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Abstract
The ineptitude of the economics profession to pre-empt several crises in the
global economy recently has exposed the deep intellectual malaise within the
discipline. Muslim economists have attempted to overcome these problems by
crafting their own sub-specialty within this area, which they called Islamic
Economics. Notwithstanding their concerted efforts, this exercise has yielded
little by way of offering any fresh insights on how to approach economic issues.
The failure of both mainstream and Islamic economists to effectively address the
difficulties bedevilling their discipline(s) is due to their unwillingness to
interrogate the underlying onto-epistemic assumptions of their field(s) of
enquiry. In this paper, I explain how economics, ever since its birth as a
standalone discipline, has embraced the physicalist paradigm of modern science.
Consequently, its matrix of concepts and methodology has remained firmly
embedded within this framework. I show how each of the key propositions of
modern physicalism viz. materialism, mechanism, determinism, and atomism
has had an indelible impact on economic thinking, and, as result, has rendered
the discipline largely unable to fulfil its purpose. I then juxtapose this
philosophical outlook against the Islamic worldview and demonstrate how its
ontology and epistemology are fundamentally divergent to those of modern
science. I argue that the Tawhidi precept of Islam, i.e. its primal ontology of the
Oneness of God, has significant implications for any conception of Islamic
science (and economics). It unequivocally calls for a process-oriented
methodology that is able to integrate not only the different modes of intellectual
enquiry, but one that equally stresses the importance of multi- and interdisciplinarity. I conclude by pointing out that it is only within such a unitary
framework that the ethical and value system of Islam will concord with its
methodology. There will otherwise always remain a disjuncture between the
two.
Keywords: Modern Science, Economics, Ontology, Epistemology, Islam
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1. Background to the Problem
The advent of modern mechanistic science,1 and its consequent impact on all branches of
socio-scientific enquiry, has perhaps been unparalleled throughout human history. For many,
it marked an epochal shift, in particular for European society (Prigogine & Stengers 1985;
Giddens 1990), for it had to bear the first birth pangs of this new creature entering and then
preponderating over human reflection on life and existence. It fundamentally altered
perceptions of how people relate both to themselves and the cosmos they inhabit. On the
practical side, the triumph of modern science became firmly entrenched in the popular mind
when it delivered a vast array of technological innovations that has forever changed how we
live, work, travel and communicate. The pervasive changes that it continues to wrought upon
the human experience are hardly resistible any longer, even by those communities that seek
to conserve their traditions and culture in the face of modernity’s overbearing pressures to
adapt to the “new spirit of the times” (Latour 1998:209).
Given the scope and scale of this transformation, and society’s embrace of the new
philosophical outlook, the field of the humanities underwent profound changes in the way it
approached its domain of study. Its previously unified methodology in understanding and
explaining human behaviour had to give way to “the disciplinarization and
professionalization of knowledge” (Wallerstein 1996:7). Out of this marriage of atomisation
and institutionalisation of knowledge creation, the discipline of economics was born. Though
a relative newcomer to the intellectual landscape, its scope of enquiry meant that it would
play an increasingly important role not only in accounting, but also in shaping how society
navigated the opportunities and challenges that modernity presented. Economics grew
rapidly in mathematical sophistication when it adopted the mechanistic epistemology2 of the
physical sciences (Georgescu-Roegen 1971; Norgaard 1987). It soon surpassed its older
sibling disciplines, and crowned itself the “Queen of the Social Sciences” (Heilbroner

1

By most accounts, this is traced to the overthrow of Aristotelianism during the early 17 th Century (see Toulmin 1990;
Butterfield 1997).
2 Refers to that branch of philosophy that explores how knowledge is generated, justified and conveyed to others. See
Mahomedy (2016d) for a more detailed exploration of this topic.
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1995:883). Not surprisingly, it became the envy of the other disciplines, all of which aspired
towards attaining the level of rigour and scientification that economics was able to achieve.
Notwithstanding this impressive rise in the status of the discipline, several recent events
have significantly dented its reputation and aura as the idealised social science. The
ineptitude of the economics profession to predict and prevent a series of economic crises over
the past four decades, beginning with the depression of the 1970s, has revived its earlier
pejorative characterisation as a “dismal science” 3 (Mäki 2002:3). The most recent global
financial collapse of 2007-2009 has now aroused the suspicions of even the lay public and
government officials that something is amiss within the profession.4 More generally, these
multiple failures point to an intellectual crisis in the discipline that has been brewing for
almost a century (Mahomedy 2016a, Beker 2016), which ultimately worked its way through
misconceived policies that now jeopardise the stability and future sustainability of both the
real economy and the larger ecological environment (see Norgaard 1987; Kurz 2010; Kallis
et al. 2009). Paradoxically, as explained later in this paper, the self-same methodology that
elevated economics to its highpoint as a social science par excellence is now being blamed
for its fall from grace as a distinguished area of intellectual enquiry.
The first barrage of warnings about the misdirected trends in economic theorising were
sounded even before the onset of the recent spate of economic upheavals. Some of the
highest-ranking economists in the profession such as Leontief (1971), Worswick (1972),
Ward (1972), and Phelps-Brown (1972) had decried economic theorists’ proclivity towards
excessive abstraction and mathematical formalism, at the expense of relevance and
correspondence to reality (see also Coase 1992). 5 There were others though, equally
prominent in their own right, who attempted to blunt the sharpness of this critique. They
argued that with the increasing availability of empirical data and refinement of econometric
analyses, the subject was bound to become more technically oriented and model-focussed,
which therefore marked a positive step for the discipline (Solow 1997; Baumol 2000;
Dasgupta 2002; see also Kreps 1997). But given the severity of the recent financial meltdown

3

As once expressed by Thomas Carlyle (1849).
See, for example, Parrique (2013:29-30) for a full list of headline-grabbing articles from leading media outlets that
slammed the economics profession for its alleged incompetence.
5 See Mahomedy (2016a, 2016b) for a review of how this issue alone has deeply split the profession.
4
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and the failure of profession in pre-empting and/or preparing for it, this defence of the status
quo has done little to assuage concerns about the current malaise in the discipline.
There is now a growing realisation in the profession that a fundamental rethink is required
if economics is to survive and play any meaningful role in the future. Renowned economists
such as Richard Posner and the Nobel laureate Edmund Phelps openly acknowledge that
events have forced them to reconsider their views on how the economy actually functions
(Phelps 2009 as cited in Kurz 2010; Posner 2009). Even a towering figure like Allan
Greenspan (2008) was forced to publically concede during a United States Congressional
hearing, that his “view of the world, [and his] ideology [which] had been going for forty
years or more with very considerable evidence … was not right. It was not working”. These
startling admissions expose the dysfunctionality of the profession in some key areas of its
expertise, and they likewise belie the assertion by others, such as Lucas (2009), that no
serious shift in thinking is required in economics and that “it is business as usual” (see
Mattick 2011).

2. Contextualising the Present Study
At about the same time that the fault lines in mainstream economic thinking were being
exposed, another relatively small group of economists began to craft an alternative
conception of economic science. Largely unknown in Western academia but quickly gaining
recognition in the Islamic tradition, these Muslim economists set out to Islamise economic
science. They were motivated by the belief that the discipline, at least in the Muslim world,
should explicitly incorporate Islam’s ethical values as encapsulated in its Sha’riah 6 (see
Chapra 1996). Because the “received view” in mainstream economics (ME henceforth) had
abjured any role for overt normative considerations, the Islamic economists felt the need for
a distinct discipline that reflected Islam’s value orientation. The Islamic economists’ project
dovetailed remarkably well with a larger mission in contemporary Islamic scholarship that
sought to Islamise all of the other social sciences, known as the “Islamisation of Knowledge
(IoK)” (see Haneef 2005; Hussain 2006).

6

An Arabic word often (though limitingly) translated as “Islamic Law”.
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Despite the Islamic economists’ efforts to infuse economic theory with Islamic values,
their project has yielded little by way of offering any fresh insights on how to generate cogent
theories or to operationalise their outcomes in the real economy (see Mahomedy 2013). This
is because they simply took the static equilibrium models of ME (with all of its implied
assumptions) and exogenously imposed idealised ethical norms into agents’ preferences, to
predict optimised behaviour. The end-results were not much different to those found in the
neoclassical framework. Consequently, Islamic economics (IE henceforth) has been
criticised by both proponents (e.g. Sardar 1984, 1988, 1989; Asaria 1985; Nasr 1986, 1991;
Choudhury & Nadwi 1992; Choudhury 1994, 1999a, 2000, 2008a, 2008b, 2011; Alatas 2006;
Haneef 2007, 2009, 2012; Haneef & Furqani 2010; Zaman 2011; 2013; Mahomedy 2013,
2016a, 2016b, 2016c) and detractors (Philipp 1990; Haque 1992; Kuran 2004) for lacking
any distinct identity to justify its claim to an independent status. Now, after almost three
decades, the Islamic economists have also acknowledged that their project, at best, has
stalled, but remain divided on what needs to be done to revive it (IRTI 2004; IEI 2012).
Like their counterparts in ME, there are also growing calls from a new generation of
scholars within IE for a reconsideration of its foundational principles (Haneef 2005, 2007,
2009, 2012; Zaman 2005, 2009, 2011, 2013, 2015a, 2015b; Asutay 2007, 2008; Haneef &
Furqani 2010; Aydin 2012a, 2012b, 2013; Iqbal 2012; Khan 2013). But how extensive and
deep should this critique and analysis be? With the exception of Nasr (1986, 1989, 1991),
Choudhury (1990, 1993, 1994, 1995, 1997, 1999a, 1999b, 2000, 2001a, 2001b, 2004, 2006,
2007, 2008a, 2008b, 2011), and to a limited extent, Chapra (2000a, 2000b) and Siddiqi
(2001), the rest from among the pioneers in IE are sceptical of the value of interrogating the
epistemic and/or ontological underpinnings of the discipline (see e.g. Kahf 2012). This is
because they generally have no qualms in adopting the analytical apparatus of ME. They
view it as being neutral, objective, and innocuous; hence the proverbial retort from them on
this issue that “there is no need to reinvent the wheel” (Mirakhor 2006:13; Chapra 2007:108;
Tag el-Din 2012:174; see also Limam 2004; Kahf 2004; Zarqa 2004; Ahmed 2014). This
disdain towards methodological issues in IE, in particular, is symptomatic of the disregard,
and at times hostility even, in ME generally, towards any attempt at (re)integrating
philosophy within economics (see Caldwell 1990; Lawson 1994a,1994b; Boland 2003;
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Davidsen 2008; Drakopoulos 2014; Frey 2001; Hands 1990; Hargreaves Heap 2000; Hoover
1995).7
Whilst this neglect of epistemic considerations in economics and its implications for both
ME and IE have been discussed elsewhere (see e.g. Myrdal 1958; Shackle 1978; Hutchison
1996, 1997; and Choudhury 1995, 2011; Haneef & Furqani 2010; Mahomedy 2016a; 2016b;
2016c, respectively), there is another element to this debate that hitherto has not received
similar coverage in contemporary discourse: the link between methodology and ontology.8
In ME, Lawson (1994b, 1997, 2003, 2004, 2015), among others (Rosenberg 1995; Cartwright
2001; Mäki 2001, 2002; Dow 2002; Chick & Dow 2005), has perhaps written most
extensively on this nexus, whilst Choudhury (2000, 2004, 2013, 2014) has done likewise for
IE. These scholars have been emphasising that the highly rationalist-cum-deductivist
methodology of modern economic theory presupposes an ontology which is hardly reflective
of, nor responsive to, the economic world that it purports to explain. This disjuncture,
consequently, is seen as constituting the crux of the problems besetting the discipline.
The central thrust in this genre of critique of contemporary economics is that by embracing
the mechanistic philosophy of the physical sciences, economic theorists have foisted onto the
discipline a conception of human agency that is culturally ahistorical, atomistically divisible,
and driven by the impulse of self-interest alone. With the added assumptions of omniscient
rationality, marginalism, and optimisation, this caricature aka homo economicus became the
sole representative proxy for economic analysis. All phenomena had to be explained with
reference to only those factors that were reducible to the simple one-dimensional
relationships of this conceptual framework. Furthermore, any change or movement was
deemed to occur through causal mechanisms that operated within a closed-systems process.
Consequently, strict exogeneity between factors from within and without was preserved,
which precluded any kind of recursivity between them.

7

See Mahomedy (2016a) for a detailed exposition of how the neglect of philosophy has negatively impacted on the
discipline.
8 Ontology: A study of the ultimate structure and constitution of reality (as opposed to appearance) (Encyclopaedia
Britannica 2010). Lawson (1994b:257) describes it as an “enquiry into the nature of being, of what exists, including the
nature of the objects of study”.
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The usefulness of the above frame of reference for economics was always viewed with
deep scepticism by economists for well over a century (Veblen 1898; see also Dugger 1979).
But despite the efforts of alternative canons of economic theory to dislodge its hegemony
(Kristol 1981; Lawson 2006, see also Mahomedy 2016b), it continues to inhere as the
dominant theoretical system within ME. The profession still insists on it as a staple diet in
the economics curriculum at universities, arguing that it should serve as the benchmark for
any thinking whatever on economics (see Wren-Lewis 2014). There appears to be no appetite
on the part of mainstream economists to support any move towards a paradigm shift in the
subject. All that is needed, if at all, is for “the Naked Emperor … to be re-clothed rather than
dethroned” (Coyle 2014). One is therefore left perplexed as to the reasons for this persistence
in the face of mounting criticism against the discipline and amid growing calls for its
rehabilitation from first principles.
Given this resistance to change and the implications thereof, this paper sets out to achieve
two related objectives. Firstly, it uncovers the key ideas about the nature of reality and
knowledge that prevailed in the Western world at the time that economics sprang to life as a
dedicated branch of enquiry. It thereby demonstrates that because of the wide appeal of this
new weltanschauung and the predictive power it unleashed, economics embraced it in toto
so that it continues to have a lasting impact on both its content and methodology. Secondly,
this perspective is juxtaposed against the Islamic worldview, and its approach to knowledge
likewise, to evaluate the degree of compatibility between both paradigms. The lessons that
Islamic economists may draw from this comparison for the development of their own
discipline are delineated. The paper then concludes.

3. Worldview of Modern Science and its Postulates
Much of modern Western philosophy and intellectual thought can be traced back to its
ancient Greek-Hellenist origins (Russell 1945; Hetherington 1997; Cohen 2005; Dilworth
2007). But modern science, including economics, as we recognise it today took its shape and
form from the confluence of ideas that took root within the revolutionary trinity of the
Renaissance, the Reformation, and the Scientific Revolution. Though modern science took
several centuries to evolve as it did, and furthermore, as a result of many related political,
social, and religious factors (Mahomedy 2016c), its worldview was largely framed by the
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cumulative (and at times conflicting) ideas of some of the most inﬂuential philosophers and
scientists in the initial period of its founding.
The early prophets9 of the new science in the making, Francis Bacon (1561-1626) and
René Descartes (1596-1650), clearly set out the first principles upon which would be
constructed the entire edifice of modernist science (Parkinson 1993; Perry 2012). As
explained hereunder, these axioms were to radically alter questions relating not only to
knowledge justification, but equally to the attitude towards nature, reality, and life in general.
To Descartes, all natural phenomena, including living organisms, could be explained in
mathematical terms within a single system of mechanical principles (Capra 1982;
Cottingham 1993; Lennon 2000). But for this to happen, he maintained, all knowledge claims
had to be interrogated and reconstructed from scratch. This radical scepticism was expressed
in his celebrated architectural metaphor that only by “demolishing everything completely and
starting again right from the foundations” could certainty of anything be attained (Descartes
1985:17; see also Cottingham 1993). Although such knowledge would yield immense
worldly benefits (Gaukroger 1993), the universe “out there”, for Descartes, was composed
of inert and dead matter, a lifeless construct that could provide us with no knowledge of the
divine (Armstrong 2001).
Bacon likewise, asserted that knowledge of the divine and of the natural are separate
realms altogether; to each belonged its distinct methodology and the former should not in
any way be induced to discover the latter (Bacon 1620). The aim of science, for Bacon, was
to extract “nature’s secrets from her”, to have her “bound into service” and made a “slave”,
so that “the narrow limits of man’s dominion over the universe” may be extended “to their
promised bounds” (Merchant 1980:70, see also Easlea 1980). This thorough secularisation
of the world, devoid of any sense of the sacred, cultivated the attitude that the pursuit of
knowledge had just one overarching objective: to gain mastery of the world through the
hegemony of power, expressed in his aphorism, where “knowledge and power meet in one”
(Bacon 1620:3). It was this new fashion of science that became the seed-plot for the growth
of economic imperialism and the materialist culture of those who embraced its values (Ravetz
1986; Rothbard 1995). It likewise provided the moral justification to fully exploit the
9

See also Walsh (2013) on how scientists have come to adopt a prophetic-like ethos is so much of their “preaching”.
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opportunities of the emerging industrial capitalism that soon followed in its wake (Merchant
1980; see also Weber 1930).10
It was left to succeeding generations of scientists, the likes of Johannes Kepler (15711630) and Galileo Galilei (1564-1642) to continue and sustain the process of the complete
mathematisation of nature, so that it reached its full consummation and ultimate triumph in
the works of Isaac Newton (1642-1726) (Cohen 2005; Collins 1965; Russell 1945). Together,
they formalised the conception of the universe as a complete mechanical entity, constituted
of matter that is atomistic and homogenous, and whose essential features are quantitative,
rather than qualitative in nature (Burtt 1932; Capra 1982). For them, the entire universe was
just a multitude of separate objects assembled into a huge cosmic machine that functions like
a hermetically sealed clock, i.e. a closed system that has no environment (Ackoff 1993; Capra
1996). The movement and functioning of this “bare matter”, furthermore, was supposedly
reducible to a simple aggregation of its infinitesimal parts that were composed of elementary
building blocks (Guenon 1953; Smith 2006). Most importantly, in the step-up or step-down
transition from one level of composition to the next, i.e. in the bringing together or separation
of the parts, there was no accommodation for “emergent properties” to arise nor for the
origination of new laws of symmetry (see also Anderson 1972; Fuenmayor 1991). Simply,
the whole was equal to the sum of its parts, neither more nor less.
The adoption of this new physicalist-cum-mechanistic conception of nature marked a
watershed and epochal shift in the history of human thought (Tarnas 1993). Its matrix of
concepts together with the values espoused earlier by Descartes and Bacon synthesised and
coalesced to form the “modernist” worldview from which is constituted the most
fundamental categories of modern scientific thought. Subsequently, with the “wholesale
extension of (its) ideas, attitudes and activities to other domains” (Olson 1991:8), its
pervasive influence continued to shape all of our intellectual development right up to this
day.

Given the profundity of the paradigmatic shift, its postulates were to have a

corresponding impact on every facet of existence for both humankind and nature.

10

That technology and science are so closely intertwined and seeking, with an ever-increasing appetite, to harness the
forces of nature to achieve greater control is therefore no coincidence.
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Firstly, the embrace of a mechanical philosophy, around which was centred the
materialistic qua atomistic characterisation of matter, marked a radical shift away from the
erstwhile view of an ecological/holistic conception of reality (Sheldrake 2012). Previously,
the entirety of the universe was considered a “living being” and humankind an integral part
of that organismic whole (Capra 1982, 1996). This conception not only enabled people to
empathise with the natural world around them (Bateson 1973), but critically also, it sustained
within themselves the recognition of the vital interdependency between humankind and
nature. Both needed each other to nurture, protect, and preserve the other.11 But Descartes’
radical mind-body dualism and his (and Bacon’s) quest to conquer nature and subjugate it
henceforth, only served to sever humanity’s umbilical cord with nature, and to estrange it
from the rest of the natural world. Humankind now saw itself as distinct from, and
independent of, everything else; the individual was now consciously alone but physically
surrounded by a purposeless, soulless, and desacralised cosmos.
This denouement of modern philosophy was aptly captured by Russell (1917/1959:48)
when he wrote:
Such, in outline, but even more purposeless, more void of meaning, is the world which
Science presents for our belief…That Man is the product of causes which had no
prevision of the end they were achieving; that his origin, his growth, his hopes and
fears, his loves and his beliefs, are but the outcome of accidental collocations of atoms;
that no fire, no heroism, no intensity of thought and feeling, can preserve an individual
life beyond the grave; that all the labours of the ages, all the devotion, all the
inspiration, all the noonday brightness of human genius, are destined to extinction in
the vast death of the solar system, and that the whole temple of Man's achievement
must inevitably be buried beneath the debris of a universe in ruins--all these things, if
not quite beyond dispute, are yet so nearly certain, that no philosophy which rejects
them can hope to stand.

Given such an alien and hopeless end for humanity, it was inevitable that life itself was
denuded of any intrinsic meaning; that existence was viewed only as a struggle against the

11

The unprecedented environmental crises that we face today is clearly due to our failure to take cognisance of this
symbiotic relationship between humankind and its environment.
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blind forces of nature that inexorably marched on; and that in such a hostile universe,
therefore, all that ultimately mattered and deserved worship was power and brute force.
Secondly, with the unravelling of the organismic worldview, matter or materiality was
henceforth considered the sole basis for all of existence. On this view, any event in nature
and every state of affair was produced solely “by the mutual interplay of material particles
… (through) direct contact alone” (Westfall 1983:15-16). It implied that for any phenomenon
to occur, natural or otherwise, it had to be mediated via some material substance to another
event spatio-temporally contiguous to it. The crusade of modern science was reduced to a
hunt for these causal mechanisms and the fundamental physical laws that drove them (Price
1955; Ackoff 1993; Dilworth 2007). But the real bite of this mechanistic science, according
to Griffin (1996), was that it imposed on nature a form of complete determinism that ruled
out any notion of self-determination. Matter simply had no hidden qualities or potencies
vested within itself; it was ruthlessly driven by forces from the outside.
Thirdly, as the Cartesian and Newtonian schools began to meld and blend (see Schofield
1970), a third tenet of the new philosophy emerged as a corollary to its ontological precepts:
the doctrine of reductionism or methodological individualism.12 Reductionism or atomism
holds that any entity is merely a linear aggregation of its individual components, and to fully
comprehend it, or any of its individual parts, one has to undertake the process of analysis,13
i.e. deconstruct the object of study into its smallest or most irreducible constituent elements
or particles (Ackoff 1974; Sorell 1993). Using this analytical method, everything (including
every experience) should be reduced to its most indivisible elements14 in order to grasp its
underlying structure and to determine the fundamental forces operating at that level (see
Bohm 1990).15 The functioning of the “whole” can then be inferred through the aggregation
of our understanding of the individual parts (Anees 1984; Johanessen et al. 1999). This

12

See also Hodgson (2007).
As opposed to synthesis.
14 For example, in physics, it was the atom; in chemistry, the elements in the periodic table, and in biology, the most
irreducible component was the cell (Ackoff 1993).
15 Consider, for example, the billions of dollars spent on the Large Hadron Collider (LHC) at CERN in an effort to
discover/confirm the existence/behaviour of sub-atomic particles.
13
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reductionist-analytic mode of enquiry became so dominant in all branches of scientific
learning that it was equated with science itself (see Johnston 1976; Horst 2007).
Now as this body of ideas came together and took root, it formed the basis for a completely
new conception of knowledge, in which it was believed 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). The confidence in this new methodology was hardly
limited to the laboratories of the physical sciences. As Tofler (1985: xiii-xiv) recalls:
They pictured a world in which every event was determined by initial conditions that
were, at least in principle, determinable with precision. It was a world in which chance
played no part, in which all the pieces came together like cogs in a cosmic machine...
And this image of a simple, uniform, mechanical universe not only shaped the
development of science, it also spilled over into many other fields. Indeed, so powerful
is its continuing influence that much of social science, and especially economics,
remains under its spell.

So deep and widespread was the conviction attached to this onto-epistemic
framework that no area of enquiry was considered beyond its ken. It is to this issue
that I now turn.

4. Impact on Social Sciences and Economics in Particular
The relatively novel attitude to scientific study, as described in the preceding section,
promised to revolutionise human understanding of not only the world, but the universe in its
entirety (Ackoff 1993). The potential for Newtonian mechanics to predict the movement of
celestial bodies with mathematical precision and accuracy suddenly appeared to penetrate
the shrouds of mystery that previously cloaked the determination of these occurrences.
Moreover, the application of Newton’s principles to a wider range of phenomena (see
Newton 1687/1934: xviii), if successful, would signify that humanity had finally discovered
the keys to unlock the mysteries of nature and even manipulate the universal laws that drove
it. The material benefits that it would yield to humankind would be unprecedented.
Physics became the crowning glory of all scientific learning. Classical Physics, as
developed and refined all the way from Descartes to Newton, had fully matured into a science
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par excellence. With its capacity for predictive power and universal communicability through
the language of mathematics (i.e. differential calculus), it epitomised the model of an exact
science (Capra 1982; see also Barrow 1991, 2007). Consequently, it began to enjoy a prestige
that was unrivalled by any of the other fields of knowledge. Accordingly, a hierarchy of
sciences was declared, with Newtonian astronomy at its apex, to reflect “the different stages
of development of the various sciences” and the trajectory they needed to follow to reach
higher levels of scientificity (Henderson 1994:485; see also Ward 1898). The Newtonian
laws of motion were embodied within science itself so that they were used to describe the
very nature of cause and effect relationships.
The predictive power unleashed by the new physical sciences attracted the attention of
many leading intellectuals of the time. The idea soon gained currency that all of life,
including living organisms, could be explained in mechanistic terms, and a culture of
“Newtonianism”16 rapidly spread to other areas of learning (Randall 1926; Dobbs & Jacob
1995). From Hobbes to Locke and then to Hume (in political theory), from Comte to Hegel
and Marx (in sociology), from Hartley to Wundt, Watson, and Skinner (in psychology), and
from Harvey to La Mettrie (in medicine), all subscribed to and adopted Newtonian principles
in their diverse fields of enquiry (Merchant 1980; Capra 1982; Turner 1987; Sorell 1993).
The adoption of the Newtonian metaphor, with its associated body of terms such as “forces”,
“regularity”, “uniformity”, “stability”, “equilibrium”, and “balance”, in their writings are all
reflections of the pervasive influence of mechanical thinking (Toulmin 1998). As McClelland
(1996:314) suggests, “in the Enlightenment, everybody wanted to be the Newton of the social
sciences”.
But it is economics, of all the social sciences, that most ardently and comprehensively
embraced the model of rational mechanics (i.e. physics) as the idealised science to be
emulated (Hamilton 1953; Georgescu-Roegen 1971; Hosseini 1990; Boldeman 2007; Ma
2007; Drakopoulos 2016; see also Nelson 2001). All the way from the classical economists
through to the founders of the Marginalist movement and those that subsequently furthered
their agenda, one finds that economic theory was impregnated and fully laden with
Newtonian ideas. At the ontological level, just as Newton’s cosmos was fine-tuned by
16

See Louth (2011) for the almost prophetic reverence accorded to Newton by his peers for his scientific contributions.
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universal constants, with celestial and terrestrial bodies reacting to the lone force of gravity,
so too was the economic sphere, calibrated by its own constants of rationality and market
structure, driven by the singular force of self-interest (Hamilton 1999, see also Skinner 1979;
Blaug 1980). In striking similarity, Smith, Malthus, and Mill, and those that came after them
during the 19th Century, all used the same ontological categories of physics to describe
corresponding concepts and phenomena in economics (Cohen 1994; see also Tieben 2012).
Embedded within their writings was thus a clear commitment to a mechanical conception of
a social universe in parallel to the physical one (Gordon 1991; Keita 1992, see also Knight
1956; Overman 1988).
The mechanistic-materialistic metaphor and imagery of classical physics was extended
and pressed even further into economics when notions of market “forces”, “tendencies”, the
“self-adjusting mechanism” of supply and demand, “stable equilibrium”, etc., became
entrenched within the economic nomenclature. Lest it be misunderstood, this was not done
merely for heuristic purposes à la Friedman (1953). In the major works of those who laid the
foundations of neoclassical economic theory, such as Jevons (1878/2008), Walras
(1874/1969), Edgeworth (1881/2014), and Pareto 1906/1971), one easily recognises the
resolve of these scholars to develop the discipline along the lines of the physical sciences.
This was due to their unflinching belief in the inherent similarity between the two domains.
As Walras (1874/1969:71) wrote, “this pure theory of economics is a science which
resembles the physico-mathematical sciences in every respect”. Pursuant to this epistemic
conviction, economic phenomena were increasingly described within the narrow framework
of rectilinear causal relations,17 and psycho-social processes and relationships were likewise
reduced to quantifiable nexuses of utility and monetary measures alone.
This almost dogmatic-like belief in the equivalence of the two realms (i.e. the economic
and the physical) went so far that “some economists – Jevons, Walras, Fisher, and Pareto,
among them – alleged that their equations were identical (or very nearly identical) with those
of rational mechanics” (Cohen 1994:62). As Mirowski (1989:4) reiterates, “the further one
digs, the greater the realisation that the neoclassicals did not imitate physics in a desultory or
superficial manner; no, they copied their models mostly term for term and symbol for
17

As opposed to circular causal relations (see Section 7 below).
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symbol”. Even beyond the micro-economic domain, by asserting that the (macro) economy
is ineluctably driven by certain fundamental forces towards a given or deterministic end,18
Marxian and Keynesian economics are also alleged to reflect a similar allegiance to a
mechanical framework (Brown 1972; Fay 1975; King 1994; see also Latsis 1972).19
By the end of the Marginalist Revolution, economic theory was so utterly “bowdlerised
[by] nineteenth-century physics” (Mirowski 1984:377) that a human being, as a complex and
multi-dimensional person, was reduced to a simple, one-dimensional automaton. In the
process of this transmogrification, individuals were stripped of almost every feature that
defined their humanness; by virtue of the remaining vestiges of them being living beings,
they could barely be distinguished from the rest of the animal kingdom. Lamenting this state
of affairs, Veblen (1898) eloquently described this newly-invented creature, homo
economicus, in the self-same jargon of its originators. He thus wrote:
In all the received formulations of economic theory… the human material with which
the inquiry is concerned is conceived in hedonistic terms; that is to say, in terms of a
passive and substantially inert and immutably given human nature. The hedonistic
conception of man is that of a lightning calculator of pleasures and pains, who oscillates
like a homogeneous globule of desire of happiness under the impulse of stimuli that
shift him about the area, but leave him intact. He has neither antecedent nor consequent.
He is an isolated definitive human datum, in stable equilibrium except for the buffets of
the impinging forces that displace him in one direction or another. Self-poised in
elemental space, he spins symmetrically about his own spiritual axis until the
parallelogram of forces bears down upon him, whereupon he follows the line of the
resultant. When the force of the impact is spent, he comes to rest, a self-contained
globule of desire as before (Veblen 1898:389–90).

5. Economic Science Reaches Full Consummation
The ambition to cast economics within the framework of a physicalist-cum-naturalist science
received a further boost during the first few decades of the 20th Century. This period was
marked by a crusade that was painstakingly pursued by the logical positivists to unify all
18
19

I.e. by obeying natural and universal laws through the operation of causal mechanisms within a reified structure.
That Marx and Keynes were committed to purely physicalist causal explanations is, however, disputed by Mirowski
(1992) and Drakopoulos & Torrance (1994), respectively.
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knowledge, including the social sciences, under one homogenous system of laws, and
exclusively in the language of physics (Carnap 1934, 1981; Hanfling 1981). Unsurprisingly,
mainstream economists wholeheartedly embraced the logical positivists’ campaign, for it
bolstered their own agenda of the scientification of economics (Mahomedy 2016a). Leading
economists were co-opted into the positivists’ programme (see Buchanan 1959; McCloskey
1985; Caldwell 1994) so that as its domain of influence grew, economics was increasingly
steered towards becoming more empirically-oriented like the other natural sciences.
These developments were to have significant implications for economics, several of which
are discussed in detail elsewhere (see Mahomedy 2016a, 2016b). For the purposes of this
paper, what is noteworthy is that the circumscription of the explanantia of economic
phenomena to observable and/or quantifiable attributes only meant that they had to be
completely explained vis-à-vis “complexes of physical laws” alone (Drakopoulos and
Torrance 1994:183; see also Hempel & Oppenheim 1948; Latsis 1972; Hodgson 2007)). This
reduction of human behaviour to materialist causes strengthened a version of causality that
had already been initiated by Mill in the early 19th Century (see Blaug 1980), and
consequently, served to entrench the deterministic paradigm for economics. A further and
significant implication of this determinism (see Mill 1843/2008) was the notion that
economic “laws” so derived were universally applicable and generalisable across all societies
and cultures of the world.20
With the onset of the Keynesian Revolution of the 1930s and the advent of macroeconomics subsequently as a sub-field of economic study, one might have hoped for a new
paradigm to emerge which took into account the greater complexities and nuances associated
with economic phenomena. But by this time, the discipline was so deeply entrenched within
physicalism that it continued to prevail as its dominant onto-epistemic framework.
Methodological individualism thus still remained the sole basis for economic analysis. But
the need to formulate macro-economic and social policy, particularly after World War II,
became acute (see Kendall 1950). In response, ME simply extended the additivity and
linearity theses of mechanistic philosophy to social phenomena (see Mill 1843/2008),21 and
This principle was indeed the execution of the Enlightenment’s “general attack upon the differentness of men” and the
imposition of its “pervasive philosophy … [of] uniformitarianism” (see Lovejoy 1948: 79-81).
21 Mill (1843/2008: bk.3, Ch.6) referred to this as the principle of the “Composition of Causes”.
20
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assumed that the rational economic choices of individual agents could be linearly aggregated
to arrive at societal preferences.22 But this notion too, was hardly novel: it was rooted in the
earlier 18th-century Benthamite assertion that
the community is a fictitious body, composed of the individual persons who are
considered as constituting as it were its members. The interest of the community then
is, what? — the sum of the interests of the several members who compose it (Bentham
1780/1879:7).23

On this view of economic and social reality, macro-entities, notwithstanding their degrees
of complexity, were viewed simply as a “click-together” of their apparently separable
constituent components. It provided the basis for the dictum that “the behaviour of economic
systems, economies, markets, industries, firms, unions, and other collective entities are to be
explained by appeal only to the behaviours of their parts” (Rosenberg 1995:358). For
analytical purposes, therefore, when transiting from the micro to the meso to the macro
scales, the self-same properties were deemed to be equally valid and operable across the
spectrum. There was no scope within this framework for emergence or new symmetries to
arise. Once again, the whole was strictly equal to the sum of its parts. This methodological
individualism has ever since remained a most sacred analytical principle in mainstream
economic thought (Gordon, 1991; Dupre, 2001; Kittel, 2006; see also Udéhn 2001; Hodgson
2007). It is clearly manifested by the widespread demand for macro-economic theories to be
grounded within the micro-foundations of neoclassicism, despite the intractable problems
encountered in doing so (see Lucas & Sargent 1981; Blanchard 1987; King 1994; Mahomedy
2016b).24
When all of these various ideas merged together to establish for economics its “scientific
research programme” à la Lakatos (1978), it imposed on the discipline what Latsis (1972)
refers to as “situational determinism”: a scenario in which decision making is constrained by
assumed circumstances and regulated only by the principle of rationality (see also Popper
22

See also Mäki (2001) and Hausman (2001) for a further discussion of this issue.
See also Nozick (1974).
24 This outcome, however, is not surprising, for in this process of linear summation, there was no scope for emergent
properties, recursivity, or accommodation for organisational dynamics. As a result, any kind of interaction, integration
and processual change among agents and between themselves and social structures and institutions (see below),
remained distinctly absent.
23
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1945). Not surprisingly, it readily lent itself to an examination of economic behaviour using
a closed-systems approach in which deterministic models with all of their attendant
contraptions of linear causality, marginalism, optimisation, static equilibriums, etc., were to
dominate. Within such a scheme, no explanatory role whatsoever could be attributed to the
psycho-social persuasions of economic agents, to the underlying structure of phenomena or
institutions, their inner relations or internal dynamics, to circular causality, endogeneity, or
process-oriented outcomes. All of these elements were walled off from economic
considerations and considered trivial for analytical purposes (see Popper 1945). To achieve
methodological tractability, the system was completely sealed so that all exogenous
influences were to have strictly no recursive relations (i.e. feedback loops) with those from
within. In this way, the link between ontology and epistemology became so closely tied-in
that if either was abandoned the other would be left hanging in the air.
Despite the acceptance of this paradigm by the majority of economists for most of the 20th
Century (see Hodgson 2007), to what extent was it able to capture reality and serve the needs
of the discipline? For example, is human economic behaviour, individually or collectively,
as deterministically predictable as other physical systems are purported to be, and ineluctably
driven only by the impulse of self-interest? Is there no place for free will, intent, creativity,
teleology or moral choice? Is it realistically conceivable that an individual’s context, i.e.
one’s habits, norms, cultural and political values, etc., has only a peripheral influence, if at
all, on one’s choices and decisions? If so, how does one account for the complex mix of
psycho-social elements that motivate action, and hence the observation of enormous variation
in human behaviour even within a given social order? Is it even possible then, to describe or
explain the totality of human experience vis-à-vis economy using a narrowly defined set of
measurable parameters such as utility and monetary units alone?
Few economists today, apart from those still beholden to neoclassicism, would deny the
relevance of these issues for their discipline. In fact, even fewer social scientists generally,
would marginalise them as easily as some of their counterparts from economics have done.
Why then, did the economics profession find it expedient to discredit these non-physicalist
explanatory variables from their models, and so single-mindedly pursue their programme of
slavishly imitating the physical sciences?
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Capra (1982) and Mirowski (1989) are convinced that it was the allure of an “exact”
science like that of physics which the economists wished to emulate for their discipline; that
physics was the role model of science and hence economics had to be moulded along its lines
to lay claim to its scientific status. Lawson (1997, 2003) and Blaug (1997) similarly argue
that it was the obsession with mathematics that led ME in the direction that it followed.
Rosenberg (1995) and Toulmin (1998) maintain that it arose from a metaphysical
commitment to nature, including the human social order, being in a state of equilibrium,
changelessness, and stability.25 More recently, Nobel laureates Stiglitz (2002) and Krugman
(2010), among others (Solo 1975; Dasgupta 1985; Heilbroner 1988), have insinuated that the
broad contours of ME were subliminally shaped by ideological and political considerations,
and masked as such under the pretext of aspiring for scientificity. 26 Whatever the
motivations, the implications for the discipline, as described above, have been most
profound, and are fully discussed elsewhere (see Mahomedy 2016a, 2016b).
Having expounded upon these fundamental onto-epistemic principles of modern science
and its surrogate, ME, I will now draw in broad brush-strokes the core elements of the Islamic
worldview and what it implies for Muslim scholars who wish to erect a scientific enterprise
on its terms and postulates. I will again particularise this discussion to economics, and then
conclude by elucidating to what extent, if any, IE could be subsumed within ME.

6. Worldview of Islam
Islam has at its core, the overarching and deeply embedded reality of the Oneness and Unity
of God (Tawhid, in Arabic), The Most High. This precept of Oneness, however, is not
confined (in its understanding and application) to God’s Divine Essence, the absoluteness of
His attributes, or His right to be exclusively worshipped, as commonly (mis)understood. On
the contrary, though God, in His Divine Being, remains distinct from the rest of existence,
His attributes are reflected onto the created domain of what is termed “everything” (see
Barrow 2007), so that His monotheistic law is ingrained in all of creation. In the coming to

25
26

As Toulmin (1998:347) implies, economists fell prostrate before “the idol of stability”.
These ideological and political motives continue to lie concealed beneath the assumptions of models presented as if
they were mathematical truths.
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existence of everything by God’s Command (alone), 27 there is likewise, nothing in the
heavens or the Earth except that it obeys and submits to His Will.28
Against the background of the above, the Qur’an29 unequivocally asserts in several verses
how the cosmos and everything within it, down to the minutest particle, in “recognising”
Tawhid, incessantly declares God’s Glory and celebrates His Praise. 30 This conscious
recognition of the Oneness of God and its manifestation in the created order, both within and
without, in fact, constitutes the raison d'être for all of existence. In the fulfilment of this
purpose, God, therefore, not only creates what is, but He equally sustains all life forms in a
manner that is decreed by Him alone.31 That matter and reality could enjoy such a higher
purpose and teleology stands in direct contrast to the modern scientific notion of matter as
dead and inert; of life as nothing more than a struggle for survival amidst scarcity; and of an
aimless universe regulated only by physical forces that would eventually coalesce and lead
to its destruction into nothingness.
Of all of God’s (observable) creation, human beings, as His Vicegerent on Earth,32 are
uniquely endowed with the faculties of intellect, foresight, and creative knowledge. 33
Consequently, and unlike any other, they are able to exercise their free will in the choices
they make, and then consciously strive towards the fulfilment of their goals. 34 But in so
doing, this worldly life should never be pursued as an end-in-itself, but as the means towards
attaining the everlasting felicity of the Hereafter. 35 The temporal and the eternal are,
however, not viewed as contesting domains in which either has to be renounced for success
in the other. In this, Islam is perhaps the most secular of all religions, for the outcomes in the
Hereafter depends critically on the extent to which people recognise and actualise within
their consciousness and worldly endeavours, the Oneness of God i.e. Tawhid.36 They are

Al-Qur’an (Ch.36: V.82).
Al-Qur’an (Ch.3: V.83).
29 The final Divine Book of Revelation sent down to God’s Last Prophet, Muhammad (Peace be upon him).
30 Al-Qur’an (Ch.16: V.48-50, Ch.17: V.44, Ch.22: V.18, Ch.24: V.41).
31 Al-Qur’an (Ch. 15: V.21)
32 Al-Qur’an (Ch.2: V.30, Ch.33: V.72).
33 Al-Qur’an (Ch.2: V.34, Ch.76: V.2-3).
34 Al-Qur’an (Ch.18: V.29).
35 Al-Qur’an (Ch.87: V.16-17).
36 Al-Qur’an (Ch.51: V.56).
27
28
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guided to this fulfilment through the agency of Revelation and Prophethood37 that God had
periodically authorised to, and for, the different nations of the world.38
From this privileged position of knowledge and choice vis-à-vis the rest of the created
order, humans, both individually and collectively, are empowered to become the masters of
their own destinies. In electing to enjoy temporal control over much of God’s creation,39 they
have to bear a weighty responsibility for how they exercise this vicegerency granted to them.
Notwithstanding the burden of this accountability in the Hereafter, the Qur’an points out
repeatedly that even in this world, the human condition within the broader environment is in
large part a consequence to the choices and deeds that people execute.40 On this view, the
kind of strict determinism asserted by the physicalist theories of modern science, and
embraced by modern economic theory, is therefore altogether rejected by Islam, for it
implies, in the ultimate, a denial of choice, self-determination, and accountability.
To facilitate humanity’s earthly sojourn towards its permanent abode in the Hereafter,
God has produced and made amenable for its beneficial use all that it finds freely available
in the environment.41 Not only did He then confer upon humankind the exclusive “empire
over nature” (see Leibniz 1699 as cited in Hall 2002),42 but He also vested humans with the
knowledge and skills to mould and re-fashion these natural resources into forms suitable for
their purposes.43 These bounties of God, though plentiful and in abundance,44 are to be used
judiciously.45 The “world out there” thus has additional meaning and conveys yet a second
important purpose and objective: to serve human fulfilment in the good things of life. 46
Humankind’s existence from beginning to end is, consequently, integral to the rest of creation

37

All the prophets from Adam to Noah, Abraham to Ishmael and Isaac and through Moses, David, Jesus and finally
Muhammad, including some other prophets, (May the Peace of God be upon them all) are recognised as such in the
Islamic Faith, and similarly so, with regard to the Revealed books such as the Torah, The Psalms, the Bible and finally,
the Qur’an.
38 Al-Qur’an (Ch.10: V.47).
39 Al-Qur’an (Ch.33: V.72).
40 Al-Qur’an (Ch.6: V.44; Ch.30: V.31; Ch.42: V.30)
41 Al-Qur’an (Ch.2: V.29).
42 Al-Qur’an (Ch.14: V.32-33).
43 Al-Qur’an (Ch.16: V.80-83).
44 Al-Qur’an (Ch.14: V.34, Ch.16: V.18).
45 Al-Qur’an (Ch.17: V.27, Ch.25: V.67).
46 Al-Qur’an (Ch.7: V.32).
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in terms of both means and ends. 47 Because of this strong value-orientation, the ethical
implications are extensive and therefore need to be deeply embedded within materiality itself.
But apart from the centrality of knowledge in the God-man-nature nexus described above,
there is an even more profound way in which the ontology of Islam differs from that of
modern science, and directly links with its epistemology. By this is meant that the Grand
Design of the entire universe reveals itself as a deeply interconnected and unified reality,
what may be termed as Tawhidi phenomenology. At all levels of existence, within and
between the human and non-human domains, there appears a vast network of intra- and intersystemic connections that link these world-systems together (Wilson 1999; Capra 2003,
2014; Choudhury 2004). These occur through complementary relationships48 and intricate
linkages that reflect a systemic unity across the continuums of both time and space, in all of
the created order. Given this, the constituent elements of reality cannot exist as discrete and
independent units as claimed by the atomistic theories of modern physicalism (see Dilworth
2007), nor as organisms, individuals, or polities gripped in a fierce struggle for survival à la
Darwinism and Marxism (see Campbell 1987; Resnick & Wolff 1987). On the contrary, they
cohere together to form an integrated, symbiotic, and organic whole. For otherwise, how
would it be possible for all of the sub-systems within the larger framework to function with
such consilience, harmony, and sustainability, and not degenerate and breakdown into utter
chaos?
From the above, we also understand why the monotheistic law of unity blends so
seamlessly with its epistemology. Tawhid over-arches and pervades the entire spectra of the
socio-scientific domains, such that it manifests itself at all levels of micro, meso, and macro
perception. As God declares in the Qur’an
We will show them Our Signs in the universe, and within their selves, until it becomes
evident to them that it is the truth. Is it not sufficient for you that your Lord witnesses
all things? (Al-Qur’an: Ch.4, V.53).

As God has decreed, this worldly existence is but for an appointed term (Al-Qur’an: Ch.35, V.13), after which it will
perish completely (Al-Qur’an: Ch.55, V.26) and be recreated in a different form (Al-Qur’an: Ch.14, V.48), which would
then usher in the realm of the everlasting Hereafter.
48 Al-Qur’an (Ch.51: V.49).
47
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and again
Verily in the heavens and the earth … And in the creation of yourselves and the
animals that are scattered forth, are Signs indeed… And in the alternation of night and
day, and in the sustenance that God sends down from the sky, and revives therewith
the earth after its death, and in the change of the winds are [sure] Signs for a people
who have intellect. (Al-Qur’an: Ch.45, V.3-5).

Within such a scheme, for all of this to hold together, God, though ontologically distinct
from, and absolutely independent of, creation, continuously interacts functionally,
omnipotently and creatively within the complexities of universal life (al-Attas 1986; alGhazali 1997; Choudhury 2011).49 Its import for epistemology is of great significance: it
means that complementary to the Scripture of Revelation, the Scripture of Creation equally
affords to humankind the opportunity to recognise and behold the Oneness of God and His
Sublime Attributes (see also Paine 1880).50

7. Implications for Islamic Science (and Economics)
An ontology premised on the conception of a theocentric and organically unified reality, as
described above, means that its epistemology might look vastly different to an
anthropocentric one, which, when merged with the atomistic and mechanical framework of
modern science, finds little accommodation for a transcendental Higher Being.
Consequently, any endeavour to erect a scientific enterprise has to take into account these
contrasting points of departure, i.e. it has to ensure that its conceptual framework is
complementary and apposite to its onto-epistemic worldview. The implications are therefore
significant for the kind of IE that might then evolve from such a paradigm.
Fundamentally, because Islam rejects the notion of an inherent conflict between the
temporal and the eternal (i.e. the this-worldly and the other-worldly) that has emerged from
the rationalist philosophy of modern science (see Mahomedy 2015), Islamic science requires
an integrative approach that is able to transcend this sharp dichotomy. It has to develop its
basic concepts and categories (see Berlin 1978) in way that completely sidesteps all of the

49
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See Al-Qur’an (Ch.22: V.65, Ch.35: V.27, V.41).
See Al-Qur’an (Ch.3: V.190-191).
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spurious bifurcations that have always bedevilled rationalist thought. It has to cautiously
manage this process to ensure that it does not become entrapped by the whole gamut of
dualisms that have swamped the onto-epistemo-phenomenological domains of contemporary
human experience (see Mahomedy 2016c). It is only then that its themata will cohere with
its related axioms so that all subsequent thinking and reflection can evolve and develop in a
consistent and cohesive manner. There will otherwise always remain an insurmountable
disjuncture between the objectives of any discipline within Islamic science and the processes
involved in trying to achieve them.
Given the need for such a unitary approach, it is imperative for Islamic scholarship to
employ a process-oriented methodology that spans across all the realms of socio-scientific
analysis. Such a methodology that sequences from the Primal Ontology of Tawhid a
corresponding epistemology (i.e. unity of knowledge) that then projects itself likewise onto
the phenomenological (i.e. experiential) world of unified reality. Whilst the actual dynamics
of this approach are discussed in greater detail elsewhere (see Mahomedy 2016a, 2016b),
how these processes unfold and feed into one another may be described briefly using the
following figure:

PRIMAL ONTOLOGY
(Tawhid)

EPISTEMOLOGY
(Unity of Knowledge)

PHENOMENOLOGY
(Unified reality)

Figure 1: The Unitary Methodology of Tawhid
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Firstly, it is critical to note that the outcomes of the unitary methodology depicted above are
neither static nor idealistic; rather, they are viewed as a multi-stage, circular process in which
there is a gradual progression towards the attainment of the desired objectives. This occurs
through an evolutionary process of continuous and recursive steps of learning and doing that
begins with, and returns to, the Primal Ontology. Consequently, this inter-causality takes
place over ever-widening knowledge, space, and time dimensions; in Figure 1, the domains
of epistemology and phenomenology, and the methodological framework itself, are indicated
with broken lines to denote the potentiality for this continuous expansion to occur through
the realisation of complementary relations. 51 Note, however, that the Primal Ontology of
Tawhid, the Knowledge of which is encapsulated in the Qur’an as the “Store-House of All
Knowledge”, 52 remains absolute and fixed, and hence not subject to change; 53 it is thus
symbolised as a fixed line in Figure 1 above.
Secondly, at each phase during the process (of any issue under study), an assessment is
required of the extent to which Tawhid, i.e. unification (between the variables of interest),
has been achieved. This entails, via circular causal relations, an evaluation of these states of
learning and doing with reference to the Primal Ontology. This subsequently sets in motion
a second round of learning (epistemic), doing/actualising (phenomena), and re-evaluating
once more, and the cycle thus continues on recursively ad infinitum. It may be described as
follows: Process 1 of evolutionary learning: {Primal Ontology (PO)  Epistemology (E) 
Phenomenology (P)}  Process 2: {PO  E  P} Process 3:{…}  repeat, etc. This
general systems methodology is actuated by invoking the relevant Qur’anic verses, the
Prophetic tradition (Sunnah, in Arabic), and scholarly discourse (Shura, in Arabic) on the
issue at hand, all of which are appropriately navigated through the use of reason and
observation.
The third notable feature of the framework is that it ought to be capable of explaining both
the particular and the universal, and account for the dynamics that arise when transiting from

Contrarily, in the case of “de-knowledge”, contraction and diminution of these spaces occur due to atomism,
individuation, and competition (see Choudhury 2000, 2008b).
52 The Qur’an (Ch.85: V.22) thus describes itself as being “(Inscribed) in a Tablet Preserved” (Al-Lauh-al Mahfooz, in
Arabic).
53 This, of necessity, has to follow, for, as we recall, God’s Being and His Knowledge are Absolute, and hence Exogenous
to the process.
51
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the “one-to-many”, and in reverse likewise, from the “many-to-one” (see Polanyi 1968;
Georgescu-Roegen 1971; Anderson 1972). In this way, learning also becomes interactive,
integrative, and participatory within a unified model that allows for multi- and interdisciplinarity and connectedness, both horizontally and vertically. Nonetheless, as
Choudhury (2006) reminds us, this does not mean that different problems cannot be studied
and dealt with by institutions and systems specifically designed to address them. Oftentimes,
it may even be desirable for this to happen, but in so doing, each sub-system must consider
the feedback that flows into and out of all of its related systems. It is through this continuous
process of evolutionary learning, in which the a priori and a posteriori modes of intellection
integrate, that humans may comprehend with ever-increasing degrees of certainty and clarity
the network of relationships that interconnect issues and problems.54
That human life, nay, all of creation exists within such an organismic whole, and which
therefore requires a holistic approach to comprehend its reality, brings into sharp focus the
very notion and validity of drawing sharp disciplinary boundaries between different areas of
learning. Activities, both human and non-human, in the real world do not occur as isolated
or discrete moments of events, each separated spatio-temporarily from the other. Any
authentic understanding of them therefore cannot be arbitrarily divided into watertight
compartments marked “economics”, “sociology”, “psychology”, “anthropology”, etc. They
have to be seen as part of the larger whole. As the Nobel laureate economist Gunnar Myrdal
concluded:
I came to see that in reality there are no economic, sociological, psychological
problems, but just problems and they are all mixed and composite. In research the only
permissible demarcation is between relevant and irrelevant conditions. The problems
are regularly also political and have moreover to be seen in historical perspectives

(Myrdal 1979:106).
Economics, perhaps more than any other social science, reflects this multi-disciplinary
character, and classical Islamic scholarship was most keenly aware of this
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For additional details of the actual dynamics of this process of unity of knowledge, see the other papers in this series
(Mahomedy 2016a, 2016b). For full textbook treatments, see also Choudhury (2000, 2004, 2006, 2011, 2013, 2014).
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interconnectedness. Consequently, in all of the earlier writings, 55 economic issues were
always examined as a subset within the unified social and moral philosophy of Islam (Chapra
1996). Any contemporary revival of Islamic science or economics would thus also have to
carefully re-consider the utility, if any, of maintaining current academic disciplines. In all
likelihood, these artificial boundaries may blur and disappear altogether, eventually
coalescing to form super-disciplines that better capture and explain the totality of experience
of real-world phenomena.
If, as pointed out earlier, all of creation has a transcendental link and its purpose is
intrinsically related to humankind and its destiny, then morality, values, and ethics play a
central role within the framework of the Islamic knowledge enterprise. It was this very value
system which sparked and sustained the phenomenal rise of science during the early periods
of Muslim history (Kettani 1984). Islamic economics, therefore, has to explicitly and
unapologetically serve and promote the values of its worldview (see Manzoor 1991; Sardar
1988). The Islamic economists need not feel isolated in doing so, nor assume that it will
compromise the integrity of their intellectual efforts; leading mainstream economists have
now long recognised that the fact-value distinction upheld by some of their counterparts
simply cannot be defended even on logical grounds. Consequently, for most of the last
century, they have inveighed against the value-neutrality thesis asserted by modern economic
theory (see Souter 1933; Hutchison 1938, 1964; Schumpeter 1949; Myrdal 1958, 1972;
Robinson 1962; Hodgson 1983, 1988; Heilbroner 1988, 1996; Lawson 1997, 2003; Mongin
2006; Hands 2012).
But more importantly, as Choudhury (2011:156) argues in the case of IE, its moral law
and ethics have to be “organically functional and endogenously embedded” within the
general system of causal relations from which they are derived and within which they
logically operate. Without this relational reference, these ethical imperatives will remain
isolated from its fundamental premise of Tawhidi Oneness, and, as a result, will need to be
exogenously imposed with all of the associated difficulties this entails. The inability of IE,
in its current form, to translate its ethical framework into a viable practical model through
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Islahi (2005) has undertaken an encyclopaedic review of not only the role and impact of medieval Muslim scholars in
Islamic economic thought, but also their influence in the evolution of mainstream economics itself.
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Islamic finance exemplifies this assertion (see Mahomedy 2016b:31-33). Within the Tawhidi
epistemological framework, on the other hand, the moral law as derived from Islam’s textual
sources will guide human behaviour through the discursive processes of learning, doing, and
evaluating, as discussed previously.56
The last distinguishing feature of Islamic science to emerge from its ontological and
epistemological roots is the explicit recognition of the qualitative, the unmeasurable, the
unknowable, and the hidden. Several Qur’anic verses affirm these notions and phenomena,
and the role they play in the outcome of worldly events.57 The need to incorporate them into
the very constitution of Islamic economic thought is inevitable if one wishes to uncover and
appreciate the richness, complexity, and dynamism of factors that continuously interact and
integrate in the real world. It responds to the call for greater inclusivity of different modes of
methodological enquiry (Anees 1984; Tebes 2005), recognises the multidimensional world
of nature (Ford 1984), factors in the indelible influence of habit, culture, and history in
explaining especially economic behaviour (Hosseini 1990; Zaman 2013), and explicitly
acknowledges that our knowledge of the world will always remain imperfect and
incomplete.58
The admission of these qualitative and/or non-observable variables should not provoke
concern that Islamic economics will degenerate into the occult, anarchy, or dogmatism. Nor
does it imply that it will necessarily lose all sense of objectivity. The value system that
underpins the Islamic faith will prevent this outcome and thus helps to assuage any concerns
in this regard. The Islamic sciences may still be as “objective” and “rational” as the secular
sciences, though it would draw its legitimacy and authenticity from a different philosophical
base (Nasr 1976). As Sardar (1985:38) clarifies, “Islamic science is subjectively objective;
that is, it seeks subjective goals within an objective framework”. Furthermore, contemporary
pioneers and leaders in this field such as Choudhury59 have adequately demonstrated through
rigorous methodological and logical formalism how the Tawhidi knowledge-centred
56

So crucial is the role of ethical behaviour in even the this-worldly felicity of human beings, that their external
environment and the conditions that prevail therein are in large part a reaction and response to the choices that they
make in this regard (see Al-Qur’an: Ch.30, V.31).
57 See, for example, Al-Qur’an (Ch.18: V.7; Ch.2: V3; Ch.74: V31)
58 See Al-Qur’an (Ch.2: V.212; Ch.2: V232; Ch.17: V85).
59 See the list of references for some of his works.
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worldview, applied to diverse socio-scientific systems, can yield results that are intellectually
acceptable and rationally satisfying.
Lastly, that Islamic economics could have its onto-epistemic framework premised on a
distinct worldview is not unique, nor does it militate against the aims of economic enquiry.
Modern economics, in all its shades and varieties, whether of its classical-neoclassical,
Keynesian or Monetarist, Marxist or Institutionalist types, are all value-laden and
ideologically or politically driven (see Mahomedy 2016a). They are predicated upon implicit
(and sometimes explicit) sets of presuppositions, rarely acknowledged or even recognised as
such by their proponents. These presuppositions are not arbitrarily selected nor chosen on the
basis of any neutrally-objective criteria. Though often cloaked in the garb of positivist
science, the various schools of economics actually serve a distinct agenda, a point emphasised
quite convincingly by Schumpeter (1949), Myrdal (1958), Robinson (1962), Dasgupta
(1985) and Heilbroner (1988, 1996).60
As this paper demonstrates, even the modern physical and natural sciences, beneath their
veneer of a purely empirical enterprise, adopt a set of metaphysical assumptions.61 These are
unavoidable for science, for they provide a platform, as it were, upon which intellectual
enquiry proceeds and advances, and consequently they blend in with its methodology to
establish for it its conceptual paradigm (Burtt 1932; Weber 1949; Wittgenstein 1969; Safi
1996; Smith 2003, 2006; Dilworth 2007; Mahomedy 2016d). Clearly then, no scientific quest
may ever rightfully claim to be devoid of any subjective elements or presuppositions.

8. Turning Full-Circle and Concluding Remarks
This paper begins by alerting the reader to the growing crisis in the economics discipline,
and the attempts by Muslim economists to overcome some of its limitations by crafting their
own field of enquiry. They set out to accomplish this task by injecting within the neoclassical
framework some of the ethical values of Islam, which they believe(d) was the only missing

Even Friedman (1953:3-4) was forced to acknowledge in this respect: “Laymen and experts alike are inevitably tempted
to shape positive conclusions to fit strongly held normative preconceptions and to reject positive conclusions if their
normative implications - or what are said to be their normative implications - are unpalatable”.
61 These epistemological and ontological presuppositions are rarely acknowledged, less so subjected to critical scrutiny by
the scientific community (see Smith 2003).
60
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dimension in ME. When their discipline began to take shape during the 1970s and 1980s and
even prior to those formative years, there was hardly any constructive engagement about the
ontological and epistemological imperatives that a project of this magnitude required.
The above neglect occurred because the Islamic economists, by and large, discounted the
need to interrogate the underpinnings of modern science, on the assumption that they were
value-neutral and amenable to their project. They ignored early warnings that they risked
failure by overlooking this important first step in the process of Islamising their discipline.
Though they now concede that their agenda has not accomplished its goals, they are still not
entirely convinced of the need to go as far as having to formulate an onto-epistemic
framework distinct from that of ME. That the Islamic economists considered (and in some
cases, continue to insist that) this issue (is) irrelevant for their project is indeed surprising.
For well over a century, their counterparts, in the form of various heterodox traditions (see
Lawson 2006), have disparaged ME for its myopic view on human nature, and the
methodology developed to study economic choices and outcomes predicated on its
assumptions.
To bring these issues to the fore vis-à-vis the Islamic worldview, I first trace the origins
of the key principles of modern philosophy and explain how they have shaped modern
science and its disciplinary off-shoots, particularly economics. I then show how each of its
physicalist doctrines, in the form of materialism, mechanism, atomism, and determinism
have had an indelible impact on economic science. As a result, a closed-system ontology,
regulated only by the principles of marginalism, optimisation, and static equilibria, was
served as the staple diet for all economic thinking and analysis. The system was held together
by the covering law of rationality, which, in itself, had to be buttressed by the supporting
hypotheses of full information, perfect markets, strict exogeneity, and non-recursivity.
As the labyrinth of all of these onto-epistemic assumptions piled upon one another, the
subject matter of economics and the methodology adopted for its study were circumscribed
to satisfy a narrow set of observable criteria. As measurement and the mathematisation of
economics increased, the profession discarded other non-quantitative variables from its
analytical toolkit. In the process, economic science became far detached from real-world
phenomena. Its adherence to methodological individualism further hindered its capacity to
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formulate effective social and economic policy. The discipline lost its relevance and is
currently unable to unhitch itself from its complex mix of unrealistic assumptions without
fundamentally altering its paradigm. Despite the pressing need to re-orient itself, there is
strong resistance from the profession to undertake any radical change to the status quo. This
refusal to acknowledge the structural problems within the discipline is rapidly developing
into a problematique62 for society more generally.
I then juxtapose these key features of modern science and economics against the Tawhidi
worldview of Islam. I illustrate how Islam’s vision about the nature of the world and its
underlying purpose, the responsibility of human beings within this nexus, and the ultimate
unfolding of this reality in the Hereafter brings it in direct contrast to the nihilist predictions
of modern philosophy. The omnipotence of God in all affairs, the manifestation of His
Attributes in the created order, and the key role of knowledge in bringing this reality to human
consciousness weaves together the ontology and epistemology of Islam. The implications
this has for the unity of knowledge that Muslim scientists, particularly the Islamic
economists, aspire to achieve are profound.
The need for Islamic scholarship to adopt an holistic framework for any conception of
Islamic science and economics is beyond question. I explain the broad contours of the circular
causal relationships that might emerge between the primal ontology of Tawhid, the episteme
of unity of knowledge, and its projection onto the phenomenological world. Its ramifications
for inter- and multi-disciplinarity are pointed out. It was from within this multi-dimensional
perspective that the issue of morality and ethics is once again introduced, and the need for it
to be embedded endogenously within the system of relations justified. I finally explain why
Islamic economic thought needed to explicitly accommodate qualitative and other nonphysicalist variables within the purview of its analytical framework. These are integral to the
ontology of Islam and therefore deserve full recognition within Islamic epistemology. Doing
this appropriately need not compromise the intellectual integrity of Islamic economics; on
the contrary, it would actually strengthen the links between its objectives and its
methodology.

62

See Warfield & Perino (1999) for a fuller discussion of the relevance of this term in this context.
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The above comparison between the Islamic worldview and its onto-epistemic framework
with that of modern science serves to demonstrate why any attempt to transplant a
disciplinary area from one to the other, without adequate consideration of the underlying
issues involved, is fraught with difficulties. This is because the Modernist and Islamic
paradigms of science are too distinct and divergent from each other to be reconciled
harmoniously. At both the ontological and epistemological levels, their axioms are
fundamentally incompatible, largely because of sharp differences in their worldviews. Not
surprisingly, therefore, the very form and substance of their knowledge enterprises are
unique. Consequently, their programmes and outcomes are naturally expected to differ.
The experience of IE is a case in point. For until now, most of the literature on IE,
particularly by those that attempted to construct the discipline on the foundations of modern
science, has produced an admixture of contradictory notions, theories, policies, and practices
(see Philipp 1990; Kuran 2004; Choudhury 2008a; Mahomedy 2013). These divergences in
the characterisation of the discipline were bound to occur due to the application of
differentiated thought processes that arise out of the rationalist epistemology of modern
science (see Mahomedy 2016a; 2016d). As a result, the groundwork of thought on the subject
had become vitiated and the vision for a unified premise for IE remains heretofore largely
unfulfilled. And this is the fundamental thrust of the argument that writers on IE have
remained oblivious to; an authentic science of (Islamic) economics can only be established
upon an irreducible premise that is both self-referencing and universal, so that it can explain
the world as a uniﬁed macro-system including all of its micro-system parts (Choudhury
2008b).
If the Islamic scientific schema (in which economics would be but an integral component)
is, as argued above, incompatible with modernist science, does it necessarily imply that all
forms of rationality are inimical to Islam? Certainly not. The Qur’an, in fact, enjoins upon
humankind in no less than 750 verses (about one-eighth of the total) to employ its perceptual
and intellectual faculties to study, ponder, and reflect on nature (Abdus Salam 1989;
Atighetchi 2007; see also Nasr 1968; Iqbal 2007). Consequently, rational modes of enquiry
such as deduction and induction have always formed an important part of scientific enquiry
and application in Islamic scholarship. The Muslim world had already many centuries prior
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to the Scientific Revolution in Europe, embraced the methods of ratiocination and
experimentation in scientific enquiry, which they subsequently transmitted to the Latin West
(Draper 1875; Haskins 1924, 1927; Gilson 1955; Durant 1980; Bakar 1991; Lewis 2009, see
also Mahomedy 2015). As long as these methods were integrated within the fundamental
premise of Tawhid, Muslim scientists were able to richly cultivate and develop the various
natural and social sciences harmoniously.
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