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Abstract


The following paper presents some questions regarding the epistemological status of Islam’s traditional sciences. The questions are mainly  these: What kind of knowledge is traditional knowedge? Which means are used to build this particular kind of knowledge? What modes of validation are employed to test of reinforce its verifying capacity? And, does it have a specific social incidence different of that of the other sciences (i.e.: rational sciences, ’Ulūm ’aqliyya. 
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The problem of a knowledge that does not establishes itself as purely rational, opposed to another which uses solely reason as a tool in searching its goals, and to control the quality of its results, had already been stated by some thinkers of ancient Greece. They distinguished between what they called doxa, opinion, and episteme, a term that, is usually translated nowadays as “scientific knowledge”, which can be somewhat misleading. Aristotle, for example, thought we could have episteme of things like the nature of God. But this rational knowledge could be mentally satisfying, since it didn't depend on a belief, that is, on an assent to a conventional conviction, but it presented itself to understanding as clear enough, in a similar fashion as an axiom presents itself as evident.

The generations of Moslems, who knew the Greek thought, held in great appraisal its purely rational sciences, but the Islamic tradition favoured the study of the “Traditional Sciences”. In the Aristotelian plan of sciences, these would be learnings founded on doxa, which agreed with the Stagirite view of branches of knowledge that pertained to practical life. Therefore, it would’ve been impossible to admit sciences built upon that principle (opinion). 

And it would’ve been necessary to do it, if one considers the origin of a science, not from the point of view of its subjects or its goals, but from the point of view of a statement about the world, which tries to be coherent. If we start considering science as a saying about the world, we enter in another mode of considering this problem, a mode related to words, propositions and statements that are expressed about facts of the world, and about the manner in which them are built. And science, considered from this point of view of language, is, firstly, that: a saying, an expression of contents about the world, alluding to its particularities or to more general things in it. And if science is a saying about something, then it is also a syntactical construction, which uses a determined language. 

But, seldom we build the knowledge we have about the world as something exact or purely rational. What we generally consider or assume as knowledge are comfortable and reasonable beliefs, in which we can find support to give our assent to many statements, without having to probe them (or even being unwilling to do it). Things like the rings of Saturn, the discovery of a sunken ship in the Pacific Ocean, or a new subatomic particle, we believe we know because we've learned them from serious and responsible people, or because “everyone knows it's that way”, because it is stated in important magazines, or better though, “because I saw it in television”. But they are only beliefs. Certainly, it is Probable belief, that is, it can be proven true. But we skip the tiring effort to prove it, and we assume such statements most of the times –if not always- without the need of any proof. 

A knowledge thus is that which results from giving our assent to statements that come from the referential frame of our culture. This knowledge deals with things that can't be proven directly and have to be assumed as certain through confidence because it's necessary. Trusting and believing, then, as basis of knowledge, are attitudes that are sometimes imposed as necessary. That rather than making us underestimate a knowledge like that, (which is the conclusion of some sceptics) should make us reconsider the merits of belief as an intellectual assent to things that do not present to our mind as rationally evident. 

Belief, thus, is the sphere in which all human beings move commonly. And if someone would get cross when told that his most beloved estimations are, probably, beliefs, he would only prove with his attitude how much entrenched are in him his prejudices. It is true that in contemporaneousness a scientificist referential shelf usually “proves” its statements now and then, (like when we are told there will be an eclipse). But that statement, rather than demonstrating the truthfulness or certainty of science's many other statements about the world, what it does instead is to fortify our reasons to trust in it. 

What has been said here about science isn’t new, of course. It was stated in some aspects by thinkers like Bacon and Hume. But we want to ponder how a science, built as a syntactical construction in a determined language, can rise itself on a base as that of the principle of authority. That principle has been seen at other times as something opposed to scientific spirit, forgivable only because of people's ignorance or due to religious or political goals. But many facts about a society are established on a principle of authority. For example, the language used by a society or the laws, which govern it, are assumed by a principle of authority, which, besides, at least in the case of laws, is, fundamentally, a principle of absolute and unquestionable sovereignty. And, because it is a principle, it has no antecedent from which it can derive: a society makes her laws and agrees on a language by convenience and consensus, conventionally. Though it doesn't necessarily possess, at the moment of its constitution, an exhaustive knowledge to explain how it has reached its decisions, it reaches them anyway moved by the need and the possibility it has to reach those decisions. We can see thus, in the fact that each society possesses its own language or its own laws, an example of the principle of authority in action. A principle that, in this case, also reaches the possession of sciences, established as their own by principle, inasmuch as they refer to subjects of its own culture, and insofar as the community has assumed that basis for those sciences. To deal with that possibility, we shall return to Aristotle. 

The stagirite, when speaking of first principles on which science is based, alludes to the fact that, by being ‘first’, those principles have no other one previous. They can't be demonstrated, nor they need it, due to their nature, similar to that of axioms, which are so evident that they also don't need demonstration.

But in saying, “they don't need demonstration” goes hidden the weakness of those principles, for in reality, they can't have any demonstration. And, as perception comes afterward to experience (or at least almost simultaneously with it), it can't be alluded to that perception as a source of certainty about those principles. Aristotle seems to resolve this when saying that we acquire those principles by intuition, a kind of power we have to penetrate and capture instantaneously in the essence of a being. But if we follow a model that builds knowledge that rests in inference, and that also rests in coherence as a characteristic that determines the possibility of autonomy of a system (and therefore, the possibility of existence and validity of it) it could be built a model of the world in which what is said about it is coherent with that which, in essence, that world can be. Seemingly, it is a weak basis not only to build science upon, but also to build the most elementary belief, opinion or idea about the world. Though the first Moslems didn't need a complex argumentation to build the their “Traditional Sciences”, I'll try, following these reasoning, to imagine and represent how could possibly originated a coherent vision -and in fact, a necessary one- that gave place to the creation of these sciences. 

Let's begin by stating that there are things that all men can know. They fall in the scope of rationality, with which knowledge is built, where there is no other guidance or orientation. And the results of the application of a pure rationality can be coherent, exact, absolute, as it is shown by some attainments in logic, in mathematics, and in some natural sciences. 

But there are other fields in which rationality can't help man. In a specified manner, there are fields that establish themselves as related to things like the destiny of the soul, the nature of the world in its final causes, and the relation of the world with an end beyond itself, etc. That knowledge is built assuming, as first principle, that of a basic revelation made to who founded that knowledge. By the manner by which it has been defined, through that knowledge man can't go further except by help that can't come only from his own human condition, for this can't show or illustrate about that which, by principle, surpasses it. But that which surpasses human mind does not reveal itself in a clear and sensitive manner. In fact, it belongs to another sphere or dimension so different from the human one, that it is not easy to understand how it can occur a contact between that human dimension and this other one. That's why that science or knowledge has its foundation on the assumption of a principle of authority, manifested in the power of he who establishes that knowledge, the one who has received and transmitted the revealed message (whom Ibn Khaldûn frequently calls “The Legislator”, and he means the Prophet Mohammed). And we should give our assent to the belief in he who establishes that science as the first principle of that science. 

The ascription of that assent is not done by comprehension only. On the contrary: we are dealing here with things, which are not readily or easily intelligible in themselves. The ascription of assent is made by an act of will. We believe because we want to believe. Human reason doesn't find so hard to thread on this path of assent, if it can see that it is not a path against all reason. It is not a way crossed in darkness, but it is not a rational way. It's a way in which reason usually follows the steps of will. 

Thus, a system of knowledge that begins by establishing itself on a principle like that of authority, can sustain itself only if the sphere of that which is defined as ruled by that principle of authority allows it. The sphere of natural sciences, evidently, doesn't allow that liberty. But Ibn Khaldûn and another Arab thinkers that came before him understood this very well. Thus they reduced the sphere of those “Traditional Sciences” to very restricted areas of culture, and therefore, to that knowledge of idiographical character, in which a culture can have only itself as the best reference to judge itself (and, in every case, as an unavoidable reference). Things like politics and religion can fall in the sphere of that which is ruled by a principle of authority. That's because in them the first principles to establish a coherence of that knowledge, are fixed by the authority of him who establishes these sciences, and it has to be a special human being to have that power. 

6. As conclusion

Maybe the “Traditional Sciences” of the Arabs were only mere techniques or disciplines or crafts which didn't reach the demanding profoundness and formality of what today we call “science”. But, in so far as they represented a remarkable effort of a community that built them with resources of its own starting from a restricted situation, they contributed in giving a social bent to research and knowledge, leading them to the improvement of the conditions of the Moslem community. Thus, they were highly beneficial for that community. The fact that they were established on a principle of authority didn't make them less efficient, for that authority, rather than alluding to a fixed reference, was contained in sources that permitted a continuous dialogue with them. That principle didn't invalidate the coherence of those sciences, for it was integrated as a first principle of them. An integration which was not contradictory with the possibility of development of the conceptual structure of those sciences. On the other hand, those traditional sciences did not interfere with others, which evolved resorting whether to reason, or to another sources. When Ibn Khaldûn dealt with these sciences, he pointed out the opposition between what is individual and what is generic in a culture. For in the same manner as each culture has its own language, it also has its own sciences, apart from those sciences, which are shared with all other human beings. At the same time, the different “Traditional Sciences” of all communities, being individual and distinct, have in common what characterises the different languages: that they exist to help man. “Traditional Sciences” then, recognised from the beginning as a source of knowledge and wisdom, helped the Moslem community to reach progress and attain consolidation, by the peculiar mode in which they carried out the task of knowing and explaining, a task of every culture. A labour that is not only the right and a duty of every society, but much more: it's an essential and necessary element of their mode of being human. 
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