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Chapter I — Introduction: Mapping the Intellectual Landscape
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1. The Genesis of This Book
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It has long been my intellectual aspiration to write a book that reflects upon books themselves — a text that captures not only ideas but also the living experience of reading, interpreting, and integrating them. In this sense, The Theoretical Foundations of Knowledge is not merely a commentary on great thinkers; it is a personal journey through the landscapes of intellectual inheritance that have shaped the way I perceive the world. Each reference, each quotation, and each synthesis offered here emerges from years of engagement with philosophical, theological, and social traditions that form the architecture of human understanding.

The present volume, therefore, functions as an archive of thought and reflection. It collects and refines materials that, for many years, have formed the basis of my academic contemplation and teaching. The book’s structure mirrors the movement of my intellectual growth — from theology to philosophy, from mysticism to social theory — revealing how these domains intertwine in constructing a comprehensive view of ‘ilm, or knowledge, as both metaphysical and civilizational. My intention is to bring readers into this continuum, so that each chapter becomes not only a summary of great works but also a reflection on their continuing vitality.

When I began my doctoral studies, my supervisor, the late Professor Joel S. Kahn, directed my attention to Max Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. That recommendation transformed my academic life. I came to realize that no serious study of society or modernity could be conducted without understanding Weber’s thesis about the moral origins of capitalism. Yet Weber’s text also opened a paradox: knowledge, in the modern sense, could become both the engine of progress and the source of spiritual dislocation. This paradox forms one of the recurring questions of this book.

My engagement with Western philosophy deepened when Professor Joel encouraged me to read Charles Taylor’s A Secular Age. That work unveiled the moral and spiritual architecture of Western modernity — how the West moved from a cosmos filled with transcendence to a universe defined by immanence. Taylor’s reflections on “exclusive humanism” and “the age of authenticity” became a lens through which I revisited the Islamic understanding of knowledge and being. The dialogue between these intellectual worlds—Islamic, Christian, modern, and post-secular—became the seed from which this book grew.

The decision to write this volume was not taken lightly. It required traversing multiple traditions, each with its own vocabulary, metaphysics, and methods of reasoning. To interpret thinkers such as Henry Corbin, Osman Bakar, Alparslan Açıkgenç, or Descartes demands sensitivity not only to their systems of thought but also to the historical worlds they inhabited. The book, therefore, must be read as a series of intellectual encounters — each one reconstructing a worldview that, when placed together, offers a unified cosmology of knowledge.

Writing this book also meant engaging with the limits of translation — not only linguistic but conceptual. Many of the terms central to Islamic intellectual history, such as ‘ilm, ma‘rifah, hikmah, and nur, carry layers of meaning that cannot be reduced to their English equivalents. The task of the scholar, then, is not to flatten these terms into modern abstractions but to reawaken their metaphysical resonance. Thus, throughout this book, the act of translation becomes an act of interpretation: an attempt to restore the dignity of knowledge as light.

Ultimately, this book was written with the conviction that reading itself is a sacred act. To read is to engage in dialogue with the unseen intelligences that have guided human thought through the ages. The writers I discuss here—Corbin, Rosenthal, Bakar, Açıkgenç, Descartes, Taylor, Sibeon, and Weber—are not isolated figures; they are participants in an ongoing revelation of meaning. The book, therefore, seeks to honor them by continuing that conversation, grounding it once more in the unity of knowledge that transcends cultural and temporal boundaries.
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2. The Study of Knowledge and the Intellectual Tradition
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To study knowledge is to trace the pulse of civilization. In the Islamic tradition, ‘ilm is not merely intellectual acquisition; it is a condition of being. Knowledge in this sense is illumination (nur), a divine emanation that transforms the knower as much as the known. The pursuit of ‘ilm has therefore been regarded not as a neutral act but as a form of worship—an act that unites faith, reason, and moral responsibility. The Qur’an itself elevates those “who have been given knowledge” above others, framing the search for truth as both an ethical and spiritual vocation.

From its earliest centuries, Islamic civilization developed a remarkable taxonomy of sciences, each rooted in its own epistemic and metaphysical premises. Theologians established kalam as a discipline to defend the faith rationally; philosophers cultivated falsafa to explore metaphysical causes; jurists built systems of reasoning in fiqh and usul al-fiqh; and mystics sought experiential knowledge (ma‘rifah) through purification of the soul. All these disciplines, though distinct, converged upon a single premise: that knowledge is a reflection of divine order within human consciousness.

This unity of knowledge shaped not only intellectual institutions but also the moral structure of Muslim societies. Learning was inseparable from virtue, and teaching was considered an act of transmission from the divine to the human. The famous pairing of ‘ilm and ‘amal—knowledge and action—expressed a philosophy of integration. Knowledge without practice was incomplete, and action without knowledge was blind. Through this synthesis, the Muslim intellectual tradition maintained an equilibrium between reason and revelation, between contemplation and service.

Over time, this sacred vision of knowledge encountered new horizons through contact with Greek philosophy, Persian metaphysics, and later, European rationalism. Thinkers like Al-Farabi and Avicenna adopted Aristotelian logic to systematize the sciences, while Sufi masters such as Ibn ‘Arabi infused knowledge with symbolic and imaginal depth. The result was a rich civilization where theology, philosophy, and mysticism coexisted in creative tension—a dynamic that sustained the vitality of Islamic thought for centuries.

The loss of this integrative vision in the modern period represents one of the central tragedies of knowledge. When revelation was separated from reason, and metaphysics from science, knowledge became fragmented. It turned from wisdom into information, from illumination into technique. The modern crisis of meaning, described by both Charles Taylor and Max Weber, can thus be seen as the culmination of this epistemic disjunction. To recover the unity of knowledge is to recover the unity of the human being.

The task of this book is to revisit that unity through a comparative lens. By examining how Islamic thinkers classified, justified, and lived knowledge, and by comparing their systems with the epistemological projects of the modern West, I seek to uncover the underlying metaphysical grammar of knowing. This approach does not aim at nostalgia, but at reconstruction: to envision how a metaphysically grounded epistemology might guide contemporary intellectual life.

Finally, to study ‘ilm is to study the human soul. Knowledge, in its highest form, is self-knowledge — the realization that to know truth is to know one’s origin and destiny. This is why, as Henry Corbin reminds us, all authentic knowledge is angelic: it descends as light from the intelligible world into the heart of the seeker. To rediscover this truth is to restore knowledge to its rightful place as the bridge between the human and the divine.
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3. Knowledge Across Traditions
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The dialogue between Islamic and Western traditions is not merely a comparison of doctrines; it is a confrontation of worldviews. In Islam, the cosmos is saturated with meaning — every phenomenon reflects divine wisdom. In modernity, by contrast, meaning is withdrawn from the world and relocated within the subjective consciousness of man. Between these poles lies a vast transformation in how humanity conceives knowledge, being, and truth. This book is an attempt to map that transformation, not to judge it, but to understand the metaphysical assumptions that underlie it.

René Descartes stands as a pivotal figure in this history. His Discourse on Method marks the birth of modern rationalism, where certainty is no longer sought in revelation but in the self-conscious act of thinking: cogito ergo sum. Yet this declaration, while revolutionary, also initiated a profound separation—the division between subject and object, between mind and body, between the knower and the known. From this split emerged the modern sciences, but also a sense of existential isolation. Knowledge became a quest for control rather than communion.

In contrast, Islamic epistemology insists on the continuity between the knower and the known. Knowledge is not constructed but unveiled; it arises from correspondence between the human intellect and the divine intellect. The world is not an object to be dominated but a sign to be interpreted. Revelation, reason, and experience are not competing sources but concentric circles of the same truth. In this sense, Islamic thought anticipates what later phenomenologists would call the unity of consciousness and being.

The tension between these two epistemic worlds forms one of the most fertile grounds for philosophical inquiry. Thinkers like Charles Taylor have shown that even within Western modernity, there remain echoes of transcendence—a longing for the fullness that rationalism alone cannot provide. His concept of “re-embedding” the self in moral sources parallels the Islamic idea of returning (ruju‘) to one’s metaphysical origin. Both traditions, in their deepest strata, seek to reconcile freedom with meaning.

This comparative perspective reveals that knowledge is never neutral; it is always bound to a vision of the world and of the human being. The West’s journey from metaphysics to empiricism mirrors, in inverse form, the Islamic movement from revelation to rationalization. Each tradition offers insights into the strengths and limits of the other. The encounter between them, rather than being a clash, can become a dialogue of restoration—a mutual recognition that truth exceeds any single method.

Such a dialogue, however, requires humility. It demands that we approach both traditions not as rival systems but as expressions of a shared human quest for meaning. To read Descartes alongside Al-Ghazzali, or Weber alongside Ibn Khaldun, is to witness the unfolding of a universal conversation about certainty, morality, and civilization. In that sense, this book is not an interfaith project but an inter-epistemic one.

The ultimate goal is to recover what I call the metaphysical dignity of knowledge: an awareness that all authentic knowing is an act of participation in the divine order. Whether articulated through revelation or reason, through contemplation or research, knowledge remains the bridge between the seen and the unseen. The challenge of our time is not to abandon modern knowledge but to re-enchant it—to remember that the light of ‘ilm still burns beneath the machinery of modernity.
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4. Methodological Approach
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The methodology of this book emerges from the conviction that knowledge cannot be understood through disciplinary isolation. To comprehend ‘ilm as the foundation of civilization requires a synthesis of methods—historical, philosophical, theological, and sociological. Each mode of inquiry reveals a facet of knowledge’s vast architecture. Thus, rather than imposing a single framework upon diverse traditions, this study adopts a hermeneutic approach that allows ideas to speak in their own languages. The aim is not to dissolve differences but to illuminate the hidden continuities that connect revelation and reason, mysticism and logic, metaphysics and social reality.

The structure of this book reflects that methodological pluralism. Each chapter is dedicated to a particular thinker or constellation of ideas, chosen not merely for their historical importance but for their epistemological resonance. Henry Corbin represents the metaphysical imagination and the recovery of the sacred cosmos. Franz Rosenthal exemplifies the Islamic intellectual legacy in which knowledge defines faith and society. Osman Bakar and Alparslan Açıkgenç articulate the philosophical and scientific traditions of Islam, while Descartes and Taylor illustrate the Western transformation of epistemology into secular modernity. Roger Sibeon and Max Weber bring social theory into conversation with metaphysics, closing the circle between spirit and structure.

The interpretive method employed here is comparative yet synthetic. Comparison, in this context, is not a contest of superiority but an exploration of correspondence. It seeks to reveal how different civilizations have responded to the same perennial question: What does it mean to know? The synthesis arises from placing these responses side by side, allowing them to illuminate one another. This requires a form of intellectual empathy — the capacity to inhabit a system of thought without reducing it to one’s own. Such empathy is the essence of philosophical dialogue and the antidote to ideological reduction.

At the same time, this book is not a neutral exercise in comparative study. It is written from a perspective that acknowledges the metaphysical unity of knowledge — the belief that truth, however expressed, ultimately points toward the same Reality. This principle guides the interpretive strategy throughout. In analyzing Islamic thinkers, I do not confine them to the categories of Orientalist historiography; in reading Western philosophers, I do not dismiss them as secularized heirs of Greek rationalism. Each is treated as a participant in the universal drama of knowledge — a seeker tracing the divine order in human experience.

A key methodological feature of this study is the use of genealogical reflection. By tracing how concepts of knowledge evolve through historical interaction — between religion and philosophy, mysticism and science — we can discern the deep structures that persist beneath surface changes. The genealogical approach reveals that epistemology is not static; it is shaped by crises, translations, and encounters. When Islamic scholars engaged with Greek philosophy, or when modernity redefined truth through science, they did not merely borrow; they transformed. This dynamic of translation and transformation forms the pulse of intellectual history.

In this sense, the book’s method may be described as metatheoretical synthesis. It moves beyond mere description to ask what kinds of assumptions underlie the act of knowing itself. By juxtaposing Corbin’s angelology with Weber’s sociology, or Bakar’s hierarchy of sciences with Descartes’ rationalism, we discover how metaphysics and social theory mirror one another. Both seek coherence in the midst of complexity, order in the midst of multiplicity. Knowledge, whether sacred or secular, arises from the same human desire to transcend ignorance and participate in meaning.

Finally, this methodological orientation reflects an ethical stance: that the pursuit of knowledge must remain open to the sacred. Scholarship, when stripped of reverence, becomes sterile; but reverence without inquiry descends into dogma. The task of the modern scholar — and of this book — is to balance both. To study knowledge is to practice humility before truth, knowing that every system, however refined, remains a partial reflection of the infinite. Thus, this book approaches its subject not as an arbiter but as a pilgrim, walking among the ruins and revelations of human thought, seeking the light that unites them all.
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