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Abstract

This article investigates concept of ‘Sunnatullah’ in the holy Qur'an as a basic principle of
Islamic theory of knowledge. It defined as the immutable Divine pattern and law in the
created world, which provides the rational premises for systematic inquiry. Generality and
consistency are the basic characteristics of laws to produce the measurable knowledge.
While modern science is yet to develop general theories to measure and predict future
directions of social changes and historical events, the holy Qur'an persistently emphasizes
that there are immutable patterns which govern both human and social domains. The holy
Qur'an asserts that: "every nation has its fixed term of life (Ajal), when their term is
reached, they neither delayed a moment nor advanced." [Q. 4:34]". It is well known that
fixed term of life is for living organisms, but how a nation has fixed term of life? This
problematic question poses further other critical questions about nature of laws which
govern life of nations, civilizations, social interactions, and historical events. In which way
social and historical pattern are different from the natural laws; and how it can be
measured? Adopting the analytical method of theoretical approach, this article attempted to
address these questions. Concept of ‘Sunnatullah’ in the holy Qur’an, its types and basic
characteristics are investigated. The article concluded that careful study of Sunnatullah in
the holy Qur’'an enables to uncover the basic principles of Tawhidic epistemology and
provides an alternate to the secular epistemology which dominating the entire enterprise of
the modern science. Sunnatullah in Qur'anic view introduces itself not only as
epistemological principle that describes the physical world, but also as moral principle
which governs social changes and historical events.

Keywords: Tawhidic epistemology, systematic enquiry, Divine patterns, historical events,
Ibn Khaldun.

1. Introduction Divine laws and patterns operating
‘Sunnatullah® is a key concept and throughout the universe and human history.
fundamental  principle = of  Tawhidic Tawhidic epistemology is theory of
epistemology (TE) in the holy Qur'an. It knowledge which is based on oneness of
refers to the consistent and immutable God. It constitutes the Islamic framework
for knowledge inquiry and truth
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to articulate the systematic method of
inquiry, either through deductive reasoning
or based on carful observation of the
systematic processes of nature, mechanisms
of social change, and interactive patterns of
human history. These elements establish the
foundation for the proper method of inquiry
which enables mankind to theorize, predict,
control and make change. It also, enables to
draw conclusions from historical events,
patterns of human civilization, and modes
of social interactions for efficient and
effective management.

Epistemological concepts in the holy
Qur'an are such as Tagdir (measuring)
Mizan (balance), Ayah (sign), Huda
(guidance), and Sunnatullah (divine law)
which is a fundamental principle. Through
these key concepts the holy Qur'an
stablishes foundations of systematic method
of inquiry that is based on the Islamic
theory of knowledge, known as Tawhidic
epistemology, and sets its conceptual
framework. The fundamental issues of (TE)
are such as source and nature of human
knowledge, method of inquiry, and the final
objectives of knowledge inquiry. The
analytical study of these concepts guides to
develop the basic premises for systematic
research on dynamic processes of the
natural phenomena and the complex
patterns of social phenomena.

In three basic parts, this article has
investigated concept of ‘Sunnatullah’ in the
holy Qur'an as a fundamental concept of
Tawhidic epistemology which provides the
rational premises for systematic inquiry.
Meaning of Sunnatullah, its basic
categories,  characteristics, and its
contribution in Tawhidic epistemology and
its conceptual framework are investigated.
The qualitative method of analytical
approach is adopted. The Qur anic verses
which are related to this fundamental
concept of Tawhidic epistemology are
collected and analyzed. Quranic verses, in
Arabic, which related to the basic concepts
of (TE) are attached as footnotes to guide

for further discussion and  better

understanding.

2.The conceptual framework of Tawhidic

epistemology:
To stablish foundations of Tawhidic
epistemology, the holy Qur'an has

employed various concept as principles,

such as:

e Taqdir: principle of measured universe;

e Mizan: principle of balanced universe;

e Ayah: principle of the universe as sign &
proof of its Creator;

e Huda / Hidayyah: principle of guided
universe;

e Sunnatullah: principle of
Divine law in the universe.

These principles constitute the basics of

Islamic theory of knowledge and its

conceptual framework. It will be elaborated

in a separate work. The main objective of

the current article, however, is to

investigate the concept of ‘Sunnatullah’ in

the holy Qur'an, as a fundamental principle

of Tawhidic epistemology.

immutable

3. Sunnatullah

Besides the other concepts, the holy Qur'an
uses the term ‘Sunnatullah® as a
fundamental  principle of  Tawhidic
epistemology. It stands for universal laws
and patterns of God that govern the entire
universe: natural, moral, and historical. It
signifies a purposeful and orderly universe,
and validates systematic inquiry of
knowledge. Almighty Allah (swt) has
created the cosmos, the earth, heavens and
everything within and in between, in
precise measures and balance (Mizan); and
guided it to fulfil specific purpose. He
created everything with laws to function in
systematic orders that perceptible to human
reason for proper dealing with everything.
Besides the natural laws, almighty Allah
also has revealed moral guidance in form of
commands and prohibitions (Shari'ah) to
guide mankind to the right path which
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achieves the purpose of human life. Hence,
studying the natural phenomena and
historical events is necessary for effective
performance of human duty as a vicegerent
of God on earth (Khalifah).

According to the holy Qur'an, all entities
and events of the created world are acts of
God and his commands (<¥'s 3l [Q.
7:54]. The critical question, however, is
how we can understand and predict events
of the created world, which are free acts of
God? To answer this key question, the holy
Qur'an introduces ‘Sunnatullah® as a
fundamental principle of Islamic theory of
knowledge. It manifests the Divine will and
the unchangeable law of God in His created
world, revealing consistency of Allah’s
creative acts, which created everything in
precise measures and guided it naturally
and morally for specific purpose [Q.
20:507%. It emphasizes that acts of God on
His created world, as displayed by dynamic
processes of the natural phenomena and
patterns of human history, are systematic
and purposeful. Thus, they are intelligible,
predictable, and measurable by different
tools of measurement, based on levels of
their complexity.

However, the critical question that has
been challenging the Islamic thought is that,
if the wunchangeable law of God
‘Sunnatullah® encompasses the entire
created world, including the natural world,
human and historical events, or it is just
applicable to the natural laws which are

easily  detectable and  quantitively
measurable? The answer according to the
traditional  Islamic  thought is that,

Sunnatullah stands only for laws which
govern the human history and free acts of
mankind as related to the revealed
guidance, i.e., moral laws rather than the
natural laws*. In fact, human and social
sciences, such as psychology and sociology
are more complex and less predictable; so
how it can be described as ‘immutable law
of God’ or ‘Sunnatullah’? This is the basic
problem that this article aims to explore.

The major classifications of Sunnatullah
and basic attempts to develop models for
complex patterns of historical events, such
as Ibn Khaldun's approach, will be
highlighted.

3.1. Concept of Sunnatullah in the holy
Qur’an

The Arabic phrase () 4 is transliterated
in English literature in different ways,
especially in orientalist’s works, such as
sunnat Allah, law of Allah, God's sunnah
and so on > . However, to avoid any
confusion this article transliterates the
phrase as ‘Sunnatullah’ and translate it as
law of God or pattern of God.

The Arabic word (%) ‘Sumnah’ and its
derivatives occurred sixteen times in eleven
verses of the holy Qur'an. It literally stands
for everything that moves consistently and
smoothly flows in certain direction ¢ .
Therefore, it comes in the sense of habit
(0w)), biography (3,:), and custom (32le).
As an act of man, it is a generally agreed
method (zleis) that regularly practiced as
habit. The habituated method, either
consistent with Divine guidance or not,
should be authentic and idealistic to be
followed by others’. Indeed, the Sunnah
that God sets for Himself is certainly
authoritative and idealistic in nature, so that
it must be followed and applied.

The renowned commentator of the holy
Qur'an, al-Tabari (d:310 H), defines
Sunnah as an authentic example set it by a
leader ‘Imam’ and followed by others®. This
authentic act constitutes what is known as
‘civilizational act” which has general
implications on society even though it was
an act of an individual. This mode of acts,
according to the holy Qur'an, are recorded
in the book of the nation for accounting,
either in this world or the Next [Q. 45:28]°,
rather than books of the individuals [Q. 17:
13-14]%.

The term Sunnah in Islamic legal
tradition is mainly used for method of the
Prophet Muhammad (¥) as an ideal
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interpretation and application of Islamic
teachings. It is Prophet's wisdom in
applying the Divine revelation and turning
it into practice by his sayings, acts and
approvals. Sunnatullah, on the other hand,
refers to Allah’s wisdom in handling affairs
of the created world. It reflects the
consistent and immutable laws of God
operating  throughout the  cosmos.
Sunnatullah, in this general sense, describes
the natural laws in the universe, which
known in Islamic tradition as (Sunan
Kawniyyah) (358 ciull), Sunnatullah, also
has a moral and legal dimension as
guidance revealed by Allah (swt) to lead
mankind to the right course by his free
choice. This type is known in Islamic
tradition as (Sunnan Shari’yyah) (O
4 ,al), which describes patterns of moral
values and historical events.

The basic difference between
Sunnatullah and Sunnah of the Prophet ()
is that Sunnatullah describes the natural
laws as well as moral values and legal rules
which govern the personal conducts and
historical events; while Sunnah of the
Prophet (¥) is the ideal method of applying
Islamic teachings, moral and legal. Some
researchers described Sunnatullah as ‘The
Neglected Sunnah’'', because there is no
considerable research in this key concept of
the holy Qur'an, which provides
fundamentals of Islamic theory of
knowledge.

The holy Qur'an attributed the word
‘Sunnah’ and its derivatives !> to three
parties: first, Sunnah of prophets and
messengers, especially Sunah of those who

were before the Prophet Muhammad (%) [Q.

17:771 ¥ . Second, Sunnah of ordinary
people, either good habits [Q. 18:55]'4, or
bad habits, specially acts and conducts of
those who denied the revealed guidance of
God and His physical miracles [Q. 4:26]".
Third, Sunnah of God ‘Sunnatullah’ [Q.
33:62]'%, [Q. 48:23]"7, which is the issue of
this article. In fact, all above types are
Sunnatullah, but attributed to others

because it is a consequence and result of

their acts, either good or bad. The common

feature of ‘Sunnah’ in all these cases is that
the act is being constant, authentic, and
smooth. The main characteristic of

Sunnatullah, as reaffirmed by the holy

Qur’an, is unchangeable and immutable [Q.

35:43]'8. From epistemological view point,

Sunnatullah emphasizes:

* Existence of Divine patterns and natural
laws governing the cosmos and universe
as whole.

* Consistent and unchangeable patterns of
God that guide the rise and decline of
civilization.

* Predictable  regularities that enable
mankind to understand processes of the
natural, human and social phenomena.

* Principles which describe the moral and
legal consequences of human choices and
acts.

Accordingly, Sunnatullah in Qur'anic view

introduces itself not only as epistemological

principle that governs physical world, but
also as moral principle which guides for
social change and historical events.

3.2. Types of Sunnatullah

Divisions of Sunnatullah can be based on
various criteria and looked from different
perspectives. According to its scope,
Sunnatullah can be divided into general,
which governs the whole universe, known
as ‘Sunnan Kawniyyah’, such as natural
laws and gravitational force; and into
specific, which governs only certain
domains of the created world such as moral
and legal rules, known as ‘Sunan
Shari’yyah’ which is applicable to free
choices of mankind.

From another point of view, Sunnatullah
can be divided based on time factor into
two types: instant and flexible. The first
type describes the relationship between
cause and effect which gives its results and
implications instantly without any delay
whenever the necessary conditions are
satisfied. Natural laws are mainly of this
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type. For instance, water boils immediately
whenever the heat temperature reaches
certain degree without any delay. The other
type is more flexible, as it delays to give

more time for results to take place gradually.

For example, destruction of corrupted
nations and civilizations, may last several
decades before it finally disintegrated.
Results of violating moral values are mainly
of this type. The most distinguishing
character of this type is that it gives
opportunity to human beings in order to
recheck their practices to avoid disastrous
consequences. Fortunately, most of the
historical events, which mankind plays a
crucial role in its formation are belong to
the second type, while the natural laws
which are immediate and strict are belong
to the first.

The most relevant division of
Sunnatullah, which encompasses all these
dimensions, however, is that which based
on complexity of the phenomenon, i.e.,
domain of study ' . The holy Qur'an
provides this mode of division in the
following verse: (We will show them Our
signs (Ayat) on the horizons and within
themselves until it becomes clear to them
that it is the truth) [Q. 41: 53]%°. This
Qur anic verse describes two fields of study
need to be shown to human intellect: first is
processes of the natural world, and second
is human choices and acts which are more
complex than the natural processes. Signs
of God (Ayat) are His laws and patterns
(Sunan), which are reflected by entities and
events of His created world.

Accordingly, this Qur'anic verse

divides Sunnatullah into two basic domains:

first, Sunnatullah on horizons (A4afaq),
which stands for processes of the natural
world; and second, Sunnatullah in human
domain (A4nfus), which denotes free choices
and acts of mankind which governed by
moral and legal rules. The second category
furthermore can be divided into two:
personal and collective which is known as
civilizational acts. Sunnatullah in the

natural phenomena termed by the holy
Qur'an as ‘Ayatul Aafaq’ known as Sunan
Kawniyyah (cosmic signs) which includes
the most general laws that govern the
cosmic order, such as gravitation force and
creation of everything in pairs and precise
measures.

According to Qur'anic view, the
historical patterns which known as ‘Sunan
Tarikhiyyah® are more significant to draw
lessons “Ibar’ to guide mankind to the
right course. This type will be the focus
point in the second part of the proceeding
discussion. The basic difference between
the two types of Sunnatullah can be seen
from three dimensions:

Firstly, patterns and laws which govern
human acts are more complex and less
predictable but more flexible to enable
mankind to recheck and make change to his
choices for different results. This means, it
i1s Sunnatullah that God changes status of
people whenever they change their choices
and acts [Q. 13:11]*'.

Secondly, laws governing the natural world
are strict in their cause-and-effect
relationship, but they are simple,
predictable, and measurable. Thirdly, the
Qur’an has employed two different terms to
describe each domain. It mainly uses the
term ‘Sunnah’ for human domain, while it
uses other terms such as ‘Taskhir’ to
describe the mechanical processes of the
natural phenomena. [Q. 13: 11]?2. However,
Sunnatullah includes both the natural and
human domains. While the modern science
is yet to develop precise and predictable
theories for complex patterns of human and
social phenomena, the holy Qur'an
persistently emphasizes that there are laws
and pattern governing human choices and
historical events, in the same manner of
natural laws. Thus, analytical study of such
Qur’anic verses is necessary to understand
nature of laws in various domains of
science and to develop measurement tools
for predictable knowledge and better
management.
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Choices of mankind will be consistent
with course of the universal motion of the
universe (Sunan Kawniyyah) only when his
acts are in accordance with moral values
and legal rules provided by Divine
revelation (Sunan Shari’ayyah) [Q.22:18]%.
Standards of this classification, initially,
provide a relevant ground for the argument
that universality of Divine laws does not
necessarily means unity of the order in
either ~domain: human or natural
phenomena. In other words, characteristics
of patterns that govern human history and
civilization are not necessarily like laws
which rule the natural phenomena.

3.2.1. Sunnatullah on the horizons: the
cosmic order

According to the Qur'anic epistemology,
scientific discoveries are possible since God
has created the entire universe in precise
measures, perfect balance, and systematic
orders. Objects are formed from different
components of atoms, nucleus, and
molecules with great potential and
capability for interaction and rearrangement.
Things around us act the way they do
because of the manner their molecules
behave. Theologians and philosophers use
this systemic making and unmaking process
of the world as concrete evidence for the
existence of the Creator. Scientists, on the
other, hand take the systematic processes as
primary premise for research method to
explore the natural, human and social
phenomena, where they see various
examples of order, which reaffirm that the
world is created with extremely delicate
balances.

The holy Qur'an explicates this balance
by several key concepts that reflect the
existential of Divine systems in cosmic
order, such as epistemological concepts
briefed in the first section of this article and
the term ‘ltgan’ ‘perfection’ where Allah
says: (The artistry of God Who disposes of
all things in perfect order) [Q.27:88]**. This
perfect order, which prevails throughout the

universe, leads human intellect to a basic
question: Who is behind this magnificent
design and order of the universe?

The materialistic view of the world
explains the order and balance in the
universe as natural and mechanical process.
But, according to the new scientific
discoveries 2 mere mechanical process
cannot provide such perfect systems in the
universe, otherwise it leads to chaos rather
than order *® . The Islamic worldview,
however, emphasizes that the perfect
systems of the universe are due to the
wisdom and knowledge of God Who
created everything in a perfect manner and
guided it naturally and morally to fulfill its
purpose [Q. 20:50] 2.

Based on the Qur’anic verse which says:
(We will show them Our signs (Ayat) on the
horizons and within themselves until it
becomes clear to them that it is the truth)
[Q. 41: 53] 2%, Muslim thinkers have
explored the relationship between the
outward manifestations and the essence of
the world. For them, everything could serve
as sign of God (4yah). The holy Qur’an is
repeatedly urging mankind, believers and
disbeliever, to reflect and ponder God's
signs. By systematic processes, creatures
prove existence of their Creator. These
signs are not only on the horizons of the
physical world, but also in human self and
his ability to think about the existence of
the Creator. The natural world is an open
book in which those who have sound
intellect can see and contemplate to
recognize God’s signs and thus be guided
by their reason to the Creator Himself?’.
When the sensual and spiritual faculties,
termed by the holy Qur'an as heart (Qalb),
meet at the signs of God (Ayat) one will be
able to understand the Divine wisdom and
appreciate His creative power (Annemarie,
Schmmel, 1994).

The most critical epistemological question
about the function of Sunnatullah in cosmic
order is: how mankind can understand
Sunnatullah in the context of natural laws
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which are mainly based on cause-and-effect
system? In other words, what is the
relationship between Divine action and
causation laws in the operating world? The
holy Qur'an leaves the direct answer to this
question to human intellect®®, however, it
provides practical insights through the above
epistemological principles, which lay the
metaphysical foundations of Islamic theory of
knowledge.

3.2.2 Sunnatullah within human self: the
Qur anic concept of history
Allah (swt) in the holy Qur'an says: (We
will show them Our signs (Ayat) on the
horizons and within themselves until it
becomes clear to them that it is the truth)
[Q. 41: 53]°!. These are the two domains of
Sunnatullah: natural world and human
domain at both personal and collective
levels. Choices of nations, according to the
holy Qur'an, are different from individual
one. Choices of nations, according to
Sunnatullah, have civilizational value
which determines their rise and fall in
accordance with certain historical facts. As
it has been pointed above, Sunnatullah in
human domain ‘Sunanul Anfus’ can be
understood in two compatible senses:
Sunnah that governs individual choices and
that which governs civilizations and
historical events, known as Sunnan
Tarikhiyyah. The main difference between
the two, according to the contemporary
Muslim sociologist (M. Baqir Sadr, 2011)
is that implications of the individual choices
and acts are only accountable for it
personally in this world or the Next.
However, a historic action will be recorded
in the collective book of nations and its
implications are extended to the whole
nation. This kind of action does not
necessarily come from the majority, it
might be an individual act but still affects
the whole nation, such as a decision of war
or peace taken by president of the country.
The holy Qur'an has narrated this type
of action through some historical events of

the past, such as the story of Fir'aun
(Pharaoh), Haman, and Qarun (Korah) who
led their nations to destruction. The first
two, i.e. Fir‘aun and Haman, led their
peoples to destruction through political
oppression, while Qarun led his nation to
the same end through economic oppression.
The story of Qarun has been reflected by
the following Qur anic verses [Q.28: 76-81]
32, On the other hand, if majority of a nation
or their leaders are good, such as al-khulafa
al-Rashudun (the righteous caliphs), they
will lead their nations to the success and
good life both here and Hereafter.

However, beside individual
responsibilities that are prescribed by the
Shari‘ah (revealed laws), the holy Qur'an
also holds that plurality of community and
prescribed unity of the whole as a single
society has its own identity and its own
responsibilities. According to modern
sociologists, social science is concerned
with study of human beings interacting with
one another in terms of mutually accepted
standards of conduct. Their interaction
takes place in an environment which
comprises, among other things, climate,
material resources, population structure and
physical possibilities of communication
(Parsons, Talcott, 1991).

The Qur anic concept of history is based
on the historic action of community, which
decides a specific term of life and death
(4jal) for every nation [Q.10: 49]33. The
renowned Muslim historian and sociologist
"Abdul al-Rahman Ibn Khaldun was the
first and the foremost Islamic thinker to
discuss clearly and explicitly laws govern
the society other than the moral laws that
governing the individual choices. He
emphasized that society has a special reality
featured by its own characteristics. In his
famous introduction ‘al-Muqaddimah’ or
prolegomena to his great historical work
‘Kitab al-‘Ibar’** he discussed this theory
in detail. According to him, there are
general causes, whether moral or physical
which operate in any civilization to bring
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about its rise, development, and fall (Ibn
Khaldun, 2004).

Ibn Khaldun has, spatially emphasized
on his theory of ‘7araf® which means
decline of civilizations due to the luxurious
habituations, as main cause of declining. In
this theory, he explains that science, which
is the main cause of human progress,
develops only with prosperity and greatness
of civilization. However, when nations are
involved in luxury life styles brought about
by prosperity of a civilization, they will
habituate an easy life style which makes
them averse to any intellectual or physical
effort. Since all scientific activities require
a prolonged acquisition of knowledge with
great effort and hard work without
immediate gain, it will be out of demand.
Therefore, scientific inquiry could not
survive in such a society that is dominated
by the spirit of an easy gain. On the other
hand, as civilization could not develop out
of scientific activities, it is this deadlock
that will be the first step to its decline and
disintegration (Ibn Khaldun, 2004).

History as a discipline in human domain
has three closely related concepts: first,
history as knowledge of events and
circumstances of bygone people in relation
to the present conditions. Biographies,
records of events, and all such chronicles
compiled by various nations come under
this category. History in this sense is the
narration of events related to the past not
present, and it is a traditional history
(Tarikh Nagly) not knowledge of general
laws (Mutahhari, Murtada, 1997).

Second, history as knowledge of laws
that appear to govern life of bygone nations
obtained through investigation and analysis
of past events, or study of past society in a
static status. History in this sense
collaborates with the first meaning and
takes it as subject matter of study and
analysis. The difference between the two is
as follows: the relationship of the first
concept of history to the second is just like
data collected by a natural scientist in a

laboratory for analysis and an investigation
to discover certain general laws and causal
relations. A historian, in this analytical
endeavor, wishes to uncover the true nature
of historical events and their causal
relationships and to discover universal laws
applicable to all similar events. The
difference in the task of a natural scientist
and historian in this sense, however, is that
law of nature is simple and strict. Therefore,
investigation, analysis, and results of the
scientists are empirical and verifiable.
Meanwhile, the historian works in human
domain where the laws are more complex
and more flexible, as far as time is
concerned, but less predictable. In addition,
the subject matter which a historian deals
with belongs to the past that does not exist
in the present. Therefore, analysis and
judgments of historians are rational and
logical, not based upon empirical and
external evidence (Mutahhari, Murtada,
1997).

Third history as knowledge of gradual
changes and transformations that lead
human societies from one stage to another,
or study of societies in status of motion and
change. This is the case of philosophy of
history, which deals with laws that govern
transformations and changes in the human
community. In other words, history in this
sense concerns with the past, the present,
and the future. It attempts to predict the
future status of the society based on
patterns. Thus, it is not only knowledge of
the existence of a society at a particular
static stage, but also knowledge of
evolutionary movements of societies.
Although both the second and the third
concepts of history are concerned with
general laws, the difference between the
two, however, can be seen in the last point,
i.e., the third concept is concerned with

evolutionary movements of societies
(Mutahhari, Murtada, 1997).
The Qur'anic concept of history,

therefore, is discovery of patterns that
governing the great events of history and
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human society which originated in the past
and continue to flow toward the future. This
concept is termed by the holy Qur'an as
“Ibrah’ to denote lessons should be drawn
from the past events for the present and
future. In relation to this, modern
sociologists observe that the functional
categories of social systems are those
features in terms of which systematically
ordered modes of adjustment operate in the
changing relations between a given set of
patterns  of  institutionally  stablished
structure in the system and a given set of
properties of the relevant environing
systems (Parsons, Talcott, 1991). They
further explain that the most common
model on which this relationship has been
based is that of the behaving organism.
Form this point of view, the functional
problem is that of analyzing the
mechanisms which make orderly response
to environmental conditions possible
(Parsons, Talcott, 1991).

3.3. Characteristics of Sunnatullah
Generality, predictability, and universality are
the main characteristics of law (Carnap
Rudolf, 1996). Hence, Sunnatullah and its
characters should be determined based on the
above divisions: into natural and human
domains. Natural laws are strict and
predictable, while social and historical pattern
are flexible and hardly predictable. When we
examine Sunnatullah from these two
dimensions as law that governs the natural
world and human societies, it is featured by
two main characteristics: generality and
flexibility as well in human domain

3.3.1. Generality

Generality gives the term ‘/aw’ its very
sense. Law has no meaning without being
general to cover all similar cases in similar
conditions. Sunnatullah, in this sense is
general and governs the entire natural
phenomena and human history without any
exception. In the field of history and
civilization, it means that if the earlier

civilizations were destroyed due to their
oppression, it is also no exception for any
other nation across human history to avoid
the same fate if the main characteristic of
their civilization is oppression. On the other
hand, if Islamic civilization was
successfully extended to the entire globe
due to its justice and fair treatment of
people, Muslims would be leaders of the
world again if they characterized by these
features.

Shaikhul Islam Ibn Taymiyyah defines
Sunnatullah as “God’s custom, which
judges in similar cases with the same rule,
and with different rules in different cases”
then comments on the Qur'anic verse,
which says: (Such is the law of God
(Sunnatullah), which has taken course
aforetime, you will not find any change for
the law of God) [Q.48:23]%, as follows: “If
Muslims at Badr (the first battle in Islam)
succeeded the war against their enemy, due
to certain characters, then they are eligible
to succeed the war again as far as they
featured by the same characters. But, at
battle of Uhud and Hunain, where Muslims
were no more featured by the same
characters, they most lost the war for their
enemy”  (Ibn Taymiyyah, Majmu" al-
Fatawi, Vol 1). He meant by this
explanation that, at least one or more of
three conditions assigned by the holy
Qur'an to gain the war was missed by
Muslim in Uhud and Hunain:

i. True believe in God and obedience to the
Prophet (3), or to the leader's guidance
at the warfare;

il. Technology of  weapons, which
equivalent to that of the enemy; or not
much less than it; and

To be patient at warfare and avoiding
technical mistakes.

The holy Qur'an invites people to learn
from the great events of history and to turn
the success or failure, progress or decline,
into lessons for future.

1il.
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3.3.2.-Flexibility

Flexibility of law means its implications do
not instantly take place, as the case in
natural laws. Destruction of corrupted
nations even though cannot be avoided for
long term; it is not immediate. Oppressors
and wicked people are not called
immediately to the account for their
oppressions. The holy Qur'an though
attributes laws, life and death to the
community, but it also explicitly recognizes
the possibility of violating these laws by
individuals or some groups. Such challenge
to the historic laws is only for short term.
The holy Qur'an says: (do not think that
Allah is oblivious about the deeds of those
oppressors, He but give them time and
delay them to a horrible day) [Q.14:42]°C.
Also, the holy Qur'an makes it clear that
historical changes do not occur suddenly;
rather, there is a slow accumulation of
causes, which results in a big change only
after a considerably long period of time. In
the Qur'anic terminology, a day in the
Divine account is equal to one thousand
years as human count [Q. 22:47]*7, which is
another way of saying that God's scale of
computation and measurement is different
from that of man (Mazheruddin, Siddiqi,
1984).

3.3.3. Time factor and gradual process of
moral laws

People are generally expecting immediate
results for what they do, but God has fixed
period of time for everything to rise,
development and decline, slow and steady
either way. This phenomenon is observable
in life of every living creature. Everything
has a fixed period of time (4jal), as termed
by the holy Qur’an, and it varies with every
object of creation. This process of steady
movement is evidently intended in its
application to human life to help him pause
and reflect at every stage to adjust himself
with the laws operating in such orderly
procedures. (Mazheruddin, Siddiqi, 1984).

The provision of this opportunity for
correction is a provision of grace of God as
the holy Qur'an says: (Your Lord is most
forgiving full of mercy, if He to account
them instantly for what they earn then
surely, He would have Punished them
immediately, but they have their appointed
time beyond which they will find no refuge)
[Q. 18:58]%. In addition, the holy Qur'an
says: (If God should chastise men
according to their earnings, He would have
not leave any creature on earth, but for an
appointed term do He respite them, and
when their time comes, then verily God is
responsible on His servants) [Q. 35:451%. It
means, if this provision is absent from
human life, none would have profited by
life; and every single slip would have ruin
the nation. (Abul Kalam Azad, 1958).

As explained by Mawlana Abul Kalam
(1958), this process applies equally to the
upward and downward phenomenon of
human life. In the upward trend, it allows
time for easy gathering and perfection from
stage to stage, while the downward edge
allows time for correction. Allah (swt) says:
(For both, the good and the bad people do
We prolong the gifts of the Lord; for not to
any shall the gifts of the Lord be denied)
[Q. 17:21]*. If man desires to profit by
latitude furnished by this process, he could,
in proper time make amends for every
mishap of his life upward. On the other
hand, if he misses the opportunities so
afforded, he could steadily go down till the
inevitable decree implicit in his behavior
and overtakes him where Allah says: (4And
when their time comes, they shall not delay
or advance it an hour) [Q.16:61]*'. (Abul
Kalam Azad, 1958).

The holy Qur'an emphasizes that every
action in life takes its own time to produce
its result. For everything, there is a measure
of time as Allah says: (But if they turn their
backs, say: I have warned you alike; but [
know not whether that with which you are
threatened be nigh or distant) [Q.21:109]*.
The holy Qur'an requests not to apply our
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concepts of time to everything in life. Laws
governing the natural phenomenon and
other living organisms are not applicable to
society. In other words, the analytical
method of mechanistic view is not suitable
to explain social phenomena and historical
events.

4. Conclusion

Mankind needs to understand the world and
interpret its events for various purposes,
including:

e to answer the fundamental questions* and
give meaning to his life;

e to understand, predict, and control for
better management of the resources;

e to deal with things in a proper manner and
place them in their proper places within
systems of being;

e to manage his life and community
efficiently and effectively.

Aiming to satisfy these needs, mankind has
been endeavouring across the history to
interpret the world and uncover the truth
based on the three basic approaches:
philosophical, religious and scientific.
Philosophy interprets the world based on
mere reason, while religious approach is
based on Divine revelation, and the
scientific  interpretation 1is based on
observation and experiment. Tawhidic
epistemology (TE), guided by Divine
revelation, integrates the three approaches.
The basic epistemological questions are
mainly about source of knowledge and
method of systematic inquiry. Among other
concepts, the holy Qur'an introduces
Sunnatullah as a fundamental principle of
Tawhidic epistemology to answer questions
of systematic inquiry. Sunnatullah, stands
for the consistent and immutable laws and
patterns of God which operate throughout
the universe and human history. As a
fundamental  principle of  Tawhidic
epistemology, Sunnatullah provides rational
premises and metaphysical foundations for
systematic inquiry and emphasizes that:

e There is purpose in creation of everything
in the balanced universe.
eDivine patterns in physical world and

human history are systematic,
understandable, immutable and
unchangeable;

e Human history is not mere sequence of
events, but source of systematic
knowledge which provides lessons for
learning (" Ibar).

e Sunnatullah introduces itself not only as
an epistemological principle but also as
moral guidance for social changes and
historical events;

eScientific  inquiry as guided by
Sunnatullah for Divine purpose is an
important form of ‘ibadah’ (worship).

Findings of this article emphasizes that

more study is needed on epistemological

concepts of the holy Qur'an to stablish
foundations of Islamic theory of
knowledge. Although the holy Qur'an
persistently introduced Sunnatullah as key
principle of Tawhidic epistemology in more
than ten verses, unfortunately there is no
proper research on this important concept.

The main cause of this problem might be

the fact that Sunnatullah and other

epistemological concepts were discussed by

Muslim theologians in the context of

metaphysical issues rather than

epistemology. This article attempted to
remove this confusion and introduced

Sunnatullah as a key epistemological

principle for Islamic theory of knowledge.

This may provide an alternative to the

secular epistemology which is dominating

the entire enterprise of modern science.
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understood as following: 1. God acts directly in every event to sustain the existence of each entity that has
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direct actions.” (Amplification of effects at quantum level.) 4. God acts indirectly and through the free
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