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Abstract 

Past and contemporary Islamic movements overwhelmingly focused on political and 
economic reform, often neglecting the inner moral and intellectual condition of the individual. 
This paper argues that such neglect results from a fundamental confusion about the nature of 
education itself. The paper critiques the corporatisation of education and the reduction of 
authority to institutional structures rather than personal moral-intellectual integrity. The 
analysis offers a philosophical groundwork for rethinking Islamic educational initiatives 
beyond neoliberal and activist frameworks. Drawing principally on the educational philosophy 
of Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas, the paper inspired by his concepts of adab (recognition 
and acknowledgement of proper order) and ta'dib (the inculcation of that order) as the 
necessary foundations for any authentic reforming initiative without neglecting education as its 
core; this process is what we name it the islamic educational movement.. We propose that such 
a movement must fulfil two preconditions. First, it must recognise the type of order it seeks, 
distinguishing between temporal orders (economic, political) which are sustained by external 
maintenance, and eternal orders (knowledge, truth) sustained by conscious commitment and 
integrity. Second, it must preserve the integrity of knowledge through the moral-spiritual 
refinement of the knower, as well as courageous actions that acknowledge its rightful places 
within the hierarchy of that type of order. It concludes that without recovering adab in the 
individual self discipline of their soul, no collective reform, however well organised, can 
restore justice (‘adl) or truth. 

Keywords: al-Attas, adab, educational movement, Islamic movement, Islamic education, 
ta'dib, justice ('adl), integrity of knowledge, corporatisation of education, philosophy of 
education, orders in re 

INTRODUCTION 

Modernity accords excessive importance to progress, development, and innovation 

across all fields of knowledge. As a result, both societies and individuals have become 

disoriented regarding their direction and ultimate purpose in life, particularly under the 
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influence of secular pragmatism.1  Al-Attas characterises this condition as one shaped by "the 

spirit of here and now".2  

This is especially true for Muslims who are caught in the spirit emanated from the 

Islamic Movements3 beginning from the end of the 19th Century, a period marked by political 

dissonance during the Ottoman rule as well as the rise of Western scientific paradigms that 

questioned inherited religious beliefs and long standing traditions. Various phases of social 

overhauls (reformations) have taken place since then that would alter the very foundation of 

one’s position in religion. 

This happened to coincide with the proliferations of modern educational initiatives4 in 

the form of institutionalisations of political authority, legal and economic development.5 A 

significant portion of these educational and institutional developments drew upon the 

organizational frameworks and normative commitments of socio-political islamic movements 

such as the Muslim Brotherhood (Egypt)6, Hizmet (Turkey)7, Muhammadiyyah (Indonesia)8 

and Malaysia’s ABIM (Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia)9. 

 
1 A continuous, almost mechanical conflict of values actively separated individual and societal needs 

which made the disorientation felt stronger as time passes the various secular processes towards an open end 
progress and development. Roslan Abd Jelani, “A Deliberation on Some Important Aspects of Values and the 
Paradox of Present Day”, Dirasat: Jurnal Studi Islam dan Peradaban 13 no.2 (2018): 20,22. Hereafter cited as 
Value Paradox. 

2 Refer to Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas’ Islam and Secularism where al-Attas described secularism 
as a philosophy that is actively affecting one’s worldview due to its salient epistemic characteristics of adhering to 
the fusion between Judeo-Christian conception of time pertaining change and progress that are continuously open 
ended. An open ended objective eventually affects one’s view of reality and displaces revealed truth with 
falsehood, leaving an open space for interpretation and value judgements.  

3 Kalim Siddiqui (ed.), Issues in the Islamic Movement: 1980 -81 (London, The Open Press Limited, 
1982)  defined Islamic Movement as “..the struggle of the Muslims to establish, maintain, develop, defend, extend 
or re-establish the Islamic State as an instrument to ‘enjoin good and forbid evil’ for the welfare and happiness of 
all mankind in this world and the Hereafter” ,p.6-7. Hereafter cited as Islamic Movement; idem, Stages of Islamic 
Revolution (London, The Open Press, 1996).  Kalim Siddiqui (1931-1996) was one of those self-proclaimed 
Islamic Movement theorists and fundamentalist in the 80s and 90s. He made his impact in the West when he 
served as the Director of the Muslim Institute, London and founded the Muslim parliament of Great Britain.  

4 Ahmad Bazli Shafie, The Educational Philosophy of Al-Shaykh Muhammad'Abduh. (Kuala Lumpur: 
International Islamic University Malaysia, 2004). Abduh’s influence in incorporating modern institutional 
structures in educational institutions like al-Azhar influenced one to accept other secular social institutions in 
Muslim society which led other organizations after him to follow suit. 

5 Youssef M. Choueiri, Islamic Fundamentalism 3rd Edition: The Story of Islamist Movements (London: 
Continuum, 2010), 86. 

6 Wonder, Terri K. "Re-Islamization in Higher Education from Above and Below: The University of 
South Florida and Its Global Contexts." PhD diss., University of South Florida, 2008. This research directly 
examines how the Muslim Brotherhood developed a Weberian bureaucratic organizational and administrative 
structure to exert influence not only in Egypt but globally. 

7 Atay, Seyit. "Analyzing the Hizmet Movement Schools in Three Different Countries from the 
Perspective of the Resource Mobilization Theory." PhD diss., Rutgers University, 2019. 

8 Muhammadiyah Education Council. "The Origin and Development of Muhammadiyah Education 
System." In 8th International Indonesia Forum Proceedings, 193–196. 2014. 

9 See Jomo, K. S., and Ahmad Shabery Cheek. “Malaysia’s Islamic Movements.” In Fragmented Vision: 
Culture and Politics in Contemporary Malaysia. Edited by Joel S. Kahn and Francis Loh Kok Wah, 79–105. 
(Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1992). A concise chapter that contains a section on ABIM up until 
Anwar’s departure detailing its origins, close working relationship with PAS in the 1970s, the downturn in this 
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Despite their diverse national contexts, these movements share a common orientation. 

Which is a movement  that predominantly focuses on achieving political and economic gains. 

With neoliberalism rising globally in the 1980s, education, healthcare, and religion was 

increasingly viewed in terms of efficiency, productivity, and market values. Institutions were 

reframed not just as cultural or moral spaces, let alone as a religious establishment, but as mere 

economic enablers. Islamic Movements are unfortunately mistakenly seen by Muslims 

themselves to bring about only social overhauls solely meant to aid economic stability 

masqueraded by its various political resurgence in the name of Islamic Reformation.10  This 

predominant focus on political and economic outcomes has come at the expense of a deeper 

vision of education.11 

This paper is aimed to present a preliminary analysis on the criteria that preserves order 

and integrity of knowledge in ourselves as a condition for the Islamic educational movement 

to take place. To do this, we must first (1) identify the type of order that we seek and second, 

(2) preserve the integrity of knowledge through action. The two objectives will require an 

intellectual investigation basing from the works of Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas’ 

proposition of the solution to the vicious cycle fueled by systemic corruptions of knowledge 

breeding false leaderships which results into injustice where the discipline and order of reality 

(termed as adab) were compromised. The following sections elaborate this argument by first 

diagnosing the crisis of early modern movements, then expounding al-Attas' concepts of 

justice and adab, and finally deriving the two preconditions for an authentic Islamic 

educational movement. 

 

 
 

relationship in the 1980s, and ABIM’s eventual decline starting in the mid-1980s. Hassan, Saliha. “Islamic Non-
Governmental Organisations.” In Social Movements in Malaysia: From Moral Communities to NGOs. Edited by 
Meredith L. Weiss and Saliha Hassan, 97–114. London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003. This chapter contains sections 
on the dakwah movement and ABIM. It highlights the connection between the two and looks at ABIM’s early 
confrontational politics as well as its opposition to Malaysia’s corporate subculture. 

10 Kalim Siddiqui advocates that the dynamic and flexible aspect of Islam curbed by a set of constant 
values ingrained within the belief system which acts as the boundary conditions and parameters of change makes 
Islam the most effective and versatile instrument of change. Siddiqui, Islamic Movement. We do not deny the 
many facets of this claim regarding the aim of Islam being to create a working political institution. However, this 
posits a narrow vision of the aims and objectives of Islam as a religion (al-dīn) revealed to mankind.  See al-Attas, 
The Concept of Religion. Others of the same belief that the aim of Islamic Movement as a socio-politico program 
is Jaafar Sheikh Idris in his speech The Process of Islamization (Indianapolis: MSA of the U.S and Canada,1977), 
1. Taken from Wan Mohd Nor Wan Daud, The Educational Philosophy and Practices of Syed Muhammad 
Naquib al-Attas: An Exposition of the Original Concept of Islamization. (Kuala Lumpur: ISTAC), 405-406. 
Hereafter cited as Educational Philosophy.  

11 Attempts to come up with our very own organisational systems coming from the Islamic tradition has 
only been active since the proliferation of the ‘islamization project’ in the 70s. Prior to that, most cooperative 
endeavors by Muslim reformers have largely taken for granted the secular effect of the Western systems of 
organizations.  
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RESEARCH METHODS 

This study employs a qualitative library research design using a philosophical-

conceptual approach. The research seeks to examine the preconditions for the emergence of an 

Islamic educational movement within the framework of Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas by 

analysing his philosophical and educational thought. 

The primary sources of data consist of the major works of Syed Muhammad Naquib al-

Attas, particularly Islam and Secularism, Prolegomena to the Metaphysics of Islam, On Justice 

and the Nature of Man, The Concept of Education in Islam, and other related writings. 

Secondary data are obtained from scholarly books, journal articles, conference proceedings, 

dissertations, and previous studies discussing Islamic educational philosophy, adab, justice, 

knowledge culture, and contemporary Islamic movements. 

Data were collected through documentation techniques by identifying, selecting, 

classifying, and reviewing relevant literature related to Islamic educational movements, the 

concept of adab, justice (’adl), integrity of knowledge, and educational reform in the Muslim 

world. 

The analysis was conducted using content analysis and philosophical interpretation. 

Content analysis was employed to identify key concepts, thematic relationships, and 

conceptual patterns within al-Attas’ writings, while philosophical interpretation was used to 

reconstruct the theoretical framework concerning the preservation of order and integrity of 

knowledge as foundational preconditions for the emergence of an Islamic educational 

movement. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The Crisis of Early Modern Islamic Movements 

Before returning to al-Attas' solution, it is necessary to understand precisely why 

existing movements have failed to address the inner moral dimension of reform. In the time 

where movements such as organized intellectual activism most commonly adapt 

organizational systems12 of orders under neoliberal values,13 it poses a challenge to delineate 

 
12 Anna Dumovich, "Revolt within the Ranks: Bureaucratisation and Contestation among Gülen's 

Followers in the Diaspora", Contemporary Islam 20 (2026): 67-86; Imad Alsoos, "What Explains the Resillience 
of Muslim Brotherhood Movements? An Analysis of Hamas' Organizing Strategies," Mediterranean Politics 
(published online 2021; in print 2023); Richard P. Mitchell, The Society of the Muslim Brothers. Oxford 
University Press, 1933 (original work published 1969). Zulkifly Abdul Malek, "From Cairo to Kuala Lumpur: 
The Influence of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood on the Muslim Youth Movement of Malaysia (ABIM)." M.A. 
thesis, Georgetown University, 2011. 

13 Wan Mohd Nor Wan Daud, Islamization of Contemporary Knowledge and the Role of the University 
in the Context of De-Westernization and Decolonization, (Johor, UTM: 2013), 27-31. 
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the Islamic Movements from the other.14 The deliberations regarding Islamic Reformation 

have always been concerned with ways of restoring order in our communities through 

establishing political authority and reformation of the system.15 These instruments of change 

initiated by the self-proclaimed fundamentalists are mainly for the purpose of establishing a 

stable economic stand of achieving the ideal notion of an Islamic State to perturb the lost 

balance of the Muslim societies.16 This explains why the current and existing discourse on 

institutions (or products of movements) always ties back to economics.17 Yet this economic 

and political framing conceals a deeper problem. 

Moreover, the focus on reform has more often than not been towards achieving social 

order, it is devoid of any concern on the inner order of the individual as human beings. 

Consequently, the reforming process has ignored the importance of individual moral 

judgement, a neglect which is often reflected in their leadership and pursuance of indefinite 

forms of justice. Ironically, in most cases of structured activism in NGOs or welfare 

organisations, leader-reformers in organizations often distanced themselves from the very 

process of substantive reform. They frequently overlook the fact that their prevailing condition 

is characterized by the absence of the essential element of genuine transformation; i.e. self                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

reformation18. This is reflected in the dialectical tension between their conception of the 

 
14 In Martin S. Kramer, Islam Assembled: The Advent of the Muslim Congress, (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1986) shows the emergence of  Muslim collaborations that signaled a new phase of collective 
action based on mostly political disagreement that envisioned a social reality that sought to work beyond the 
confines of established authorities and inherent doctrines.The Muslim Congress represented an ‘organized’ form 
of collaboration between Muslim societies that sought to challenge the status quo of the existing social structured 
around religiously  grounded political institutions such as caliphate, dynasty, and sultanate. 

15 Ahmad Fauzi Abdul Hamid, “Islamic Resurgence: An Overview of Causal Factors, A Review of 
“Ummatic” Linkages”, IKIM Journal TAFHIM (Kuala Lumpur), vol. 9, no. 1 (2001), 15-47.  

16Choueiri agreed that the term fundamentalist has been wrongly associated with negative extreme 
connotation by Western academia: “Modern and contemporary Islamic fundamentalism combines political action 
with an ardent desire to discover the original blueprint of a pious community and its ideological principles. Hence, 
the rediscovery of the fundamentals of religion, and irrespective of its multiple theoretical configurations and 
social context, enjoys  a long historical presence in Islam. It is also the hallmark of revivalism, reformism and 
radicalism as studied in this book. It is then quite legitimate to use fundamentalism, in spite of its Anglo-Saxon 
and evangelist connotations, in order to designate intellectual, theological and political movements in the Muslim 
world. Nevertheless, this insistence on the use of a deep-rooted term is not meant to postulate continuity of 
cultural forms or revolutionary movements. It is rather a linguistic device that could be harnessed to the advantage 
of a generic appellation. Nor does it require a corresponding commitment to upholding its incidental appearance 
in western discourse as being the yardstick of correct classification.”.Choueiri ,  Islamic Fundamentalism, 1- 2. 

17 North believes that institutions devised by humans to "..create order and reduce uncertainty in 
exchange". The uncertainty here is focused on 'economic uncertainty' because he said that the defining choice set 
"..determine transaction and production costs and hence the profitability and feasibility of engaging in economic 
activity." He questions the necessity of constraining human interaction with institutions because he sees the 
interaction as a game. Where the engagement and cooperations between institutions are based on each other's 
estimation of loss and gain. In Islam, that is not the basis of engagements between institutions. Our basis is always 
for the bigger moral cause and support system to each other. Douglass C. North, "Institutions." Journal of 
Economic Perspectives  5, no. 1 (Winter 1991): 97. 

18Roslan Abd Jelani,  “Conceptualization of Modern Leadership within al-Attas’ Framework of Adab”, 
unpublished Phd Thesis, University Technology Malaysia (UTM), 2022. Prior to ‘self refinement [or 
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ummah as a collective authority and their dismissal of individual moral responsibilities.19 This 

tension between collective ambition and individual neglect is not accidental but structural. 

The reformer's role is often conceived without due regard for the personal 

responsibility that position demands.20 This encourages false leadership and to extrapolate this 

further, would be the cause for disorder in the workings of organization and hence a confusion 

of legitimacy and authority. How are we to respond when confronted with a systemic 

condition in which both leadership and the structures of knowledge production have become 

functionally inoperative? This condition is what Von Grunebaum describes as an effect of the 

disintegration of cohesive religious and intellectual traditions in the face of modern pressures 

that has often led to cultural disorientation. In other words, it creates disturbance and 

displacement in one’s peaceful existence.21 The consequences extend beyond leadership into 

everyday interactions. 

Equally, this is also the case where at an individual level, interactions with an 

immediate person are constantly an act of identifying our place in relation to others by 

embracing a set of values that would be the basis of that placement.22 Moreover, in the 

experience within a modern capitalistic environment, not only does it prolong one’s ignorance 

of the existing problem, a matter of resolving it has become problematic.  

Al-Attas’s Solution and Framework for Proper Education Movement 

Al-Attas offers a framework that directly addresses the neglect of internal dilemma 

identified above. This dilemma we constantly find ourselves in is precisely the condition of 

which Islam encourages us to act upon, and that is, to preserve both order and integrity of 

knowledge within ourselves for self-identification of our role in life. In Islam and Secularism,  

Al-Attas represented this predicament as the condition of being in a “vicious circle”23, where 

truth is confused with falsehood, so much so that the resultant inability to recognize true 

authority begets wrong action. This relational condition is obvious when the realization of 

 
reformation]’, the  basic beginnings of a successful leader will always be ‘self - discovery’, i.e. knowing  one’s 
identity. There are further writings made by the researcher herself in relation to self-discovery in S.H.S.A 
Almahdaly & S. Sufi, “Contextualizing the Human Soul in Identifying the Roles and Responsibilities of Women 
in Leadership”, SRI KANDI: Journal of Women and Leadership, 2019. 

19al-Attas, Islam and Secularism, 106-107; Wan Daud, Educational Philosophy, 405-406. 
20 Wan Daud, Wan Mohd Nor. “Accountability Enhancement: Some Religious, Historical and 

Educational Considerations”, published in Al-Shajarah, Volume 5, Number 2, 2000; idem., “Al-Attas as a True 
Reformer and a Thinker”, in Knowledge, Language, Thought and The Civilization of Islam: Essays in Honour of 
Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas, (Universiti Teknologi Malaysia Press, Skudai, 2010). 

21 Von Grunebaum, G.E. (reprint 1983) Modern Islam: The Search for Cultural Identity (Connecticut: 
Greenwood Press), 45-60; 110-125. 

22 Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas, On Justice and the Nature of Man: A Commentary on Sūrah al-
Nisā (4):58 and Sūrah al-Mu’minūn (23): 12-14, (Kuala Lumpur: IBFIM, 2015), 3. Hereafter cited as On Justice. 
Abd Jelani, Value Paradox, 23. 

23 Al-Attas, Islam and Secularism, p.106 
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justice depends on the integrity of the agent in question. The outcome is what Al-Attas terms 

as the loss of ability to do right action (adab) towards one’s self and others: a dichotomy 

between work and its meaning, leading to the disorderly and corrupted condition of a person 

unable to recognise right and wrong in their own actions.24 

Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas revisits the central concerns articulated in his 

seminal work Islam and Secularism published over fifty years earlier, he returns to this theme 

in a later work with renewed precision. In one of his last recent work On Justice and the 

Nature of Man: A Commentary on Sūrah al-Nisā (4):58 and Sūrah al-Mu’minūn (23): 12-1425. 

In this later work, he gave a renewed perspective to the predicament on the displacement of the 

self and ultimately of others, rearticulating both the fundamental problem and its solution 

through the concept of Justice (‘adl) in Islam. Through the ayah of Surah al-Nisa’ (4):5826, al-

Attas identified two key players that exercise justice: (1) the Keepers (ahl) of Trust and (2) 

Possessors of Command (ūlū al-amr) that in our times, the two key players have failed to 

recognize each other’s place and positions due to the systematic27  neglect of the possessors of 

command on religious knowledge in the intellectual tradition, as well as possessing inadequate 

‘knowledge of human nature to rightly identify individual persons of moral integrity and 

authentic knowledge’28 in the keepers of trust. 

Justice (‘adl) as al-Attas formulated it, and is original in its conception, is the condition 

of which things are in its rightful places.  

“Justice is a harmonious condition or state of the affairs whereby everything is in its right and 
proper place- such as the cosmos; or similarly, a state of equilibrium [italics mine], whether it 
refers to things or living beings. With respect to man, we say that justice means basically a 
condition and situation whereby he is in his right and proper place.”29                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

A state of equilibrium is a state where a mean is found in between two extremes. In the 

case of falling into two extremes, Al-Ghazāli mentioned that justice is the only virtue that 

extremes do not apply; i.e. an orderly condition can never be disharmonious, it can only be in 

either a state of order or disorder.30 Al-Ghazāli distinguished three different varieties of justice 

 
24 Al-Attas, Prolegomena.,15-16. 
25 idem.,  On Justice.  
26 Surah al-Nisa’ (4):58, “... تَٰـنـٰمََلأْٱ اھَلِھَْأ ِ ا۟وُّدؤَُت نَأ مْكُرُمُْأَیَ vَّٱ َّنإِ مُتمْكَحَ  ىَٰٓلإِ لدَْعلْٱبِ  اَذإِوَ  Allāh“ - ”ِ ا۟ومُكُحَْت نَأ سِاَّنلٱ نَیَْب

commands you to deliver the trusts to keepers worthy of them; and when you judge between people, that you 
judge with justice…”, ibid., p.1.  

27 Ibid., p.5. Al-Attas mentioned it as systemic instead of gradual and natural unfolding of events that 
caused the disintegration of adab. This can be explained through his exposition of the external influence of 
secularization as a philosophical program that affects our internal structure.  

28 Ibid. 
29 Al-Attas, Prolegomena, 65. 
30 Muhammad Ahmed Sherif, Ghazali’s Theory of Virtue (Albany: State University of New York Press, 

1975), 72. Hereafter cited as Ghazali Virtue. 
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as moral justice, political justice, and economic justice.31 Moral justice is the orderly relations 

of the different faculties of the soul to each other32  whereas the last two fall under the fold of 

ethics for it is orderly relations with others in relation to the society and transactions.33 

What can be extracted from this precise rearticulation is the fact that the self 

reformation is held in high regard into what would be the direct, albeit, not simple,  solution to 

break the vicious cycle. The bridge between this and Justice (‘adl) is in the rearticulation of  

what he calls as ‘right action’ in adab.  Al-Attas  stresses on the integral components of adab 

to be both knowledge (recognition) and action (acknowledgement) where the discipline of 

order took place. Wherein the former is not up to the self to attain but instead are given as a gift 

and trust (amanah) from God. Recognition of any form of relation transpires during the 

process of discernment, in which confusion, contradiction, or ambiguity will be gradually 

diminished as one reaches certainty.This understanding of adab has both recognition and 

acknowledgement as concrete implications for how individuals relate to their roles. 

Amidst the confusion in scientific discourse over what constitutes man, Al-Attas 

provides a critical corrective by grounding the understanding of human reality not in 

evolutionary reductionism,34 but by reasserting a metaphysical vision of man that is a spiritual, 

rational and purposeful dimension that modern science often neglects. Moreover, the nature of 

knowledge is such that when it arrives unto man, it provides meaning to one’s self. The 

knowledge once understood, becomes meaningful when it is translated into action, hence the 

importance of the act of acknowledgement.35 

Understanding the nature of knowledge36 and how it arrives in the soul is significant in 

shaping the modes of action that seek to practice what is true and good. This is where al-Attas’ 

major contribution lies: he not only brought back the importance of knowledge as practiced in 

 
31 Majid Fakhry, The Ethical Theories in Islam (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1991), 201. Sherif, Ghazali Virtue., 

72-73. Cited from Mohd Sani Badron “Ethics as Adab and Akhlāk: Goodness Explained” in Good Governance: 
Adab-Oriented Tadbīr in Islam , edited by Mohd Zaidi Ismail and Mohd Sani Badron (Kuala Lumpur, IKIM, 
2011), 34. Hereafter cited as Good Governance. 

32 Morality is virtue in the self and Ethics is towards others. 
33  Ismail-Badron, Good Governance, 34. 
34 al-Attas, On Justice, 41-42. Further elaboration on the how al-Attas disprove the evolution theory on 

the human origin Fiqih Risalah, Tatiana Denisova “Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas on Human Origin”, 
TSAQAFAH: Jurnal Pendidikan Islam 15, no.2 (November 2019): 345-362  

35Md. Asham Ahmad, Abu Hamid Al-Ghazali on Human Action: An Exposition and Analysis of Its 
Constituents unpublished Master thesis submitted at the International Institute of Islamic Thought (ISTAC), 
Malaysia in July 2002. 

36 Mohd Zaidi Ismail, “Faham Ilmu Dalam Islam: Pengamatan Terhadap Tiga Takrifan Makna  Ilmu 
(The Three Definitions of Knowledge) , Jurnal AFKAR, Bil.10 (2009) (39-60) undertakes a systematic 
examination of the scholarly efforts to define ‘ilm (knowledge) by highlighting the debates among authoritative 
scholars and analyzing the epistemological criteria required for a valid and precise definition. He reiterated 
according to al-Attas’ convergence of the three main definitions and descriptions of knowledge that reflects the 
epistemic impact to one’s moral existence (akhlak). 

https://mojem.um.edu.my/index.php/afkar/article/view/5824/3550
https://mojem.um.edu.my/index.php/afkar/article/view/5824/3550
https://mojem.um.edu.my/index.php/afkar/article/view/5824/3550
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the Tradition by demonstrating the knowledge culture in all his intellectual pursuits and 

actions, he also specifically emphasized the acknowledgement and recognition of the right 

placement of knowledge and its spiritual influence to those who pursue it through his 

deliberation on adab.37  As al-Attas  explains:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

“Since meaning, knowledge and education pertain to man alone, and by extension to society, 
the recognition and acknowledgement of the proper places of things in the order of creation, 
must primarily apply to man’s own recognition and acknowledgement of his proper place - 
that is, his station and condition in life in relation to his self, his family, his people, his 
community, his society - and to his self-discipline in actualising within his self the recognition 
by the acknowledgement.”38  

Al-Attas rightly define adab as: 

“Adab is recognition and acknowledgement [italics mine] of the reality that knowledge and 
being are ordered hierarchically according to their various grades and degrees of rank, and of 
one’s proper place in relation to that reality and to one’s physical, intellectual and spiritual 
capacities and potentials.”39 

Recognition (‘ilm)  and acknowledgement (‘amal) of the proper places of things simply 

means that before any action is taken, understanding the aim and purpose of the action must 

first unfold. The arrival of knowledge itself within the soul is not within one’s direct order or 

control, but is instead, given as a gift and a trust from God, it is meant only for those who 

uphold the religious virtues. 

He later on related the microcosm into the macro where individuals will find 

themselves in the position of being the Keepers (ahl) of various trusts (amanah) in the 

religious, intellectual trusts, as well as cultural, political, economic, finance and defense trusts. 

In simple terms, it means that once an individual assumes a particular role - such as that 

of a student, a mother, a community leader, a khadim and so on - the role necessarily entails 

corresponding responsibilities and accountabilities that comes with the role by means of the 

trust (amanah) given by God.  This particular trust comes in both personal and societal form 

for it to be realised. On the matters of action through acknowledgement, it is through the 

understanding of amanah in terms of both its personal and societal form which are reflected in 

one’s ultimate judgement (hakama) based on both theoretical and practical wisdom (hikmah). 

This hold of amanah is a legitimate security that needs to be achieved so that no oppression, or 

a condition where power is exercised by ignorance of the order of the rightful place it resides. 
 

37Al-Attas, Prolegomena, 17. Further elaborations on his conception of adab in practice can be seen in 
Mohd Zaidi Ismail, “Tadbir and Adab as Constitutive Elements of Management: A Framework for an Islamic 
Theory of Management.” Al-Shajarah: Journal of the International Institute of Islamic Thought,  2012. 

38 Al-Attas, The Concept of Education in Islam (Kuala Lumpur: Ta’dib International, 2018), 27 
39 Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas The Concept of Education in Islam: A Framework for an Islamic 

Philosophy of Education (Kuala Lumpur: Muslim Youth Movement of Malaysia (ABIM), 1980), 27. Hereafter 
cited as Concept of Education.  
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From this follows a crucial distinction about the nature of educational methods. 

The strategic approach to  educational methods of which a movement necessarily 

operationalizes does not presuppose a sort of standard operating procedure, but a standard 

operating preparations; preparations of the soul in receiving this knowledge for proper action 

to occur. A procedure merely concerns the governing of an outward consequential results of 

one’s action instead of one’s internal conviction. Before we go further, let's take a look at the 

defining elements that makes islamic educational movement. 

Defining Islamic Educational Movement 

Unlike Hodgson's "Islamicate"40, which denotes culturally associated but not 

necessarily religious phenomena, this paper's usage of "Islamic" in "Islamic education" is also 

not intended to merely denote a narrow set of religious sciences (such as Qur'anic recitation, 

theology, or jurisprudence alone). Rather, "islamic" here functions as a qualifier indicating that 

the educational principles, aims, and practices under discussion are grounded in the worldview 

of islam. In this sense, Islamic education claims universal value that addresses all aspects of 

life. 

With al-Attas' concepts of justice and adab established, the paper now defines what 

constitutes an Islamic educational movement in contrast to merely political or social 

movements. A movement that is educational must involve knowledge. The nature of 

knowledge is such that it is a property of man. For knowledge to be inculcated, re-cognition is 

key; it is the return of cognition, which is ultimately an act of the intellect in man that is innate 

and potential (fiṭr) in man since the day that the covenant was made with God.41 For man to 

know and understand, man needs to return to the state where all was made known.42 Al-Attas’ 

exposition of the Nature of Man emphasizes that the natural disposition of man (fiṭrah) is that 

man is a rational being (al-ḥayyawān al-nātiq)43 such that the intellect (nāṭiq) sits in man. 

This conception of knowledge differs fundamentally from modern Western 

assumptions. Unlike the way knowledge is perceived by the West, where pure reason is bereft 

of transcendent virtues, the nature of knowledge as understood in Islam does not experience 

the dichotomy between theory and practice. For a practice within an initiative that aims to 

 
40 Marshall G. S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam: Conscience and History in a World Civilisation, vol. 1 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), 57–60 
41 Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas, Islam: The Covenants Fulfilled  (Kuala Lumpur: Ta’dib 

International, 2023). For a more detailed discussion on al-Attas’ deliberation of mithaq (covenant) refer to Salina 
Ahmad, “The Doctrine of al-Mithaq, Man (Insan), Knowledge ('Ilm) and Witnessing (Shuhud): An Analysis from 
Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas' Metaphysical and Linguistic Ideas”, Jurnal Qalbu Vol. 1 No. 4 (Jun 2017): 53-
79. 

42 Surah al-A’raf (7): 172 in Attas, Prolegomena, 47, 111 and idem., Islam and Secularism, 12. 
43 Al-Attas, On Justice, p.31. 
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arrive at knowledge, it must be undertaken with a virtuous attitude. Knowledge culture not 

only warrants internalizing the love of knowledge but also the inculcating of spiritual maturity 

and ethical qualities in order to realize the individual and collective potential, as explained by 

Wan Mohd Nor Wan Daud’s An Exposition of the Knowledge Culture.44 As an initiative, the 

implementation of a knowledge culture occurs within the individuals which later addresses the 

problem of the confusion of knowledge by having wisdom as the driving force and direction. 

He provided in his deliberation, a case of a fresh re-embodiment of how it was 

practiced in the Islamic Civilization; of which the word per-adab-an is rightly termed. Having 

knowledge culture is not just internalizing the love of knowledge but also on the inculcation of 

mature character and ethical qualities (akhlak) in order to realize the individual and collective 

potentials.45 The implementation of a knowledge culture within the individuals is an initiative 

that addresses the problem of knowledge by making truth as the main criteria of any action. 

All of these elements converge in a single term; therefore, what is meant by the islamic 

educational movement is due to education – in its true sense – a ta’dib,  being its core and 

proper       aim, method, purpose and outcome of mobilization. Initiating knowledge culture 

within a person or society can thus be categorized as a type of movement that is educational 

(ta’diby), which means that it encompasses any form of action which is made to pattern after a 

system of order and discipline that reflects both truth and reality, passed down through 

authoritative sources of knowledge. 

Islam considers knowledge (‘ilm) to be a universal aspect such that it encompasses the 

totality of life – the spiritual, intellectual, religious, cultural, individual and social. Knowledge 

based on truth which is practiced at the level manifested in both personal and societal is what 

knowledge culture represents.46 Islam’s fundamental principle in disseminating knowledge is 

that true knowledge is preserved such that it fulfils the system of order and discipline 

pertaining to the kulliyyah – a concept conveying the idea of the universal - over particulars. 

The reason for this is to ensure that the educational experience is appropriate with the level of 

understanding of the knowledge itself. With this definition in place,  the paper now turns to the 

two preconditions that must be fulfilled for such a movement to emerge. 

 

 
44 Wan Mohd Nor Wan Daud, Penjelasan Budaya Ilmu (Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka 

(DBP), 1991, 1994, 1997). The newly-published third edition, with additional chapters on the knowledge culture 
in CASIS, is in his Budaya Ilmu: Makna dan Manifestasi dalam Sejarah dan Masa Kini (Kuala Lumpur: CASIS-
HAKIM Publications, 2019); and idem., The Concept of Knowledge in Islam and its Implications for Education in 
a Developing Country (New York: Mansell Islamic Studies, 1989).  

45 Wan Mohd Nor Wan Daud, Knowledge Culture and the Concept of 1Malaysia: Building a Developed 
and Happy Nation, translated by Ratnawati Mohd Ashraf (Kuala Lumpur: BTN-CASIS, 2012), 27. 

46 Ibid. 
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Preconditions of the Emergence of an Islamic Educational Movement 

Two preconditions are necessary: first, recognising the type of order sought; second, 

preserving the integrity of knowledge through action. 

1. Recognizing the type of order 

As mentioned in the previous section, we can conclude that in Islam, the rise and fall of 

a community should not occur in the direction of a vicious circle. A system of authority exists 

within the types of order that cater for communal needs during the times when leadership is 

well in place, but in the situation when leadership is replaced, a method of preserving harmony 

through education was  developed. 

The term order presupposes a position and place of something within a system. A thing 

that is situated unto a position without it making any connection or relation would not be 

considered as being in a system, hence a disorder. The key term here is ‘being within a system’ 

that represents a situation where a thing is united.47 In this case, the system of order in Islam is 

the reflection of the Qur’anic conceptual scheme.48 Therefore, any system will reveal its 

centrality based on its sets of principles. 

Let us see how a system of order in knowledge is connected by meaning making. The 

transference of knowledge of the object by the subject will usually arrive at meaning when its 

purpose and significance are recognized.49 Al-Attas said that meaning is the “…recognition of 

the place of anything in a system, which occurs when the relation a thing has with others in the 

system becomes clarified and understood.”50 This is the same as Ogden’s definition of 

meaning as “…the meaning of anything is said to have been grasped when it has been 

understood as related to other things or as having its place in some system as a whole”.51 

Therefore, it can be said that meaning is recognition of things in relation to another. It is a 

system of relation having connected to each other in accordance with its rightful places. 

Consequently, the arrival of meaning occurs when one recognizes the relations and their 

concomitant places.       

“The apparent and obvious meanings of the objects of knowledge have to do with their 
respective places within the system of relations; and their ‘proper’ places become apparent to 
our understanding when the limits of their significance are recognized. This then is the position 
of truth; that there are limits to the meaning of things in the way they are meant to be known, 

 
47 Al-Attas, Prolegomena, 14.  
48 Al-Attas, Prolegomena,134. Idem., Concept of Education, 10. Alparslan Acikgenc, Islamic Science: 

Towards a Definition, 
49 Al-Attas, Prolegomena, 15. 
50 Al-Attas, Prolegomena, 16. 
51 C.K. Ogden and I.A. Richards, The Meaning of Meaning: A Study of the Influence of Language Upon 

Thought and of the Science of Symbolism (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1923, 8th Edition 1946), 
196.  
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and their proper places are profoundly bound up with the limits of their significance.”52 

     This conception of meaning as recognition of place has been challenged by modern 

and postmodern thought. Since the rising influence of modernism that seeks to reconstruct 

reality through its own reason, a strong counter narrative of deconstructing it with postmodern 

proposals, on the other hand, has exacerbated the problem which sees the notion of having a 

system and order of things impossible to achieve.53 However, al-Attas reiterated, based on the 

consensus of authoritative scholars in Islam that ontologically, things are already in their 

rightful places, but mankind creates error in judgements thus exacerbating the confusion of 

knowledge concerning them which further generates disorder i.e. injustice.54 Despite these 

challenges, al-Attas insists on the ontological reality of order. 

As it is the nature of reality with its many dimensions, there exist different types of 

order according to the factor that unifies it into a system. The unifying factor could be further 

divided into two; the external, and internal factors of an ontological unity. External factors like 

biological or material wealth, constitute temporal forms of order, since they are contingent 

upon time and space. Internal factors, such as knowledge, are eternal and timeless orders. 

Hence to preserve external order would merely require a consistent maintenance of its 

temporal features as long as they remain relevant; for instance, sustaining an economic system 

demands continual adjustments to material circumstances. By contrast, preserving internal 

orders demands consistent commitment and conscious recognition of the act itself, such as 

safeguarding the integrity of knowledge through adab, which ensures its proper transmission, 
 

52 Al-Attas, Prolegomena, 15.  
53 Not dismissing the other initiative made by the scientific community which is in their methodology, 

however, their assumptions must work under the basis of universal knowledge. George E. Mobus & Michael C. 
Kalton, Principles of Systems Science (New York: Springer Complexity, 2015); Fritjof Capra in his Systems View 
of Life declares that even at the highest peak of advancement in science and technology, there is a dire need of 
thinking in “relationships, patterns, and context” and never in isolation to make sense of all the data incorporated 
into the respective body of sciences. This is what he calls it as ‘systemic thinking’ or  ‘systems thinking’ which 
will result in a ‘systems view of life’.  They criticised Kuhn’s notion of paradigm shift to be imprecise in naming 
itself as a scientific paradigm, but instead should be known as a social paradigm. The social paradigm here to 
Capra is “A constellation of concepts, values, perceptions, and practices shared by a community, which forms a 
particular vision of reality [italics mine]  that is the basis of the way the community organises itself.” Here, if we 
are not careful, we would not have seen the contention for Capra’s definition of vision of which he has said 
explicitly, is solely on the mapping of systems of concepts coming from scientific discoveries of which mostly 
were a product of observation and philosophical speculations. It is never about the validity of truthness in the 
observation due to the simple fact that to validify, one requires a higher source that could make that validation of 
truth, Fritjof Capra & Pier Luigi Luisi, The Systems View of Life: A Unifying Vision (Cambridge University Press, 
2014). In addition to that, consider, for instance, when Capra asserts that culture (structure) is generated through a 
communicative network (pattern/process) within which meaning is produced. Capra rejects. God as a personal 
entity. God, for him, is the universal dynamic of self organization that organizes dynamic of the whole cosmos, 
Aldy Pradhana, Kritik Konsep Kesejajaran Fisika Modern dan Mistisisme Timur Fritjof Capra Perspektif Filsafat 
Ilmu Syed  Muhammad Naquib al-Attas (Master Thesis from Universitas Gadjah Mada, Yogyakarta, 2021),123 ; 
Geoffrey West, Scale: The Universal Laws of Life, Growth, and Death in Organisms, Cities, and Companies.  

54 al-Attas, Syed Muhammad Naquib. (2015). On Justice and the Nature of Man: A Commentary on 
Sūrah al-Nisā (4):58 and Sūrah al-Mu’minūn (23): 12-14, (Kuala Lumpur: IBFIM). Hereafter cited as On Justice.  
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hierarchy, and purpose. When order is achieved, the result is justice. 

A situation when things are in their orderly mode is defined as a condition of justice. It 

is within the internal factors that sustain and preserve the order of discipline such that they 

provide a harmonious environment for the soul and things around us to absorb knowledge. 

Knowing the order of things is only a partial step towards fulfilling justice. Complying with it 

would require one to be true to the trust that is the belief (iman) placed upon them (amānah).55 

Modern Western political theory, by contrast, reduces justice to either political convention or 

natural right, al-Attas notes: 

“ Looking back into their historical past on the debates and deliberations about the origin and 
nature of justice, modern scholars and thinkers sum up in evidence that all human institutions, 
i.e. the state, its constitution, its laws, its contracts under seal, its treaties and agreements, 
its organization and operations, involve justice [Highlights mine]. This means, according to 
them, that justice is either something political or something natural. In this either/or dichotomy 
in their conception of justice, those who take the position that justice is political believe that 
justice is subsequent to the state and logically follows from it; that the determination of what is 
just and unjust is relative entirely to the constitution of the state and dependent upon its power 
and consequent upon its laws; that the institution of the state emerged in human history as a 
result of a transition of man from a 'state of nature' in which there is no justice and injustice for 
there to be such a thing as natural justice.”56 

Al-Attas' own position, however, integrates all three types of justice. while prioritising 

moral justice as their foundation. We can extrapolate that the division between three types of 

justice represents the outcome of orders that exists in relation to what we have been discussing 

above. Orderly relations in a condition of political justice is the type of order that takes into 

account the external factor of power in social relations and its functions in different classes in 

society as well as the natural order of things, whereby economic justice is, in the same way, 

taking the external factor of wealth. The last outcome of orderly relations is of moral justice, 

and this is the most important form of order of all as it determines the course of the two 

justices through internal recognition and acknowledgement of the proper places of the faculties 

in the human soul; vegetative (al-nabātiyyah), animal (al-ḥayawāniyyah) and rational (al-

nāṭiqah).57 Hence recognizing the type of order is the beginning  of achieving justice. The 

second part of inculcating right action (adab) as articulated by al-Attas requires one to 

acknowledge the unifying factor of relations such that it will preserve its integrity.  

2. Preserving the Integrity of Knowledge  

The second precondition concerns not just what order is sought, but how knowledge 

itself is preserved. The centrality of knowledge has been emphasized as the unifying force that 
 

55 Ibid.,112; idem., On Justice,  5-7. 
56 al-Attas.  On Justice, p.24. 
57 Al-Attas,Prolegomena, 148-149.  
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brings individuals together both spiritually and intellectually. Its purpose is to bring  common 

belief and willing acceptance of truth as revealed through the Prophet (wahy-Qur’an) and 

exemplified through his action (sunnah). Knowledge in this sense is not mere acquisition of 

information, but a transformative process. Integrity is an internal consistency and adherence to 

the moral principles that occurred in man’s character.58 In the Islamic tradition, the term sidq 

was used to represent both integrity and probity.59 When preserving the integrity of knowledge, 

the knowledge needs to be internalized by upholding (amanah) and becoming true to the trust 

(of knowledge) given (iman); knowledge does not exist independently of the human being, 

rather it resides within the knower, who later shapes, embodies, and transmits it. Thus the 

preservation of knowledge is inseparable from the moral and spiritual integrity of the 

individual.This is why al-Attas emphasises the production of good men of adab rather than 

merely efficient administrators.60 

For an Islamic educational movement to occur, ‘understanding’ must precede action. 

The pursuit of ‘understanding’ is not merely preparatory, but constitutes a critical phase of the 

movement itself. In simple terms, one needs to understand first before one acts; and that in 

itself is a progressive movement. Any meaningful action must be grounded in prior clarity of 

the purpose of that action. This is what preserving the  integrity of knowledge entails. 

Knowledge should not be considered as a peripheral function that merely follows action, as is 

often the case in the scientific method. Spiritual strength is a responsibility to sustain one’s 

humanity whereas intellectual strength is to safeguard one’s principles of belief - one’s aqidah, 

one’s worldview - not only for oneself, but for future generations, so that truth may be 

faithfully transmitted. A person is not asked to merely believe (iman), but to believe with 

knowledge. As al-Attas states regarding the intellectual power of justice:  

“The Intellectual power of justice operates by means of theoretical and practical reason, the 
latter acting in agreement with the rules and principles of the former. This means, as a general 
rule applicable to everyone, that in order to act justly, theoretical reason must be developed and 
trained by proper discipline, otherwise practical reason will not be able to achieve right action 
or to avoid error.”61      

This theoretical discipline as mentioned above must be complemented by right practice. 

Preserving harmony through education should be seen as a natural inclination that encourages 

man to act justly according to the knowledge entrusted unto them. This gives an indication for 

us to look into the two actors that are central to the act of preservation of harmony through 

 
58 Ismail-Badron, Good Governance. 47. 
59 Ibid. 
60Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas, Risalah untuk kaum muslimin (Kuala Lumpur: ISTAC, 2001),54. 
61 Al-Attas, On Justice, p.14-15.  
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adab towards knowledge itself; the knowledgeable (‘ālim)  and the seeker of knowledge 

(muta’ālim). Having said that, the traditional practices of education would never regard the 

knowledgeable and the seeker of knowledge as two opposing corporate entities.62 The contrast 

between Islamic and Western conceptions of corporate identity is instructive. 

The term corporate entities here is the point of departure between the Western 

conception of human relations and Islam’s. The idea of a corporation in the West assumes 

relations between abstract personalities (like an institution, a river or a planet) bestowed with 

legal rights and responsibilities,63 to which this abstract personality’s existential position is 

relative according to the desires of the socio-politico-economic surroundings.64 In Islam 

however, only an actual individual has an ontological position with a legal responsibility 

obligated by Shari’ah to uphold the integrity of knowledge based on the trust given by God.65 

This individual responsibility has actual rights derived from interdependence of a socially 

constructed contract.66 Going back to the discussion on order and its relation, only when a 

position has actual rights does its relation with others become clear and legitimate. The ‘ālim-

muta’ālim relationship is built upon cognitive, spiritual and ethical criteria67 as compared to 

the father-son relationship; which is built upon heredity in terms of wealth (inheritance) and 

blood ties (genealogical). These two preconditions, once established, provide a yardstick for 

evaluating existing reform efforts. 

As emphasized above, any authentic Islamic educational movement necessarily begins 

with two essential preconditions: first the identification of the order or vision of society it seeks 

to realize; and second the preservation of the integrity of knowledge through its embodiment in 

practice. When these foundations are neglected, reform efforts tend to devolve into 

overemphasis of organizational techniques, the subordination of contestation of authority and 

 
62 Wan Daud, Educational Philosophy , 215.  
63 George Makdisi, The Rise of Colleagues: Institutions of Learning in Islam and the West (Edinburgh 

University Press, 1981) , 224. 
64 Wan Mohd Nor Wan Daud, “Pengkorportan IPT: Makna dan Beberapa Akibatnya ke Atas 

Pembangunan dan Pendidikan Negara” (Corporatization of Higher Learning Institutions: Its Meaning and Some 
Implications for Development and Education), Dasar, special issue no.1, vol.1, 1995, 89-99. Taken from Idem., 
Educational, 165.  

65 Despite the opposite opinions of contemporary scholars such as Aḥmad Ḥassan, Taqi Uthmani, 
Mahdaa Zahar and Nyazee who argues that corporations do possess rights due to the status of dhimmah placed 
upon it by jurists to justify a judgement (hukm) upon the mukallaf. However, the limited intellectual capacity of a 
legal person differentiates itself by existential degrees with men; it being subservient to man and not otherwise.  
On the deliberations of the status of the concept of a ‘legal person’ in Islam, refer to Mohd Hilmi Ramli, “An 
Analysis of Legal Person Using Taklif and al-Shakhs al-I’tibari in Islam” (PhD Thesis, University Technology 
Malaysia (UTM), 2020); Ibid., "The Genesis of Legal Person in the Western Tradition: Its Concept, History and 
Development." International Journal of Islamic Finance and Sustainable Development 17, no. 1 (2025): 105–118. 

66 Mustafa Cerić, Roots of Synthetic Theology in Islam: A Study of the Theology of Abu Mansur Al-
Maturidi (d. 333/944) (Kuala Lumpur: International Institute of Islamic Thought and Civilization (ISTAC), 1995),  

67 Wan Daud, Educational, 213.  
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reliance on popular trends. Such approaches are insufficient for shaping one’s identity; as they 

fail to reflect the wisdom inherent in collective identity as represented in any community or 

organization or in the religious term, the ummah. The fragility of contemporary identity makes 

this reflection urgent. 

Islamic Educational Movement as Proper Social Change 

Al-Attas elaborates on the importance of restoring right action (adab), namely, to 

produce good men of adab, persons who are conscious of their identity and sincerely place 

themselves and at the same time fulfill their duties placed upon them according to their 

capacities and potentialities.68  
“Good character is a stable state of the soul achieved by means of deliberate, purposeful and 
disciplined interaction by and within the soul of the principal virtues of wisdom, courage 
(shajā’ah), temperance (‘iffah), and justice.”69 

Reducing the refinement of adab to mere good conduct without grounding it with right 

knowledge risks narrowing reform to social change alone; such reduction misdirects reform 

efforts, transforming them into merely social movements driven primarily by pragmatism 

rather  than principled and intellectual foundations. This leads to a false prominence and 

exaggeration of the Khaldunian framework; that is, the belief that the beginning stages of 

reform is social through ‘asabiyya (group feeling); or, political through  khilafa (caliphate) by 

most Muslim reformists in the 1970s.70 

Al-Attas had already diagnosed this tendency decades earlier. This was first highlighted 

by al-Attas in the published proceedings a year after the International Islamic Conference on 

Islam and the Challenge of our Age, the 1977 First World Conference on Muslim Education 

which was held in Mecca. Al-Attas wrote a letter to the Council four  years prior, urging the 

Council to take the matter and answer the call for solution to the Muslim predicament at the 

time. 

“... they preoccupied themselves instead with sociology and politics, and aspects of 
jurisprudence that bear upon these subjects. Their experience of the decline of Muslim rule and 
the disintegration of Muslim empires made them take notice of Ibn Khaldun and they 
concentrated their efforts on the concept of Ummah and of the state in Islam. They naturally 
neglected to lay as much stress on the concept of the individual and the role the individual 
plays in realizing and establishing the Ummah and the Islamic state. Now it is true that the 
Ummah and the Islamic state are paramount in Islam, but so is the individual Muslim. For how 
can the Ummah and the Islamic state be developed and established if individually Muslims 
have become confused and ignorant about Islam and its world-view and are no longer good 
Muslims? When they say that the decline of the Muslims was caused by corrupt leadership, 

 
68 Ibid., 56. Wan Daud, Educational, 165. 
69 Al-Attas, On Justice, 10.  
70Zhilwan Tahir and Abdul Wahed Jalal Nori, "Temporal and Geographical Forces in Shaping Ibn 

Khaldun's Theory: Relevance and Application in Modern Societal Dynamics," Al-Shajarah 28, no. 2 (2023): 315 
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their identification of cause with corrupt leadership is not quite correct. If we ask ourselves 
what it is that is corrupt about their leadership, we will recognize at once that it is their 
knowledge that is corrupt, which renders their leadership corrupt. Corrupt leadership is the 
effect, and not the cause; and it is the effect of confusion and error in the knowledge of Islam 
and its world-view.”71  

The effects of a Khaldunian framework interpreted by sociologists and anthropologists 

alike fail to see the essential ingredients that connect people together to form these ‘asabiya. 

For example, this leads Montgomery Watt in his Muhammad at Medina to emphasize that the 

unity of the Muslim ummah is merely an extension of the tribal tradition of solidarity of the 

pre-Islamic era. He calls Ummah “the federation of tribes”.72 However, ‘asabiya is merely the 

behavioral outcome of the unanimity, not the essence behind the relation. The consequences of 

misdiagnosing the cause of decline is the result of abuse of power, as al-Attas warns:  

“...the āyah 58 of al-Nisā’ is to warn us against our habitual tendency to stray from the right 
course in the exercise of power. This means that the Community in relation to the state as well 
as the individual in relation to the self, collectively and individually must not betray the trust of 
power to act justly. Without proper knowledge of individual character and understanding the 
way how this knowledge operates in its semantic as well as ethical relation to justice, the abuse 
of power is difficult to avoid.”73 

The solution, therefore, is to reorient collective action toward the inculcation of adab in 

the individual self. This personal action will result in collective movement when all individuals 

recognize the type of order that particular initiative sought to achieve and acknowledge it by 

preservation of knowledge within the epistemic order. 

Hence, al-Attas’ vision of the collective movement can be inferred as aiming to 

establish the individual role in realizing the common purpose in Islam, and the internal unity of 

ideas and mind is what brings meaning beyond social, economic or political solidarity.74 The 

unity in the ideas and mind occurs when recognition and acknowledgement of proper places of 

things in relation to each other are realized; this al-Attas called as adab in the mind.75 

Education (ta’dib), however, is the inculcation of adab in the self. Therefore, the collective 

initiative brought out of this should be rightly termed an Islamic educational movement. This 

reorientation requires a fundamental reordering of priorities. 

 
 

71 Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas (Ed.), Aims and Objectives of Education (Jeddah, King Abdul Aziz, 
1979), 6. Around 313 scholars convened on the occasion and some of which presented their impressions in the 
First World Conference on Muslim Education in 1977. The proceeding is published as Aims and Objectives of 
Education, where al-Attas was the main editor.  Hereafter cited as Aims and Objectives. 

72 Montgomery Watt, “The Character of the Ummah”, Muhammad at Medina, 238 - 249 
73 Al-Attas, On Justice, 17. 
74 Al-Attas, Prolegomena, 29. Idem., Islam and Secularism (Kuala Lumpur: ABIM, 1978), 73; hereafter 

cited as IS.  
75Al-Attas, Prolegomena, 17. 
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Recovering the Locus of Authority 

Nowadays, the tendency to be either overly structural or to function in anarchy is 

gaining more traction than relying on the content of the structure itself. This is largely due to 

the fragile condition of one’s affinity to the factors that define one’s identity. The support 

system of education (ta’dib) preserves and sustains knowledge through individuals who 

associate themselves to those who are knowledgeable, seekers of knowledge, and upholders of 

truth (insan adabiy). The immediate hierarchy of this type of relation is such that those 

considered more knowledgeable and noble are granted authority over the rest as they 

themselves are expected to possess a high level of integrity compatible with the degree of 

knowledge entrusted to them. But in this day and age, this kind of structure could not retain its 

authority due to the perpetual secular philosophical program that levels everything. Wan Mohd 

Nor analyses that 

“…modern education, due to its preoccupation with the production of useful citizens, 
transfers the locus of authority [italics mine] from the teachers to the university as a 
corporate institution.”76 

Recovering that locus of authority is therefore a central task of any Islamic educational 

movement. The relationship of the knowledgeable (‘ālim) and the seeker of knowledge 

(muta’ālim) is a crucial point to be addressed in the refinement of one’s character. The purpose 

of man is to actualize his potentialities such that he progresses towards perfection;77 and that is, 

towards becoming a good man. In achieving this, one must go through a refinement of 

character through education, such that  

“…education as the inculcation of adab in the self, a process that cannot, properly 
speaking, be obtained through a particular ‘method’.”78  

This is why the cultivation of adab resists standardisation and requires personal 

commitment.  Consequently, as mentioned previously, the integral components of adab as 

defined by al-Attas, are knowledge (’ilm) and action (‘amal), where the former is not up to the 

self to attain but instead are given as a gift and trust from God. It comes as no surprise that 

both intellectual activism and the inculcation of knowledge culture are challenging, as they 

demand commitment from the self to undergo the necessary change internally before 

influencing the external. The bigger the responsibility one holds over society, the higher the 

priority in monitoring one’s spiritual state so as to be resilient in facing challenges. Therefore, 

the reminder that Al-Attas and some of our teachers used to repeat to seekers of knowledge is 

 
76 Wan Daud, Educational, 232. 
77 Al-Attas,Prolegomena, 56. 
78 Wan Daud, Educational, 226. 
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to always be consistent and sincere in one’s aims and objectives;79 be patient when receiving 

challenges ahead; and have gratitude towards whatever condition one is in, all for the sake of 

cultivating the spiritual self to be a worthy recipient of the trust. 

CONCLUSION 
Finally, all these factors taken into account reaffirms Al-Attas’ vision for the challenges 

of reforming the existing predicament of the  Muslim world seeking to revive itself through 

education, and not mere empty activism or criticism. A common symptom that usually occurs 

in most organizations, moreover the ones based on intellectual activism, is precisely the 

struggle to maintain patience, sincerity and gratitude over the constructed hierarchy of 

authority. A struggle that comes up as part of the individuals’ drive to retain the meaning 

behind the purpose of the sacrifices and efforts in bringing this knowledge to the masses. 

At an individual level, the crossings of territories between different cultures80 have 

made it more challenging for men to construct a coherent sense of identity and to discern their 

place in society in accordance to their purpose in life. Many who sought to find answers to that 

anxious state have found a sense of clarity and certainty through the framework of renewal and 

deliberation of the contemporary problems befalling Muslims in Syed Muhammad Naquib al-

Attas’ works. This intellectual grounding consistently instills the courage to participate in the 

knowledge culture as it was understood. 

The need for strengthening the Muslim collective understanding about the meaning of 

the self becomes ever more crucial today due to the nature of the challenges that face 

contemporary societies. The understanding of one’s true self can lead to the enhancement of 

knowledge culture through educational activities. An Islamic educational movement sets the 

core of an Islamic movement which has been proven in history.81 

However, the present study is only a first step. This paper has offered a preliminary 

philosophical analysis based on al-Attas' written works. Empirical studies of contemporary 

educational initiatives and how far existing organisations embody or neglect the two 

preconditions of order of knowledge and integrity remain a necessary next step. Further 

 
79 Wan Mohd Nor Wan Daud, Profesor Diraja Terpuji  Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas: Mujaddid dan 

Ilmuwan Ulung , (Ta’dib International  Institute - RZS CASIS, 2026),  
80 For discussions on the meeting of two cultures or traditions, refer to H. Patrick Glenn, Legal Traditions 

of the World: Sustainable Diversity in Law (Oxford University Press: 1st edition 200? & 4th edition 2010) in a 
sub 

chapter entitled “Between Traditions: Identity, Persuasion and Survival,”  33-60; R. Scollon and S. 
Scollon, Intercultural Communication: A Discourse Approach ( Oxford: Blackwell, 1995); Thomas A. Kuhn, The 
Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962); Feyerabend, P., Against 
Method: Outline of an Anarchistic Theory of Knowledge (London: Verso, 1978)  

81 Amjad M. Hussain, A Social History of Education in the Muslim World: From the Prophetic Era to 
Ottoman Times (London: Ta-Ha Publishers Ltd, 2013).  
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research might also explore how the 'alim-muta'alim relationship can be operationalised in 

modern institutional settings without succumbing to corporatisation. Finally, the most 

fundamental lesson is this: Without the recovery of adab in the soul of the individual, no 

movement, however well organised, can restore justice and truth. The islamic educational 

movement, when properly understood, begins not with a programme but with a prepared soul. 
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