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ConferenceConnection 

Since the mid 20th century, 

systems of higher education 

have expanded rapidly and 

have therefore undergone mas-

sive organizational transfor-

mation. Higher education has 

grown from being elitist to a 

mass institution. These expan-

sion processes, or Ëthe massifi-

cation-diversification phaseõ 

were determined by different 

factors such as: industrializa-

tion, urbanization, new eco-

nomic and social demands; 

state development strategies 

and, more recently, the 

ôselective diversification and 

differentiationõ is being fuelled 

by post-industrial restructur-

ing, regional integration, the 

impact of the technological 

revolution and global competi-

tiveness. 
 

Islamic Azad University has 

similarly experienced a stag-

gering expansion since its in-

ception in 1982, boasting al-

most 1.6 million students in 

around four hundred teaching 

and research centres, making it 

the worldõs largest Campus 

University. 
 

However, such rapid expan-

sion processes have brought 

about a variety of problems for 

the educational systems that 

experience them and for the 

societies that sustain them. 

These problems arise in every 

part of higher education: in its 

finance; in its government and 

administration; in its recruit-

ment and selection of students; 

in its curriculum and peda-

gogical approach; in its recruit-

ment, training, and socializa-

tion of academic staff; in the 

setting and maintenance of 

standards; in the forms of ex-

aminations and the forms of 

qualifications awarded; in 

student housing and job place-

ment; in motivation and mo-

rale; in the relation of research 

to teaching; and in the relaį

tion of higher education to the 

secondary school system on 

one hand, and to adult educa-

tion on the other ñ growth 

has its impact on every mani-

festation of higher education.  

 

The ômassificationõ process has 

expectedly instigated a need 

for large scale delivery of 

courses, and a move towards 

standardisation of services, 

resulting in regular evaluation 

and subsequent ranking of 

universities.  Predictably, the 

introduction of such tight and 

rigid frameworks has gradually  

eroded the spirited approach 

to teaching and learning as 

well as more personal aspects 

of the traditional scholarly 

methods of the past that gave 

rise to modern universities. 

 

It is hoped that through such 

endeavours as ICIS2012, we 

can review and learn from the 

core essence and fundamentals 

of the scholastic tradition with 

a view to develop new models 

and trends that could satisfy 

the modern challenges facing 

the global educational system 

of the 21st century. 

 

Prof. Abdollah Jassbi 

President of IAU 

& 

Chairman of Conference 
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òWhat we want is to  

see the child in pursuit of 

knowledge, and not 

knowledge in pursuit of the 

child.ó 

 

George Bernard Shaw 
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Islamic Azad University 

(IAU) is the world's largest 

private campus university with 

a proud history of achieve-

ment in its rather short life, 

with an ambitious agenda for 

the future to appear as one of 

the leading international uni-

versities in the world.  

IAU launched its activities, as 

a Non-profit NGO, in 1982. 

Today, after 3 decades of his-

tory, IAU has over 3,700,000 

alumni in different fields of 

study and 1,600,000 enrolled 

students, studying under the 

tutelage of 15,000 full-time 

faculty members. The number 

of IAU personnel is in excess 

of 34,000 located nationally. 

IAU enjoys 400 campuses in 

almost 21 million square me-

ters, across the country. Fur-

thermore, IAU owns and oper-

ates over 600 schools with 

nearly 60,000 students 

throughout Iran. IAU also 

provides medical services to  

the population through its 10 

hospitals which are planned to 

grow in number to 20 in the 

near future.  

IAU covers almost every sub-

ject in its curriculum and deliv-

ers extensive flexibility and 

choice to its students. IAU has 

an exceptional record of gener-

ating and sharing new ideas 

and the quality, breadth and 

volume of its research activity 

is unparalleled in Iran.  

universities; patterns which 

could be very appropriate to 

the network being used today.  
 

Important to the theme of this 

conference is the concept of 

scholasticism. This concept 

received two distinct defini-

tions in the Oxford English 

Dictionary (OED, 1933-) as 

follows:   
 

 1. The doctrines of the 

Schoolmen; the predominant 

theological and philosophical 

teaching of the period A .D. 

1000ð1500, based upon the 

authority of the Christian Fa-

thers and of Aristotle and his 

commentators.  
 

 2. Servile adherence to the 

methods and teaching of the 

schools; narrow or unenlight-

ened insistence on traditional 

doctrines and forms of exposi-

tion. 
 

The latter definition (2) reflects 

a critical and negative concept 

of scholastic practices during 

the Middle Ages in Europe,  

The former definition (1) pre-

sents scholasticism in a neutral 

way, although it is clearly 

viewed from a western per-

spective. Similarly McGrath 

(2011) argues that 'although 

often portrayed negatively, 

scholasticism should really be 

seen in a much more positive 

lightéit can be thought of as a 

"cathedral of the mind"- an 

attempt to do with ideas what 

the great medieval masons did 

with stones, as they con-

structed some of the most ad-

mired and visited buildings the 

world has ever known. At its 

best, scholastic theology is to 
the world of ideas what those 

cathedrals are to the world of 

architecture'.  
 

Other authors  relate impor-

tant intellectual contributions 

of Islamic educational devel-
opment in the past to some 

aspects of Islamic scholasti-

cism. For instance Nakosteen 

(1964) states that 'Islamic 

learning made impressive ad-

vances during the medieval 

period through such creative 

men as Al-Kindi, Al -Razié

Ibn Sina (Avicenna)é.But all 

this was done within the 

framework of faith and scho-

lasticism'.  He  finds  roots   of  

the huge intellectual develop-

ment of Muslims in different 

areas of science in a short time 

during the medieval period, 

The rationale for the confer-

ence lies in the key argument 

that the current challenges 

facing higher education 

throughout the world call for 

an examination of new mod-

els. The aim of the conference 

is to examine the ways in 

which the current debate about 

the future of higher education 

might be reconsidered through 

a critical appreciation of the 

achievements and failures of 
an earlier Muslim tradition. In 

so doing, we hope to make a 

contribution to the develop-

ment of theory and practice in 

present higher education and 

to the current understanding of 

the role of universities, both 

nationally and internationally. 
 

This conference does not aim 

at returning to the past but at 

examining the possibility of 

new patterns based on tradi-

tion and experience, under-

standing its essentials and 

adapting it to the requirements 

of the modern world. By rec-

ognizing these patterns, it 

might be possible to discover 

new models for successful 

academic relationships, not 

only between scholars and 

researchers, but also between 

W HY  ICIS? 

òKnowing is not 

enough; we must apply. 

Willing is not enough; 

we must doó 

 

Goethe 
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The present conference has a 

focus on lessons that can be 

learned from this early Islamic 

period. It is especially con-

cerned with how this past ex-

perience maybe related to deci-

sions on higher education that 

must be made in the immedi-

ate future. 

The experience of educational 

systems outside the Islamic 

world will provide a valuable 

comparative perspective. Edu-

cational and pedagogical de-

velopments subsequent to the 

mediaeval period will also be 

relevant. 

Although some of the fea-

tures of mediaeval times 

may still be detected in to-

day's systems of higher edu-

cation, today's universities 

have roots more in the values 

and approaches of the past 

one hundred years. This is 

because of drastic changes 

and the development of the 

modern world. 

The rise of secular universities 

from schools of religion in the 

West co-occurred with the 

introduction of modernism 

and the dominance of the 

reductionist approach. How 

has this influenced the struc-

tures of universities and the 

process of acquiring knowl-

edge and education? 

Demand for admission to 

universities has encouraged 

university officials to provide 

academic services on a large 

scale, in doing so, they em-

phasized the concept of 

'standard' and armed to 

achieve standardization. In 

pract ice, this approach 

changed the standards, 

which were manifested in 

the form of evaluation and 

ranking of the universities, 

into the governing values of 

the universities. Inevitably, this 

led to more of a fixed frame-

work for the activities of 
higher education and it im-

peded universities from break-

ing through norms which 

might have been their creative 

role. Universities began to 

adopt a conservative stance. 

Standardization was an at-

tempt to make sure of mini-

mum standards. With this 

objective, methods of think-

ing, research, pursuing knowl-

edge, and even processes of 

obtaining academic awards 

such as the doctoral degree or 

ranks such as the professor-

ship were supposed to be 

specified. 

While this feature was a 

requirement for a mass 

p r o d u c t i o n  a p p r o a c h , 

many achievements of the 

earlier scholastic move-

ments were forgotten. For 

example, discussion and aca-

demic debate were replaced by 

lecturing, and the teacher-

centeredness of modern sys-

tems had distanced itself from 

earlier procedures. 

Some of the useful and valu-

able experiences of the past 

seem to have been gradually 

forgotten under the rule of 

paradigm regulations and 
values governing the 20th cen-

tury. The concept of univer-

sity that entered developing 

countries was characterized 

by a quantitative growth of 

academic institutions and a 

fearful sense of a lack of tra-

dition. This contributed to a 

process of copying and uni-

formity.  

This conference does not aim 

at returning to the past or 

reviewing the history of the 

Islamic scholastic move-

ment, but at designing pat-

terns based on its experi-

ence, understanding its essen-

tials and adapting it to the 

requirements of the modern 

world.  

By recognizing these patterns, 

it is possible to discover many 

cases of successful academic 

relationships which are appro-

priate to the network of pat-

terns being used today. Such 

cases were able to revitalize 

the academic life of society at 
the time of tyrannical rulers of 

the Islamic Scholastic period. 

 

Education requires passage 

from the outward to inward. 

Today sometimes concern 

about the form of education 

overshadows the concern for 

its mission. Such an issue must 

pass through another experi-

ence and go from outward to 

inward. The scholastic move-

ment in general and the Is-

lamic scholastic movement in 

particular may provide suc-

cessful patterns to emulate. 
 

We hope the international 

conference on Islamic scholas-

ticism can provide an opportu-

nity for the kind of interaction 

and exchange that will encour-

age educators to consider a 

different model for higher edu-

cation; one that acknowledges 

past legacies and responds to 

present needs. 
 

The matter at hand is a meta-

disciplinary issue rather than 

one related to a specific field of 

study. Therefore, different 

experts from different fields of 

study, from philosophy to 

management, from education 

to engineering, are invited to 

put their thoughts together and 

seek answers to these key 

questions. 

 
 

then becoming sterile so 

quickly, in the very nature of 

Islamic scholasticism 'which 

was dynamic and creative on 

the one hand, reactionary and 

finalistic on the other' (ibid).   

Recently, there have also been 

some interesting movements 

toward deeper understanding 

of the nature of past learning 

in different traditions to tackle 

the contemporary challenges 

of higher learning. Stanford 
University is now conducting 

its flagship Bartholomew pro-

ject on scholasticism. The 

project has the virtue of in-

cluding the earlier eastern 

philosophers and creative 

thinkers who helped build a 

foundation for western scho-

lasticism.  Prominent scholars 

such as Dimitri Gutas in-

cluded studies of Al -Farabi in 

the early 10th century as well 

as of Ibn Sina (Avicenna) in 

the early 11th.  Islamic scholas-

ticism is defined in terms of 

creative thinkers such as these 

in the mediaeval period when 
educational establishments, 

scientific development and 

pedagogical improvement 

reached a peak of their growth 

within Muslim civilisation. 
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The aim is to look critically at 

the pedagogies used in educat-

ing students at the higher edu-

cation level during medieval 

Islamic scholasticism and to 

discuss possible lessons we can 

learn for teaching larger num-

ber of students at the present 

time.  
  

PANEL 3 : Higher education 

from form to content. 
 

This session will start with the 

key questions: What is HE for? 

What are the fundamental and 

main aims and objectives of 

educating people beyond sec-

ondary education? What does 

the word ôhigherõ imply for the 

aim and nature of education 

beyond the secondary level? 

Who is considered to be an 

educated person at the higher 

level? 

 

PANEL 4 : From theory to prac-

tice. 
 

The fourth panel will deal with 

the practicalities of the in-

tended theoretical model for 

HE. Having considered the 

lessons from the legacy of Is-

lamic scholasticism developed 

during the previous panels, the 

next step is to think about the 

practical aspects of putting the 

theoretical model into prac-

tice. The panel will consider 
what measures should be 

taken to put the theoretical 

models discussed in these ses-

sions into practice in the long 

term. 
 

The panel sessions will begin 

with presentations by three 

invited experts (15-20 minutes 

for each presenter), followed 

by discussion and concluding 

remarks. It is anticipated that 

each session will run for 

around three hours (one hour 

of presentation plus two hours 

of discussion and conclusion 

making). 

 

The following distinguished 

experts have been invited to 

participate and will be contrib-

uting to the above discussions.  

The first International Con-

ference on Islamic Scholasti-

cism (ICIS), organized by 

Azad University in Oxford 

(AUO) and Islamic Azad Uni-

versity, UAE Branch will be 

held in Dubai on 14-16th April 

2012. Prior to the conference, 

the organizers have arranged a 

two day discussion event in 

Dubai in mid December 2011 

to discuss the leading confer-

ence themes and outline a 

conceptual structure for the 

conference sessions.  
  

The pre-conference event will 

be comprised of four panel 

discussions, one in the morn-

ing and one in the afternoon of 

each day. The panel members 

are a select group of twelve 

international experts on educa-

tion and Islamic studies, top 

officials from Islamic Azad 

University, and members of 

the conference advisory board. 

The aim of the pre-conference 

event will be: 

¶ To explore and discuss dif-

ferent aspects of the confer-

ence themes with experts of 

the field. 

Prof. Asma Afsaruddin  

(Chair & Professor, Depart-

ment of Near Eastern Lan-

guages & Cultures, Depart-

ment of Religious Studies, 

Indiana University). 

Mr. Bahram Bkhradnia  

(Director of Higher Education 

Policy Institute). 

Dr. Clark Brundin (Former 

Vice Chancellor, Warwick 

University, formerly Hebdo-

madal Board [governing coun-

cil University of Oxford], in 

charge of establishing the Said 

Business School in Oxford 

University). 

Dr. David Palfreyman 

(Fellow of New College, Di-

rector of the Oxford Centre for 

Higher Education Policy Stud-

ies, New College, University 

of Oxford). 

Prof. Evgeniy Zelenev (Dean 

of the Faculty of Asian and 

African Studies, St. Petersburg 

State University). 

Dr. Farid Panjwani  (Senior 

Lecturer of Philosophy of Edu-

cation, Institute for Study of 

Muslim Civilization, AKU, 

London).   

Prof. Frank Blye  (Dean of the 

F a c u l t y  o f  E d u c a -

tion ,University of British Co-

lombia, Canada). 

Prof . Khosro Bagheri 

(Professor of Philosophy of 

Education, Faculty of Educa-

tion, University of Tehran). 

Dr  Martin Groves  (Head of 

Philosophy and Religion, De-

partment of History, Religion 

and Philosophy, Oxford 

Brooks University). 

Dr. Pedro Sousa (New Uni-

versity of Lisbon). 
 

Prof. Richard Pring  (Emeritus 

Professor of Philosophy of 

Education, University of Ox-

ford). 

Dr. Sayyed Mohsen  Fatemi 

(Ph.D. Post doctoral and 

Teaching Fellow, Harvard 

University, Department of 

Psychology; lecturer in Educa-
tion, Psychology and Commu-

nication, Faculty of Educa-

tion, Department of Educa-

tional Studies, the University 

of British Columbia).  

T HE  PRE-CONFERENCE  SEMINAR  

¶ To establish a network with 

key scholars of the field in 

the world. 

¶ To provide a common un-

derstanding of the concepts 

and key words of the confer-

ence themes. 

¶ To explore different re-

sources to increase the con-

ference academic and non-

academic participation. 
  

The twelve invited experts will 

take part in four panel discus-

sions following the outline 

below: 
  

PANEL 1 : Critical comparison 

of HE theory and practice between 

the current situation and that 

during medieval Islamic scholar-

ship: changing patterns of some 

key components of HE throughout 

time . 
  

This is the introductory panel 

on the first day and the aims is 

to explore and uncover some 

salient characteristics of higher 

education in the medieval 

period when the Islamic scho-

lasticism was at its height and 

how that legacy has influenced 

our modern understanding of 

what it means to be educated. 

In fact this panel will start with 

a discussion of what Islamic 

scholasticism signifies. This 

exploration is best to be done 

and best to be understood in 

light of the current situation of 

those HE components. The 

aim is to contextualise and 

critically compare the salient 

features of  HE in the past 

with those in the present. This 

will enable us to explore pat-

terns of change over time. 

These patterns, in turn, could 

be explained by various factors 

of social, cultural, economic, 

political and technological 

nature.  
 

 PANEL 2 : Two main functions 

of HE: Teaching and Research. 

The second panel deals with 

the main business of universi-

ties i.e. teaching and research. 



sovereignty of the signs by the Swiss 

semiologist Ferdinand de Saussure 

(1857-1913), Charles Sanders Peirce 

(1839-1914) expanded on the realm of 

signs and discussed their three different 

systems: icons, indexes, and symbols 

with their respective focus on resem-

blance, cause and effect and convention. 

According to Italian semiotician, Um-

berto Eco (1976) there are often cases 

and examples where the referent of a 

sign is not a real object or a subject, but 

the signified or signifier of another sign. 

Thus, the signified or the signifier of a 

sign correlation can, in turn, be either 

the signifier or the signified of another 

sign correlation. It is in the juxtaposition 

of signs that signification occurs. 

The sovereignty of signs and its discur-

sive implications came to rise by virtue 

of the intellectual enlightenment and its 

outcry for rationality, positivism, con-

trol, prediction, and certitude. The ra-

tionality as defined by the intellectual 

enlightenment concentrated on the 

world of the visible and prescribed 

modes of knowing that are strictly    

The Western epistemological and onto-

logical understanding of pedagogical 

interactions and educational communi-

cations are considerably influenced by 

the suppositions that focus on signs and 

their implications. The emphasis tends 

to propound the facilitating role of signs 

in educational projects, pedagogical 

planning, curriculum development, 

educational policies, and their etiologi-

cal implications.  

A sign reveals the correlation between 

the signified and signifier (de Saussure, 

1966, 66). A sign is not the signifier. 

The signifier is the sound-image which 

transports the signified and the signified 

is a concept which refers to something. 

What the sign refers to is the referent.  

In line with the first serious work on the 

Questioning the Mastery of  Signs, 

Celebrating the Mystery of  Symbols 
 

By Dr. Sayyed Mohsen Fatemi 

University of British Columbia, Vancouver, British Columbia 
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M EET  YOU  IN  D UBAI  

Due to its location the UAE 

has been able to act as a con-

necting link between Europe 

and the Indian subcontinent, 

the Far East and Africa since 

ancient times. It is still playing 

the role of intermediary be-

tween these vastly different 

cultures, the only difference 

being that air travel has signifi-

cantly increased the number of 

visitors who come  to the 

UAE.  
      

Traditional Arab hospitality 

and a delightful winter climate 

complemented by a highly 

sophisticated infrastructure 

and crime-free environment, 

have also contributed in recent 

years to creating an ideal at-

mosphere for the development 

of tourism. The UAE is also 

endowed with an extensive 

coastline, sandy beaches and 

varied landscape, where a 

wide variety of activities can 

be indulged, ranging from 

powerboat races to sand skiing. 
 

Manicured golf courses pro-

vide ready enjoyment and for 

the less active shopping oppor-

tunities abound. In addition, 

the countryõs deep-rooted cul-

tural heritage, accessible in the 

many cultural centres and at 

traditional sports such as fal-

conry, camel- racing and horse

-racing, has been a powerful 

attraction for tourists. 
 

The UAE has also become a 

much sought after venue for 

conferences, regional and in-

ternational exhibitions. 

Dubai has spectacular beaches 

but is not Australia; it is one of 

the worlds most secure desti-

nations but is not Singapore; it 

has opulent city hotels and 

superb beachside resorts but is 

neither Jakarta nor Bali. It has 

world class shopping but is not 

Hong Kong.  
 

Welcome to the  

Desertõs Most  

Exciting City 
  

Welcome to Dubai, city of 

merchants, cultural crossroads, 

second largest of the seven 

United Arab Emirates. A 

country where the dust of the 

desert is clearing to reveal the 

potential for one of the most 

significant international cities 

of the 21st century.   

In, and inside the bushes and wild meadows of imagination, beside the fountain of reflection, off the cliffs of internal skirmishes, by the streaks of 

conscience and in the light of consciousness, away from the weariness and above the lethargy of lassitude, deep in the horizon of intuition and 

beyond the margins of banality, up in the pulpit of vigilance, down in the nadir of assurance and maybe upper in the passion of confidence, within 

the waves of options, through the power of inspiration and by the gift of intuition, at the centre of agility, on the moment of alacrity, right about 

the infusion of dexterity, in the vicinity of sprightliness, during the dispatch of spryness, upon the eruption of celerity, in the time of liveliness, lies 

the power of creativity. Right by the overarching mastery of signs, there lies the mystery of symbols where creativity, innovation and novelty 

unfold their unconscious power. 



 The cultivation and socialization of the 

most available perspective on signs gener-

ated numerous forms of reliance on the 

established modes of knowing. Education, 

like other social sciences, tried hard to 

bring forth and lead out the clandestine 

yet constructive forces of the learner from 

within on the strength of the discourse of 

rationality and sensibility as prescribed by 

the intellectual enlightenment. 
 

This, in turn, highlighted the establish-

ment of a language and a generative meta 

language where the paradigmatic and 

syntagmatic analysis and assessment of 

pedagogical approaches and practices 

borrowed their sensibility from the bind-

ing source of intellectuality based on the 

rational understanding of signs. The impe-

rial power of signs and their inducing 

command of rationality turned out to be 

so inexorably linked to the community of 

both educators and learners. Michal Oake-

shott had a notion of such implications 

when he writes that: Flattered by circum-

stance and linked with ancient heresy, an at-

tempt was made to promote ôscienceõ as itself a 

ôcultureõ in which human beings identified 

themselves in relation to ôthingsõ and to their 

ôempire over things,õ but it now deceives no 

body; boys do not elect for the ôscience sixthõ 

expecting to achieve self-knowledge, but for 

vocational reasons. (quoted in Barrow and 

Woods, 1993, 35). 
 

The idolization of signs and its emphasis 

on linear thinking generated a utilitarian 

objective within the field of Education and 

it focused on packaging everything within 

the so-called standardization of learning 

and teaching; it changed education into a 

business plan where the agenda was to 

sell the right form of thinking and the 

proper way of learning. Development, 

improvement, growth and thinking were 

strongly assessed based on their adaptabil-

ity to the ontology and epistemology of 

signs. An obsession with techniques was 

highly consecrated. Thus, Education, as 

actualized in conventional practices and 

institutions, enacted the criteria of sense-

making by virtue of its own signs. Educa-

tion indoctrinated, blocking alternatives 

of seeing, perceiving, and knowing, mo-

nopolizing its own as the first and the 

foremost reflection of reality as submitted 

in its own sign(s). 
 

It is in line with the hazards of such ob-

sessions that Habermas (1973) discusses 

the modern societyõs failure to distinguish 

between the practical and technical: 

The real difficulty in the relation of theory to 

praxis does not arise from this new function of 

science as technological force, but rather from 

the fact that we are no longer to able to distin-

guish between practical and technical power. 

Yet, even a civilization that has been rendered 

scientific is not granted dispensation from prac-

tical questions: therefore a particular danger 

arises when the process of scientification trans-

gresses the limit of reflection of rationality 

confined to the technological horizon. For then 

no attempt at all is made to attain a rational 

consensus on the part of citizens concerned with 

the practical control of their destiny. Its place is 

taken by the attempt to attain technical control 

over history by perfecting the administration of 

society, an attempt that is just as impractical 

as it is unhistorical. (255) 
 

Questioning our taken-for-granted as-

sumptions in the realm of signs, Herda 

(1999, 24) indicates that, òMost typically, 

we take for granted our social actions, 

structured or patterned by language, and 

we fail to see them.ó She revisits our 

thinking of thinking and calls for decon-

structing the assumptions governed by the 

system of signs. Herda (1999) notes that, 

The lack of depth of the current usage of the 

term òthinkingó in the critical thinking band-

wagon undermines the potential of adult or 

young leaders to reflect, learn, and act in 

meaningful ways. (18) 

 

To be continued in issue 2 

 

 

 

 

embedded within the borders and con-

stituents of the visible. Logical positivism, 

empiricism and their expansionist clam-

our grew in the midst of such parades.  

Study on signs was, thus, inspired by the 

recursive patterns of rationality and its 

explicit prescriptive implications. Neither 

the semiotics not the semiology of signs 

were given a chance to leap beyond the 

prescribed forms of rationality and sensi-

bility and therefore they constructed their 

rational oriented approaches and cele-

brated their certitude of signs without 

deconstructing their own underlying onto-

logical and epistemological constituents. 
 

Along with the overarching power of the 

signs, òIó descended to be identical to 

òbodyó and òbodyó served as the main 

source of the interpretive inquiry. The 

idolization of the body and its tyrannical 

multiplicities ushered in the hollowness of 

òIó and the alienation of the self. 
 

Johnston (2001, xvii) writes,: From 

Marilyn Monroe to the Spice Girls, from Ar-

nold Schwarzenegger to O. J. Simpson, from 

William Taft to Bill Clinton, to your own 

naked form reflected in the mirror each morn-

ing, we are taught to read bodies as symbols 

displaying and revealing hidden òtruthsó 

about the individual and his or her behaviours. 

Any discussion of the body becomes complex 

and muddled as one tries to analyze how and 

why certain body types are attributed certain 

meanings. 
  

The despotism of signs contained the defi-

nition of intelligibility and circumscribed 

the approaches to knowing. The subscrip-

tion to sign oriented patterns and para-

digms became the criteria for sensibility, 

competence, and superiority. 
  

Critiquing the authoritative presence of 

such sensibility, Shotter explains this well 

by saying, òIn fulfilling our responsibili-

ties as competent and professional aca-

demics, we must write systematic texts; 

we run the risk of being accounted incom-

petent if we do not. Until recently, we 

have taken such texts for granted as a 

neutral means to use how we please. This, 

I now want to claim, is a mistake, and 

now we must study their influenceó 

(Shotter, 1993, 25). 
 

The government of signs promoted exclu-

sive interpretation for thinking, learning 

and education and thus elbowed aside 

numerous other possible forms of under-

standing. The executive powers of such 

exclusion gave rise to a discourse of 

power where sensibility had to be ratified 

by specific channels. 
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W HO  THE  HELL  IS A VICENNA ?! 
 

By Professor Jon McGinnis, University of  Missouri, St. Louis 

When I tell your average non-philosophers 

that I work on Avicenna, they usually look at 

me blankly as if I rattled off, òGmv = 8pTmvó, 

while when I tell professional philosophers 

that I work on Avicenna, they look at me as if 

(and sometimes actually say), òWhy would 

you want to commit intellectual suicide like 

that?!ó Inevitably both groups ask me, òSo 

who is Avicenna and why did you get inter-

ested in him?ó 

 

Let me begin with how I came to work on 

Avicenna first. Ever since I was an under-

graduate, I have had two unabated passions: 

medieval thought and science. Thus when I 

began graduate work at Penn, I quickly de-

cided to work on the history of natural phi-

losophy (what we now think of as physics). I 

initially began reading late Latin scholastic 

natural philosophers, but soon realized that, 

since they frequently referenced medieval Ara-

bic philosophers, an understanding of these 

Muslim thinkers was going to be necessary. 

Unfortunately, when I went to find secondary 

sources on Arabic natural philosophy, I discov-

ered that virtually nothing was available. I also 

noticed that the trend in classical philosophy 

was towards research on late Hellenistic 

thought up through the 500s CE after which 

philosophy began being done in Arabic. Simi-

larly, medieval Latinists were focusing research 

on the intellectual precursors to such Latin 

luminaries like Thomas Aquinas, albeit limit-

ing themselves to Greek, Jewish and Latin 

forerunners, and Muslim thinkers only in Latin 

translation. Not to put too fine a point on it, 

both research trends were bumping up against 

the domain of Islamic philosophy and yet 
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