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Focus of this paper

• To describe some of the 
challenges facing Muslims  
societies & proposed 
solutions in the past. 

• To argue that the problems 
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• To argue that the problems 
could lie with educational 
pedagogy & suggest 
integration of certain 
aspects of pragmatism that 
are equivalent to Islam’s 
pragmatism into Muslim 
education.  



Challenges facing Muslim societies 

Muslims & 

Modernity –
hedonistic  culture

Globalization –
international vs 
local identity

Islamophobia –
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Muslims & 
Muslim societies

Western Imperialism 
– secular values

Islamophobia –
curriculum revision

Post-modernity

Freedom of 
expression 



Identifying the root of the problems

• Al-Attas:  Secularism and its propagation in the 
Muslim education system ==> loss of discipline 
(adab).

• Al-Faruqi:  The dualistic education system –
traditional Islamic & secular Western knowledge. 
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traditional Islamic & secular Western knowledge. 
• Proposed actions: ---> integrated system of 

education + IOK .
• Alternative thesis:  problems with the teaching 

methods and the  curriculum of Islamic 
education  ---> Islam’s pragmatism



Elements of pragmatism

(1) the centrality of experience - experience and 
nature are not two different things 

(2) the reality of change, 
(3) the essentially social and biological nature of 
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(3) the essentially social and biological nature of 
man, 

(4) the relativity of values,  
(5) the use of critical intelligence, and
(6) the scientific method and experimental thinking 

could, if used properly, achieve desirable ends



Pragmatism of Islam

1. Critical and creative intelligence; Reading, 
reflection and thinking, 

2. Ijtihad - freedom of inquiry
3. The scientific method
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3. The scientific method
4. The critical examination of traditions or 

customs
5. The important role of the social context in 

the development of education and man



Evidence for reflection and thinking 
about nature and its Creator 

• Verily in the creation of the heavens and 
the earth, and in the alternation of night 
and day, there are indeed signs for men of 
understanding. Those who remember 
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understanding. Those who remember 
Allah standing, sitting and lying down on 
their sides, and think deeply about the 
creation of the heavens and the earth, 
(saying): “Our Lord! You have not created 
(all) this without purpose, glory to You!  
(3:190-1)



Behold!  in the creation of the heavens and the earth, and 
in the alternation of the night and the day; in the sailing of 

Encouragement to observe 
nature from the Holy Qur’an
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in the alternation of the night and the day; in the sailing of 
the ships through the ocean for the profit of mankind; in 
the rain which God sends down from the skies, and the 
life which He gives therewith to an earth that is dead; in 
the beasts of all kinds that He scatters through the earth; 
in the change of the winds, and the clouds which they 
trail like their slaves between the sky and the earth:-
(here) indeed are Signs for a people that are wise (Al-
Baqarah 2: 164).



Evidence for freedom of inquiry

• Number of different 
schools of thought

• Tradition of the 
prophet eg. Muadh as 
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prophet eg. Muadh as 
governor to Yemen



The scientific method

• Muslim scientists - originator of the scientific 
method.  The inductive method in Bacon’s 
Novum Organum “had been expounded by the 
Qur’an and by Muslim scientists and 
philosophers many centuries before him”.
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philosophers many centuries before him”.
• Briffault- neither Roger Bacon nor his later name 

sake has any claim to be credited with having 
introduced the experimental method. … the 
experimental method of Arabs was by Bacon’s 
time widespread and eagerly cultivated 
throughout Europe.”



They said, “come thou to us, that we may worship God alone, 
and give up the cult of our fathers?  Bring us what thou 
threaten us with, if so be that thou tell the truth? (Al-’Araf 7: 

Critical examinations of traditions
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threaten us with, if so be that thou tell the truth? (Al-’Araf 7: 
70). 
Just in the same way, whenever We sent a Warner before thee 
to any people, the wealthy ones among them said:  “we found 
our fathers following a certain religion, and we will certainly 
follow in their footsteps.”
He said: “What! Even if I brought you better guidance than that 
which ye found your fathers following?”  (Al-Zukhruf 43: 22-
24).



The role of social context in the 
development of education and man

• Ibn Khaldun [Muqaddimah] - the different 
kinds of man that would be produced by the 
city and the desert in his theory on the 
development of civilization. How in one, the 
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development of civilization. How in one, the 
city its security and adequacy have given way 
to leisure and the development of high crafts 
and sciences unlike the desert where the 
men were preoccupied with their own 
existence from the threats of nature. 



Major problem with pragmatism -
metaphysics

• The notion of reality. Reality is created by 
individuals themselves or by experts, especially 
scientists. It would not accept the notion of the 
revealed scripture to provide the truth about 
reality because that would mean a closed, 
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reality because that would mean a closed, 
bounded system.  

• The idea that change is the essence of reality 
and consequently there are no permanent 
values.  All values are thus, relative. 



Cont…

• Lack of patriotic and 
religious fervour, 

• Emphasis on change and 
relativism,  

• Excessive freedom, and 
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• Excessive freedom, and 
• Lack the discipline that 

comes from a study and 
acquisition of knowledge 
due to the “problem” 
approach



How did Muslims lose Islam’s 
pragmatism

• Excesses of the rational school of thought
• Imposition of its ideas on all – limiting freedom of 

thoughts
• Conflicts between rational school and the 

traditional school of thoughts
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traditional school of thoughts
• Exposition of the philosophers’ incoherence by 

al-Ghazali
• Establishment of formal madrasah (colleges) for 

propagating of one school.
• Fall of Baghdad & Andalusia.
• Colonization



What’s wrong with the pedagogy

Teaching abt Islam �  Learning to be Muslims
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Information-
driven

Transformation 
- driven

We need to revive an old pedagogical 
tool



Cont…

• Traditional subjects over emphasize 
memorization.  This to a certain extent is alright 
but if excessive  without and employment of 
reason is bad.

• Blind prescription and indoctrination
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• Blind prescription and indoctrination
• Teachers of Islamic sciences have not been 

innovative and creative in discovering effective 
methods of teaching the subject 

• Some Islamic religious schools do not give great 
importance to the teaching of the natural 
sciences and mathematics, compared to the 
religious sciences.  Epistemology is inadequate.



Conclusion

Bring back Islam’s pragmatism into the curriculum: 
• Develop critical, creative and caring minds 
• Have a questioning attitude – revive the 

pedagogy of philosophical inquiry (CI) and 
philosophy.
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philosophy.
• Teachers should model the thinking process and 

underscore the importance of the process of 
reaching the solution and not just the solution 
itself (Tradition on Ijtihad)

• Moderation of subject and learner-centred 
learning.



Al-Zarnuji (12th Century)

It is necessary to pursue knowledge by means of 
discussion, argument and questioning.  It is [also] 
essential that [one does these things] with fairness, 
circumspection and deliberation, and by fortifying oneself 
against altercation and anger.  For discussion and 
argument are [a kind of] consultation.  Consultation 
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argument are [a kind of] consultation.  Consultation 
again aims at establishing the truth.  This result is only 
attained through circumspection, the avoidance of violent 
dispute, and fairness [in general], not however through 
hostility and anger.  For verily [argument and discussion] 
aiming at forcing and crushing the adversary are illicit.  
They are permissible only when they seek to bring out 
the truth. 



Zarnuji: The necessity of reflection

It is incumbent [upon the student] in the quest for 
knowledge that he meditate at all times on the 
more subtle matters [or, the fine points] of 
knowledge and that he accustom himself thereto; 
for only by reflection can subtle problems be 
solved.  For this reason it is said: Reflect and 
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solved.  For this reason it is said: Reflect and 
you will reach a solution.  And it is essential to 
reflect before speaking in order to speak 
correctly [or, the truth].  For verily, a speech is 
like an arrow, [so that] it is necessary to “aim” by 
means of reflection before speaking so that one 
gets directly to the point



Usefulness of questions & discussion

Al-Zarnuji:
the usefulness of 
posing questions and 
discussing is greater 
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discussing is greater 
than the usefulness of 
sheer repetition since 
in this there is 
repetition and one 
more element.



In the past philosophy for Islam

• The philosophical tools were first employed by the 
Mu’tazilah to defend Islam against the Christians’ attack 
on the Muslim creeds.

• Although Al-Ghazali opposed Greek philosophy and its 
development in Islam, he advocated fervently the study 
and use of logic. He claimed that Aristotelian syllogisms 
were already used and recommended in the Qur’an. He 
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and use of logic. He claimed that Aristotelian syllogisms 
were already used and recommended in the Qur’an. He 
even illustrated Aristotelian logic with examples from 
Islamic law.

• Leaman : “it would be a mistake to regard philosophy in 
Islam as starting with the translation of Greek texts.” He 
asserts that even before the introduction of Greek logic, 
Muslims were involved in philosophical arguments in the 
fields of jurisprudence, the nature of law, analogy, and 
meaning 



The rigour of the juriconsults

Maqdisi 
“At the turn of the fourth-fifth century (the tenth –

eleventh AD) disputation, munazara had already 
become highly developed field of legal studies 
pursued by the student-juriconsult. To become 
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pursued by the student-juriconsult. To become 
an accomplished master-juriconsult one had to 
become proficient in disputation.”  He asserts 
that the teaching method was so pervasive that 
not only was it introduced in Grammar and 
Kalam but also in Medicine.



Contemporary scholar

• S.H. Nasr, “the teaching of Islamic 
philosophy is urgent because ‘it is the 
means of protecting the Truth (al-Haq) and 
providing ways for repelling the attacks 
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providing ways for repelling the attacks 
which are made against it from all sides.’”  

• He even considered teaching Islamic 
philosophy a religious duty.


