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Abstract

This study examines the epistemological foundations in the thought of
two prominent contemporary Muslim intellectuals, Sayyid Qutb
(1906—1966) and Mustafa Abd al-Raziq (1885-1947), and investigates
the impact of these foundations on contemporary Islamic movements.
Sayyid Qutb, as a leading theorist of radical and ideological Islamism,
and Mustafa Abd al-Raziq, as a representative of reformist and
modernist Islamic thought, developed two distinct approaches to
religious knowledge rooted in their philosophical, methodological, and
historical differences. The principal objective of this study is to analyze
the causes of these differences and their consequences for the
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intellectual and political developments of the Islamic world during the
twentieth century and beyond.

Epistemology, as a branch of philosophy concerned with the nature,
sources, limits, and validity of knowledge, is examined in this study
with particular emphasis on post-foundational epistemology, especially
its historical and critical dimensions. Religious epistemology, as one of
its subfields, investigates the development of religious knowledge from
historical and collective perspectives. Within the historical context of
the contemporary Islamic world, the encounter with Western
modernity led to the emergence of two major intellectual trends: a
textualist approach centered on revelation and ideology, and a
rationalist approach grounded in historical and critical inquiry. These
two orientations are clearly reflected in the works of the two thinkers
under study.

Sayyid Qutb defines knowledge primarily within the framework of
an ideological revelation-centered approach. In his view, the Qur'an
and the Sunnah constitute the only legitimate sources of true
knowledge, while any human knowledge independent of them is
considered incomplete or misleading. Through his theory of "modern
jahiliyyah (ignorance)" and his division of the world into the abode of
Islam and the abode of unbelief, he regarded modern human sciences
as manifestations of a new form of ignorance. The central elements of
Qutb's epistemology include the primacy of revelation, epistemological
rupture with earlier exegetical traditions, the supra-human nature of
the Qur'an, its absolute comprehensiveness, internal coherence,
unquestionable authenticity, and guidance-oriented character. Reason,
in Qutb's thought, is subordinate to revelation and is valid only insofar
as it accords with religious texts. He regarded philosophy and
mysticism as intellectual deviations that contributed to the decline of
Muslims. Knowledge within this framework possesses a political and
revolutionary character, aiming at the establishment of divine
sovereignty through the implementation of Islamic law. Human
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nature, sensory perception, experience, and intuition are recognized as
auxiliary sources of knowledge, but revelation remains the highest and
most certain source. This textualist and dualistic approach, based on
the opposition between truth and falsehood, has brought Qutb's
thought into close proximity with contemporary Salafi-jihadist
movements.

In contrast, Mustafa Abd al-Raziq adopted a rational, historical,
and reformist approach that sought to integrate reason, experience,
and revelation. Influenced by Muhammad Abduh and modern
philosophical trends, he emphasized the equivalence of reason and
transmitted knowledge and regarded rational ijtihad in the
interpretation of religious texts as indispensable. Abd al-Raziq's
epistemology is founded upon a historical approach to religious texts,
attention to the contexts in which religious rulings emerged, and
criticism of intellectual rigidity. The concept of the "heart" occupies a
central place in his thought. The heart, as an intermediary between the
immaterial spirit and the material self, constitutes the primary locus of
knowledge and operates through the levels of the self, the heart
(reason), and the spirit (inner secret). Within this framework, reason
functions as an independent source of knowledge alongside revelation
and is capable of contributing to a critical and evolutionary
understanding of religion. Abd al-Raziq emphasized critical engagement
with modernity and employed modern scientific and philosophical
methods for the reconstruction of Islamic thought. While criticizing
both Western Orientalists and rigid jurists, he highlighted the
originality of Islamic philosophy and regarded it as a development of
the principles of jurisprudence, although this approach occasionally
led to certain epistemological limitations.

The comparison reveals fundamental differences between the two
thinkers with regard to the source of knowledge (exclusive reliance on
revelation in Qutb's thought versus integration in Abd al-Raziq's
approach), the role of reason (subordinate versus independent),

http://ihc.isca.ac.ir



methods of interpretation (ideological and revolutionary versus
historical and critical), attitudes toward the West (complete rejection
versus selective engagement), and ultimate objectives (establishment
of an Islamic state versus intellectual reform). These differences are
rooted in their distinct historical contexts: Qutb developed his thought
in response to colonialism, the repression of the Muslim Brotherhood,
and the search for a revolutionary identity, whereas Abd al-Raziq
formulated his ideas within the context of al-Azhar reforms and the
influence of modern intellectual movements.

The findings indicate that Qutb's epistemology has inspired
contemporary radical and jihadist movements, including al-Qaeda and
various political developments in countries such as Egypt and Syria,
while Abd al-Raziq's approach has significantly influenced religious
reformist and modernist movements. Employing a descriptive-
analytical and comparative methodology based on the examination of
the primary writings of both thinkers as well as secondary sources, this
study demonstrates that attitudes toward rationality, the historicity of
religion, and engagement with modernity constitute the principal
factors distinguishing these two perspectives. Ultimately, understanding
these differences contributes significantly to a deeper comprehension
of the intellectual transformations of the Islamic world and its
contemporary challenges, while emphasizing the necessity of maintaining
a balance between revelation and reason in the reconstruction of
Islamic thought.

Keywords

Islamic Epistemology; Sayyid Qutb; Mustafa Abd al-Raziq; Ideological
Textualism; Religious Rationalism; Contemporary Islamic Movements;
Modern Jahiliyyah; Religious Reform.
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