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ABSTRACT: This article examines the criticisms faced by three prominent
figures of Islamic Modernism: Sir Syed Ahmed Khan, Muhammad Igbal, and Dr.
Fazlur Rahman. Sir Syed initiated the debate in the late ) %th century, advocating
that Islamic Modernism stood for the compatibility of Islam with modern
science. He argued that perceived conflicts between the religious texts and
scientific discoveries arise from misunderstanding both and by consequent
misinterpretations. The article sheds light on this debate about Islamic
Modernism, which is often criticised for transgressing religious boundaries. This
dynamic is crucial for understanding the evolution of the Islamic scholarly
tradition, which has historically balanced between renewal and delimitation.
Notable figures, including Sir Syed, Igbal, and Fazlur Rahman, faced significant
resistance against reformist ideas, continuously shown in various fatwas by the
traditional scholars. Sir Syed’s metaphorical interpretation of the Quran
introduced rational principles of exegesis, while Allama Igbal emphasized ijtihad
(independent reasoning) and a dynamic interpretation of Islam considering
contemporary knowledge. The article further examines how Dr. Fazlur Rahman
contributed to modern Islamic theology, particularly in his critique of Igbal's
dual engagement with Western thought. Despite facing opposition in Pakistan,
Rahman's teachings have profoundly influenced students globally. Overall, this
article highlights the ongoing debate within the Islamic scholarly community to
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reconcile faith with modernity, addressing the criticisms faced by figures such as
Sir Syed, Igbal, and Dr. Rahman.
Keywords: Islamic knowledge, tradition, delimination, renewal, scholar

Summary of the Article

The article explores two influential movements in the Islamic scholarly tradition:
“Islamic Modernism” and the “Islamization of Knowledge,” both of which
originated in the Indian subcontinent. Islamic Modernism, led by Sir Syed
Ahmed Khan in the late Y%th century, argues that so-called ‘contradictions’
between the Quran and science stem from misinterpretations. He advocated the
compatibility of Islam with modern science. In contrast, the Islamization of
Knowledge aimed to align modern sciences with Islamic values, resulting in the
establishment of Islamic institutions. While Islamic Modernism promoted
harmony between faith and modernity, it faced accusations of heresy, as critics
argued that it aligned Islam too closely with Western thought. The article focuses
on these debates, framing them within the context of historically perceived
religious boundaries that were deemed eternal.

Historically, the scholarly tradition has undergone periods of renewal (ljtihad) as
well as delimitation (tahdid). However, Sir Syed, Allama Iqbal, and Dr. Fazlur
Rahman faced severe opposition for their reformist ideas. The traditional
theological frameworks apprehended that reform meant abrogation of the
tradition. Sir Syed argued against the notion of abrogation in the Quran. He
asserted the need for the renewal of theology that would help to reinterpret
sacred texts considering modern principles.

Sir Syed’s work, including "Tahrir fi Usal al-Tafsir", presented principles of
Quranic interpretation, advocating that miracles do not contradict natural laws.
Maulana Muhammad Qasim Nanawtawi opposed this new theology. Jamal al-
Din al-Afghani regarded Sir Syed’s ideas as heretical. Igbal, following Sir Syed's
legacy, emphasized the importance of Ijtihad and the reinterpretation of Islamic
teachings to deal with modern challenges. He viewed stagnation in religious
thought as a consequence of halting Ijtthad and argued for the necessity of
engaging with modern knowledge. Dr. Fazlur Rahman, positioned between
these two eras of modernity, experienced further political and intellectual
challenges that the Muslim world faced. His critical approach to Quranic
interpretation and modernity was met with strong opposition, leading to his
eventual resignation from the Islamic Research Institute.

Overall, the article outlines the tensions and debates within the Islamic scholarly
community as it navigates modernity, highlighting the divergent paths of
renewal and delimitation that have shaped contemporary Islamic thought.
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