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Abstract. What does it take for Islam and science to engage in
a genuine conversation with each other? This essay is an attempt
to answer this question by clarifying the conditions which make
having such a conversation possible and plausible. I will first dis-
tinguish between three notions of conversation: the trivial conversa-
tion (which requires sharing a common language and the meaning
of its ordinary expressions), superficial conversation (in which al-
though the language is shared, the communicators fail to share the
meaning of their theoretical terms), and genuine conversation (which
implies sharing the language and the meaning of ordinary as well as
theoretical terms). I will then argue that our real concern with re-
gard to the exchange between Islam and science is to be to specify
the conditions under which their proponents can engage in a gen-
uine conversation with each other and that such a conversation to
take place essentially requires sharing a common ontology. Following
Quine, I will argue that Muslims, like the followers of any religion,
would have no other choice but to work from within science. Do-
ing so, however, would not prevent Muslims from having a genuine
conversation with the proponents of other worldviews because when
the shared ontology fails to offer any potentially testable answer to
our remaining questions about the world, the Islamic viewpoint can
appear as a genuine alternative among other underdetermined ones,
deciding between which would be a matter of pragmatic criteria.

Keywords: Donald Davidson; Islam and science; naturalism;
Willard Van Orman Quine; underdetermination

Ali Hossein Khani is a Post-Doctoral Research Fellow at the Institute for Research
in Fundamental Sciences, School of Analytic Philosophy and a Research Fellow at the
Iranian Institute of Philosophy, Institute of Science Studies, Tehran, Iran; e-mail: hos-
seinkhani@ipm.ir.

[Zygon, vol. 55, no. 4 (December 2020)]
www.zygonjournal.org

© 2020 by the Joint Publication Board of Zygon ISSN 0591-2385 1011

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0537-3805


1012 Zygon

Introduction

The relationship between Islam and science, especially with regard to what
such a relation has been and how it should be, has been under investigation
for many years. The question as to what the relationship between Islam
and science is, or has been, is a (descriptive) question which concerns the
historical relationship between the two, while the second question, that
is, how such a relationship should be, is a different (normative) one. The
main purpose of my essay is to deal with this second question. I will argue
that in order for a genuine conversation between Muslims and scientists to
take place, certain conditions should be met, the most important one of
which is sharing the meaning of the theoretical terms they employ in their
theories, as well as a common ontology. In order to argue for this claim,
I will use a variety of theses from important analytic philosophers, such
as Ludwig Wittgenstein (d. 1951), Willard Van Orman Quine (d. 2000),
Donald Davidson (d. 2003), Saul Kripke (b. 1940) and Hilary Putnam
(d. 2016). Following Quine’s remarks on underdetermination and natu-
ralism, I will argue that such an ontology has to be naturalistic. However,
this ontological commitment, I will also show, does not imply that Islam
cannot appear as a genuine alternative worldview. My discussion in this
article, thus, is first of all semantical and then ontological, rather than epis-
temological. I will not be concerned with scientific versus religious meth-
ods of inquiry. I would mostly focus on what it takes, semantically and
ontologically speaking, for two groups of people to have a genuine conver-
sation on a subject matter, rather than the methods and justifications they
may employ to explain or investigate it. Two people may reach the same
conclusion using different paths of reasoning and sets of evidence, as, for
instance, they may reach a destination using different forms of transport.
What matters, however, is that they intend to reach the same destination.
Nor will I intend to engage in a long discussion of the historical relation-
ship between religion and science. Rather, I will focus on the requirements
for having a genuine disagreement between the two. Also, I will not, pri-
marily at least, make any claim about what sorts of ontology are to be
preferred, though, following Quine’s remarks on naturalism, I will then
argue that we have no other way than to work from within science.

I will distinguish between three notions, “trivial,” “genuine,” and “su-
perficial” conversations between the proponents of Islam and science—
conversations, as we may all agree, take place between people, rather than
worldviews, ideologies, or paradigms. In its trivial sense, anyone can suc-
ceed in having a conversation with another simply by sharing a common
language, that is, if they are capable of making well-formed simple and
complex expressions in that language (i.e., if they have acquired command
of the syntax of the language) and sharing the meaning of its ordinary
expressions (commanding the semantics of the language). It can even
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establish between two people speaking different languages if they are capa-
ble of translating (and hence understanding) the expressions of each other.
Although such sharing might naturally be taken to be necessary for the
existence of any sort of linguistic communication between two people, it
certainly is not sufficient if our concern is the requirements of forming a
serious conversation between Islam and science. One may call such sorts
of conversation a “debate,” through which alternative explanations and de-
scriptions of the world can be offered. In order to form a genuine conver-
sation, or a debate, not only should the debaters share a language and the
meaning of its ordinary expressions, but they should also intentionally and
knowingly share the meaning of their basic theoretical or technical terms,
such as those of “real,” “universe,” “object,” “evidence,” “proof,” “cause,”
and so on. In a superficial conversation, however, the communicators al-
legedly think they are using similar theoretical terms, or using them simi-
larly, but they really mean different things by them because such terms are
applied to, and hence linked with, different sorts of things throughout the
world. They have failed to intentionally share the meaning of their theo-
retical terms. This conception of a conversation can lead to a dangerous
sort of relativism about concepts and truth since the question then arises
as to whether we are talking about the same things, possessing the same
concepts, and entertaining the same thoughts when we use such theoretical
terms. This relativism is destructive because it would block the path to any
serious dialogue between Islam and science. This danger and the urge to
avoid it motivate the importance of explaining the conditions under which
a genuine debate can emerge. In order to avoid the unwelcome relativism,
we need to be assured of being speaking of the same things in a common
world. Otherwise, we really are talking about different things—as if we are
living in different worlds—so that one point of view to describe the world
may remain completely incomprehensible to the other. The complexity of
clarifying such preconditions makes it difficult to imagine how a genuine
debate between Muslims and scientists can take place.

This problem would be sharpened once we consider the relation be-
tween a genuine debate and a genuine disagreement. A genuine debate
depends on the possibility of the emergence of a genuine disagreement.
Otherwise, either we agree on all that is at issue or we have a superfi-
cial conversation since, instead of being in a disagreement about the same
thing, we talk about different things. The emergence of such a genuine dis-
agreement essentially relies on a background of agreement on many things,
among which agreement on the meaning of our words and the things we
apply them to is salient. Otherwise, again, it would just seem to us that
we are engaging in a genuine conversation, while we are not—a doctrine
which has been developed by Wittgenstein and Davidson.1 In other words,
it just seems to us that we are successfully communicating with each other
via using a certain string of words to talk about a certain sort of thing,
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while the appearance of success can simply be explained to be a matter of
using a common language. But by a debate, a genuine conversation, we
intend to go beyond this trivial sort of having a conversation. Nor can
a superficial conversation be what we are after because how can we gen-
uinely disagree on something if we lack an agreed-on criterion to evaluate
whether we are talking about the same thing? We need a fixed point, rel-
ative to which our disagreement can be measured.2 In this sense, sharing
what we mean by our theoretical terms, which requires sharing a com-
mon ontology, would turn into an essential feature of the sort of genuine
conversation we are looking for.3

On Conversation, Meaning, and Agreement

In its most general sense, a “conversation” can be taken to be the process
of exchanging a certain sort of content or thought between (at least two)
people by means of a language. It is a form of linguistic interaction or com-
munication about a certain sort of subject matter. In fact, one should bear
in mind that the sentences and expressions we utter are nothing but the
physical products of human beings, a series of written or acoustical items.
As Davidson puts it, “indeed, we all talk so freely about language, or lan-
guages, that we tend to forget that there are no such things in the world;
there are only people and their various written and acoustical products”
(1992, 108). A form of words, in one language, can be meaningful and,
in another, meaningless: “Schnee ist weiss” is meaningless in English, but
meaning something specific, i.e., snow is white, in German. Sentences and
expressions employed by the users of a particular language are supposed to
be meaningful, conveying a certain sort of information. What gives these
linguistic items meaning? There is a long history of discussion with regard
to what makes an utterance meaningful and what such a meaning is—
from Frege, Russell, Wittgenstein, Strawson to Quine, Grice, Davidson,
Dummett, Kripke, and others. The limitations of space do not permit me
to discuss such different views in this essay and we do not need to do so.
Rather, we can simply agree on the (Davidsonian) claim that the meaning
of an uttered sentence is the content or the thought which the speaker
of a language intends to convey in her conversation with others. Such a
meaning can be captured in the conditions under which the sentence is
or would be true, that is, its “truth-condition.” This in turn implies that
understanding a sentence depends on knowing under what conditions the
sentence would be true. As Davidson says, “to give truth conditions is a
way of giving the meaning of a sentence. To know the semantic concept
of truth for a language is to know what it is for a sentence — any sen-
tence — to be true, and this amounts … to understanding the language”
(1967, 310). For instance, the sentence “It’s snowing” as uttered by me at
time t is true if and only if it’s snowing around me at t. When I utter the
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sentence “It’s snowing,” I want to convey or communicate the thought
that it’s snowing. Therefore, we understand each other’s utterances if we
understand what information this utterance is conveying or what thought
the speaker intends to share with us by using that sentence.

Moreover, since each term or sub-sentential part appears in many dif-
ferent sentences, it follows that “only in the context of the language
does a sentence (and therefore a word) have meaning” (Davidson 1967,
308).4 Meanings are holistically interrelated. Understanding the meaning
of “snow is white” depends on understanding the semantic properties of its
parts and the way they are put together to construct a well-formed sentence
in that language. For instance, the terms like “snow,” “trees,” “Michael,”
and so on have reference as their semantic property: they refer to a cer-
tain sort of thing, such as a person, an object, or a group of them; hence
when I use the word “snow,” I am talking about a certain sort of thing in
the world, that is, snow. Similarly, when I utter “Jones is a good person,”
by using the name “Jones” I intend to talk about a certain person, Jones.
The predicate “… is white” is also true of certain things only: it is satisfied
by white objects. Such objects fall under the extension of this predicate.
Thus, in understanding what “snow is white” means, we understand that
a certain sort of thing, snow, has a certain sort of property, being white.
Philosophers sometimes say that meaning is normative: the term “snow” is
used correctly only if it is applied to certain things and not to others, just as
“is white” is satisfied by a certain class of objects. As Boghossian famously
puts it, the normativity thesis states that “meaningful expressions possess
conditions of correct use” (1989, 148). We can say the same thing by using
the notion of rules. There are certain rules governing the application of
our words: we are not free to use words in whatever way we may; rather, if
“snow” means snow, then applying “snow” to a table is wrong. Our expres-
sions are meaningful if they are used correctly, in accordance with certain
rules. Otherwise, they do not mean what they are supposed to do. This
is generally a Wittgensteinian view, which is supported by, for instance,
Dummett and Kripke.5

Now if there was no such thing as snow in the world, either we had no
word for it to use in any sentence (simply because we did not have such
a concept) or we had no reason to think that a sentence with “snow” in it
has any truth-condition and hence any meaning at all. There is, in other
words, an important connection between our language and the world,
our linguistic expressions and the things in the world to which we apply
them. Learning a first language naturally starts by “ostensive learning,” the
process through which we learn how to use our words via ostension.6 As
Wittgenstein says, “when they (my elders) named some object, and accord-
ingly moved toward something, I saw this and I grasped that the thing was
called by the sound they uttered when they meant to point it out” (1953,
§1). In this process, “I gradually learnt to understand what objects they
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signified; and after I had trained my mouth to form these signs, I used
them to express my own desires” (1953, §1). This is the process through
which the basic link between language and the world is established. These
issues lead to the discussion of ontology, of what there is, since, as previ-
ously indicated, our languages’ expressions, at least in the most basic cases,
are linked to and are supposed to be about certain objects and events in
the world, that is, the things we take the world to contain. Only after such
a connection is established, can we use them to express our feelings, inten-
tions, desires, and so on. As Russell puts it, “all thinking has to start from
acquaintance; but it succeeds in thinking about many things with which
we have no acquaintance” (1905, 480).

Therefore, in order for someone, my hearer, to understand what I mean
by my utterance, s/he should be able to at least recognize the things to
which I applied my uttered words. Unless my hearer understands that by
“Jones” I mean a specific person, Jones, and not anything else, she fails
to have a successful communication with me, a communication which is
about Jones. In order to conduct a successful conversation with someone
else, the meaning of our words must be shared. This claim does not nec-
essarily lead to the conclusion that we all need to mean the same thing by
the same word. Rather we need to agree on and hence understand what the
other intends her utterance to mean or to be interpreted: “What must be
shared is the interpreter’s and the speaker’s understanding of the speaker’s
words” (Davidson 1986, 96). Davidson’s “interpersonal view”7 of mean-
ing and understanding concentrates on the way in which an individual
speaker speaks and intends to be understood by another person. What is
basic for Davidson is that the speaker is understood in the way she intends
her utterance to be understood. Kripke, however, believes that we cannot
decide whether one’s use of words is correct—and hence whether her utter-
ance is meaningful—unless we share a similar way of applying words, that
is, unless we follow the same rules for the use of our words: “each person
who claims to be following a rule can be checked by others. Others in the
community can check whether the putative rule follower is or is not giv-
ing particular responses that they endorse, that agree with their own. The
way they check this is, in general, a primitive part of the language game”
(Kripke 1982, 101). According to this view, a speaker in order to mean
something specific by her utterance must conform to the way her speech-
community uses the words. Although the views mentioned above differ in
detail, they all share a common point; they all take speaking a language to
be essentially a social activity, in the sense that the existence of a certain
sort of agreement between the communicators is fundamental to the exis-
tence of any successful communication between them, agreement on the
way they respond to the world. Sharing a common ontology, a common
set of entities, is essential to the existence of such linguistic practices. Our
disagreement on whether something has a certain property is grounded on
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a background of agreement on, among others, whether there is such a thing
in the world. In a similar vein, Davidson clarifies the notion of irrationality
as follows:

the possibility of irrationality depends on a large degree of rationality. Irra-
tionality is not mere lack of reason but a disease or perturbation of reason.
(1982, 99)8

The same is true in the case of the possibility of disagreement on a subject
matter; unless we agree on many things, we cannot disagree on a certain
thing.9

Primitive, Superficial, and Genuine Conversations

We already discussed how understanding the speech of others depends
on sharing the meaning of their words and sharing a common world or
ontology with them. People communicate with each other on a variety of
issues, from ordinary to complex ones. A trivial conversation is the one in
which any two persons sharing a common language can communicate with
each other on ordinary, everyday issues. You and I utter “It’s snowing.”
We understand each other because we both use the ordinary words of
our common language in a similar way. Having such a conversation does
not depend on the interlocutors’ religious, moral, political, or economical
viewpoint. A theist and an atheist both can make assertions about how
cold the weather is, how far a destination is, and what color an object has.
Ordinary communication depends on following similar rules governing
the application of our ordinary words, such as “green,” “table,” “cold,”
“white,” and the like. The ability to engage in a trivial conversation is
vital: our lives depend on it. As Kripke says, “our entire lives depend on
countless such interactions, and on the ‘game’ of attributing to others the
mastery of certain concepts or rules, thereby showing that we expect them
to behave as we do” (1982, 93). Once we are accepted by the members of
a speech-community as a reliable user of their language, we can then live
in that society, buy things, sell things, learn things, and so on.

When our concern is success in engaging in a genuine conversation, or
a debate, between the advocates of two different disciplines arguing for
their theoretical competence to explain a specific subject matter, the abil-
ity to establish a conversion in its trivial sense does not suffice for such a
debate to proceed successfully and for a real disagreement between them
to emerge. The most important part of such a debate is agreement on the
use of theoretical terms. Debates are the sort of conversations in which the
debaters either try to argue against the other party’s view or attempt to de-
fend their own alternative one. If it is so, then we need a deeper and more
fine-grained notion of success in communication since in ordinary com-
munications theoretical terms are not normally used or if they are used,
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they are not employed in a way clearly defined by the experts: when I say
the universe is huge and when an astrophysicist says the same thing, our
understanding and definitions of “the universe” differ dramatically. What
is crucial for my debate with such a person and the emergence of a gen-
uine disagreement with her is whether we share the same meaning of these
terms, such as “space,” “time,” “gravity,” “cause,” “fact,” “nature,” “evo-
lution,” and so forth, and whether we agree on what the universe is and
includes. In ordinary conversations, even if we intend to use such terms,
we at best take for granted a sort of standard, “dictionary-based" meaning
for them. For instance, an “object” is defined as “a thing that can be seen
and touched, but is not alive” (Oxford Dictionary Online). As we will see,
some Polish logicians would not agree with this definition. Or “reality” is
defined as “the true situation and the problems that actually exist in life,
in contrast to how you would like life to be” (Oxford Dictionary Online).
David Lewis (largely known as a modal realist) would certainly disagree.
For Lewis, the possible worlds or “the other worlds are of a kind with
this world of ours” (Lewis 1986, 2). Nonetheless, he refers to an impor-
tant remark which is related to our discussion of the essentiality of sharing
meaning and ontology. According to Lewis, since he believes that other
(possible) worlds are as real as our world, “doubtless you will expect me to
say that possible worlds and individuals are concrete, not abstract. But I
am reluctant to say that outright. Not because I hold the opposite view;
but because it is not at all clear to me what philosophers mean when they
speak of ‘concrete’ and ‘abstract’ in this connection. Perhaps I would agree
with it” (Lewis 1986, 81; emphasis added). Lewis’s point is that unless we
reach an agreement on what such theoretical and technical terms mean,
we cannot decide whether we are on board with each other on a claim.
We use these terms in ordinary conversations with a general meaning in
mind; we are not concerned with their technical meanings or definitions.
Ask a physicist: “Isn’t it true that the whole universe is an object?” He will
probably reply by “What do you mean by an ‘object’?” You would face
the same question if you ask a theologian: “Isn’t it true that the God is an
object (entity) after all?” What determines the meaning of these terms is
related to the ontology we work with.

In genuine conversations, we expect theoretical terms (and ordinary
terms used in a particular technical way) to be clearly defined and un-
derstood. The starting point of such debates is an agreement on such def-
initions since it is only by having such an agreement in the background
that a real disagreement may emerge. The lack of this agreement leads to
a superficial conversation, an alleged debate in which it just seems to the
contributors that they talk about the same thing and understand what the
other means by the terms, while they actually do not. Regardless of their
intention to do so, no genuine disagreement between them can emerge be-
cause they have failed to form an agreement on what the theoretical terms
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they use mean. One may insist that “evolutionary biology aims to con-
vince us that, on the basis of a certain sort of evidence, our ancestors were
all monkeys” and the other may insist that “there is no evidence to prove
that we are all descendants of Eve.” They use the term “evidence,” but do
they mean the same thing by it? A genuine debate starts by agreement on
meaning and ontology. The facts which each ontology allows for would
count certain things as “evidence.” Identifying a concept as the concept it
is, such as the concept of “evidence,” relies on the type of application con-
ditions we have for it: a “chair” is the concept it is partly because it is (as
intended by the speaker) applicable to certain things only (i.e., chairs) and
not to other things. But, as Davidson adds, if we have two radically dif-
ferent criteria, rules, or application conditions for using the (supposedly)
same concept or expression, or “if what is apparently the same expression is
sometimes correctly employed on the basis of a certain range of evidential
support and sometimes on the basis of another range of evidential support
(or none), the obvious conclusion would seem to be that the expression
is ambiguous” (Davidson 1987, 16). Although Davidson’s concern here is
the application of mental terms (such as “x believes that”) and the prob-
lem of self-knowledge, his remark is quite general. As he continues, “if it
is ambiguous, then there is no reason to suppose it has the same meaning
when applied to [something] that it has when applied to another” (1987,
16–17). We need to avoid such ambiguities: we need to agree on the ap-
plication conditions of our theoretical terms if we are to have a genuine
debate on a subject matter at all. Once such an agreement emerges, there
is room for a genuine disagreement between us to appear.

On Relativism

What if we fail to share meanings? What if we take the world to consist
of seriously different objects? Let me answer this question by appealing to
Putnam’s famous example about ontological relativism. Imagine a world in
which there are three individual objects, x1, x2, and x3. How many objects
are there in this world? The answer seems to be obvious: there are three
individual objects. Hence, Putnam says, as we know—that is, as we agree
on—what “objects,” “individuals,” and the like mean, “we can identify
‘individual’, ‘object’, ‘particular’, etc., and find no absurdity in a world
with just three objects which are independent, unrelated, ‘logical atoms’”
(1987, 70). As a result, we seem to be able to communicate with each
other about these objects: we can say “there are three objects,” “there it
is x1,” “look at x2 and x3,” “x1 is blue,” “x3 moves fast,” and so forth.
When we utter that “x1 is blue,” what we mean is that x1 is blue and we
are both talking about, and referring to, x1 as one of those three individual
objects. What we mean by these utterances and whether they are true or
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false is related to the ontology we accept: our utterance of “there are three
objects” is true if and only if there are three objects.

Putnam, however, contends: “But there are perfectly good logical doc-
trines which lead to different results. Suppose, for example, like some
Polish logicians, I believe that for every two particulars there is an ob-
ject which is their sum” (Putnam 1987, 70). Let us use the notion of
a “set” here. According to such a Polish logician, for example, Stanisław
Lesniewski (d. 1939), for every two objects there is a new object consist-
ing of the set of the two. Now, again, how many objects are there in this
world? Putnam replies, we “will find that the world of ‘three individuals’
… actually contains seven objects” (1987, 70). The world now consists of
x1, x2, x3, x1 + x2, x1 + x3, x2 +x3, and x1 + x2 + x3. You may even be
among those logicians who believe that there is also a “null object” (or, say,
a “null set”), in which case the world consists of eight objects. It seems as
if we live in different worlds containing different objects. Thus, it appears
that there is no determinate answer to the above question and the reason,
as Baghramian puts it, is that “any reply would depend on how we interpret
the word ‘object’” (2004, 183; emphasis added). This example summarizes
the main point in my discussion of superficial versus genuine conversa-
tions, the significance of sharing meanings of our theoretical terms, and
their relation to the ontology we concede. The word “object” can be inter-
preted differently. You may take the term to apply to different things; you
may follow different rules regarding the application of this term and thus
mean different things by it; all this depends on your ontological standpoint.
Failing to share the same set of concepts, by which we organize, predict,
and explain the world, leads to a dramatic failure in communication and
understanding. Conceptual or ontological relativism in this sense implies
that there can be different conceptual schemes, that is, different sets of in-
terrelated concepts, in each of which a term may mean different things or
none and our sentences may have different truth-conditions or no truth-
condition at all. Such a set of concepts, or conceptual schemes, can be
taken to be embodied in our languages, in our total theories of the world,
or in our basic sets of beliefs. Those who think there are three objects have
a different set of beliefs and a different theory of the world from those
who believe that there are eight objects. This is the reason why conceptual
relativism can be called semantical, ontological, or cognitive relativism.

Conceptual relativism deals with the relation between the subject and
the world. Subjects, in this context, are rational beings with linguistic abil-
ities to speak and to understand the speech of others. To be rational is to
have a rich set of propositional attitudes, such as beliefs, desires, and in-
tentions: “to be a rational animal is just to have propositional attitudes”
(Davidson 1982, 318). Propositional attitudes are also holistically related:
“one belief requires many beliefs, and beliefs demand other basic attitudes



Ali Hossein khani 1021

such as intentions, desires, and, if I am right, the gift of tongues. … The
intrinsically holistic character of the propositional attitudes makes the dis-
tinction between having any and having none dramatic” (Davidson 1982,
318). For Davidson, in order to have such a rich set of beliefs, the subject
needs to have a language, that is, to be in linguistic communication with
others like herself. As he says, “rationality is a social trait. Only communi-
cators have it” (Davidson 1982, 327).10 Given these points, the relativist’s
claim would be that the world is divided, categorized, organized, or carved
up by the subject’s set of concepts or conceptual schemes and “conceptual
schemes … can differ massively — to the extent of being mutually unin-
telligible” (Davidson 1988, 39–40). There can be incommensurable sets
of concepts, beliefs about the world, theories of the world, points of views,
or untranslatable languages.

Whether or not the existence of radically different conceptual schemes
is intelligible is a matter of controversy. For instance, Wittgenstein seems
to believe in such a relativism when he says “if a lion could talk, we could
not understand him” (1953, 225). Davidson thinks that “we cannot in-
telligibly say that schemes are different” (Davidson 1974, 20).11 I do not
intend to engage in such a discussion here. Rather, we can agree that if our
conceptual schemes, languages, or theories of the world were radically dif-
ferent, we would not be able to understand each other. If we fail to share
a common conceptual scheme — or a common language (in the sense of
sharing the same rules governing the correct use of our theoretical terms),
the same theory of the world (in the sense of a total theory which tells us
what exists in the world and how they interact), or a similar set of basic be-
liefs about the objects and events in the world—we would fail to have any
genuine conversation with each other and surely no genuine disagreement
between us would emerge.

In order to keep our distance from such unwelcome consequences of
relativism, we need to agree on or share meanings and thereby the same
ontology. We can then claim that two groups of people who share the same
language or conceptual scheme can at least have a conversation in its trivial
sense since they have shared the meaning of their language’s basic expres-
sions . If they intend to engage in a serious debate on a subject matter, they
have to share what their relevant theoretical terms mean too. Our Polish
logicians, who share the same conceptual schemes—that is, divide and or-
ganize the world in the same way—and use their theoretical terms, such
as “object,” in the same way, would understand and successfully commu-
nicate with each other. I think this remark from Davidson can nicely sum
up our discussion in this part:

To understand the speech of another, I must be able to think of the same
things she does; I must share her world. I don’t have to agree with her in all
matters, but in order to disagree we must entertain the same propositions,
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with the same subject matter, and the same concept of truth. Communica-
tion depends on each communicator having, and correctly thinking that the
other has, the concept of a shared world, an intersubjective world. (1982,
327)

In order to have a genuine debate on a subject matter, we need to work
from within the same theory, ontology, or language.

Ontological Preference, Naturalism, and
Underdetermination

The difference between Islamic and scientific ontologies is clear. The first
one takes the world to include not only the physical, but a variety of spir-
itual entities, while the latter conceives it as containing mostly physical
entities (plus some specific abstract ones such as sets for specific theoreti-
cal and explanatory reasons). A total theory of the world aims to explain
how the world, nature, or the universe works, what sorts of laws there are
and how they govern it, how it is structured, how different objects and
events interact, and so on and so forth.

In general, there are two ways of evaluating such theories. We may have
some objective criterion to appraise the success (or failure) of such theories
in accomplishing their goal—which is, we may agree, to offer a plausible
(and one may add, true) description of the world. Such a criterion can be
taken to be the theory’s success in predicting the world and its being con-
stantly supported by the data or evidence we can collect from the world.
Depending on the theory and the sort of things it aims to explain, such
evidence or data may differ: it can be the observable behavior of a subject,
the behavior of an object, the opinions and actions of people, the change
in appearances of certain things, and so on. Let’s, for now, take them to
be some sort of observable (or in principle observable) evidence, in the
sense that it should be capable of being manifested, collected, and mea-
sured in some way. One theory may succeed in explaining part of an event
but fails to successfully predict the future behavior of it. One theory may
succeed in telling how medium-sized objects interact but fails to explain
the behavior of, and the interaction between, large-sized or subatomic ob-
jects. One theory (like ancient ones) might take the universe to consist of
four basic elements and explain the world’s structure and behavior on that
basis but, with further discoveries, it turns out that it has been offering a
wrong picture of the world. In such cases, the theory’s success or failure
to predict, explain, and accommodate the old as well as new evidence de-
cides whether the theory is working successfully. The theory is wrong if
no compensation, no improvement, and no further change in the theory
suffices to accommodate the new series of evidence. The theory collapses
since it turns into an internally incoherent one. Let me clarify these points
by drawing on Quine’s remarks on holism and underdetermination.
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Quine’s famous “Confirmational Holism” says that one individual state-
ment about the world cannot be tested, confirmed, or disconfirmed inde-
pendently of other parts of the theory. Rather, “our statements about the
external world face the tribunal of sense experience not individually, but
only as a corporate body” (Quine 1951, 38). There are always other fac-
tors involved in such a decision. Our theory contains auxiliary hypotheses
or assumptions about, for instance, the conditions of the experiment or
the evidence collected, who has done it, when and where it is done, how
many times it has been repeated, and the like. Theories, we can basically
assume, are nothing but a bunch of sentences which are holistically re-
lated. The most important part of a theory is its observational sentences,
the sentences which are about immediate observable events and objects in
the world.12 The theory also contains theoretical sentences, the sentences
that are less directly connected to observables, for instance, those about
neutrinos, dark matters, and so on. According to Quine’s holism, if your
theory faces some data or evidence standing against it, it does not mean
that you necessarily have to give up on your theory. Rather you can in prin-
ciple hold onto any part of your theory, provided that you can make proper
compensations elsewhere in the theory (so that your theory can keep its
consistence and coherence). This means that, for any set of data, you can
always have alternative theories which are compatible with that set but
incompatible with your theory simply because there are different ways of
making such compensations. Now imagine that your set of data includes
all possible evidence, the totality of all possible data from the past to the
future. Suppose also that you have a theory, a total theory of the world,
which is compatible with such a set. Confirmational holism implies that
there can always be competing theories which are incompatible with your
theory but compatible with all such data. This is called the “Strong Under-
determination” of theory by evidence.13 Your theory is always underdeter-
mined even by having the totality of all possible evidence. As Quine says,
physical theories “can still vary though all possible observations be fixed.
… In a word, they can be logically incompatible and empirically equiva-
lent” (1970, 179). Since these theories describe the world, you can claim
that there can always be different competing descriptions of the world.

It is, however, a difficult philosophical task to answer the question which
theory is true and what our criterion for such a decision is. Some, like
Quine himself, at least at some point, believed that it is our own theory
that is true, though he later claims that all such theories can be considered
as true theories. Consider, for instance, his famous “Myth of a Museum”
analogy which he uses to show the difference between scientific theories
and semantic theories. For him, in scientific theories, we only face the
problem of underdetermination, while in the case of meaning, we face a
radical sceptical problem, that is, the indeterminacy problem which re-
sults in the conclusion that there is no fact of the matter about meaning
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or correct translation between theories.14 For Quine, the underdetermi-
nation problem is an epistemological problem: the fact that scientific the-
ories are underdetermined by all possible evidence does not imply that
there is no fact of the matter about the world. According to the myth of
a museum analogy (applied to the case of meaning), it seems as if there
is a museum in which “the exhibits are meanings and the words are la-
bels. To switch languages is to change the labels” (Quine 1969, 27). Ac-
cording to Quine, if semantic theories—that is, the theories which are
supposed to specify the meaning of a speaker’s utterances (such as their
truth-conditions) on the basis of the speaker’s verbal responses to the
world—were like scientific theories, that is, “if the museum myth were
true, there would be a right and wrong of the matter; it is just that we
would never know, not having access to the museum (Quine 1969, 29–
30). What we can learn from these remarks, regardless of the details about
Quine’s semantical view, is that there are facts of the matter about the
world — they are like the exhibits in the museum — but the totality of
all possible evidence may fail to lead us to choose one among the rival
ones as correct. Although the museum’s door is locked, one may say, it
does not mean that the exhibits are not there. 15 Davidson, on the other
hand, believes that all such theories are to be counted as true simply be-
cause they are all compatible with all possible evidence; we need noth-
ing more than such compatibility in order to decide whether a theory is
true or false: “for a theory to fit or face up to the totality of possible …
evidence is for that theory to be true” (Davidson 1974, 15).16 Regard-
less of these differences, the important point here is that all such philoso-
phers agree that the problem of underdetermination is an epistemological
problem, not a metaphysical one — and, hence, the form of relativism
such underdetermination may amount to, if any, is epistemological. It
does not lead to scepticism about the world, about the ordinary objects
we take the world to contain. Although our favored theory of the world,
which we think provides the best explanation of the world, is naturally
underdetermined by all evidence, such underdetermination does not un-
dermine the reality of what our chosen theory describes. If our theory
says that there are atoms, molecules, planets, and so on in the world, we
concede their existence because these are the posits of our best scientific
theory: it is by assuming the existence of such entities that our theory
can work and proceed in describing, predicting, and explaining the world.
Now, what is our criterion to choose among these theories? We have no no
decisive evidence to help to choose one of such theories. At best, we can
choose among these theories on pragmatic grounds: we may think that one
of them is simpler, less complex, more familiar, elegant, and the like.17 As
Kemp puts it, “each of the changes [in our total theory] would result in a
different theory. … Since the question of which revisions to make is not
answered by a statement that is part of the theory, it must be recognized as
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a pragmatic matter: in choosing revisions, we strive for simplicity of theory,
economy of basic concepts, intuitive ease of understanding, a minimum
of change to our beliefs, continuity or analogy with otherwise accepted
theory, and so on” (Kemp 2006, 26).

It is also important to note that, following Davidson and for differ-
ent reasons, we may reject the intelligibility of conceptual relativism but
still hold onto the distinction between trivial, superficial, and genuine
conversations.18 Even in the superficial conversations, we share the mean-
ing of our basic ordinary terms. Such a distinction does not rely on taking
the Islamic and scientific theories to be incommensurable, to be about two
radically different worlds. A rejection of relativism implies that if some-
thing is a conceptual scheme, a language or a total theory of the world, it
cannot be so radically different from ours that remains completely myste-
rious or incomprehensible to us.19 As indicated before, we can assume that
we all share a common conceptual scheme and even a common language
but engage at most in a trivial conversation. We may share the meaning of
the ordinary terms of our common language, but fail to share the mean-
ing of the theoretical terms we employ in a seemingly genuine debate. A
superficial conversation is the one that seems like a genuine one but fails
to turn into a genuine one because of the divergence in the meaning we
take our theoretical terms to possess. This sort of conversation may bring
in some of the unwelcome consequences of conceptual relativism: diver-
gence in ontology and meaning results in failure in understanding and
communication. But, still, we can follow Davidson in rejecting concep-
tual relativism as an unintelligible position and thus remove the worry
about remaining completely incomprehensible to each other but continue
to believe that such a rejection does not imply that we are all necessarily
successful in sharing what we mean by our words, especially if the words
are theoretical ones employed in a theory of the world.

Now, the question is: Can Islamic ontology, say, its theological view of
the world, be counted as one of such underdetermined theories?

The Shared Ontology and Naturalism

A claim that one may make at this point is that the Islamic worldview can
be taken to be a genuine, rival description of the world simply because
both the scientific and Islamic views can be counted as underdetermined
by all evidence. This can be a plausible claim and indeed my aim is to
argue for a more or less similar view. But we have an initial problem to
deal with. First of all, the claim that the Islamic worldview can be said to
be compatible with all the evidence we have collected so far, or even with
all possible evidence, would not by itself be enough to show that it can be
counted as an alternative, underdetermined theory, unless we can say that
it aims to accommodate the same set of evidence or data. The set of evidence
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we are concerned with, even if we talk about all possible such evidence, has
to be an agreed-on set of evidence, not a radically different one. Such an
agreement on what can legitimately be counted as evidence is essential if
the proponents of the Islamic worldview intend to engage in a genuine
debate, and hence form a genuine disagreement, with scientists on how to
explain such evidence and how to deal with the questions which would go
beyond it.

This issue leads to the discussion of the goal of our theories, of whether
these two worldviews pursue the same goal. For instance, Smith says “re-
ligion and science both necessarily share a common aim. Both aim to
provide us with, among other things, true descriptions and explanations
about the world. It follows that we can compare the distinctive meth-
ods of religion and science insofar as they are effective at achieving that
aim” (2019, 3). This claim, as it stands, can be question-begging if it pre-
supposes the meaning of the crucial theoretical terms which appear in it,
such as “truth,” “description,” “the world,” and so on, since it is not at
all clear whether these two disciplines or views mean the same thing by
them. In order to make such a claim plausible we need to determine in
what sense they claim to be describing the world and what they mean by a
true description of it. Unless we both aim to reach a specific destination,
no comparison between different paths to reach that destination can be
made. But insofar as we agree on what such a destination is and we agree
that it is only reaching that destination that matters, it would not really
matter which method or path is preferred among the alternatives. Recall
the epistemological problem of underdetermination: insofar as both the-
ories are compatible with all possible evidence, it does not really matter
how complex, strange, or unfamiliar our chosen one is. It is more rea-
sonable, as it seems to us as a group of people, experts, or believers, to
choose the simplest one, just as it is more reasonable to one to choose
the shortest path to reach a destination; but many other factors may also
be involved in making such a decision. As indicated before, when there
is no further evidence which can provide an objective criterion to decide
between underdetermined theories, we are left with pragmatic criteria. But
our original question still remains unanswered: who is to say that both
theories aim to do the same thing? Two theories compete to describe, ex-
plain, or accommodate the same body of evidence if they agree on what
counts as evidence. We can compete to reach a destination if we agree on
what that destination is. This issue takes us back to the discussion of on-
tological and semantical agreements. What can legitimately be taken to be
the “evidence” or “data,” which the Islamic and scientific views supposedly
aim to describe, explain, or accommodate? What do they mean by “evi-
dence,” “real,” “explanation,” “theory,” “truth,” and the “world”? Without
sharing the meaning of such terms, a genuine disagreement between them
cannot emerge and in order to share such meanings, the ontological basis
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of the theories needs to be shared. Two radically different theories which
take radically different ontologies for granted cannot disagree on whether,
for instance, some set of collected “evidence” is enough to “confirm” any
statement in the theory since different things are referred to by their use
of such terms. Once an ontology is agreed on, the epistemological prob-
lem of underdetermination has a chance to emerge, that is, whether there
can be any further evidence which decides between the rival theories. But
if each takes radically different things to fall under the extension of “evi-
dence,” one theory may be confirmed, or strongly supported, by a set of
evidence and the other fails to be so sustained. If the difference remains
at the level of ontology, we cannot expect a genuine disagreement about a
subject matter to arise.

The above claim, however, does not mean that the ontologies, once
shared, cannot be improved or changed. We do not need to talk about
total theories of the world and their compatibility with all possible data. It
is hard to imagine having such a theory yet. We can rather talk about our
current theories’ attempt to cope with our current problems, such as the
origin of the universe, the sense in which the universe is fine-tuned, the
origin and evolution of life, the existence of consciousness, afterlife, and so
on. In order for the Islamic worldview to be counted as an alternative to
science’s, it needs to start from within science (i.e., share its ontology) and
apparently vice versa. But which ontology is to be chosen? So far, nothing
has been said which can lead us to prefer one ontology over the other.

Quine, however, has famously declared that “I see philosophy not as
an a priori … groundwork for science, but as continuous with science”
(1969, 126). Although Quine talks about what he calls “first philosophy”
here,20 by that he does not mean a very narrow notion of philosophy, or
a particular philosophical point of view. For him, first philosophy points
to a general approach: a way of looking at the world in which one seeks,
and thinks there can be found, a foundation for our knowledge over and
above what our best scientific theory of the world can tell, as if there is a
viewpoint outside our theory to stand at, look at the world, and evaluate
the theories describing it. Quine’s general target is any view which gets
close to the Cartesian foundationalism, that is, the “Cartesian Dream” to
find a certain ground for our knowledge, from which we can rebuild all
other things. Quine, together with Dewey, Wittgenstein, Davidson, Put-
nam, and many others, counts himself as an anti-Cartesian: “I am of that
large minority or small majority who repudiate the Cartesian dream of
a foundation for scientific certainty firmer than scientific method itself ”
(Quine 1990, 19). This claim discloses Quine’s naturalism, which implies
an “abandonment of the goal of a first philosophy. It sees natural science
as an inquiry into reality, fallible and corrigible but not answerable to any
supra-scientific tribunal, and not in need of any justification beyond ob-
servation and the hypothetico-deductive method” (Quine 1981, 72). We
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have no other choice, for Quine, but to work from within our best scien-
tific theory, our best working theory of the world. Any question we may
ask about the world, or human’s knowledge of it, “is in turn a question
within science” (Quine 1981, 72). For Quine, a philosopher, like the ad-
vocate of any other discipline, “begins his reasoning within the inherited
world theory as a going concern. He tentatively believes all of it, but be-
lieves also that some unidentified portions are wrong. He tries to improve,
clarify, and understand the system from within” (1981, 72). Quine sees
such a person as a busy sailor adrift on Neurath’s boat, which is an exam-
ple Quine uses to summarize his view: “I see philosophy and science in
the same boat – a boat which … we can rebuild only at sea while saying
float in it. There is no external vantage point, no first philosophy” (1969,
126–27). The legitimacy of philosophy, history, religions, and all other
such views — some proponents of which may allegedly treat them to be
providing a certain foundation for human knowledge — are to be seen
from this point of view simply because we can have no other option: we
are born within our scientific theory and attempt to understand the world
through it. If we see the world as containing certain sorts of objects, such as
atoms and electrons, genes and DNAs, and chairs and tables, it is because
these are the posits of our best theory of the world. Having granted that,
anyone who aims to describe and explain the world “no longer dreams
of a first philosophy, firmer than science, on which science can be based;
he is out to defend science from within, against its self-doubts” (Quine
1973, 3). Hence, “all ascription of reality must come rather from within
one’s theory of the world; it is incoherent otherwise” (Quine 1981, 21).
It is incoherent because it would be question-beginning: even the skeptic,
who questions our knowledge of the external world, is inevitably work-
ing from within science. She talks about things which are the posits of
our best scientific theory: “the skeptical challenge springs from science it-
self ” (Quine 1973, 3). In putting forward her doubts about science, the
skeptic already presupposes a great deal of it: even “skepticism, in its more
primitive way, likewise challenged science from within. The skeptics cited
familiar illusions to show the fallibility of the senses; but this concept of
illusion itself rested on natural science, since the quality of illusion con-
sisted simply in deviation from external scientific reality” (Quine 1973,
2–3; emphases added).

Quine’s view does not imply that everything that science may say is
necessarily true. He gives another famous example: “for my part I do …
believe in physical objects and not in Homer’s gods; and I consider it a sci-
entific error to believe otherwise. But in point of epistemological footing
the physical objects and the gods differ only in degree and not in kind”
(1951, 41). Both Greeks’ gods and the things our current science tells us
exist, such as atoms, are the posits of the best scientific theory we have
had at the time. We now all believe in the existence of physical objects
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(though he prefers to call it “the myth of physical objects”) and we seem
to have good reasons for such a belief: “the myth of physical objects is
epistemologically superior to most in that it has proved more efficacious
than other myths as a device for working a manageable structure into the
flux of experience” (1951, 41). At the end of the day, however, there can
be found no science-independent point of view.21 Our current theory is
far more successful, than the Greek-gods theory, in describing and pre-
dicting the world . And this is the reason why we now talk about physical
objects’, rather than the gods’, interactions in certain ways to explain, for
instance, the phenomenon of raining. From our current point of view,
such an ancient theory is wrong: its posits, the gods and goddesses, fail
to offer a plausible picture of the structure and function of the universe.
At their time, however, they were the Greeks’ best attempt to explain the
world; ancient Greek people were committed to the existence of what their
theory postulated. As Quine says, “everything to which we concede exis-
tence is a posit from the standpoint of a description of the theory-building
process, and simultaneously real from the standpoint of the theory that is
being built” (1960, 22). Science is like “a boat which, if we are to rebuild
it, we must rebuild plank by plank, while staying afloat in it. The philoso-
pher and the scientist are in the same boat” (1960, 3).22 And we can add,
the philosopher, the Muslim theist, and the atheist scientist are all in the
same boat.

Having granted that, we can see that, for instance, Plantinga’s evolution-
ary argument against naturalism, which aims to show that evolutionary
naturalism is not rationally affirmable, is a work from within: he appears
as a critic who grants the ontology of science and attempts to argue against
a specific subject matter within that area. He is not a skeptic who questions
science itself since, as Quine argued, in order to repudiate science, you are
bound to presuppose a great part of it. This is the reason why Plantinga can
engage in a genuine debate with other philosophers and scientists on the
matter of naturalism and evolutionary theory.23 Fodor’s argument against
Darwinism is another example.24 The defenders of the Flat Earth or Young
Earth movements, however, are those who wish to work from outside of
science, as if there is a point of view to look at the world that is free from
the posits and the descriptions which our best scientific theory has offered.
Either those who aim to work from outside of science accept this fact, in
which case their position (like that of the skeptic) is incoherent, or they
refuse to accept it, in which case there woule be no chance for them to start
a genuine debate with scientists and philosophers of science. They fail to
come up with an ontological and semantical agreement with science and
to appreciate the fact that they are already working from within science
and that it is science itself that gives meaning to the theoretical terms they
use, such as “momentum,” “flatness,” “sphere,” and so forth. Failing to see
this results in a superficial conversation, if any. No serious, genuine debate
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between scientists and the proponents of other disciplines, religions in-
cluded, can begin by questioning the existence of physical objects, atoms,
galaxies, molecules, and the like. The real challenge between Muslim or
Christian creationists and atheist scientists begins by the questions which
arise from within science, the questions which science itself seems to be in-
capable of answering, such as whether there is a singular beginning point
for the universe, and if there is, what did cause it in the first place? Why
is there something rather than nothing? Is there only one universe? Why
should the universe be the way it is? Can science explain why the universe
is so fine-tuned? What is consciousness and why is that certain physical
states come up with conscious (non-physical) qualia? What does happen
after one dies? Are we fully physical?

The attempts to answer such questions are genuine attempts and this
is the reason why scientists too can do no better than offering some hy-
pothetical model or some description in their attempts to deal with these
problems — which may sometimes get too strange for us to embrace.25

This is the point I think the Islamic worldview can be considered as a gen-
uine alternative to the scientific one. They both are now underdetermined
by the totality of all (agreed-on) evidence and hence can be counted as
alternatives to each other, as different models or descriptions of the world.
Each can try in different ways to enrich the so-far-shared ontology in order
to offer alternative answers to the questions mentioned above. Our best
scientific theory of the world seems to fail to expand our knowledge of the
world any further. By this failure, I do not mean its current incapability of
explaining certain matters, but its complete incapability to offer any po-
tentially testable and objectively verifiable explanation of them. We work
from within science by sharing its ontology and the meaning of its theo-
retical terms, but its ontological power is limited. The shared ontology can
now be improved by replacing some of its entities with alternative newer
ones or expanded by adding extra entities to it, of course provided that it
does not result in an inconsistent and incoherent view.

One may claim that it is not the only option: some scientists may choose
to remain silent, to become a quietist about a certain sort of subject matters
by claiming that the questions which science cannot even in principle an-
swer would not be scientific anymore; they go beyond the reach of science,
which means, for them at least, that dealing with these questions would
go beyond the humans’ epistemic powers. These people form one group,
though they seem to neglect the fact that these questions arise from within
science itself and if they choose to treat these questions as unscientific, it
does not vanish the urge to answering them. A different group of them
keeps trying to offer alternative hypothetical models of the universe, the
models which can remain faithful to the naturalistic-scientific ontology
as much as possible. Another option, however, is to enrich the ontology
and enter the realm of the religious one by taking the world to contain
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a metaphysical first-cause, an intelligent designer, a creator, and the like.
The point is that such rival worldviews are at the same level of explanatory
power since they are all underdetermined theories, though some may look
less familiar or more complex. Some may seem to a group of scientists use-
less and unreasonable, but to others advantageous and valuable in many
ways. Such opinions, claims, and decisions, however, are not made on an
objective ground; rather, since these theories are underdetermined in the
sense we have so far considered, such opinions at most rely on pragmatic
and practical criteria: which theory does look more reasonable to us to ac-
cept, which one is more ontologically parsimonious, which one is simpler
or more delicate, which one is easier to understand, to teach and to learn,
which one is psychologically more comforting, and so forth?

Norms of Rationality and the “God of the Gaps”

At this point, some like Nietzsche may object that the creator, the God,
or any such sort of entities which you may add to the shared ontology is
nothing but the old “God of the gaps”:

into every gap they had plugged a delusion, their stopgap, whom they
named God. (Nietzsche 2006 [1883], 71)

The view that I have been pursuing here would not be susceptible to such
an objection because it has this assumption in the background that these
theories are all underdetermined by all evidence. We have all accompanied
science to the point where it becomes ontologically incapable of dealing
with our remaining questions about the world. At this point, the Islamic
worldview is a genuine underdetermined one among alternatives. The in-
jection of a God or any other sort of extra (spiritual) entities into our
so-far-shared ontology is thus a legitimate move and immune to the “God
of the gaps” accusation.26 Moreover, the so-called “God of the gaps” prob-
lem has a deeper problem. We have learnt a general lesson from Quine:
the “God of the gaps” has been our best attempt to explain the world at
different stages of our history. As previously indicated, for Quine, even the
Greek gods were the Greeks’ best scientific theory of the world aiming to
offer the most intelligible explanation of it at that time. From our current
point of view, the Greek-gods theory is wrong since it cannot compete the
explanatory power of our current scientific theories.

Another objection may also be put forward: if we are bound to apply
the norms of rationality, that is, whether a position is rational or reason-
able, from our own point of view, then it seems that the advocates of each
view, for example, atheist scientists and theist Muslims, can simply take
their own view to be rational and the other to be irrational. This is in
general true that we evaluate the reasonableness of any claim from our
own point of view, that is, from within our own theory. But this would
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not be a problem, provided that the alternatives can be considered as gen-
uine underdetermined ones: insofar as the alternatives fail to be evaluated
on the basis of any objectively testable data or evidence, each is free to
count its own view of the world as the reasonable one. After all, we need
to choose among them and we have been left with nothing else to rely
on but such norms of rationality, which are applied from a specific point
of view, i.e., our own. The important point here is that we should not
be confused about when this criterion can be treated as the only crite-
rion left to be used. Davidson and Quine have famously employed the
"Principle of Charity" in their discussion of linguistic understanding. For
Davidson, “charity prompts the interpreter to maximize the intelligibility
of the speaker” (Davidson 2001, xix). In ordinary cases of communication,
a speaker may deviate from the standard way of speaking. For instance, she
has been applied “table” to tables. This time, she applies it to a chair in
view. The interpreter or the hearer of her utterance faces two choices: one
choice is to take the speaker to have true similar-to-him beliefs about the
world — that she too believes that there is a chair, and not a table, in view
— but this time she intends to mean a different thing by “table,” that is, to
mean chair by it. The other choice is to take her to mean the same thing,
table, by “table” as she did in the past but to attribute to her a false, differ-
ent belief about the world — that she falsely believes that there is a table in
view. Charity forces the interpreter to choose that option which makes the
behavior of the speaker most intelligible. Sometimes it is better to inter-
pret her as having a false belief about the world than meaning something
bizarre by her words. In ordinary cases, when our concern is trivial conver-
sation, we can easily understand the speaker regardless of such deviations
(of course, if they are not too dramatic). This is the reason why Davidson
says that “charity is forced on us; whether we like it or not, if we want to
understand others, we must count them right in most matters” (David-
son 1974, 19).27 The point is that when a genuine debate is concerned,
charity would imply a more rigid agreement on meaning, that is, mean-
ings of theoretical terms.

When we have no objective criterion at hand to decide between alterna-
tive underdetermined worldviews, we are left with nothing but pragmatic
criteria. Such norms or criteria would help us to decide between the theo-
ries (just as it helps the interpreter, and is applied by her, to make a choice
when there is no further evidence for her to rely on). Such a decision is
made from our own point of view: for some, simplicity makes a view more
reasonable to choose, while for others, being psychologically comforting
is the criterion to work with. At this point, we can even talk about our
faith in the truth of our chosen worldview because once you choose your
theory among underdetermined ones, you have conceded that this the-
ory is true — though here we can still follow Davidson in the claim that
all other such theories are also true. One may believe that “an atheistic,
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fact-based science is permanently at war with a faith-based religion” (Mc-
Grath 2004, 87), but this is not accurate. After a point, science and religion
can be considered as genuine alternatives to each other, to be in compe-
tition to convince the other that one worldview is more rational, simple,
helpful, and so on. If it is a “war,” it is a war in the space of reason and
rationality.

On Future Exchanges between Islam and Science

Our discussion of the conditions on a genuine debate between Islam and
science may lead to a narrow possibility of treating the Islamic worldview
as a genuine alternative to the scientific one. For the Islamic worldview can
be taken to be a genuine alternative only if it can be treated as one among
underdetermined views of the world. What does it tell us about future ex-
changes between the two? On the basis of an imaginary future, Daneshgar
assumes that “Muslims will have three alternatives: to ignore scientific dis-
coveries, as has been done by many creationists in the face of evolutionary
theory; to ascribe the majority of scientific discoveries to Islam, as was pro-
nounced by [the Egyptian thinker] Tantawi Jawahari [d. 1940]; or to fol-
low metaphorical Qur’anic exegesis, one focusing on ethics and goodness
and ignoring the physical world” (Daneshgar 2017, 152). For the most
part, I agree with him. In an imaginary future, Muslims would not face
enough promising choices. The view I have been arguing for here treats the
first two alternatives as implausible for Muslims to embrace because they
lead to nothing but, at best, superficial debates between Muslims and sci-
entists. Islam seeks, like any other religion or general worldview, to follow
science as far as possible and this, in one sense, leads to the third alterna-
tive mentioned in the above passage. But it does not mean that the Islamic
worldview has no chance to engage in any sort of genuine debate about
the physical world. Rather, Muslims can be involved in such a debate and
I tried to discuss some of the main conditions under which this possibility
can be treated as a real one. This is important because suppose that Mus-
lims choose the third alternative and decide to ignore the physical world,
following metaphorical Qur’anic exegesis focusing on ethics and goodness.
The issues about ethics and morality too cannot be seen as entirely inde-
pendent of science and its discoveries. Scientists working on neuroethics
and bioethics have attempted to explain some aspects of morality in terms
of the way humans have evolved. Churchland, for instance, has argued
that “morality originates in the neurobiology of attachment and bonding”
(2011, 71).28 If neuroscience or neurobiology succeeds in explaining why
human beings are moral, or care about morality and its relevant issues,
even the above third alternative would vanish and Muslims would be left
with nothing but entirely implausible alternatives. However, as I showed,
although Muslims should work from within science (as human beings’
best ongoing endeavor to understand the world), there is a point at which



1034 Zygon

Muslims would be as entitled as scientists to offer their own descriptions
of the world, and this happens when the shared ontology of science fails
to offer any promising explanation of the further perplexities about the
world, that is, explanations which can be considered as verifiable on the
basis of any sort of objective or evidentially grounded criterion. (Recall
that we began by an agreement with science on what “evidence,” “verifica-
tion,” “confirmation,” and the like mean.)

Such a view seems to imply an inversion in the direction of interpret-
ing Islamic teachings, especially those of the Qurʾān: instead of trying
to interpret science in such a way that the majority of scientific discov-
eries can somehow be ascribed to Islam, Islam and the Qurʾān have to
be construed by Muslims in a way that compatibility with science can
be preserved. Although both options seem similar, there is a significant
difference between them. The attempt which, according to Daneshgar,
those like Jawahari have made, will lead to finding evidence, especially tex-
tual, in Islam and the Qurʾān which can be interpreted as if the Qurʾān
already contained what science has claimed to discover in centuries of
theorizing and experimenting.29 Philosophically speaking, however, such
attempts are not entirely pointless because they tell us that even Muslims
defending this approach implicitly believe that they have no other way
but to follow science and work from within it. Otherwise, what would
be the advantage of their attempts to attribute these discoveries to the
Qurʾān? Nonetheless, this view always takes credit for scientific discov-
eries, rather than contributes to them. In addition, scientific findings are
never taken to be absolutely true; they may be ruled out in the course of
future evidence and discoveries. Even the most rigid and widely accepted
ones are not taken to be entirely immune to any change. Hence, there
is also the danger of ascribing something to the Qurʾān that may turn
out to be false. Moreover, Muslims have had and will continue to have
serious problems in ascribing those scientific discoveries to Islam that stand
against specific Qurʾanic verses.30 In such cases, because the project of as-
cribing such discoveries to Islam has failed, Muslims seem to have no other
choice but to ignore the world as conceived by science, as well as scientific
discoveries.

The second option introduced above, that is, interpreting Islam and the
Qurʾān in accordance with our ongoing science, differs from this latter
project. At the outset, it does not aim to ascribe any scientific discovery to
Islam or to extract such discoveries from any Qurʾanic verse. Nor does it
aim to offer any scientific reading of the Qurʾān or to claim that there is a
Qur’anic science or anything similar. Rather, this approach makes a very
modest claim: it tries to offer a charitable interpretation of the Qurʾān
which avoids contradiction with science. Qurʾanic verses are not required
to be interpreted in such a way in that they can be considered to already
contain whatever science has discovered and will discover. Muslims just
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need an interpretation that does not stand in plain conflict with science.
Nothing more constructive needs to be offered. After that, under the con-
ditions discussed throughout this article, that is, when the Islamic world-
view can legitimately be considered as an underdetermined one among
others (at least regarding a certain sort of problems), it has the chance
of proposing a genuine description of the world and engage in a genuine
conversation with the proponents of other alternative models. The Qurʾān
and its verses need to avoid, through a proper interpretation, a plain con-
tradiction with our so-far-successful scientific theory of the world since we
have no other choice but to work from within it; but it does not mean
that, at the right stage, an alternative Islamic worldview cannot offer it-
self as a genuine alternative picture of the world. I can make no claim as to
whether such an interpretation is possible, or if possible, plausible. This is-
sue is subject to a different sort of investigation. It does not, however, affect
the claim that, philosophically speaking, there is a possibility for a genuine
debate between Islam and science. Although some may believe that “no
a priori or once-and-for-all answer can be given about how science and
religion should be related” (Stenmark 2004, 268),31 from a philosophical
point of view, a genuine conversation can always take place between the
two.

Conclusion

In this article, I argued that the proponents of Islam and science can en-
gage in a genuine debate with regard to describing and explaining the
world. This is possible, provided that Muslims start working from within
science and continue to do so up to the point where the shared-with-
science ontology fails to offer any model or description of the world which
can in principle be confirmed or falsified by any agreed-on sort of evi-
dence. The Islamic worldview can now appear as a genuine alternative
model among other underdetermined ones aiming to offer solutions to
the problems which the shared ontology and its supported theory fail to
cope with.

Notes

1. As Wittgenstein puts it in his discussion of rule-following, for a solitary person who
has never had the chance of checking with others whether her responses agree with theirs, there
would be no such thing as using a word correctly or incorrectly and hence no meaning at all: “to
think one is obeying a rule is not to obey a rule. Hence it is not possible to obey a rule ‘privately’:
otherwise thinking one was obeying a rule would be the same thing as obeying it” (Wittgenstein
1953, §202). For such a person, there is no distinction between what seems right to her and
what is actually right independently of what she thinks. Wittgenstein puts this problem in the
form of a paradox: “This was our paradox: no course of action could be determined by a rule,
because every course of action can be made out to accord with the rule. The answer was: if
everything can be made out to accord with the rule, then it can also be made out to conflict with
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it. And so there would be neither accord nor conflict here” (§201). See also Davidson (1992,
116) and Davidson (1994, 119).

2. This is the paradox which seems to lie behind the idea of conceptual (and truth) rela-
tivism. As Davidson puts it, “the dominant metaphor of conceptual relativism, that of differing
points of view, seems to betray an underlying paradox. Different points of view make sense,
but only if there is a common coordinate system on which to plot them; yet the existence of
a common system belies the claim of dramatic incomparability” (1974, 6). Hence, we need a
fixed-point, such as an agreement on meaning and ontology, and once we find it, the danger of
relativism seem to vanish.

3. This is one reason why I think we should not start our inquiry into the relationship
between Islam and science by an investigation of the relation between the Islamic versus scientific
methods. I think the relationship between Islam and science needs to be revisited and revised,
but it would be wrong to start such a revision by reconsidering the relationship between their
methods and approaches. Rather, I believe, the discussion of methods and approaches would
arise only after we settle on the question when Islam can be considered as a genuine alternative
worldview.

4. In a similar way, Quine also believed that “the unit of empirical significance is the whole
of science” (Quine 1951, 39).

5. See Dummett (1986, 474), Dummett (1996, 98, 116, 160), and Kripke (1982, chap-
ter 3).

6. See, for example, Wittgenstein (1953, §§1–6, 257) and Davidson (2000, 13–14).
7. See Verheggen (2006, 203). See also Hossein Khani (2020).
8. See also Davidson (1999, 125).
9. The notion of disagreement has been the subject of many philosophical discussions,

especially in political philosophy. On this, see, for example, Pittard (2019), Lougheed (2020),
Machuca (2012), Kraft (2012), and Matheson (2015).

10. For Davidson’s (triangulation) argument for this claim, see, for example, Davidson
(1982, 1992, 1999). For similar views, see also Wittgenstein (1953), Dummett (1996), and
Kripke (1982).

11. For different discussions of relativism and its intelligibility, see, for example, Putnam
(1987), Goodman (1996, 1978), Quine (1969), Malpas (1989), Bar-On (1994), Child (1994),
Ricketts (2011), Baghramian (2004), and Baghramian and Coliva (2019).

12. See, for example, Quine (1987, 6).
13. It is called “strong” because the theory is underdetermined by all “possible” evidence.

There are weaker versions of this doctrine too. See, for example, Allen (2010), Hossein Khani
(2018), Bergström (1993), and Laudan (1990).

14. Our discussion can proceed independently of the details about this metaphysical prob-
lem about meaning. On the indeterminacy problem, see, for example, Quine (1970, 1987). See
also Kirk (1969, 1977, 1973), Bergström (1990, 1993), Darmstadter (1974), Kemp (2006),
Davidson (1997), Friedman (1975), Harman (2014), Hylton (1982), Pagin (2014), Miller
(2006), and Soames (1999).

15. On this, see Quine (1986), especially for his distinction between the sectarian position
and the ecumenical position. See also Gibson (1988, 113–24) and Bergström (1993, 1990).

16. Newton-Smith, on the contrary, believes that none of such theories is true. See
Newton-Smith (1978).

17. See, for example, Quine (1976, 132).
18. For Davidson’s argument against conceptual relativism, see Davidson (1988, 1974).

See also Baghramian (2004, Section 7), Baghramian (1998), Bar-On (1994), and Child (1994).
19. If something can be called a language or a theory of the world, it is to confirm that we

have already understood it as a language or a theory.
20. See Quine (1981, 21–22, 40, 72).
21. It is worth noting that Quine does not apply “science” to physics alone. In his reply to

Haak’s question about how widely Quine intends “science,” he says “very widely almost always
– even including history” (Quine 1997, 571).

22. See also Quine (1981, 22). For more on this, see especially Verhaegh (2018).
23. For his argument, see Plantinga (1993, 2011). For discussions of it, see, for example,

Fitelson and Sober (1988) and Beilby (2002).
24. See Fodor (2011).
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25. The Multiverse model, Parallel Universes, the theory of a Universe from Nothing, and
the like might be considered to be among such attempts. See, for instance, Krauss’s “A Universe
from Nothing” (2013), Brian Greene’s “The Hidden Reality: Parallel Universes” (2011), and
Hawking’s “The Theory of Everything” (2007).

26. If some insist that this God is to be named the “God of the gaps,” it would be fine
because such gaps would not be the ones which can even in principle filled by science. Also, at
this stage, the God of the gaps problem, if it can be considered as a problem anymore, would
be a problem for all such alternative worldviews, not just the religious ones. The claim that our
universe has come from “nothing” is quite a powerful metaphysical claim, which injects a sort
of strong entity (i.e., “nothing as the origin of everything”) into our shared ontology just as the
claim that there is an “infinite” number of universes, in one of which we live.

27. See also Davidson (1987, 38).
28. See especially chapter 8 of Churchland (2011): Religion and Morality. See also Church-

land (2019). For more on this, see, for example, Clausen (2008), Clausen and Levy (2015), Farah
(2005, 2010), and Illes (2006).

29. This is related to the notion of Iʿjāz (inimitability). On this subject see, for example,
Bigliardi (2017, 2016), Larkin (1988), and Guessoum (2008).

30. See, for example, Daneshgar (2017, 7–8, 151–52).
31. For more on this issue, see, for example, Harrison (2015, 2010), Coyne (2015), Ayala

(2007, 1997), Proctor (2005), and Sweet and Feist (2007).
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