular. So, we should ask why this happened in Christian
Protestantism and whether something similar would be appropriate in an Islamic

setting

There are two major reasons for the rise of secularism following the Protestant
Reformation, one theoretical and one practical. The theoretical reason is the
emphasis on faith as opposed to works already mentioned. As religion became

increasingly personal, the public realm became secular

In Islam, the same sort of communal personal split does not occur because an
emphasis on iman (aith) is not seen as something in contrast to an emphasis on
works, but as an attempt to go beyond the requirements of the law with attendant

supererogatory deeds, which are also defined by the law

Inshort, there is no getting around the importance of the law by championing faith


http://www.ghaemiyeh.com

P: \F)

Ernest Gellner, "Doctor and Saint", in Nikkie Keddie.ed., Scholars, Saints and Sufis, -
.(Berkeley: University of California Press, vavy), p.x.v-ry#; cited in Schimmel, ibid., p. y1¥

The practical reason for the rise of secularism was the proliferation of Protestant
sects. As the power of the Church declined, there was no single Protestant alternative,
although on a local level some were able to acquire political might, as in Calvin's

Switzerland and Anglican England

The immediate result of the power vacuum was religious war, and religious Christians
largely accepted liberal secularism after the Reformation as a way to avoid continual
warfare. Once again, there is no counterpart in Islam, and again, this is because of the

centrality of the law

Wars among Muslims have typically been fought because of differences regarding
the question of who should administer the law, while differences over the question of
what law was to be administered were relatively minor

The very thought that the scope of the shari'ah should be restricted was
inconceivable until the British attempted to supplant the law of God by the law of the
crown in the Muslim lands which had come under their imperial control. In any case,
neither the theoretical nor the practical reasons for the rise of liberal secularism apply

in the case of Islam, whether in Iran, Algeria, the Sudan or any other Muslim country

The next argument of the Islamic Protestants is a direct challenge to the training of
the 'ulama. It is claimed that since the 'ulama are not trained in the modern physical
and social sciences, they are not qualified to issue rulings in such specialized areas as

government or economic policy. Once

p:fY
again, the premises are not sufficient to establish the conclusion of this argument

The fact that an 'alim is not trained in contemporary economics does not detract in
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the least from his religious ruling that riba is haram. On the other hand, such questions
as whether the contemporary banking system in a particular country in infected by
riba, whether any form of interest is riba and the like require familiarity with

.contemporary economics

The situation is rather like that of a chemist who knows that an explosive reaction will
result from the mixture of two chemicals. If he does not know what chemicals are
present in two different containers, he will not be able to determine whether they can

be safely combined

This does not mean that his knowledge of chemical theory is in any way lacking, but
that the application of chemical theory in a particular instance may require
consultation with those who have knowledge of the particular circumstances in

.question

Similarly, those who seek to implement the shari'ah in modern Muslim societies rely
upon the expertise of those with training in the various fields to which the shari'ah is
to be applied, often appointing Western trained experts in high administrative
positions concerned with banking and commerce, for example: What is needed here,
if the implementation of the shari'ah is to be successful, is a genuine cooperation

between the experts and the ulama

The danger is not the unlikely prospect that modern societies will return to the
practices of

P: \FY

the Middle Ages, as so many Western reporters imagine and the Islamic Protestants
allege, rather the danger is that the real work of trying to implement Islamic law will
be abandoned in deference to the opinions of the technocrats

The argument becomes deeper, however, with the claim that all knowledge is
interrelated, and that the lack of familiarity on the part of the ulama with
contemporary sciences distorts their knowledge of figh itself. The problem with this
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claim is that its exponents fail to appreciate the full implications of their claim of
.mutual interrelatedness

For if all knowledge is truly interrelated, then social scientists could just as well be
condemned for their lack of familiarity with the traditional Islamic sciences.(\) And
indeed, a number of Muslim thinkers have called for the Islamization of the sciences

which they hold to have been corrupted by disbelief, kufr

The doctrine of epistemological holism, that all branches of knowledge are
interrelated, does not actually fit well with the views of those who would limit the
shari'ah to ritual practices, for if all forms of knowledge are truly interrelated, there
will be no basis on which to limit the relevance of the knowledge of the ulama to the

details of worship

One of the most frequently voiced arguments for a restriction of the scope of Islamic
law is the rationalist argument that God has endowed man with reason in order that
he may solve the problems of life on his own, and that to seek the solution
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to all life's problems in religious injunctions is thus itself to violate the will of God

In response it is to be observed that it is no disparagement of reason to hold that God
would provide reason with guidance in the form of a law revealed through His
prophets. The acceptance and submission to divine guidance in the form of a sacred

law in no way diminishes the need for the exercise of reason

Islam should not be seen as a simple solution to all life's problems, but as an
orientation toward those problems, an orientation which requires the attempt to live
in accordance with the will of Allah, and which itself raises its own practical and

intellectual problems
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The understanding of the divine law itself and how to implement it will still require the
employment of reason, but the reason celebrated in Islam is not the merely
instrumental faculty discussed by Hume and those who have followed him in Western
philosophy, but a divinely enlightened faculty which by its very nature conforms to the

(commands of Allah.(x

Reason itself is not a neutral observer here, for our understanding of the nature of
reason itself depends upon the traditions from within which reason is employed and
itself observed

Once again, the issues of scope and content must be distinguished. One may well
argue for reform in the application of the shari'ah on the grounds that relevant
information has become available that should be taken into consideration when

issuing legal rulings, but this is
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.complete obedience to Allah are described in a report attributed to the Imams

to remain within the mainstream of revivalist Muslim thought, and not to stray into the
offshoots of thought that would deny the jurisdiction of Islamic law in various
important realms of Muslim life

Regardless of the difficulties applying the shari'ah in the context of modern life, the
comprehensive character of its scope is essential. One reason for this has to do with
the nature of Islam itself. To make progress in Islam is to bring oneself ever more

completely into submission to Allah

It is because of this understanding of piety that Muslims have always been so
intensely interested in the commands of Allah, the divine law, the shari'ah. To the
extent that a Muslim is God-fearing, muttaqi, he will attempt to bring all the aspects of

his life into conformity with the will of Allah
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Those who ridicule the comprehensive quality of the divine law object that there is no
such thing as Islamic sports, Islamic engineering, Islamic mathematics, etc. But even
where the divine law allows for freedom of thought and action, the freedom allowed is
not the freedom of autonomy, an independence where the self dominates, but rather

itis an oriented freedom, a freedom to find one's own way toward the divine light

This freedom operates within the liberating constraints of the shari'ah. Sports are to
take place with their own Islamic 'adab, there must be fair play and no gambling.
Engineering and mathematics, as well, are considered to be neutral activities (mubah)

by the law, although they
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are to be undertaken in conformity with the law, without any violation of contracts or
.usurpation of the rights of others

One of the chief sources of confusion in this area has to do with the label "Islamic". By
the "Islamic sciences" is often meant those sciences that developed within the
context of medieval Islamic cultures. But the term "unislamic" is used for that which is

inviolation of the shari'ah

This leads to the mistaken impression that there is something wrong from the point of
view of Islamic law with the sciences which have developed in the West. Students of
these modern sciences are then attracted to the view that their fields of study fall

.outside of the scope of the shari'‘ah, which should be restricted to matters of worship

Unfortunately, this confusion is augmented by the fact that some who would defend
the Islamic character of the traditional sciences are willing to foster the impression
thatitis only these sciences which truly conform to Islamic law

Perhaps one way out of this confusion is to distinguish between islam, iman and ihsan,
submission, faith and goodness. In all of the pursuits of the Muslim, these three
should be kept in mind. At a minimum the Muslim should see to it that his activities do

ot violate the law, that the shari'ah is heeded
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But furthermore, the Muslim should also be a mu'min and attempt to let his deeds be
an expression of his faith, and thus by putting his
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faith into practice to be muhsin. Such attempts were made during the classical period
of the development of the so-called Islamic sciences, so that these sciences were
integrated into an overarching world-view in which natural science, mathematics,

grammar, religion and philosophy were brought into harmony

The resultant system is exemplary, but this does not mean that it maintains its
credibility, or still less, that anything contrary to it is in violation of Islam. Today, there
is a need to become engaged in pursuits in fields as diverse as politics and physics,
aspects of which are completely foreign to that with which the great Muslim scholars

.of the classical period were familiar

This does not mean that such pursuits are in violation of the shari‘ah, nor that the
divine law has no jurisdiction over such pursuits, nor even that the work of the early
Muslim scholars is completely irrelevant, for like those scholars, contemporary Muslim
thinkers must also aspire to express their faith in all their pursuits, to make them

(good, true and beautiful, or, in a word, ahsan.(\

On Islam And Ethics

Various questions have been raised about the relationship between religion and
ethics, and more specifically, about Islam and ethics, to which this article is a
response.(v) These questions arise from the fact that both religion and ethics seem to

have ascertain sort of autonomy or independence

Because religion is established through divine revelation, it seems to some that moral
considerations must be excluded from it. If the dictates of religion and moral
conscience

P:YFA
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On ihsan see Sachiko Murata and William C. Chittick, The vision of Islam (New York: -1
Paragon House, 144¥), ysoff

The questions have been specifically raised by the editorial staff of the theological -
journal published in Qom.,Naqd wa Nazar, in No. v+ of which (144A) the substance of the
present article is published (in Persian) in question/answer format

coincide on various judgments, it would appear to be a happy coincidence, for where
there is conflict, religion claims absolute authority

On the other hand, moral conscience makes its own absolute claims, independent of
religion. Where the judgments of moral conscience are clear and firm, if there is
conflict with a religious teaching, the moral conscience demands that the religious
teaching be rejected. For example, moral conscience demands us to reject any

religion that commands cannibalism

The apparent independence and absolute character of both religious and moral
claims poses a difficulty for religious people. Religious people believe that they should
be moral, and that this is pleasing to God, while they also must accept the absolute
authority of revelation. In what follows a rough attempt is made to chart the

interpenetrating currents of religion and ethics

Religion" is a notoriously difficult term to define. There is a persistent controversy"
among scholars about the roots of the Latin word, religion. From ancient times there
were differences of opinion about the derivation of the word, and contemporary

scholars continue to express contrary opinions

Nevertheless, it seems that the fundamental meaning in Latin had to do with the
turning of one's attention to matters of worship, being observant in the performance
(of rituals as opposed to being negligent.(\

At the same time, many Latin authors and subsequent writers have understood the
word as signifying "binding" in the sense of being bound through religion to the gods
or God, and although this etymology is
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considered dubious by modern scholars, it has had considerable influence on the
understanding of the concept of religion in the West

If we turn to the Arabic word, din, we also find that there has been some controversy
about its etymology. It was used at the time of the Prophet's (s) mission to signify
submission to a law and a leader, and was contrasted with jahl, indicating lack of
discipline and savagery. Sometimes the term din was used in contrast with dunya,
where the latter signified a life of safety and comfort, so that din came to be
associated with the courageous struggle under difficult conditions for the lofty aims of

. (the Prophet )0

The Arabic word akhlaq is the plural of khulg and signifies the character traits of a
person. It is related to khalq in the sense that the character traits of a person result
from the way that the person has been formed or molded

In contemporary usage, the word akhlaq is used to translate the English ethics. The
English word ethics is ambiguous, since it is used both for that branch of philosophy
that studies values, principles and virtues and for these values, principles and virtues
themselves. Here, we shall be primarily concerned with ethics in the sense of morals

.or akhlaq

Among medieval Muslim scholars, the subject called 'ilm al-akhlag consisted mainly of
classifications and discussions of the virtues and vices in a manner influenced by
Aristotle's Nichomachean Ethics, but containing much original reflection in
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the light of the Qur'an and ahadith

Our concern is somewhat broader, for it is concerned with moral principles, rules,
values and aims, in addition to virtues, and the contemporary Persian use of the word
akhlag often includes discussions of these topics, although the Persian word
continues to be used in some contexts in the more restricted sense pertaining to

traits

By reviewing, even this briefly, the etymologies of ethics and religion, several points of
contact stand out. The submission to law and leader and the courage to engage in
jihad consequent to this submission require noble character traits

Religion demands ethics, and the ethical values of pre-Islamic society were such as to
admit to the ethical value of the acceptance of religion, although the moral demands
.of Islam go far beyond the ethical norms of the jahiliyyah

These considerations provide a good introduction to the complexities of the relation
between religion and ethics. On the one hand, all religions seem to have some moral
teachings. They inform their followers about what is right and wrong, hold up
paragons of virtue, and declare what is to be valued and what is to be held as vain. On

the other hand, religious ethical teachings do not filla moral vacuum

Instead, they appeal to the moral conscience of those to whom they are addressed.
Thus, religions both partially confirm and rectify morals. Numerous examples of these
two features can be found in the prescriptions of the Qur'an. The Qur'an prescribes

"enjoining the good" @mr
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bil-ma'ruf), which appeals to what is generally known to be good

It also informs us that some things are to be avoided, such as the use of intoxicants,
about which moral conscience does not offer a clear universal judgment

This relation of partial confirmation and reform is characteristic of the relation
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between religion and many other areas. A similar dialectical relationship may be found
between religion and politics, economics, history, anthropology and other fields.
Reason itself stands in a similar dialectical relation to religion. It is both partially
confirmed and rectified. Religion appeals to our rational and moral sensibilities at the

Same time that it seeks to correct them

Because of the dual aspect of the relationship between religion and ethics, a dynamic
process is generated in the believer. The believer is invited by religion to reflect
critically on his moral attitudes

In large part, our understanding of whom we are and our relations to others in
community shapes our moral attitudes. So, the way in which religion comes to
influence our ethics operates on several dimensions, for in addition to its direct appeal
to and correction of our moral ideas, religion confirms and rectifies our understanding

.of our selves and of our societies

Religion assumes that to some extent we know who we are.that we are aware of our
needs and aspirations. Religion deepens and rectifies this understanding by teaching
that manis party to a primordial covenant with God
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And when your Lord brought forth from the children of Adam, from their backs, their*
descendants, and made them bear witness against their own souls: Am I not your
(Lord? They said: Yes! we bear witness.” (v:\vy

Furthermore, religion presents man with an ideal model or paragon of human
existence in the perfect man, as exemplified in the lives of the prophets and imams
@s). So, through the utilization of the two precious things thagalayn) left to us by the
Prophet(s), namely, the Glorious Qur'an and his inerrant household @s), we may
aspire to the anthropological knowledge that serves as one of the sources of the

.moral perspective of Islam

Religion also assumes that to some extent we know how to organize ourselves into
societies. Once again, the Glorious Qur'an and the inerrant Ahl al-Bayt of the
Prophet(s) partly confirm and partly rectify our social understanding

Our communities are not to be based solely on the need for the material advantages
of social life; rather we are to build an ummah whose members are connected by the
fraternal ties of faith to win the pleasure of God

In order to understand something of the mutual influences of ethics and religion, it is
important to see that in both cases, that of religious anthropology and religious
sociology, a spiraling process of interactive moral and religious understanding is set

up with the establishment of religion. In the case of sociology, our moral concepts
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are largely influenced, though not completely determined, by the nature of our
Societies

As religion prescribes a certain reform and reorganization of our societies to conform
to the divine law, the religiously informed social arrangements can be expected to
give rise to an alteration in the moral concepts of those who are raised in them. These
reformed moral concepts will then be employed in the attempt to bring society into
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closer agreement with the moral demands of religion, society will be changed again,
.and moral concepts will be further refined

The same sort of thing should happen with regard to anthropological understanding.
When we understand ourselves as parties to a divine covenant, our moral concepts
are altered. Through the process of the perfection of our moral concepts, we come to
a better appreciation of the requirements of the divine covenant. The process is one

that endlessly leads us on through further refinements

Many people who read the Qur'an daily have noticed that no matter how many years
they study it, they always find surprises. Perhaps the secret of this phenomenon is to
be discovered in the changes the Qur'an produces in us. Since we are changed by our
acquaintance with revelation, when we read it again, we find things that did not occur
to us before. On the first reading, we did not yet have the capacity provided by its

.completion

The same can be said for the other forms of worship and religious study. If we
worship properly, it should
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change us. The change should affect our understanding of what worship is? The new
understanding will affect our attitudes toward worship, and this will result in the ability
.of worship to produce different changes in us, not least among them, moral changes

Changes in moral concepts are produced through the practice of religion because
religion directs us toward God. As a result of this orientation, the believer finds that all
the noble character traits belong truly to God, and only metaphorically to anything
else. God’s most beautiful names often describe these noble traits of character.(1)
The acquisition of virtue then comes to be seen as the assumption takhallug) of the

character traits of God

The explanation sketched above of the mutual influences of moral understanding and
religious understanding enable us to answer the ancient objection to the prophet(s)
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attributed to the Brahmins and discussed by Muslim philosophers:) if the moral
teachings of the prophets are in agreement with reason, reason has no need of them;
but if their teachings conflict with reason, they should be rejected

The answer is to be found in understanding how reason may be in need of teachings
that are in agreement with it. In all learning of rational matters, instruction is needed
for the perfection of reason and for the appreciation of what accords with it. The
moral instruction of religion takes the form of the successive stages of partial

.confirmation and reform outlined above

The complex character of the mutual influences of religious and moral thought
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brings out a further ambiguity in the use of the word ethics @khlag). We must be
careful to be aware of when we are using the term for the values, principles and
virtues that should ultimately result from the interactive encounter with religion, or an
ideal ethics associated with the perfected man (insan kamil), and when we are using
the term for the various values, principles and virtues and opinions about them that

happen to be instantiated in a given individual or culture, or mores

The fact that a moral rule exists in a given society does not imply that the rule has any
absolute authority

From the point of view of ideal ethics, such a rule may even be perverse

The distinction between ideal ethics and mores may be of assistance in understanding
the nature of secular ethics. When we ask whether secular ethics is possible, if what is
meant is ethics in the sense of mores, then the answer is obvious
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At least on the social level, we cannot find a single instance of a community
throughout human history that did not distinguish in some way between what its
.members considered to be virtue and vice, good and bad, right and wrong

When we speak of secular ethics, we mean the ideals, values, moral principles and
concepts of the virtues dominant in the secular societies of Western Europe, North
America, Australia and New Zealand as well as the former and currently communist

nations. While no one can deny that ethics is
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to be found in all of these societies, in the secular liberal societies of the West, ethics
has become weakened

The weakness of secular ethics results from the fact that secular society is divided
into personal and organizational realms. In the former values are arbitrary; in the
latter they are given by the nature of the organization. In neither case are they open
to rational dispute. The society is also divided politically between the proponents of
limitless individual liberty and the proponents of collectivism, the champions of the

personal and the organizational realms of social life

When values are taken to be a matter of personal taste, there can be no rational
argument about what values are correct. When values are a product of the structure
of organizations whose aims (described in terms of profit and efficiency) cannot be

.questioned, again rational investigation and moral inquiry are stifled

So, the dynamic process of partial confirmation and reform set up in religious ethics
described earlier) does not take place in secular societies, or takes place in very
limited circumstances. Likewise, when values are limited to being either personal or

.organizational, the motivation for spiritual wayfaring is weakened

It has no place in the organization, so it must be considered a leisure time activity
(sargarmi). There is no intellectual groundwork in secular society to support the idea
that virtue and moral insight are to be won only through the hard work of the
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purification of the soul
While it may be logically possible
p:ov

for an individual or society to stumble upon the ideal ethics through its own good
sense, moral conscience and rational abilities, for the reasons mentioned above, this
is highly unlikely

Where ancient civilizations appear to have approximated to an understanding of ideal
ethics despite the fact that they were unfamiliar with prophetic teachings, as in
ancient Greece and ancient China, there was at least the idea that the right thing to do
in a given set of circumstances was determined by the natural end of man and the law
determined by reason, social harmony, or harmony with nature or the Tao, none of

which has any place in secular modern thought

Indeed, it is not very farfetched to suppose that some form of divine guidance was
operative in these traditional cultures, even if not known as such. As we shall see
below, Mulla Muhsin Fayd Kashani goes so far as to refer to the moral conscience as

aninterior prophet

The existence of different mores in different cultures has given rise to the idea that
ethics are relative to culture and that where there is a plurality of cultures or
Subcultures; we should also expect and accept a plurality of moral visions

Yet religion seems to make absolute claims binding on all people, regardless of their
nationality or culture. Religion seems to teach that there is only one ideal ethics, and
?that there can be no compromise with ethical relativism and ethical pluralism

In order to understand these issues, we need
P: oA

to get a clear understanding of what is meant by moral relativism and moral pluralism.
Different writers define these terms in different ways. It would not be difficult to
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define them in ways that are not compatible with religious teachings. It is much more
interesting to investigate what forms of moral relativism and moral pluralism may be
.compatible with religious teachings

Moral relativisms are often divided into three kinds: descriptive, epistemological and
normative.(\) Descriptive relativism is merely the claim that in different societies
different moral codes are followed, different conceptions of the virtues are found, and

different ideals are valued

There is not much controversy about this, except for the question of the extent of the
differences. Could there be two different societies for which there were no common
elements of ethics at all? Does human nature or the nature of human social life
necessitate some basic features of morality? Perhaps an argument could be made on
the basis of the universal moral appeal of religion that there must be some common

features of moral conscience

Normative relativism is the claim that it is wrong to pass judgment about the morals
of others. Normative relativism in its most extreme form is the claim that one should
never pass judgment on the moral worth of anyone's actions, beliefs, character or

values

Although this extreme form of normative relativism is quite implausible, and very
contemporary philosophers would be prepared to defend it, something like it seems
to be fairly popular among many young
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people in the West, who often seem to make the mistake of thinking that it follows
from descriptive moral relativity

This normative relativism is a dangerous tendency, because it is easily turned into an
excuse for neglecting the duty to oppose wrongdoing and injustice. The view is
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logically self-defeating, because those who accept it consider it wrong for people to
pass judgment on others, while considering something to be wrong is a form of
passing judgment, and therefore, to be consistent, they should consider themselves

wrong

The most extreme form of a denial of normative relativism would hold that it is always
proper to pass moral judgment on any group or individual's actions, beliefs, ideals or
character. Religion appears to condemn this extreme position, because it holds that
there are aspects of a person's moral life known only to himself and God upon which

moral worth depends

If both extreme positions about normative relativism are rejected, the correct
position must lie somewhere between them. In other words, the correct position
seems to be that it is appropriate to pass judgment on others in some circumstances
but not in others. Exactly what criterion is to be used, if such a criterion can be
formulated at all, is an issue that requires more discussion and reflection than it can

be given here

Epistemological forms of moral relativism hold that moral truths are relative to the
epistemic states of agents, that is, that moral truths are relative to the ways people
think, what they believe

p: %
and what they know. Sometimes this is confused with moral subjectivism

According to moral subjectivism, there is no objective moral reality that underlies
claims to moral truth. This subjectivism may be individual or social. The subjectivist
holds that what is right or good or virtuous is whatever the moral agent or society

believes to be so

While many epistemological relativists are subjectivists, one may reject subjectivism
while affirming epistemological relativism. One may hold, for example, that good and
bad are like right and left. What is to the right depends upon one's position, but given
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one's position it is an objective fact that an object is to one's right. Whether the object
is to the right or left is in no way dependent upon whether one believes the object to
be to the right or left

Likewise, the religious believer may hold that there are differences in the moral laws
taught by different prophets @s) to their communities, so that what is right or wrong
is relative to one's being under the command of a particular Prophet(), and being

under such command, in turn, may be taken to depend upon one's epistemic state

However, this does not mean that for anyone who believes that they should follow the
law of Abraham @s), it is correct for them to do so. When the law brought by one
prophet is superseded by the law brought by the next prophet of God @s), it becomes

obligatory to follow the superseding law. So, here is an
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interesting type of epistemological moral relativism that seems to be more than
.compatible with religious belief

A neat logical proof demonstrates another respect in which religious belief is
compatible with a form of epistemological relativism that pertains to the importance
of intention, niyyah. The intention of an agent is an epistemic state. Whether an action
is right or wrong for an agent to perform depends upon the agent's intention,

according to religious principles

Hence, according to religious principles, whether an action is right or wrong for an
agent to perform depends upon his epistemic state, and this is the definition of
epistemic relativism. What is interesting about this aspect of moral relativism is that it
is also compatible with a form of moral absolutism, for one might hold that variance in
intention in a given situation can only be sufficient to change the judgment applied to
an action if the variance is due to relevant mistaken beliefs or other moral failures. In
that case, an action could be considered absolutely right or wrong under the
assumption that the agent who performed it held no mistaken beliefs relative to the

action
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There are many other varieties of epistemological moral relativism and related
positions about which interesting questions may be raised with regard to their
compatibility with religious teachings, but it would take several pages to discuss them

The important thing is to be aware of the differences. There are too many writers
who confuse issues by making views associated with Protagoras the measure
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of all relativisms.(\) While there are many philosophers who defend some version of
epistemological moral relativism, I do not know of any philosopher today who would
claim that the proposition that x is good is equivalent to the proposition x is believed to

be good

One of the most common fallacies that occur in discussions of relativism is the
confusion of the different types of relativism. The mistake occurs on the part of both
those who attack and those who defend some sort of relativism. Conclusions reached
on the basis of arguments pertaining to one form of relativism are illegitimately

applied to others

Aside from the differences among the positions mentioned, relativisms may be
divided according to the parties to which the thesis of moral relativity is applied. The
truth of moral claims may be held to depend upon the beliefs and attitudes of groups
or individuals, or the beliefs and attitudes of groups fulfilling various conditions or

.certain classes of individuals

For example, it is sometimes held that moral truths are dependent upon moral
standards realized in moral language by those who use the language. According to
this sort of opinion, the epistemic states of individuals are not sufficient to determine

.moral truth until those individuals organize themselves into a linguistic community

It is not uncommon to find religious people who hold some version of moral relativism
restricted to a specific individual or group of individuals. For example, some hold that
what is right is whatever is pleasing to mawla
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This need not be a form of relativism, for it only states that what is right is to be
measured by what is pleasing to mawla; but a form of relativism takes shape when it
is held that rightness is dependent on being pleasing to mawla

Many mistakes in philosophy occur because of confusion between the way of knowing
that something is so and what it is that makes something so. This example also
indicates that much depends upon the relation between the relevant epistemic states
and the moral evaluation in question. One might hold a form of relativism in which
epistemic states do not completely determine what is right and wrong, but in which

they have significant influence in the matter

Another variable according to which types of relativism may be distinguished pertains
to the types of moral truth claimed to be relative to epistemic states. For example, the
Ash'arites is notorious for their divine subjectivism in ethics according to which moral

judgments are entirely dependent on the will of God

Such views are called divine command theories of ethics. Robert M. Adams holds a
divine command theory of a more restrictive sort. He claims that moral statements
about what ought to be done depend on the divine will, but that moral judgments

.about what is good and just are not dependent on the divine will

The force of the moral ought, according to Adams, stems from the fact that it
(indicates the command of a good and just God.(\

p: \$f
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vrv, reprinted in Thomas Morris, ed., The Concept of God (New York: Oxford University


http://www.ghaemiyeh.com

Pyaav), av-1.#; "A Modified Divine Command Theory of Ethical Wrongness" in Religion
and Morality: A Collection of Essaysed. Gene Outka and John P. Reeder, (New York:
Doubleday, yavv); "Divine Command Metaethics Modified Again" The Journal of

.(Religious Ethics, v,y (1ava

The importance of this sort of view as a form of relativism is brought out by
considering the fact that while a good and just God would not command just anything,
there may be some latitude with regard to what He could command

Maybe the independent moral facts of the matter are not sufficient to determine
everything needed for a moral code, so God fills in the gaps needed for an effective
morality through divine fiat. Since God is just, He could not have commanded lying,
but maybe He could have commanded the use of the toothbrush, or forbidden

.marriage to the child of one's uncle or aunt

The points and examples indicated above indicate the extent to which there can be a
wide variety of types of epistemological moral relativism, which may or may not be
related to a more general position of epistemological relativism in areas other than

.ethics

One may hold that some moral truths are absolute and others relative to the
epistemic states of creatures or to the divine will. The nature of the dependence of
moral truths to epistemic states may vary from complete determination to some
weaker form of influence. Some moral truths may be relative in different ways to the
epistemic states of different individuals or groups. It may well be that moral truth

turns out to be a quite complex matter

Before leaving the topic of moral relativism, it is worth discussing a very popular
argument for relativism. It is often pointed out
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that there is no neutral standpoint from which to evaluate competing claims to moral
truth
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Often this claim is made about all truths, whether moral or not. From the alleged fact
that all methods of evaluation are subjectively biased, it is fallaciously inferred that
there is no objective truth about morality and that all moral propositions depend for

their truth on the epistemic states of those who evaluate them

This sort of argument is invalid because it does not follow from the fact that reality
can only be viewed from a subjective perspective that reality lacks objectivity. The in
eliminability of subjectivity does not imply that all subjectivities are equally reliable

Likewise, no claim about length can be evaluated without measurement. This does
not imply that length depends on measurement, nor does it imply that all methods of
(measurement are equally accurate.(

As for pluralism in ethics, this is a topic that has received considerable attention in
recent years. As in the case of relativism, there are a large variety of ethical
pluralisms. Pluralism in ethics must not be confused with the metaphysical pluralism

.defended by William James or the religious pluralism advocated by John Hick

In ethics, pluralism is usually associated with the claim that there is a diversity of
ideals one may legitimately pursue and that these ideals cannot be reconciled, that is,
itis only possible to pursue one at the expense of others

Sometimes this pluralism of values is stated in terms of a conflict between
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Cf. Alasdair Maclntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre Dame: University -\
of Notre Dame Press, vaar), in which one finds a thorough refutation of this sort of
relativistic argument and others

moral and non-moral values, while others assert a plurality of irreconcilable moral
values. Sometimes moral pluralism is defined as the view that there are different
domains to which different moral principles apply, or in which moral considerations

have different rankings
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Islam clearly affirms a limited ethical pluralism on the basis of gender. Courage and
modesty are virtues that should be developed by both men and women, but for
women modesty has priority over courage, and for men, courage has priority over

modesty

Most contemporary defenders of ethical pluralism, however, advocate a form of
pluralism that goes beyond anything to be found in Islam. They claim that there are
radically different moral ideals none of which are superior to the others

The most notorious such view was defended by Susan Wolf in her article "Moral
Saints" in which she argues that the non-moral ideal of being an expert wine
(connoisseur may justifiably require the neglect of moral pursuitsia

So, attempts to prove that moral relativism and pluralism are absolutely true or false
are based on confusion and lack of precision. Rather than address such broad issues
in @ general and vague manner, it would be much more profitable to examine the

claims of specific authors in specific texts

There are forms of relativism and pluralism that Islam appears to require, and there
are other forms that it strenuously must deny. The study of philosophical ethics may
be of assistance in distinguishing them

The major theories of contemporary Western ethics are often divided into these
three
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major types: deontological, teleological and virtue oriented. Aristotelian ethics are
virtue oriented, Kantian ethics are deontological, and there are various forms of
teleological ethics, or consequentialist ethics, of which utilitarianism has had the most
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influence in the West since the nineteenth century

During the first two thirds of the twentieth century, Western ethics was largely
dominated by the debate between utilitarian’s and Kantians, while in the last thirty
years; there has been a revival of Aristotelian virtue ethics

Each camp has had proponents who have claimed that the moral life can be
completely described in terms of its own theory, but they have been more successful
in showing the deficiencies of their rivals than in establishing their own claims

Kantian and utilitarian theories are unsuccessful attempts to justify the morality
inherited from Christianity after the rules of morality had been deprived of their
teleological character through the rejection of Aristotelian philosophies, and after
they had been deprived of their categorical character as expressions of divine law

through the rise of secular Protestantism

In 1aaa, the English philosopher Elizabeth Anscombe initiated the contemporary
revival of virtue ethics as an attempt to provide an ethics for societies in which
religious belief had ceased to provide orientation

Her insight was that with the eclipse of religious belief, the moral force of duty and
obligation could not be sustained, whether by Kantian claims on behalf of reason, or
by utilitarian attempts to ground morality in the psychological states that result from

the satisfaction of desires
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She failed to see that the motivation to acquire virtue would be no less weakened
when removed from the context of religious thought in which it had been nurtured in
Christian Europe

One is left with the impression that no system of ethics can be complete unless it pays
adequate attention to all three elements of ethics: the moral law, the end of man, and
virtue. Moreover, an ideal system of ethics should not only pay heed to these three

elements separately; it should also integrate them
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This task seems so overwhelming that a number of recent moralists have advanced
the view that there can be no correct theory of ethics, sometimes called "the no-
!"theory theory

No doubt, there will be some controversy as to whether the ethical guidance)
provided by religion should be considered a theory, and we will return to this point
after discussing whether religious ethics is more appropriately considered

(deontological, teleological or virtue oriented

Regardless of whether it is a theory or not, we fortunately do not need to construct a
theory of ethics in order to find integrated guidance from religion in the three areas of
ethics mentioned: precepts, aims and virtues. God has revealed a moral law for man;
He has described the proper end of man; and He has shown us virtue in the lives of

.(His prophets and imams @s

So, what we find in the ethics of Islam is a mixed view of the moral life in which law,
ends and virtue are
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integrated harmoniously, grounded in conceptions of divine providence and the
essence and end of man, and motivated through a complex religious psychology of
tagwa andlove

Of course, this does not mean that there is no work to be done in religious ethics. To
follow God's guidance and to understand how these various elements are to be
determined and related to one another requires a thorough knowledge of various
Islamic sciences. It is by means of figh and usul that the law is known. An Islamic
anthropology is needed to understand the end of man, which, no less than figh and

.usul, must rely upon the sciences of tafsir and hadith

Finally, the virtues have been the particular subject of study by the 'urafa of Islam
who have been especially concerned with the practical course of sayr va suluk
through which the virtues are acquired, which has led to an entire genre of Islamic
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literature, an excellent example of which is the book Misbah al-Shariah, which some
attribute to the sixth Imam, peace be with him

As for the issue of theory, mentioned earlier, one may wonder whether a system of
ethics can be derived from the sacred texts of religion. Here we should ask what is
meant by a system. Sometimes what is meant by a system of ethics is a philosophical

theory of ethics

The two, however, should not be confused. There are many systems that are by no
,means philosophical, such as organic systems, economic systems, digestive systems

p:v.

mnemonic systems and galactic systems. Philosophy can be used to develop theories
of such systems, but the existence of such systems does not imply that there are
theories of them

A number of recent Western moral philosophers have advanced the position that no
philosophical theory can adequately explain and systematically relate all the aspects
of the moral life. Perhaps the most important discussion of this topic is to be found in
Bernard Williams' book, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, but there are several

(other very interesting books and articles on the subject..\

Anti-theorists argue that while some aspects of morality can be codified into a set of
rules and principles, there will always be a residue that escapes codification. For
example, we should be courageous. On the basis of this, the rule may be formulated
that we should not flee from the enemy in battle, unless to regroup or for some other
strategic purpose. But no set of rules can adequately capture courage to such an
extent that anyone who followed them could be said to display courage. Different
situations require different sorts of responses from the courageous person in ways

that cannot be foreseen

Secondly, it is argued that many ethical norms and values are inherently vague, and
that because of this vagueness they cannot be completely formulated in the form of a
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theory

Another reason given for the impossibility of a comprehensive ethical theory is the
existence of moral dilemmas. It sometimes seems that moral rules pull us

P: v

Bernard Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy Cambridge: Harvard -
University Press, 1aas). Also see Edmund L. Pincoffs, Quandaries and virtues
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 14A¢) and a defense of moral theory by Robert

.(B.Louden, Morality and Moral Theory (New York: Oxford, yaay

in opposite directions. We ought not to offend others and we ought not to lie, but
sometimes it seems that there is no way to avoid offense but by lying

Here we need to evaluate which is more important. If the lie is insignificant and the
offense would be serious, morality will permit the lie; but if the offense is not so
serious or if the lie is sufficiently important, morality will permit the offense

There is no way to state an exact rule for measuring and comparing the importance
of various moral demands in specific situations. Thus, there is an aspect of ethics that
resists formulation into a theory

If we restrict our attention to the topics of philosophical ethics around which various
theories have been constructed, we will find many that are not discussed in the
religious sources. Take.for example, the issue of moral realism. Moral realists assert

that a complete description of reality must include moral facts

Theories of religious ethics derived from the Qur'an and ahadith may be formulated
which accept any of various versions of moral realism, and other theories derived
from the same sources may be developed along non-realist lines

Rational reflection and evaluation may lead us to the conclusion that one of these
theories is more harmonious with religious claims than the others, but this is not a
matter of simple derivation from the religious sources. Furthermore, religious


http://www.ghaemiyeh.com

theories of ethics may be developed which do not address this topic at all
,On the other hand
P: vy

even if it is not possible to formulate a complete and comprehensive philosophical
theory of religious ethics, this does not imply that philosophical discussions of religious
ethics are of no benefit. Interesting questions are raised in the philosophical
discussions, and by attempting to answer them we can deepen our understanding

and insight

Problems of philosophical ethics as developed in the West often have analogues in
various Islamic sciences. This demonstrates the relevance of Western philosophical
ethics to religious understanding, and it provides fertile ground for comparative

studies

While Muslim scholars are beginning to engage in this sort of comparative study,
there are other traditions of philosophical reflection on the problems of ethics to
which Muslims have not yet begun to turn their attention, such as the Chinese
tradition, whose riches continue to be ignored by Muslim scholars, despite the often

:quoted hadith

cd,z”a _533 r.l:.“ ‘_,AH
(Seek knowledge, even unto China."("

The distinction between ideal ethics and mores, and our discussion of secular ethics,
relativism and pluralism must not lead us to imagine that no correct ethical
understanding is possible except by the special friends of God

Moral intuition or conscience seems to be present in all human beings, even if it may
be misinterpreted or neglected due to the influence of deviant mores. Moral
conscience calls the individual from within to abstain from shameful acts and to seek
nobility, and for this reason Mulla Muhsin Fayd Kashani often speaks of it as an
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interior prophet
The intellect (aql) is reported to be
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See Fayd Kashani, Mahajah al-Bayda, vol. y (Qom: Daftar Intisharat Islami, ¢yo),p vy -3

an interior prophet in a well-known hadith, and an important component of the
(ntellect is the moral conscience.(x

In opposition to the view of Fayd, the objection may be raised that there is a
fundamental difference between the function of the prophets and that of the moral
conscience. Kant is famous for his claim that when one behaves morally, one must do

what is right for its own sake, and not because of any expected benefit

The prophet(s), on the other hand, promise divine rewards for good works and
chastisement for evil. So, it may seem that religious motivation for action actually
precludes the possibility of real morality

This is not a very difficult puzzle to solve. Imam 'Ali has explained it very clearly in his
saying that there are different grades of worshippers
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And [Imam 'Ali], peace be with him, said: " And there are people who worship Allah out
of desire; that is the worship of traders. And there are people who worship Allah out
of fear; that is the worship of slaves. And there are people who worship Allah out of

(gratitude; that is the worship of the free.«r

When children are taught right and wrong they are scolded and praised. So they first
learn to be moral out of fear of being scolded and desire for praise. But if they are

properly

p:\v¥
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See Fayd Kashani, 'Ilm al-Yaqin, vol. v, (Qom: Bidar), p. 1 o¥ -
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taught, they develop a moral conscience that governs them more effectively than
threats or promises

Likewise, believers at the elementary stages obey God out of fear and hope, while the
mature believer obeys out of love for God. This is why Rabi'ah 'Adawiyyah, May Allah
be pleased with her, is said to have carried a torch to burn heaven and a pail of water

to put out the flames of hell

What she was really doing was encouraging believers to obey God out of love for Him
srather than because of threats and promises. She is reported to have said

Your magnificence is such that I do not worship You from fear of Your fire, nor from
desire for Your paradise. Nay! But for the munificence of Your most munificent face
@nd the love in You.(x

The mature believer never abandons certainty about divine rewards and
punishments, but he acts in accord with a higher motivation
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Say: If you love Allah, then follow me, Allah will love you and forgive you your faults
@nd Allah is Forgiving, Merciful” (v:x
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Love of God calls forth obedience to Him and His Apostle(s). It is in the context of this
love that religious ethics is best understood. Just as the promises and threats of the
parents in the training of the child are expressions of the love of the parents for the

child, so too, divine promises and threats are expressions of divine
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love. What the parents command is for the benefit of the child, and what God
(commands is really for the benefit of His servants.(
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Surely We have revealed to you the Book with the truth for the sake of men; so*
whoever follows the right way, it is for his own soul and whoever errs, he errs only to
(its detriment; and you are not a custodian over them.” (r4:\

The believer sees that what God has commanded is for his benefit, and seeing this he
comes to love God. The lover of God then obeys out of love for Him, even in matters in
which he does not understand how the command can benefit him, but trusting in the
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divine love. If he seeks that which is for his own benefit, it is because he knows that
this is what God wants for him. Where the command is clear, no attention is paid to
:any benefit in this world or the next but nearness to the Beloved. As Hafiz says

My heart is the canopy of His love

My eye holds the reflection of His face

My pride would stoop to naught here or above, yet
My neck bends to bear the weight of His grace

One of the problems I have noticed in religious societies stems from the fact that it is
mistakenly imagined that the sort of practical work needed for a

p:yv#
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moral life is the exclusive business of the great 'urafa and scholars who have written
fat books testifying to their great learning, while in fact the process of purifying the
soul ought to be considered the business of all believers

To have states in which one sees everything as a sign of God does not require
anything more than faith and attention, but to move beyond this to the point that the
effects of spiritual wayfaring become evident in the acquisition of good morals

requires participation in the jihad al-akbar

Participation in this warfare is open, even to the illiterate, provided they have Iman,
tagwa and tawassul to the divinely appointed guides, as is indicated in our invocation
:of blessings upon the Prophet Muhammad and his folk

et Ty et e 1o ¢l

The desired ethical life of religion is displayed in the lives of the prophets and imams
@s). The rest of religious ethics, religious ordinances, and spiritual wayfaring (sayr va
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Suluk) elaborate practical methods to achieve this sort of desired life

Of course, we do not expect to reach this pinnacle of moral excellence ourselves, but
this is because of our own failings, not because the instructions of religion are
deficient. If the instructions given through divine guidance were obeyed, character

would most certainly change

Strength and himmah (resolution, aspiration) to submit in total obedience despite the
satanic temptations that constantly spring from the base soul in different guises
require divine aid. Reading the religious instructions to be found in
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books, even the Qur'an and ahadith, are not sufficient to bring about real change in
Character

At some point we have to put the instructions we have learned from the sacred
sources into practice, and on our own we will never be successful in this. We learn
from the Ahl al-Bayt @s) that one of the best practical methods for acquiring good

.morals is association with the virtuous

Imam Sajjad, peace be with him, said, " Sitting with the righteous is an invitation to
" righteousness

In Shi'i teachings, we find that the practical means for the development of morals,
both in the individual and in the community, are inextricably linked with the concept of
walayah. Consider the lack of morals that accompanies the rejection of walayah in the
characters of Abu Lahab,Mu'awiyyah and Yazid, and their followers. The traces of the
excellence of character and morals that are the results of walayah and its

acceptance, on the other hand, are found in the bloodstained field of Karbala

Another practice recommended for the development of morals is contemplation of
.death, and there is no better death than that which took place at Karbala

When we contemplate this death, and we consider the fact that we, too, are all in the
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process of dying, that is, when we come face to face with the reality of our own
impending deaths, and we compare this to the martyrdom of Imam Husayn @s), we
see that the worldly pursuits that occupy us are vain,and

P: VA

that what is of ultimate value is to be found by giving up all the things in the world,
even life itself, for Him

When we see death's arms stretched out before us, and we consider how those arms
so lovingly embraced Husayn @s) , our interests in the charms of money, power and
worldly pleasure gradually are extinguished and replaced by the light of the

remembrance of Him

In the life and martyrdom of Imam Husayn we observe how the remembrance and
contemplation of Haqq ta'ala, the pollution of the lower self is wiped away to disclose
the divine love that motivates true moral excellence

In a famous hadith qudsi it is reported that God says: "Whoever seeks Me, finds Me;
whoever finds Me, knows Me; whoever knows Me, loves Me; whoever loves Me, 1
love him; and whomever I love, I kil and whomever I kill, I Myself am his

" (compensation (diah

Finally, the objection may be raised that if religion and ethics are as closely
intertwined as I have suggested, then how is it that we find examples of genuinely
moral people who are philosophical materialists and people who are apparently

religious, yet morally ruthless

The pre-Christian Roman poet and philosopher Lucretius as-af B.C.) propounded a
thoroughly materialist philosophy in his De Rerum Natura, according to which all that
exist are atoms and the void. Yet the way of life he advocated was one in which moral

ideals figure prominently

More recently the Russian anarchist Peter Kropotkin
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lived a life of self-sacrifice and altruism, and even wrote an important book (\AfY-1ayy)
on ethics which has been translated into several languages, although he espoused a
materialistic philosophy. Moral ideals had an important place in the thought of even

those who explicitly rejected morality, such as Nietzsche and Marx

While it is not difficult to find examples of exceptional individuals who are
philosophical materialists yet life according to strict ethical principles, in a religious
society where moral principles are bound up with religious teachings, it is natural to
view materialism as a rejection of morality because of its denial of religious teachings

This is why the idea that if there is no God, then everything is permitted assumes such
importance for the Russian novelist Dostoevsky (\Avy-1aay). This also explains why the
fact that so many Americans proclaim their religious faith while rejecting traditional
religious morals is met with such incomprehension by those who live in traditional

religious societies

The source of the erosion of religious morality lies not in philosophical materialism,
but in the structure of modern liberal secular society. Modern secular societies, in
accord with liberal political theory, have established a complex system of rights
designed for the purpose of protecting individual liberties, the result of which has

been the expansion of the sphere of anonymity in which its citizens live

Urbanization and mobility also contribute to this result. Religious social mores are
effective when one's actions are seen by others who share one's religious values, so
that the

P: A
Vviolation of religious or moral precepts causes a sense of shame

In modern urban societies, when one's actions are performed before others who are
strangers and about whom no assumptions can be made with regard to moral
approbation or condemnation, and who are presumed to have no right to pass any
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sort of moral judgment because morals are considered private and personal, the
.agent becomes anonymous

Recall the story of the ring of Gyges told by Socrates in Book II of Plato's Republic.
Socrates asks, if one were in possession of a magic ring that would make one invisible
?at will, who would refrain from sleeping with his neighbor's wife

Religion teaches that even if we are not seen by men, nothing can be hidden from
God. Even where there is no shame before one's fellows, there is guilt before God.
Nevertheless, where social anonymity prevails, temptation will often prove too strong

to be resisted, even by those who consider themselves to be religious

When anonymous sin becomes common, excuses and rationalizations soon abound
and the moral sense is gradually eroded. Then a process sets in which are the reverse
of that described in my answer to the first question. The outward shell of religion and
a false sense of spirituality will be the last things abandoned as hypocrisy comes to
rob religion of its moral content. And this is much more harmful than isolated cases of

philosophical materialism and moral nihilism

In order to understand the moral dangers facing modern
P: \A\

Muslim societies, it is necessary to become acquainted with the moral psychology of
hypocrisy. The greatest danger to the Muslim ummah has always come from
hypocrisy. All of the imams achieved martyrdom at the hands of Muslim hypocrites

The hands of hypocrites also carried out the terror by which so many leaders of the
Islamic Revolution of Iran achieved martyrdom. The new form of treachery against
the Muslim ummah is the attempt to erode Islamic morals from within Islamic society

In Western secular societies, the erosion of morals takes place through the expansion
of the sphere of anonymity, the ample provision of satanic temptations, and the
dominant social perspective that morals are a private matter
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In modern Muslim societies, social anonymity also poses a danger, although it has not
reached the levels found in the West. Fortunately, al-Hamdu li-Allah, the idea that
.morals are private has not won wide acceptance in the Muslim world

Hypocrisy enters the Islamic world with the mistaken perception that it is "advanced"
to disregard Islamic morals, especially with regard to hijab, the relations between the
sexes, and the gathering of wealth by haram means

Likewise, Mu'awiyyah thought that to be "advanced" Islamic government had to
follow the examples of imperial Rome and Iran. The hypocrites seek to make use of
Islam for the purposes of Satan and the base soul, for gaining the things of this world,
while the true believers are those who seek to make use of everything they have,

even their own

P:AY
lives, for the purposes of Islam

The danger posed to man by philosophical materialism is not serious, especially since
the collapse of the Soviet Union, and the rejection of dialectical materialism that
prevails in the world today. There are other forms of materialism and related
philosophical theories current among philosophers in the West, but it seems unlikely

that these would ever gain wide public support

Much more dangerous to man is the tendency to set one's moral standards according
to what are perceived to be the "advanced" ways of life portrayed in Western cinema,
which is really merely an instance of the more general failure to engage in the moral

.orientation offered by religion, and to follow worldly temptations instead

Complaints about insufficient wealth to purchase desired consumer products are
heard too frequently among those who call themselves Muslims. A man will gladly put
in an extra twenty hours of work each week to be able to purchase a beautiful
automobile. How much time are we willing to spend in the effort to obtain moral
excellence? It is fitting to conclude by reflecting on the prayer with which Imam
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Khomeini ends his Forty Hadiths

O God, Who has illuminated the hearts of the awliya' with the light of love and cleared
the tongues of the lovers of Your beauty from the taints of egoism, and has placed
Your majesty beyond the reach of self-seeking wretches! Awaken us from the

intoxication of worldly delusion and deliver us from the heavy slumber of nature, and
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remove with Your gesture the thick curtains and obstructing veils of egotism and self-
seeking. Let us into the assembly of the holy ones of Your threshold and into the holy
company of the sincere God-seekers. Remove from us these devilish, ugly, and
coarse qualities of ours and our pretensions and waywardness. Inform with sincerity
and love our movements and pauses, our actions and works, our beginning and end,

@nd our outward and inward being.(\

Warnings Of Corporate Moral Failure In Islam

Introduction: Red Lights

Red lights serve a variety of functions, but here we shall be concerned with their use
as warning devices. The image of the red light flashing on to indicate some danger will
be used to draw pertinent analogies with respect to issues in the ethics of individual
responsibilities toward corporate entities and social institutions such as governments,

businesses, families, and social organizations

The issuance of warnings is also one of the primary prophetic functions, and if we
look, we find that Islam has its own red lights

Corporations have powers and liabilities beyond those of their members. In certain
respects, a corporation is like a complex piece of machinery that requires many
.operators. When it is in operation, it is as if the machine has a life of its own

Such a piece of machinery would have a number of red lights that would indicate to
the operators when various problems arose. Some red lights would signal to an
individual operator that something over which he had direct control was awry
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It could indicate, for
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example, that the operator should replace a part. Other red lights would have a more
global significance. They would indicate to a number of operators that appropriate
action should be taken to avoid some danger. Such danger might arise as the
unintended consequence of acts by the operators that, though innocuous in them,
combine together in a way which may have disastrous effects. This kind of
phenomenon is sometimes likened to the effects of an invisible hand. Financial

institutions utilize a number of indicators to guard against such invisible hand effects

Just as there are warning lights to indicate local and global mechanical problems,
responsible members of corporate entities should utilize ethical indicators when
.decisions are made about involvement in corporate activities

However, while red lights are commonly found to warn the operators of complex
pieces of machinery, ethical indicators with respect to individual and corporate moral
responsibilities are rare. Most institutions make some provisions for censure in cases
of gross misconduct, but these are limited. In no way are they adequate to guide the

.complex moral decision making necessary in the corporate environment

Consider, for example, the health care system in the United States. This system
involves doctors, patients, lawyers, administrators, insurance companies, hospital
workers, and many others. Doctors are subject to peer scrutiny and possible censure

for wrongdoing by the American Medical Association

But this association is also an advocacy group on the behalf of doctors, and as such
appears reluctant to accuse its members of wrongdoing in all

P:\AO

but the most extreme cases. Thus, the task of moral censure falls to the judicial
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system

This has resulted in widespread public debate over the reluctance doctors to perform
procedures which have resulted in frequent litigation, and over the prohibitively high
insurance rates in areas of specialization where litigation is common, most notably in

pediatrics

The institutional system of red lights, the AM A. and the courts, are not providing the
kind of moral warnings needed in the health care industry. A similar lack of moral
.guidance could be cited in other professions, social institutions and corporations

The most important red lights to indicate the moral peril of association with various
corporations must be self-installed. Instructions for the self-installation of red lights
are provided in the teachings of the prophets and Imams, peace be with them

It may be argued that the kinds of moral safeguards that are needed with regard to
corporate entities are not institutional procedures, but values and commitments on
the part of the individual members of such entities. According to this way of thinking,
we do not really need red lights in the corporate machine; we just need honest

.operators

There are no special criteria needed to govern behavior in the corporate setting other
than general ethical duties and principles. There are several problems with this point
of view. First, there is the invisible hand effect mentioned earlier, that is, even when
individuals observe their duties and act morally, the institution as a whole may have

moral

P:\A?
failings

Second, if one benefits from the profits of a corporation, then without red lights, there
will be a tendency to ignore corporate faults. Third, the moral principles that govern
action in personal life do not always coincide with the principles by which public action

(is or should be governed.c\
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Furthermore, there are a number of moral questions that arise regarding
involvement in corporate activities that tend to be slighted in most standard
approaches to ethics. Suppose I know that there is corruption in the corporation, but I
do not know which members of the corporation are corrupt. Should I disassociate
myself from such a corporation? What if the corporation provides vital services that
will be diminished by my resignation? What if I have reason to believe that by staying,

?I may be able to limit the corruption

These are just a few of the questions about individual involvement in corporate
activities which reveal the need for red lights, that is, for special moral criteria and
institutional apparatus to warn of moral peril due to involvement in corporate activity

In short, moral criteria are needed to evaluate corporate behavior per se, the global
behavior of the corporation itself, as well as the behavior of individuals or groups of
individuals within the corporation. Such criteria are needed because of the present
lack of corporate moral reflection and because individual ethics tends to emphasize
autonomous individual acts rather than corporate behavior or the interactions among

individuals and corporate entities

Once we recognize that some
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system of red lights is needed, we can turn to design problems. Safety features must
be designed in such a way that operation of the machinery is not unduly hindered. It is
.ot practical to check every possible flaw prior to each operation of the machine

So too, we cannot expect to put into practice a system of moral checks that would
require so much attention that the effective operation of the corporation would be
thwarted. Charles E. Larmore has recently defended the claim that some moral

:shortcomings are to be tolerated as the cost of bureaucratic efficiency
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The political value of predictability is considerable enough that to a certain degree we
are willing to forego having the decisions of government display all the subtlety that
(we expect of the truly virtuous and morally wise.(\

The thorny problem of how to weigh safety risks with losses in production finds its
analogue in the problem of how to weigh the seriousness of possible moral failings
against the threats moral challenges pose to the unimpeded functioning of the
corporate entity. How do we measure evil against efficiency? There are many other

difficult questions, as well

The system of warning indicators should be reliable. Not every rumor of corruption is
to be answered by an investigation, but the persistence of rumors from various
sources is cause for alarm

Red lights should be placed where they will be visible to operators who can respond to
them. This suggests two important desiderata of a system of moral warnings
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for corporate entities. First, analogous to the visibility of the red lights is the
effectiveness of the moral warning system. The National News Council in the US.
provides an example of a warning system that failed largely because of its invisibility

The NNC was designed to investigate charges brought against the media of malicious
misreporting and other unethical practices. The leaders of the industry, however,
tended to simply ignore the criticisms made by the NNC

The NNC was unable to gain the attention of the industry, and eventually went out of
business. Second, just as a red light can only be useful if it is able to elicit a response
which decreases the danger of which it warns so too, a system of moral warnings
must be designed with some idea of the appropriate responses they are to command
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The red light on the dashboard may indicate that the oil level is low. The appropriate
response would be to add oil. But other considerations may need to be taken into
account. If we recently added oil, we might decide to check for a leak

If itis an emergency and no oil is available, we might decide it is necessary to continue
to drive, even with the prospect of burning out the engine. Likewise moral criteria for
corporate behavior and for individual involvement in corporate entities need not be

absolute

Moral guidelines may even fail to prescribe a specific response to a moral failing; yet
they may provide guidance by indicating

P: A4
the kinds of factors that need to be considered when making a moral decision

Both theoretical problems and problems of design for a system of moral warnings
with respect to association with corporations are so complicated that one may be
tempted to conclude that the project is hopeless. Consider the disanalogies between
mechanical alarm systems and the proposed system of moral warnings. Precise

criteria may be specified to trigger mechanical alarms

Stress levels, fluid pressures, and circuit checks are readily quantifiable. Dishonesty,
cruelty and corruption are much more difficult to estimate. Situations that call for the
overriding of mechanical warning systems are limited. Extenuating circumstances

relevant to moral judgments are more the rule than the exception

The responses to be elicited by mechanical warning devices are predictable. Ethical
warnings typically require responses which involve a certain moral creativity, an
ability to discover a course of action which draws on insights with respect to the
characters of the implicated persons while balancing considerations of means and

.ends. There is no formula for practical wisdom

The recognition of such enormous difficulties does not excuse the failure to attempt
to make some limited progress toward systematic moral warning with regard to
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involvement in corporate activities. The fact that preparations cannot be made for the
.occasion of all possible moral dangers does not justify failure to prepare for any

The latitude that must be allowed for responses to a moral danger does not obviate
the need for a warning when such danger arises. The obtrusiveness of

p: &

extenuating circumstances does not diminish the need to consider the general
features of the circumstances in which problems of individual responsibilities toward
.corporate entities arise

Corporate Moral Failure

The evils that are to trigger our moral red lights are all too common: dishonesty,
corruption, injustice. In some circumstances, to perpetrate such evils is to violate the
law. The justice system may therefore be considered a system of moral red lights

However, there are many forms of corporate moral failure that escape the justice
system. Institutions of international justice are extremely limited, weak, and not
without biases of their own. An international judiciary never addresses most injustices

.committed by nations

So, even evils that would be confronted by a justice system in some contexts will be
ignored in others. Often the context in which violations of the law go unreported is one
.of corporate conspiracy

One of the few topics in the ethics of corporate activities that has received attention in
philosophical literature is that of corporate whistle-blowing. Some forms of corporate
.evil escape judicial scrutiny because they involve abstruse financial and legal dealings

Nevertheless, all these cases are ones in which the evil is either criminal, or is of the
same sort as criminal activity, or would be criminal, were it not for the absence of an
appropriate mechanism for prosecution. Let us refer to all such evils as criminal,
whether or not there is a legal system within whose jurisdiction the commission of
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such evils falls
In addition to criminal evils there are many
P:yay

other kinds of corporate evil or moral failure. A corporation, for example, may pollute
the atmosphere while keeping within the standards set by the appropriate regulatory
.commission

Corporations, like people, may do a great number of bad things without breaking the
law. In some cases legal evils skirt the limits of the law, as in the pollution case. Some
evils are legal because legislation against them would be unenforceable. The law
permits some evils because legislation against them is seen as worse than the legal

perpetration of the evil

Some corporate evils are prosecuted. Local, national and international courts thus
provide a system of red lights; they warn the public of corporate wrongdoing. There
are two types of problems with using legal systems as moral warnings. First, there are
flaws in the legal systems. Jurisdiction is limited in scope, and in areas to which it

extends, it is misapplied. Second, there are non-criminal corporate evils

The judiciary is not the only social institution whose actions may be seen as indicators
of the moral danger of corporate activity, various industries are monitored by
associations which publish ethical guidelines and which censor violators. In the
context of international relations, there are international organizations that attempt

to monitor human rights violations

Most of what has been mentioned here with regard to the judicial system could be
repeated with regard to industrial associations and international organizations. They
may serve to warn of corporate evil, but their effectiveness is circumscribed by the

unreliability of their findings, by their

p:ay
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limitations of scope, and by their relative invisibility

Most of what has been said in this section so far is true of both individual evils and
corporate evils. What gives corporate evil its distinctive flavor is the fact that often
times no individual appears to be blameworthy for the corporate evil

Suppose that because of a flaw in the management structure of a corporation,
incompetent people rise to leadership positions. Through their ineptitude harm is
done. The unfit officers might be blameless in themselves, while evil is done at the
fault of the system. All parties involved can justify their actions on the grounds that

they are just doing their jobs, and doing them as best they can

Another typical sort of case is one in which a large corporation forces many small
business people to go bankrupt. The members of the board of directors of the
corporation are only fulfilling their duties to the stockholders. The stockholders have

.no direct influence on corporate policy

As a result, there appears to be no one to blame, yet, justifiably or not, evil is done.
Judgments on an action being criminal, or not, will depend on one's political view.
Some will justify the evil in the name of economic progress, and claim that the evil is

.not criminal

Others will argue that legislation should have been enacted and enforced to prevent
the evil, which would thus be criminal in the sense defined above. Similar
controversies arise over industrial and international guidelines

Animportant elementina
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system of moral warnings about institutional behavior is the press. Corporate evils
that are neither punishable by law nor proscribed by any commission or recognized
set of guidelines may be exposed and debated in the press

The press can warn when the judicial system breaks down and guidelines are ignored.
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Reliable investigative journalism coupled with responsible editorial policies can serve
as an important means to alert communities to political corruption, corporate
exploitation, and other social evils. Sadly, this system of red lights is short-circuited
when the press is controlled by the very institutions that should come under its

scrutiny

This is most obvious when the state controls the press, but even in places where the
press is supposed to be free; there are often indirect ways in which the politically and
financially powerful are able to exert such pressure on the press and other public

media that they are not able to play an effective role as red lights

Very large-scale corporate evils can involve an entire society. Marx claimed that
capitalism causes alienation, and although he disdained the morality of his day, his
critique of nineteenth century European society was largely an appeal to the moral
sentiments of his readers. Social critics, whether to the left or right on the political

spectrum, are red lights

They can warn of profound moral failings that are independent of any personal
wrongdoing, but that lie at the very heart of the structure of society. Well established
traditions are confronted by accusations of systematic

p:ya¥

defect. Such criticisms can even threaten the personal allegiances upon which the life
of the tradition depends. The unfortunate result is that social criticism is often
suppressed

As a system of moral admonition with regard to corporate actions, social criticism has
a number of serious drawbacks. It is no alternative to positive institutional
frameworks for the investigation and censure of corporate wrongdoing. It is often

vague

The root ills it points out are notoriously difficult to remedy. The evaluation of social
criticism is recondite. The range of institutions targeted by social critics is relatively
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small. Few social critics write about specific professions or industries. Where it is not
suppressed, social criticism of quality is largely ignored. Despite such difficulties, social
criticism provides an invaluable source of moral reflection on corporate activities

Social criticism is not the exclusive province of the academy. At its most vulgar, it can
be found in popular forms of entertainment, and in ordinary complaint. Complaints are
red lights. Those who complain often tell of being wronged by institutions, caught in

the bureaucracy, victimized by the state, shafted

These complaints are warnings that something has gone afoul at a corporate level. Of
course, complaints often turn out to be unjustified, or mere expressions of personal
dissatisfaction with the result of a particular encounter with a corporate entity. But
because of their personal quality, ordinary complaints are especially forceful catalysts

for the moral reevaluation of one's relations to corporate entities

If we want to understand the nature of corporate evil
p:1do

in order to make explicit the moral principles which are distinctive of corporate
behavior and individual involvement with corporate entities, we can begin by
examining the systems of red lights which are already in place: international

declarations, laws, professional guidelines, and social criticisms

These provide some indications of the kinds of corporate activities that generally
arouse moral condemnation. Corporate entities are obliged to operate without many
of the personal preferences that are expected of individuals. On the other hand,
corporate entities are permitted a callousness which would be condemnable in an

individual

Moral expectations shift when we change from dealings with an individual to dealings
with a committee. Here we only indicate the shift without delineating the specific
differences between personal and corporate morality. At one time, perhaps,

corporate entities were identified with their leaders
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There was no difference between loyalty to the kingdom and loyalty to the king. With
the movement away from autocracy and toward constitutional government, the
moral expectation is that governments should adhere strictly to their constitutions,
though they may display less sensitivity than an autocrat might. The potential wisdom

of individual judgment is traded for the consistency of the bureaucracy

The question of the morality of association with corporate entities can also be
approached by considering the difference between the requirements of loyalty to an
individual and to an institution. Individual loyalty depends on the possibility of moral
dialogue, which is most often missing in relations between an individual and a

.corporate entity

The impersonal magnitude
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of the large corporate entity and lack of moral exchange have a tendency to alienate
the individual from his own moral concerns with respect to one's role in corporate
activities. The Nuremberg trials make a significant statement with regard to the ethics
of corporate activity precisely because they impose limits on the extent to which

individual responsibility can be diluted in the corporate mechanism

These limits block the flow of responsibility from the individual to the corporation, but
this has no impact on the flow of responsibility in the other direction. In the next
section, we shall return to the question of how corporate evil can taint those who
participate in the corporation, even when they are not directly involved in any

misdeeds

?WhatIsTo Be Done

Once systems of red lights are in place and are recognized, the question of how to
respond to such moral warnings must be addressed. Some cases are more
problematic than others. Where there are institutional apparatus to investigate and
punish some corporate evils, there will be conflicts between one's duty to report
violations of ethical standards and loyalty to the corporation or to colleagues who may
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be engaged in wrongdoing

However, the most difficult moral cases arise in areas to which such apparatus do not
extend, or where they are defeated

If one finds a colleague engaged in some wrongful activity, one may attempt
dissuasion. Failing that, one can approach one's superiors about the matter. Such
efforts will be in vain when there is complicity at the

p:ay
highest levels of the corporation

The next step is whistle-blowing. One can go outside the corporation to an industrial
association, the courts, or to the press. However, if the corporate evil is seen to be
relatively minor, and attempts made within the corporation fail, it is unlikely that one

Wwill be able to succeed outside

We can begin to appreciate the moral problems this kind of situation poses by
examining the cases of two minor officials. First, suppose someone who works at City
Hall learns that one of the council members regularly has parking violations fixed for
his close relatives. The mayor refuses to do anything about it because he needs the

.counselor's vote on the budget proposal

The public prosecutor will not take up the case unless instructed to do so by the
mayor's office. The press and the public are uninterested in such petty crime.
Frustrated, the employee simply complains about the venality of public officials. Here
is @ small flashing red light, warning of corporate evil, yet unable to elicit an

appropriate response

Our second government employee learns of torture in the prisons. In many places
throughout the world, there are such government employees. Sadly, in too many
places the complaints of this employee are met with much the same reaction as faced

the municipal worker
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If the torture is limited and primarily focused on an unpopular minority or on a so-
called terrorist group, the press and public will often show little or no concern about
allegations of mistreatment

P:YaA
inthe prisons. The red light is ignored, if not extinguished

The prospects are even worse when the corporate evil is not the product of the
misdeeds of a few individuals within the corporation, but is a result of impersonal
corporate forces. Here there is little reason to expect that by climbing the corporate
chain of command with one's complaints, one will find corporate officers willing to

.confront their superiors with a moral challenge to their policies

Arrangements that exclude disadvantaged elements of the society from economic
opportunities are often perpetuated in this way. Short of governmental intervention,
there is normally little hope that such policies and arrangements will be corrected

Whether corporate evil is found in private companies or in government, the only
means of effective response to specific wrongs is often through governmental action.
Regulatory agencies, oversight committees and special investigations are often

needed if there is to be any alteration in an entire ecology of evil

Of course, these treatments of moral ills often bring with them further moral
afflictions, for the politicians who must be relied upon to correct institutional moral
flaws are not motivated exclusively by moral interests, and even with the best
intentions, corrective measures frequently have unexpected results. Nevertheless,

Jpolitical action constitutes an important response to corporate evil

We can now begin to see the development of a series of responses to moral warnings
of corporate immorality. The order in this series is not strict. Sometimes direct public
action such as a boycott will be more effective

p:as
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than recourse to the law or to legislative bodies. Nonetheless, some steps can be
.outlined

First, there is the attempt to persuade specific miscreants. Then, one can climb the
chain of corporate command with complaints. Next, one can complain to professional
organizations, union officials, or regulatory agencies. Next, one can seek judicial
redress. Failing all these measures, one can undertake political activity, or seek the

attention of the press

Political activity can take a wide variety of forms; it can be violent or peaceful, it can
occur within existing political structures or outside them. But by the time we find it
necessary to take political action, we are a long way off from the specific instances of

.corporate evil that drove us in this direction

From this distance, the point of the initial evil is often lost. Because he allows a
counselor to fix parking tickets, should we campaign against an otherwise fine mayor
who faces no respectable opposition? We may even find ourselves unable to oppose
the counselor, if in other respects we are satisfied and we can expect nothing better

from the opposition

We may be able to tolerate fixed tickets, you may think, but not torture. Somewhere
between the two, even if we cannot say exactly where, a line must be drawn beyond
which we dare not tread. This is no simple matter

We may be able to construct a hypothetical case in which we would abide an isolated
beating hidden in some dungeon if by failing to support the authorities
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who overlook the beating we would strengthen the hand of an even more monstrous
faction in the government or opposed to it. Perhaps we would offer our support under
protest

There is palpable moral danger here, and it is not merely hypothetical. Certainly the
major powers, as well as most other governments, are guilty of atrocities, either
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directly or by proxy. Yet many morally responsible people find themselves compelled
to support these governments. Unless directly confronted with horror, moral
blindness pervades; the red lights blink for naught

To say that there is no alternative, even if it is true, is no excuse. Even in cases where
support for an unjust institution is morally defensible because of the need to avoid
greater injustice, there are alternatives. Where possible, one should attempt reform.
Given the futility of reform, one can fight. Where struggle against the institution will

Jjust make matters worse, there is the possibility of resignation

There is a broad spectrum of positions with relation to an institution, from total
support and identification to revolutionary rejection and renunciation. Perhaps
resignation from the institution is the most extreme reaction, because of the lack of
hope it implies. The revolutionist at least labors under the hope that positive change

.can come about through his efforts

Renunciation can take a number of forms. It might mean that one resigns from one
position in the government or corporation, but accepts another. The act of resigning
can be a form of protest. If one's position in the corporation is
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sufficiently valued, the threat of resignation can also exert pressure for reform

Resignation can also provide a platform from which to issue criticisms that could not
be delivered from within the institution. The expatriate may write a stinging expose of
the moral decadence of the forsaken society, which would result in his imprisonment
if he remained at home. The political exile may mount a campaign from abroad. These

are political activities

The most extreme manner of resigning is simple abandonment. It implies a violation
.of one's special obligations

Special obligations ensue from propinquity. We have special obligations to our
families, our countries, our societies, and even to the professions we have chosen
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.and, to some extent, to the corporations for which we have worked

Naturally, there can be overriding moral reasons that these obligations should be
violated, but this is not to deny the violation. Sometimes the opportunity to live a good
life in exile may warrant the total desertion of one's native environs, but there is a
moral price to pay. The fact of that moral price stems from the reality of missed
opportunity to effect moral growth in the context of one's home. Sometimes it just

.cannot be helped

The hometown has nothing to offer. There isn't any opportunity. The hazard lurking
here is the illusion that purity can be achieved. The exile who thinks that by keeping
aloof he can regain his innocence deceives him. It does not follow from the fact that a

corporate entity commits
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Sins, that one's duties to that entity are thereby annulled

On the other hand, benefiting through participation in a corrupt institution does taint
one. Consider the case of Mr. X; he is a partner in a legitimate family business.
Recently, members of the family have been using the business as a front for criminal
activity. The police have been paid off, and the press is not interested in the story. Mr.
X tries unsuccessfully to persuade his partners to abandon crime. He may resign from

the family business

If he resigns he can have no influence on the business, but if he remains in his current
position, he will be able to prevent the family from committing murders. Mr. X is in an
unhappy position. It is wrong for Mr. X to resign, because to resign is to refuse to
prevent murder. It is also wrong for Mr. X not to resign, for by failing to resign, he
becomes an accomplice to crime. He must distance himself from the business to the
greatest extent consistent with the maintenance of his ability to prevent the murders

Suppose that Mr. X stays with the family business, but tries to insulate himself from its
criminal aspects by basing his salary on a percentage of the legitimate dealings of the
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business, and by refusing to become personally involved in any criminal activity,
except by giving advice on how to extort payments from clients without resorting to
violence

Many clients conduct their legitimate business with X because
p:y.v

of fear of reprisals if they go elsewhere. So, X benefits indirectly from the criminal
activity of the family business. Clearly, Mr. X shares to some extent in the guilt of his
family. One may even be tempted to argue that he shares equally with the other
partners in responsibility for the crime, except that Mr. X's indirection makes possible

.a hypocrisy of which the other partners are free

This view is mistaken for two reasons. First, Mr. X's voiced opposition to the criminal
activity of the business reduces, though it does not eliminate, his responsibility for this
activity. Second, Mr. X is not directly engaged in extortion. The moral preferability of
indirect over direct involvement in wrongdoing can be argued on rule-utilitarian

grounds, as well as from deontological and Aristotelian perspectives

Direct violation of moral obligations does more to weaken general determination to
comply with the obligation, and thus threatens the character of the subject of such
Vviolation to a greater extent than doe’s indirect violation

Whether through renunciation, protest, expatriation, or even mental reservation, it is
morally essential that some distance be placed between oneself and corporate evil.
The ways in which we see ourselves, our ideas of who we are, of what we are
prepared to tolerate and what we will not countenance, all of this is in part
determined by the positions we take with respect to nations, governments, families,

traditions, civilizations, religions, institutions and corporations

To a large extent one's moral character is defined in terms

p:Y.f
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of allegiance and opposition to traditions and institutions, to subcultures and social
movements. Our moral activities take place on a field whose dimensions are partially
determined by the positions one occupies through such support and antagonism. We
are responsible for the manner in which we participate in corporate entities. The point

is well put by Jurgen Habermas

Every carrying on of a tradition is selective, and it is just this selectivity that must be
drawn through the filter of critique, of a deliberate appropriation of history-if you will,
(or a consciousness of sins.(\

We have a responsibility to choose from among the best of the alternatives open to
us, even when all the alternatives are bad. There are moral dilemmas that have no
solutions. There are circumstances in which the question, "What is to be done?" has

o answer

This should not be cause for despair. It does not mean that there is nothing to be done
in situations of moral dilemma, but that the best courses cannot be discerned by
means of any formula or decision procedure. It requires wisdom to see what is best in

such cases, and even the best alternatives available will remain problematic

The Red Light Of Islam

The issues of individual responsibility with respect to corporate entities, involvement
in corporate evil, politico-religious exile, mental reservation, open revolt against
tyranny, limited cooperation with unjust governments, these and related topics are

treated extensively in the Islamic tradition

Allusion to such topics can be found in the Qur'an, in ahadith, religious biographies,
and in
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jurisprudence. Perhaps more than the members of any of the other great religions of
the world, Muslims have defined themselves in terms of moral positions taken with
respect to the formation of communities in various social, political, and religious

historical settings

The major religious division in the Islamic world, between Sunni and Shi'i Islam, is
based upon conflicting interpretations and evaluations of history in which the moral
dimensions of social and political conditions are paramount

Since this writer lacks the competence to provide a detailed review of the vast Islamic
literature on this subject, a few citations will be given which provide some indication of
the moral reflection about associations with corporate entities which abounds in the

context of Islamic history and

jurisprudence

Particularly relevant to the question of associations with corporate entities are the
following ayat from the Qur'an

And guard yourselves against an affliction which may not smite those of you“
exclusively who are unjust; and know that Allah is severe in requital.” (:vs

And do not incline towards those who are unjust, lest the fire touch you, and you“
(have no guardians besides Allah, then you shall not be helped.” (v1:y 1+

Let not the believers take the disbelievers for friends rather than believers. And*
whoever does this has no connection with Allah-except that you guard yourselves
against them, guarding carefully. And Allah cautions you against His retribution. And to

(Allah is the eventual coming.” (*:vv

The first two ayat warn against association with an unjust group, even when one does
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not participate in the injustice. The third ayah makes allowances for dissimulation.
Association with an unjust group is permitted as a means of protection from greater
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evil

With regard to dissimulation, it is reported in Shaykh al Saduq's I'tigadatu al-
Imamiyyah

And Imam Ja'far [as] said: "Verily, I hear a man abusing me in the mosque; and I hide
behind a pillar so that he may not see me." And he dmam Ja'far) said: "Mix with the
people (enemies) outwardly, but oppose them inwardly, so long as the Amirate

((imratun) is a matter of opinion."

Another ayah that can be interpreted as demanding that one disassociate oneself
from corporate evil when one is powerless to fight it is the following

Surely @s for) those whom the angels cause to die while they are unjust to their
souls, they shall say: In what state were you? They shall say: We were weak in the
earth. They shall say: Was not Allah's earth spacious, so that you should have

(migrated therein? So these it is whose abode is Hell, and it is an evil resort.” (r:av

God's earth is still wide enough for those who believe to quit injustice; the question of
how and in what circumstances what sort of response is appropriate remains one
which calls for wisdom, not a rule. In his Risalah, Imam Khomeini wrote about

-association with the leaders of unjust governments

If the association and frequentation of the prominent religious authorities with the
oppressors and the kings of tyranny result in
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amelioration of their cruelty they must consider whether the breakage of association
is preferable to the abatement of cruelty, since it is possible that such associations will
cause weakening of the peoples' beliefs and will result in dishonoring Islam and
Islamic authorities. Thus, they must choose whatever is most important and act


http://www.ghaemiyeh.com

@ccordingly.(1

This edict is interesting because it does not prescribe a specific course of action, but
rather draws attention to some moral considerations that are left to be weighed by
the individuals concerned. A similar ambiguity can be found in Shaykh Muzaffar's
earlier treatment of the same issue, in which non-cooperation with oppressive
governments is demanded, while exceptions are allowed where this may result in

sufficiently commendable consequences

However, while Imam Khomeini stresses the importance of cutting off relations with
oppressors, Shaykh Muzaffar places more emphasis on cooperation with the unjust in
.order to ameliorate their wickedness

He explains the armed struggle of Imam Husayn as required to keep Islam from
being destroyed, but emphasizes that such action should be taken with great
reluctance, and that the Imams who succeeded Husayn , since they realized that
there was no hope to establish a truly Islamic government, occupied themselves with

(education rather than insurrection.(

Shaykh al-Mufid's Kitab al-'Irshad is replete with discussions of how the Imams
behaved with respect to usurped or unjust authority exercised in the name of Islam.
For example, a number of instances are described in which legal advice is given by

Imam 'Alito the caliphs
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After introducing the Imamate of Husayn, Shaykh al-Mufid writes

According to what we have just) mentioned the Imamate of al-Husayn, peace be on
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him, was confirmed after the death of his brother al-Hasan, peace be on him, and the
obedience of all creatures to him was binding, although he did not summon them to
(follow) him because of precautionary dissimulation taqgiyya) which he was following
and because of the truce which existed between him and Mu'awiya b. Abu Sufyan and
the need to fulfill it. In that he followed the same course as his father, the Commander
of the faithful, peace be on him, in terms of the establishment of his Imamate after
the Prophet, may God bless him and his family, despite chis own) silence @bout it), and
also of the Imamate of his brother after the truce despite chis) abstention from
politics) and (his) silence. In that they were acting according to the practices (sunan) of
the Prophet of God, may God bless him and his family, when he was blockaded in al-
Shi'b and when he escaped Mecca as an emigrant by hiding in a cave and he was

(hidden from his enemies.(

The life of Imam Husayn exemplifies both accommodation with and revolt against an
unjust institution. The literature on Imam Husayn's campaign against the army of
Yazid and his subsequent martyrdom abounds with discussions of the responsibilities

(of an individual toward family, religion, government, and supporters.(r

The general context of the discussion of how to affect reformis
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the duty to enjoin the good and forbid evil, amr bil ma'ruf wa nahl 'an al-munkar. This
duty is considered fundamental in Shi'i Islam, and its practice is discussed in the basic
works of Islamic law. We are commanded to seek to reform the evils we encounter

These attempts are to precede by stages so that the use of force may be kept to a
minimum, and the attempts are not to be undertaken at all unless one has hope that
one will finally be successful. First, one is to speak privately with the miscreant.
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Indirection is recommended

An attempt is to be made to save the wrongdoer from any embarrassment. Then
public protest becomes appropriate. Only after other means have proven
.unsuccessful to stop the commission of evil, may force be employed

Here we find a basis for the institutionalization of corporate checks and balances:
such measures can prevent the need for violent resistance to evil. One who can be
removed from office by election will not have to be violently expelled from office if he
acts wrongly. Those who operate under the scrutiny of a free press will be less likely

to do what is forbidden than those whose acts remain hidden

The media also serve as the fora for the sort of protest that is one of the stages of
enjoining the good. Public accountability is not merely an artifact of modern liberal
political thought; it can serve to promote accord with divine commands, and it may be
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seen as essential for the fulfillment of the duty to enjoin the good and forbid evil in
.modern societies

Only when non-violent means are not available, or are unsuccessful, is the final resort
of combat to be employed. Sometimes the topic of jihad is discussed as a form of
enjoining the good and forbidding evil. Even when jihad is apparently unsuccessful,
the struggle itself may be sufficient to alter the circumstances to the extent that evil

may be seen for what it is

During the caliphate of Yazid, the evil done in the name of Islam had reached such a
level that the integrity of Islam as a religious institution was threatened. Unless Islam
itself could furnish a red light bright enough to annul the religious credentials of the

(caliphate, the moral claim of the Islamic call would be eclipsed.(\

As for the red light, Allah sends the prophets (s) as warners. The prophets themselves
are red lights. The ayat of the Qur'an describing the prophets as warner’s, are too
.numerous to mention. Something is wrong with the human condition
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People are negligent of their interwoven moral and religious duties. They have
become distracted by the glitter of worldly luxuries and power. The lower self
dominates until the spirituality of the prophets dawns on the minds of men, reminding

them of the need to restore the covenant with Allah

And We send not messengers but as announcers of good news and givers of*“
warning; then whoever believes and acts aright, they shall have
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(no fear, nor shall they grieve.” s:fv

When the warning of the prophets takes hold of the mind, and the spirit gains
ascendancy over the self, red lights are seen illuminating the darkness of the sinful
soul, warning of the dangers of preoccupations with the consumption of the things of

this world, of envy, lust and greed and baseless pride

This red light is seen by those who tread the spiritual path,() but its significance is not
limited to any specific group. In its most extreme form the red light is plain. It is the
blood of the martyrs

The mystics explain redness as the result of the mixing of the whiteness of the spirit
or intellect with the darkness of the soul, as the harvest moon appears red through
(the darkness of the earth's atmosphere although its light is white (v

So too, the red lights of warning that have been the topic of our discussion represent
the intrusion of the enlightened intellect into the darkness of social evil and political
corruption. The spirit revolts against the darkness of depravity by enjoining the good
and forbidding evil. The intellect issues red warnings of admonition and protest. It
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rises up over the night of oppression like a huge red harvest moon

Martyrdom is a red light. It warns of corporate evil as it calls by example for the
ultimate renunciation of all wickedness. The blood of Imam Husayn is a crimson
beacon that shines through history to warn that even in the name of the
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highest ideals, the worst atrocities may be committed

At the same time, it calls for the greatest sacrifice in the struggle for justice. This is
what is demanded by the red intellect of Imam Husayn ,not a decision procedure
according to some legal formula, but an invitation to reflect upon the wise choices
made in exceedingly complex circumstances by the prophets and Imams, peace be
with them all, in their struggle against evil, so that we, too, may gain insight into the

moral dilemmas which face us in the radiance of their red lights

The Islamic Righting Of Human Rights
& 58k 331 U”; 5585 U5 sl 5 a0 15T S0 ghi g

O you who believe! be careful of (your duty to) Allah with the care which is due to Him.*
@nd do not die unless you are Muslims.” (*:\ ¥

The term 'right' is not found in the Qur'an with the modern sense of the 'rights of
man', 'consumer rights', and even 'animal rights', that pepper the newspapers of our
cities. The sense of 'right' in Islamic sources, the Qur'an and ahadith, is of what is due

to one or is befitting because of the harmonious hierarchical order of the universe

This is the sense of 'right' in which it is God's right that He be feared, and this is also
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the sense of 'right' employed in the essay attributed to Imam Sajjad @s) , Risalah al-
(Huquqg (The Treatise on Rights).(\

The greatest of God's rights against you is the right which He has made incumbent
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upon you for Himself and which is the root of all rights, then those which He has made
incumbent upon you in yourself, from your crown to your foot, in keeping with the
diversity of your organs. He has given your tongue a right against you, your hearing a
right against you, your sight a right against you, your hand a right against you, your
leg a right against you, your stomach a right against you, and your private part a right

against you. These are the seven organs through which acts take place

Then He gave your acts rights against you: He gave your ritual prayer a right against
you, your fasting a right against you, your charity a right against you, your offering a
right against you, and your acts a right against you

Then these rights extend out from you to others who have rights against you. The
most incumbent of them against you are the rights toward your leaders, then the
(rights toward your subjects, then the rights toward your relatives.(

One of the major challenges posed by the modern Western world for the Islamic
world pertains to the issue of rights, particularly, human rights. In what follows, I
would like to consider the nature of this challenge and reflect upon how the religious

.orientation of Islam may provide guidance for the articulation of a response

The challenge is moral as well as political. The foreign policy of the US during the last
decades of the twentieth century has focused
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Ibid., yAy -y

on the issues of human rights and democratization. Of course, US policy has not been
.consistent in this regard

As Samuel P. Huntington remarks, the 'paradox of democracy' has weakened the will
of the West to promote democracy in the post-Cold War world. By the 'paradox of
democracy, Huntington means that democratically elected governments in non-
Western societies may reject Western political domination and refuse to cooperate

:with Western policy initiatives. Huntington writes

The West was relieved when the Algerian military intervened in vaay and canceled the
election which the fundamentalist FIS clearly was going to win. Western governments
also were reassured when the fundamentalist Welfare Party in Turkey and the
nationalist BJP in India were excluded from power after scoring electoral victories in
v4406 and yaas. On the other hand, within the context of its revolution Iran in some
respects has one of the more democratic regimes in the Islamic world, and
competitive elections in many Arab countries including Saudi Arabia and Egypt would
almost surely produce governments far less sympathetic to Western interests than

(heir undemocratic predecessors.(

However, despite the inconsistencies in Western policies, it remains the case that
Western governments continue to lean heavily on human rights to justify their
policies. The inconsistencies mentioned by Huntington are really a distraction, for they
invite an ad hominem response that fails to address the deeper moral issues raised by

the challenge of human rights

The moral challenge may be posed by those opposed to Islam as a condemnation of
Islam itself: since
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human rights are trampled by Islamic governments, there is something morally
lacking in Islam

A rather superficial sort of response is to be found in the claim that violations of
human rights occur no more frequently in societies with Islamic governments than in
societies governed by secularist regimes. This response is superficial because it
seems to accept the presumption that respect for human rights may be used as a

.moral criterion by which to justify the condemnation of a religion

Another sort of response is also unsatisfying: the concept of human rights is foreign to
Islam, so all value judgments made on the basis of human rights are to be rejected as
unIslamic. This response is unsatisfying because the consequent does not follow from

the antecedent. It is salutary to understand why the entailment does not hold

First, I should explain what I mean by saying that the concept of human rights is
foreign to Islam. Actually, it would be more appropriate to speak of a family of
concepts of human rights, because moral and political theorists in the West have
developed differing concepts of rights about which there is considerable controversy

However, these concepts have a shared history with roots in Roman jurisprudence
and Stoic natural law theory. The concepts that developed in the West from these
roots, through Ockham, Hobbes and Locke, to contemporary theorists, such as
Wellman, Nozick and Raz, have, until very recently, been completely isolated from

.comparable ideas discussed in the intellectual world of Islam

Since
p: Y\$

Western ideas of human rights only became familiar in the Islamic world with the
constitutional movements of the nineteenth century, and since the concepts
dominating contemporary political discussions of human rights in international forums
are grounded in Western traditions of political thought, it is fair to say that the concept

.of human rights is foreign to Islam
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From this it does not follow that all value judgments made on the basis of human
rights should be considered unIslamic, if by unIslamic we refer to that which conflicts
with the doctrines and values of Islam

Some judgments made on the basis of unlslamic systems of thought may be in
agreement with Islam. For instance, one may arrive at the judgment that the poor
should be helped on the basis of Marxism, Buddhism or Islam; in fact, this is such a
trite judgment @lthough no less important for being trite) that it would be hard to find
a system of thought with serious numbers of adherents that did not agree with

helping the poor

So, we have to be careful to distinguish the conceptual systems in the context of
which value judgments arise from those value judgments themselves. The refutation
of a conceptual system is not sufficient to refute the truth of the judgments based

upon it

In order to refute those judgments, one must bring reasons against them from the
conceptual resources one accepts. This is why much, but far from all, of what is
(contained in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights\
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has been condoned by Muslim thinkers, and restated in the Islamic Declaration of
(Human Rights.(.

Despite the possibility of agreement about judgments originating from totally
different conceptual perspectives, there is a danger that unconscious conceptual
leakage can take place when the agreement, and even disagreement, about

Jparticular judgments is articulated

Perhaps it can be of assistance to consider a medical prohibition given by a physician
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to his patient against eating pork because of its high cholesterol content. Suppose the
Jpatient is a Muslim and refrains from pork because of the religious sanction

The doctor and his patient agree on the judgment that pork is to be avoided, but the
conceptual systems upon which the judgment is based are very different. It may be a
point of fact that the Muslim's diet is low in cholesterol even if it is not a matter of

principle

The concept of the low-cholesterol diet is foreign to Islam, as the concept of ritual
impurity (nijasah) is foreign to modern medicine. Of course, the situation with regard
to rights is more complicated than this. To explore the complications, we need to have

a clear picture of the Western concept of human rights

In his Universal Human Rights in Theory and Practice,()Jack Donnelly provides a
concise lucid account of the modern Western concept of rights, and of human rights in
Jparticular

In modern legal theory, there is a huge difference between saying that it is right for A
to have x, and saying that A has a right
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to but the difference, according to rights theorists, need not show up as a difference
in extension, that is, it may turn out to be the case that for all x, it is right for A to have
X if and only if A has a right to x

The difference, rather, concerns the force of the claim, procedures of enforcement
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and the special social practices brought into play by the rights claim. The special force
of the rights claim, according to Ronald Dworkin,(\) derives from the fact that they
trump other sorts of considerations, such as utility, that is, rights are normally
considered to be inviolable, and they cannot be swept aside for the sake of political or

social exigency

Secondly, one who makes a rights claim initiates a procedure through which the
violation of rights is to be redressed and through which procedures are to be
.established for the protection of those rights

Human rights are extralegal rights that ground moral claims made on political
systems to establish legal entitlements for individuals. Human rights are held to arise
from the essential moral nature of man, @ccording to the International Human Rights

" Covenants) from "the inherent dignity of the human person

Donnelly writes, "Human rights represent a social choice of a particular moral vision
of human potentiality, which rests on a particular substantive account of the minimum
(requirements of a life of dignity." (v

Human rights are rights of individual human persons. Families, corporations, nations
@nd peoples have no human rights. .«
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However, there are recent official statements holding the right to self-- v
determination to be a human right of states. See U.N.documents number
E/CN.f1aav/SR.y -, pp. v (Ukraine) and 1. (Cuba); ibid., SR.\y, pp. v USSR) and ¥
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Human rights, however, can be, and typically are, claimed against institutions rather
than individuals, although human rights claims against individuals are also made.
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Those against whom human rights claims are rightly made have a duty to provide for
those rights

Although the modern Western concept of human rights arises from a concept of
human dignity and the duties which must be carried out to ensure respect for that
dignity, we must be careful to distinguish recognition of dignity based duties from

recognition of human rights

A moral person may consider it a personal duty to assist a beggar because of the
human dignity of the beggar, and he may accept that he is duty bound to tell the truth
because this is required by the human dignity of those who listen to him, yet his
assistance and truth telling is not a response to a human rights claim on the part of
the beggar, the listener or anyone else, because there is no question here of
entitlement, of the inviolability of this duty in the face of moral conflict, or of the
initiation of procedures of redress by the persons to whom those having the duty in

.question may be obliged

While it is typical among Muslim writers on human rights to attempt to show how
various human rights established by modern conventions may be supported by
religious sources, these writers tend to ignore the specific philosophical foundations
of human rights concepts, and the differences between recognition of rights and

recognition

p:vy.
.of duties. Donnelly writes

Many authors even argue that contemporary human rights doctrines merely replicate
\,f+year-old Islamic ideas.... But these claims prove to be almost entirely without
basis.... Muslims are regularly and forcefully enjoined to treat their fellow men with
respect and dignity, but the bases for these injunctions are divine commands that
establish only duties, not human rights.... In Islam, in the realm of human rights (read:
human dignity) what matters is duty rather than rights. And whatever rights do exist is
a consequence of one's status or actions, not the simple fact that one is a human
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being.... One might even argue that "there is no aspect of human need but Islam, in its
ethical, social and liturgical precepts, has made provision for it" (Tabandeh yav.: y+).
The social and political precepts of Islam do reflect a strong concern for human good
and human dignity. Such a concern is important in itself, and even a prerequisite for
human rights notions. But it is in no way equivalent to a concern for, or recognition of,

(human rights.(\

So, it seems that we have a huge number of Muslim authors who do not distinguish
between deserving x and having a right to x, and who claim that important human
rights are recognized in Islam

The question for these authors then becomes one of sorting out the differences
between what rights humans have according to Islam and what rights they have
according to Western liberal theories. Tabandeh, for example, is careful to
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point out that many rights accorded to women by the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights must be rejected or modified to conform to Islamic law, but it is assumed that
there is recognition of rights in Islamic law

If, as Donnelly claims, there is no recognition of human rights in Islamic law, why do
so many Muslim authors mistakenly assume the contrary? Donnelly himself suggests
one reason: "The social and political precepts of Islam do reflect a strong concern for
human good and human dignity." Another reason is that in traditional Islamic
jurisprudence we do find the expressions Haqq Allah and Haqq al-'abd or Haqq al-
nass, which are naturally translated as 'the right of Allah' and 'the right of the servant’

'or 'right of the people

While these expressions do not allude to the Western concept of a right, but rather to


http://www.ghaemiyeh.com

what is due to God or a person because of the stipulations of religious law,
nevertheless they facilitate the assimilation of the Western concept of rights to
Islamic culture. Take, for example, the right to life. Recognition of the moral right to
life in the context of Western culture is taken to justify the enactment of legal

entitlements and protections together with procedures of redress

Cases in which Kkilling is held to be justified, such as war, capital punishment and
abortion, must be demonstrated to be warranted exceptions to the general
prohibition against killing that follows from this right. The reasoning in Islamic

jurisprudence takes a reverse course, that
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is, the jurist begins with particular statements of the Qur'an and narrations attributed
to the Prophet (s) and Imams @s), and comes to the conclusion that in Islam there is a
general prohibition against killing, since cases in which killing is permitted seem to

require some justification as a deviation from the general rule

On the basis of this general rule, any violation of the rule may be said to be a violation
of what is due to the person, even if the matter would not normally be put this way in
traditional jurisprudence

Finally, since a general rule against killing may be taken to imply that it is due to every
person not to be killed except in cases of defense, war or capital punishment), it is
(natural to put this by saying that the right to life is recognized in Islam.(

Donnelly would no doubt protest that the result of this process is still not the Western
concept of a right to life because the Islamic right to life does not provide moral
support for the sorts of entitlements and protections found in Western law

But this is a question for Islamic legal theory. Contemporary Islamic laws contain
many procedures not found in traditional shari'ah introduced in order to accord with
the needs and expectations of contemporary Muslim society. There seems no reason
why the recognition of Islamic rights by Muslims cannot play the role of grounding the
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sorts of legal entitlements and protections emphasized by Donnelly
In conclusion, the
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precise concept of human rights common in the West has its own history in Western
moral and political thought and has legal ramifications not found in traditional Islamic
law. Nevertheless, there is fertile ground in contemporary Islamic legal thought for
the development of Islamic theories of rights with similar sorts of legal implications to

those emphasized by Donnelly

So, even if Donnelly is right to claim that Islam does not contain within its traditions
the Western concept of human rights, it is consistent with the introduction of a human
rights concept analogous to that common in the West

This consistency helps to explain why so many Muslim authors have attempted to
show how to derive various rights from Islamic sources, and why the Islamic
Conference has been willing to draw up its own declaration of rights

Donnelly draws the conclusion that in Islam, there is no concern for or recognition of
human rights because he is careful enough to notice the differences between the
peculiarities of the Western concept of rights and the moral categories enshrined in

traditional Islamic law

These differences are important and often overlooked, not only by those who seek to
defend Islam by showing how Islamic rights can be derived, but also by liberals who
argue for the universal applicability of human rights

Perhaps the most important American political philosopher of the twentieth century is
John Rawls, and the concept of rights is central to his liberal theory of justice. In his
Oxford Amnesty lecture of yaav, Rawls argues
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that the concept of rights he has defended is not peculiar to the liberal tradition, but
(hat any well-ordered non liberal society must honor basic human rights.

Given the peculiarities of the Western concept of human rights, Rawls' claim is
astonishing. Certainly it would seem plausible to acknowledge the possibility of a well-
ordered non liberal society in which there are universal obligations and legal
protections but from which the specific concept of human rights with all its legal

ramifications is notably absent

Indeed, it would seem that this was the sort of society to which many people aspired
in the medieval period, whether Christian or Muslim

Rawls begins by stating three requirements for a well-ordered non liberal society: (1)
it must be peaceful and gain its legitimate aims through diplomacy and trade; (v) the
system of law must be sincerely and not unreasonably believed to be guided by a
common good conception of justice, taking into account people's essential interests
and imposing moral duties and obligations on all members of society; ) it must

respect basic human rights

:Rawls claims that the third requirement follows from the second as follows

The argument for this conclusion [i.e., that a well-ordered non liberal society must
respect human rights] is that the second requirement rules out violations of these
rights. For to satisfy it, a society's legal order must impose moral duties and
obligations on all persons in its territory and it must embody a reasonable consultation

hierarchy which will protect human rights. A sincere
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and reasonable belief on the part of judges and other officials that the system of law
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is guided by a common good conception of justice has the same result. Such a belief is
(simply unreasonable, if not irrational, when those rights are infringed.(

Rawls makes the mistake of assuming that when rights are not infringed, they are
honored or respected. This is like the mistake of one who claims that Smith respects
the religious prohibition against pork, when Smith abstains from pork to keep his

cholesterol count low

Philosophers are familiar with the distinction between conforming to a rule and
following a rule. An analogous distinction should be made between mere conformity
with rights and respect for rights

Conformity to rights means that the outcome of the legal, moral and social
arrangements in a society is that rights are not infringed. Conformity to rights in this
sense does not require possession of the concept of rights or knowledge that
conformity has been achieved. Obviously, there need be no conscious desire to

.conform

Conformity to rights does not imply anything about the concepts involved in
maintaining this conformity; it merely implies the absence of violations. To honor
rights, however, as distinct from just conforming to them, one must be conscious of

rights as such, that is, one must employ the concept of rights

This requires more than a mere absence of violations. To honor rights is to conform to
rights intentionally, to conform to rights by trying to conform to them, to conform

p:vyy#

Rawls, sv -y
(o rights because of acting on the basis of a desire to achieve conformity.a

The sort of protection of human rights required of a well-ordered non liberal society
by Rawls' argument is nothing more than conformity to human rights, or an ideal
absence of violations. But violations of human rights may be avoided without any
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conscious employment of the concept of human rights in the precise sense discussed
by liberal theorists. One may be horrified by torture and live in a society in which
torture is effectively prohibited without seeing torture as a violation of human rights

The effective prohibition of torture in a society does not require the currency of a
human rights concept in that society. So, Rawils is plainly mistaken when he jumps
from the need for protection of human rights in a well-ordered non liberal society to

the conclusion that human rights must be honored in such societies

Rawls' mistake is like the mistake attributed by Donnelly to Muslims who find a basis
for human rights in Islam. The fact that many human rights are protected by Islamic
law does not entail that Islamic law respects these human rights, because the precise
concept of a human right with the legal ramifications of rights claims in modern

Western societies is strikingly absent from traditional Islamic law

Of course, Muslims are free to adapt and modify the Western concept of human
rights in such a way as to become consistent with the teachings and rulings of Islam,
and

p:yyyv

This paragraph is modeled on Philip Pettit's explanation of the difference between -\
conformity to a rule and following a rule in his article, "Problem of Rule-Following," in
Jonathan Dancy and Ernest Sosa, eds., A Companion to Epistemology, Oxford:

Blackwell, yaay), vaa

the concept of Islamic rights might then play a legitimate role in the formulation of
civil law in Muslim societies, expositions of Islamic international law, and Islamic
(versions of what Rawls calls 'the law of peoples'.(\

Muslims are driven in this direction by Western accusations that there is no respect
for human rights in Islam. It is difficult for Muslims to disagree with the concept of
human rights without being accused of condoning violations of human rights
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Violations of many human rights are so abhorrent that it is quite natural for Muslims to
respond to criticism by pointing out that such violations are as inconsistent with the
.moral and political values of Islam as they are inconsistent with liberal values

From here, it is aver y short step to the adaptation of the concept of rights with
various modifications to bring the concept into conformity with Islamic thought

Traditionalists might respond with a wholesale rejection of the concept of rights as
foreign to Islam. This seems somewhat of an overreaction. Even if the concept of
rights is not to be found in medieval formulations of Islamic law, this does not mean
that a contemporary jurist will not be able to derive an Islamic concept of rights

consistent with the religious sources

There is a need for caution here. The result of the widespread introduction of a
concept of rights analogous to the Western concept but based on Islamic sources
may be insidious in its own way. When the concept of rights gains

P:YYA

By the law of peoples I mean a political conception of right and justice that applies" -
to the principles and norms of international law and practice." Rawls, f¥

common currency in the political discourse of a society, this has profound effects on
the ways in which people think about morals, law, the self and society, and the
relations among them

Muslims need to begin to consider whether these changes are in harmony with the
basic values of Islam. Even if the concept of rights can be completely Islamized, when
the language of rights is used in international political forums there will be a tendency
to assimilate the Islamic concept to the accepted usage governing the Western liberal

.concept

Although the contemporary Western liberal concept of rights is typically traced to the
eighteenth century, particularly to the American and French revolutions, it is only in
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the last thirty or forty years that rights have come to dominate social-political thought
inthe West

Indeed, this domination has reached the extent that virtually all political claims today
are made in terms of rights. Arguments against interference by others are made as
claims that we have a right that protects us from such interference

Arguments in favor of interference with actions undertaken by others are made as
claims that those actions result in a violation of our rights. Those who smoke claim
that laws against smoking violate their rights to pursue happiness by smoking. Those
who do not smoke claim that smokers violate their rights to fresh air. The resolution of
such conflicting rights claims requires moral argument that is often lacking because

rights claims come to be seen as fundamental

When rights are taken
p: YY4

to be fundamental, political discourse becomes extremist and fanatical. There is no
room for argument when competing rights claims are taken to express basic rights.
Liberals might be surprised to find themselves accused by Muslims of fanaticism and
extremism, but Islam provides a framework for thinking about the law in terms of the
sorts of textual support needed to back a legal decision, and the ways in which
rational considerations must be assessed. Islamic rights claims can never be taken as

absolute and fundamental

If political controversy among Muslims is put in the language of Islamic values,
scholars can debate relative priorities and importance of various particular rulings
and judgments in an attempt to formulate policies most harmonious with Islam

The introduction of the language of rights, however, even Islamic rights, will have a
tendency to stifle debate, because it is assumed that rights are (nearly) irrevocable.
Without the doctrine that rights are inviolate, or nearly so, the authority of rights in
contemporary Western political discourse would evaporate, for it is by reason of their


http://www.ghaemiyeh.com

inviolability that rights provide such a strong advantage to those who are recognized
to possess them

One contemporary critic of liberalism, Ronald Beiner, suggests that "we should
consider dispensing with the whole language of rights, for it is simply that way of
speaking about what is politically desirable that disposes us to assert claims that are

(taken as absolute and inviolate."

Beiner continues by pointing out another disadvantage of rights that might make
Muslims want to
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Ronald Beiner, What's the Matter with Liberalism? [Berkeley: University of - 1
California Press,yaay), 4\

‘hesitate about wholesale adoption of the concept of rights

A further drawback of the rhetoric of rights discourse is that all rights, as rights, tend
to be treated as occupying an equal level, in abstraction from the heterogeneous and
differentiated considerations that lead us to describe something as good or as
advantageous. The attraction of this rhetoric, indeed, lies precisely in its abstractness,
its lack of differentiation with regard to the substance of various entitlements (we
might call it the leveling effect).. Rather than inquiring into what is actually at stake in a
given argument, the very fact that a supposed right is in jeopardy introduces an extra
measure of passion and intemperance into the debate, regardless of what is being
debated. This problem derives from the formalism of rights discourse, in contrast to

(the substantive character of deliberation conducted in the language of good.(

Rights are taken to be inviolable, or nearly inviolable. Considerations of utility or the
needs of the community as a whole are supposed to be trumped by rights claims.
Since individuals make rights claims against institutions, the result is a tendency

toward individualism
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Even if it is legitimate to identify the rights given to individuals by Islam, a political
discourse dominated by such rights claims would still be unbalanced from the point of
view of Islam because it would place community interests at lower priority without
scriptural justification. It is worthy of note that Hegel also objected to the individualist

tendency of rights claims

Not only does

p: Y
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the contemporary political discourse of competing rights claims promote
individualism, it promotes a perception of the citizenry as a body of competing
claimants for the recognition of conflicting rights. In fact, individuals usually do not
advance rights claims alone, but as members of interest groups. Each group pursues
its interests through the advancement of rights claims as inviolable or nearly

inviolable

This makes compromise or an attempt to find a solution best for all competing parties
detestable to those who consider their rights to be infringed. The climate of political
debate thus becomes adversarial and confrontational. The courts become mired in
the adjudication of competing rights claims as each group pursues its own interests in

the attempt to win favorable interpretations of the law

This has profound effects on the tone of social-political intercourse. As Muslims
embrace Islamized rights, we need to ask whether the sort of polity that will emerge
from competing claims to Islamic rights accords with the values promoted by Islam

Rights are valued because they protect interests. As different groups in society
organize to compete for winning their conflicting interests, rights come to be viewed
as goods to be divided among the competitors. Just as scarcity provides the occasion
for programs of distributive justice with respect to material goods, conflict provides

the occasion for programs of distributive justice with regard to rights


http://www.ghaemiyeh.com

Rights cannot be given freely to all who claim them because rights conflict. Not all
claims to rights can be honored. As a result, those who
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seek to win them consider rights to be goods that can and should be distributed by the
state. The sort of attitude produced seems incompatible with the reliance on God
.emphasized in Islam

Muslims should not look to the state as the means for the solution of all their
problems. The attitude of the pious Muslim should be one of trust in God and
submission to His will. Muslims tend to conform to human rights because this is
required of them by Islam, but the dominant consideration of the pious (mutagqi) is

.care to see to it that duties are performed

By contrast, the attitude of the Westerner who seeks to advance his own interests
with claims to a corresponding right seems selfish, or at least self-centered

The idea that there are some things that are due to one by right is not foreign to
Islamic law. As mentioned earlier, the expressions Haqq Allah the right of Allah) and
Haqq al-'abd (the right of the servant) or Haqqg al-nass (right of the people) do occur in
medieval texts of Islamic jurisprudence, and modern Muslim defenders of the idea
that Islam contains its own concept of rights often make reference to these

(expressions.(\

But what is meant by these terms is what is due to Allah or a person according to
Islamic law. For example, the paying of firiyah at the end of Ramagan is the right of
God, and the right an heir has to his inheritance is an instance of the right
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See "Human Rights" by Ann Elizabeth Mayerin John L. Esposito,ed., The Oxford -\
Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World (New York: Oxford University Press, 144s).
vfr-1¥fA. Also see Ann Mayer, Islam and Human Rights: Tradition and Politics (Boulder:
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of the servant, but the term right ( €aqq) is not used here in the modern sense of
rights as moral trumps on the basis of which legal arguments and proceedings can be
initiated. The point is not a mere quibble over words. Someone might object by saying,
"OK. I admit that there is this narrow technical sense of rightcurrent in Western
political philosophy, and that this concept is foreign to Islam. But there is a broader,
more inclusive sense of right, in which we can say that the sorts of entitlements that
are the subject of discussion by Western theorists and those protected by Islamic law
are both rights. Why insist on the narrow meaning, especially given the fact that in
discussions of rights among Muslims, this narrow meaning does not seem to be
intended." We cannot simply muddle along with a sloppy inclusive meaning because
the meaning of human rightsdominant in international political discussion is the
Western liberal one. It is this notion that is used when mention is made of human
rights organizations, when various governments are censured because of their poor

human rights records, and when

Western governments claim to be promoting human rights through their foreign
policies

Muslims do a disservice to their own societies and to Islamic law if they try to fend off
objections to their human rights records by answering the charges against them with
the claim that they are proponents of Islamic human rights. Consider, for example,

the problem of child labor

p: Yvf

Human rights organizations condemn governments for permitting child labor with the
charge that the rights of the children are being violated.If we respond by saying that
the Islamic concept of human rights does not provide for any right violated by child
labor, we give the impression that in our view, there is nothing wrong with it, and
implicitly we endorse the idea that the sole standard of just government is the
protection of human rights, albeit.Islamic human rights. On the other hand, the very
same impression is made by the response that the Islamic concept of human rights
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does contain protections against child labor. It does not matter very much whether
we insist that the philosophy behind Western liberal human rights is very different
from that supporting Islamic conceptions of human rights, whether the basis for
rights is in human nature or divine justice and compassion or both or neither. No
matter which of the responses mentioned is presented, the political discourse of
rights is endorsed, and since this discourse is dominated byWestern liberal
conceptions of rights together with the adversarial use of rights claims, the way is
opened for the encroachment of liberal political culture in Islamic thought.This is the

.mechanism by which cultural invasion takes place

More importantly, the Islamizing of human rights concepts shifts the focus of
attention from the victims of practices often forbidden by Islam to debates over which
rights deserve the Islamic stamp of approval and debates over humanism and

theologically oriented philosophies. The poverty
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and masses of uneducated people in their societies certainly is no less distressing to
Muslims than to Western advocates of human rights. Often, however, even the best
Islamic government is simply unable eradicate these problems. Muslims, in concert
with their religious and governmental institutions, need to develop strategies to
combat the offenses against God's law that take place in their societies. They do not
need the distraction of diplomatic, economic and military pressure to adopt the
general program of Western liberal human rights. Such pressure really is cultural
imperialism, although it seems to be accepted as morally permissible even by such

sensitive thinkers as Rawls, Donnelly and way too many others to mention

The real need is to develop Islamic norms and institutionalized procedures to protect
them. The Muslim family needs protection from erosion no less than the poor and
underprivileged in Muslim societies need protection from legal abuses

It is time to admit that we have not yet discovered an effective strategy for the
implementation of Islamic law and the protection of Islamic values in modern society
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This should not be cause for shame or embarrassment, unless Muslims react by
either closing their eyes to the difficulties they face or abandoning divine guidance in
favor of the ways of the West, may Allah protect us from these twin devils: the failure
to recognize our own shortcomings and the attempt to remove our shortcomings by

.casting aside what God has given us

In conclusion, I would suggest that Muslims eschew the language
p: Yv¢
:0f human rights because

it invites the evaluation of Islam according to the standards of the Western liberal ()
tradition, (v) it smuggles concepts from the Western liberal tradition into the political
discourse of Muslims, () it promotes litigious adversarial competition among various
interest groups in society, (v) it fosters the idea that it is the responsibility of the state
to satisfy individual interests through the distribution of rights, @) it stifles balanced
consideration of community and institutional values in favor of insistence on individual
freedoms, (%) it stifles reasoned political discussion because it presupposes that rights
must be nearly absolute and fundamental, (v) when Muslim intellectuals glorify the
'Islamic human rights' protected by traditional Islamic law,() this belies the need for
the development of legal procedures and protections in modern Muslim societies to
prevent abuses and injustices that were never imagined by medieval fugaha, so that
instead of genuine ijtihad on the new problems, Western solutions are simply adopted
without comment, () it shifts attention from the need to take steps to eliminate
injustice to differences over which rights are to be recognized and the philosophical

foundations of rights

At the same time that I advocate rejection of the language of human rights, I call on
Muslims to resist Western claims to the universality of human rights, claims for which
serious theorists have failed to provide serious arguments

Muslim resistance to these claims requires a greater familiarity on the part of Muslims
with Western rights theories in social-political philosophy as
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As in the essays on rights in Islam by Tuhami Negra (Tunis) and 'Abd al-'Aziz Kamil -
(Cairo and Kuwait) in A. Boudhiba, ed., The Different Aspects of Islamic Culture: The
.dndividual and Society in Islam (Paris: UNESCO Publishing, 144

well as jurisprudence. To counter the Western political pressure for the enforcement
of human rights, Muslims need to stand strong and ready to defend Islamic values,
but at the same time, greater efforts must be made to explain Islamic thought about

rights in the West

These comments may be considered rejectionist or anti-modernist, but on the other
hand, I advocate the recognition of deficiencies in traditional Islamic law for dealing
with modern problems, particularly with regard to how to control the nation state,
how social institutions independent of the state may function in Islamic society, and
how to deal with such mundane problems as widespread unemployment, educational

deficiencies and widespread poverty

While liberals would introduce the machinery of Western human rights to deal with
these problems, and traditionalists seem to think medieval Islamic legal rulings are
sufficient for the task, I suggest that more work needs to be done to find solutions to

contemporary problems consonant with the teachings and values of Islam

Traditional legal procedures are not sufficient for this task. Although I urge resistance
against Western pressures to adopt the program of liberal human rights, I also
recognize the benefit to be gained through cooperation with some international
human rights advocacy groups to develop strategies for the elimination of injustices

recognized as such by Muslims and liberals alike

The struggle against injustice must be so prominent among Muslims that they
become famous for such concerns; for it is only in this way that we can hope to
provide

P: YA
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the religious moral conscience so much needed in today's world
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And strive hard in (the way of) Allah, (such) a striving a is due to Him; He has chosen“
you and has not laid upon you an hardship in religion; the faith of your father Ibrahim;
He named you Muslims before and in this, that the Messenger may be a bearer of
witness to you, and you may be bearers of witness to the people; therefore keep up
prayer and pay the poor-rate and hold fast by Allah; He is your Guardian; how

excellent the Guardian and how excellent the Helper!” (vv:va

?Considering Whose Justice? Which Rationality

point
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Alasdair Maclntyre's Whose Justice? Which Rationality?() Is an important book, a
book with which Muslims, in particular, need to become acquainted. The author,
Al