CHAPTER 1V

THE PRINCIPLE OF KNOWLEDGE

I. NEITHER SKEPTICISM NOR THE “FAITH”
OF CHRISTIANS

In today’s world, and especially in the West, skepticism has grown
to very grave proportions. It is the dominant principle among the
“educated” and is found quite often among the unlettered who emulate
the “intelligentsia” in their societies. This spectacular spread of skep-
ticism is partly due to the success of science which is seen as the con-
tinuing victory of the empirical, over the religious, mind. The latter is
defined as that which adheres to notions taught by the Church. In the
opinion of the empiricists, the Church lost its magisterium, or authori-
ty to teach the truth, a long time ago. It was an authority of which the
Church was never worthy, precisely ‘because its position is necessarily
dogmatic; i.e., it assumes certain propositions to be true without first
subjecting them to empirical testing and critical examination. The Western
world, and all those who emulate it, are still intoxicated by that easy
victory of the scientific mind over the Christian Church. Under its
transport, they jump to the false and double generalization that whereas
all religious knowledge is necessarily dogmatic, all ways to the truth
must be empirical, finding their ultimate confirmation only in the given
of sense, as presented by the controlled experiment. Anything not so
confirmed, they hasten to conclude, is doubtful; and, if it is thus un-
confirmable, is necessarily false.

Dogma, therefore is in their view adherence to a view known to be
unconfirmable in experience, and hence worthless. Truth is unknown
and unknowable. Faith, in consequence, is an act, a decision, by which
a person resolves to accept as true that which is scandalon (stumbling
block to the mind)! Pascal described it as a “wager” which one makes

! Jews want miracles for proof, and Greeks look for wisdom. As for us, we proclaim the crucified
Christ, a message that is offensive to the Jews and nonsense to the Gentiles. St. Paul, T Corin-
thians 1:22-23,
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on something the veracity of which forever escapes him. The irreligious
among the Christians have described the Christian faith as the blind
man’s belief in a black cat in a dark room where there is no cat. In the
nineteenth century, at the apogee of this intoxication induced by the vic-
tories of science, Schleiermacher, a German theologian, advised his
fellow Christians in reply “to the despisers of religion™ to base the Chris-
tian truth not on fact, or critically observe reality, but on subjective ex-
perience. The revolution of romanticism had apparently completed its
domination of the European consciousness. Even God, in the romantic
view, is to depend for His reality upon the feeling of the experiencing:
subject of faith.

That is why the Muslim should never call his iman “belief” or “faith.”
When used in a general sense, these English words carry today within
them an implication of untruth, of probability, of doubt and suspicion.
They carry some validity only when they are ascribed to a particular
person or group. Even then, they mean only that that person or group
holds a certain proposition to be true. Never does either term mean that
such a proposition is true. Obviously, this is the exact opposite of the
meaning of the term iman. This term, deriving from amn (security),
means that the propositions it covers are in fact true, and that their truth
has been appropriated (i.e., understood and accepted) by the mind. In
Islamic as well as Arabic parlance, a man can be kadhib (lying) or
munafiq (cheating); but iman cannot be false in the sense that its object
is nonexistent or otherwise than it purports to say. That is why iman
and yagin are synonymous terms. Before yagin one may deny, and may
question, the truth. But when yagin is present, the truth is as establish-
ed and convincing as sensory evidence.® It has become indubitable; the
only response possible to the person who continues to doubt is Voila!
(see here for yourself!). Yagin therefore is certainly of the truth, as
apodeictic as it can come. Iman is hence “conviction,” absolutely free
of doubt of probability, of guessing and uncertainty. It is not an act, not
a decision, not a resolution to accept, or put one’s trust in, that which
is not known to be true, a wager to place one’s fortune in this rather

2 Friedrich D. Schleiemacher, Religion - Speeches to Its Cultural Despisers, tr. John Oman (New
York: Harper and Brothers, Publishers, 1958) pp. 94 ff.
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* Rather if you only knew thie truth with apodeictic certainty, you would then be convinced of
the reality of hell as you would when beholding it with your very eyes (102:5-7).
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than that basket. Jman is something that happens to man, when the truth,
the factuality of an object strikes him in the face and convinces him
beyond doubt of its truth. It is of the nature of a geometrical conclusion
which, given the anteceding premises, one recognizes its truth and in-
evitability; or as the Quran has put it, an object whose existence is
doubted, is produced and placed before the spectators for all to see and
touch.*

Unlike the faith of the Christians, the iman of Islam is truth given
to the mind, not to man’s credulity. The truths, or prepositions, of iman
are not mysteries, stumbling blocks, unknowable and unreasonable but
critical and rational. They have been subjected to doubt and emerged
from the testing confirmed and established as true. No more pleading
on their behalf is necessary. Whoever acknowledges them as true is
reasonable; whoever persists in denying or doubting is unreasonable.
This cannot be said of Christian faith, as it were, by definition; but of
the 7man of Islam, it is a necessary description. That is why Allah (SWT)
described the truth of Islam in these terms: “(With this revelation) the
truth has become manifest; falsehood is confuted, just as it should be
... Wisdom is now manifestly shown; error is something else”® The
reasonableness of Islam consists in its appeal to the mind at its critical
best. Islam is not afraid of counterevidence nor does it operate in secret,
exercising its appeal to some “gut” feeling, some “inner” doubt and uncer-
tainty, some wishful anxiety or desire for the realities to be otherwise
than they actually are. The claim of Islam is public. It is addressed to
reason, seeking to convince it of the truth, rather than to overwhelm
it with the incomprehensible, ¢ to coerce it into surrender by that which
“passes all understanding.””

* The contrast of Islamic 1man is strongest with the faith of Pascal who argued for faith as a
wager which one places on an outcome which is by definition unknowable. Whereas in Pascal’s
thinking, man can never be demonstrably convinced of Allah’s existence, of His commandments,
and final judgment, Islam has taken up the challenge to give such demonstration. Every form of
argument was hence used by Muslims to bring about such rational conviction. The arguments from
creation and change, from design and purpose, and from the moral consciousness received their
best formulation in the Qurian,

£ vs. v h s o . A R e ) Jtrrrr b e, o

cver sy .. GHGAENEE G ay oo 005 DB il 55 ot 335

* Say, O Muhaminad, the truth is now manifest: untruth is confuted, as it should be (17:81)...
Truth has become {by this revelation] manifestly distinct from error (2:256).

¢ Contrast this rationalism of Islam, its insistence on clear and distinct proofs, its admiration
and promotion of knowledge and wisdom, its exhortation to science and the discovery of the pat-
terns of Allah (SWT) in the whole of creation, in nature, in the sky, in the human psyche, with
Paul's description of faith in Christianity in I Cornithians 1.

7 1 Corinthians 1:1-20.



II. IMAN, A GNOSEOLOGICAL CATEGORY

Iman, it should be said in conclusion, is not merely an ethical category.
Indeed, it is firstly a cognitive category; that is to say, it has to do with
knowledge, with the truthfulness of its propositions. And since the nature
of its propositional content is that of first principle of logic and knowledge,
of metaphysics, of ethics and esthetics, it follows that it acts in the sub-
ject as a light which illumines everything. As al Ghazali has described
it, iman is a vision which puts all other data and facts in perspective
which is proper to, and requisite for, a true understanding of them.® It
is the grounding for a rational interpretation of the universe. It itself,
the prime principle of reason cannot be nonrational or irrational and
hence in contradiction with itself. It indeed is the first principle of ra-
tionality. To deny or oppose it is to lapse from reasonableness and hence
from humanity.

As principle of knowledge, al tawhid is the recognition that Allah,
al haqggq (the Truth) is, and that He is One. This implies that all conten-
tion, all doubt, is referable to Him; that no claim is beyond testing, beyond
decisive judgement. Al tawhid is the recognition that the truth is indeed
knowable, that man is capable of reaching it. Skepticism which denies
this truth is the opposite of al tawhid. It arises out of a failure of nerve
to push the inquiry into truth to its end; the premature giving up of the
possibility of knowing the truth. as an epistemological principle, it is
a counsel of despair, resting on the a priori assumption that man lives
in a perpetual dream where no reality can ever be distinguished from
unreality. It is inseparable from nihilism, or the denial of values, for
the apprehension of values requires the acknowledgment that man may
reach the truth of values. Whether what is claimed to be a value is in-
deed so, whether it is realized or violated in a given instance, and whether
the given instance is in fact what it is described to be, are questions
without which no valuational claim could be ascertained. Unless it is
possible to answer them with certainty, i.e., to know the truth of them,
the knowledge of value founders. The valueness of a value, its instantia-

¢ Abu Hamid al Ghazali, Al Mungidh min al Dalal (Damascus: University Press, 1376/1956),
pp 62-63. Here al Ghagzali says that iman does not deny, contradict, or go against the evidence
of reason but confirms it. “..I sought a cure for my doubt, but it was impossible except with ra-
tional evidence. However, no evidence stood unless it was based on the primary sciences
[metaphysics]. And since the bases of these sciences were not secure, their conclusions and anything
built upon them were equally insecure... But after (i.e., under, or with iman). .. all these rational

foundations [of science and metaphysics] became secure, rationally sound and acceptable, fully
supported by their foundations in knowledge” (p. 62).
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tion in the given situation, may be just as subject to doubt as any other
datum. Unless one begins, therefore, with an assumption contrary to
skepticism, namely, that the truth may be reached regarding these mat-
ters, nihilism becomes inevitable.

III. UNITY OF GOD AND UNITY OF TRUTH

To acknowledge the Godliness of God and His unity is to acknowledge
the truth and its unity. Divine unity and the unity of truth are inseparable.
They are aspects of one and the same reality. This becomes evident when
we consider that truthfulness is a quality of the proposition of al tawhid,
namely, that God is One. For if truth was not one, then the statement
“God is One” could be true, and the statement “some other thing or power
is God” could also be true. To say that truth is one is therefore to assert
not only that God is One, but that no other god is God but God, the
very combination of negation and assertion that the shahadah conveys.
La ilaha illa Allah.

As methodological principle, al tawhid consists of three principles:
first, rejection of all that does not correspond with reality; second, denial
of ultimate contradictions; third, openness to new and/or contrary
evidence. The first principle rules out falsehood and deception from
Islam, as it lays everything in the religion open to inspection and criticism.
Departure from reality, or failure to correspond with it, is sufficient to
vitiate any item in Islam, whether it be a law, a principle of personal
or social ethics, or a statement about the world. This principle protects
the Muslim against opinion, i.e., against making an untested, uncon-
firmed claim to knowledge. The unconfirmed claim, the Quran declares,
is an instance of zann (deceptive knowledge), and is prohibited by God,®
however slight is its object. The Muslim is definable as the person who
claims nothing but the truth, who presents nothing but the truth, even
at his own peril. To dissimulate, to mix the true with the false, to value
the truth less than one’s own interest or that of his kin, is as hateful in
Islam as it is contemptible. |

The second principle, namely, no contradiction on one side, and
paradox on the other!® This principle is of the essence of rationalism.
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% O People who believe! Avoid suspicion of your fellows. Even a little suspicion is a crime (49:12).

'* For more analysis of this point, see this author’s article and response in Al Hadarah al
Islarmiyah, chap 11, n. 1.
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Without 1t, there is no escape trom skepticism; for an ultimate contradic-
tion means that the truth of either contradiction can never been known.
Surely contradiction does happen in the thinking and speech of men.
The question is whether or not contradiction is avoidable, another prin-
ciple or fact overarching the contradictories in terms of which their con-
tradiction can be solved and their differences composed.

The same is valid when contradiction occurs between revelation and
reason. Islam not only denies the logical possibility of such contradic-
tion, but it furnishes in the second principle under discussion a direc-
tive for dealing with it once it occurs in the understanding. Neither reason
nor revelation may lord it over the other. If revelation was prior, there
would be no principle with which to differentiate between one revela-
tion and another, or between two claims of revelation. Even the simple
contradictions, the disparities, or apparent incongruencies between the
letter of any two statements or positions claimed to be revealed, would
not be soluble. No revelation would thus want to deprive itself of the
means of harmonizing itself with itself, of putting its own house in order.
On the other hand, revelation may run counter to reason; i.e., to the
findings of rational examination and cognition. Where such is the case,
Islam declares the contradiction not ultimate. It then refers the investigator
either to review his understanding of the revelation, or his rational find-
ings, or both. Having rejected the contradiction as ultimate, al tawhid
as unity of truth requires us to return the contradictory theses with the
intention of looking into them once more. It assumes that there must
be an aspect which had escaped consideration and which, if taken into
account, would compose the contradictory relation. Equally, al tawhid
requires us to return the reader of revelation—not revelation itself—to
revelation for another reading lest an unobvious or unclear meaning may
have escaped him which, if considered, would remove the contradic-
tion. Such referral to reason or understanding would have the effect of
harmonizing not revelation per se—revelation stands above any manipula-
tion by man! —but our human interpretation of it. It makes our understan-
ding of revelation agree with the cumulative evidence uncovered by
reason. On the other hand, acceptance of the contradictory or paradox-
ical as ultimately valid appeals only to the weak-of-mind. The Muslim
is a rationalist as he insists on the unity of the two sources of truth, viz.,
revelation and reason.

The third principle of al tawhid is unity of truth, namely, openness
to new and/or contrary evidence, and protects the Muslim against
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