
ISLAMIC CONCEPTION OF KNOWLEDGE 

A. J. HALEPOTA 

The Islamic conception of knowledge can be properly defined only 
when we look at its significance from the point of view of the hundreds of 

Aydt of the Holy Qur'an in which knowledge has been referred to in 

various contexts and from the point of view of the Ahadlth of the Holy 

Prophet (peace be upon him), as well as from the point of view of what our 

salaf salihln have stated about knowledge, its requisite conditions, its 

scope, its objectives and the purpose that it serves in the process of the 

development of man into an evolved, kdmil and fully developed human 

personality. 

The Holy Qur'an is the greatest fountain-head and source of the 

fundamental and universal knowledge, in the light of which humanity is 

able to keep through the vistas of the universe around i.e. afdqmd into the 

spiritual fields of human experience i.e. anfus. Hundreds of dydt point 
towards innumerable fields of observation and possible discoveries. 

Some of these fields have been explored and some still remain to be explored 
and probed into through assiduous activity of tafakkur and tadabbur 

and through the use of the faculties of the sense perception namely sama' 

(hearing), basar (seeing) and fiCdd (mind). 

Islam is a universal and all comprehensive din, the teachings of which 

create an outlook which encompasses all the aspects of phenomenal life 

and its relation to the Ultimate Reality. Hence knowledge of phenomena 
cannot be complete unless it manifests the integrated, harmonized 
and synthesized vision of the wholeness of the human problems 
co-related with the universal phenomena in its various aspects, physical 
and material as well as spiritual and mental. A partial achievement of 

knowledge is like an arc cut out from a circle. It does not fit into the 

universal and all comprehensive outlook of a believer in tawhid, who looks 

at the whole humanity as one or in Shall Waliullah's terminology as insdn 

kablr (big man) and the whole universe as one person as denoted by the 

term insdn akbar. 
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2 A. J. HALEPOTA 

Knowledge is one of the fundamental basic qualities of man around 
which the building of his essence and personality evolves. The level and 

the rank or the position of an individual goes up in proportion to the ex 

tent of the individual's actual attainment of knowledge and awareness and 

consciousness about the realities of life. According to the Qur'an those 
who have been given knowledge Allah guides them to elevated positions. 

Acquisition of knowledge and its advancement is the foundation 
stone of the Islamic teachings on which Islamic civilization and character 

of the Muslim communities and individuals is built. Acquisition of know 

ledge is distinctive mark of the Islamic era. The period before the 

advent of the Holy Qur'an is, therefore, known as the period of jdhiliyya 
which signifies a state of ignorance and ruthlessness. 'Reading' and 'writ 

ing' which are the main source of knowledge are also the main keys of 

the Islamic civilization. This fact is substantiated by the very first com 

mand in the Holy Qur'an, the command of iqrd (Read) and from amongst 
the earliest suras of the Holy Qur'an there is one sura known as al-Qalam 

(nun wa'l-qalam). In these verses reading and writing have been comman 

ded and the rest of the Holy Qur'an is a further elucidation of this command 

making it clear what to read and how to read. 

In the very first revealed verse of the Holy Qur'an* there are indica 

tions in the words rabb, khalaq and 'allama that acquisition of know 

ledge is to be made in such a way that its objective of tarbiyyat and devel 

opment of human mind could be attained in a proper and appropriate 
form. Knowledge and learning must lead to the establishment of a rela 

tionship with the rabb who is all the time the source of tarbiyyat and the 

source of creation and the bestower of consciousness. Through this 

relationship the activity of the acquisition of knowledge and reading leads 

to the tarbiyyat as well as to the development of creative faculty and to the 

realization of the humble status of the creature and the sublime level of 

the creator on whose benevolence and grace the creature is entirely depen 
dent for his life, sustenance, growth and development. Knowledge 

acquired in a state cut off from such a type of God-consciousness and de 

*Al-Quran,Sura:96, 1-5. 

(Read in the name of thy Lord who createth. Createth man from a clot. Read 
and thy Lord is the most Bounteous, who teacheth by the pen, teacheth man that 
which he knew not.) 

This content downloaded from 195.34.78.137 on Tue, 17 Jun 2014 10:06:34 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


CONCEPTION OF KNOWLEDGE 3 

void of the awareness of the basic relationship with the ultimate source of 
all life and energy leads to unbalanced inner development*. It may be 

that one acquires physical skills in the use of certain gadgets and mecha 

nical devices. But so far as the genuine and real growth of the inner 
essence of man is concerned, it remains at a standstill and may be that in 

certain cases it falls into degeneration if acquisition of knowledge is con 

ducted in the state of oblivion of relationship with Rabb and Creator of 

the universe. 

In pursuance of this commandment all the suras of the Holy Qur'an 
start with (with the exception of one) bismillah and it became practice of 

all the Muslims to start work in the name of Allah and every book, every 

writing began with bismillah and alhamdulillah. All books whether they 
were books on religious teachings or books of science, chemistry, physics, 

engineering, began with bismillah and alhamdulillah as it was considered 

that every work of significance was bound to be fruitless if it was not com 

menced with bismillah** 

Now it is strange that millions of books are found in libraries and 

thousands are written every year but none of them commences with the 

name of God, with the result that every branch of knowledge that led to 

genuine enlightenment of head and heart stops at superficiality and no 

light or nur emanates from it by which the inner vision of man may be 

widened. 

Knowledge acquired with God - consciousness and phenomena 
studied with a view to become aware of the wonders of the universe created 

by the Almighty is one of the greatest virtues of man with which if he is 

endowed he gets adorned with semblance of one of the attributes of his 

creator i.e. the attribute of knowledge. In his persuance of the sufistic ins 

truction of takhallaqu bi akhldq Allah, he rises high in his position as man. 

In the Holy Qur'an the knowledge thus acquired is called nur (light) and 

its practical form of application is called hikmat. 

Islam being a universal religion and adopting an all comprehensive 
view of life and reality, has made the scope of knowledge so wide that it 

* For details See Dr. A.J. Halepota, Philosophy of Shah Watlullah (Lahore: Sind Sagar, 
N. D.) Ch. XIII. 

j^* # x^l J^^jdn (/Vjr^iror V-^' V1* ''^1 * 
ul^1) 

^Jail Jlijf ̂jt^i J^j>t ^I^Aj Jb tfi ̂ jf |O^j5"(r0 1 u^'rc *?? A- * : *J*Uf) 
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covers all the aspects of physical phenomena as well as the inner 

spiritual realm of life. The approach and method of study initiated 

by the Qur'an (which in the course of time came to be known as Inductive 
and Scientific method) has removed the mist from the hidden treasure of 

the phenomena. After the revelation of nur and Kitab Mubln and after the 

advent of the Holy Qur'an, the darkness of the jahiliyyat has disappeared 
and there are no mystries and pre-Islamic type of mysticism any more 

after the revelation of the Holy Qur'an. Every secret has been disclosed 
as far as human life is concerned. As the Holy Qur'an says the Earth has 

been enlightened with the divine light.* The truth has come and falsehood 
has vanished. 

The Islamic way of education and of acquisition of knowledge and 

imparting learning comprehends all knowledge scientific or otherwise that 
the world possesses today. Islam is the religion of integration and divisions 
come to an end with its advent. Islam makes education compulsory 
for all the classes, castes and sexes. 

Islamic education means instructions to lead a life at the period of 
evolution initiated by the Holy Qur'an. Anything that is detrimental to 
this progress at this stage is un-Is!amic. Anything that defeats the pur 
pose that the Qur'an wants humanity to achieve is bad education, wrong 
education, un-Islamic education?Education that leads man from light to 
darkness. 

The scheme of Islamic learning and aquisition of knwoledge is all 

comprehensive in which the importance of every subject is there in its own 

place. Science and Industry are as important in their place as Huma 

nities. It is a mistake to imagine that Humanities do not contribute 

to our material progress and economic prosperity for it is the Humanities 

that are instrumental more than sciences in creating that balanced outlook 
and wholeness of vision which are necessary for human advancement and 

inter-cultural harmony of mankind. Philosophy, Religion, History and 

Literature are just those sciences where an attempt should be made to in 

tegrate and synthesize the findings of such sciences as Physics, Geology, 

Biology, Astronomy, Economics and Politics. This is what is meant and 

aimed by University Education. The term JamVa was first adopted by 
the Muslims. 

The five categories of knowledge in the Holy Qur'an pointed out by 

Al-Qur'an: 39 : 69 Wo jj* v>jV? ci^t 
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Shah Waliullah cover all the fields of knowledge and fulfil the prupose 
of raising man in his spiritual stations provided the study is made on the 

lines directed by the Holy Qur'an. The students of Physics and Chemistry 
can gain spiritual elevation provided they carry on their study on the lines 

directed in the Holy Qur'an under Ayat guiding for Tafakkur and Tadabbur 

and leading to the relationship of the Creator and His creation. From 

this point of view it is not only that the mosque is the place of worship but 
it also includes the laboratory as place of worship for it is here where 

the God conscious Muslim makes study of wonders of the creation, which 

evoke the feelings of Hamd and Tasbfy in the heart of the observer. 

The general knowledge is one of the fundamental ingredients of the 

method known as Tadabbur 'Ilml through which the impediments (Hijdbdt) 
of human being that lie between man and the Reailty are removed. It 

leads to the state of Sa'dda (human bliss and happiness) which is the ulti 

mate objective of all the teachings of religion. Imam Ghazzali gives a 

division of the categories of knowledge from the point of view of their im 

portance. There is a type of knowledge which is called Fard 6Ayn and there 

is another type of knowledge which is called Fard Kifdya. All this divi 
sion is with the view as to how important a particular type of knowledge 
is for the fundamental needs of human life and its essentials that are linked 

with man's bliss and happiness in this and in the life hereafter. Know 

ledge about various branches of physical phenomena is no doubt instru 

mental to the intellectual and mental development of man, if one goes 

further, to the spiritual development in certain cases. According to Imam 

Ghazzali the study of Biology and Anatomy leads to God consciousness. 

The Islamic view of knowledge under the guidance of the Qur'an 
and traditions of the Holy Prophet has given rise to a considerable number 

of values and specific practical behaviour in connection with knowledge 
and the institution of learning. 

In the traditions of the Holy Prophet we come across many tradi 

tions in praise of acquisition of knowledge and imparting education to 

others. Acquisition of knowledge and imparting it to others is considered 

to be as everlasting goodness. The work of a scholar is considered more 

important for self development, than the work of a zahid (pious) who de 

votes himself exclusively to spiritual descipline by engaging himself in the 
acts of worship and devotion in the long hours in the night. Acquisition 

of knowledge is considered essential and a great necessity for any one who 

This content downloaded from 195.34.78.137 on Tue, 17 Jun 2014 10:06:34 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


A. J. HALEPOTA 

is a Muslim. And in the same way all those who have acquired knowledge 
it is their bounden duty that they must share their knowledge with others, 
otherwise they should be prepared for the consequences of withholding 
it from others, not in this world but also in the life hereafter. 

In connection with the acquisition and imparting of knowledge 
the seriousness of the purpose the spirit of selfless service and true spirit 
of enquiry and veracity and righteousness have been emphasised in many 

sayings of the Prophet. 

In Islamic society every teacher should be a living example of all 

these values. Besides mere intellectual comprehension of ideas and statis 

tical knowledge of facts is not enough . With knowledge there is needed 

practical application and practice of what is to be found with practicing. 

Knowledge without 'amal is fruitless and not llm-e-Nafi' attainment of 

which is of great value. 

The main objective of all training and discipline is to aid the human 

individuals in the direction of attaining the state of sctada real happiness 
which as a matter of fact lies in his harmonious development on natural 

lines. This means that the individual has to develop in his essence and, 

personality and all the faculties and the aspects of his being that go with 

them, whether they belong to the physical, physio-biological psychical or 

spiritual aspects of his being in order to progress in the path of his sa'ada 

or real happiness. It is therefore that the values that emphasize the 

development of physical aspect of the individual are not to be underrated in 

the educational system of our nation. The physical culture and physical 
education have the proportionate importance in the development of the 

individual and it cannot be ignored. 

However, it is the development of the inner psychical aspects and 

spiritual potentialities that are the ultimate aims if education is based on 

Islamic processes of discipline. Without a proper emphasis on these higher 

aspects of man , no harmonious development is possible. Education de 

void of the due emphasis on these aspects is bound to produce individuals 

lacking in human qualities. The aim of a proper system of education 
should be to transform individuals into genuine human beings and then to 

improve upon them to turn them into better and higher types of human 
individuals. 

By analysis we find that individual inner or psychic aspect performs 
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CONCEPTION OF KNOWLEDGE 7 

two separate function. These functions are intellectual and emotional. 

All the values leading to the development and discipline of the intellectual 
and emotional function are to be maintained and preserved and made ob 

jectives of the educational systems of our society. For the development 
of the intellectual functions theQur'anic injunctions regarding the use of the 

eyes (basar) and ear (.sama')and the application of the mind (fu'dd) are 

important values. According to the Qur'an the observation of dydt, the 

significant points of reality in dfdq (the universe) around and in anfus (the 
realm of mind) is one of the most important values. This leads to the 

development of the intellect. Besides, for the development of emotional 

aspects, refinement of the feeling, a sense of the wonder at the observation 
of the glories of creation, is to be inculcated. The feeling of love and 
affection for the fellow individuals helps in this direction. The sense of 

humility and psychic state of worshipfulness leads to the development of 
the emotional functions in the mind of the individual. The development 
of Aesthetic quality (zardfat) and of the sound taste (adhwdq salima) are 

important values that help in the direction of a harmonious development. 
Along with the spirit of inquiry and observation of the universe leading to 
the scientific discoveries and advancement in the field of physical sciences, 
the values of understanding metaphysical phenomena are also important 
for endowing mind with a systematic and proper outlook of life. The 

universality of purpose in one's behaviour and outlook and aims and 

objectives of one's conduct lead to the development of man on proper and 
natural lines with this. In the course of time the spirit of belief in tawbdd 

(unity) becomes reality with him. All the values that arise out of and are 
based on the outlook of unity become the dominating motive forces 
of the personality and character of the individual. The educational system 
must keep all the values that are based on the idea, belief and outlook 
of tawbid in the forefront, in order to produce a nation of universal 
brotherhood characterized by the unity and solidarity and the spirit of 
freedom and liberty and to outgrow the narrow outlook of caste and 
colour. 

The education must not only aim at the values that lead to the in 

culcations of the normal virtues and superior human qualities, intellec 
tual development and scientific advancement, but it must also systemati 
cally devise means and adopt methods to eradicate all the impediments 
that come in the way of natural growth and development. These impe 
diments arise due to the impulses of physio-biological nature or due to the 

negative emotions arising out of the mechanical processes or owing to a 
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perverted sense of reality and wrong and misguided instructions. Educa 
tion must emphasise the values of producing higher ethical qualities in 

man, the Islamic ideal of which is the inculcation of the Divine Attri 
butes, the beautiful names of God, creating in man a powerful personality 
capable of displaying the genuine qualities like Him (knowledge), the capa 
city of observation (ba$ar)9 the originality and creativity (khalq) etc. 

Our educational system must aim at a well balanced and harmo 

nious personality in such a way that the vistas are also opened for the gifted 
individuals towards higher levels of consciousness and higher type experi 
ences which are the marks of those who attain the state of what is known 

as ibsan or the state of Beatitude wherein the individual enjoys the true 

enlightenment and genuine God consciouness and the inseparable feellings 
of the presence of God and the superb experience that go along with 

that. 
Knowledge is a source of purification and bliss of the individual and 

also of the societies in general. Upon the righteous 'ulamcf depends the life 

and advancement of society. With the removal of the 'ulama* degenera 
tion of the society starts and the mawt al-'alim becomes virtually mawt al 

'dlam. But when the learned slip from their stations assigned to them, 

they become the cause of ruin of the nation. There is a Fladith that if 

Islam and Islamic community is dismantled, it would be through the slips 
committed by its learned and the wrong decisions made by its misguiding 
leaders. The worst of the people are those who are mischievous and evil 

doers from amongst the learned. 'Ulama' Sff - the learned belonging 
to the category of the evil, are the source of the greatest evil due to whom 

the community and nation is bound to suffer. Therefore it is the duty of 

the learned to keep up their standard of high character and personality, 

purity of thought and mind, sincerity and seriousness of purpose. 

They have to be the model of the best character and embodiment of 

'Uswa-e-Hasana and practical example of takhallaqu bi akhlaq Allah. 
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