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Abstract

This paper follows on from the previous one in this series on the in-
cursion of rationalist thought into Christendom. In this paper, I show
how the sequence of socio-political events in Europe at the turn of the
16th century provided an opportunistic environment for rationalism to
supplant religion as the dominant paradigm for human thought. It gave
birth to the Scientific Revolution, the Enlightenment, and their nemesis,
the Romantic Movement. All of them sought to assert the primacy of
human agency in the process of knowledge generation. But from incep-
tion, scientific thought itself was split between the competing claims of
both intellectualism and empiricism. After discussing the key features of
each episteme, I show how despite considerable efforts in the occidental
world to reconcile this bifurcation, none has produced a satisfying synthe-
sis. This dichotomy now abides not only within the individual psyche but
also across the entirety of the socio-scientific enterprise and all of its in-
stitutions and artefacts. Its implications have been previously described
as a watershed in the history of humankind, instituting an intellectual
crisis of great import. More importantly for this study, I then juxtapose
some of these outcomes vis-à-vis the agenda of Islamic economics and fi-
nance, to demonstrate the inherent dissonance between the two systems
of thought. Lastly, I introduce the reader to the third and last part of this
study, to appear in another edition of this series, where I demonstrate that
when mainstream economics fell under the grip of rationalist philosophy,
it suffered, as a result, the same fate of atomisation and methodological
individualism.
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1 Review of Part I of the Study

In the first part of this study, published in a previous paper in this series (see Ma-
homedy 2015a), I recounted how, despite the concerted efforts of contemporary
Muslim scholars to integrate all of knowledge into a cohesive framework, they
have registered little success in doing so. This failure is particularly glaring in
the area of Islamic economics (IE henceforth)1 where it is now being recognised
that the crux of the problem lies with the embedding of IE thought within the
rationalist framework of occidental2 epistemology3 (Sardar 1984, 2004; Choud-
hury 2006, 2011). To address this issue, I set out to (i) unravel how rationalism
came to anchor itself deep in modern4 thought and civilisation, and (ii) iden-
tify what is so distinctive about rationalism5 that renders it inappropriate as an
epistemology for the kind of integrative knowledge sought by Islamic economics.

In that first paper, I traced how the Christian West, in its initial engagement
with Hellenist thought, was able to subordinate its influence and channel it to-
wards serving as a handmaiden to theology. However, subsequent to its political
encounter with Muslim civilisation, European Christian scholarship increasingly
came under the influence of rationalist philosophy through the writings of Mus-
lim philosophers and scientists who themselves had appropriated and further
enriched rationalist doctrines and principles (see Grant 1997, 2001; Copleston
1957). I finally showed that as this fraternisation increased, attempts at rec-
onciling Christian theology with reason was becoming ever more delicate and
contentious. It precipitated some of the most controversial firestorms in the in-
tellectual history of Christianity, for example, the notions of the eternity of the
world (emanationism) and the “double-truth” theory.6 In the case of the latter,
it was asserted that truths could be arrived at separately through reason and
Revelation, and could even contradict one another (Kraye 1993; Henry 2000;
see also Copleston 1957).

It was these sorts of debates elevated to a doctrinal level that instigated
charges of heresy and the Inquisition, and subsequently destroyed hopes for

1See Kuran (2004), Siddiqi (2004), Choudhury (2008), Zaman (2011), Haneef & Furqani
(2011), Salleh (2011), Khan (2013) and Mahomedy (2013) for critiques of the current concep-
tualisation of the discipline.

2The term “occident” is used to designate the comity of countries of Western Europe (and
North America) whose intellectual lineage can be traced back to Greek philosophy and culture
(see Comte 1908; Rappoport 1912).

3Refers to that branch of philosophy that explores how knowledge is generated, justified
and conveyed to others. See Mahomedy (2015b) for a more detailed exploration of this topic.

4The period of modernity, for all intents and purposes, is considered to begin from the
early decades of the 17th century (see also Toulmin 1990:8).

5Throughout this paper, the term “rationalism” is used in its widest connotation to denote
the belief that humankind, by dint of people’s perceptive faculties alone, is fully capable of
arriving at all necessary truths; and that man stands not in need of any (external) sources
of knowledge beyond the ken of his intellectual and/or sensate abilities, such as divine reve-
lation. This sense of the term therefore includes both the empiricist and intellectualist (i.e.,
Cartesian rationalist) streams of modernist epistemology. See Mahomedy (2015a:9-11) for a
fuller explanation of this sense of the term, contra some of its alternative formulations.

6These are attributed to Avicenna and to Averroes, respectively (see Mahomedy (2015a)
for further details)).
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any kind of reconciliation between natural philosophy and theology (Courtenay
1989). It led to the breakdown of the Thomistic synthesis and eventually, the
disintegration of Christian scholasticism (Grant 1962; Perry et al. 2008). These
intellectual challenges reached their apogee during the 16th century when Aver-
roist thought and other rationalist currents spread rapidly to the leading schol-
arly centres in Italy and other parts of Europe (Durant 1980; Grant 2001; Hasse
2004, 2006; Carboni 2007). It was primarily the Averroist tradition that formed
the crucial link between medieval rationalism and the modern rationalism of
“the Libertins” of the 17th and 18th centuries (Gilson 1938:65). It ultimately
led to the stand-off between the Church and Galileo, culminating in the latter’s
condemnation, which marked for many historians of science (e.g. Draper 1875a;
White 1876; cf. Raven 1943), the turning point in the relationship between
science and religion in the occidental world.

2 Background and Introduction to the Current
Paper

No revolution in intellectual thought — or paradigm shift à la Kuhn (1962) —
occurs independently of its context and antecedents. As Häuser (1988:532) re-
minds us, “the forces shaping an era — its Zeitgeist, dominant doctrines, [and]
events — influence not only the subject matter and the direction of intellectual
and scientific endeavour, but also the manner of thinking about it”. This is par-
ticularly true when one considers how rationalism came to be fully embraced as
the sole guiding philosophy in modern civilisation. How this re-orientation then
provided the impetus for the birth of economics as a science, and its subsequent
development can also be better appreciated, an issue that will be more fully
explored in another paper.

2.1 The Socio-Religious and Political Landscape

When the hostility between religious orthodoxy and the new scientific spirit
burst open during the16th century, there were certain socio-religious and po-
litical undercurrents that prevailed in Europe at the time that catalysed this
confrontation. The ensuing conflicts exposed the deep fissures in the polities
of European societies and brought to the surface the underlying tensions that
had been simmering for centuries (Lea 1963).7 That they all culminated so
dramatically at the end of the medieval period and with such consequence, it
might well have been one of the most momentous events in Western history.

During this period, for the first time in its history, the Church began to face
mounting and public criticisms for many of its incongruous practices, both reli-
gious and profane (Tinker 2004; Tuchman 1985; see also Draper 1875b). These
attacks were so fierce and of such gravity that they shook the very foundations
of legitimacy and trust that the Church had hitherto commanded among the

7Lea (1963) traces these to as far back as the 12th century.
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faithful. Coterminously, the rising Humanist movement spread rapidly across
Europe, and with the secular values that it espoused, it soon begot a politi-
cal movement that insisted on a separation between the demands of political
expediency and the commitment to religious principles (Perry 2010). These
challenges to the status quo initiated a crisis of confidence in the authority of
sacred knowledge as exercised by the papacy, since for over a thousand years they
were used, legitimately or not, to justify the kind of institutional control that
the Church demanded from its followers (Draper 1875a; Lea 1963). The crisis
deepened when the perception took hold that the Church was unable to defend
its literalist interpretation of the Bible vis-à-vis geocentricism against Galileo’s
telescopic demonstrations of a heliocentric solar system (Draper 1875b; see also
Grant 2001).

As the scale of these epistemic and socio-politico challenges to Church au-
thority began to increase in magnitude and intensity, Roman Catholicism began
to crumble from both within and without (Olson 1991; Tinker 2004; Becker et
al. 2016). It ushered in three almost simultaneous revolutions in Europe: the
trinity of the Renaissance, the Reformation, and the Scientific Revolution. Each
of these transformative waves brought along in their wake concepts and ideas
that filled the historical tributaries of rationalist thought, science, and arts,
introduced previously into Europe by Muslim scholasticism (see Scott 1904;
Haskins 1924; Sarton 1927; Thompson; 1929; Arnold and Guillaume 1931; Brif-
fault 1938). As these ideas dispersed and took root, they provided a Europe
decimated by intolerance, rivalry, persecution and internecine warfare, all in the
name of religion (Collinson 2003; see also McCulloch 2003), with glimmers of
hope to reconstruct itself anew on the basis of a worldview that need not be
explicitly religiously grounded.

Perhaps for the first time in its history, Europeans had found the will, and
an alternative paradigm (though still rudimentary at that stage), to continue
“the voyage of [its] civilisation . . . on an unknown sea” (Draper 1875a:viii).
They were willing to venture on this uncharted journey, whatever the outcome,
for their then-recent experience with entrusting all affairs to the Church had
left them with little else to build on. To many, institutionalised religion itself
was to blame for the fratricidal and brutal wars committed in the name of God
(D’Holbach 2001; Fiala 2013). All of these developments coalesced to form the
melting-pot, as it were, from within which rationalism eventually crystallised
and sprung forth as the dominant philosophy of Western society, supplanting the
religious narrative that held sway for almost one and half millennia. Henceforth,
religion was to be banished to the private domain only, and answers to the most
vexing of questions of life and its origins were to be searched for using the tools
of human rationality alone. This attitude has ever since formed the lifeblood of
human thought and praxis in modern society and continues to colour it in all
of its manifestations.
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2.2 The Shift in Orientation

The embrace of modern rationalism as a weltanschauung, altered in fundamen-
tal ways the beliefs and attitudes with regard to humankind, society, morality
and nature. Firstly, the erstwhile theocentric worldview was radically trans-
formed into an anthropocentric and then technocentric one (Taylor 1990; see
also Germino 1970; Marangudakis 2004). In the process, it shattered the organi-
cist conception of society, reducing it to a loosely-bound collection of highly-
individualised, self-centred, and autonomous members (Tawney 1926). Sec-
ondly, as an epistemology, rationalism swept aside all other forms of knowing
and assumed a universal role in declaring what can be validly claimed as true
or casually dismissed as myth, superstition, or falsehood (Sardar 1988; see also
Salmon 1978; Toulmin 1990). With this heightened confidence in reason and
rationality, morality and ethics became subjectivised and underpinned by a sec-
ularising and liberalist value system (Sandel 1982; von Mises 1985; Rawls 1993).

Thirdly, this new sense of self-consciousness and individuality engendered
the view that the prevailing social structures built up over several millennia
to serve the needs of their communities would henceforth become irrelevant to
the newly-emerging social order (see Norberg-Hodge 1995). To accommodate
these socio-politico-economic reorientations, many institutional8 arrangements
were substantially modified, and in some cases, replaced or altogether abolished.
Finally, nature was now viewed as an isolated domain of study (disconnected
from man) and fully amenable to reason and discovery (Coleman 1995; Russell
1998). It was to be ruthlessly exploited and objectivised as a means to gain
power and political control (Bacon 1620; see also Bateson 1973; Merchant 1980;
Capra 1982).

All of these changes were of such significance that any one of them could have
effected a paradigm shift by itself. But since they were all inextricably linked,
they occurred almost simultaneously or in close succession to one another, mark-
ing an epochal shift on a scale perhaps unprecedented in human history (see
Tuchman 1985; Tarnas 1993). Not surprisingly, such change became a central
force drawing towards its epicentre a range of theories from physics (Newtoni-
anism), biology (Darwinism), religion (Protestantism), ethics (Humanism and
Liberalism), sociology and history (Marxism), politics (Democracy), economics
(Neoclassicism), and the philosophy of science (Positivism). Together, their un-
derlying concepts and presuppositions spawned a mutually reinforcing nexus of
ideas, methodologies and policy implications that then radiated outwards and
preponderated upon every facet of existence for humankind and nature (see also
Weber 1930).

For the purposes of this paper, however, I limit my focus on the episte-
mological implications of rationalist philosophy for modernist thought, and the
sciences in particular. Towards this end, I first explain how the schism between
Revelation and reason resulted in the eclipse of the former and the subsequent
embrace of rationality to completely remodel human thought itself, from first

8 I use the word “institutions” throughout this paper in the broadest possible sense as
detailed by Hodgson (1998), unless otherwise qualified.
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principles. But because of the competing claims to rationality from its early be-
ginnings, it initiated an enduring dualism into all aspects of the socio-scientific
enterprise, between and within the various domains of learning. Section 4 traces
the sources of these bifurcations to the schools of intellectualism and empiricism
that rose to dominance during the Enlightenment. Their divergent, and often
conflicting, principles became so entrenched that they crippled attempts even
by the great occidental thinkers such as Kant (and later, Husserl) to unify the
various domains of human reasoning. The consequences of these outcomes for
humanity are elaborated upon in Section 5, and how Islamic economics gets im-
plicated in this is then reserved for the penultimate section. I then conclude and
introduce the reader to the last paper in this series, which examines critically the
profound impact of these epistemic developments on modern economics itself.

3 Split in the Unicity of Human Thought

As soon as the first cracks began to appear in the unicity of the human intellect
during the late Middle Ages (see Mahomedy 2015a), it led to a bifurcation that
found anchorage initially in the medieval universities, wherein faculties were
divided into the Arts (consisting of Science, Logic, and Natural Philosophy) and
Theology, respectively (Grant 2006; Perry 2010). This separation foreshadowed,
and pre-empted in a sense, the isolation of state from religion that occurred much
later in the Western world. With the sustained undermining and dismissal of
the Scholastic effort from the 13th century and the rise of empiricism in its
wake, the view increasingly took hold in intellectual circles that theology and
the sciences each had to go their own way (Perry et al. 2008; cf. Gillespie 2008).

3.1 The Derogation of Revelation and Ascendency of Ra-
tionalist Thought

As the remaining points of contact between scientific thought and religious
knowledge gradually weakened and broke off, no unified, common ground be-
tween the two remained. Each was considered to belong to a different realm
altogether: rational enquiry could, at best, provide only probabilistic knowledge
about the world, whilst knowledge of God and His relations with the physical
world could be gleaned from Revelation alone. This idea was further cemented
with the rise of the Protestant Reformation led by Luther and Calvin (Schaff
1953; Gregory 2008). Certain influential Renaissance humanists whose writings
impacted not only on the Reformation but also on Catholicism took this a step
further by inveighing against claims to certainty about anything at all (Toul-
man 1990).9 The attitude that marked the eventual rupture between science
and religion in Europe is perhaps best epitomised by Galileo’s famous words

9Although these epistemic positions were perhaps motivated more by the need to counter
the rising antagonism and conflict over dogma between the competing branches of Christianity,
it undoubtedly set the stage for the re-emergence of scepticism during this period.
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that “the intention of the Holy Ghost is to teach us how one goes to heaven,
not how the heavens go” (as cited in Finocchiaro 1989:96).

With the rise of Protestantism, there was a shift in the governing values of
society away from the Catholic ideal of monastic asceticism towards a “this-
worldly” orientation, namely, in the obligation of fulfilling one’s duty in worldly
affairs (see Weber 1930; Bartley 1984). This reorientation, together with the
delinking of the natural sciences from Revelation, meant that in due course the
epistemic status of the former eclipsed that of the latter. With it, the most
fundamental axioms and categories of human thought as predicated upon Rev-
elation were being progressively neutralised so that ultimately they ceased to
serve as a platform upon which any new knowledge was to be constructed. This
presented the Western world with a huge challenge: the profound change in
orientation meant that the ways of thought inherited from previous generations
had to be rejected or reinterpreted in radically new ways. Simply, all of knowl-
edge had to be reconceived “essentially from scratch” (Holtzman 2003:83).

But how was the newly-emerging modern man to rebuild his knowledge en-
terprise de novo? Where was he going to find the wherewithal to recast in
a new mould all knowledge previously recognised as such but not necessarily
so henceforth? What essential tools would he require to undertake this kind
of reconstruction? And could he marshal the necessary intellectual skills to
deploy these tools effectively for the ambitious task ahead? These inexorable
challenges to reconstitute the entire knowledge enterprise, independent of scrip-
tural revelation and solely reliant on human agency, set in train a whole series
of developments from Bacon and Descartes leading up to Hume and Kant, and
from thereon to Comte and Popper. But as the ideas of these leading occidental
thinkers took hold, it invariably drove the wedge further and further into the
very fabric of human thought in Western society, so that it continues to fray
along its innermost fibres till today.

As elucidated in Mahomedy (2015a), Western Europe had been for almost
four centuries before the onset of modernity enthusiastically embracing the
methods of ratiocination and experimentation as cultivated and enriched by
the Muslim-Arab scientists. In the drive to lay a new foundational basis for val-
idating knowledge claims, these were now looked upon to fill the void resulting
from discarding scriptural authority that had until then fulfilled this role. Coter-
minously, the adoption of Newtonianism vis-à-vis the mechanical conception of
the universe ideally served the interests of declaring these intellectual tools the
sole determining criteria of knowledge (see Dobbs & Jacob 1995; Louth 2011).

It was during this early period in the new intellectual life of Western Europe
that the first prophets of modern science, Francis Bacon (1561-1626) and René
Descartes (1596-1650), were born. These thinkers, and those who followed in
their tradition during the Enlightenment, set about seeking answers to the most
fundamental questions of life, existence, and reality, hauling before and interro-
gating at the altar of reason and rationality almost any and every conceivable
claim of tradition, dogma, belief, and prescription, regardless of its source. Isa-
iah Berlin, in his seminal works (Berlin 1980, 2000a, 2000b) lucidly describes
how this exercise, with an almost fanatical zeal and fervour, was ruthlessly ex-
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ecuted against the norms of culture and religion established over thousands of
years.

3.2 Bifurcation in Scientific Thought

Notwithstanding this newfound confidence in rationality, those who champi-
oned its cause differed from inception on the exact nature and source of rational
authority (Bartley 1987).10 The school of intellectualism, led by Descartes, ar-
gued that rationality is embedded in the intellect or in reason per se.11 The
empiricists, inspired by Bacon, maintained that rational authority lies in sen-
sory experience alone. For the development of science, the first view implies
that theory ex-ante anticipates observation, and subsequently interprets reality
accordingly. On the other hand, the second approach claims that theory could
only ex-post be induced from observation and experience (Changeux 2005). As
a result of these differences, the modern scientific enterprise was itself, at its
embryonic stage, split between the Cartesian and Baconian schools of thought,
each exemplifying an exclusive claim to the validity of the deductive and induc-
tive methods of enquiry, respectively (see Howard 1994; Dilworth 2007). These
differences set the stage for much of the dualistic thinking that was to follow.

Apart from Descartes and Bacon, there is an illustrious line of scientists in
this early period such as Galileo Galilei (1564-1642), Johannes Kepler (1571-
1630), Robert Boyle (1627-1691) and Isaac Newton (1642-1727), all of whom
contributed in significant ways in shaping the form of modern science. But
largely, they adopted a methodological approach that falls quite squarely in
either the Cartesian or Baconian camps (see Burtt 1932). Likewise, the writings
and contributions of the traditional philosophers of the occidental world, such as
Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677), Gottfried Leibniz (1646-1716), John Locke (1632-
1704), George Berkeley (1685-1753) and David Hume (1711-1776), can also be
associated more exclusively with either side of the tradition (Bartley, 1987).
This dichotomy has continued to endure such that 250 years later, another duo
that was to chart the way forward for science in the 20th century, comprising
Henry Poincaré (1854-1912) and Albert Einstein, (1879-1955), was still broadly
representative of these two epistemic positions (Howard 1994; Dilworth 2007;
Castillo 2010; see also Popper 1962). And hence, even within the domain of
the natural sciences, a satisfying synthesis between these modes of discovery
remains elusive to this day (Scheibe 2001).

In addition to the above-mentioned split (in the natural sciences), there was
a corresponding and major intellectual controversy also raging between the prac-
titioners of the natural and human sciences (Mali & Wokler 2003; Kvasz 2012;
Suchodolski 1973; see also Kuhn 1962). The explicit agenda of the Enlighten-
ment thinkers to subject claims to validity from every realm of knowledge to
the rationalist doctrine continued to intensify the already strained relations be-

10This was primarily due to the two Graeco-Islamic streams of influence referred to previ-
ously (see Mahomedy 2015a).

11As captured by Descartes’ famous canonical formulation “I think, therefore I am”
(Descartes 1985).
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tween these two domains of enquiry. Although Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911) at-
tributed the divide between them to their differing subject-matters (see Hodges
1952; Overman 1988; McGrath 2006),12 Berlin (1980, 2000), avers that it was
the rationalist imperialism of this period, the “Age of Reason” as the Enlight-
enment came to be known (see Paine 1880), that set the natural and social
sciences on an ineluctable collision course. The propagandists of the new scien-
tific movement, in seeking to impose its positivist élan with all of its attendant
principles and methodologies on the humanities,13 derided and ridiculed the
modes of thought, expression, and areas of inquiry traditionally adopted by its
practitioners.

Voltaire (1694-1778), a central figure of the Enlightenment and one of its
leading advocates, led the attack on the classical social thinkers of the day,
which in turn, unleashed a radical counter-reaction by Giambattista Vico (1668-
1744), Johann Georg Hamann (1730-1788) and Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-
1803), among others (Mali 2002). The latter group denounced the principles of
“uniformitarianism” espoused by the Enlightenment scholars (see Lovejoy 1948)
as untenable and invalid. They decried, inter alia, the very idea of a universal
and objective interpretation of reality and rejected outright the imposition of the
scientific method across all branches of knowledge. This hostility and revulsion
against the hegemony of the rationalist tradition provoked the emergence of the
Counter-Enlightenment or Romantic movement (Berlin 2001), with the ensuing
polemic only serving to further alienate the arts from the sciences. In his classic
work, The Two Cultures and the Scientific Revolution, Snow (1959:3-4) warned
that this “gulf of mutual incomprehension” between them threatened to “split
into two polar groups [the] . . . intellectual . . . (and practical) . . . life of the
whole of Western society”.

That these underlying tensions persist even into our contemporary times
is evident from the so-called “Science Wars” of the 1990s that flared up, once
again, between the natural and social scientists. This time round, however,
following the publication of Kuhn (1962) and soon thereafter, the provocative
work of Fayerabend (1975), it was the natural scientists who felt slighted by
the critique against current scientific practice, and fired the first salvo at the
sociologists (see Gross & Levitt 1994). Each faction, galvanising its members
to articulate the most forceful of arguments, then sought to defend its position
against the other (Ashman & Baringer 2001; Parsons 2003). Notwithstanding
the sophistication of the most recent debate, even a cursory glance at the issues
at stake reminds one of the striking similarities of substance exemplified in these
current disputes with those that occurred over 250 years ago.

12See Hodges (1952) for a fuller explication on why he considered these two disciplines
disparately.

13Such as History, Sociology, and Anthropology.
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4 Sources of Dualist Thinking in Modernist Epis-
temology

How then does one account for this intractable problem of a deep schism in
modernist thought, and one that continues to bedevil the occidental world in all
of her other developments? Although traces of dualism in its various formula-
tions can be found in Aristotle (Furley 1999), Plato (Emilsson 1999), and early
Hinduism and Christianity (see Rahman 1994), it became the default mode of
thinking after the entrenchment of rationalist philosophy in the West, particu-
larly after Descartes. Its penetration into modern science is likewise discernable
from across the spectrum of leading occidental scholars who have contributed to
its underlying epistemology (see Popper 1957; Brodbeck 1958; Buchanan 1960;
von Mises 1978).

Clearly, it is not possible to elaborate on all of their ideas in a study of
this nature. But there are certain common themes that cohere to form a core
which support their underlying assumptions. In all of these meta-theoretical
conceptions, the “strange dualistic epistemology characteristic of occidental civ-
ilization” (Bateson 1973:327) emerges in different forms, serving to clarify why
they engender within the modern psyche an abiding sense of competition and
conflict.

Towards this purpose, I therefore focus on the basic principles of knowledge
associated with each of the two leading epistemai, namely, intellectualism and
empiricism that have, coincidently, also dominated economic thinking. This
discussion then examines efforts to reconcile their competing claims. More im-
portantly, I then explain how they have come to alter so fundamentally the very
nature of human consciousness and what this implies for IE.

4.1 The Intellectualism of Leibniz (and Descartes)

Gottfried Leibniz, together with Spinoza, belonged to the school of intellectual-
ism founded by Descartes. Due to their emphasis on the supremacy of reason,
these intellectualists are sometimes referred to as the “early rationalists” of the
modern era (see Polanyi 1958; Gellner 1995). There are certain ideas shared by
these scholars and their adherents about the nature of the world, knowledge, and
human nature, which coalesce to form a distinct philosophical school in its own
right. Since these presumptions are all interrelated, I examine how they have
impacted on their notions of knowledge and the centrality of reason. Within
the sub-text of their ideas, one can clearly discern the postulates of economic
science that materialised later, as shall be discussed in a subsequent paper.

The intellectualists, firstly, believed in an ordered universe that had a ra-
tional structure.14 It was governed by universal principles that applied to both
the inanimate and animate worlds, including human beings. This view imposed
a kind of “uniformitarianism” on humankind, in which any kind of variety and

14This belief itself can be traced back to the Peripatetic school of Ancient Greek Hellenism
(see Bakar 1991; Mahomedy 2015a).
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“differentness of men” was attacked and dismissed as illusory (Lovejoy 1948:79-
81). These universal principles were, furthermore, fully amenable to human
discovery through the appropriate use of the intellect. As necessarily implied
by Leibniz’s “Principle of Sufficient Reason”, everything has a reason, and any-
thing, therefore, in principle, is intelligible and can be explained (Leibniz 1956).
But only those minds that were well-prepared in the use of the correct method
could discover these truths through the processes of adopting “hypotheses”,
“assumptions”, and “models” (Coleman 1995:4).

Secondly, Descartes was the first to emphasise a distinct and unbridgeable
divide between mind (res cogitans) and matter (res extensa), arguing that the
two were of fundamentally different substances (Descartes 1927). To him and
his co-intellectualists, Leibniz and Spinoza, res cogitans and res extensa could
not conceivably have any causal interaction with each other, leading to the
classical mind-body dualism. Despite several attempts over the centuries to
re-unify these supposedly divergent realms, none has produced a satisfying syn-
thesis so that this divide continues to persist within modern science until today
(Sheldrake 2013). This dualism, as initiated by Descartes, is believed to have
facilitated the development of modern science as a supposedly objective, neu-
tral, and positivistic knowledge-seeking enterprise, since it separated out the
thinking subject from the perceived object (Velmans 2009).15

Based on the above sets of axioms, it was, therefore, possible to establish
the sciences of nature, including the study of human beings (and their happi-
ness), since the universal laws that regulate them are uniform and generalis-
able. Within this scheme of knowledge, reason must, therefore, play a funda-
mental role, wherein it is applied only to those ideas that are “innate, clear
and distinct”, and not riddled with any kind of ambiguity or doubt (see Cur-
ley 1986:153).16 In this way, the process of knowledge acquisition begins with
“principles” that are “are so evident that they need only to be understood to be
believed” (Descartes 1985:I, 145). By then manipulating these evident princi-
ples using deductive logic, an indefinitely large range of more particular results
could be demonstrated (Coleman 1995). On the contrary, any claim that could
not meet the twin criteria of “clarity” and “distinctness” has no truth value.

The way to arrive at this kind of certitude, as required by the early ratio-
nalists, was through the use of mathematics. For them, all of nature could be
adequately explained with the clarity of mathematical language and techniques
(Berlin 2000; see also Garber 1978 in Capra 1982). Unsurprisingly, Descartes
and Leibniz contributed significantly towards developing the relationship be-
tween geometry and algebra, with the latter being credited for discovering in-
finitesimal calculus independently of Newton (Jesseph 1998). Moreover, because
any notion of truth had to be established a priori from “innate ideas”, the in-
tellectualists were thoroughgoing deductivists. The axiomatic nature of both
deductive logic and mathematics strengthened their faith and confidence in apri-

15Recent developments in quantum physics has, however, now challenged his non-
interactionist relationship between the two (see Stapp 2007).

16Consequently, such ideas had to be complete and etched into the very fabric of the human
mind.
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orism. This also led to them deprecating the inductive method, for they argued
that independent of reason, experience could never assent to any propositional
claim (Leibniz 1969). Consequently, the knowledge yielded by the senses alone
was considered, at best, to be weak and superfluous (Leibniz 1981).

4.2 The Empiricism of Hume

Contrary to several theses of the intellectualists, the empiricists are a group
of philosophers/scientists who assert that all knowledge derives primarily from
experience only, i.e. sensory perception. To varying degrees, they derogate the
role of reason per se in the process of knowledge creation, and thus emphasise
the importance of sensation.

The empirical basis of knowledge, as a comprehensive theory, was perhaps
most articulately developed by David Hume, a Scottish philosopher eminently
recognised for his radical empiricism (and scepticism), arising out of his ad-
herence to the tradition of British empiricism (Priest 2007). In his influential
writings, Hume (1896, 1902, 1998) emphatically upheld that all knowledge is
ultimately not only founded but also limited to experience alone. Reason, in
contraposition to the intellectualist tradition, performs only a perfunctory role.
Of and in itself, it is unwilled. As Hume (1896:415) argued, “reason is, and
ought only to be the slave of the passions, and can never pretend to any other
office than to serve and obey them”.

Hume, therefore, premised all of knowledge on experimental grounds that
have sensate ontological origins (Hume 1896, 1902; see also Gordon 1990; Choud-
hury 2014). Accordingly, this knowledge takes the form of impressions emanat-
ing from our sensations and/or emotions, which produce (initially) simple ideas
within the human mind. These simple ideas may then compound, aggregate or
transpose to form complex ones.17 There is, furthermore, an exact one-to-one
correspondence between our simple sensual impressions and the ideas that we
form of them in our minds (Hume 1896). It is through this basic process that
the sum-total of our concept formation and knowledge acquisition develops and
grows. Any idea or concept, e.g. metaphysical notions, which cannot be traced
back to a sensual experience is therefore simply spurious (Hume 1902).

But, as Hume (1896) further contended, our faculties of reason and sense ob-
servation are also not infallible; they are prone to error and illusion. Therefore,
the kind of certainty that the intellectualists averred that we could attain was
rejected by him outright. Because of our inherent human frailties, we can never
be sure that what we (claim to) know is objectively true: “by this means, all
knowledge degenerates into probability” (Hume 1896:180). Following on from
this, we can thus clearly identify why Hume so emphasised the inductivist philo-
sophical approach in gaining whatever understanding we may possibly have of
the world (Choudhury 2014).18

17For example, if we imagine a red apple, we combine the ideas of the colour “red” and the
object “apple”.

18An understanding which does not necessarily translate into true knowledge.
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A similar situation prevails with regard to causality. Hume famously argued
that what we assume to be a causal relation between two events is merely
their occurrence in spatio-temporal succession to each other. Nothing more can
be attributed to them by way of “any power or necessary connection . . . [or
that] the one [is] an infallible consequence of the other” (Hume 1902:63). This is
because since no distinct impression of an actual causal relation between the two
is conveyed to us, we cannot logically assert the idea of causation. All that we
observe is a conjunction of events contiguous in time and space. It is merely the
constancy and repetitive nature of the succession of these events that habituates
the mind into believing that the prior one “causes” the succeeding one to occur.
That a causal relation between the two does exist, we can never know with
certainty. In fact, for Hume, therefore, the entire universe is contingent and not
necessary for “the power or force, which actuates [it], is entirely concealed from
us” (Hume 1902:63).

This perspective of Hume on the nature of causation and its consequential
“problem of induction” is indeed profound. It means that there is no logical
necessity for nature to “obey” universal laws and, therefore, to have order or
any form of systemic structure. If anything, the universe may well be a heap,
as suggested by some empiricists such as Jean-Baptiste Dubos (Coleman 1995).
But if nature is not necessarily regulated by general laws as typically assumed
and abstracted by the human mind, then the implications for epistemology are
equally sombre. It means that no aspect of our knowledge whatsoever can
ever be justified (Priest 2007), nor could we even postulate a world outside of
ourselves or a “self” outside of it in the first place (Sardar 1988). All that we
can ultimately attest to vis-à-vis reality are our sensations of it, and no further
(Mach 1959).

The above discussion serves to highlight that when the fundamental premises
about knowledge à la intellectualism and empiricism are extended to their logi-
cal conclusions, they lead to radically divergent outcomes, both for epistemology
and ontology. On the one hand, because the intellectualists accentuate structure
and reason, they are predisposed towards apriorism, deductivism, and certainty.
The empiricists, in contradistinction, disparage these notions and emphasise,
instead, disorder and sensation, which lead them towards aposteriorism, induc-
tivism, and indeterminacy. Although reason and sensation are not essentially
incongruent to each other, they have become disparate as partitioned systems
of thought within rationalist philosophy.

These differences also highlight the intricate linkage and reciprocity between
conceptions of knowledge (epistemology) and views about the nature of reality
(ontology). As will be explained in the last paper of this study, they have also
played themselves out in much of the discussion on economic theorising, leading
to an “abiding schism in [the economics] profession” and the ensuing crisis that
followed in its wake (Rostow 1986:2).
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4.3 Kant’s Attempt at Synthesis and its Outcome

One of the most outstanding thinkers of 18th century European Enlightenment,
Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), recognised the limitations of the intellectualists’
and empiricists’ assertions of knowledge emanating exclusively from reason or
experience alone, respectively. Kant proffered that it was neither the complete
innate ideas of the mind, nor sensate experiences, on their own, that could yield
new knowledge. Accordingly, he attempted to reconcile claims of the a priori
with that of the a posteriori (Kant and Friedrich 1949; Scheibe 2001; Priest
2007). He did this by suggesting that the mind a priori possesses certain inher-
ent structures19 such as space, time, and causality, which it necessarily imposes
upon nature (Kant 1902). Our sensual experience of objects then actuates
these structures by providing them with content, which subsequently enables
us to intuit the world, i.e. we apprehend reality through our senses and gain
an understanding of it through thinking it. This interaction between the intel-
lect and experience, for Kant, was fundamental for knowledge creation, since
“thoughts without content are empty; intuitions without concepts are blind”
(Kant 1929:93).

Despite the intellectual advances of these ideas in unravelling how knowledge
might be generated, even the genius of Kant was unable to satisfactorily unite
the two dominant and competing epistemai of knowledge. Because the mind,
with its subjective structures and categories,20 imposes itself on the objects
of perception, we could still never know things as they are but only as they
appear to us: “the human being knows not the world-in-itself but rather the
world-as-rendered-by-the-human-mind” (Tarnas 1993:417). Consequently, there
still remained an unbridgeable gulf between subject and object, as one could
never ascertain the degree of correspondence between perception and reality (see
Kant 1929:267). As Choudhury (2010) so adroitly demonstrates, this problem
of Kantian heteronomy21 stems from his failure to causally link the noumenal
world of essences, inhering in the realm of pure reason, to the phenomenal world
of appearances, which belongs to the province of practical reason. Kant’s world
thus remained divided between noumena and phenomena, i.e. between pure
reason and practical reason and consequently, between the a priori and the a
posteriori (Windelband & Tufts 1901).

It is noteworthy that Kant’s efforts and subsequent failure at synthesis (see
Bartley 1984; Israel 2009) also impacted on his conception of the nexus between
God, man, morality, and science. Firstly, in his Critique of Pure Reason (1929),
Kant argued that the existence of God and other metaphysical notions could
not be rationally understood and were thus incognisable and beyond the grasp
of the human mind. Because God was not intuitable, He could not play any
perceptible role in the workings of the universe. This then led Kant to derogate
all acts of worship including supplications and prayer to God, claiming that
they fulfilled only a narrow, subjective and self-gratifying purpose (Kant 1931).

19Note: not complete ideas, as asserted by the intellectualists.
20As perceived by Kant, on the presuppositions of Newtonian physics (see Popper 1962).
21See Carnap (1966).

14



Secondly, Kant’s partitioned view of knowledge vis-à-vis reality alienated
God altogether from the study of the physical world as well. Nature and moral-
ity, and by extension, the positive and normative, in his epistemology, remained
dichotomised, heralding the permanent divorce between science and religion
(Windelband & Tufts 1901; Dampier 1961; Gregory 2008). Kant, nonetheless,
did acknowledge that a commitment to morality necessitated belief in God. He
felt logically compelled, though, to attribute this connexion to the use of reason
alone, and not Revelation, because of the unbridgeable chasm between his pure
and practical reason (see Kant 1931). In the process, Popper (1994:132) writes,
“Kant humanized ethics, as he had humanized science”.

Subsequent to Kant, Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) also sought through his
project of phenomenology to unite the domains of noumena and phenomena
(Husserl 1931). But he recognised that there had to be a third unity, that of
“consciousness”, which was required to link the two together. This, he believed,
was clearly absent in Western epistemology. Husserl (1935:3) thus wrote:

Blinded by naturalism, the practitioners of humanistic science have com-

pletely neglected even to pose the problem of a universal and pure science

of the spirit and to seek a theory of the essence of spirit as spirit, a theory

that pursues what is unconditionally universal in the spiritual order with

its own elements and its own laws. Yet this last should be done with a

view to gaining thereby scientific explanations in an absolutely conclusive

sense.

As Choudhury (2004) explains, had Husserl succeeded in incorporating the
unity of divine knowledge into this project, it would have marked a major break-
through in occidental philosophy.22 His vision, however, never materialised in
his lifetime, but he hoped that others would bring it to fruition (Husserl 1931).
No other major figure in the Western world has accomplished the kind of sys-
temic unity required, though it remains an undying quest of the scientific com-
munity (Choudhury 2000; see Barrow 1991; Weinberg 1994; Hawking 2002).

Having reached this impasse, we find that the radical mind-body dualism
initiated ontologically by Descartes reached its full consummation, epistemo-
logically, in Kant (Cottingham 1993; Tarnas, 1993). This Cartesian-Kantian
paradigm has split all of occidental thought into categories of opposing du-
alisms and dichotomies (Bateson 1973; Garaudy 1985; Sterling 2003; Tinker
2004; Sheehan 2007; see also Dampier 1961; Husserl 1970).23 The unbridgeable
divide at the epistemic level, i.e. between the apriori and aposteriori, deductive

22 In a similar effort, Max Weber (1864-1920) also tried to mediate between the empiri-
cal/historical method of Schmoller and the positivistic approach of Menger (see Mahomedy
2015c), but his objective in this particular exercise was not as ambitious as that of his prede-
cessors or contemporaries (see Kim 2012; Hart 2010; cf. Reuter 2006).

23Not surprisingly, it has therefore had a lasting impact on Darwinian or Lamarckian theo-
ries of biological evolution (Campbell 1987), as well as on Marxian theories of societal change
(see also Resnick & Wolff 1987). With both Darwin and Marx, nature and reality, and conse-
quently knowledge thereof, continuously evolve and emerge from the competition and conflict
of the processes that constitute their totality.
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and inductive, and intelligible and sensate, leads by necessity to a corresponding
schism at the ontic level, i.e. between the one and many, quantity and qual-
ity, and form and substance. This, in turn, transmits, at the relational level,
to an irreconcilable tension between theory and practice, fact and value, and
microcosm and macrocosm. All of these artificial bifurcations have been so ex-
tensively and deeply polarised within socio-scientific thinking that no field of
human endeavour has escaped its abiding duality.

5 The Final Eclipse of Religious Thought and
its After-effects

During much of the 20th century, from the rise and fall of positivism/neo-
positivism (see Suppe 2000; Van Fraassen 1980), pragmatism and instrumental-
ism (see Dewey 1903, 1938) to Popper’s critical rationalism (see Bartley 1982),
and then towards the epistemological nihilism of postmodernism (see Rosenau
1991; Leffel 2000), all have largely been a consequence of, or a response to, the
intellectual fragmentation described above. None of them, however, has been
able to satisfactorily transcend its dialectical entrapments. If anything, they
have only sunk deeper into the whirlpool of indeterminacy and/or relativity.24

Why then have the cumulative efforts of some of the greatest minds in the oc-
cidental world not enabled any kind of convergence towards integrative thought?
How does one adequately account for the fact that every subsequent attempt to
do so succumbs to, becomes paralysed by, or even positively contributes towards,
further atomisation? What has characterised the socio-intellectual milieu, i.e.
its Zeitgeist from the inception of modernity that has rendered intra-and-inter-
scientific systemic unity within knowledge so elusive? And how does all of this
resonate with the “the disenchantment of the world” (Weber 1946:155); with the
increasing sense of alienation and breakdown of human solidarity that modern
society experiences at every level?

Apart from Husserl, others in the West (e.g. Weber 1930; 1946; Bateson
1973; Capra 1982, 1988; Toulmin 1990; Tarnas 1993; Sheehan 2007) have also
recognised that there is something about the contemporary experience of man,
unprecedented throughout history perhaps, of a sense of self-awareness, of some-
thing that penetrates to the very core of the human personality, that has insti-
tuted this “crisis [that] has been several centuries in coming” (Sheehan 2007:3).25

It is to this fundamental problem, which helps to deepen our understanding of
this profound dilemma, that I now turn.

It has to be remembered that all of the dramatic changes in human intellec-
tion, as described in the preceding sections, occurred in the interlude between

24See for example, Popper’s (1962, 1987) “impossibility of truth/certainty” thesis.
25 It is apt to recall at this juncture that the seeds of this crisis were in fact planted much

earlier than what is often recorded. As pointed out by Gilson (1938), Copleston (1957) and
Beum (1975), and more recently explained by Mahomedy (2015a), Muslim scholarship had
long before the decline of feudalism and the advent of the Scientific Revolution already steered
Latin Europe onto the pathway of adopting rationalism as its guiding philosophy.
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Descartes and Kant, a mere 150 years. In its aftermath, it radically overturned
the erstwhile theocentric European worldview and transmuted it into an anthro-
pocentric one. From this emerged two auxiliary epistemic changes; one certainly
envisioned, whilst the other, in response to the first, more likely than not, an
unintended consequence.

5.1 Doctrine of the Autonomous Self

Notwithstanding all of the fundamental differences and deep divisions that have
been wrought upon humankind ever since its liberation “from the ancient and
medieval cosmic womb” (Tarnas 1993:416), there has always been one underly-
ing value that has galvanised all those who contributed towards the project of
modernity to pursue it so single-mindedly. It was, as Toulmin (1990:9) reminds
us, “the shared assumptions about [the primacy of] rationality” in “deal[ing]
with the problems of human life and society”. As the pace of this secularisation
increased, God and religion gradually receded from human consciousness so that
they were to play no decisive role in directing the temporal life of humankind
henceforward.

Man was deemed self-reliant in the task of charting the way forward for
himself (Popper 1994). He was independent of all else. His perceptive faculties,
whether of empiricist or intellectual origins, were not in need of any external
guidance whatsoever. The fervour that characterised this new-found confidence
in the self-sufficiency of humankind was most forcefully expressed by none other
than Kant. He proffered that this defining moment signified “nature’s emanci-
pation of mankind from alien guidance” (Kant 1784:1). More disparagingly, he
referred to man’s need for any counsel beyond the ken of his own abilities as

self-imposed tutelage, due not to lack of understanding, but to lack of

courage or determination. Laziness and cowardice would cause him to

[otherwise] remain under this lifelong tutelage. Sapere aude! Dare to use

your own understanding is the battle-cry of the Enlightenment! (Kant

1784:1)

As indicated previously, this “Age of Reason” reached its apogee in the
rationalist crusade of the Enlightenment. It provoked, in turn, Romanticism,
which argued as vehemently for the validity of personal intuition, instincts and
feelings in interpreting human conduct.

Paradoxically, both of these movements, in seeking to negate the ideas of
each other, delivered a common outcome: the deification and immanence of the
human being. Human autonomy and agency, and all that went with it vis-à-vis
human values, rights, freedoms, etcetera, were to reign supreme. There was to be
henceforth no higher authority or reference point beyond the subjective human
self, nor any system of values that could supercede those that enshrined human
interests. Human beings, therefore, self-reliantly, were to set the norms for both
thought and behaviour so that they became the loci to which everything else was
to be subservient. With this glorification and magnification of the individual
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self,26 it was only inevitable for there to arise in its wake, the kind of extreme
atomism and methodological individualism that has become a defining feature
of all of modernity, its institutions, and artefacts.

The pluralism that this individualistic and Lockean view of humankind
spawned became the womb from within which a deluge of isms sprouted: Egal-
itarianism, Liberalism Fascism, Marxism, Nationalism, Capitalism, Socialism,
Parliamentarianism, Developmentalism, Anarchism, Nihilism, etc. Despite the
apparent differences among these ideologies, all of them have a common cause:
the human being defines what is. Even God and religion, within this weltan-
schauung, could only be tolerated to the extent that they may serve private
individual or collective human interests. But from the public realm, where it
mattered most, they were to be kept at bay, lest they reappear and again pre-
ponderate over humankind’s destiny.

After Auguste Comte (1798-1857), the founder of positivism,27 the tide be-
gan to turn even more zealously away from an a-religious sentiment, at best,
towards a distinctly anti-theological tone (Comte 1908:444; see also Ferngren et
al. 2000). In the self-same spirit of Kant, Comte declared that knowing God
was wholly beyond human comprehension, and following thereon, he likewise
fully humanised morality and ethics (Cashdollar 2000). But Comte’s human-
ism was far removed from the crude individualistic and self-oriented humanist
values more commonly associated with the English liberalist tradition. His was
distinctly devoted to loving and serving humanity at large. He asserted unequiv-
ocally that the monotheistic faiths, particularly Christian Catholicism, despite
all of their pietistical claims to social sympathy, had dismally failed to achieve
social cohesion (Comte 1908:388-389). For Comte, therefore, the love of God
and service to Him and His religion had to be repudiated so that it may give way
to the love of, and service to, humanity, under the auspices of his new “Religion
of Humanity” (Comte 1908:355-444).

Comte’s new religion was to be robed in the positive methods of science
(Comte 1853). It nurtured the idea of a “social physics”, which Comte believed
would cohere with the natural sciences in unveiling the fundamental forces that
act on both the natural and social orders (Overman 1988). He is thus cred-
ited with not only classifying the various natural sciences into their disciplinary
boundaries but also for founding the separate disciplines of sociology and an-

26John Donne (1572—1631), one of the English world’s greatest writers had captured this
individualist spirit in one of the most elegant expressions of poetic language. It would not be
out of place to quote him here (from Toulmin 1990:iv):

’Tis all in peeces, all cohoerance gone;

All just supply, and all Relation:

Prince, Subject, Father, Sonne, are things forgot,

For every man alone thinks be hath got

To be a Phoenix, and that there can bee

None of that kinde, of which he is, but hee.

27See, however, Mill (1836), who records that Comte himself regarded Bacon, Descartes,
and Galileo as the original founders of Positivist philosophy.
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thropology (Urbanowicz 1992). Comte, furthermore, predicted that as these
sciences mature to their full bloom, the Enlightenment would eventually over-
throw religion altogether and supplant it with the scientific enterprise as the
final stage in the knowledge process (Comte 1853). In so doing, Comte formally
deified both, humanity as “the new Supreme Being” (Comte 1908:369), and the
expression of human knowledge as Positivist science (Comte 1853).28

And so, by the time of Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), God and religion
were completely effaced from science, except as objects of study and analysis.
Nietzsche (2001:120), in “eulogising” the loss of God declared

God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him. How shall we

comfort ourselves, the murderers of all murderers? What was holiest and

mightiest of all that the world has yet owned has bled to death under our

knives: who will wipe this blood off us? What water is there for us to

clean ourselves? What festivals of atonement, what sacred games shall we

have to invent? Is not the greatness of this deed too great for us? Must

we ourselves not become gods simply to appear worthy of it?

5.2 From Dualism to Pluralism - Rationality turns on its
Head

After a turbulent 150 years of intellectual strife, and finally after dethroning
God and assuming the mantle of “godship” (à la Nietzsche), what lay ahead
for humanity then, vis-à-vis its understanding of the world? It is here that we
encounter a second profound outcome of the promise of rationalism to deliver
to humankind a worldview based exclusively on rationality and science, and
“cleansed of the onerous burden” of Revelation and belief in a Divine author-
ity. In driving religion to the margins of society, rationality was unequivocally
expected to replace the role that Revelation had hitherto served in providing
all of the answers required for human fulfilment. But, as this agenda was res-
olutely pursued, an increasingly forlorn conclusion soon emerged that rocked
the foundations on which the entire enterprise was instituted.29

Notwithstanding all of the hype around humanity’s newfound confidence in
its innate abilities, paradoxically, it was the very same tools of rationality that
confirmed that rationality itself was by its own standards, also found wanting
and severely limited. Kant (1929) and Hume (1886), for example, quite early
on demonstrated unambiguously the vulnerabilities to error and illusion that
both reason and experience were open to, respectively, in yielding objective
knowledge. These critiques, and the many that followed thereafter (see e.g.
Dewey 1903; Ayer 1956; Popper 1962, 1987, 1994; Wittgenstein 1969; Quine
1969, 1981; Heidegger 1978; Bartley 1987), had culminated in an epistemological
crisis of great significance. They all arrived, rationally, at the same denouement:

28But Kant, by humanizing science and simultaneously recognising human frailties, re-
mained modest in claiming too much for science; he still left a gap for God to play some role
in human affairs (see Palmquist 2009).

29See also Taylor (1990, 1995).

19



since all of humanly-derived knowledge is, of necessity, only interpretive, we
could never know with any degree of certainty about the true nature of anything
at all.

Revolutionary developments in quantum physics, anthropology, cognitive
psychology and neurophysiology, have all been interpreted to shore up this no-
tion of a subjective reality. From Marx, Freud and Weber to Heisenberg, Kuhn
and Foucault, all concluded that the world is nothing but a human construct in
which “every act of perception and cognition is contingent, mediated, situated,
contextual (and) theory-soaked” (Tarnas 1993:418). Meaning, therefore, does
not inhere in objects themselves but only as projections of the human mind.
Since there is no more an objective world to be examined and analysed, what-
ever we do observe, and record as data or information, is merely an ordering of
impulses as per our individual, subjective mental patterns. Objective truth and
knowledge, therefore, are impossible.

In all of this new secular confluence, knowledge as traditionally understood
loses all meaning. It is claimed to arise out of a dialectical process (à la Marx),
to a process of intellectualist rationalisation (à la Weber); from conflict and
competition (à la Darwin), from an open-ended discursive universe (à la Hegel),
to language games (à la Wittgenstein), and, not surprisingly, to the inability
to know anything with certainty (à la Nietzsche and Popper). These are all
open-ended ideas of knowledge that are infinitely endless with no beginning or
terminus (Choudhury 2004).

Despite these devastating implications for modernist epistemology, most of
their inferences are not novel in any significant way. They are reminiscent of
the nominalist arguments raised previously, even by some of the rationalist-
inclined Church Fathers30 of the 14th century (see Copleston 1953; Brown 2012;
Mahomedy 2015a). There is, however, a critical difference in the psycho-social
and scientific implications between the earlier and the latter rationalist-based
outcomes. In medieval society, people could at least still rely on scriptural
Revelation for meaning and purpose in life. The Divine texts always served as
an indubitable source of guidance for humankind on these important issues, and
recourse to them was always assured.

With the Enlightenment, on the other hand, humanity vested all of its faith
in rationality as the ultimate arbiter of truth. But now, even that could no
longer be trusted to yield any objective truth. As El-Mesawi (2007) highlights,
when modernist epistemology deprived man of heart, post-modernity has now
come in its wake and stripped him of his mind as well. He thus warns that the
“subject-matter of scientific knowledge itself was now at stake” and it, therefore,
effectively heralds the end of science, reason, and even language (El-Mesawi
2007:217). Comte’s absolute faith in his Religion of Humanity blinded him to
the eventuality that his Temple of Science itself would soon crumble under its
own weight, bringing crashing down before its altar all of its idols erected as
“object[s] of Positivist worship” (Comte 1908:368). And beneath its heap of

30Such as William of Ockam, John of Mirecourt, and Nicholas of Autrecourt, who were
Franciscans from the School of Paris (see Moody 1947; Copleston 1973).
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ruins now lies buried the hubris of man’s claim that “there are no mysterious
incalculable forces that come into play, but rather that one can, in principle,
master all things by calculation” (Weber 1946:155).

But where does all of this now leave man’s inhering quest for truth, nonethe-
less? In this now post-modern period, with religious texts all but banished from
the knowledge enterprise; with the authority of scientific rationality on very
shaky grounds (see Bartley 1987); and with the consequent collapse of all grand
narratives (Lyotard 1984); where was humanity now to turn to for answers to
all of the fundamental questions of life?

By rejecting a transcendental reality and absolutising rationality, modernity
destroyed both itself and its “religion”, modernist science. Worse still, it has
now trapped humanity within a maze from within which there appears to be no
escape. As Sheehan (2007:3) poignantly remarks

We live amidst a vertigo of conflicting claims. Criteria for distinguishing

truth from falsity, rationality from irrationality, fact from fantasy, pos-

sibility from absurdity, become ever difficult to formulate in a way that

inspires conviction and consent.

5.3 Implications for Modern Man

In many of the post-modern trends that are emerging from the agenda of ratio-
nalist philosophy, humankind now, therefore, is left in a state of bewilderment
and flux. The obliteration of any anchor point or frame of reference deprives
individuals of certain absolutes within which to ground themselves and their
experiences (El-Mesawi 2007). Paradoxically, it implies a form of absolute rel-
ativism in which meanings of things and events are in a continuous state of
permanent change and fluidity. In this now “disenchanted world”, to quote
Weber (1946:140) again, since everything is “provisional and not definitive . . .
death is meaningless [and] life as such is meaningless” too. But humanity still
yearns for meaning and purpose in existence, which knowledge ought to have
provided us with, yet, we are now led to believe that existence itself is indifferent
to that quest. Individuals are now consciously alone but physically surrounded
by a purposeless and desacralized cosmos denuded of any intrinsic relevance.

What then, is the future for humanity and its environment under these
circumstances? The psycho-social and political consequences of this disaffec-
tion, which people now experience between themselves and the world, has been
phenomenal. Despite the quantum leaps in technological discoveries attained,
humankind has not only become estranged from its external environment but in-
dividuals likewise suffer a sense of deep alienation from even within themselves.31

On the socio-scientific plane, the application of nuclear energy and biogenetic
engineering to weaponisation and medico-industrial programmes, respectively,
all but threatens the very existence of humanity itself (see Sardar 1988). The

31Tarnas (1993) suggests that at the personal level, one can easily discern the various
attempts to escape from this meaninglessness in the form of consumerism, faddism, alcoholism,
automatism, anarchism, and nihilism.
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genetic altering of human nature appears to be a not-too-distant reality, usher-
ing in the possibility of even a post-human stage of history (Fukuyama 2002).
That post-modern society is characterised by a continual conflict and compe-
tition between values, interests, cultures and ideologies, as a result, is hardly
contestable and certainly warrants a detailed but separate study altogether.32

For now, let us, therefore, return to the focus of this paper: how has this
vision of a cold and soulless world, devoid of purpose and inner meaning and
regulated only by chance and the will to survive, conditioned humanity’s episte-
mological aspirations, which despite all of this emptiness, still remain? Clearly,
in the absence of some supra-rational authority, the inner tensions characterising
the dualisms of conflicting ideas, doctrines, theories, and methodologies will not
dissipate. And since the need for resolution lingers on, it spurs humanity onto
a pathway of perpetual discovery with no terminus or end-point. As al-Attas
(1985:120) contends “the quest is insatiable and the journey perpetual because
doubt ever prevails, so that what is sought is never really found, what is discov-
ered never really satisfied its true purpose”. Concepts of “change”, “progress”,
“development”, etcetera, are all manifestations of this inanity and discontent
that eludes any satisfying fulfilment.

Many of these outcomes of occidental epistemology have not gone unnoticed
among several Western scholars. Polanyi (1958), Bateson (1973), Kuhn (1962),
Ravetz (1972), Schumacher (1973), Whitehead (1984), Capra (1982, 1988),
Toulmin (1990, 1998), Trigg (1993), Tarnas (1993) and Sheldrake (2012, 2013)
have all been acutely aware of them, and have consequently called for a fun-
damental re-evaluation of their underlying motivations. Schumacher (1973:71)
was even more candid when he lamented that “the leading ideas of the nine-
teenth century which claimed to do away with metaphysics, are themselves a
bad, vicious, life-destroying type of metaphysics. We are suffering from them as
from a fatal disease”. Capturing this self-same sentiment, Heilbroner (1991:11),
asks

There is a question in the air, more sensed than seen, like the invisible

approach of a distant storm, a question that I would hesitate to ask aloud

did I not believe it existed unvoiced in the minds of many: “Is there hope

for man?”

Given these expressions of despondency, does humanity have any other op-
tion but to question very searchingly how in such a short space of time, the very
thinking faculties which elevated humans to a status “immeasurably superior to
that of . . . animals (Sarton 1924:13, see also Gaylin 1984) have now plunged
them to the extreme depths of hopelessness and despair?

32For Fukuyama (1992), it signifies a convergence of Eurocentric hegemony in the form of
democratic capitalism (Choudhury 2009) whilst for Huntington (1996), it would usher in an
apocalyptic “Clash of Civilisations”.
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6 Implications for Islamic Economics (IE)

The above account of the impact of rationalist epistemology on human thought
since the advent of modernity, and of its early penetration into the world of
Christendom prior to that (see Mahomedy 2015a), was not conducted exclu-
sively for its own sake. It was undertaken, rather, in the context of the impasse
in IE, and the recent call by several Islamic economists (e.g. Haneef 2012) for a
thorough reappraisal of why the Western tradition of science (and economics)
might not have been suitable for the development of IE. Several critical impli-
cations emerge when the overall objectives of Islamic economics are juxtaposed
against the findings of this analytical review. It helps to clarify the dissonance
between the two and why IE is in an existential crisis at present. I discuss three
of them hereunder, and will then revisit the rest in a follow-up paper.

6.1 The Ideological Clash

Firstly, the Islamic economists, as guided by the principles of the Islamisation of
Knowledge (IoK) project, aimed to combine the secular and religious branches
of knowledge together. They presumed that this could be achieved simply by
adapting and modifying mainstream economic science and interspersing within
it a palliative of Islamic concepts and values (Choudhury 2010). Most schol-
ars, especially among the so-called “second-generation Islamic economists” (see
Islahi 2013), those that gave shape and content to the growing discipline, be-
lieved that no major shift was required. Modern economics, it was maintained,
could easily accommodate IE as a special case. They were resolute in their con-
viction that there was no need to construct the discipline de novo (see Siddiqi
1981, 1994; Naqvi 1981; Mannan 1984; Anwar 1990; Hassan 1998; al-Jarhi 2004,
Limam 2004).

With these notions in mind, the Islamic economists aspired to erect a “new”
discipline but firmly embedded within the methodological foundations of modern
science. They embraced rationalist thought on the assumption that it is episte-
mologically neutral and therefore quite amenable to their agenda. They courted
its principles (together with some of the core axioms of neoclassical economics),
and then cloaked its framework with the idealised norms of Islamic economic
behaviour, expecting an “Islamised” economics and its off-shoot, “Islamic” fi-
nance, to emerge therefrom. The desired outcome, by their own admission, has
hardly been achieved (Zaman 2011; Haneef & Furqani 2011; Salleh 2011; Khan
2013). Why then, has this approach failed so dismally?

As this study has demonstrated repeatedly, rationalist philosophy, from its
ancient Hellenic origins (see Mahomedy 2015a) until the present, has always
stood, if not in opposition, then certainly as a distinct alternative, to several
doctrines of Revealed religion. This effrontery of rationalist thought to religion
is particularly pronounced with regard to the role of humanly-derived knowledge
in understanding reality, and on how to employ it in addressing the problems
of human life and society. As tensions intensified following the perceived in-
compatibility between religion and reason, this presumptuousness of rationalist
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philosophy in the occidental world magnified so that it sought to diminish, and
even belittle, the role of religion, as was exemplified during the Enlightenment.
The ultimate vision then, post-Enlightenment, was to increasingly secularise
society and all of its institutions of learning and culture, so as to blunt, as far
as possible, the penetrative force of religious dogma from human consciousness.
Positivist science was the engine so construed, to operationalise this objective
and bring it to fruition.

Given this clear intent of rationalism, it was imprudent for the Islamic econo-
mists to align their programme to this secularising force, for it symbolises the
exact antithesis of what the Islamic economists ultimately wished to achieve.
Rationalism, at its core (see Mahomedy 2015a:9-11), is inimical to the IE ideal
since Islam epitomises the absolute supremacy of God and man’s unconditional
surrender to His Will, whilst the other aims to diminish God’s role and advo-
cates for the absolute freedom of humankind from submission to anyone at all.
The ground that the Islamic economists had to cede vis-à-vis the high objectives
of Islam, in order to endear their “Islamisation” programme to the demands of
rationalist science, might well have distorted the true spirit of Islam as encapsu-
lated in the Qur’an.33 Their persistence with this approach is worrisome, since
they were warned almost three decades ago of the inherent dangers of these “ex-
ercises in apologetics” (Nasr 1986:211), that it might enervate the “Islamization
project of its creative potential” (Nasr 1991:3-4), or worse still, that it could
lead to the “Westernisation of Islam” itself (Sardar 1984:40).

6.2 The Epistemic Dissonance

Notwithstanding the deep ideological undertones of this issue, implanting IE
within the womb of either intellectualism or empiricism34 (or both, as some Is-
lamic economists have suggested (see Kahf 1978, 2012)) was, from a purely epis-
temic standpoint, bound to lead to an early miscarriage of the discipline. This is
because as these epistemai evolved from the start of the Scientific Revolution up
to Kant and beyond, they recognised only and exclusively the human origins of
knowledge independent of all external influences. They therefore explicitly ab-
jured any role for Revelation in the acquisition of knowledge. Moreover, other
forms of intuitive learning, metaphysical notions, and even physical but non-
quantitative descriptors were to be precluded altogether from epistemological
considerations (see Kepler35 as cited in Burtt 1932, Guénon 1953; El-Mesawi
2007, Zaman 2009, 2013, 2015).

Consequently, as these rationalist-based epistemic frameworks were being
constructed, viz. when their sources of knowledge were debated and considered,

33The Qur’an is believed by all Muslims unanimously to be the final revelation of God sent
by Him via His final prophet Muhammad (Peace be upon him), for the guidance of all of
humanity.

34These emerged as the two dominant epistemai of modern rationalism.
35His exact words were “just as the eye was made to see colors, and the ear to hear sounds,

so the human mind was made to understand, not whatever you please, but quantity.” (Kepleri
1858 as cited in Burtt 1932:68).

24



when the basic categories of human thought were codified, and when their pre-
suppositions were formulated and methodological procedures crafted, whatever
did not satisfy the qualifying criteria were discarded and banished from the
repertoire of admissible concepts and methodologies (see Holtzman 2003). So
that there be no ambiguity as to what was considered legitimate for science or
not, Alfred Ayer in his Language, Truth, and Logic (1936:14) derided any “‘re-
ality’ transcending the limits of all possible sense experience” as simply “the
production of nonsense”.

Given this conception of rationalist science, it was, therefore, inevitable that
forcing any kind of symbiotic accommodation for IE within rationalist science
was doomed to fail from inception. There is just simply no theoretical space
within the latter’s analytical framework for the broad range of epistemic and on-
tological concepts that Islamic economics needs to explicitly incorporate within
its field of enquiry. These include, of necessity, the metaphysical notions of
God and the Hereafter, the primal role of Revelation and Prophetic guidance,
the inclusion of morals and values, the cognisance of qualitative features and
variables, the discursive process of inclusive participation, etcetera. Where and
how, might the logical positivist ask the Islamic economist, did s/he expect
to incorporate these “meaningless” (i.e. Ayer’s “nonsense”) notions anywhere
within the modernist paradigm of science, without fundamentally altering it?
That the two were so strikingly divergent to each other, at almost every level,
completely escaped the attention of the Islamic economists who insisted on a
forced marriage between them, however incompatible they are and unequal the
power-relations between them.

6.3 Opposing Dualisms vs. Internal Harmonies

The Islamic economists’ principle justification for their discipline was the need
for a body of knowledge that transcends the religious-secular dichotomy. Muslim
scholarship from across all domains would certainly applaud this objective for
such a bifurcation has not existed in the earliest traditions of knowledge in Islam.
This is hardly contentious since Islam does not endorse the classical mind-matter
dualism, and hence does not recognise the inherency of any tension or conflict
emanating therefrom. Its implications are therefore enormous and rightfully
needed to be a foremost item on any Islamisation agenda.36 So far so good.

But then the Islamic economists looked towards the rationalist methodology
of modern science to bridge this divide. As this study has elaborated in detail, an
essential feature of rationalist epistemology is its proclivity for dichotomisation.
It has not touched any area of learning, including religious discourse, except
that it imprints upon it an abiding sense of dualism. This became evident
from the earliest exchanges between rationalist thought and Christian theology,
as manifested by the double-truth theory, for example (see Mahomedy 2015a).
More significantly, these dualities are cast into moulds of opposing tendencies
so that they are increasingly viewed as irreconcilable opposites. Each, feeling

36Given the depth and breadth of this issue alone, it warrants a separate study.
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threatened by its “polar opposite”, then fiercely battles it to gain domination
and ascendency.

As indicated in Section 4, these apparently conflictual states of reality are
then projected across all domains of human cognition: at the ontic, epistemic
and relational levels. We get “locked” into its mode of thought, seeing all facets
of existence essentially through a prism of contesting opposites. Now when the
Islamic economists leaned on rationalist epistemology, not only did they did
fail to overcome the secular-religious divide they originally targeted, but they
ended up transplanting into the Islamic economic discourse the entirety of these
spurious dichotomies, with its attendant tensions and frictions. In effect, they
exacerbated the problem they set out resolve. They wholly neglected to draw
from the Qur’an the oft-repeated references to the complementary nature of
“paired” universes to be found in all of the created order.37 They opted, rather,
for the marginalist substitution principles of neoclassicism. This polarising virus
of rationalist thought has now so infected the discipline that Islamic economic
thought resembles very much its neoclassical counterpart in this regard and, as
a result, is hardly distinguishable from it.

Apart from these critical differences between the rationalist and Islamic
frameworks of knowledge, there are still the remaining issues of the atomisation
of knowledge and its consequences, the failure to find an irreducible premise of
knowledge, and the treatment of implicit and/or explicit values in both systems
of thought. I will reserve a detailed discussion of these for the third and last
paper of this series, wherein I will elaborate upon them within the context of
economic science specifically.

What is, however, already emerging from the discussion so far is that the
Islamic economists overlooked the need to develop an epistemological frame-
work commensurate with the kind of enterprise they sought to build. They
did not pay attention to this important first step that is indispensable for any
reconstruction of knowledge. Had they articulated such an episteme for their
scientific enterprise, they could have derived therefrom, and constructed there-
upon, a matrix of concepts, ontological categories, and axioms apposite to that
episteme. From that base, they could have then launched their project and
developed its content accordingly. The intellectual quagmire that they now find
themselves in is largely due to this glaring lacuna in their enterprise. More se-
riously, their embrace of rationalist philosophy and its epistemological varieties
has now turned into a fatal one, threatening to suffocate whatever remains of
its promising spirit. Some of these issues will be revisited in the paper to follow
this one.

7 Conclusion: How Far Have We Come

Humankind’s distinction among all of creation is its unique ability to learn and
remember, to recall and reflect, and to engage continuously and recursively
in fellowship in all of these cognitive processes. It is by dint of humanity’s

37See, for example, al-Qur’an (Ch. 36, V.36).
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capacity for this creative knowledge that humanity is considered the crown of
God’s creation38 and “for this reason [too,] that God has given man the empire
over nature” (Leibniz 1699 as cited in Hall 2002).

It is no surprise, then, that learned scholars throughout history have dedi-
cated so much of their energies and efforts in seeking to understand this process
so that people may rise from conjectural states towards the attainment of higher
levels of certainty and conviction. Among those societies that adhered to the
dictates of Revealed religion, the Divine scriptures, appropriately supported
by the rational faculties of man, guided people towards recognising and appre-
hending the truth. This complementary relationship between Revelation and
rationality served its purpose well. Both were indispensable, for indeed to live
even by the demands of the Revealed scriptures alone requires comprehension,
understanding, and the intellectual skills to faithfully translate this message into
practice.

But when Christian theology opened its doors to the Hellenist philosophical
tradition of rationalism, the nature of this relation turned to one of rivalry and
competition for domination, eventually culminating in a fierce struggle between
the two (see Mahomedy 2015a). It fomented within Christendom an intellec-
tual turbulence that coalesced with the other socio-political challenges to Church
authority, leading to the destructive wars of the 16th century, spawned by the
conflict between organised religion and its opponents. In its aftermath, the
perception started to take hold that religion itself was to blame for all of the
upheaval and bloodshed. From its ashes, rationalist thought emerged as the
victor, finding its expressive spirit in the Scientific Revolution and the Enlight-
enment.

In the new dispensation, religion was forced to the margins of society, con-
fined to serve merely as a source of spiritual comfort, and strictly within the
private domain only. Rationality was elevated to become the final arbiter of
all truth claims about the world. The coup de grace was struck when religious
doctrinaire itself came under the scalpel of human critical reason. The Chris-
tian faith and its institutional embodiment, the Church, was by the turn of the
18th century sufficiently weakened both from within and without to be able to
offer any kind of resistance to the onslaught of this movement. It undoubt-
edly marked the beginnings of a new, but unpredictable, future for European
civilisation.

This new vision of modernity promised to humankind a bright, new world
free from the strictures of myth, institutionalised religion, and dogmatic beliefs.
But in so doing, it transmitted the split in the unicity of the human intellect,
previously confined to scholastic intellectual gymnastics (see Mahomedy 2015a),
into the very heart of the socio-scientific enterprise. By spurning the religious
narrative of life and existence, all of knowledge now needed to be reconstituted
afresh. New categories of thought, with radically different presuppositions, had
to be formulated de novo. The epistemic and ontological content for modern sci-

38 It was on the demonstration of this feat of Man that God had commanded His Angels to
prostrate before Adam, peace be upon him (see Al-Quran Ch. 2: V.34).

27



ence was provided for by its two dominant epistemai, intellectualism and empiri-
cism, each shaped by its own set of fundamental assumptions about knowledge
and nature. But it came at an enormous cost: an enduring dualism segregated
along lines of contrasting opposites and competing alternatives. Not only did
it polarise scientific thought and practice along several trajectories, but it also
grafted these spurious dichotomies onto all of the socio-politico and economic
institutions of modern civilisation, leaving its mark firmly imprinted on all of
its artefacts.

The failure to unite the various competing claims, by Kant and others, de-
stroyed hopes for any kind of integrative synthesis and convergence in human
thought. With the self-arrogation of man to the high pedestals of autonomy
and self-sufficiency, God and religion were gradually effaced from man’s active
consciousness, so that he rose to become a god unto himself (à la Nietzsche).
In Comte’s Positivist philosophy and science, humanity was solemnised as the
sole object of worship. Not surprisingly, these strands merged to give birth to
a radical new humanism: a liberalist philosophy in which all of reality is rela-
tivised to the individual. Its corollary was that morality itself, and the ethical
values that flow therefrom, were now also individualised.

But the implications of all of these developments for epistemology were even
more profound: ultimately, objective reality could not be rationally demon-
strated. In its blowback, all of the claims of rationalism were consequently
neutralised. Nihilism was its logical outcome. And like the Ouroboros serpent
of Greek mythology, rationalism devoured itself from its tail end. It effectively
brought an end to the long and heroic but tragic journey of the occidental world
in its search for the roots of knowledge outside the framework of religious dis-
course. And as the stark reality of this failure begins to unfold, it now leaves
humanity with an even greater predicament than had presented itself at the
start of the journey: humanity now has little else with which to proceed for-
ward. For not only does it lack any criterion to guide it in its quest for ultimate
truth, it also has no base within which to anchor even simple thought processes.
Radical scepticism now re-emerges in the post-modern psyche.

For the end purposes of this paper, how all of these significant changes
escaped the attention of the Islamic economists is disconcerting. With the
high objectives of unifying knowledge into a comprehensive whole that they
set out to achieve, they turned to an epistemology that was already in its death
throes. How could it support their project when it was already failing on its own
terms (see Bartley 1987)? But more fundamentally, rationalist epistemology
was erected to counter the very thesis of religious-secular unification that the
Islamic economists sought, and in its more recent formulations, it was openly
antagonistic towards any kind of religious intrusion into its surrogate, modernist
science. Its protagonists considered any invocation of God or His Divine Law
as scientific blasphemy (Choudhury 2014).

Not surprisingly, therefore, the attempt to superimpose upon its structure a
conception of economics predicated upon the (limited) application of some Is-
lamic concepts and values was bound to fail. The categorical conflict in episteme
between the two systems rendered them incompatible for the kind of integration
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desired. But by pursuing such a syncretic approach, however superficial (and
well-intentioned), it had the unintended consequence of transplanting the whole
gamut of opposing dichotomies from secular rationalism into the nascent disci-
pline of Islamic economics. This burdened the fledgling science, struggling yet
with other methodological issues, to now also resolve antinomies that had no
bearing, in the first place, within the Islamic system of values. As these prob-
lems compounded and became insurmountable, the Islamic economists began
to recognise that something indeed had gone awry with their project. Most en-
couragingly, they have now engaged in a process of deep introspection to unravel
how and why things have gone wrong. This study aims to contribute towards
that critical reappraisal.

8 A Brief Introduction to the Last Segment (Part
III) of the Study (To appear in a subsequent
issue of this series)

In this, and the previous paper in this series, the incursion and evolution of ra-
tionalist epistemology and its impact on science and human thought, in general,
are discussed. Rationalist epistemology is the foundation upon which subse-
quent development occurred in all of the sciences, including both the natural
and social disciplines. To varying degrees and in different ways, the sciences have
responded to this pervasive influence of the rationalist claims to knowledge.

Of all the disciplines, it is perhaps economics that endured the most funda-
mental alteration in its character after embracing the central tenets of rational-
ism. It incorporated ideas from both the intellectualist and empiricist schools
of thought with regard to both its ontological assumptions and epistemic ori-
entations. Yet it did so using an eclectic approach that lacked any sort of
creative integration (see Coleman 1995). Remarkably, though not surprisingly,
the very same set of debates and controversies that raged between and within
the broad fields of knowledge generally were now replicated within economics
specifically. Economics, as expected, became a highly-contested domain, initi-
ating several “canonical methodenstreite”39 that rocked the foundations of the
discipline at each stage. When the ensuing tensions could not be resolved, eco-
nomics fractured into several disciplines, effectively giving birth to the different
social sciences. Each of these then took a life form of its own, developing along
its own trajectory and cut off from causal relations with other disciplines, which
in the real world still inheres nonetheless.

But economics per se, after its painful separation from its sibling disciplines,
now pursued even more aggressively its aspiration to become a fully-fledged sci-
ence in the form of the natural sciences. It increasingly adopted the methods
of positivist science. Before long, this brought about another “watershed in
the evolution of economic theory” (Milonakis & Fine 2009: 297), inaugurating
what has been described as the “formalist revolution” of the 1950s (see Blaug

39 I.e. the “Great Disputes over Method”.
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2003). Mathemetisation and quantification became defining features of the dis-
cipline, with the principles of rationalism now undergirding both its ontology
and methodology. Coterminous to this reorientation, whilst microeconomics
continued to uphold the theoretic-deductive tradition, the newly emerging sub-
field of macroeconomics, post the Keynesian Revolution, aligned itself with the
empirical-inductive method. Unsurprisingly, and once again in the true spirit
of rationalist atomism, the gulf between these two sub-branches widened, so
that each has now assumed a distinct character of its own, explaining a reality
partitioned from the other. The much-acclaimed “grand neoclassical synthesis”
between them (see Samuelson 1955: VI) proved to be an embarrassing failure,
and with dire consequences for the real economy (see Lucas and Sargent 1978;
Hodgson 2009).

All of these far-reaching changes in the discipline have induced great con-
sternation from several Nobel Laureates in economics and many other leading
economists, some of whom, paradoxically, might have even, directly or other-
wise, contributed towards the kind of economics that they subsequently dis-
avowed. With the onset of the severe economic crises gripping the real world
economies, the integrity and future of the discipline are now clearly at stake. But
this should hardly come as a surprise. For over four decades, if not longer, many
economists even from within the mainstream were warning of this eventuality.

These are the key aspects of the discipline that will be fully examined in the
next paper, reflecting thereafter on its significance for Islamic economics. And it
thus still begs the question: Why did the Islamic economists not recognise that
their dissatisfaction with mainstream economics could not be limited to merely
the institution of interest/usury or the exclusion of ethics from the discipline,
notwithstanding their importance? Why could they not see that the problem
was far more deep-rooted, and that it stemmed from epistemic and ontological
presuppositions that militated against the very core of the unitary paradigm
of Islamic knowledge; and as a consequence thereof that a simple, mechanical
admixture of diametrical opposites was bound to produce a distorted clone of
the original?
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