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Extended Abstract

The relationship between science and religion, or between modernity and Islam, has
long occupied Muslim and secular thinkers. Before modern science entered the
Islamic world, the problem did not arise: scholars of the Islamic golden age saw no
separation between science and faith. Afterwards, competing schools emerged for
and against “religious science,” and the existence of similar yet divergent versions
shows that diversity, not unity, prevails regarding its nature. Here, “religious
science” means Islamic science.

Among contemporary Muslim thinkers, the Malaysian scholar Syed Muhammad
Naquib al-Attas presented his theory most firmly on existing realities and with
practical strategies. His work reflects two concerns: a critique of modernism and
secularization, and a renewed presentation of the Islamic understanding of religion,
knowledge, education, and ethics. Earlier studies examined his foundations,
methodology, and stages of realization, but none addressed the challenges facing his
theory or the functions it would serve. This study therefore asks what challenges the
realization of religious science faces in al-Attas’s thought, and what functions
would follow if it were realized.
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The study uses an analytical-descriptive method and documentary (library-
based) research. It draws on al-Attas’s primary works, in Persian translation and in
English, and on secondary scholarship. The author analyzes each challenge and
function in al-Attas’s writings and evaluates it critically, drawing on thinkers such
as Motahhari, Golshani, Bagheri, Misbah Yazdi, and Javadi Amoli.

Al-Attas defines knowledge as awareness of the proper place of things in the
order of creation, leading to recognition of God’s place in existence. He treats the
Islamization of knowledge, pursued through education, as the first step toward
religious science, using a two-stage method. First, existing Western-influenced
sciences are purged of foreign elements: the dualism of reality and truth, the
dualism of mind and body, humanism, and the notion of tragedy in literature.
Second, Islamic sciences are produced by dividing knowledge into individually
obligatory (fard al-ayn) and collectively obligatory (fard al-kifaya) sciences,
building a core on Islamic concepts, and developing a suitable methodology.
Religious science thus does not yet exist.

The study identifies five main challenges in al-Attas’s view.

1. De-Islamization of language. Key Islamic terms have been displaced (the
“loss of adab”), confusing Islamic thought; Arabic, drawn from the Qur’an,
should guide scientific terminology. The author replies that, following
Motahhari, any science needed by Islamic society is religious, so linguistic
reform is useful but not a principal obstacle.

2. Contamination of science by Western civilization. Modern science is cut off
from its metaphysical source, weakening adab and producing unqualified
leaders. Al-Attas locates the source of all sciences in the Qur’an and its
interpretation (tafsir and ta’wil). The author accepts the contamination but
doubts this exclusivity, since tafsir is one discipline, not science in general.

3. Dualism. Western science rests on mixed foundations (Greek, Roman, Judeo-
Christian, Latin-Germanic, Slavic), producing constant rivalry. The author
calls his solution idealistic: plural foundations can enrich debate, and unity of
foundations is unrealistic within a Muslim world of differing schools.

4. Skepticism and relativism. Western science’s instability leaves people in
perpetual doubt; al-Attas would replace falsifiability with the Qur’an as sole
confirming authority. The author objects that he does not explain how to
change scholars who have accepted Western science, that ta’wil is not open to
everyone, and that the Qur’an does not contain all sciences.

5. Secularization. Western sciences carry worldly assumptions, especially in the
humanities and social sciences. Al-Attas urges removing secular thinking
from Muslim minds; the author agrees it is real but says overcoming it, given
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fragmentation and cultural entrenchment, requires long-term strategic cultural
planning.

According to al-Attas, realizing religious science would have seven main results.

1.

7.

Gradual realization of the perfect human (insan kamil), intellectual, spiritual,
and social, in place of Western humanism. The author doubts this is
achievable given the approach’s excessive mysticism, its detachment from
social realities, and its total rejection of existing sciences.

Comprehensive sources of knowledge. Beyond sense experience: reason,
intuition (shuhud), revelation, and authority (the Qur’an, Sunna, and Prophet),
with intuition especially important.

Removal of relativism and skepticism. Knowledge reaches people through
reliable channels, giving the mind certainty and peace.

Unity of the sciences. Nature and scripture are both “books” readable by the
same method of fafsir and ta 'wil, consistent with Javadi Amoli’s view. The
author notes that Misbah Yazdi and others consider such unity unnecessary.
Structural realization. The university is the main site, with Islamized curricula
from primary to higher education, centered on the Qur’an, Sunna, shari’a,
theology, Islamic metaphysics, and Arabic, while the natural and human
sciences are purified and rebuilt.

Unity of the Islamic world. Curricula must suit both Sunni and Shi’i
understandings. The author finds this unlikely amid political divisions, yet a
worthwhile ideal.

A maximalist approach to religion. The Qur’an and Islamic teachings return
from the margins to the center of intellectual life, extending even to the
natural sciences.

Al-Attas proposed a two-stage process for realizing Islamic sciences and took
practical steps such as founding institutions. The study concludes that the process
faces many challenges but would bring wide-ranging benefits if realized. It is
difficult to apply in a world dominated by the Western paradigm of knowledge,
though not impossible, and it first requires consensus among Muslim states and a
reformist approach by their governments. The author judges several claims
idealistic or questionable, namely the exclusive role of Qur’anic interpretation, the
elimination of plural foundations, and the unity of the sciences, while
acknowledging the importance of the challenges identified, especially secularization
and the loss of metaphysical grounding.

Keywords: religious science, challenges of religious science, functions of religious
science, Nagib al-‘Attas.
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