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Research in Social Sciences: Intellectual Challenge for Alternate Perspective

Activity:


Lecture

Speaker:

Prof. Khurshid Ahmad, Chairman IPS

Discussant:
Dr. Riffat Hussain, Chairman, Defense and Strategic Studies Department, Quaid-i-Azam University, Islamabad

Any research in the social or natural sciences begins with the fundamental question of what really exists in the world, because one’s theory of reality, the ontological position, impacts upon and ultimately determines one’s world view. There are different schools of thought that theorize the question of reality in their own particular frameworks and, interestingly enough, choosing any theorization would lead the research to a particular direction. The contemporary research in social sciences generally follows one of the many western theorizations, which were evolved and developed in a certain socio-political, cultural and civilizational environment. The question arises whether the western philosophies and methodologies of research are the only credible frameworks to answer the question of reality and needed to be employed by all the researchers belonging to any other ideological or philosophical school, or there are alternate theorizations to them that can be explored. This thought provoking question certainly poses an intellectual challenge to all those who may not want to subscribe to any of the contemporary theories of reality. 

Muslim scholars and scientists claim that Islamic traditions present different ontological positions and epistemological practices from Western ones and that a rich discourse regarding the theories of research has guided the development of knowledge and science in the Muslim World for centuries. Whether the Islamic ontology and epistemology are applicable in the modern research practices, and more importantly, whether they present any alternate perspective to develop theories of research in social sciences are important dimensions to explore.

The holy Quran says that Allah the Almighty taught names of things to the first man created by him, meaning that He taught knowledge, concepts and realities of things in all their physical and conceptual dimensions. Along with this knowledge, human beings were endowed with discretion, freedom to choose and they were given Hidayah (guidance), as the Quran says, “when guidance comes to you from Me, whoever follows My guidance - there will be no fear concerning them, nor will they grieve.” (Al-Baqarah 2:38). So the journey of man on the earth does not begin with ignorance, darkness or waywardness. He was given three important things: 1) intellect—the capacity to think, to examine, and to reason—2) knowledge of the physical realm, and 3) higher form of knowledge—Hidayah—which in the ontological terms would mean concept of reality.

The first revelation to the prophet of Islam, Muhammad (peace be upon him – PBUH) consisted of five very important verses: “Read (Iqra) in the name of your Lord who created (Khalaq). Created man from a clot of blood (Alaq). Read, and your Lord is the most Generous. Who taught by the pen (Qalam). Taught man which he knew not.” (Al-Alaq, 96:1-5). Iqra here is referred to the dimension of knowledge of the physical world; Alaq refers to the biological realm; Iqra is repeated along with the mention of the graciousness of the creator, referring to the centrality of God in these realms; then Qalam symbolizes technology, communication, human interaction, the capacity to invent new instruments; and the fifth verse signifies the importance of God in the pursuit of knowledge verifying that man is ignorant and God teaches him all. 

These first five verses provide us with a lucid paradigm: centrality of God and the recognition of the Creator; the physical world; the biological world; and the technologies. God brings them into existence and they do not exist on their own. Another important element of Islamic paradigm is Istakhlaf (vicegerent), meaning human beings are created for a purpose, with a mission and a responsibility to harness the sources of this world for the establishment of justice, equity, differentiation in right and wrong, and halal (permissible) and haram (forbidden). The noteworthy point here is that the Quran gives a holistic, integrated, God centered and Hidayah driven paradigm which does not compartmentalize these different components of the reality. The dimensions of reality have been with the human beings since the first man set his foot on the earth. The holy Quran invites its readers to look upon the animals, the mountains, the earth, and everything all around them, to reflect upon them, to relate them with their own existence in this world and, last but not least, to respond intellectually to the realities.

It would also be pertinent to point out here that while the empirical methodologies may claim to have been a post-Enlightenment phenomenon, the historical reality is that they remained an integral part of human life since the time it started. In Islam, with the idea of facing towards Bitullah (Ka’aba), geography became an indispensable instrument to find out the direction. An empirical methodology, experiment, observation, verification and confirmation on the basis of results became an integral part of Muslim methodology. That is why when William Draper presented his study of the clash between science and religion in his book “History of Conflict between Science and Religion”, he says that there are no such conflicts in Muslim era. Similarly, Robert Briffault says in “The Making of Humanity” that inductive method has been founded by Muslims and adopted in the West from them. Sadly, the major paradigms that Islam integrates and presents holistically, namely, divine source as the foundation, intuitive source as human intellect, and empirical methodology as an essential instrument, are seen in isolation in the modern practice of research, each is assumed to be self sufficient; whereas each one of them complements and supports the other.  

It needs to be noted that the Islamic paradigm and the secular paradigm of the West are two distinct frameworks, but the superiority of Islamic paradigm lies in its all-inclusiveness. It is the integrated, organic approach which can benefit from the achievements of humanity even in the secular paradigm, although secular paradigm has failed to deliver because of its limited, selective and reductionist approach. The Muslims can make immense contributions with their ontological and epistemological framework through innovation, creativity and independent thinking, which are necessary elements to regain the intellectual leadership. 

[Dec 29 – coordinated by Saleem Zafar]
China and the Changing World

Activity:

Presentation by Khalid Rahman, DG IPS at conference organized by China Institute of Contemporary international Relations (CICIR), Beijing 
While the change, being a necessary aspect of human life, seems to have taken in all spheres of individual and collective life towards the end of the first decade of 21st century, economy now occupies the most significant position in human life. It not only has an overriding effect over all spheres of life but also is a motivating force behind the whole process of change. 
Nevertheless if on one hand, this emphasis on economy has resulted into phenomenal growth, on the other, this has brought a paradigm shift in the contemporary world with a number of negative consequences in all areas of human life; the basic reason behind this is that the capital has assumed the greatest importance; capitalists are the main beneficiaries and play the key role in influencing the decision making both within their own countries and at the global level.

Even in global institutions like United Nation XE "United Nation" s, World Bank XE "World Bank"  and IMF, XE "IMF"  role and power of a particular country XE "country"  to make and influence decisions depends upon the financial contribution that country makes. And within societies and nations, it is not possible for an individual or a party without plenty of capital to assume a position of leadership and to sustain it. 
As a result, gross inequalities are prevailing both between countries and within the societies, developed as well as developing, and are not only confined to economic wealth and social sectors, rather are further compounded by asymmetry in military strength and political fields; on one hand, the existing paradigm delinks economics from ethics, moral values XE "moral values"  and social and egalitarian ideals, leaving reduction of poverty XE "poverty"  and welfare of the people to its ‘trickle down XE "trickle down" ’ effects, while on the other, hegemonies and power politics are continuing in international relations in the name of ‘National Interest’, with local conflicts and hotspot issues keep emerging. 
Even the institution like UNSC seems to have become irrelevant owing to its discriminatory approach in decision making and the implementation of decisions, which flattens the path for non-state actors to mobilize the people getting frustrated owing to injustices.

While such a challenging situation calls for special consideration, a sustainable and comprehensive solution requires attention towards the root causes of the emerging changes which lie in the contemporary paradigm of life and development.

In the conduct of international relations between the countries of the world, a moral and ethical dimension will have to be promoted further and really put into practice. The world needs a paradigm that is not meant to perpetuate the existing inequalities and hegemonies, rather the one that brings back the focus on overall and holistic human and social welfare approach, cooperation and win-win situation. All this necessitates a paradigm shift in the international political and economic relations i.e. from pursuing national interest at the cost of others to a relationship based on mutual respect, interest and benefit. 

In such a scenario, China is a country that is perhaps in the best position to lead the way towards this paradigm shift. China is one of the unique examples of sustaining an established political and economic system, while at the same time open to inevitable transformation and modernization; it holds an important position in the world, driving the present day world economy and enjoying very good bilateral and multilateral relations with world community. Also, China is an active member of the United Nations and a permanent member of the Security Council.

However in the wake of multiple challenges, it may be a real test for China to play such a role. The instability caused by the repeated wars, particularly in Afghanistan, has led to a phenomenon of extremism in the region which in turn has not only paved the way for more foreign involvement just as the US has made its physical presence possible there in the form of its military base, but has severely affected almost all nations of the region in one way or the other and has hampered the progress and development of this region. In addition, US intends to get a strong foothold in the area by promoting India as a regional power in order to achieve its multiple objectives including the containment of China as an emerging power, that is by no means a good sign for peace and security in the region. 

The scenario, thus, provides two somewhat conflicting opportunities for China i.e. playing a protective role for the existing world order as its stakes in the current system are increasing and it is in a position to benefit from it; or a proactive role, challenging the paradigm on which the present system is based. The challenge before China, therefore, is to balance its perspective and practice to avoid the conflict.

The Chinese Model, based on Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence i.e. mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, mutual non-aggression, non-interference in each other's internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence, and characterized with the ‘Harmonious world’ Comprehensive Development, Mutual Interests in place of National Interests, and Powerful but peaceful, presents before the Chinese leadership a challenge to play a vigorous role in universalizing this vision which is so desperately needed at present. 
Some of the prerequisites that may help China to play the required role, at the operational level, may include striving for upholding the objectives and principals of UN Charter, leading to evolving a just global system, playing an assertive role in the UNSC, ensuring a potent presence in the global media, providing an effective counter-balance in the global affairs and continuing to share, at the economic and technological levels, its development experience, knowledge and skill with countries of the developing world. [Sep 3 to 5 – Beijing, China] 
Muslims in a Globalized World

Activity:
Talk
Speaker:
Bakare Najimdeen, International Relations Department, Preston University, Islamabad
Though the general concept of ‘Muslim world’ implies the countries and societies where Muslims are in majority, its scope should be expanded to those Muslims as well who live in other parts of the world other than the Muslim majority countries, or to those emerging Muslim societies in certain parts of the world, for instance, in North America, Western Europe, Russia, South East Europe (Balkan Region), etc where a large number of Muslims are dwelling. These Muslims, also referred to as the ‘Muslims of the edge’, have largely contributed to the major developments in Islamic history, including the development of mazahib.

The emergence of Muslims of the edge has a number of factors in its backdrop; the colonialism in the sub-continent is one of the major causes, leading people to migrate to Muslim minority societies or non-Muslim societies in West; the post-colonial policy is also a significant factor that involved the open-door policy by Commonwealth countries in 1950s-60s, paving way for people from the Muslim majority commonwealth countries e.g. Pakistan, Bangladesh, to migrate to UK; and the third factor is migration, facilitating the movement of Muslims from Muslim majority societies to non-Muslim societies. Thus, the emergence and development of Muslims of the edge was a result of an event in world politics. 

The Muslims of the edge may be divided into three generations. First generation refers to those who were only concerned about their economic well-being, and the cultural and religious identity was not a matter of concern for them; so, they found their new society very comfortably. The second generation refers to children and grand-children of first generation; they were engrossed with a sort of a tussle that whether they should get assimilated with the local society or stick to their own cultural identity. The third generation refers to Muslims in Western Europe and North America who are born in these areas and have good grip on Western value system; they have good idea about what Islamic culture and religion is all about.

Various problems are seen as surrounding the Muslims of the edge, among which the greatest problem is of integration, appearing in various fields. First is the political integration i.e. becoming a part of political system, where Muslims can participate in mainstream politics; unfortunately, citizenship acts as a barrier in it, hindering such a kind of integration. Second is economic integration, where the label of being Muslims and foreigners restricts these Muslims of the edge to gain the economic power and hinders their participation in the economic well-being of the society; thus not having access to established jobs, these Muslims are mostly found on skewed labor. Socio-cultural integration is another problem faced by these Muslims. As a matter of fact, West does not want cultural values of Muslims to be implemented as they are afraid of what they call as cultural pollution or conflict within society; thus these Muslims, though, try to get into culture of society, problems, like issues of veil, Masjid and minarets and azan, etc keeps on cropping up, making them culturally unfit. 

Another problem for the Muslims of the edge emanates from the carry-over effect i.e. they do not leave behind their internal infighting, prejudices or disintegration as Punjabis and Pathans, Shiahs and Sunnis, or as Pakistanis and Iranians, etc, rather carry over with them to where they migrate. 

The influence of the motherland is also a major issue; being away from their own country, most of these Muslims tend to facilitate their own country-fellows abroad; this is not appreciated by the European governments and due to this influence of the motherland, they do not own these Muslims.

Another important dimension is the stratification of identity among Muslims i.e. Muslims have been divided into four classes i.e. modernists, traditionalists, progressive, secularist, on the basis of different views of life and religion; this division influences the Muslims of the edge. 

In addition, the resentment prevailing between Muslims and non-Muslims post 9/11 aggravated after Madrid and 7/7 incidents, engendering a kind of Islamophobia in West which, in turns, is creating real troubles for the Muslims. Then, the cultural fundamentalism of the emerging right-wing politicians in West, who want the culture of Europe as mainstream over non-European cultures, also generates problems for these Muslims.

Hence, bilateral efforts are needed on behalf of Muslims of the edge and the majority inhabitants of those countries to get rid of the current situation and to endorse integration, while avoiding assimilation; this would involve improving the policies and attitudes from both sides, hopefully leading towards the betterment of the condition of Muslims, living in non-Muslim societies. [Aug 02 – coordinated by Sammar Javed]
Role and Status of Women in Society

Activity:
Talk
Speaker:
Justice Dr. Fida M. Khan, Judge, Shariah Appellate Bench, Supreme Court of Pakistan
The issue of women rights has, long since, been among the most controversial issues of the world; the humanity seems divided over this issue. The solution, however, may simply be found out in the verdict given by the Creator of all, both male and female, in conformity with the demands of our nature and temperament.

Allah (SWT) has specified rights and duties for both men and women; He has clarified the role, responsibilities and status of both as well. There are always chances of failings and flaws in the rules and laws developed by human beings i.e. males and females, as they may get prejudiced or partial. For an ideal law-maker, it is required that he has the sole authority, has no pressure, is entirely un-biased and has vast knowledge; besides, he should seek the welfare of people and have the power to punish those who violate the law. Allah, being the all-knowing, all-wise and sole power, possesses the best ability to ordain the laws for His creation, in light of which the humans may formulate the patterns of their life and set the standards for the society. Thus, need is to learn what Quran and Sunnah say about the rights of men and women so as to shun and avoid the misconceptions about the dominance of one and subjugation of the other. 

Quran claims that “Certainly We created man in the best make”. In this Ayah, Allah has not mentioned specifically male or female, instead this is referred to all humanity. So, to Him, all humanity is equally respectable without the distinction of gender. The Almighty has created balance between number of males and females in almost the whole world since its beginning, and has thus catered for their wants accordingly.
Islam has destined a whole set of rights for the women in view of their multiple roles as wife, as sister, as daughter, and above all, as mother, and made them legally entitled to all these rights.

Firstly, Islam shirked  the atrocious custom of burying the daughters alive that was quite common in the Times of ignorance; Secondly, women have been given the right to be brought up properly in good way and with kindness; thirdly, Islam has also bestowed upon women the right to education; fourthly, women hold the right of Nikah, mehar and maintenance.

In addition, the right of inheritance is such an exclusive privilege conferred by Islam upon women as was never presented by any other religion or civilization before Islam; it was unimaginable in those times, but Islam has fixed a handsome proportion of inheritance for women. Women’s honor and dignity is also highly regarded in Islam and severe punishment has been laid down for the one who denigrates or defames her without any proof. 

Regarding the women’s role as a witness in Islam, various misconceptions exist; however, Allah (SWT) has made every rule with some rationale. The woman’s witness as half of a male’s witness is only effective in case of a matter that is not her own, and that is also for the sake of protecting her from any trouble; so, this is a kind of relaxation and a release from a duty that is incumbent upon a male Muslim. However on the other hand, in case of a woman’s own matter, or where only a woman can be a witness, even a single woman’s witness is trust-worthy in light of Islam; there are examples from the life of the Holy Prophet (SAW), where he had announced a punishment only upon a single woman’s witness. 

Women in Islamic society enjoy the right to make criticism as well, and there are such examples in Islamic history where women used to criticize even the rulers. Besides, Islam does not restrict women from earning as far as it is within the limits of ethical and moral framework, established by Islam. As to the debate over the status of men as one level above women, it is only valid for the head of the family owing to the responsibilities he holds of running the house and of looking after his family and manage their affairs, just like a leader of any institution or the country; otherwise, it is not valid in other cases, as a mother’s status is thrice more than a father. 

There is logic behind every rule set by Islam with the distinction of men and women, keeping in view their nature and instinct. [Aug  10 – coordinated by Sammar Javed]
Education Sector in Pakistan
Activity:
Talk
Speaker:
Dr. S. M. Zaman, former Vice Chancellor, Allama Iqbal Open University and former Vice President, International Islamic University, Islamabad 
Knowledge was regarded by Ghazali as the acquaintance of the Creator and the creation. In this view, education is, thus, a comprehensive phenomenon that encompasses acquiring knowledge about God, universe, human beings and other creatures. However, we need to learn about the difference between the terminologies ‘ilm’, ‘taleem’ and ‘turbiat’; ‘ilm’ means ‘knowledge’; ‘taleem’ implies ‘to give knowledge’; whereas ‘turbiat’ refers to a holistic process of shaping, developing or molding the personality of a person i.e. to process someone from raw form to refined form; ‘taleem’ takes in one dimension, while ‘turbiat’ involves the whole process of ‘personality development’ and ‘character building’. Thus, the true meaning of ‘education’ is ‘turbiat’ rather than ‘taleem’.

Unfortunately, this aspect of education has generally been neglected in our country since its establishment. Right after partition, Pakistan found itself caught in multiple challenges, particularly the material ones; this shifted all focus on producing more and more degree holders especially the doctors, engineers, etc, while the ‘turbiat’ was totally ignored i.e. the need to develop good humans was overlooked. However, to achieve the target of educated society, we need to take both together.

The education of a child, in fact, starts from his/her mother’s lap, which leaves the lasting imprints on the child’s mind. This stage is followed by child’s formal education i.e. from school to university, in which school life plays the central role in shaping and building personality of a child. Therefore, efficient methods, techniques and policies need to be developed in the system of education to bring out good and ‘educated’ people in the country. 

Two things play very important role in shaping the whole personality of a child at school level: written words and the person who teaches that word i.e. teacher; this signifies that if the curriculum is apposite, aiming to teach students the good ethics, and the teachers are dedicated towards contributing rather than earning and consider teaching as a ‘mission’, rather than profession, then the current problems facing education sector may be countered effectively. 

Character building, morality and Islamic ethics may be taken as the key aspects of good education along with the focus on uniform curriculum and education system. The curriculum should be re-scrutinized and re-analyzed; purposefulness, national ideology and national interests need to be inducted in the syllabus, while conservatism and narrow-mindedness must be avoided. The curriculum should be developed by the concerned persons so as to make it more ingenious and effective. Moreover, constant efforts should be made to come up to the world’s standard of education and to maintain it; for this, teachers should be properly trained and system of counseling should be introduced in educational institutions to provide proper guidance to students regarding their studies.

In addition, keeping in view the Islamic tradition and practice, anything of wisdom and intelligence should be learnt from other nations and cultures. Islam also does not support the duality in educational system i.e. segregation of religious mundane education, that is prevailing in our country in form of establishing Islamiat as a separate subject; therefore, the process of integration should be initiated involving the assimilation of both. The influence of media on young generation also need to be vigilantly countered while deflecting its negatives and benefitting from its positives. 

In order to build a bright and prosperous future, we need to make our philosophy of education in light of our ideology while the motivation for getting education should be set as contributing rather than earning. 
[Aug 18 – coordinated by Sammar Javed] 

(Compiled by Maria Khawer, this segment presents, in a summarized form, the deliberations of events that IPS organized or contribution made by IPS team between July and December 2010. 
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