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Abstract

Mirza Mahdi Isfahani, the founder of the Tafkik School, introduced an alternative epistemological
framework, thereby presenting a distinct approach to understanding religious knowledge. The core of this
system lies in the rejection of the validity of philosophical reason in the domains of metaphysics and
theology, emphasizing instead sources such as innate nature (fitrah), illuminative knowledge (‘ilm-i nari),
illuminative intellect (‘aql-i niiri), and definitive religious texts (nusiis). Through a fundamental critique of
universal concepts, rational demonstration, and the principle of causality, Isfahani sought to safeguard pure
monotheism and to preserve divine transcendence from any form of anthropomorphism or limitation.
Within this framework, true knowledge is attained not through mental concepts and philosophical
reasoning, but through divine bestowal and an unmediated encounter with reality. While elucidating the
positive foundations of this system, the present article examines its deficiencies and consequences, including
conceptual ambiguity in defining reason and illuminative knowledge, the absence of criteria for assessment
and falsifiability, internal contradictions regarding the status of innate knowledge, and the self-referential
challenge inherent in critiquing universal concepts. Furthermore, it is demonstrated that the denial of the
epistemic authority of reason and certainty subjects Isfahani's epistemological system to logical circularity
and undermines the possibility of rationally justifying initial religious belief. Finally, the social implications
of this approach—including epistemic isolation and the weakening of interreligious dialogue—are analyzed.
This research endeavors to provide a comprehensive picture of the internal coherence and practical efficacy
of this epistemological system.
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Introduction and Problem Statement
Mirza Mahdi Isfahani (d. 1946 CE), as the founder of the "Tafkik School" (School of Separation),
introduced an alternative epistemological framework for understanding religious knowledge, thereby
posing a fundamental challenge to the dominance of the philosophical-rational paradigm in Islamic
theology. The core of his system is the outright rejection of the validity of philosophical reason and
demonstrative argumentation (burhan) in the realm of metaphysics and theology, replacing them with
sources such as innate nature (fitrah), illuminative knowledge (ilm-e nuri), illuminative intellect (agl-e
nuri), and definitive religious texts (nusus). Within this framework, true knowledge is not attained
through mental concepts and philosophical reasoning, but rather through divine bestowal and
unmediated confrontation with reality.
Despite the abundance of scholarly critiques on this view, the fundamental and novel problem addressed
in this research is that most previous critiques have focused on the internal criticism of Isfahani's
premises and arguments, neglecting the analysis of the objective, social, and epistemological
consequences of adhering to this intellectual system. Therefore, the central question of this article is: If
the theory of rejecting the validity of reason in metaphysical knowledge were to be practically
implemented, what kind of epistemological and social world would be constructed? In other words,
rather than questioning the validity of the arguments (a question already extensively addressed), this
research seeks to conduct a consequence-based critique of Isfahani's philosophical system.
Research Background:

Scholarly works on Mirza Mahdi Isfahani can be broadly categorized into three groups. The first
group consists of expository and defensive studies that adopt an intra-religious approach to explain his
thought, including works by Hakimi and Mofid. The second group comprises traditional critiques from
the perspective of mainstream philosophy and theology, which focus on refuting Isfahani's arguments
and defending the authority of reason, as seen in the works of Rajabi and Khosropanah. The third group
includes contemporary epistemological studies that employ an analytical-comparative method to
reconstruct and evaluate the foundations of Isfahani's theory, such as the works of Raghavi, Amoli
Larijani, and Mortazavi. Despite these efforts, a significant gap remains in the literature: no previous
research has systematically analyzed the objective, social, and epistemological consequences of
committing to the theory of rejecting reason's validity. This article argues that a critique of an intellectual
system reaches its full potential only when, in addition to challenging its foundations, its practical
efficacy and consequences are tested against epistemological and social realities.

Significance and Novelty of the Research:

The primary novelty of this article lies in its shift of perspective from a critique of arguments to a
consequence-based analysis. Assuming that prior criticisms of Isfahani's arguments have been
sufficiently articulated, this paper seeks to demonstrate the inadequacy of his system not by questioning
its presuppositions, but by analyzing its unavoidable implications and outcomes. This approach opens a
new horizon in research on the Tafkik School and evaluates the practical efficacy of this epistemological
system in the contemporary context.

Methodology
This research employs a descriptive-analytical method, focusing on the objective implications of
Isfahani's viewpoint. It analyzes the consequences of his theory across five major domains:
epistemological (internal), theological-doctrinal, social and interactive, intra-religious, and
methodological-scientific. Data were collected through library research, referencing both primary
sources (Isfahani's own works) and secondary sources (critiques and analyses by other scholars).

Discussion
The analysis of the consequences of Mirza Mahdi Isfahani's epistemological system reveals that this
perspective faces serious and unavoidable challenges at various levels.
a) Epistemological (Internal) Consequences:
Conceptual Ambiguity and Lack of Clear Definition: Foundational concepts such as "illuminative
intellect" (agl-e nuri), "illuminative knowledge" (ilm-e nuri), "innate nature" (fitrah), and "unmediated
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perception” remain inadequately defined. Isfahani even deems their definition impossible, which renders
the system devoid of necessary clarity and efficacy.

Lack of Criteria for Assessment and Falsifiability: The system offers no criterion to distinguish
authentic "illuminative knowledge" from false cognition, illusion, or personal intuition. This renders the
system closed and immune to critique.

Internal Contradiction in the Status of Innate Knowledge: The emphasis on a universal innate
knowledge contradicts the reality of deep philosophical and doctrinal diversity throughout human
history. The boundary between authentic innate nature and acquired environmental influences remains
obscure.

Self-Referential Challenge in Critiquing Universal Concepts: The denial of the validity of all
universal concepts is itself a universal proposition. Theorizing without employing conceptual tools is
impossible, leading to a situation akin to classical logical paradoxes where the claim undermines itself.
Destabilization of the Foundation of Knowledge Validity in the Critique of Certainty
(Qat"): Denying the inherent authority of certainty and making it contingent upon religious approval
results in a vicious circle, as proving the validity of religion itself presupposes the prior authority of
certainty.

From Revelation to Ambiguity: Illuminative Knowledge and the Problem of Truth: By eliminating
"mental forms" as a necessary medium of knowledge, the traditional concept of "truth" as the
correspondence of a proposition with reality becomes meaningless, reducing knowledge to a personal
and incommunicable experience.

b) Theological-Doctrinal Consequences:

Crisis in the Rational Justification of the Initial Choice of Religion: The denial of reason and
argumentation deprives religion of persuasive tools in confronting worldviews such as scientific
materialism. Proving the veracity of a prophet itself requires rational premises, and the arbitrary
distinction between "establishing the principles of religion" and "understanding its detailed teachings"
lacks logical coherence.

Presenting a Limited and Non-Dialogical Image of Islam: This view contradicts the Qur'anic spirit
of invitation through wisdom, good exhortation, and disputation in the best manner (Quran, 16:125), as
well as the practice of the Ahl al-Bayt (AS). It transforms Islam into a closed system devoid of a shared
rational language for engaging with a pluralistic intellectual world.

¢) Social and Interactive Consequences:

Epistemic Isolation and the Decline of Dialogue: The rejection of reason as a "common human
language" eliminates the possibility of constructive dialogue with followers of other religions and
schools of thought, leading to a crisis of untranslatability in religious discourse. This drives the religious
community toward intellectual isolation, symbolic violence, and the weakening of moderate discourses.
Groundwork for Deviation: The marginalization of rationality and exclusive reliance on texts provide
fertile ground for the growth of intellectually rigid and deviant movements. The emergence and spread
of the "Hojjatich Society" by Isfahani's student, Sheikh Mahmoud Halabi, and the deviant "Ahmad al-
Hassan al-Yamani" movement in Mashhad are clear examples of this social consequence.

Religious Identity Crisis and Epistemic Rupture between Elites and the Masses: This approach
divides the religious community into two poles: the masses trapped in the literalism of texts, and
frustrated elites pushed to the margins, thereby threatening the internal unity and cohesion of the
religious community.

d) Intra-Religious Consequences:

Silencing Inquiry and Inability to Address Modern Doubts: The negation of critical rationality stifles
the tradition of questioning and debate within religion, leaving it helpless in the face of contemporary
issues (such as conflicts with empirical sciences or bioethical dilemmas). Solutions like "referring to the
Infallible Imam during the Occultation" or "dismissing the question itself" lack practical efficacy.
Suspension of Meaning in the Language of Prayer and the Hollowing Out of Worship: The
emphasis on the "complete otherness" of God and creation negates any conceptual similarity between
human and divine attributes. This strips prayer and supplication of their epistemological and educational
content, reducing them to a set of meaningless utterances for the worshiper.
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e) Methodological and Scientific Consequences:

The Inefficacy of the Proposed System: Contradiction between Theory and Practice: While
Isfahani rejects the validity of reason and argumentation in theory, he repeatedly employs the very same
rational and syllogistic tools to explain his own theory in practice. This manifest contradiction
demonstrates the inherent inability of this system to provide a coherent explanation without resorting to
the very rationality it has rejected.

Undermining the Foundations of Empirical Science: The denial of universal concepts, the rejection
of causality, and the exclusive emphasis on direct observation dismantle the pillars of the scientific
method (generalization, prediction, controlled experimentation, and reproducibility). This effectively
eliminates the possibility of science in its modern sense, rendering past scientific achievements
unjustifiable and everyday life dependent on the stability of natural laws impossible.

Conclusion

This article has demonstrated that the epistemological system of Mirza Mahdi Isfahani, despite its initial
appeal in safeguarding divine unity and transcendence, faces a multitude of internal challenges (such as
conceptual ambiguity, self-referentiality, and vicious circularity) and external consequences (including
epistemic isolation, a crisis in the rational justification of religion, the silencing of inquiry, and the
destruction of scientific foundations) due to its neglect of reason's fundamental role. By shifting the
perspective from a critique of arguments to an analysis of consequences, this research has shown that
the practical implementation of this theory would lead to the construction of a worldview that is not only
incompatible with contemporary epistemological and social needs but also stands in clear contradiction
to the elevated spirit of Islam, which is founded on dialogue and argumentation. Ultimately, a
consequence-based critique opens new horizons in the evaluation of religious theories and underscores
the necessity of revisiting purely internalist approaches in scholarly assessments.
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