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Findings: The ontological foundation has received greater attention than
the methodological and axiological foundations in the classification
of sciences by both Muslim and Western scholars. Nevertheless,
both traditions have proceeded in a subject-oriented manner when using
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Introduction

The classification of sciences has always been a fundamental concern
for philosophers and scholars, as it organizes knowledge, defines the
relationships between disciplines, and guides educational and research
priorities. Both Muslim and Western civilizations have produced rich
traditions of classifying sciences, yet these traditions have emerged
from different intellectual, cultural, and philosophical contexts
(Bakkar, 2010; Nasr, 2005). A key question is whether the underlying
foundations—ontological, methodological, and axiological—are
similar or different between these two traditions. Previous studies
have often examined Muslim or Western classifications separately
(Grant, 2007; Sajjadi, 1981), but a systematic comparative analysis
based on explicit foundational categories remains scarce. Without
such a comparison, any attempt to localize or integrate classification
systems may lack theoretical depth. This study therefore compares the
classifications of sciences by Muslim and Western scholars
specifically through the lens of three foundations: ontology,
concerning the nature and hierarchy of being; methodology,
concerning the ways of acquiring knowledge; and axiology,
concerning the purpose and value of knowledge.

Purpose

The purpose of this study is to identify, compare, and analyze the
similarities and differences between the classifications of sciences
proposed by Muslim scholars and Western scholars, based on the
three foundational perspectives of ontology, methodology, and
axiology. Furthermore, the study seeks to explain why certain
foundations and criteria have been more dominant in each tradition
and to explore the implications for a possible localized classification
rooted in the ontological perspective of Muslim scholars.

Method

This study adopts an analytical approach and was conducted through a
comprehensive literature review of primary and secondary sources.
The research systematically examined the works of major Muslim
scholars from the classical Islamic period to later philosophers, such
as Farabi, Ibn Sina, Ghazali, Tusi, and others, as well as Western
scholars from Aristotle and Bacon to Comte, Spencer, and Dewey.
The extracted classifications were coded and analyzed according to
three  predetermined  foundational  categories:  ontological,
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methodological, and axiological. The analysis focused on identifying
which foundations were explicitly or implicitly used, the variety of
criteria and patterns employed, and the possible reasons for the
dominance of specific foundations in each intellectual tradition.

Findings

The findings reveal that all three foundations—ontological,
methodological, and axiological—have been used by both Muslim and
Western scholars in classifying the sciences. However, the degree of
emphasis and the ways in which these foundations are reflected differ
significantly.

First, the ontological foundation is prominent in both traditions,
but with a crucial difference: in the Islamic tradition, ontology—»based
on the hierarchy of being (material, immaterial, divine)—serves as the
primary and often implicit basis for classification. Muslim scholars
such as Avicenna, Tusi, and later philosophers prioritize the subject
matter’s mode of existence, for example, whether it depends on matter
or not. In the Western tradition, ontology is also important, as
reflected, for example, in Aristotle’s division of theoretical sciences.
However, after the Cartesian turn, ontological criteria gradually lost
their exclusive dominance and were often combined with
epistemological or pragmatic criteria.

Second, the methodological foundation is more explicitly and
diversely present in Islamic classifications than commonly assumed.
Muslim scholars have used criteria such as teaching methods (ta‘lim),
the origin of knowledge (reason, revelation, sense experience, and
heart), and even the classification of scholars themselves (theologians,
philosophers, and Sufis). In the Western tradition, methodological
criteria became central especially after the rise of empirical sciences
and the emphasis on distinct methods for distinct domains. However,
the variety of methodological patterns is greater among Muslim
scholars.

Third, the axiological foundation (value-based classification) is
very strong in the Islamic tradition, where sciences are often ranked
according to their contribution to human happiness (sa‘adah), spiritual
perfection, or worldly and otherworldly benefit. In contrast, Western
classifications after the Enlightenment tend to be value-neutral or
secular, avoiding explicit teleological rankings. Exceptions include
early modern thinkers such as Vico.

In terms of specific criteria and patterns:
e Muslim scholars employed more diverse criteria, including
subject matter, nobility (sharaf), worldly and otherworldly
benefit, indigenousness, education-orientation, divine versus
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rational origin, and even librarianship criteria, although the
latter received less emphasis.

o Western scholars increasingly relied on criteria such as mental
faculties (Bacon), historical separation from philosophy
(Comte, Ampere), simplicity and ease of use (Dewey, Library
of Congress), and objectivity of concepts (Spencer).

A notable finding is that the library-based criterion, based on
simplicity and ease of storage and retrieval, is almost exclusively a
Western contribution, emerging from the practical needs of
librarianship. Among Muslim scholars, despite their advanced
bibliographic traditions, such purely pragmatic criteria are rare.

Finally, the ontological foundation remains the most frequently used
foundation in both traditions when considering the entire historical
span, but for different reasons: in Islam, because philosophy
(metaphysics) is seen as the root of all sciences; in the West, because
early classifications, until Descartes, were heavily Aristotelian.

Conclusion

This study concludes that Muslim and Western scholars share the
three  foundational  pillars  of  classification—ontological,
methodological, and axiological—but differ significantly in emphasis,
diversity, and application. Muslim classifications exhibit a greater
variety of criteria and maintain a strong axiological (value-based) and
ontological orientation throughout their history. Western
classifications, especially after the 17th century, shift toward
methodological and pragmatic criteria, often sidelining explicit
teleological or metaphysical foundations. The library-based criterion
(simplicity) is a distinctive Western development. Recognizing these
differences allows for a more informed localization of classification
knowledge. A classification system rooted in the ontological
perspective of Muslim scholars can be proposed, which may better
align with educational and research objectives in Islamic societies.
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