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In the field of modern futures studies, one of the most significant challenges is the absence of
transparent, well- justified frameworks for substantiating claims about the future. Many
current approaches define their methodological assumptions and epistemic resources in ways
that do not fully clarify the theoretical foundations or cognitive limits of scenario generation
and analysis. Within these paradigms, it remains unclear which criteria should be used to
validate future visions and how to assess the epistemic strength of competing claims. This
study, therefore, employs a critical reading to identify the multiple dimensions of the
“epistemic problem” in modern futures studies and, by examining the gaps and contradictions
in existing paradigms, proposes a more precise framework for justifying epistemic claimsin
this domain. The present research is qualitative and adopts an interdisciplinary approach to
examine and critique the epistemic foundations of futures studies. Datawere collected through
documentary and library research, and qualitative content analysis was used to identify key
concepts, patterns, and relationships within the texts under review. After analyzing how the
four main paradigms—positivism, interpretivism, critical theory, and mixed methods—
address the seven core epistemological issues (definition of knowledge; possibility of
knowledge; sources and means of knowledge; types and categories of knowledge; concepts
and representations; cognitive certainties and their varieties; and truth and criteriaof truth),
detailed criticisms of each paradigm are presented. Finally, having synthesized these
discussions, Islamic epistemology is proposed as the most suitable alternative framework.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The study of knowledge—its nature, sources,
and limits—has long been a central concern for
both Western and Islamic philosophical
traditions. Divergent assumptions about what
constitutes valid knowledge have given rise to
distinct epistemological paradigms, each with
its own strengths and blind spots. In modern
futures studies, four dominant schools of
thought have emerged: positivism,
interpretivism, critical theory, and integral
theory.  Positivism emphasizes empirical
measurement and linear causality;
interpretivism foregrounds meaning-making
and cultural narratives; critical theory exposes
power relations that shape our anticipations; and
integral theory seeks to synthesize multiple
dimensions of experience in a single
framework. Despite their contributions, each
paradigm struggles to fully account for the
complex, value-laden, and often uncertain
nature of how societies envision and plan for
their futures. Recognizing these limitations, this
research undertakes a critical, interdisciplinary
qualitative investigation of the epistemological
foundations underpinning futures studies. Our
aim is to map the way each paradigm addresses
seven core epistemological questions—
definition of knowledge, possibility of
knowledge, sources and methods, types of
knowledge, concepts and representations,
justification and its forms, and the nature and
criterion of truth—and to identify the gaps that
remain. In light of these findings, we then assess
the promise of an Islamic epistemological
model—one grounded in the integration of
revelation, reason, sensory experience, and
inner intuition—as a more holistic alternative
for guiding futures research.

Methodology

This  study employs a  qualitative,
interdisciplinary ~ design centered on
documentary and library research. We
systematically collected and reviewed primary
and secondary sources spanning classical
Western epistemology (from Plato and
Descartes to Popper and Kuhn), contemporary
futures-studies literature (positivist forecasting
methods, causal layered analysis, participatory
scenarios, Agenda 21 critiques, and AQAL

integral theory), and key works in Islamic
philosophy (Avicenna, Suhrawardi, Mulla
Sadra, Allameh Tabataba’i, and Ayatollah
Javadi-Amoli). To analyze these texts, we
applied a qualitative content-analysis protocol,
coding for recurring concepts, argumentative
patterns, and relational linkages among
epistemological positions. We then conducted a
comparative analysis, aligning each paradigm’s
responses to the seven epistemological issues
and cataloguing the critiques levied against
them. To ensure rigor and credibility, we
triangulated our findings across multiple
authors and traditions, and solicited peer
feedback from experts in both futures studies
and Islamic philosophy.

Results and discussion

Our analysis reveals that each paradigm offers
distinct insights but also shares critical
vulnerabilities:

1. Positivism frames knowledge as empirically
verifiable and logically reconcilable, enabling
clear forecasting models (time-series analysis,
econometric  simulation). Yet it reduces
complex social phenomena to quantitative
variables, overlooks tacit knowledge and value
commitments, and treats uncertainty as a
stochastic error rather than a fundamental
feature (Carnap 1934; Popper 1934).

2. Interpretivism illuminates how meaning is
co-constructed through language, narrative, and
cultural context, enriching scenario design by
surfacing hidden assumptions and collective
imaginaries (Gadamer 1975; Inayatullah 1998).
However, it often lacks consistent criteria for
validity, struggles with reproducibility, and can
fall prey to researcher bias and parochial
sampling (Lincoln & Guba 1985; Schwandt
2007).

3. Critical Theory exposes how power,
ideology, and social structures shape which
futures are imagined and pursued, and whose
voices are marginalized (Foucault 1972;
Boonmavichit & Boossabong 2022). Yet its
normative stance can slide into relativism,
forgoing empirical grounding and predictive
capacity, and sometimes alienates stakeholders
who demand quantifiable evidence for policy
decisions.
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4. Integral Theory aspires to integrate the inner
and outer, individual and collective dimensions
of knowing (Wilber 2005; Hines & Slaughter
2007). By mapping four “quadrants” of
experience and development levels, it
encourages multi-method scenarios and inter-
validated insights. Despite its breadth, it suffers
from conceptual complexity, a steep learning
curve, and a lack of standardized metrics for
cross-quadrant validation.

Across all four paradigms, we find persistent
challenges in addressing seven epistemological
dimensions in futures studies:

*Definition of Knowledge: Ranges from
justified  true  belief  (positivism) to
contextualized meaning-making
(interpretivism) to transformative
consciousness (integral).

*Possibility of Knowledge: Varies from
confidence in linear causality to suspicion of
grand narratives to affirmation of multiple co-
existing truths.

*Sources and Methods: Spans empirical
observation and  statistical  inference,
hermeneutic dialogue and narrative analysis,
critical discourse and participatory action, and
self-reflective introspection.

*Types of Knowledge: Includes
analytic/empirical, tacit/narrative,
emancipatory/counter-knowledge, and

holistic/systemic/spiritual.

*Concepts and Representations: Eg. “scenario,”
“trend,” “myth,” or “quadrant” are defined
unevenly and sometimes clash across
paradigms.

«Justification and Its Forms: From falsifiability
and  repeatability to credibility and
dependability to critical validity and
emancipatory verification to cross-quadrant
coherence and systemic efficacy.

*Truth and Its Criterion: Ranges from
correspondence with reality to meaningful
coherence among stakeholders to fidelity to
power critique to integral mutual validation.
These findings underscore the need for a richer
epistemological framework that can draw on the
strengths of each paradigm while mitigating its
blind spots.

Conclusion

The critical review of positivist, interpretivist,
critical, and integral epistemologies in futures
studies demonstrates that no single approach
fully captures the complexity, uncertainty, and
value-laden nature of knowledge about the
future. Positivism offers clarity and replicability
but neglects tacit, normative, and emergent
dimensions. Interpretivism reveals deep cultural
meanings but can lack methodological
consistency. Critical theory surfaces power
dynamics but may sacrifice empirical
grounding;  integral  theory aspires to
comprehensive synthesis but faces practical
barriers in operationalization. In response, this
study proposes an Islamic epistemological
model—rooted in revelation, reason, sensory
observation, and inner intuition—as a desirable
alternative for futures research. By integrating
divine guidance (wahy), rational demonstration
(‘aql), empirical investigation (hiss), and
spiritual insight (kashf), the Islamic paradigm
promises a  context-sensitive,  ethically
grounded, and methodologically pluralistic
foundation. This framework can accommodate
quantitative projections, qualitative narratives,
critical awareness of power, and holistic
coherence among multiple ways of knowing.
Future work should focus on developing
concrete methodologies and protocols—such as
hybrid scenario workshops, cross-validation
metrics, and participatory intuitions—to
translate this Islamic epistemological vision into
usable tools for policy-makers, planners, and
communities  seeking to navigate an
increasingly complex and uncertain world.
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