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al-Faruqi, Ismail

Ismail Raji al-Faruqi (Ismail Rajt
al-Fartqr, 1921-86) was a distinguished
scholar of Islam and religion and one of
the most prolific and influential Muslim
scholars of the modern age. He made
lasting contributions to the study of Islam
and comparative religion in the areas
of the history and phenomenology of
religion, Islamic thought, and interfaith
dialogue.

l. EARLY LIFE AND AGADEMIC

CAREER

Ismail al-Faruqi was born in Jaffa in
1921 into a religiously influential family.
After obtaining a bachelor’s degree in the
humanities from the American University
of Beirut in 1942, he was appointed a
Registrar of Cooperative Societies under
the British Mandate government in Jeru-
salem. In 1945, he was appointed dis-
trict governor of Galilee, Palestine. With
the 1948 creation of Israel, al-Faruqi
migrated to Beirut, enrolling briefly at
the American University of Beirut. In
1949, he entered Indiana University and
obtained a master’s degree in philoso-
phy. In 1951 he earned a second master’s
degree in philosophy, from Harvard Uni-
versity. In 1952, he was awarded a Ph.D.
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in philosophy in the Department of Phi-
losophy of Indiana University for his dis-
sertation titled fustifying the good. Metaphysics
and epistemology of value.

From 1954 to 1958, al-Faruqi attended
al-Azhar University, in Cairo, to further
his knowledge of the traditional under-
standing of Islam. From 1959 to 1961, he
was a visiting professor at the Institute of
Islamic Studies at McGill University, in
Montreal, where he also studied Christian-
ity and Judaism in the Faculty of Divinity.
At McGill, he met Professor Fazlur Rah-
man (1919-88) from Pakistan who was
then teaching at the Institute of Islamic
Studies. They became friends and shared
a mission to raise the level of Islamic stud-
ies in the Muslim world. Shortly thereafter,
Ismail al-Faruqi and Fazlur Rahman were
invited by I. H. Qureshi, the director of
the Central Institute of Islamic Research
in Karachi, Pakistan, to join that Institute.
Ismail al-Faruqi taught there from 1961 to
1963 as a visiting professor and returned
to the United States in 1964 to become
associate professor of Islamic studies in
the Department of Religion of Syracuse
University. In 1968, he was appointed
professor of Islamics in the newly estab-
lished Department of Religion at Temple
University, Philadelphia, and remained
there until his death, in 1986.

In 1973, Ismail al-Faruqi established the
Islamic Studies Group in the American
Academy of Religion and chaired it for
ten years. He also served as vice-president
of the Inter-Religious Peace Colloquium
and the Muslim-Jewish-Christian Confer-
ence and as president of the American
Islamic College in Chicago.

2. CONTRIBUTIONS
Ismail al-Faruqi’s main contributions
were in combining the academic study of
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Islam with the study of Christianity; the
history and phenomenology of religion;
and interreligious dialogue. He is best
known for his contribution to the “Islami-
sation of knowledge” in the Muslim world.
As a scholar-activist, al-Faruqi studied the
contribution of Islam to the world of
knowledge and global civilisation.

Al-Farugqi’s approach to tawhid (the unic-
ity of God) was that of a modern rational-
ist. He was critical of Stfism, which he
blamed for the stagnation and corrup-
tion of Muslim societies since the Middle
Ages. He was captivated by the Islamic
rationalism of Mu'tazili theologians such
as al-Nazzam (158-230/775-845) and
al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar (323-416/935—
1025), the ethics of the Ikhwan al-Safa’
(Brethren of Purity), and the lawhidr the-
ology of Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Wahhab
(1115-1206/1703-92).

Al-Faruqi, who wrote in English,
viewed Islam as an Arabist (in the sense
of someone devoted to the study of the
Arabic language, literature, and culture)
without being an Arab nationalist. His
Islam-based understanding of ‘writha (Ara-
bism) contrasted with modern ethnic Arab
nationalism. Al-Faruqi preferred the term
“Arabs” over “Semites” for the inhabit-
ants of the Middle East, as the latter term
was an invention of European Biblical
scholars. In his controversial view, all the
people of the region have always referred
to themselves as Arabs. For al-Faruqi,
monotheistic Arabism was the essence of
Semitism, comprising the traditions of
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, which
together constituted “the Arab stream of
being” (al-Faruqi, On Arabism, 210). He
saw Arabism as the source of Muslim
civilisation and Islamic monotheism as the
gift of the Arab stream of consciousness
to humanity.
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Tor al-Faruqi, writha is an integral part
of the Arab consciousness; it is an Arab
view of the world based on a monothe-
istic view of religion. ‘Uritba is rooted in
the emergence of monotheism through
the poetic reflections and religious medi-
tations of Arab hanifs (followers of the
religion of Abraham), monotheists, and
prophets who transformed the Arabs from
a tribal culture to a global religious com-
munity. According to him, all Arabs and
indeed all inhabitants of the Near East
have carried the divine message of mono-
theism since antiquity.

In the field of Islamic thought, al-
Faruqgi stressed the themes of tawhid
(God’s oneness) and adl (justice). These
topics were of paramount importance
for him, as a displaced Palestinian Mus-
lim. In the area of history and phenom-
enology of religion, al-Faruqi offered a
Muslim perspective on religion based on
a historical critical study of classical Mus-
lim thinkers, such as al-Birant (d. after
442/1050), Ibn Hazm (d. 456/1064),
al-Shahrastant (d. 548/1153), and Ibn
Taymiyya (d. 728/1328), making his own
contributions to the issues of ‘writba (reli-
gious Arabism), pre-igra Islam, Qur’anic
exegesis, Mu‘tazili thought, Christian eth-
ics, Muslim-Christian dialogue, science
and traditional values in Islam, Islam and
art, the essence of religious experience in
Islam, Islam and culture, and Islam and
human rights. Al-Faruqi was the foremost
modern Muslim phenomenologist of reli-
gion, following in the footsteps of eminent
Muslim scholars, such as al-Birani and
Ibn Hazm. In his English-language Aitab
al-tawhid, addressed to the new generation
of English-speaking Muslims, he laid the
foundation for a new analysis of ‘lawhid
and its relevance to human life, thought,
and practice in the modern age.
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In the area of Islamic education, al-
Faruqi held that it was necessary to con-
struct a system of knowledge consistent
with Islamic doctrines. Al-Faruqi was
concerned with the post-colonial state
of Muslim education from the 1960s to
the 1980s, when Western secular, capital-
ist, orientalist, and Marxist approaches to
knowledge were presented to Muslim and
Third-World academics as the only valid
paths to knowledge. According to him,
this harmed the state of mind of Mus-
lims and their approach to knowledge,
especially in religion, politics, economics,
anthropology, and agro-business, under-
mining the foundations of the Islamic
worldview, way of life, thought, prac-
tice, and civilisation. Like contemporary
Muslim thinkers such as Fazlur Rahman
and Seyyed Hossein Nasr, who like him
resided in the United States and engaged
with Western modernity intellectually and
practically, he advocated the adoption of
the Islamic worldview by Muslims resid-
ing in their homelands. Such an adoption
required educational reform in the Mus-
lim world. The Islamisation of Knowl-
edge movement, which he founded in
Pakistan in 1982, did not aim at subor-
dinating knowledge to dogmatic religious
principles but at testing every truth claim
according to its intrinsic coherence, cor-
respondence with reality, and enhance-
ment of human life and morality. As an
Islam-based ideological project aimed at
countering both Judeo-Christian theologi-
cal and secular ideological approaches to
modern knowledge and epistemology, the
Islamisation of Knowledge has been sub-
ject to serious debate within and outside
Muslim scholarship.

Al-Faruqi developed practical plans
for alleviating Muslim educational prob-
lems through the reconstruction of higher
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education in Muslim countries. He called
for the First World Conference on Muslim
Education in Mecca, between 31 March
and 8 April 1977, which was directed
towards reforming the educational system
in Muslim countries. He also contributed
to curriculum reform and faculty devel-
opment, designing research programmes
in the Islamic Universities sponsored by
the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation
(OIC) in Malaysia, Pakistan, Bangladesh,
Niger, and Uganda.

During the 1970s and 1980s, al-Faruqi
was an adviser to Muhammad Zia-ul-
Haq’s dictatorial government of Paki-
stan (1976-88). He had a central role in
the building of the International Islamic
University in Islamabad in 1980, which
was an outcome of the 1977 First World
Conference on Muslim Education held in
Mecca.

Al-Faruqi also wvisited Malaysia as
adviser to the second Mahathir Moha-
mad government (formed in 1982), where
his conceptualisation of the Islamisation
of Knowledge project translated into
the establishment of the International
Islamic University Malaysia in 1983.
He also played an important role in the
establishment of the International Insti-
tute of Islamic Thought (III'T) in Hern-
don, Virginia in 1981. The objectives of
the III'T are the revival and reform of
Islamic thought through the Islamisation
of Knowledge project,

In Malaysia, he served also as an
adviser to the Angkatan Belia Islam
Malaysia (Malaysian Islamic Youth Move-
ment) led at the time by Anwar Ibrahim
(b. 1947). Al-Faruqi played an important
role in Anwar Ibrahim’s political career
by advising him to join the United Malays
National Organisation, Malaysia’s largest
political party, in 1981. Anwar Ibrahim
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became deputy prime minister of Malay-
sia from 1993 until 1998, when he was
ousted on accusations of corruption and
homosexuality.

From the 1970s onwards, when the
interreligious-dialogue movement was still
in its infancy, al-Faruqj, acted as a pioneer
and active participant in Muslim dialogues
with members other religions, including
Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, and especially
Christians in the West. He adapted Mus-
lim epistemology to changing political
and world affairs in the post-colonial era.
For him, the prospects for finding com-
mon religious and moral ideas in Muslim-
Christian dialogue were limitless. He was,
however, pessimistic about that dialogue
in light of the Vatican Council document
Nostra aetate, Declaration on the Relation
of the Church with Non-Christian Reli-
gions, issued on 28 October 1965 by Pope
Paul VI. He thought the document could
have gone further, for Muslims still con-
tinued to feel excluded from the Catho-
lic doctrine of salvation. In al-Faruqi’s
view, the interreligious dialogue between
Christians and Muslims should start with
the Nicene Creed (which was adopted at
the Council of Nicaea in 325 C.E. and
emphasises the doctrine of the Trinity and
divinity of Jesus as co-cternal with God
the Father) and take into account the life-
affirming views of modern subjects for
whom Christian notions of justification
were inadequate.

Al-Faruqi left a lasting influence on
Muslim research into religious studies in
general and Muslim educational reform
for contemporary times in particular.

He and his wife, Lois Lamya al-Faruq,
were murdered in their home in Wyn-
cote, Pennsylvania on 27 May 1986, by
an African-American convert to Islam
named Joseph Louis Young, also known

AL-FARUQI, ISMAIL

as Yusuf Ali. Yusuf Ali knew al-Faruqi, as
he had been accustomed to socialise with
his Muslim students at Temple University,
in Philadelphia, for many years.
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