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Seyed Hossein Nasr sees a connection between the empirical base of
science and Western culture, and in this respect sees secular scientific
culture as heterogeneous, and in conflict, with religious culture. However,
referring to the "history of Islamic science and civilization" and the
"secular rotation of science in the West", he believes that there is a
possibility of re-rotations. The axis of this rotation, on which "the science
depends", is in fact the empirical-theoretical material that can be subjected
to Islamic form. In this article, we try to examine in more detail the
possibility of combining indigenous values and traditions with the
empirical material of science. By comparatively examining the concept of
direction and worldview, we try to find out what is wrong with the
"possibility of changing the direction” of science or the "worldview" of
science by paying attention to the views of two other thinkers, Thomas
Kuhn and Ernest Cassirer.

Cite this article: Hajizadeh, A. (2026). A Comparative Evaluation of Seyed Hossein Nasr's Traditionalism on the Question
of Science in Light of Thomas Kuhn and Ernst Cassirer. Journal of Philosophical Investigations, 20 (55),
481-500. https://doi.org/10.22034/jpiut.2026.72594.4529

© The Author(s).

Publisher: University of Tabriz.



https://doi.org/10.22034/jpiut.2026.72594.4529
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2912-1936

Journal of Philosophical Investigations, University of Tabriz, Volume 20, Issue 55, 2026. pp. 481-500 482

Extended Abstract

The relationship between modern science and religious worldviews has long been one of the
central questions in the philosophy of science and in discussions concerning the possibility of
"religious™ or "sacred science." Among contemporary Muslim thinkers, Seyed Hossein Nasr is
one of the most influential proponents of this project. In his view, modern science has become
detached from its sacred metaphysical foundations and consequently presents a fragmented,
reductionist, and instrumental understanding of nature. He therefore proposes a revival of
sacred science grounded in the principles of perennial wisdom and the traditional worldview.
Although Nasr's ideas have significantly influenced contemporary discussions on Islamic
science, an important philosophical question remains unanswered: can the project of sacred
science provide a coherent epistemological and methodological alternative to modern science,
or is it better understood as a philosophical reinterpretation of scientific knowledge? This
article addresses this question through a critical analysis of Nasr's views in light of the
philosophies of Ernst Cassirer and Thomas Kuhn.

The study adopts an analytical-critical approach. Cassirer's philosophy is employed to
examine Nasr's understanding of the conceptual structure of science, while Kuhn's theory of
scientific paradigms provides a framework for discussing the relationship between scientific
knowledge and worldviews. Rather than offering a historical comparison of these thinkers, the
article uses their philosophical insights as analytical tools for evaluating the coherence and
feasibility of Nasr's proposal.

The first part of the article argues that Nasr's conception of tradition tends to idealize the
historical reality of traditional civilizations. Likewise, the sharp opposition between tradition
and modernity does not adequately reflect the historical development of science, in which
continuity and transformation coexist. Many criticisms directed by Nasr against modern
science are, moreover, directed primarily at positivist conceptions of science that have
themselves been substantially revised within contemporary philosophy of science.

Drawing upon Cassirer's philosophy of symbolic forms, the article further argues that
modern science is characterized by a historical transition from substantialist and essentialist
explanations toward relational, structural, and functional concepts. Scientific concepts derive
their significance increasingly from their systematic relations rather than from reference to
immutable essences. Consequently, reconstructing science on the basis of traditional
metaphysical concepts cannot be achieved merely by appealing to the desirability of a sacred
worldview. Such a proposal requires a convincing explanation of how these metaphysical
principles can become constitutive elements of scientific concepts, theories, and methodology
without diminishing the explanatory and predictive power of modern science.

At the same time, the article distinguishes between scientific theories and their meta-
theoretical interpretations. Scientific theories are limited to explaining observable
phenomena through empirical evidence, mathematical models, and methodological
procedures. Meta-theoretical interpretations, by contrast, extend beyond scientific theories
themselves toward broader philosophical, metaphysical, theological, or ideological claims
concerning the meaning of nature, human existence, or ultimate reality. The empirical success
of a scientific theory therefore does not logically establish any particular metaphysical
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worldview. Different philosophical interpretations may coexist with the same scientific theory
without affecting its empirical adequacy.

From this perspective, an important part of Nasr's criticism may be understood as directed
not against scientific theories themselves but against the secular philosophical interpretations
frequently associated with modern science. Thus, one may accept the empirical achievements
of modern science while rejecting naturalistic or secular interpretations presented as their
necessary philosophical consequences. This distinction provides a more balanced
understanding of Nasr's project and suggests that at least part of his critique belongs to the level
of meta-theoretical interpretation rather than to science itself.

Nevertheless, the article argues that an important distinction must be maintained between
reinterpreting science and reconstructing science. If the project of sacred science merely
proposes an alternative philosophical interpretation of scientific knowledge, many of its
concerns become both intelligible and philosophically defensible. However, if it seeks to
establish a genuinely alternative science, additional justification is required. It must be
demonstrated precisely which methodological, conceptual, or epistemological features of
modern science are intrinsically incompatible with a sacred worldview and how an alternative
scientific framework could preserve the explanatory, predictive, and heuristic achievements of
contemporary science.

The article concludes that the principal strength of Nasr's project lies in its critique of
dominant philosophical interpretations of modern science rather than in its demonstration of
the possibility of a distinct sacred science. While the distinction between scientific theories and
their meta-theoretical interpretations makes it possible to appreciate the philosophical
significance of Nasr's critique, the transition from criticizing secular interpretations of science
to establishing an alternative scientific paradigm still requires a more comprehensive
epistemological and methodological account. Accordingly, the central debate is not whether
scientific knowledge can be interpreted within a religious worldview, but whether such a
worldview can generate a distinct scientific framework without sacrificing the conceptual and
empirical achievements of modern science.
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