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Abstract

In recent decades, one of the issues that has attracted the attention of philosophers and thinkers in the field of religious studies has been
the language of religion, its nature, and the way its content is understood. While Muslim thinkers accept the cognitive character of religious
propositions, they differ in their views regarding the quality of their content, particularly with respect to the issue of “right and duty.”
Contemporary theistic philosophers, such as Martyr Motahhari, Ayatollah Meshah Yazdi, and Ayatollah Javadi Amoli, explain religious
propositions within a traditional-philosophical framework as duty-oriented, while describing the relationship between “right” and “duty”
as one of mutual implication. By contrast, religious reformist thinkers, particularly Dr. Abdolkarim Soroush, maintain that the present age
is the age of modern humanity, an age that emphasizes individual rights and inherent dignity; therefore, they regard this period as an era
of “right-centeredness.” Accordingly, they call for a reinterpretation of the language of religion in line with right-centeredness. Drawing
on modern rationality and transformation in the language of religion, Soroush emphasizes the priority of right over duty and argues that,
in order to sustain itself, religion must enter into dialogue with human rights and human-centeredness. In contrast, theistic philosophers,
by appealing to revealed theology, regard the priority of duty over right as necessary and define the human being in relation to servitude
and divine vicegerency. Using a comparative approach, this article analyzes the anthropological, theological, and epistemological
foundations of these two perspectives and demonstrates that the fundamental difference between these two approaches in terms of
foundation and method has led to different interpretations of religious concepts in the contemporary era.
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Extended Abstract

The language of religion is one of the central issues in contemporary philosophy of religion and modern Islamic
theology, because it determines how religious propositions are understood, interpreted, justified, and applied
to ethical, legal, and social questions. The debate is not limited to linguistic form or rhetorical style; rather, it
concerns the epistemic status of religious statements and whether they convey objective truth, express
subjective experience, function symbolically, or merely regulate religious conduct. In the Islamic intellectual
tradition, this question becomes especially significant because Qur’anic and theological propositions are
generally treated as meaningful, cognitive, and reality-representing statements rather than as purely emotive,
mythical, or non-cognitive expressions. This cognitive understanding of religious language provides the basis
for deriving normative, ethical, and legal concepts from religious sources. Among the concepts most affected
by this issue are “right” and “duty,” two notions that have long occupied a central position in Islamic theology,
jurisprudence, ethics, and social philosophy. The present study therefore examines how different theories of
religious language influence the interpretation of the relationship between right and duty in the thought of
contemporary Muslim thinkers, particularly in the views of Morteza Motahhari, Mohammad-Taqi Mesbah
Yazdi, Abdollah Javadi Amoli, and Abdolkarim Soroush (6, 19, 21, 25).

The theoretical background of the study shows that the problem of religious language emerged in modern
discussions largely under the influence of Western analytic philosophy, logical positivism, symbolic
interpretations of religious discourse, and non-cognitive theories of religious meaning. Logical positivists
denied the meaningfulness of metaphysical and religious propositions because such propositions were not
empirically verifiable or falsifiable; consequently, theological statements were often regarded as pseudo-
statements rather than truth-bearing claims. Other approaches, such as symbolic and functional interpretations,
attempted to preserve the value of religious language while denying or weakening its direct cognitive reference
to external reality. From this perspective, religious statements may express feelings, evoke commitment,
organize worship, or symbolically refer to ultimate concern, but they do not necessarily describe objective
realities. Muslim scholars have generally criticized these approaches on the grounds that they impose a
restricted empiricist criterion of meaning on all forms of knowledge and fail to account for rational,
metaphysical, moral, and revelatory modes of cognition. In contrast, Islamic thinkers have often defended the
reality-representing character of religious propositions, especially Qur’anic propositions, while also
acknowledging the need to interpret metaphorical, allegorical, or anthropomorphic expressions through
rational and textual indicators (5, 11, 20, 23, 24).

Within this framework, the concepts of right and duty acquire a distinct theological and ontological foundation.
In Islamic thought, “right” is not merely a social convention, legal entitlement, or individual claim produced
by human agreement; rather, it is connected to truth, reality, stability, entitlement, and rightful authority.
Lexical and legal sources define right in terms of fixedness, correspondence with reality, entitlement, authority,
and a kind of recognized dominion, while Islamic philosophers and jurists connect rights to the created order
and divine wisdom (12-15). “Duty,” in turn, refers to obligation, command, responsibility, and the binding
character of divine or legal prescription. In religious usage, duty signifies the human being’s accountability
before divine command and prohibition, and it situates the human person within a moral order shaped by divine
guidance rather than autonomous preference alone (13, 16, 17). Therefore, when religious language is
understood as cognitive and reality-representing, duties are not arbitrary burdens imposed on human beings,
but are viewed as normative expressions of real interests, moral order, and human perfection. This makes it
possible to interpret right and duty not as contradictory concepts, but as mutually related dimensions of one
integrated religious worldview.
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The comparative analysis of contemporary Muslim thinkers indicates that theistic philosophers such as
Motahhari, Mesbah Yazdi, and Javadi Amoli generally defend the inseparability of right and duty. In their
view, the Islamic legal and ethical order is grounded in divine wisdom, the real structure of existence, and the
genuine interests of the human being. Since God is the creator and ultimate owner of existence, the final source
of legislation and moral normativity belongs to divine authority. Human rights, therefore, are meaningful
within the framework of divine creation and guidance, and human duties are the means through which those
rights and interests are realized. Motahhari emphasizes that no right can be conceived without a corresponding
duty, and no duty can be meaningfully imposed without reference to a right or interest that it protects. Javadi
Amoli likewise stresses that in social life, the recognition of a right for one person necessarily entails the
obligation of others to respect that right. Mesbah Yazdi criticizes approaches that speak only of rights while
neglecting duties, arguing that such an approach produces an incomplete understanding of the moral and legal
system. The Islamic tradition also contains early textual examples of this mutual relation, including the Treatise
of Rights attributed to Imam Sajjad, in which rights are presented together with reciprocal responsibilities (x,
7, 14, 16, 26-28).

In contrast, the rights-centered approach associated with Abdolkarim Soroush interprets the modern age as an
age in which human beings understand themselves primarily as bearers of rights rather than as subjects of
duties. From this perspective, traditional religious discourse, especially in its jurisprudential and legal forms,
has historically emphasized command, prohibition, obedience, and obligation more than individual rights,
freedom, and human dignity. Soroush therefore argues that religious thought must be re-read in light of modern
rationality, human rights discourse, and the moral demands of contemporary human life (3, 29-31). This
position is closely related to broader developments in modern political and legal philosophy, where rights are
often grounded in human autonomy, social contract, and individual liberty. In Hobbesian political thought, for
example, right is associated with natural liberty, while law restricts that liberty for the sake of order and security
(32). The resulting contrast between the Islamic theological approach and the modern rights-centered approach
is therefore rooted not merely in legal disagreement, but in deeper anthropological and epistemological
differences: whether the human being is defined primarily as a servant and vicegerent of God, or as an
autonomous rights-bearing subject; whether rights are grounded in divine wisdom and created reality, or in
human will, agreement, and rational self-legislation (2, 4, 33).

The study concludes that the relationship between right and duty cannot be adequately explained without first
clarifying the theory of religious language on which the interpretation is based. If religious propositions are
regarded as non-cognitive, symbolic, or merely functional, then duties expressed in religious texts may be
interpreted primarily as historical, cultural, or pragmatic constructs. However, if religious propositions are
understood as cognitive and reality-representing, as in the dominant Islamic philosophical and theological
tradition, then duties are interpreted as meaningful prescriptions grounded in real human interests and directed
toward human perfection. In this framework, right and duty are neither opposites nor isolated concepts; they
are mutually implicative elements of a coherent moral and legal order. The rights-centered approach is valuable
insofar as it highlights dignity, freedom, and the need to protect the human person against arbitrary domination,
but it becomes incomplete if it detaches rights from responsibility. Likewise, a duty-centered reading of
religion becomes vulnerable to misunderstanding if it fails to show that duties are ultimately ordered toward
the protection and realization of genuine human rights. Therefore, the most coherent interpretation is one that
understands right and duty as complementary and reciprocal. Such an interpretation can clarify the Islamic
view of human responsibility while also enabling a constructive dialogue with contemporary rights discourse.
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