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Ten Questions, One Living
Tradition
A tradition stays alive not through its answers but through the

questions  it  refuses  to  stop asking.  Having met  where  Muslim

philosophy began (Part I) and the thinkers who built it (Part II),

this final course turns to the questions themselves — ten great

themes the tradition has argued over for more than a thousand

years, and is arguing over still.

What is language, and what makes the Qur’an’s language unlike

any  other?  Did  modern  science  really  begin  in  seventeenth-

century Europe, or centuries earlier in Baghdad and Cairo? What

is a good person, and how is one made? How should power be

held?  How  should  wealth  move?  Who  has  the  authority  to

interpret  the  sacred?  What  does  reform  actually  mean?  Each

lesson takes one theme, traces it  from its classical roots to the

present, and leaves you with questions of your own.

These are not settled matters. They are living debates — and the

fact that they are still debated is the clearest sign that this is a

tradition, not a museum.
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Lesson 1 — Logic, Language,
and the Qur’an
There is a moment, just before the reciter draws breath, when a

room falls  into a heavy,  almost tactile silence — and when the

first  syllable  of  the  Qur’an  sounds,  it  seems  to  reorganise  the

space. Beneath that beauty, the classical scholars insisted, runs a

rigorous,  almost  architectural  logic.  For much of  the twentieth

century,  Western  orientalists  dismissed  the  Qur’an’s  form  as

mere “rhymed prose.” They were looking at the paint and missing

the canvas.

To see the structure, start with the architects of Arabic thought.

Al-Farabi  adapted  Greek  logic  to  Arabic,  arguing  the  language

had a structural precision demanding its own framework. But it

was the eleventh-century scholar Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani who

gave Arabic its most influential turn, with his theory of nazm —

syntactic  structure.  Meaning,  he  argued,  does  not  live  in  a

sentence’s individual bricks but in the invisible mortar that binds

them. Reorder the words without changing a single one, and the

cognitive and emotional weight shifts entirely.

From this flow two concepts usually flattened to “eloquence” and

“rhetoric”:  fasaha (the  purity  and precision of  the  signal  — a

word  that  maps  cleanly  onto  its  meaning)  and  balagha (the

mastery of context — delivering the right message, in the right

structure, to a specific listener in a specific state of mind). Read

through modern philosophy of language, these look like an early

theory of pragmatics: meaning not as a static object handed over,

but  as  a  dynamic  event produced  with  minimal  loss.  On  the

traditional account, the Qur’an represents balagha at its limit.
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This is why the doctrine of I’jaz al-Qur’an — the inimitability of

the  Qur’an  —  is  more  than  a  claim  of  literary  taste.  Scholars

working  in  structural  and  cognitive  linguistics  have  mapped

recurring patterns of “ring composition” in many surahs: a theme

introduced  early  returns,  transformed,  near  the  close,  with  a

central verse as pivot. Some point to sound symbolism — verses

of mercy leaning on softer articulation, verses of judgement on

harsher consonants. And behind it all sits the fierce old question

of  Kalam Allah,  the Speech of  God:  is  the Qur’an created in

time,  or  the  eternal,  uncreated attribute  of  God? If  uncreated,

then language is not a human invention but part of the fabric of

the cosmos.

Our  machines,  tellingly,  struggle  here.  Large  language  models

mimic  syntax  well  but  are  far  weaker  on  balagha — they  can

generate flawless Classical Arabic while having no grasp of  why

one arrangement was chosen over another. They can count the

bricks; they cannot yet perceive the cathedral.

PAUSE AND THINK

Al-Jurjani says meaning lives in the arrangement, not the

words. When has how something was said changed its

meaning for you more than what was said?

If an AI can reproduce the form of sacred language

without grasping its meaning, what does that reveal about

the difference between information and understanding?

1. 

2. 
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Lesson 2 — Nature, Cosmos,
and the Sciences
The  modern  scientific  worldview  is  conventionally  traced  to

seventeenth-century  Europe  —  science  supposedly  dormant

through  a  “dark  age,”  preserved  like  a  fly  in  amber  by  Arab

translators until  the Renaissance revived it.  A growing body of

scholarship suggests that story has the emphasis backwards.

Begin with the Brethren of Purity (Ikhwan al-Safa), a circle of

tenth-century  intellectuals  in  Basra  whose  fifty-two-treatise

encyclopedia treated the study of nature as a spiritual discipline.

For them, to trace the mathematical harmony of the spheres or

the geometry of crystals was to trace the mind of God — empirical

inquiry  and  spiritual  elevation  were  not  at  odds  but  one

movement.

Then consider the empirical revolution itself.  Ibn al-Haytham

(Alhazen),  working  in  eleventh-century  Cairo,  overturned  the

ancient Greek theory of vision not by philosophical deduction but

by  controlled experiment — using a darkened room and a small

aperture to prove light travels in straight lines into the eye. His

deeper contribution was methodological:  “The seeker of truth,”

he wrote, “is not one who studies the writings of the ancients and

puts his trust in them, but rather the one who suspects his faith in

them and questions what he has gathered.” Many historians read

this  as  an early,  explicit  statement  of  the  empirical  method —

centuries before Bacon. His contemporary  al-Biruni calculated

the  Earth’s  circumference  to  within  about  one  per  cent  of  the

modern value, measuring the dip of the horizon from a mountain

and correcting for atmospheric refraction.
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The resonances run deeper still,  into territory that is genuinely

contested. The kalam theologians developed a radical  atomism

—  a  universe  of  discrete,  indivisible  particles  —  and

occasionalism,  the  view  that  God  re-creates  the  cosmos  at

every instant, so the “laws of physics” are the habit of God rather

than an inherent causal order. Al-Ghazali’s claim that fire does

not inherently burn cotton, but that God creates the burning at

the moment of contact, describes a universe without independent

secondary  causality.  Quantum  mechanics,  on  one  common

reading, tells us something structurally similar: at the base level,

reality behaves not as clockwork but as a domain of probabilistic

events. These are suggestive parallels, not proven influence — but

even read cautiously, they show medieval intuitions that remain

live  conceptual  resources.  And the  “Tusi  couple,”  a  thirteenth-

century  device  of  Nasir  al-Din  al-Tusi,  reappears  in

Copernicus’s  heliocentric  model,  down to the point-labelling —

evidence, most historians now hold, of transmission rather than

coincidence.

PAUSE AND THINK

Ibn al-Haytham made doubt of authority the engine of

knowledge. Where do you trust inherited answers you

have never actually tested?

If the “birth of modern science” was partly the delayed

institutionalisation of an older method, what does that

change about how you picture the history of knowledge?

1. 

2. 
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Lesson 3 — Ethics, Virtue,
and the Muslim Self
We live  in  an  era  of  ethical  vertigo  — algorithms shaping  our

choices,  moral  vocabulary  outpaced  by  technology,  conscience

outsourced to rulebooks and code. The common caricature holds

that Islamic ethics is a rigid legal code of divine commands. The

deeper  current  in  the  tradition  is  something  else  entirely:  a

psychologically rich science of the soul.

Consider Miskawayh (d. 1030), whose Refinement of Character

did not  list  dos  and don’ts  but  mapped the  topography of  the

psyche. Drawing on Plato and Aristotle, he divided the soul into

three faculties — the rational, the irascible, and the appetitive —

and defined virtue not as  suppressing the lower faculties but as

harmonising them  under  reason.  Justice,  he  wrote,  is  the

equilibrium of the soul: a formulation many see as anticipating

cognitive-behavioural  thought  by  nearly  a  thousand  years.  Al-

Ghazali went further, treating the heart (qalb) as a battlefield

and  his  ethical  prescriptions  as  “breakers  of  habit”  —

interventions meant to reshape not just actions but the desires

beneath them.

This  is  why  the  Akhlaq tradition  reads  as  one  of  the  earliest

sustained frameworks of  virtue ethics. While modern Western

philosophy  was  dominated  by  duty-based  (Kantian)  and

consequence-based  (utilitarian)  theories  —  both  focused  on

actions while setting aside the actor — Miskawayh and al-Ghazali

were already asking the more fundamental question:  what kind

of person ought I to become? When G.E.M. Anscombe called in

1958 for a return to virtue, and MacIntyre and Foot extended that

revival,  they  were,  on  many  readings,  catching  up  to  a

conversation  Muslim  philosophers  had  been  having  for  nine
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centuries.  In this  framework a person who gives to charity  for

social  acclaim  has  performed  the  right  action  but  failed  the

ethical test — because the underlying disposition is still  vanity.

The self is not a defendant in a cosmic courtroom; it is a garden

to be cultivated.

The  framework  earns  its  keep  in  the  modern  clinic.  Where

Western  bioethics  leans  on  autonomy  and  utility,  the  Islamic

virtue tradition treats the body as an amanah — a sacred trust. It

distinguishes healing a genetic defect from enhancing a trait, and

asks, of any new power, not merely “is it permitted?” but “what

does this do to the character of the person and the community?”

And it  scales up: a balanced soul cannot flourish in a diseased

society, which is why the tradition pairs nizam (order) with ’adl

(justice)  —  order  without  justice  being  merely  the  order  of  a

prison.

PAUSE AND THINK

The Akhlaq tradition judges the actor, not just the act.

Think of a “good deed” you did for the wrong reason —

what would it take to do it for the right one?

If the self is “a garden to be cultivated,” what is currently

growing in yours without your having chosen it?

1. 

2. 
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Lesson 4 — Political
Philosophy: Authority and
Shura
The familiar story says Islamic political  thought froze after the

early caliphates, retreating into rigid legalism. The classical canon

tells  a  messier,  more  dynamic  tale  —  a  sustained  struggle  to

reconcile the infinite authority of the Divine with the finite, messy

reality of human governance.

Three  figures  mark  its  range.  Al-Farabi supplied  the

philosophical ideal: the Virtuous City, guided by a philosopher-

ruler whose intellect is aligned with the Active Intellect, and the

“ignorant  cities”  that  fall  short  of  it.  A  century  later,  as  the

Abbasid  Caliphate  fractured,  al-Mawardi supplied  the

bureaucratic  reality  in  The  Ordinances  of  Government:  a

pragmatic,  almost  transactional  legalism  arguing  that  even  a

ruler  who  seized  power  by  force  must  generally  be  obeyed,

because the alternative was  fitna — civil  chaos. Then came the

disruptor,  Ibn  Taymiyya,  who  argued  the  scholars  had

conceded  too  much  to  tyrants,  revived  siyasa  shar’iyya

(governance  bound  to  divine  law),  and  held  that  a  just  non-

caliphal ruler was preferable to a tyrannical caliph.

At the centre of the debate sits a concept still fiercely contested:

Shura — usually translated, too flatly, as “consultation.” In the

classical  era  it  was  the  mechanism  by  which  the  community

selected leaders and debated public welfare; as dynasties turned

the caliphate hereditary, it was reduced to a ceremonial gesture.

When  modern  Muslim  intellectuals  met  Western  democratic

institutions, many — Muhammad Abduh, Rashid Rida — looked

back  to  Shura as  a  native  precedent  for  representative
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government.  That  argument  still  drives  constitutional  debate

across the Muslim world: is Shura merely advisory, letting rulers

claim  Islamic  legitimacy  while  keeping  power,  or  genuinely

binding?  The  dispute  is  also  a  contest  over  whether

representative government has indigenous roots in the tradition

at all.

The modern landscape makes the stakes vivid — Gulf monarchies

drawing on al-Mawardi’s pragmatism; the unresolved aftermath

of  the  Arab  Spring;  Iran’s  Wilayat  al-Faqih,  which  most

historians read not as the culmination of classical Shi’a thought

but  as  a  twentieth-century  innovation.  One  influential  way

through is Maqasid al-Sharia, the higher objectives of the law

—  preserving  religion,  life,  intellect,  lineage,  and  property  —

which lets  interpreters  ask  not  whether  a  ninth-century  ruling

applies  unchanged,  but  what  best  serves  the  law’s  deeper

purposes now.

This lesson is deliberately a map, not the full terrain. Al-Farabi’s

political philosophy in particular — the body-and-soul design of

the city, the six marks of the wise ruler, the four diseased cities,

and  his  startling  eclipse  by  Machiavelli  — is  far  richer  than  a

single lesson can hold.

For  al-Farabi’s  full  political  system,  see  the  Falah

Digital  micro-course  The  Virtuous  City:  From  Al-

Farabi to Machiavelli.

PAUSE AND THINK

Is Shura best read as a genuine root of representative

government, or as a later idea read back into the

tradition? What hangs on the answer?

1. 
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Al-Mawardi accepted a flawed ruler to avoid chaos; Ibn

Taymiyya demanded justice over stability. In your own

life, when is order worth more than justice — and when is

it not?

2. 
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Lesson 5 — Economics as
Moral Philosophy
A note before we begin: this lesson is a lesson in the  history of

ideas, not financial advice. It is about how one tradition reasoned

about value, wealth, and justice — not about budgeting, saving, or

what to buy. Treat it as philosophy, because that is what it is.

The towering edifice of global finance shows cracks that are not

merely structural but conceptual. For decades we were told that a

consensus  built  on  compounding  debt,  the  financialisation  of

everything,  and infinite growth on a finite planet was the only

rational way to organise prosperity. A different blueprint — one

that refuses to decouple value from virtue — was articulated over

a millennium ago. As the historian M.M. Sharif argued, Islamic

economics was never a mere set of restrictions but an integrated

moral philosophy.

Its  classical  foundations  rest  on  a  refusal  to  treat  money  as  a

neutral  commodity.  Money,  in  this  paradigm,  is  a  measure of

value that becomes real wealth only when joined to human effort

and real assets. At the heart lies the prohibition of riba — usury.

Mainstream economists read  riba as a quaint medieval ban on

interest;  the  sharper  claim  underneath  is  that  riba is  the

mechanism by which money breeds money without sharing risk,

decoupling  financial  reward  from  real  enterprise.  Alongside  it

stands  the  prohibition  of  gharar —  excessive  uncertainty,

deception,  speculation  —  which  reads  as  an  unusually  early

critique of financialisation: contracts must be transparent, their

subject clearly defined, wealth not conjured by gambling on the

unknown. Against these stands  bay (legitimate trade, grounded

in shared risk) and zakat, an obligatory levy on idle wealth that

functions less  as  charity  than as  the  circulatory system of  the
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economy, forcing capital to move so that wealth “does not merely

circulate among the rich.”

What  makes  this  a  philosophy  rather  than  a  rulebook  is  its

deepest  frame:  Maqasid  al-Sharia,  the  higher  objectives  —

faith, life, intellect, lineage, and wealth. Viewed through that lens,

the critique of a purely extractive economics becomes concrete:

environmental  degradation  threatens  life and  lineage;  an

attention economy of addictive content degrades intellect; hyper-

financialisation  strains  the  social  cohesion  that  supports  faith.

Islamic  economics,  on  this  reading,  is  an  inherently  ecological

and  humanistic  economics  —  one  that  asks  markets  to  serve

human  ends  rather  than  the  reverse.  Whether  modern

instruments  honour  that  spirit  or  merely  dress  conventional

finance  in  its  vocabulary  is  itself  a  live  and  contested  debate

within  the  field  —  which  is  exactly  the  kind  of  question  a

philosophy of economics exists to keep open.

PAUSE AND THINK

The tradition insists value cannot be cleanly separated

from virtue. Where does modern economic life most

clearly pull them apart?

Zakat is imagined as a circulatory system that keeps

wealth moving. As an idea about how a society should

work, what do you find compelling — or not — in it?

1. 

2. 
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Lesson 6 — Law, Fiqh, and
the Hermeneutic Turn
For much of the twentieth century, the dominant story held that

the  “gates  of  ijtihad”  —  independent  legal  reasoning  —  were

firmly shut by the eleventh century, locking Islamic jurisprudence

into medieval paralysis. That narrative has not aged well. Reason

did not vanish from the law; it relocated, embedding itself in the

methodology of interpretation.

The machinery is worth seeing up close. Imam al-Shafi’i’s ninth-

century synthesis  established a hierarchy of  sources — Qur’an,

Sunna, consensus (ijma), and analogical reasoning (qiyas) — but

beneath it ran a hermeneutic system designed to extract divine

intent from finite words. When the texts are silent or ambiguous,

the  jurist  reaches  for  a  flexible  toolkit:  ijtihad (independent

reasoning),  maslaha (public  interest),  istihsan (juridical

preference — setting aside a strict analogy for a more equitable

outcome), and  istishab (the presumption that a state of affairs

continues  until  proven  otherwise,  so  that  permissibility  and

freedom remain the default). Together these are evidence that the

gates were never quite as closed as the standard narrative claims.

The theory collides with the hard realities of the modern state.

Family  law  remains  the  last  bastion  of  classical  fiqh,  where

reformers re-read the verses on divorce and inheritance through

maslaha and  maqasid while  traditionalists  dispute  the  move.

Criminal  law  reveals  a  striking  irony:  the  evidentiary  bar  for

hudud punishments was set so high, and the doctrine of “doubts

favouring  acquittal”  weighted  so  heavily  toward  leniency,  that

classical  jurists  effectively  built  a  system  designed  to  prevent

those  penalties  —  which  puts  modern  literalist  application  in

tension  with  the  very  tradition  it  claims.  And  constitutional
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courts,  from  Egypt  to  Malaysia,  have  become  new  arenas  for

ijtihad,  their  judges forced to define what “Sharia” means in a

modern legal order.

The most striking frontier runs beyond the classical map entirely.

Fiqh  al-aqalliyyat —  the  jurisprudence  of  minorities  —

emerged to guide Muslims living in secular democracies, evolving

from a defensive theology of concessions toward a confident fiqh

of citizenship, with scholars like Abdullah bin Bayyah arguing the

modern state constitutes a  Dar al-Ahd,  an Abode of Covenant,

where civic participation fulfils faith rather than compromising it.

And fiqh al-tibb — medical jurisprudence — presses thousand-

year-old texts into dialogue with brain death, IVF, and CRISPR.

The gates,  on  this  account,  were  never  fully  closed;  they  were

waiting for scholars willing to push them open.

PAUSE AND THINK

Classical jurists built the hudud system to be almost

impossible to apply. What does that tell you about the gap

between a law’s letter and its spirit?

If citizenship in a plural society can fulfil faith rather than

dilute it, how does that reframe debates about belonging

you have encountered?

1. 

2. 
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Lesson 7 — Theology,
Modernity, and Reform
When  Western  modernity  struck  the  Islamic  world  in  the

nineteenth  century,  the  usual  narrative  said  a  slumbering

civilisation was jolted awake by industrialisation and colonialism.

A closer look suggests something else: not a reactive scramble,

but the  resurfacing of a rationalist current that had never fully

disappeared.

The  story  begins  in  late  nineteenth-century  Cairo  with

Muhammad Abduh.  The word  Salafiyya now conjures rigid

puritanism,  but  Abduh’s  original  Salafiyya was  a  rationalist,

liberalising project.  He looked at a scholarly class paralysed by

taqlid —  uncritical  imitation  of  medieval  precedent  —  and

reached  back  past  those  accretions  to  the  “pious  ancestors,”

whom he cast as dynamic, reason-embracing Muslims. Echoing

the  Mu’tazilite  rationalists,  he  argued  that  true  reason  and

authentic  revelation  can  never  genuinely  contradict;  where  a

literal reading clashes with established truth, the text should be

read metaphorically (ta’wil).

Ideas  need  infrastructure,  and  Abduh’s  disciple  Rashid Rida

supplied it. In 1898 he launched Al-Manar (“The Lighthouse”), a

journal  that  became  the  beating  heart  of  reform,  carrying

rationalist  exegesis  directly  to  merchants,  teachers,  and  civil

servants and inventing a kind of  journalistic Islam — theology

turned  from  a  cloistered  exercise  into  a  public,  dynamic

discourse.  As  the  century  unfolded,  reformers  reached  for

Wasatiyya — the Qur’anic image of a “middle community” — as

a  working  method:  engaging  modernity’s  scientific  and

administrative advances while resisting both banishing the sacred
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from public life and freezing time by force. (Critics counter that

“balance” is vague enough to justify almost any position.)

The legacy was institutionalised across a vast  geography — Al-

Azhar in Egypt, the Qarawiyyin tradition in Morocco, and most

strikingly the Nahdlatul Ulama and Muhammadiyah movements

in  Indonesia,  where  the  rationalist  impulse  merged  with  local

custom  to  anchor  the  world’s  most  populous  Muslim-majority

democracy. And the effort to reconcile reason and faith has not

ended: facing the combative materialism of the “New Atheism,”

recent decades have seen a revival of kalam — not a repetition of

twelfth-century  scholasticism,  but  a  contemporary  variant

engaging  analytic  philosophy,  physics,  and  the  philosophy  of

mind. The throughline is continuous adaptation, not rupture.

PAUSE AND THINK

Abduh claimed to move forward by returning to the

“pure” past. When have you seen a reform justify itself as

a recovery of origins?

Wasatiyya promises balance but risks vagueness. Where

in your own thinking is “the middle” a principled stand,

and where is it just avoiding a hard choice?

1. 

2. 
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Lesson 8 — South Asian
Muslim Thought
Western histories of reason point to Athens, Paris, Königsberg —

rarely  to  Lahore.  Yet  one  of  the  most  durable  frameworks  for

defending  human  interiority  against  modern  pressures  was

forged there, in the contested heart of the subcontinent.

At  its  centre stands  Sir Muhammad Iqbal (1877–1938),  too

often reduced to the “spiritual father of Pakistan.” Iqbal was, first,

a metaphysical architect. Educated at Cambridge and Heidelberg,

he mastered Western philosophy and then turned its rigour back

on  the  East.  In  The  Reconstruction  of  Religious  Thought  in

Islam,  he  attacked  both  static  Greek  metaphysics  —  whose

fixation on eternal, unchanging forms had, he argued, paralysed

Islamic intellectual life — and modern Western materialism. The

Qur’an,  in  his  reading,  was not  a  book of  static  dogmas but  a

dynamic summons to explore, create, and act.

At the heart of his reconstruction sits Khudi — selfhood. Not the

narcissistic  ego of  Western individualism, but  the divine spark

within: the soul’s latent capacity to realise its own strength and

reflect the attributes of the Divine. “Raise thy self  so high,” he

wrote, “that before every decree, God Himself asks the created:

What is thy will?” Against his contemporary Tagore, who sought

the  dissolution  of  the  self  into  the  universal  —  the  drop

evaporating into the ocean — Iqbal wanted the drop to become a

pearl, retaining its individuality for a dynamic dialogue with the

Creator. And against the European existentialists: where Sartre

held that “existence precedes essence,” Iqbal held the inverse —

essence, the divine blueprint of vicegerency, precedes existence.

We are not condemned to freedom but called to it; the self is not

a blank slate but a seed already containing the forest.
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After his death, the “Lahore School” carried the argument into

the founding of Pakistan, in a fierce dialectic among three figures:

M.M. Sharif the synthesiser, who traced one continuous thread

of  human reason from the Greeks through the Islamic  Golden

Age into modern Europe; Fazlur Rahman the reformer, whose

“Double  Movement”  —  back  to  the  Qur’an’s  underlying

principles, then forward to apply them — proved costly enough to

force him into exile; and Abul A’la Mawdudi the systematiser

of  political  Islam.  And  Iqbal’s  Khudi has  found  a  surprising

second life: against surveillance capitalism, which treats the self

as a data point to be mined and kept malleable enough to target, a

self anchored by Khudi is, by its own logic, harder to fragment.

PAUSE AND THINK

Iqbal wanted the self to become a pearl, not dissolve into

the ocean. In a culture that rewards a malleable, trend-

following self, what would it mean to have a fixed core?

“We are not condemned to freedom but called to it.” How

does being called to freedom feel different from being 

condemned to it?

1. 

2. 
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Lesson 9 — Contemporary
Muslim Philosophy
The tidy story says Islamic philosophy ended with Averroes in

1198. The evidence tells a more complicated tale: the rationalist

strand  never  died,  and  in  recent  decades  it  has  grown  into  a

diverse, contested, fiercely argumentative global conversation.

Start  in  Iran,  where  mysticism  and  modern  philosophy  have

collided  productively.  Abdolkarim  Soroush’s  theory  of  the

“contraction and expansion of religious knowledge” distinguishes

religion  itself  —  which  may  be  divine  and  complete  —  from

human  understanding of  it,  which  is  fallible  and  historically

contingent; subjecting that understanding to scrutiny, he argues,

does not secularise the sacred but protects it from being confused

with human dogma. Daryush Shayegan described the “cultural

schizophrenia”  of  societies  caught  between  an  inherited

worldview and imported modernity — and reframed that double

consciousness  as  a  vantage  point  from  which  a  new  synthesis

might be built.

Move to the Arab world, where the dispute centres on who may

interpret revelation.  Nasr Abu Zayd applied literary theory to

the  Qur’an  as  a  “cultural  text”  inseparable  from  its  seventh-

century context — and was declared an apostate and forced into

exile  for  it.  Abdullahi  An-Na’im argues  the  very  idea  of  an

“Islamic  state”  is  incoherent,  and  that  a  secular  constitutional

order can be one legitimate way of pursuing Islam’s own higher

ethical  objectives.  Taha  Abdurrahman grounds  the  whole

enterprise in ethics rather than legal compliance, with his concept

of Amanah — the ethics of trust.

20



The sharpest edge runs through gender and the sacred text. 

Amina Wadud and  Asma Barlas are best understood not as

activists  but  as  philosophers  of  hermeneutics:  Wadud  argues

from Tawhid, the oneness of God — if God alone is absolute, no

human can claim ontological  superiority  over  another,  making

patriarchy a form of  theological error.  Khaled Abou El Fadl

critiques  “authoritarianism”  in  Islamic  law,  distinguishing  the

divine will from the always-fallible human attempt to determine

it.  And  in  the  Western  diaspora,  Sherman  Jackson brings

Critical  Race  Theory  into  Islamic  jurisprudence,  insisting  the

tradition reckon with the lived experience of Black Muslims. This

vitality has real blind spots — work in Urdu, Malay, and Swahili

struggles  to  circulate,  and  women’s  philosophical  work  is  too

often filed under “women’s issues.” But the very intensity of the

disagreement is the surest sign of a living tradition rather than a

settled one.

PAUSE AND THINK

Soroush separates religion from our understanding of it.

How might holding that distinction change the way you

argue about belief?

Wadud reasons from the oneness of God to the equality of

persons. What everyday hierarchies would that argument

unsettle if taken seriously?

1. 

2. 
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Lesson 10 — The Future of
Muslim Philosophy
When we look back at the Islamic Golden Age, we are not only

observing  a  closed  chapter;  we  are,  in  a  sense,  looking  into  a

mirror of our own future. As silicon begins to mimic the synapse

and the climate strains under industrial ambition, the tradition

faces a  genuinely new test:  what happens to it  when the very

definition of the human is called into question?

The old thought experiments turn out to be uncannily current.

Ibn Sina’s floating man — self-aware in a sensory void — reads,

in the age of transhumanism, less like abstraction and more like

an  early  sketch  of  the  problem:  if  consciousness  could  be

decoupled from the biological brain and run on a server, where

does  the  Ruh,  the  divine  soul,  reside?  A  post-human  entity

sustained  by  code  challenges  the  foundations  of  Islamic

anthropology,  and whether  it  continues  the  human journey  or

departs into spiritually uncharted territory is a live, unresolved

question.

New fields are forming to meet it.  Fiqh al-tiknulujiya — the

jurisprudence of technology — asks who bears liability when an

autonomous  machine  errs,  reviving  al-Ghazali’s  old  argument

about causality (is  the AI acting,  or merely the latest  link in a

chain  of  divine  permission?)  and  demanding  a  jurisprudence

beyond rote analogy. In ecology, the Qur’anic concept of  Mizan

— balance — reframes climate collapse not as a mere engineering

failure but as a  violation of a cosmic covenant, with humanity’s

role as khalifa reread as stewardship rather than domination, and

ecological destruction named as  fasad fil-ard, corruption on the

earth.  In  bioethics,  Maqasid  al-Sharia draws  a  sharp  line

between  therapy (restoring  natural  function,  encouraged)  and
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enhancement (altering  the  baseline  human  condition  toward

superhuman traits) — warning against a genetic aristocracy and

against stripping away the vulnerability that this tradition holds

to be the very crucible of moral growth.

Underlying  all  of  it  is  what  some  call  a  New  Translation

Movement —  not  merely  rendering  Arabic  and  Persian  texts

into English, but translating  paradigms: bringing al-Farabi, Ibn

Rushd, and Mulla Sadra into direct dialogue with contemporary

debates on AI, ecology, and the post-human. The first translators

of Baghdad took in the world’s knowledge and dared to transform

it. The task now is the same in reverse — to carry a thousand-

year-old discipline of asking the right questions into an age that

has reopened all  of them. The roots of reason run deep, and a

millennium later they remain, this tradition insists, still capable

of bearing fruit.

PAUSE AND THINK

The tradition distinguishes therapy from enhancement

and warns against erasing human vulnerability. Where

would you draw that line as these technologies arrive?

“Technology without spiritual grounding is a ship without

a rudder.” What would it mean, concretely, to give your

own use of technology a rudder?

Having walked all three parts of Roots of Reason, which

single question will you keep asking after the course ends?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Where This Leaves You
You have now followed ten of the tradition’s deepest questions

from  their  classical  roots  into  the  present:  language  and  the

Qur’an,  nature  and  cosmos,  ethics,  politics,  economics,  law,

reform, the self,  the contemporary conversation,  and the post-

human horizon.

If  one  thing  is  worth  carrying  away,  it  is  that  none  of  these

questions is closed. A living tradition is not a set of answers to be

memorised but a disciplined way of  asking — and the roots of

reason, as this course has tried to show, run deep enough to keep

asking well.

This completes the Roots of Reason trilogy. If  you began here,

consider returning to Part I (Where Muslim Philosophy Begins)

and Part II (The Thinkers Who Built Muslim Philosophy), and to

the Falah courses devoted to individual figures —  The Virtuous

City on  al-Farabi,  and  The  Question  That  Never  Dies on  al-

Ghazali and Ibn Rushd. The conversation is a thousand years old,

and still unfinished. There is room in it for you.

Thank you for learning with Falah Digital.
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