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Abstract

The problem of knowledge has remained one of the central issues in the history
of philosophy from antiquity to the modern period. Classical rationalistic
gnoseology emphasized the role of reason, logical analysis, and conceptual
cognition as the principal means of attaining truth, whereas Sufi epistemology
developed an alternative understanding grounded in spiritual experience,
mystical intuition, and existential transformation. This article presents a
comparative analysis of Jalaluddin Rumi’s Sufi theory of knowledge and classical
rationalistic gnoseology. The study examines the epistemological paradigms of
Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Kant, and Hegel in relation to Rumi’s mystical
conception of cognition.

Keywords: Jalaluddin Rumi, Sufism, epistemology, gnoseology, muystical
cognition, rationalism, ma’rifa, qalb, ruh, kashf, irfan, haqiga, Islamic
philosophy, metaphysics, spirituality.

Introduction

The problem of knowledge has occupied a foundational place in the history of
philosophy because it concerns the essential relationship between human
consciousness and reality. Philosophers from Ancient Greece to the contemporary
period have sought to determine how knowledge is possible, what constitutes
truth, and whether human beings can attain certainty concerning the nature of
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existence. These questions led to the development of various epistemological
systems that shaped the intellectual history of humanity.

Classical rationalistic gnoseology emerged primarily through Ancient Greek
philosophy and later developed in modern European thought. Plato regarded
authentic knowledge as intellectual contemplation of eternal Forms beyond the
changing sensory world. Aristotle emphasized logical demonstration and
empirical observation as the basis of scientific understanding. Modern rationalists
such as René Descartes sought indubitable certainty through methodological
doubt and self-conscious reasoning. Immanuel Kant transformed epistemology
by arguing that knowledge arises through the interaction between sensory
experience and the a priori categories of the human mind. Hegel subsequently
interpreted knowledge dialectically as the historical self-development of
consciousness.

Despite their philosophical differences, these thinkers shared a common
conviction that reason constitutes the highest instrument of cognition.
Rationalistic gnoseology therefore emphasized abstraction, conceptual analysis,
logical mediation, and the distinction between subject and object[4].

In contrast, Sufi epistemology developed within the metaphysical and spiritual
framework of Islamic civilization. Sufi thinkers argued that rational knowledge
alone cannot fully comprehend ultimate reality because divine truth transcends
conceptual limitation. Consequently, they emphasized spiritual purification,
mystical intuition, divine illumination, and existential experience as essential
dimensions of authentic cognition.

Among the great representatives of Sufi thought, Jalaluddin Rumi occupies a
unique position due to the philosophical depth and spiritual universality of his
works. Rumi’s writings, especially the Masnavi-yi Ma’navi and Divan-e Shams-
e Tabrizi, integrate metaphysics, ethics, spirituality, psychology, and poetry into
a coherent epistemological vision. His theory of knowledge is rooted in the
concepts of ma’rifa (gnosis), qalb (heart), ruh (spirit), kashf (unveiling), irfan
(mystical wisdom), and haqiqa (ultimate truth).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This research employs an interdisciplinary methodology integrating historical-
philosophical analysis, comparative philosophical methodology, hermeneutic
interpretation, and textual analysis. Such an approach is necessary because the
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problem of knowledge involves logical, metaphysical, spiritual, ethical, and
existential dimensions.

The historical-philosophical method is used to trace the evolution of
epistemological thought from Ancient Greek philosophy through Islamic
mysticism and modern European rationalism. Particular attention is devoted to
the epistemological systems of Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Kant, and Hegel,
whose philosophical frameworks shaped the foundations of classical rationalistic
gnoseology.

Simultaneously, the historical development of Sufi epistemology is examined
through the works of Al-Ghazali, Ibn Arabi, Suhrawardi, Najmiddin Kubro,
Bahouddin Nagshband, and Jalaluddin Rumi. These thinkers contributed
significantly to Islamic mystical philosophy and developed complex theories
concerning spiritual cognition, divine illumination, and metaphysical realization.

DISCUSSION AND RESULTS

The foundations of classical rationalistic epistemology emerged in Ancient Greek
philosophy. Plato established a dualistic distinction between the sensory world
and the world of eternal Forms. According to him, sensory perception cannot
provide genuine certainty because material reality is unstable and constantly
changing.

In the Republic, Plato describes ordinary human existence through the allegory
of the cave. Prisoners mistake shadows for reality because they remain trapped
within appearances. Authentic knowledge requires intellectual ascent beyond
sensory illusion toward contemplation of eternal truth.

Plato therefore regarded reason as the primary instrument of cognition.
Knowledge was understood as recollection of transcendent Forms accessible
through philosophical contemplation[5].

Aristotle modified Plato’s epistemology by emphasizing empirical observation
and logical demonstration. For Aristotle, knowledge begins with sensory
experience but becomes scientific through abstraction and rational organization.
Aristotle writes in the Metaphysics:

“All men by nature desire to know.”

This statement reflects the rationalistic assumption that human beings possess an
inherent intellectual orientation toward truth.
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During the modern period, rationalistic gnoseology developed further through
René Descartes. Descartes sought indubitable certainty by doubting all beliefs
that could possibly be false.

His famous proposition, “Cogito, ergo sum” (“I think, therefore I am”),
established self-conscious reason as the foundation of epistemology.

Descartes’ philosophy reinforced the separation between subject and object. The
thinking self became the epistemological center from which external reality must
be rationally verified.

Immanuel Kant transformed modern epistemology by arguing that human
consciousness actively structures experience. According to Kant, the mind
imposes categories such as causality, unity, and substance upon sensory
phenomena.

Thus, knowledge does not merely reflect external reality but arises through
interaction between subject and object[6].

Hegel later attempted to overcome rigid dualism through dialectical idealism. In
Hegel’s philosophy, consciousness evolves historically toward absolute
knowledge through contradictions and their resolution.

Sufi epistemology emerged within the broader intellectual and spiritual
framework of Islamic civilization. While Islamic philosophers emphasized
rational demonstration and metaphysical reasoning, Sufis focused on inner
purification and experiential realization.

The Qur’an repeatedly emphasizes spiritual consciousness and divine guidance:
“And fear Allah, and Allah teaches you” (Qur’an 2:282).

This verse suggests that knowledge is connected not only with intellectual effort
but also with ethical and spiritual purification. Sufi thinkers argued that reason
alone cannot fully comprehend ultimate reality because divine truth transcends
conceptual limitation.

Among Sufi thinkers, Jalaluddin Rumi developed one of the most sophisticated
mystical theories of knowledge.

Rumi does not reject reason completely. Rather, he criticizes the absolutization
of rational cognition. He writes:

“Reason is powerless in the expression of Love.”

According to Rumi, intellect functions effectively within the material world, but
metaphysical truth requires a deeper form of consciousness|[7].
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One of the central concepts in Sufi gnoseology is ma’rifa, usually translated as
“gnosis” or “inner knowledge”. Unlike ordinary intellectual knowledge (‘ilm),
ma’rifa refers to existential realization and direct spiritual awareness.

Ma’rifa cannot be acquired merely through reading books or logical reasoning. It
emerges through spiritual transformation.

Al-Ghazali distinguishes between conceptual knowledge and experiential
certainty. After experiencing skepticism concerning philosophy and theology, he
concluded that true certainty arises through divine illumination.

A fundamental distinction between rationalistic and mystical epistemology
concerns the role of intuition. Classical rationalism prioritizes analytical
reasoning and conceptual clarity. Mystical epistemology emphasizes intuitive
perception and direct experience. However, Sufi intuition should not be
interpreted as irrational emotion. Rather, it refers to a purified mode of
consciousness capable of perceiving metaphysical truths.

Rumi frequently contrasts analytical reason with intuitive love:

“Love 1s the astrolabe of God’s mysteries.”

The metaphor of the astrolabe suggests that love functions as an instrument of
spiritual navigation and metaphysical perception.

Whereas rational cognition analyzes reality from outside, mystical cognition
seeks existential participation within reality itself8].

The rationalist observer remains separate from the object of knowledge. The
mystic attempts to transcend separation.

The concept of qalb occupies a central place in Sufi epistemology.

In Sufi metaphysics, the heart is not merely a physical or emotional organ but the
spiritual center of perception.

Rumi’s writings employ extensive symbolic and metaphorical language, in which
symbols such as the mirror, ocean, fire, wine, beloved, and reed flute function as
important epistemological metaphors. The mirror symbolizes the purified heart
that reflects divine truth, while fire represents transformative love capable of
purifying the human soul. The ocean signifies infinite existence and the boundless
nature of reality. From a hermeneutic perspective, these symbols are not merely
literary ornaments but profound philosophical expressions of mystical
consciousness. Mystical language, in this sense, attempts to communicate
realities that transcend ordinary conceptual categories; therefore, poetic
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symbolism becomes epistemologically necessary for expressing spiritual truths
that cannot be fully captured through rational discourse alone[9].

Rumi’s theory of knowledge also carries significant ethical and spiritual
implications. In Sufi thought, authentic knowledge must lead to the
transformation of moral character, and knowledge that is not accompanied by
ethical purification is considered spiritually incomplete and potentially harmful.
Rumi emphasizes humility, compassion, tolerance, patience, and love as essential
dimensions of genuine spiritual realization. His famous invitation, “Come, come,
whoever you are,” reflects a universalistic vision that transcends sectarian
boundaries, exclusion, and social divisions. This inclusive perspective remains
highly relevant in contemporary society, which increasingly experiences
ideological extremism, cultural conflict, and spiritual fragmentation. Rumi’s
philosophy thus promotes intercultural dialogue, ethical awareness, and spiritual
harmony as foundations for peaceful coexistence.

In the context of modern education and youth development, Rumi’s epistemology
offers important insights. Contemporary educational systems often prioritize
technical and scientific knowledge while neglecting moral and spiritual
dimensions of human development. As a result, young people may acquire vast
amounts of information without developing wisdom or ethical awareness. Rumi’s
philosophical approach reminds us that knowledge should ultimately contribute
to inner transformation and moral integrity. His teachings encourage self-
awareness, compassion, transcendence of egoism, spiritual responsibility,
existential reflection, and moral discipline. These values are especially significant
in the digital age, which is characterized by distraction, consumerism, and
psychological instability. Therefore, Rumi’s synthesis of intellect and spirituality
holds substantial educational and philosophical value for contemporary
society[5].

CONCLUSION

The comparative analysis of Jalaluddin Rumi’s Sufi theory of knowledge and
classical rationalistic gnoseology reveals profound philosophical differences
concerning the nature, method, and purpose of knowledge. Classical rationalism,
represented by Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Kant, and Hegel, emphasizes reason,
conceptual analysis, and logical mediation as the primary foundations of
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cognition. These traditions contributed significantly to scientific development,
philosophical rigor, and intellectual clarity.

However, Sufi epistemology introduces an alternative paradigm grounded in
spiritual experience, inner purification, divine illumination, and existential
transformation.

Rumi’s theory of knowledge demonstrates that authentic cognition cannot be
reduced solely to abstract intellectual reasoning. Through concepts such as
ma’rifa, qalb, ruh, irfan, kashf, and haqiqa, he develops a holistic epistemological
vision integrating intellect, spirituality, ethics, and love.

One of the most important aspects of Rumi’s philosophy is its critique of rigid
subject-object dualism. Mystical cognition seeks unity rather than separation and
emphasizes existential participation in divine reality.

Rumi’s interpretation of love as an epistemological principle constitutes another
significant contribution to world philosophy. Love becomes not merely emotion
but a transformative mode of metaphysical awareness.
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