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Abstract 

 

Despite being a key notion in the examination of the process of human objectification, 

reification has not received sufficient attention in recent years, especially in the study of 

religion. Building on Axel Honneth’s analysis, I examine the concept of reification within a 

Sufi context, more precisely, within the esoteric paradigm of Ibn ‘Arabī’s oneness of being 

(waḥdat al-wujūd). I contend that the root of reification, not only lies in the forgetfulness of 

the origin of cognition in recognition, as Honneth argued, but also in the forgetfulness of the 

origin of recognition in pure consciousness, i.e. the oneness of being. I argue that since the 

problem of reification consists of the loss of the primacy of our non-discursive dimension 

over the discursive one, the solution must lie in the rectification of that order. This can only 

be brought about through mystical experience, in which a momentary suspension of thought 

occurs, and our identity as part and parcel of the continuum of consciousness is disclosed. 

Hence, I argue for the necessity of the preparation for mystical experience through ritual 

practice, as it moves us from discursive to non-discursive states of being. Through physical 

activity, our sense of embodiment is increased, shifting us from  a ‘thinking’ to  a ‘sensory’ 

mode, which paradoxically detaches us from our identification with the physical body. Using 

phenomenological methods and knowledge by presence theories, I examine Ibn ‘Arabī’s 

esoteric approach to the ritual practice of purification, prayer and fasting. I maintain that the 

essence of ritual is the disclosure of one’s ontological poverty, which within the paradigm 

of the oneness of being (waḥdat al-wujūd), must also amount to the phenomenal self-

differentiation of the divine. Thus, I conclude that the root of the problem of reification 

essentially lies in accounts of selfhood. 
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Introduction 

 

…when Master Hsiang Yen in the midst of samādhi heard the sound of a small stone striking a 

bamboo, he was himself the sound of the stone hitting against the bamboo. And the sound was 

the whole universe.1 

 

    Since I have begun this research in 2013, a number of unfortunate events have taken 

place in the Middle East, affecting the rest of the world, which were largely due to the 

aftermath of the Arab Spring, an anti-government uprising, attempting to remove 

dictatorships around the Middle East, starting in Tunisia, with a ripple effect, influencing 

Egypt, Libya, Yemen Bahrain, Saudi Arabia and Jordan. The uprising largely crashed just 

as it was taking off, leaving Syria ravaged in war since 2011, and a refugee crisis that is 

affecting Europe and the rest of the world; a military coup in Egypt in 2013, leaving Egypt 

with an even more aggressive regime in place, with countless illegal persecutions and trials; 

war in Yemen since 2015 until our present day, and many more calamities that I cannot 

recount here. Not to mention, around 10, 000 terrorist attacks have taken place in 20132 

alone, associated with Boko Haram, Al-Qaida, ISIS (Islamic State), the Taliban; all of them 

militant groups that are acting in the name of Islam, with a further 60 countries reporting 

terrorism, including the UK. At the same time, we observe a version of Islam that is rigid or 

violent being propagated, and a shift from esoteric interpretations of the Qur’ān to exoteric 

ones, which is exemplified in the upsurge of Salafi and Wahhabi movements, and the 

marginalization of Sufism.3 Not surprisingly, attacks on Muslims have escalated all around 

the world. Muslim minorities are also facing a great deal of turmoil, with attacks on the rise 

in India since 2014,4 escalating friction between the Uighurs and the Chinese government, 

                                                             
1 Toshihiko Izutsu, Toward a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism (Colorado: Prajñā Press, 1982), p. 203  

2 Helier Cheung, “Global terror attack deaths rose sharply in 2013, says report”, BBC News, 18 November 
2014, URL= <http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-30086435> 

3 Tarik M. Quadir, Traditional Islamic Environmentalism: The Vision of Seyyed Hossein Nasr (Maryland: 
University Press of America, 2013), pp. 105- 131 

4 Delna Abraham and Ojaswi Rao, “86% killed in cow-related violence since 2010 are Muslim, 97% attacks 
after Modi govt came to power”, Hindustan Times, 16 July 2017, URL= 
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especially in 2017,5 and Burma’s genocide of the Rohingya, which culminated in 2016, 6 all 

of which continue tragically until today. As one could only imagine, Islam and Muslims have 

been gaining a rather negative reputation, not only in the Western part of the world, but as 

mentioned above, wherever they live as minorities. 

The centrality of religion today in influencing our lives, whether we participate in it 

or not, is undeniable on both the domestic and international level. Religion, despite its 

change, is very much alive and pivotal in dictating life choices, political and economic in 

many parts of the world. I propose instead of turning a blind eye to its centrality, or 

suggesting eliminating it altogether, which is not only a violent solution, but also an 

unrealistic one, we come to terms with its living reality, finding better ways of understanding 

and integrating it, because perhaps, it will never cease to be a possibility of perceiving and 

interacting with the world.7 

   My research is motivated by the growing need to find alternative paradigms to 

bridge, co-exist and even flourish from difference, rather than remain in conflicting violence, 

demise, and at war. It may not seem at first glance that my research is concerned with the 

political sphere of life, and though it primarily centers on mysticism and ritual practice, I am 

concerned with their relationship with reification of religion and God, human beings of 

themselves and others, and how they could potentially counteract this reification. 

                                                             
http://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/86-killed-in-cow-related-violence-since-2010-are muslims-97-
attacks-after-modi-govt-came-to-power/story-w9CYOksvgk9joGSSaXgpLO.html  

5 “Who are the Uighurs?” BBC News, 30 April 2014, URL=http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-china-
22278037 

Robbie Gramer, “The Islamic State Pledged to Attack China Next. Here’s Why”, 1 March 2017, URL = 
<http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/03/01/the-islamic-state-pledged-to-attack-china-next-heres-why/> 

6John Sharman, “Burma: 400 killed amid 'massacre' of Rohingya Muslims, army says”,  

Independent, 1 September 2017, URL= http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/urma-rohingya-
muslims-killed-massacre-highlands-armed-forces-army-soldiers-terror-a7924411.html 

7 I share the opinion with Sanford Krolick that religion is a possible mode of existence, which in my 
opinion constitutes an archetypal mode, which will always persist. See Sanford Krolick, “Through a Glass 
Darkly: What is the Phenomenology of Religion?”, International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, Vol. 
17, No. 3 (1985) 
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The main reason for my concern with ‘reification’, despite its ambiguity, is that it is 

the key to unlocking de-humanization, depersonalization,8 and alienation which come about 

through the process of neutralization of the subject, resulting in his/her eventual 

objectification. It contributes to the loss of spirituality, as it cuts the individual from the 

‘other’, both transcendent and immanent ‘other’, which can lead to nihilism and destruction. 

This is the beginning and perpetuation of all kinds of violence, for only if we fail to regard 

the other as fully human can we exercise violence against them in thought and action. 

Religious dogmatism is a by-product of reified and reifying thought; it is a refusal to 

acknowledge alternate realities, embodied by subjects. My concern is to find a way in which 

reification does not pose a threat to the development of human consciousness, but a 

productive factor in it.  

Reification is a socio-political concept, which since the advent of Marxism has been 

considered a key issue in tackling problems in the social and political spheres, especially 

concerning the relationship of instrumental reasoning and violence,9 and so, despite the 

indirect approach, I am addressing rather relevant and urgent topics, which affect every one 

of us today.10  Approaching the subject of reification within the framework of waḥdat al-

wujūd (unity of existence/being), as understood by the 12th century mystic Ibn ʿArabī, and 

which is a characteristic feature of Islamic philosophy and mystical tradition, helps further 

build bridges and understanding between multiple and seemingly opposed conceptual 

frameworks.11 Furthermore, my endorsement of a paradigm shift in our Weltanschauung, 

from a dualistic model of reality, entrenched in modern and post-modern philosophy, to a 

                                                             
8 Honneth writes that reification “correspondingly signifies a habit of thought, a habitually ossified 
perspective, which when taken up by the subject, leads not only to the loss of her capacity for empathetic 
engagement, but also to the world’s loss of its qualitatively disclosed character.” See Axel Honneth, 
Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, ed. Martin Jay (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 35 

9 Honneth, Reification, pp.17-28. For the discussion on the rise of instrumental reason see David Held, 
Introduction to Critical Theory: Horkheimer to Habermas (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990), pp. 65-70  

10 Quadir, Traditional Islamic Environmentalism, pp. 105- 131 

11 I agree with Toshihiko Izutsu that understanding the most fundamental modes of thinking in Eastern 
philosophy will promote understanding between the Western and Eastern parts of the world. See 
Toshihiko Izutsu, Creation and the Timeless Order of Things (Oregon: White Cloud Press, 1994), pp.66-
67; For a comparison between the non-dual models of reality in Hinduism, the Sufism of Ibn ʿArabī and 
Christianity, a study which highlights the commonalities across the three traditions, see Reza Shah-
Kazemi, Path to Transcendence: According to Shankara, Ibn Arabi and Meister Eckhart (Indiana: World 
Wisdom, 2006), pp. 69- 129 
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non-dual model of reality, has definite social and political repercussion, if put into practice. 

The attempt to bridge must be rooted in something, which transcends our difference, namely, 

the non-discursive recognition of our humanity, imbedded in our shared consciousness and 

self-awareness, because discursive thinking is dualistic in nature. In short, it must be deep-

seated in a transcendent, irreducible dimension.12 Furthermore, it is more conducive to regard 

what we are facing as a crisis in human consciousness rather than one related to only one 

particular race, religion, or theoretical framework. Hence, my topic which includes being, its 

levels of consciousness, reification, ritual and its relation to mysticism, is my attempt at 

tackling those subjects from a, hopefully, new and unconventional angle, in the hope that it 

may inspire a positive modification in our current ways of thinking.  My main research 

questions are: what is reification? How can we bring about an altered consciousness that is 

less reifying? What are the functions of mystical experience and the role of ritual in the de-

reification process? 

 

Section I: Hypothesis 

 

My hypothesis is that the roots of the problem of reification lie primarily in consciousness 

and dimensions of the self, and should therefore, be tackled on both those interrelated levels. 

It is through the reductive conceptions of consciousness as merely an effect of the physical 

brain, which ceases with one’s physical death, ultimately non-existent in itself, and the 

conceptions of the self as a substantive separate entity, identified with the physical body that 

the process of reification starts. I maintain that there are less reifying and reified conceptions 

of consciousness and the self, which are based on experience rather than deductive reasoning 

and conceptual thought in general. Consciousness perceived of in terms of a continuum, in 

which we partake in, not as separate substantive entities, but as the self-differentiation of 

consciousness of itself, is a view mostly held by those who have undergone a transformative 

life experience, which is usually referred to as ‘mystical’. I, therefore, argue for the centrality 

                                                             
12 This is also the argument Shah-Kazemi makes. See Shah-Kazemi, Paths to Transcendence, pp. 193- 
211, 221-252 



 16 

of mystical experience in knowledge acquisition,13 which can be prepared for through the 

engagement of bodily rituals, and which would eventually result in less reifying concepts 

and behaviors.  I contend that experience should give birth to concepts, anchoring them, and 

not the other way around,14 hence, my focus on doing (ritual) rather than thinking 

(speculation). The significance of this inversion, is building an epistemological model, which 

reflects the precedence of the existential, experiential non- or pre- conceptual level over the 

conceptual one. In this paradigm, the first-person perspective, which is primarily based on 

one’s first-hand experience of the world, is an irreducible and irreplaceable factor in the 

knowledge process. It does not pre-suppose a strict dichotomy between subject (I) and object 

(the world). If we ever want to escape the Cartesian dualistic15 paradigm of knowledge that 

still haunts Western philosophy,16 which also has infiltrated modern Islamic thought, and 

which serves as the lens that shapes the very enquiry into all other non-Western 

Weltanschauungen that are often non-dual in nature, we must move away from the duality 

of such models of epistemology and find alternatives.  This is imperative in today’s dialogue 

between the different traditions of the world. Rather than ‘I think therefore I am’, I am 

suggesting that we operate with the reversed formula ‘I am therefore I think’ and which 

stresses the precedence of being over thought, highlighting being as the precondition of 

thought, and emphasizing the precedence of the existential pre- or non-conceptuality over 

conceptuality.  

                                                             
13 Acquisition is a problematic word, as it is reifying knowledge into an object to be acquired, which I do 
not intend, rather I mean the knowledge we become ourselves.  Speaking of a non-dualistic 
Weltanschauung is problematic. I will address the problem of language further on.   

14 For example, Plotinus’ philosophy, in particular of spiritual ascent, is born out of first-hand mystical 
experiences. See Richard Sorabji, Time, Creation & The Continuum (London: Duckworth, 1983), p. 157  

15 According to the dictionary of philosophy, dualism is defined as: “A theory concerning the fundamental 
types into which individual substances are to be divided. It asserts that substances are either material or 
mental, neither type being reducible to the other. Dualism is to be distinguished, first from *monism, and 
then from *pluralism. The layer is a theory about the number of substances rather than about their type, and 
states that there exists more than one substance. Some pluralistic philosophies, such as Cartesianism, are 
dualistic, but others are not.” See Anthony Flew, A Dictionary of Philosophy (London: Pan Books, 1979), p. 
91 

16 Recent philosophers, such as Jacque Derrida, have attempted through deconstruction to escape the 
dualism inherited in Western philosophers, a method compared to the apophatic discourse in Ibn ʿArabī. 
See Ahmad Achrati, “Deconstruction, Ethics and Islam”, Arabica, T. 53, Fasc. 4 (October 2006), pp. 472-
510; For more on the subject, see Ian Almond, Sufism and Deconstruction: A Comparative Study of 
Derrida and Ibn ʿArabī (London and New York: Routledge, 2004), pp. 7-62 
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a. Existential Phenomenology 

 

One such paradigm, which attempts to diffuse the strict dichotomy between subject 

and object, and de-centralize conceptuality is existential phenomenology,17 by maintaining 

that we are already always involved in the world,18 not as detached spectators but as 

embodied participants through pre-reflective action.19 Phenomenologists argue that despite 

the fact that the entities in the world are established through their relations to us  “these 

constitutive relationships do not necessarily have the logical or conceptual structure of 

thought”.20 In fact, many of those relations are established through the way these entities 

make us interact with them on a physical pre-reflective level.21 The stress is on the fact that 

we are embodied beings rather than thinking beings,22 interacting in and with a world that 

already always shows itself, and through that manifestation we primarily comport ourselves 

pre-reflectively. Thus, the relevance and significance of phenomenology is its stress on the 

precedence of being over thought, the attempt to diffuse the subject/object duality, while 

proposing less reified conceptions of the self and consciousness,23 the centrality of pre-

                                                             
17 The term designates the common understanding of phenomenology and its methodological similarities 
in the philosophy of Heidegger, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, which gained widespread influence in the late 
1950s and early 1960s. See Mark A. Wrathall, “Existential Phenomenology”, A Companion to 
Phenomenology and Existentialism, ed. Hubert L. Dreyfus and Mark A. Wrathall (West Sussex: Wiley-
Blackall, 2009), p. 31 

18 J.N. Mohanty, “Intentionality”, A Companion to Phenomenology and Existentialism, pp.73-74 

19 Wrathall, “Existential Phenomenology”, p. 32 

20 Wrathall, “Existential Phenomenology”, p. 34 

21 The two most famous examples given by Heidegger is the way the hammer gains its meaning for us 
through its usage, and is constituted as a hammer, and Merleau-Ponty’s ashtray example, in which he 
illustrates how such an object forces us to physically comport ourselves in specific ways in order to hold 
it. See Wrathall, “Existential Phenomenology”, p. 35 

22 Wrathall, “Existential Phenomenology”, p. 38 

23 Husserl’s view of consciousness is that of a stream in which the “phenomenological being of the ego” 
takes place, not necessarily as a substantive, empirically existing self, despite the experience of being 
‘someone’.  Sartre also speaks of a non-substantive self and consciousness being negative, and therefore, 
brings with it immense freedom. See Charles Siewert, “Consciousness”, A Companion to Phenomenology 
and Existentialism, p. 85-87 
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reflective embodiment,24 and the irreducibility of the first-person perspective, based on one’s 

experience of the world. 

 

b. Problems with Western Phenomenology 

 

The problem, however, with European phenomenology for my subject of enquiry is 

that despite its attempts to overcome the Cartesian, dualistic paradigm of epistemology,25 it 

still perpetuates it through its denial of the possibility of unmediated knowledge, or in other 

words, the concept of intentionality.26 The very discipline of phenomenology is mainly 

understood as the enquiry of the way objects appear in our consciousness, meaning the very 

discipline is defined through perception of objects.27 Such a paradigm is not fit to deal with 

mystical experiences, in which the subject no longer experiences her/himself as subject, 

perceiving or experiencing the world as object, but loses her/himself in experience so that 

there is identity between experiencer and the experienced, while conceptions of subject and 

object lose their everyday meaning.28 The very experience of mysticism, which is described 

                                                             
24 For example, Merleau-Ponty’s main argument that “the starting point for understanding ourselves is the 
lived body”. See Wrathall, “Existential Phenomenology”, p. 39 

25 Both Brentano’s and Husserl’s phenomenological traditions are considered to have their roots in the 
Cartesian tradition, while Heidegger made strong attempts to break with it, whether he was successful is 
another question. See Siewert, “Consciousness”, p. 86 

26 I am aware that Husserl refuted Brentano’s view that all experiences are intentional, maintaining that 
“sensations and sensation complexes” are non-intentional, but not much attention was given to non-
intentional experiences, especially not mystical experience, to my knowledge. With the focus on 
intentionality, which is regarded as having an “objectifying role”, because it is always directed towards 
something or is always of something, the tradition of phenomenology remains caught up with the problem 
of reification, and the subject/object dichotomy, even when it attempts to diffuse that dichotomy for 
example in Heidegger’s view of intentionality being “more original” and preceding subject and object, 
and of the account of “bodily intentionality” in Merleau-Ponty. See Mohanty, “Intentionality”, pp.71-75; 
Siewert, “Consciousness”, pp.81-83 

27  According to Siewert, “Writings in phenomenology reasonably seen as about consciousness (in some 
widely recognizable, if initially loose sense) tend to take as basic some notion of appearance or experience 
– or a notion of consciousness of objects – for which perceptual appearances and imaginings, but also 
episodes of conceptual thought, furnish paradigms. Working the from some initial, broad understanding 
of consciousness, experience, or appearance, philosophers in the phenomenological tradition try to 
characterize the forms it takes, and how they are related – especially in terms of intentionality – in terms, 
that is, of how they are “directed at” or “refer” to things.” See Siewert, “Consciousness”, pp. 78-79 

28 I will return to the discussion of mystical experience in further sections.  
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as the experience of nothingness, the void, or annihilation, for example, śūnyatā or satori in 

Buddhism or fanā’ in Sufism, is characterized precisely through the lack of objectivity, sheer 

subjectivity29 or the experience of pure consciousness.30 Not to mention, the experience of 

the suspension of time in mystical experience, which intentionality cannot deal with, as it is 

regarded as a “temporal process” itself.31 Additionally, themes of religion, its rituals and 

mystical experiences were never the main focus of existential phenomenologists, if at all.32 

So the very goal of phenomenology, which is the description and apprehension of how 

phenomena appear in consciousness,33 is very different to religion and mysticism, which has 

knowledge of the divine and oneself, worship and devotion to a divine reality, and union or 

annihilation in the divine as its goal.34 This is epitomized in the different approaches to the 

concept of existence/being in both Middle and Far Eastern and Western philosophical 

traditions respectively.  

Toshihiko Izutsu has discussed a few main differences in The Concept and Reality of 

Existence,35 worth mentioning here, where he contrasts the philosophies of Heidegger and 

                                                             
29 Of course, sheer subjectivity does not mean much if it is there is no objectivity whatsoever, but such 
are the linguistic problems that accompany the enquiry into such subjects. I will address the problem of 
language further on. 

30 On the experience of pure consciousness events (PCE), see The Problem of Pure Consciousness: 
Mysticism and Philosophy, ed. Robert K. C. Forman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), p. 8; On 
the notion of śūnyatā, see Keiji Nishitani, Religion and Nothingness (Berkley: University of California 
Press, 1983), pp. 77-218; On the experience of Satori, see Izutsu, Toward a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism, 
pp. 197-204; On the notion of fanā’, see Michael A. Sells, Early Islamic Mysticism (New Jersey: Paulist 
Press, 1996), pp. 257-265 

31 Mohanty, “Intentionality”, p. 71 

32 Sartre, for example, is not at all concerned with these subjects, even though existentialism was greatly 
influenced by Kierkegaard, an avid Christian thinker. See Dreyfus, “The Roots of Existentialism”, pp. 
141-150. The other point is that the discipline of phenomenology, which has its foundations in Brentano’s 
work, has psychology as its springboard. What we predominantly find is the lack of the spiritual dimension 
in the phenomenological tradition. See Siewert, “Consciousness”, p. 79 

33 Wrathall, “Existential Phenomenology”, p. 42 

34 For Muslims, the goal of religion is to show people how to worship God, which is their raison d'être, 
according to the Qur’ān (51:56): ‘And I did not create the jinn and mankind except to worship Me’.  

35 Toshihiko Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence (Kuala Lampur: Islamic Book Trust, 2007), pp. 
41-53 
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Sartre with those of Mullā Sadrā and Sabzawarī.36 Apart from existentialism being tied with 

phenomenology, which is founded on the principle of intentionality as already discussed 

above,37 it was born out of a different historical setting, a product of the modern industrial 

world and technology, contributing to an increased feeling of alienation, isolation, and 

absurdity in individuals.38 Given the circumstances of its birth, existentialism is concerned 

with the concrete individual existence, not with existence as a whole, since it is trying to 

make sense of the lost individuals in their daily struggle and search for meaning.39 On the 

other hand, the philosophy of being (wujūd) is primarily concerned with existence in general 

as a concept of the ‘whole’,40 , focusing on the verb ‘is’ more than ‘what’ is.41 This can be 

explained in terms of the different stances taken on the Aristotelian tradition of the primacy 

of ‘existents’ over ‘existence’.42 Furthermore, notions of spirituality and God virtually play 

no role for the existentialists, as mentioned above, which is characterized by skepticism and 

cynicism.43 On the other hand, the philosophy of wujūd is primarily concerned with a 

transcendent (and paradoxically immanent) being, since it identifies existence as a ‘whole’ 

with the divine,44 and is much older than the former, and therefore, also more developed, for 

                                                             
36 Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, pp. 41-53 

37 Gallagher writes the following: “phenomenology has close ties with hermeneutics (Heidegger and 
Gadamer) and existentialism (Merleau-Ponty, de Beauvoir, Sartre”. For a brief historical background of 
phenomenology see Shaun Gallagher, Phenomenology (Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), pp. 11-17 

38 Toshihiko, The Concept and Reality of Existence, p. 42  

39 Toshihiko, The Concept and Reality of Existence, p. 43  

40 The personal language is not found in their philosophical texts, but a more detached, abstract, systematic 
tone. According to Izutsu: “The central problem here is not my or your personal existence. It is existence 
in general. It is existence as something supra-personal, universal, and therefore, it might seem, essentially 
of an abstract nature”. See Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, p. 43 

41 According to Izutsu, this shift from concern with existents to existence, started to take place with Ibn 
Sinā, and completely culminated with Ibn ʿArabī. See Izutsu, Creation and the Timeless Order of Things, 
pp. 70-71 

42 Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, p. 45  

43This difference is also reflected in the language which is used in both traditions. In the modern Western 
tradition, the language is often passionate and lyrical, focusing on central themes or moods such as 
anxiety, absurdity, restlessness, the struggle with freedom, the will, and death. See Izutsu, The Concept 
and Reality of Existence, p. 43 

44 The personal language is not found in their philosophical texts, but a more detached, abstract, systematic 
tone. According to Izutsu: “The central problem here is not my or your personal existence. It is existence 
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example, concerning the division of existence into ‘quiddity’45 and ‘existence’.46 In fact, the 

philosophy of wujūd is rooted in mysticism, defining itself through it,47 and hence, is 

concerned with different topics that determine its epistemological assumptions and 

paradigms. We could also argue that the philosophy of wujūd is a practical philosophy, which 

involves ritual practice, rooted in Islamic worship (ʿibādāt) as a way of knowing, while this 

is not the case for the existentialists. Hence, the difference between the two philosophies of 

existence should not be overlooked, given their significance.  

Finally, the other problematic aspect of Western phenomenology for my subject of 

research is the role of metaphysics and cosmology, or more precisely, the lack of them in 

phenomenology, which is most notably exemplified in the practice of epoché,48 which 

involves the ‘bracketing’ of how things really are in themselves, focusing on how they appear 

to us in consciousness instead, independently of how they are in the cosmological and 

metaphysical order.49 The role of metaphysics and cosmology in Sufism, in general, and in 

                                                             
in general. It is existence as something supra-personal, universal, and therefore, it might seem, essentially 
of an abstract nature”, see Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, p. 43 

45 It is also sometimes referred to as essence, though there is a slight difference in both, but it is a discussion 
that is not very relevant here, so I won’t get into it.   

46 The division between quiddity (essence) and existence is only conceptual, meaning, that on the 
experiential level such a division becomes obsolete, for we cannot tell how things really are ‘out there’ or 
non-conceptually. For the school of waḥdat al-wujūd, existence is the only real component, which is 
regarded to permeate everything in the universe. In fact, it is regarded as the absolute reality. Quiddity is 
regarded as the determination of existence, meaning that the way existence manifests itself is through 
quiddity. Because existence is an undifferentiated whole, simple (non-composite) and one, for it to appear 
it must differentiate itself and it does so through quiddity. This view is anti-Aristotelian and is based on a 
different epistemological model, one that rests on mystical experience, or an immediate type of knowledge 
called ’irfān. See Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, p. 48 

47 Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, pp. 48-49  

48 The word literally means ‘suspension’, ‘bracketing’ or ‘abstaining’ in ancient Greek. For how it is used in 
the study of Phenomenology see Smith, David Woodruff, “Phenomenology”, The Stanford Encycopaedia of 
Philosophy (Winter 2016 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/phenomenology/ 

49 Wrathall, “Existential Phenomenology”, p. 34. It is important to note that primordial knowledge or 
nature in Ibn ʿArabī is knowledge of (the nature of) God manifested through his attributes, though they 
are differentiated and ‘fixed’, manifest themselves in ever-changing ways. Therefore, the notion of nature 
being a static fixed entity is misleading if it is not combined with the dynamic aspect of manifestation, 
which is necessary, ever flowing and never ceasing. For more on the concept of primordial knowledge, 
see analysis of Rūzbihān’s account in Hugh Talat Halman, Where the Two Seas Meet (Louisville: Fons 
Vitae, 2013), p.168 
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Ibn ‘Arabī in particular, cannot be overemphasized.50 In fact, his entire approach to religion 

and religious practice can be described as onto-cosmological, embodying the metaphysical 

order, the correspondence between the micro-and macro-cosmologies, and his notion of 

‘return’ to primordial knowledge or nature, a concept rejected by the phenomenologists.51 

 

c. Sufism and Ibn ʿArabī 

 

Though I draw on Western phenomenology (and its offshoots, such as phenomenology 

of religion, sociology and anthropology)52 for the above-mentioned reasons, I base my 

research chiefly on the tradition of Sufism,53 focusing on the 12th/13th century central figure 

of Ibn ʿArabī, primarily on his two most famous works Al-Futūḥāt Al-Makkīya and Fuṣūṣ 

al-Ḥikam, which are paradigmatic of Sufism and its ontologically non-dual54 worldview. 

 My reason for using the Sufi paradigm and context to tackle my topic of research is the 

following: I examine whether ritual practice can contribute to the de-reification process of 

knowledge of ourselves, the other and our world, especially through paving the way for 

mystical experience and its transformative effects. As already pointed out above, traditional 

                                                             
50 See the three essays “The Basic Structure of Metaphysical Thinking in Islam”, pp.1-37; “An Analysis 
of waḥdat al-wujud”, pp. 66-97; “A Study in the Mystical Philosophy of ‘Ayn al-Qudāt al-Hamadāni”, 
pp. 99-140 in Izutsu’s Creation and the Timeless Order of Things: Essays in Islamic Mystical Philosophy. 
For further works on the topic, also see Seyyed Hossein Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological 
Doctrines: Conceptions of Nature and Methods used for its Study by the Ikhwān al-Ṣafā’, al-Bīrūnī, and 
Ibn Sinā (Bath: Thames and Hudson, 1978); William C. Chittick, Science of the Cosmos, Science of the 
Soul: The Pertinence of Islamic Cosmology in the Modern World (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2007) 

51 Dreyfus, “The Roots of Existentialism”, p. 159 

52 Phenomenology of religion added a dimension, which is absent in the history of religion. One of the 
main differences between the phenomenology and the history of religion is that the historian looks at one 
or more than one tradition and examines parallels and similarities that could possibly be traced back to 
either or a third one. The main concern is a possible historical influence and not the meaning of those 
traditions necessarily. The phenomenologist looks at a tradition not as “the outcome of mutual or 
reciprocal historical interaction but the result of structural processes inherent within the traditions 
themselves or within man for that matter.” See Arvind Sharma, “An Inquiry into the Nature of the 
Distinction between the History of Religion and the phenomenology of Religion”, Numen, Vol. 22, Issue 
2, pp. 81-95 

53 On the origins of the term and the beginning of Sufism, see Alexander Kynsh, Islamic Mysticism: A 
Short History (Boston: Brill, 2000) pp. 5-10  

54 I use the term non-dual, so as not to use, in my opinion, problematic terms such as ‘monism’, 
‘pantheism’, and ‘panentheism’. I will return to this point further on. 



 23 

Western existential phenomenology’s main concern is not, if at all, with mystical experience 

and religious ritual. On the other hand, Sufism, according to my understanding, centers on 

the concepts (which derive from the experience) of fanā’ (annihilation) and baqā’ 

(subsistence) that constitute what we call ‘mystical experience’. It is prepared for by 

practicing ritual, and engaging in worship and devotion. A central feature of Sufism is its 

reliance on knowledge gained by taḥqīq (verification through first- hand experience), instead 

of knowledge by taqlīd (following already established traditions), though of course, the latter 

too has its place in the relationship between master (shaykh) and disciple (murīd).55 It also 

operates with a more suitable approach to my subject matter regarding the possibility of 

unmediated knowledge, and different categories of perception, apprehension, and knowledge 

acquisition, such as kashf (unveiling) and mushāhada (witnessing), which are also used to 

interpret the scripture and the tradition.56 Its epistemological paradigm of ‘knowledge by 

identity’ is more suited to the study of non-dual worldviews and models of reality.57 

I mainly focus on Ibn ʿArabī, as he is one of, if not the greatest, influence on the Sufi 

canon as we know it today, earning him the title of ‘the grand master’ (al-shaykh al-akbar).  

He not only expounded on the tradition of practical guidelines for the disciples,58 which can 

be regarded as the primary focus of the tradition of Sufism prior to Ibn ‘Arabī, but with him 

we witness an expansion of the cosmological doctrines of reality and countless elaborations 

on metaphysics, so that we might even say he brought about a shift in the entire tradition.59 

Not only that, but Ibn ʿArabī has formulated the framework of Sufism, making the implicit 

teachings explicit; it was through him that “the esoteric dimension of Islam expressed itself 

                                                             
55 Halman, Where the Two Seas Meet, pp.1-15; Also see, Carl W. Ernst, Sufism: An Introduction to the 
Mystical Tradition of Islam (Shambala Publications: Massachusetts, 1997), pp.120- 146 

56 On the Sufi approach of Qur’anic tafsīr (exegesis) and the concept of ta’wīl kashfī (unveiled 
interpretation), in addition to an overview of Sufi tafsīr, see Halman, Where the two Seas Meet, pp. 141, 
106-194 

57 Robert K. C. Forman, “Mystical Knowledge: Knowledge by Identity”, Journal of the American 
Academy of Religion, Vol. 61, No. 4 (Winter, 1993), pp. 705-738. For another detailed account on the 
paradigm of knowledge by identity, see Izutsu, Toward a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism, pp. 3-58; John 
Renard, Knowledge of God in Classical Sufism (New Jersey: Paulist Press, 2004), pp. 19-50; Osman 
Bakar, Classification of Knowledge in Islam (Cambridge: The Islamic Text Society, 1998), pp. 218-219 

58 His encyclopedic work Al-Futūḥāt contains lengthy and elaborate chapters on the esoteric meaning of 
all ritual practices, which I mainly use as my study cases for the analysis of ablution, prayer and fasting.  

59  Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Three Muslim Sages: Avicenna- Suhrawardī- Ibn ʿArabī, (New York: Caravan 
Books, 1976), p. 90  
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openly and brought to light the contours of its spiritual universe…”60 Not to mention that his 

works have served as the foundation for the articulation of such central notions as al-insān 

al-kāmil (the perfect, complete or realized human being) and waḥdat al-wujūd (the unity of 

existence/being),61 the non-dual paradigm of existence, which is considered a “typical 

pattern” or “archetypal form” of Eastern philosophy,62 and which in my opinion, we are in 

dire need of today as an alternative way of perceiving the world and dealing with the ‘other’. 

In short, I propose his paradigm as an alternative epistemological model, within which we 

can re-articulate and re-tackle the problem of reification in a Sufi context, especially that we 

find a similar concept to reification, namely taqyīd, underlying several discussions in Ibn 

ʿArabī. 

    My argument is that if we primarily know something by experiencing it, i.e. doing it rather 

than thinking about it, then we must build our epistemology primarily on knowledge gained 

through practice rather than conceptuality.63 One such way, I propose, is through the practice 

of ritual, in which we embody the knowledge rather than think about it. As Kevin Schilbrack 

argues: “…ritual can be seen in some cases at least as a form of inquiry itself, a source of 

knowledge in its own right. From this perspective…the ritual body is an active subject of 

experience”64 The argument I am making regarding theory (speculation) and practice 

(experience) is that one cannot prove or disprove, refute or affirm a theory without having 

first-hand experience of it. Moreover, approaches to ‘religious’ knowledge65, tend to stress 

the propositional aspect of belief, and assume that knowledge is solely or primarily acquired 

                                                             
60 Nasr, Three Muslim Sages, p. 90 

61 Nasr, Three Muslim Sages, p. 91 

62  I share with Toshihiko Izutsu the view that the notion of unity of existence is not particular to Islamic 
philosophy but paradigmatic of all Eastern philosophies as well, such as Advaita Vedanta and Buddhism, 
among others. See Izutsu, Creation and the Timeless Order of Things, pp.68-69 

63 This is also the argument Heidegger makes, when he contends that our primary way of being in daily 
life is “primarily practical encountering the entities in our environment”, which “disclose” themselves, 
rather than being ‘knowers’ of it (a view which is closer to the Sufi framework I work with). Heidegger’s 
attempted break with the phenomenological tradition of Brentano and Husserl, though seemingly 
achieved, seems to lapse back with Sartre. Siewert, “Consciousness”, pp. 86-87 

64 Kevin Schilbrack, “Ritual Metaphysics”, Thinking Through Ritual: Philosophical Perspectives, ed. 
Kevin Schilbrack (New York: Routledge, 2004), pp.136-139 

65 I use this term with reservation, since in the case of Ibn ʿArabī all knowledge is of existence. 
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through conceptualization and not through practice.66 Indeed, if we take the case of Islam, 

which is largely built on practicing ritual and performing good deeds (al-ʿamal al-ṣāliḥ), 

rather than thinking and theorizing on the essence of God,67 we observe the exact opposite 

assumption. Religion is not concerned with theorizing about God, but with knowing him,68 

and often this knowledge is nonpropositional.69 Therefore, “…by largely omitting the 

practical dimensions of the religious life, the contemporary discussion threatens to offer a 

distorted picture of the religious attitudes and, more generally, what it is to be a religious 

believer.”70 I focus on Sufism, as the esoteric dimension of Islam, because it is mainly 

centered on practices which are designed to bring about a state in which being is disclosed 

as it is. This can only happen when the mind and the senses quieten down. 

   I, therefore, argue that conceptualization is neither the primary, nor the only source of 

knowledge. My intention is to shed light on the problem of theorization or speculation, which 

is characterized by discursive thinking generally, and in the study of the problem of 

reification specifically. It is crucial to always have this underlying realization when 

theorizing that it is not exhaustive, nor identical with experience itself. In fact, the 

overemphasis on conceptualization and its domination has marginalized other forms of 

knowing, especially so-called religious knowledge, which is not only of value in themselves, 

but also detrimental in understanding the ‘other’ cultures, which are built and operate on 

different paradigms of knowledge.  

In order to bridge different worldviews, we must question our methodologies and 

epistemology, challenging the self-evidence and supremacy of theories such as 

constructivism, especially in the study of religion and spirituality, which not only require a 

different epistemology, but also a fitting ontology. We must ask ourselves why are all other 

theories and paradigms considered ‘outdated’, and according to whom and what? And does 

                                                             
66 Terrance Cuneo, Ritualized Faith: Essence on the Philosophy of Liturgy, (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2016), pp.147-148 

67 For example, one ḥadīth states: “Contemplate the signs of God but do not contemplate the essence of 
God, for it will be your demise (tafakarū fī alā’ Allah wa lā tafakarū fī dhāt Allah fa-tahlakū)”, found in 
al-Ṭabarānī, al-Muʿjam al-Awṣat, 6319, and al-Bīhiqī, Shuʿab al-Imān, 458 

68 Cuneo, Ritualized Faith, pp. 148-149 

69 Cuneo, Ritualized Faith, pp. 151-152 

70 Cuneo, Ritualized Faith, p. 148 
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this not in itself presuppose a particular theory of how the world should be, a specific 

paradigm of knowledge and time? What and who is our measurement?  

 

Section II: Approaching the subject 

 

a. Mysticism and mystical experience  

 

The term ‘mysticism’ comes from the Greek word µυω, which means to ‘conceal’, and 

which was used to designate ‘secret’ religious rituals in the Hellenistic world.71 The term 

was later used to refer to hidden allegorical interpretations in early Christianity, but only 

came to designate ‘mystical theology’ and the direct experience of the divine much later 

on.72 In general, mysticism “would best be thought of as a constellation of distinctive 

practices, discourses, texts, institutions, traditions, and experiences aimed at human 

transformation, variously defined in different traditions.”73 Thus, especially in modern times, 

‘mysticism’ centers on mystical experience, meaning the entire tradition rests and is 

informed by that type of experience, which is regarded as an experience of ‘enlightenment’,74 

and which has its root in ‘mysteries’ or ‘secrecies’. The way to attain such mysteries and 

secrets is chiefly through practices. 

Mystical experience is talked about in different, albeit similar manners across different 

traditions, but we can identify four main expressions of mysticism to draw out a framework 

to work with for the purpose of this research. They are as follows: 

1) Mystical experience = experience of annihilation (fanā’) + subsistence (baqā’) in 

Sufism 

                                                             
71 Jerome Gellman.  "Mysticism", The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (Spring 2017 Edition), Edward 
N. Zalta (ed.), URL = https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2017/entries/mysticism/ 

72 Jerome Gellman , "Mysticism", The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (Spring 2017 Edition), Edward 
N. Zalta (ed.), URL = https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2017/entries/mysticism/ 

73 Jerome Gellman  "Mysticism", The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (Spring 2017 Edition), Edward 
N. Zalta (ed.), URL = https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2017/entries/mysticism/ 

74 Enlightenment here is not used in the Kantian sense of the word, but in the Buddhist and Advaita 
Vedanta sense of liberation.  
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2) Mystical experience = experience of union or identity with the divine (Advaita 

Vedanta) 

3) Mystical experience = experience of Pure Consciousness Event (PCE) 

4) Mystical experience = experience of undifferentiated reality (Buddhism) 

 

Since I will be primarily focusing on mystical experience in the Sufism of Ibn ‘Arabī, I will 

only discuss the first expression of mystical experience, namely, the experience of fanā’ and 

baqā’. The word baqā’ derives from the Arabic root of (b-q-y), which means: to remain, 

continue to be, maintain, to leave unchanged or untouched, to last, and preserve.75 The word 

baqā’ literally means: abiding, continuation, duration, survival, continuation of existence 

after life, immortality, eternal life, existence, and permanence.76 It is the opposite word of 

fanā’, which derives from the Arabic root (f-n-y), and designates the following: to perish, 

cease to exist, to come to an end, vanish, to be exhausted, become extinct, be consumed, to 

undergo obliteration of the self, to become totally absorbed, to annihilate, or consume.77 The 

word fanā’ is translated as the following: cessation of being, annihilation, evanescence, non-

being, nonexistence, nonentity, extinction of individual consciousness, recedence of the ego, 

and obliteration of the self.78 Those definitions are sufficient to give us a good idea about 

how they are used in the Sufi tradition.  

Although there are differences in expressions across the different traditions, I maintain 

that there is a common structure to mystical experience that cuts across the differences. The 

experience of annihilation in the divine, necessarily involves an experience of union, whether 

it ontologically takes place or not, is not the point, for the phenomenological experience is 

one and the same. The experience of union is also entailed in the experience of PCE, because 

                                                             
75 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al- ʿArab (Cairo: Dār al-Ḥadīth, 2003), vol. 1, pp. 478-481; The Hans Wehr  
Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, ed. J M. Cowan (Urabana: Spoken Language Services: 1994), p. 
84; The word can also mean ‘to wait’ as waiting involves staying, see Souad al-Hakim, al-Muʿjam al-
Ṣūfī: al-Ḥikma fī Ḥudūd al-Kalima, (Beirut: Dandara, 1981), p. 201 

76 The Hans Wehr Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, p. 84 

77 The word fanā’, which also means ‘yard’, designates space that is also entailed in the mystical meaning 
of the word; when we are annihilated we give space for the divine to manifest unobstructed. See Ibn 
Manẓūr, Lisān al- ʿArab, vol.7, pp. 178- 180; The Hans Wehr Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, p. 
854 

78 The Hans Wehr Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, p. 854 
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in that experience the individual consciousness is experienced as merging with the 

continuum of consciousness. Finally, the experience of PCE is nothing other than the 

experience of undifferentiated reality because consciousness is no longer experienced as 

differentiated or individuated, but as ‘pure’, which is another word for ‘undifferentiated’. All 

experiences involve an ‘instant’ and this instant is the experience of presence fully, which 

can only take place if the mind is ‘empty’. In other words, a state of non-discursive thinking, 

in fact of suspension of thought altogether, which can come across through different 

activities and circumstances, often, in a state of concentration and total absorption.79 

Therefore, despite the different expressions of mystical experience across the different 

traditions, there is a common structure that underlies all mystical experience. That is also not 

to say that there cannot be differences, but in my view, those differences are only the result 

of the different symbolic system with which each tradition operates, but which ultimately, 

points to the same meaning.  

 

b. The Case of Sufism and Ibn ʿArabī 

 

There is no equivalent word for the modern term ‘mysticism’ in Arabic.80 Perhaps the fact 

that it did not exist as a general term is indicative of the fact that it was always rooted in a 

tradition, or was merely the esoteric aspect of a particular religion, a view held by G. 

Scholem.81 Some scholars, however, have often conflated Sufism with “any variety of 

                                                             
79 This can be illustrated in a story Izutsu shares about Hsiang Yen, a Zen master, who attained 
enlightenment while he was in a state of absorption, sweeping the ground, after having given up on it: 
“His mind emptied of all disturbing thoughts and images, with absolute concentration, he was sweeping 
the ground, without thinking of anything, without being conscious even of his own bodily movement.  As 
is natural with a man rigorously trained and disciplined in meditation, his act of sweeping the ground was 
itself a form of a practical samādhi. It is not that the sweeping of the ground has the symbolic significance 
of the purification of the mind. The very absorption of the whole person— the mind-and-body— in the 
activity of sweeping the ground has exactly the same function as that of being absorbed in profound 
meditation. It is the actualization of what Zen usually calls the state of ‘no-mind’.” See Izutsu’s Toward 
a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism, p. 202 

80 Franz Rosenthal, “Ibn 'Arabī between "Philosophy" and "Mysticism": "Sūfism and Philosophy Are 
Neighbors and Visit Each Other": fa-inna at-taṣawwuf wa-t-tafalsuf yatajāwarāni wa-yatazāwarāni”, 
Oriens, Vol. 31 (1988), p.1 

81 For the examination of Scholem’s Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, see Parviz Morewedge, “Sūfism, 
Neoplatonism, and Zaehner’s Theistic Theory of Mysticism”, Islamic Philosophy and Mysticism, ed. Parviz 
Morewedge (New York: Caravan Books, 1981), pp. 232-233 
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mysticism”,82 making it a generic category, and separating it from traditional understandings 

of Islam.83  This practice prevails until today, most notably found in contemporary Western 

popular culture, which tends to categorize Sufism as generic new age spirituality.84 Further 

trends that perpetuate the notion of Sufism being separate from Islam, and strangely echo the 

Orientalist polemics, are found among so-called fundamentalists and Muslim modernists. 

The former view it as “an enemy of Islam only slightly less threatening than Western 

secularism”.85 The latter have been highly critical of Sufism, not because they regard it as 

alien to Islam, but because it is considered “a medieval superstition and a barrier to 

modernity”.86 

Another problematic approach to Sufism is its reduction to a practical expression of 

Neoplatonic themes in Islamic philosophy. 87 According to Morewedge, there is a tendency 

in Western scholarship to underemphasize particularly Arab and Persian ideas, based on texts 

which remained outside medieval Latin and Hebraic writings, perhaps because Western 

scholars approach texts primarily from their interest related to Greek philosophy, 

Christianity or Judaism.88 There is no doubt that ideas and cultures influence one another, 

and that Hindu spirituality, Hermetic and Neoplatonic ideas have had an impact on the Sufi 

tradition, but to reduce an entire tradition based on Islamic practices and rooted in the 

Qur’anic framework to borrowings of other cultures, is to do grave injustice and give a 

                                                             
82 Ernst, Sufism, p. 204 

83 This point is also discussed in Nasr, Three Muslim Sages, p.83; Also see footnote 1, p. 156 

84 Ernst, Sufism, p. 199 

85 Ernst, Sufism, p. 200; Also see section entitled ‘Sufism and Fundamentalist Islam’, pp. 211-215 

86 Ernst, Sufism, p. 199; Also see section entitled ‘Sufism and Modernism’, pp. 200-205 

87 Morewedge, “Sūfism, Neoplatonism, and Zaehner’s Theistic Theory of Mysticism”, p. 223. Strangely so, 
Morewedge regards the understanding of Sufism as a dimension of Islam as also reductive. I disagree with 
the latter position, because it mixes the essence of esoteric knowledge with the particular manifestation of 
that knowledge. It is like saying that a universal is reduced to a particular, for example, vegetables are 
reduced to Broccoli, which is not the case because the generic universal category is left unaffected by its 
manifestation in particulars, and those particulars have two dimensions, namely, being an expression of the 
universal and being an expression of themselves 

88 Morewedge, “Sūfism, Neoplatonism, and Zaehner’s Theistic Theory of Mysticism”, p. 223 
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distorted account of the clearly Sufi embodiment of Islamic principles.89 We are therefore, 

left with the following most common understandings of Sufism: 

 

1) Sufism= any kind of mysticism  

2) Sufism= an esoteric or a mystical aspect of Islam 

3) Sufism= Neoplatonism in practice 

 

The way I understand and approach Sufism in this research is from the framework of the 

second position outlined, namely, that Sufism is the esoteric or mystical aspect of Islam,90 

denoting the deepest and highest expression of it, as iḥsān,91 which is preceded by imān.92 I 

find the first approach to Sufism,93 which separates it from Islam, highly problematic for 

several reasons one of them is that it ignores the early Sufi texts themselves and key historical 

events, which indicate otherwise. The role Sufi tarīqas played in resisting colonial forces 

through identifying as Muslim, and practicing Islam, for example in Algeria, the Caucasus, 

and Sudan, gives a radically different perspective.94 Not to mention, that it drastically 

counter-acts the new-age portrayal of Sufism, as a rather passive practice, only interested in 

                                                             
89 Nasr, Three Muslim Sages, p. 83 

90  Nasr, Three Muslim Sages, pp. 83-85 

91 For Ibn ʿArabī the essence of iḥsān is fanā’ (annihilation), hence, Sufism can be defined as that which 
prepares us and guides us through our egoic annihilation. See Ibn ʿArabī, “Kitāb al-Fanā’ fī al-
Mushāhada”, Rasā’il Ibn ʿ Arabī, ed. Muhammad Shihāb al-Dīn al-ʿArabī (Beirut: Dār Ṣādir, 1997), p. 22 

92 The principle of iḥsān is derived from the ḥadīth where the prophet (pbuh) is asked by the angel Gabriel 
to define the meaning of islām, imān, and iḥsān. Iḥsān is defined as “worshiping God as though one sees 
Him, for if one does not see Him, He sees you”, (Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī, 4777). This ḥadīth also inspired the 
common understanding now among Sufis that there are three dimensions to religion, namely, sharīʿa (the 
dimension of external religious laws), tarīqa (the path on which one learns the meaning of the laws), and 
ḥaqīqa (the reality of God). See Carl W. Ernst, Sufism, p. 26; It is also understood by Sufis that each 
dimension symbolizes certain stations and states, but that one cannot forsake the outer dimension upon 
reaching the inner one. For more on the subject, see William C. Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge 
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1989), pp. 218-220 

93 Other words that are used to define Sufism are al-tazkīya (purification), al-ikhlāṣ (sincerity towards 
God), al-riyāḍa (spiritual exercise), al-sulūk (going on the path of God), and al-zuhd (asceticism). For a 
detailed account on Sufism, see Ernst, Sufism, pp. 1-26; Additional terms were used to designate Sufis are 
ḥukamā’ (wise ones), ʿārifūn (gnostics), and darawīsh or fuqarā’ (the poor), see Kynsh, Islamic 
Mysticism, pp. 6-7 

94 Ernst, Sufism, pp. 205-206 



 31 

dance, music and intoxication. I also find the third view highly reductive, because it ignores 

all the differences between Sufism and Neoplatonism, even if the latter had a great impact 

on the later Sufis.95 Both the first and third approaches also ignore the fact that Sufi practices 

are either identical or rooted in traditional Islamic ʿibādāt.  

Therefore, the best ways to designate the Sufi tradition in English are terms such as 

‘mystical Islam’, ‘Islamic mysticism’, and ‘esoteric aspect of Islam’. I use the term 

‘mysticism’ to denote all kinds of mysticism including Sufism, but not conflating the generic 

category with it. The closest term to ‘mystical Islam’ in Arabic is taṣawwuf96 or the more 

general term of “men of God” (rijāl Allah),97 and the closest term to the general category of 

mysticism in Arabic is sirriyāt, a term coined by Latif Allah in 1990, which comes from the 

word sirr in Arabic, and means the science of secrets98 or more commonly rawḥāniyāt, which 

derives from rawḥ (spirit), which means spirituality or the science of spirits. 

 Sciences of the (secrets) of spirit, presuppose in Sufism that in order to access the 

mysteries and secrets of the divine, which lie concealed in everyone, one must discipline the 

self through physical practices. Each practice reveals a secret of the divine in the self, hence 

the term, ‘asrār al-ʿibādāt’ in Ibn ʿArabī. Practice also underlies the role of embodiment in 

the tradition. The self is regarded as a whole, involving both spirit and body, not as separate 

entities, but the body is spiritualized, while the spirit is embodied.  

 

 

 

                                                             
95 Neoplatonism cannot be considered the theoretical basis for Sufi thought because of the difference on two 
main issues, namely, the unity of being and the mediator figure (of the prophet or walī), see Morewedge, 
“Sūfism, Neoplatonism, and Zaehner’s Theistic Theory of Mysticism”, p. 224. For more on the similarities 
and differences between Neoplatonism and Sufism also see Parviz Morewedge, “The Neoplatonic Structure 
of Some Islamic Mystical Doctrines” in Neoplatonism and Islamic Thought, ed. Parviz Morewedge (Albany: 
SUNY Press, 1992), pp. 51-76 

96 Ernst, Sufism, p. 204 

97 According to Ibn ʿArabī there are three categories of the “men of God”: ʿubbād (worshipers), the Sufis, 
and the malamātiyya (the ones that blame themselves and are blamed by others). He also differentiates 
between two types of Sufis, the true possessors of knowledge and those who lack it by claim they possess it. 
See Rosenthal, “Ibn 'Arabī between "Philosophy" and "Mysticism"”, p. 2 

98 Ernst, Sufism, p. 205 
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Section III: Challenges 

 

a. General problems  

 

There is no neat way of examining mystical experience. The first challenge stems from the 

very meaning of mysticism, which as mentioned above, stems from the word to ‘conceal’ 

and denotes something that is ‘hidden’. It is, furthermore, defined as “A (purportedly) super 

sense-perceptual or sub sense-perceptual unitive experience granting acquaintance of 

realities or states of affairs that are of a kind not accessible by way of sense-perception, 

somatosensory modalities, or standard introspection.”99 Thus, the problems of mysticism 

already begin in the way they are defined. If we can outline the main problems with mystical 

experience they would be the following: 

 

1) though it manifests itself in history, it is a-historical, because it is regarded as the 

experience of the ever-living source of life100 

2) it is subjective, an experience lived through the first-person-perspective101 

3) it is not empirical, in fact, it is defined as not being able to be proven102 

4) it is beyond reason and discursive thinking, meaning it is of the ‘matters of the heart’ 

or beyond even103 

                                                             
99 Jerome Gellman, "Mysticism", The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (Spring 2017 Edition), Edward 
N. Zalta (ed.), URL = https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2017/entries/mysticism/ 

100 Nasr, Three Muslim Sages, p.85 (for the complete discussion also see footnote 7, p. 157) 

101 Commenting on Rūzbihān Baqlī’s ‘ʿarā’is al-bayān’, Halman writes: “…these passages from 
Rūzbuḥan define Sufi tafsīr as rooted in an experiential knowledge that distinguishes it from the work of 
“the people of form” (exoteric exegetes) and the scholars and philosophers. From this perspective one 
might describe the Sufi exegete as one who finds mystical experience mirrored in the Qurʾān, while also 
recognizing the Qur’ān as a light by which his mystical vision is illuminated”. See Halman, Where the 
Two Seas Meet, p. 145 

102 Rūzbuhān and Qushayrī before him argued that this type of ‘knowledge’ has no demonstrable evidence 
or proof (dalīl) that is connected to it, see Halman, Where the Two Seas Meet, p. 109; Ibn ʿArabī also 
states the path of unveiling and annihilation cannot be refuted or agreed on. See Ibn ʿArabī, “Kitāb al-
Fanā’ fī al-Mushāhada”, p. 21 

103 In Sufi terms, for example, in Rūzbihān Baqlī’s language, the psyche includes soul (or self/ nafs), the 
heart (qalb), the intellect (ʿaql), and the faculty of the inner sense (sir), the latter faculty is what surpasses 
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5) it is unmediated, and paradoxically un-teachable, though a preparation for its 

reception is possible104 

6) it is practical, meaning that theories point to something retrospectively and never 

really embody or embrace the entirety and the crux of the experience, which can only 

be disclosed through personal practice 

7) it is incredibly difficult to express what happens in mystical experience, and the type 

of knowledge one embodies after the ‘transformation’ through the usage of our 

language, which is dualistic in nature105 

 

The last point is a persistent theme that comes up almost in all of my chapters, and which 

underlies the entire research subject. It is a rather challenging subject to write about, because 

somehow, whatever is said undermines itself. On the one hand, it is paradoxical to write 

about mystical experience, especially in an academic setting, but on the other hand, there is 

invaluable knowledge and wisdom to be gained from such an attempt. And though one might 

never be able to put in words such knowledge and experience, and the attempt might only 

remain as an attempt, it nevertheless discloses ‘meaning’, which once ‘apprehended’ by the 

readers can bring them closer to the structure of mystical experience, which Michael A. Sells 

refers to as “meaning event”.106 

 

b. Epistemology and constructivism 

 

A further challenge that the study of mysticism faces since the twentieth century is the 

paradigm shift in the humanities and social sciences, whereby the paradigm of 

                                                             
all other faculties and is the only one that can grasp the wisdom of the unseen. See Halman, Where the 
Two Seas Meet, p. 163 

104 For the analysis of al-Qushayrī’s account on the problem of unmediated and un-teachable knowledge, 
and possible ways to prepare for its reception, through patience, obedience, and invoking God’s will, see 
Halman, Where the Two Seas Meet, pp. 155-156 

105 Michael A. Sells, The Mystical Languages of Unsaying (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1994), pp. 1-13. Also see Izutsu, “Mysticism and the Linguistic Problem of Equivocation in the Thought 
of ʿAyn al-Qudat-al Hamadāni”, pp. 98-118 

106 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, p. 9 



 34 

constructivism has become the most dominant, in fact, an almost self-evident paradigm with 

which everything is perceived and examined.107 It was due to the shift in epistemology, 

namely, “that there are no human experiences except through the sociolinguistic relations 

which mediate them” that the former paradigm of its possibility started to seem 

“epistemologically unsophisticated”.108 Questions regarding knowledge were replaced by a 

“linguistic turn, which translated philosophical problems into questions about language”. 109 

Instead of enquiring about what can be known, how it can be known, and the limitations of 

knowledge, epistemology started to be concerned with “a problem concerning how to use 

the verb “to know” correctly”, contending that “a close analysis of linguistic practice could 

answer most if not all of our epistemological questions”.110 Alongside the “linguistic turn”,111 

the field has witnessed further shifts from the classical questions of epistemology to a 

concern with the study of psychology and the scientific study of cognition, which gave birth 

to what is now referred to as the “naturalistic approach” of epistemology.112  

                                                             
107 Forman, The Problem with Pure Consciousness, p. 4 

108 Philip Almond, “Mysticism and Its Contexts”, The Problem of Pure Consciousness, p. 212 

109 See Epistemology: The Big Questions, ed. Linda Martin Alcoff (Massachusetts: Blackwell 
Publications, 1998), p. viii 

110 Alcoff, Epistemology: The Big Questions, p. viii 

111 See W. V. O. Quine, “Epistemology Naturalized”, Epistemology: The Big Questions, p. 264 

112 The trend was initiated by W. V. Quine’s contention that “epistemology could find its answers by simply 
studying how believers actually justify their beliefs”, which is a shift from the enquiry into how things are 
objectively (the objective reality or truth is either denied altogether or the possibility of ever finding out how 
things are in themselves is denied), to the way things appear to the subjective psychological plane (Alcoff, 
pp. viii-ix). Note that the spiritual plane, belonging to the objective reality, is also denied altogether. The 
main argument of Quine is that we cannot overcome the "Humean predicament", namely, that "theory cannot 
be logically deduced from observation" (Kim, p. 269). Hence, the best thing to do is its abandonment and 
the settling for psychology instead as a means to establish the link between observation and science (Quine, 
p. 258). What we should seriously undertake instead is an “empirical psychological study of our cognitive 
process (Kim, p. 270). This project is what came to be known as “naturalized epistemology”, replacing what 
was formerly considered classical epistemology (Kim, p. 271). According to Quine we should set aside the 
“entire justification centered epistemology”, moving away from foundationalism and coherence theory 
(Kim, p. 271), and start regarding epistemology as a “chapter of psychology and hence of natural science” 
(Quine, p. 260). Not to mention, Quine’s endorsement of the positivists’ view of the meaningless and 
redundancy of metaphysics, but also foreseeing and commending the same fate for epistemology (Quine, p. 
260). Finally, what we are left with is not only the diminishing of the entire discipline of epistemology, but 
also, and in my opinion most fatally, the undermining of the epistemological priority due to psychologism, 
and as a consequence, the loss of the place of awareness and consciousness (Quine, p. 261). For the full 
discussion, see Quine, “Epistemology Naturalized” and Jaegwon Kim, “What is “Naturalized 
Epistemology”?”, Epistemology: The Big Questions, pp. 253-284 
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Such naturalistic approaches were critiqued, for example, by Peter Winch in The Idea of 

a Social Science and its Relation to Philosophy, where he contends that the methods applied 

in natural sciences are not wholly suitable for studying social sciences, which could, for 

example, be subsumed more fittingly under philosophy, since it is concerned, as philosophy 

is, with the nature of understanding reality.113 Philosophy, on the other hand, should not be 

solely regarded as removing the obstacles of language, a position which overlooks traditional 

philosophical problems and reduces the main branches of philosophy, such as metaphysics 

and epistemology, to mere linguistics.114 Furthermore, this position assumes that language 

can be separated from the world, as though the way we think and speak about the world is 

divorced from our understanding of it.115  Finally, the reduction of philosophy makes it  

“parasitic on science,” depending on and defining itself through other than itself, as though 

philosophy is not an autonomous science in its own right,116 which it always has been.  

The obvious predicament here to the study of mysticism, is the claim that everything is 

mediated linguistically, meaning also, conceptually, while mystical experience is precisely 

defined as an unmediated non-conceptual experience.117 The question is how could we 

possibly use a paradigm to enquire into a phenomenon, which is denied by that very 

paradigm?118 Can a theory limit what has been experienced by people for centuries, and is 

                                                             
113  According to Winch, the scientist investigates particulars, while the philosopher is concerned with the 
nature of reality in general, and the relation between thought and reality. See Peter Winch, The Idea of a 
Social Science and its Relation to Philosophy (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1970), pp. 5-11 

114 Winch contends that philosophy is concerned with the examination of the very conditions of 
possibility, and with the concept of intelligibility, meaning the enquiry into what it means for something 
to be intelligible. Winch, The Idea of a Social Science and its Relation to Philosophy, pp. 20-23 

115 Winch, The Idea of a Social Science and its Relation to Philosophy, pp.18-19 

116 Winch writes: “The motive force of the philosophy of science comes from within philosophy rather 
than from within science. And its aim is not merely the negative one of removing obstacles from the path 
to the acquisition of further scientific knowledge, but the positive one of an increased philosophical 
understanding of what is involved in the concept of intelligibility”. See Winch, The Idea of a Social 
Science and its Relation to Philosophy, p. 20 

117 Johan L. Crow, “Epistemological Blinders: Constructivism and Mahamudra”, Quinta Essentia: The 
Selected Proceedings of the 5th Annual North Georgia Student Philosophy Conference (August 2007), p. 162 

118 The other question is how can a dialogue be fruitful if the starting point is the undermining, or worse, the 
complete denial of a people’s model of reality, their practices, and their epistemological paradigm 
altogether? 
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still experienced and reported today?119 Or to rephrase the question, can philosophers limit 

what mystics experience? 120  

Despite the dominance of the theory of constructivism in academia, 121 which spread in 

almost all departments, it has not gained such popularity in the philosophy department, with 

the exception of some defenders in analytic philosophy.122 This is an interesting observation 

and worth examining, for if the grounds of this paradigm are philosophically challenged, it 

discloses its weakness and challenges its authority. The main problem of constructivism is 

its claim that everything is constructed by the mind and mediated by concepts born out of 

societal conditioning, without applying itself as a theory to its own rules, i.e. if everything is 

constructed, why is not the theory of constructivism not also regarded as a construction itself, 

but an objective truth with which everything must be examined, despite the fact that it denies 

the existence of any such objective truth?123 The philosophical problem with constructivism 

is that it refutes itself on the logical level, as relativist theories tend to do,124 and since there 

are no logical objections to the possibility of mystical experience or for the possibility of it 

being identical across different traditions,125 the case for mystical experience withstands the 

critique.126   

                                                             
119 If we even want to take a scientific approach to the subject, we would require data, and the only data 
available is reports from mystics themselves, so how could we possibly ignore the only data we have? See 
Almond, “Mysticism and Its Contexts”, p. 217 

120 Donald Evans, “Can Philosophers Limits What Mystics Can Do? A Critique of Steven Katz”, Religious 
Studies, Vol. 25, No. 1 (March 1989), pp. 53-60 

121 Note also that all those shifts are taking place in the Western academic disciplines not necessarily 
paralleled in the Eastern part of the world.  

122 Paul Boghossian, Fear of Knowledge: against relativism and constructivism (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2006), p.7 

123 For a critique of the problem of objective truth in constructivism in regard to the study of mysticism, 
see Donald Rothberg, “Contemporary Epistemology and the Study of Mysticism”, The Problem of Pure 
Consciousness, p. 182 

124 Arnold Zuboff, “Theories That Refute Themselves”, Philosophy Now, issue 106, URL = 
https://philosophynow.org/issues/106/Theories_That_Refute_Themselves 

125 Almond, “Mysticism and Its Contexts”, pp. 213-216 

126 For the defense of relativism, see Michael Krausz, Relativism: A Contemporary Anthology (New York: 
Colombia University Press, 2010), pp. 1-13 
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The problem with constructivism when it comes to phenomenology is the degree of 

freedom and activity attributed to the subjects regarding their own mental states, as though 

we completely have control over the content of our minds.127 If this were true, we would be 

able to change emotions of fear and depression instantly, by changing our thoughts, which 

is not always the case. On the contrary, we tend to encounter them “for the most part as 

phenomena that befall us—as feelings, desires, or intentions to which we are passively 

exposed long before we attain the distance necessary for interpreting them.”128 Hence, 

constructivism denies the possibility of thoughts arising on their own, and overlooks the 

“restrictive nature of our feelings by ascribing to the subject an infinite capacity for self-

attribution.”129 Furthermore, it overlooks the fact that for something to be linguistically/ 

conceptually constructed and formulated, it requires for something to be there in the first 

place.130 For example, we often experience emotions such as ‘anxiety’ or ‘unrest’, without 

being able to articulate them conceptually, and only in retrospect be able to label, define and 

recognize them as ‘anxiety’ or ‘unrest’.   

Constructivism might be a useful epistemological theory, but it is unfit for ontological 

enquiries. While the everyday-mind is engaged in the construction of its own reality, once it 

has reached higher levels of consciousness, not everything becomes a construction of it. This 

can only occur with the suspension of thought, which occurs in mystical experience, and 

which discloses its own consciousness not as a construction but as the very fabric of being. 

Hence, the centrality of self-consciousness and self-awareness, which can only be amplified 

in personal experience, and which is best explored through practices that inhibit discursive 

thinking. I shall illustrate this position in the case of Ibn ʿArabī throughout the chapters. 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
127 Honneth, Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, p. 67 

128 Honneth, Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, pp. 69-70 

129 Honneth, Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, p. 70 

130 Honneth, Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, p. 70 



 38 

c. The case of Ibn ʿArabī 

 

Apart from the epistemological challenges facing the general study of mysticism, we face 

a further complication in studying the particular mysticism of Ibn ʿ Arabī, due to the difficulty 

of trying to categorize his type of mysticism in a Western philosophical setting. 

Categorization is problematic in itself, especially when it comes to the mystical works of Ibn 

ʿArabī, because it is not concerned with systematization, but knowledge and theories that are 

begotten out of first hand-experience. However, we can attempt to rule out some frameworks, 

which in my opinion, Ibn ʿArabī does not ascribe to. If we are to speak of a non-dual 

paradigm of existence, then it makes little or no sense at all to speak of union, because there 

are no two aspects that are unified, but the realization that the seemingly two different aspects 

of humanity and divinity are but two sides of the same coin.  Ibn ‘Arabī’s does not claim 

divinity to humanity, but contends the absolute existence of the former and the non-existence 

of the latter. Humanity is but part of the manifestation of lordship. So again, it makes little 

or no sense at all to speak of a union that takes place between the human being and God. 

Mysticism in this light consists of the realization of the ontological nothingness of oneself 

(faqr) in the face of the divine absolute existence, which is embodied in the perfect human 

being (al-insān al-kāmil),131 who has perfected servitude (ʿubūdīya).132 Hence, the 

experience of annihilation (fanā’) and subsistence, which refers to the altered consciousness 

post-mystical experience that one retains upon ‘returning’ from it (baqā’). 

Phenomenologically speaking, an experience of union or merging with the divine often 

occurs, but in reality, for Ibn ʿArabī nothing changes on the ontological level.133 As Seyyed 

                                                             
131 See chapter 73 in the Futūḥāt and the English translation in The Meccan Revelations, ed. Michel 
Chodkiewicz, trans. William C. Chittick and James W. Morris (New York: Pir Press, 2002), pp. 43-44 

132  See chapters 130 and 131 in the Futūḥāt and the English translations, see The Meccan Revelations, 
pp. 130-139 

133 Such aḥadīth, as “When I love a servant I become his hearing, etc.”), and “The heaven and the earth do 
not contain me but the heart of the believing servant does” are understood to denote the realization of one’s 
ontological nothingness, and consequently, the absolute submission and harmony with the divine will, so 
that everything that occurs from the servant is nothing other than the lordship’s non-resisted will. The first 
ḥadīth is found in Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī, 6502, while the second one has no chain of transmissions and is said to 
have no origin (lā aṣla lahū) by al-Siyūṭī, al-Albānī and al-ʿIrāqī; For the English translation of the first 
ḥadīṭh, see Divine Sayings 101 Ḥadīth Qudsī: The Mishkāt al-Anwār of Ibn ʿArabī, trans. Stephen 
Hirtenstein and Martin Notcutt (Oxford: Anqa Publishing, 2004), p. 70  
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Hussain Nasr put it, it is “…God within us who utters “I” once the veil of otherness has been 

removed”.134 

 

d. Pantheism and Panentheism 

 

Ibn ʿArabī has often been considered a pantheist, for example, A.E. Afifi's categorization 

as “dialectical pantheism” and M. Asin Palacios’ as “emanational pantheism”.135 But what 

does the term actually mean, and does it apply? Pantheism literally means ‘all is God’ (pan= 

all + theos= God).136 From the etymological aspect, pantheism is “the view that Deity and 

Cosmos are identical”, while theologically speaking, “it embraces divine immanence while 

rejecting divine transcendence”.137 Given the definition of pantheism, we could not possibly 

consider Ibn ʿArabī to ascribe to it, based on his conception of existence. He maintains that 

there is only one real and absolute existence (al-wujūd al-muṭlaq), which is divinity and 

truth, while all other things are contingent existents (mumkināt). They are ontologically void 

of real existence, having only phenomenal existence. This means that for Ibn ʿArabī, the 

cosmos cannot be identical with God, because God and cosmos have a different ontological 

reality.138 In fact, there cannot be identity between them for logical reasons, since there 

cannot be identity between non-existence (al- ʿadam) and absolute existence (al-wujūd al-

muṭlaq). Furthermore, God is both immanent and transcendent for Ibn ʿArabī. He considers 

divinity having two aspects, namely, jalāl (sublimity or majesty), which is transcendent and 

                                                             
134 Nasr, Three Muslim Sages, pp. 86-87 

135 Emanational pantheism is regarded as a marriage between Aristotelian and Neoplatonic aspects, 
ineffectively blended with Islam. See Rosenthal, “Ibn 'Arabī between "Philosophy" and "Mysticism"”, p. 5  

136 “The term ‘pantheism’ is a modern one, possibly first appearing in the writing of the Irish freethinker 
John Toland (1705) and constructed from the Greek roots pan (all) and theos (God).” See Mander William, 
“Pantheism”, The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (Winter 2016 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL 
= https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/pantheism/ 

137 Keith E. Yandell, “Pantheism”, Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward Craig (London and 
New York: Routledge, 1998), vol. 7 (Nihilism to Quantum Mechanics), p. 202 

138 Ibn ʿArabī asserts the distinction between God and the cosmos throughout, for example in the Futūḥāt 
(III 405. 8). For the English translation, see William C. Chittick, The Self-Disclosure of God: Principles 
of Ibn ʿArabī’s Cosmology (Albany: SUNY Press, 1998), p. 15 
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unknowable (tanzīh), and jamāl (beauty), which is immanent and intelligible (tashbīh).139 

Therefore, we cannot consider Ibn ʿArabī a pantheist, because of his notion of existence and 

because of his insistence on a transcendent aspect of the divine.  

For the same reason, we cannot argue that he is a panentheist. Pantheism literally means 

‘all is in God’ (pan= all + en= in + theism= God).140  This definition cannot apply to Ibn 

ʿArabī’s position because nonexistence (al-ʿadam) cannot simply be in absolute existence 

(al-wujūd al-muṭlaq), as it is logically impossible, given that the very definition of absolute 

existence means that its existence is fully and absolutely necessary, meaning that it has no 

‘holes’ of nonexistence,141 and it is in no way possible.142 In addition, such a definition would 

conflate the dialectical relation between the immanence and transcendence of God, which is 

central in the work of Ibn ʿArabī. Therefore, he should neither be considered a pantheist nor 

a panentheist. Not to mention of course, that those terms are born out of and in a Western 

philosophical context, which do not always fit the context and framework within which Ibn 

ʿArabī operates.143  

 

 

                                                             
139 According to Ibn ʿArabī, jalāl is the transcendent unknowable aspect of God, not associated with our 
states of awe and sublimity, contrary to what the scholars say, but that whatever states we experience are 
all manifestations of jamāl, which has two aspects jamāl (beauty) and jalāl al-jamāl (sublimity of beauty) 
associated with two states, namely, awe /sublimity (hayba) and nearness /intimacy (uns). See Ibn ʿArabī, 
“Kitāb al-Jamāl wa al-Jalāl”, Rasā’il Ibn ʿArabī, p. 25 and for the full discussion, see pp. 24-43 

140 “Panentheism” is a constructed word composed of the English equivalents of the Greek terms “pan”, 
meaning all, “en”, meaning in, and “theism”, meaning God. Panentheism considers God and the world to be 
inter-related with the world being in God and God being in the world.” See Culp, Johan, “Panentheism”, The 
Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (Summer 2017 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2017/entries/panentheism/ 

141 Ibn ʿArabī uses the term al-wujūd al-muṭlaq (absolute existence) and al-wujūd al-maḥḍ (pure or sheer 
existence) interchangeably. 

142 Ibn ʿArabī follows Ibn Sina’s concept of the necessary existent, “inasmuch as nonexistence in no way 
enters the concept of necessity…” and inasmuch as it has “conceptual priority” over nonexistence. See 
John McGinnis, Avicenna (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), p. 162 

143 For example, Spinoza is considered “the paradigm figure for pantheism”, a paradigm which is very 
different from that of Ibn ʿArabī. Spinoza’s philosophy holds that “…God or Nature [which are identical 
for him] is no proper object of worship, creates nothing, grants freedom to none, hears no prayer, and does 
not act in history”, which are all the exact opposite positions held by Ibn ʿArabī. See Yandell, 
“Pantheism”, Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, p. 202 
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e. (Substance) Monism  

 

Another not so uncommon view held of Ibn ʿArabī is that he is a monist. This position, in 

my view, is the least problematic of the categorizations.144 However, I do still have my 

reservations regarding the term, because of the ways it is commonly understood. In so far as 

monism is defined as ‘one substance comprises everything’,145 it is problematic, as it pre-

supposes a substance in an Aristotelian sense,146 and equating it with the divinity Ibn ʿArabī 

has in mind is erroneous.147  Ibn ʿArabī, is arguably, more influenced by Ibn Sinā’s concept 

of existence, which “reflects a shift from the Aristotelian categories and ousiology to some 

sort of a phenomenological consideration of the question of being”, a shift that can be 

demonstrated by examining the semantics used by Ibn Sinā in his investigation of being, 

which involves “a logical and ontological analysis of being in relation to the modalities of 

necessity (wujub), contingency (imkan), and impossibility (imtinaʿ)”.148 Furthermore, the 

way the necessary existent is described by Ibn Sinā is neither in terms of subject nor 

                                                             
144 I find definitions of monism such as the following, not so unproblematic: “‘Monism’ is a very broad 
term, applicable to any doctrine which maintains either that there is ultimately only one thing, or only one 
kind of thing…” See Edward Craig, “Monism”, Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, vol. 6 (Luther to 
Nifo), p. 471 

145 According to the dictionary of philosophy, monism is: “A philosophical theory that maintains that 
there is one, and only one, *substance. Example of this type of theory are provided by the philosophies of 
Spinoza and Hegel.” See Flew, A Dictionary of Philosophy, pp. 219-220 

146 In the dictionary of philosophy, substance is defined as follows: “The Greek word that is translated as 
‘substance’ (ousia) can also be rendered as ‘essence’, and some philosophers view the substance of a thing 
as what it really is, as opposed to the way in which it appears.” See Flew, A Dictionary of Philosophy, p. 
320  

147 In so far as monism is defined as “A theory of mind-body relations that is not dualistic”, I would agree 
that Ibn ʿArabī is a monist but then why not simply just call him a non-dualist? See Flew, A Dictionary of 
Philosophy, pp. 219-220 

148 Nader El-Bizri, “Avicenna and Essentialism”, The Review of Metaphysics, Vol. 54, No.4 (Jun 2001), p. 
758. The main argument Nader El-Bizri makes in ‘Avicenna and Essentialism’ is that Ibn Sinā’s ontology 
has been misunderstood due to either lack of knowledge of the Arabic text, or mistranslation of key terms. 
The key term, which El-Bizri contends creates the confusion, is ‘bi dhātihi’ in the phrase ‘wajīb al-wujūd bi 
dhātihi’. This term is translated in English as ‘essence’ or ‘quiddity’, while El-Bizri demonstrates that it 
should be rendered as ‘’its-self’. The necessary existent according to Ibn Sinā has no essence, and the 
dichotomy between essence and existence does not apply. Not to mention that existence for Ibn Sinā is prior 
to essence, which is all the more reason not to mistake Ibn Sinā’s ontology with essentialism. See El-Bizri, 
“Avicenna and Essentialism”, p. 766 
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substance, and so is beyond the Aristotelian ousia.149 We find the same description and 

language used by Ibn ʿArabī, where the ‘essence’ of God is unknowable and indescribable. 

According to both Ibn Sinā and Ibn ʿArabī, the highest determination of essence is existence 

itself, not the other way around,150 which is the opposite line of thinking from essentialism, 

namely, that essence is prior to existence. Hence, Ibn ʿArabī’s position is different from the 

Aristotelian notion of substance (ousia), and which comprises one of the main 

understandings associated with the term monism.  

The other problematic association with the term monism is Spinoza’s substance monism, 

which is also associated with the term pantheism. 151 This is why I opt for the term ‘non-

dual’, even though it is reminiscent of Advaita Vedanta, because if we must use a word to 

denote his Weltanschauung in English, and therefore, must choose between connotations, I 

would rather compare his worldview with Advaita Vedanta than with ‘substance monism’ 

of Spinoza, because the former is older, closer in my opinion to Ibn ʿArabī’s paradigm, and 

more rooted in spiritual practice than Spinoza’s philosophy.   

 

IV. Clarification and Translation of Key Terms and Notions 

 

a. Wujūd and Waḥdat al-Wujūd  

 

Wujūd in Arabic means “finding”, “being” and “existence”.152 There is no exact translation 

of the term in English, which is why I use existence and being interchangeably, and 

                                                             
149 According to El-Bizri, “…the overcoming of the Aristotelian ousiology is attested with Avicenna’s 
account of the Necessary Existent which is not a substance (ousia), not genus, nor species, and has neither 
definition, description, quantity, quality, nor place. The Necessary Existent due to Itself is pure goodness 
and pure perfection. This is so given that existence/being (al-wujud) is perfection (kamal) and goodness 
(khayriya)” (p.776).  For a detailed discussion, see El-Bizri, “Avicenna and Essentialism”, pp. 759-760  

150 El-Bizri, “Avicenna and Essentialism”, p. 762 

151 I have already made this point in the above section. I am also aware that there are other readings of 
Spinoza but those are the dominant ones, as the definitions given in both A Dictionary of Philosophy and 
Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy attest to it.  

152 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, p. 6 
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sometimes simultaneously.153 Wujūd is caused by itself, its nonexistence is impossible, 154 

and it is identical with goodness and truth (al-wujūd ḥaqq).155 For the necessary existent, the 

distinction between essence and existence does not apply, and so essentialism does not apply 

either, as already mentioned above.156 For Ibn ʿArabī, like Ibn Sinā, there is only one 

necessary existent, which is immaterial, simple, and unique.157 It is identified with divinity, 

and though it is one, it can be described through many attributes.158 The unmanifest one 

manifests itself in multiplicity, by differentiating itself through its attributes, lest multiplicity 

be attributed to other than God.159 Hence, oneness is the ontological reality, while the first 

phenomenal manifestation of it is the multiple divine names, which are not other than God, 

but are thought of as relational.160 According to Ibn ʿArabī, 

                                                             
153 I agree with Chittick, when he writes that we “are better off choosing the standard philosophical term 
“Being,” which has normally been chosen (along with “existence”) by Western scholars when they have 
wanted to discuss the term wujūd in English”, see Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, p. 6.; El-Bizri also 
affirms the rendering of wujūd as either existence or being in English, see El-Bizri, “Avicenna and 
Essentialism”, p. 767 

154 El-Bizri, “Avicenna and Essentialism”, p. 762 

155 El-Bizri, “Avicenna and Essentialism”, p. 759  

156 Ibn Sinā oscillates between stating that the necessary existent has no essence and that its essence is 
existence, through preferring the former position, because usually essences can be considered independent 
of existence, though this cannot be the case for the necessary existent: “…to consider the Necessary 
Existent independent of its particular mode of existence, namely, necessary existence through itself, is 
simply not to consider the Necessary Existent at all”. For the detailed argument see McGinnis, Avicenna, 
pp.168-170. In any case, for both Ibn ʿArabī and Ibn Sinā, the divine essence cannot be known if it is said 
to have one at all. See Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, p. 81 

157 The logic is as follows: if there are two necessary existents there must be something that would 
differentiate them, for example, their parts would differentiate them, but if they had parts, it would mean that 
they subsist through another, which contradicts the very definition of a necessary being that is defined 
through subsisting through itself only. In other words, the necessary existent is simple (not composite) and 
indivisible (not having parts through which it would exist). It must also be immaterial because it is simple, 
meaning it must lack the form-matter composite. See McGinnis, Avicenna, pp. 164-165 

158 Ibn ʿArabī explains that “…if the Divine Names were to be taken away, the veils would be lifted; and 
if the veils—which are the Names—were to be lifted, the Unity (ahadiyya) of the Essence would become 
manifest. Because of its Unity, no entity would remain qualified by existence. Hence Unity would erase 
the existence pf the entities of the possible things, and they would cease being described by existence, 
since they only become qualified by existence through the Names”. See Ibn ʿArabī, The Meccan 
Revelations, p. 46 

159 Chittick, “Ibn ʿArabī on the Ultimate Model of the Ultimate”, Models of God and Alternative Ultimate 
Realities, ed. Jeanine Diller and Asa Kasher, (Netherlands: Springer, 2013), pp. 915-930 

160 According to Ibn ʿArabī, the divine names are of two kinds, the first denote light, meaning the 
ontological things, and the second denote darkness, namely, incomparability.  Again, the division between 
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The Names of God become manifest, possessing effects (athar) within that which becomes 

manifest in existence, out of [divine] jealousy (ghayra), lest those effects be attributed to the 

entities of the possible things within the Manifest within them. Since the effects belong to the 

Divine Names, and the Name is the Named (al-musammā), there is nothing in existence but 

God.161 

 

      The idea that being/existence is one is what the contested notion of waḥdat al-wujūd in 

all simplicity means, as Chittick effectively summarized it: “Simply stated, there is only one 

Being, and all existence is nothing but the manifestation or outward radiance of that One 

Being”.162 Though Ibn ʿArabī allegedly never used the term, in my opinion, it is safe enough 

to call his ontology an ontology of the unity of being, because of his notion of existence, 

while steering away from notions of monism, panentheism, and pantheism, and reserving 

enough room for the complexity of his thought, which cannot be neatly framed in a system. 
163 In fact, the entire doctrine of waḥdat al-wujūd can be regarded as nothing other than al-

tawḥīd, the expression of the profession of faith, which is the first pillar of Islam: to witness 

that there is no God other than God (lā ilāha illā Allah).164 It cannot be emphasized enough 

that the doctrine of waḥdat al-wujūd, is in fact, not a doctrine at all, or is primarily an 

experience or an unveiling (kashf), which has been articulated into a doctrine.165 It is a non-

                                                             
sublimity (jalāl) and beauty (jamāl), or transcendence (tanzīh) and immanence (tashbīh) is at play here. 
See Ibn ʿArabī, The Meccan Revelations, p. 46 

161 See translation of chapter 131 of the Futūḥāt in The Meccan Revelations, p. 138 

162 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, p. 79 

163 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, p.79; William C. Chittick, Ibn ‘Arabi: Heir to the Prophets 
(Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2005), p.71; Also see Chittick where he writes the following: “Ebno’l-
‘Arabi himself never employs the expression waḥdato’l-wojud, and it was singled out as typifying his 
point of view not so much because the content of his writings, but because of the concerns of his followers 
and the direction in which Islamic thought developed after him”, see William C. Chittick, “Ebno’l-
‘Arabi’s Doctrine of the Oneness of Being”,  Sufi (Winter 1989-1990), Issue 4, p.6 

164 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, p.79 

165 In Iḍāḥ al-maqṣūd min waḥdat al-wujūd, Abd al-Ghanī al-Nabulsī contends that since waḥdat al-wujūd 
is based on personal experience; those who have attacked it or misunderstood it are limited in their 
understanding, due to not having had the experience themselves. In fact, al-Nabulsī is convinced that one 
cannot but believe in waḥdat al-wujūd, if properly understood. He summarizes the argument as follows: 
1) everything is created from nothing by God and not by itself 2) everything exists and continues to exist 
with God, not by itself 3) therefore, the existence everything has at every instant is the existence of God, 
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conceptual reality, which cannot be captured in words, but can only be experienced.166 The 

ones who undergo such an unveiling, are believed to have completed their human potential, 

which is nothing other than their realization of their ontological poverty (faqr) in the form 

of sheer servitude to God (al-‘ubūdīya al-maḥda).167 It is nothing other than the realization 

that one’s existence is borrowed from God, and that our subsistence is totally dependent on 

his existence. In fact, there is no existence save his, because there cannot be two eternal 

existences. According to Ibn ʿArabī,  

 

There is no existent but God, while the possible things remain in the state of nonexistence. Now 

this “acquired existence” (al-mawjūd al-mustafād) either must be existent, while being neither 

God nor the possible thing, or it must consist of the Being of God. But if something is superadded 

(zā’id), then it is neither God nor the entities of the possible things. So there remains only that 

this existence be existent; hence it is described by itself, and this is God, since it has been proven 

that there is no existence from eternity without beginning except that of God, since He is the 

Necessary Being in Himself. So it is established that there is no existent through itself but God. 

Hence the entities of the possible things receive the Being of God through their realities since 

there is no other Being.168 

 

One who has realized that there is no reality save God, and who lives by it is considered a 

saint (walī), and is referred to as the perfect or complete human being (al-insān al-kāmil),169 

                                                             
because there is no other existence save God’s 4) in so far as the world is said to have existence, its 
existence and the existence of God are one existence, which is the existence of God only. The 
misunderstanding, which has arisen for scholars of speculative reason, comes from the postulation of two 
different existences, namely, al-wujūd al-qadīm and al-wujūd al-ḥādith, instead of considering the latter 
as phenomenal only, meaning that ontologically speaking there is only the former. See Abd al-Ghanī al-
Nabulsī, Iḍāḥ al-Maqṣūd min Waḥdat al-Wujūd (Damascus: Maṭbaʿat al-ʿIlm, 1969), pp. 7-10 

166 Ibn ʿArabī states that “…the clear formulation of this issue is exceedingly difficult, since verbal 
expression (al-ʿibāra) is inadequate for it, not does conceptualization (taṣawwur) capture it, since it 
quickly escapes and its properties are contradictory”. See translation of chapter 131 of the Futūḥāt in The 
Meccan Revelations, pp. 138-139 

167 Poverty and servitude are the only attributes God does not possess and are the ones commended for 
drawing near to him. For the translation of chapter 130 and 131 in the Futūḥāt, see The Meccan 
Revelations, pp. 130-140 

168 See translation of chapter 131 of the Futūḥāt in The Meccan Revelations, p. 137 

169 Ibn ʿArabī, The Meccan Revelations, p. 127 
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who is nothing (ʿadam)  and has nothing, not even servitude.170 The perfect human being is 

one who is capable of manifesting all the divine names in their perfection (al-kamāl al-ilāhī), 

precisely because there is nothing to impede or distort their manifestation.171 Hence, she/he 

is the most perfect locus of theophany (majlā) for the divine names. 172 

 

b.  Al-Tashkīk: gradation of manifestation, gradation of consciousness 

 

Perhaps the term ‘tashkīk’, which is rendered in English as “equivocality”, “gradation”, and 

“systemic ambiguity”,173 might be problematic to describe Ibn ‘Arabī’s ontological and 

metaphysical structure, but in my view, it is as problematic as the term ‘waḥdat al-wujūd’ or 

unity of being/existence.174 Despite the fact that Ibn ‘Arabī never used the term waḥdat al-

wujūd and tashkīk, the concepts can still be found, albeit expressed with different terms, such 

as ‘lā wujūda illā Allah’,175‘al-wāḥid al-kathīr’, ‘tartīb/marātib’,176 ‘manāzil’, and 

‘maqamāt’, which generally connote a hierarchy, and fit the definition of tashkīk as “a single 

reality that is yet somehow to us arranged in various groupings or modes while being 

connected by the very fact of being individual instances of that thing.”177 

    Though the concept is found as early as Al-Farābī and Ibn Sinā, where it occupied the 

field of logic rather than metaphysics, we can still argue that it is expressed in the onto-

                                                             
170 Ibn ʿArabī, The Meccan Revelations, p. 138 

171 Ibn ʿArabī, The Meccan Revelations, pp. 43-44 

172 Ibn ʿArabī, The Meccan Revelations, pp. 43-44 

173 Caner k. Dagli defines tashkīk from its Arabic form of tafʿīl as: “The fact of a thing being arranged in 
rows, classes, or groups, or the act of deeming them to be so, or the fact of a thing being or things being 
closely connected and the act of deeming them to be so.” SeeDagli, Caner k. “From Mysticism to Philosophy 
(And Back): An Ontological History of the School of The Oneness of Being” (PhD diss., Princeton 
University, 2006), p39.  

174 For the origins and history of the terms waḥdat al-wujūd and how it came to be associated with Ibn 
ʿArabī and his school, see William C. Chittick, “The Central Point: Qūnawī’s Role in the School of Ibn 
ʿArabī”, Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ʿArabi Society, Vol. XXXV (2004), pp. 25- 45 

175 Chittick, The Self-Disclosure of God, pp. 12, 15 

176 Dagli, From Mysticism to Philosophy (And Back), p. 46 

177 Dagli, From Mysticism to Philosophy (And Back), p. 39 
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cosmological and metaphysical structure of Ibn ʿArabī’s framework, despite him never using 

the literal term, which started to gain more centrality with Qunawī and Ṭūsī.178 My 

understanding of gradation in Ibn ʿArabī, is a gradation of the phenomenal world, meaning 

that ontologically speaking there is only one absolute, unmanifest essence of wujūd (dhāt al-

wujūd), which manifests itself in a hierarchical order; aḥadīya (singularity) and wāḥidīya 

(oneness),179 which differentiates itself in a hierarchical multiplicity beginning with the 

divine names.180 In my view, there is not necessarily a gradation of existence, ‘tashkīk al-

wujūd’ but a gradation of manifestation ‘tashkīk al-tajallī/al-maẓāhir’,181  because the 

essence of the unmanifest existence (dhāt al-wujūd) is one and whole without any trace of 

non-existence in it, ontologically speaking.182 In my understanding, gradation is a kind of 

attribute, which is only known when it manifests itself. The unmanifest is beyond attribution, 

and hence, also beyond gradation. It is only in self-disclosure that it appears on a spectrum 

from non-existence to existence, phenomenologically speaking.  The things vary in their 

capacity to reflect the divine (qābilīya), which means there is a hierarchy in everything and 

their capacity to receive and reflect the divine light as it is, including the divine names 

                                                             
178 While Dagli argues that the term tashkīk gained its philosophical centrality with Ṭūsī and Qūnawī, in 
my view, it gained its mystical and metaphysical meaning with Ibn ʿArabī, without being expressed in 
philosophical terms, rather it is based on his kashf (spiritual unveiling) of the structure, nature and 
manifestation of existence/ being, and expressed in mystical and poetical language, which prevent 
systemization and rigid structuring. What Dagli says about Qūnawī can also be applied to Ibn ʿArabī, 
namely: “What he is describing can also be described by tashkīk…meaning that the underlying ontology 
is the same: one existence appearing in many modes.” See Dagli, From Mysticism to Philosophy (And 
Back), pp. 39-40 

179 Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, pp. 57-87; Also see Ibn ‘Arabī, “Kitāb al-Alif wa huwa 
Kitāb al-Aḥadiyya”, Rasā’il Ibn ʿArabī, pp. 44-57 

180 According to Chittick, “…in God, the attributes are ranked according to a specific hierarchy, with the 
names of mercy taking precedence over the names of wrath, the names of similarity being more 
fundamental than the names of incomparability.” See William C. Chittick, Imaginal Worlds: Ibn al-ʿArabī 
and the Problem of Religious Diversity (New York: SUNY Press, 1994), p. 169 

181 As Dagli pointed out, that in Qūnawī, for example, terms such as ‘tajallī, fayḍ, ẓuhūr’ are usually 
associated with existents, while the term ‘ḥaqīqah’ is usually associated with ‘ʿayn, dhat, māhiyyah’, 
which in my understanding differentiate between the ontological and phenomenological level. Wujūd, he 
also points out, connotes both pure being (wujūd maḥḍ/ bāḥt), and the manifestation of being, which is 
also one way to understand Ibn ʿArabī’s position. See Dagli, From Mysticism to Philosophy (And Back), 
pp. 46-47; Also see the introduction in Muḥammad Dawwūd Qayṣarī Rūmī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, ed. 
Sayyid Jalāl al-Dīn Ashtīyānī (Tehran: Shirkat Intishārāt ʿImī va Farhangī, 1375), p.15 

182 As Chittick phrased it: “…all wujūd is the Real, because wujūd is a single reality”. See Chittick, The 
Self-Disclosure of God, p. 12 
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themselves, which is why I contend a kind of tashkīk in manifestation.183 However, having 

said that, it is a point of contention, given such concepts as hūwa/lā hūwa (he/not he), and 

the notion of the barzakh (isthmus), whose ontological status are ambiguous to say the least.  

Nevertheless, we must keep in mind that the issue is not conceptual determination for Ibn 

ʿArabī, but an experiential truth had through unveiling (kashf) not reason (naẓar/ʿaql),184 

which cannot be expressed in lucid philosophical terms, but only alluded to in apophatic 

dialectics, poetic language and language of revelation. Suffice it to say, that he shares the 

structure of the Neoplatonic emanation, which entails a form of gradation.  

    For Ibn ʿArabī, the only “thing” that has absolute existence is the divine, who has 

necessary existence (wājib al-wujūd); everything else, which is a possible existent 

(mumkin/mawjūd), spans on a spectrum of being-nonexistence.185 According to Ibn ʿArabī, 

the spectrum consists of wujūd maḥḍ or wujūd muṭlaq (pure or absolute being/existence), on 

the one end, to al-ʿadam al-iḍāfī (relative/dependent existence), which is the middle ground 

between existence and nonexistence,186 and finally, al-ʿadam al-muṭlaq (absolute 

nonexistence) on the other end of the spectrum.187 The necessary existent (existence) is 

responsible for bringing all existents into life, not their essence as is the case in Aristotle.188 

To demonstrate what he means, Ibn ʿArabī often employs the Qur’ānic verse of ‘God is the 

light of the heavens and the earth’,189 equating God with light, and everything else with 

                                                             
183 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, pp. 47-58 

184 Chittick, The Self-Disclosure of God, p. 13 

185 As Chittick put it poetically: “Being is that which truly is, while everything else dwells in fog and 
haziness”, see Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, p. 7 

186 This middle ground is also referred to in the language of Ibn ʿArabī as ‘barzakh’, or isthmus. See 
Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, p. 81 

187 Of course, it is a contradiction to attribute existence to nonexistence, or to say, “nothing is”. For Ibn 
ʿArabī, nonexistence obviously has no existence whatsoever, save as a mental reality. See Chittick, The 
Sufi Path of Knowledge, pp. 7-8 

188 In this regard, Ibn ʿArabī is following the framework of Ibn Sinā in that “Necessity is that which acts 
as the main reason behind bringing something from potentiality into actuality. Based on Avicenna’s 
account, it is not solely due to the nature or essence of something that the actualization of something takes 
place. It is not due to its essence or nature that something moves from potentiality into actuality. This in 
itself undermines the status of essence with respect to existence”, see El-Bizri, “Avicenna and 
Essentialism”, p. 768 

189 Q (24:35) 



 49 

darkness, because the latter has no positive existence of its own.190 But even the brightness 

of the light itself “is not all of a single intensity”.191 Hence, we can consider the notion of 

degrees of intensity of being as an expression of tashkīk.192 According to El-Bizri, “…tashkik 

al-wujud…expresses the hierarchy in the chain of beings that participate in being. This 

hierarchy is based on a variation in degrees of intensity in the participation in being. 

According to tashkik al-wujud, all being are participants in being”.193 As we will see in the 

chapter on the self, Ibn ʿArabī denies the ontological existence of any natural causes, so the 

doctrine of emanation expresses only the phenomenological order of the world, because on 

the ontological level there is only one cause, namely, the necessary existent (existence).   

 

c. Consciousness 

 

    Wujūd must be conscious, or consciousness itself,194 for how could that which creates and 

knows everything, that which has infinite attributes symbolized in ninety-nine names, be 

considered unconscious? After all, the root of wujūd is shared by wujdān195 which can be 

translated as consciousness. The term consciousness is used to designate “knowledge in 

general, intentionality, introspection (and the knowledge it specifically generates) and 

phenomenal experience.”196According to Chittick: “…one needs to keep in mind the fact that 

“Being” is in no way divorced from consciousness, from a fully aware finding, perception 

                                                             
190 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, p. 7 

191 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, p. 8 

192 This principle is the foundation of the ishrāqī school founded by Suhrawardī, in which the notion of 
self-awareness, is also characterized by gradation. See Jari Kaukua, Self-Awareness in Islamic 
Philosophy: Avicenna and Beyond (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), pp.145-160 

193 El-Bizri, “Avicenna and Essentialism”, p. 777 

194 William C. Chittick, “Presence with God”, Journal of Muhyiddin Ibn ʿArabi Society, Vol. 20 (1996), 
pp.  15-32 

195 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, vol. 9, pp. 221-222 

196  For more on the meaning and history of the term, see Eric Lormand, “Consciousness”, Routledge 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, vol. 2, pp. 581 -596 
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and knowledge of the ontological situation.”197 Moreover, since Ibn ʿArabī relies heavily on 

the language and framework of the Qur’ān, which states that everything is alive with the 

spirit of God and is in a perpetual state of exaltation (tasbīḥ), we must also conclude that 

consciousness permeates everything according to its capacity to receive it. Ibn ʿArabī’s 

notion of the permeation of divinity (al-sarayān al-ilāhī) is also echoed repeatedly 

throughout his writings.198 I, therefore, maintain that the necessary existent (existence) is 

identical with pure consciousness.199 It is through the participation in that conscious wujūd 

that we know ourselves, as the ḥadīth states: he/she who knows him/herself know his/her 

lord. Consciousness is the condition of possibility for knowledge; if I were not conscious I 

would not be able to know anything. Knowledge is, thus, a form of consciousness;200 the 

more we ascend on the spectrum of consciousness,201 and experience consciousness in its 

purity or simplicity, the more we know the divine and ourselves.202 The journey of ascension 

of consciousness is akin to the ancient Neoplatonic model, where the journey of ascension 

is from knowledge of the particulars to knowledge of the universals, and finally to the One.203 

Therefore, the journey is from complexity to simplicity. Just as tashkīk applies to wujūd, so 

                                                             
197 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, p. 6 

198 He also states that oneness permeates everything “al-wāḥid sār fī jamīʿ al-ashyā’”. See Ibn ʿArabī, 
“Kitāb al-Alif wa huwa Kitāb al-Aḥadiyya”, Rasā’il Ibn ʿArabī, pp. 44-46 

199 This is also the position held by Chittick where he writes: “God is sheer Being, utter Plenitude, pure 
Consciousness”, see Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, p.7; Also see Seyyed Hossein Nasr, “In the 
Beginning was Consciousness”, The Essential Seyyed Hossein Nasr, ed. William C. Chittick (Indiana: 
World Wisdom, 2007), pp. 223-230 

200 We find similar notions in Neoplatonism, of the permeation of consciousness and its gradation. See A. 
C. Lloyd, The Anatomy of Neoplatonism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), p. 182 

201  I agree with Chittick when he writes that “Consciousness, like all divine qualities, represents a 
continuum. It has degrees of intensity, and the difference between the highest and the lowest created levels 
of consciousness is practically infinite. At the same time, the Real’s consciousness is infinitely more real 
than the most intense consciousness possessed by the other, since nothing is real but the Real, and nothing 
is truly conscious but God”. See William C. Chittick, “Between the Yes and the No: Ibn al-ʿArabī on 
Wujūd and the Innate Capacity”, The Innate Capacity: Mysticism, Psychology, and Philosophy, ed. 
Robert K. C. Forman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), pp. 95-110 

202  As stated above, this knowledge is not one that consists of a subject knowing an object (dualism), 
given the paradigm of Ibn ʿArabī, where there is only one subject (waḥdat al-wujūd); it is knowledge by 
identity, where the knower and the known are (become, phenomenologically speaking,) identical. 

203 Paulina Remes, Neoplatonism (Stocksfield: Acumen, 2008), pp. 3-10 
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must it also apply to consciousness.204 The same can be argued for the journey of the states 

of consciousness; the highest experience of consciousness is pure consciousness, or 

consciousness of consciousness itself.205 This is reflected in the Sufi doctrines of the spiritual 

stations (maqāmāt) and states (aḥwāl), which are hierarchical, and express again a kind of 

tashkīk (gradation) of phenomenal existence, which in turn manifests itself in corresponding 

states of consciousness.  

    I maintain that the doorway to pure consciousness is nothing other than a heightened state 

of self-awareness,206 which is pre-conceptual, meaning non-discursive, whereby a state of 

absolute presence in the present moment is experienced.207 This state is described by terms 

as ḥudūr (presence), the opposite of ghafla (heedlessness), nisyān (forgetfulness) and iltifāt 

(distraction/ dispersion) in the Sufi tradition, which is brought about by ritual practice.208 

The principle of using spiritual practice to affect one’s spiritual state, by gaining knowledge, 

liberation, or union with the source of existence, prevailed since antiquity, whereby 

philosophy was not divorced from spiritual practice, but an integral part of it.209 

                                                             
204 According to Ibn ʿArabī, the knowledge people have, reflects their spiritual state and station, which 
changes accordingly. See Ibn ʿArabī, “Kitāb al-Jalāl wa al-Jamāl”, Rasā’il Ibn ʿArabī, p. 25 

205 This point has also been made by Franklin, where he asks “…if all mysticism involves a stilling of the 
mind, then is not the state of consciousness which is completely still and contentless the highest form of 
it?” See R. L. Franklin, “Experience and Interpretation in Mysticism”, The Problem of Pure 
Consciousness, p. 299. Ibn ʿArabī also argues that people are on different levels of consciousness, 
knowledge or spiritual maturity, which he refers to as “tafāḍul”, meaning different ranks. See Chittick, 
The Sufi Path of Knowledge, p.8. The goal of spiritual practice is to bring about a shift in consciousness, 
raising one’s rank to a higher state, which I will be arguing throughout the thesis.  

206 Chittick, for example, equates “finding” with consciousness and self-awareness. See Chittick, The Sufi 
Path of Knowledge, p. 8 

207 This involves a state of emptiness, which Ibn ʿArabī refers to it as ‘al-afhām al-mutafarigha’, meaning 
empty minds, which are according to him emptied from human impurities (al-kudūrāt) and animal desire 
(al-shahawāt al-ḥayawāniya) for the attainment of sacred meanings. See Ibn ‘Arabī, “Kitāb al-Jalāl wa 
al-Jamāl”, Rasā’il Ibn ʿArabī, p. 28 

208 As Kynsh states: “The mystic’s goal therefore consists in “recapturing the rapture” of the day of covenant 
in an effort to return to the state of primordial purity and faithfulness that characterized the soul-specs before 
their actual creation. In an attempt to achieve this goal the mystic had to contend not only with the corruptive 
trappings of the world, but also with his own base self (nafs) - Sufis see [this] as the seat of egoistic evil lusts 
and passions impeding their progress towards God. It was therefore his task to look into himself and exercise 
self-restraint, with the aim of doing away with the self and all the impulses emanating from it. For as long 
as the self was enduring, true Islam, true surrender to God’s will was not possible.”  See Kynsh, Islamic 
Mysticism: A short History, pp. 9-10 

209 Philosophy was believed to have a therapeutic aspect of healing the soul from its malaise, such as 
excessive emotions and desires. This is most exemplified in the principle of theurgy: “In its original 
Neoplatonic meaning, theurgy refers to the process of making the human being worthy of or a likeness of 
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f.  From Consciousness to Wujūd 

 

Even though, I am mainly concerned with the aspect of consciousness of wujūd (us being 

conscious of ourselves, and being in itself which is necessarily conscious), the emphasis will 

be on being (wujūd) in general; firstly, to keep within the framework and terminology that 

Ibn ʿArabī operates with. Not to mention that there is no exact equivalent term in Arabic, but 

a variety of terms such as idrāk, shuʿūr bi al-dhāt, shuʿūr bi al-shuʿūr, wujdān, which are all 

encompassed by the term wujūd. Hence, wujūd is a broader term.  Secondly, the occupation 

with the aspect of consciousness is a relatively modern shift, which occurred with post-

Cartesian philosophy.210 This can also be observed in Ibn ʿArabī’s occupation with wujūd as 

a whole, rather than any particular aspect of it.211 Thirdly, it would be problematic to 

substitute the term wujūd with consciousness within the analysis of the texts on ritual 

practice, even though they often denote the same meaning. Ibn ‘Arabī is famous for his 

(serious) word play, and a non-literal approach to such a central notion is bound to make us 

miss a level of intended meaning. Fourthly, being/existence (wujūd) also has logical priority 

over consciousness.212  

 

 

 

                                                             
a god, and thus belongs to the lengthy tradition of “becoming god-like” within ancient philosophy…Thus 
it can, in principle, involve any kind of human practice believed to make us more god-like.” See Remes, 
Neoplatonism, pp. 9-10; For a further discussion on the subject see Pierre Hadot’s Philosophy as a Way 
of Life, ed. Arnold I. Davidson (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1995), pp. 79-144; Algis Uždavinys, 
Philosophy and Theurgy in Late Antiquity (Ohio: Agelico Press/Sophia Perennis, 2014), pp. 79-142 

210 Lormand, “Consciousness”, Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, pp. 582 -584 

211 Ibn ʿArabī is primarily occupied with wujūd qua God. In fact, we might even argue, as Chittick did, 
that the usage of the term wujūd is only for technical purposes. See William C. Chittick, “The Central 
Point: Qūnawī’s Role in the School of Ibn ʿArabī”, The Journal of Muhyiddin Ibn ʿ Arabī Society, Volume 
XXXV, Oxford (2004), pp. 27-29.  For more on the subject, see William C. Chittick, “Rūmī and Wahdat 
al-wujūd”, Poetry and Mysticism in Islam: The Heritage of Rūmī, ed. A. Banani, R. Hovannisian, and G. 
Sabagh (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 70-111 

212 Even in the mundane usage of the words, existence has logical priority. For example, in saying ‘a woman 
is lying unconscious on the bed’, it is obvious that someone must first exist, in order for the question of 
consciousness or unconsciousness to even arise. 
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Section V: Outline of chapters 

 

   In chapter one I deal with the methodology and literature review. In the first section, I 

examine some relevant phenomenological theories of the study of consciousness and their 

problems regarding the study of mysticism. In the second section, I touch upon the problem 

of reification within the context of consciousness, mystical experience and limitation of 

language, with a short comparison between the notions of reification in Axel Honneth and 

that of ‘taqyīd’ (binding) in Ibn ‘Arabī. In the third and final section, I explore the 

significance and function of ritual practice, and my reasons for choosing to focus on the three 

rituals of purification, prayer and fasting as my study cases.  

   Chapter two examines the subject-matter of reification according to Ibn ʿArabī in light of 

his notion of taqyīd (binding). In the first section, I explore the etymology of reification and 

taqyīd, drawing a framework, within which I examine Ibn ʿArabī’s account of religion, as 

phenomenologically necessary, yet ontologically contingent, mediated through our exercise 

of the imagination. In the second section, I analyze Ibn ʿArabī’s account of the reification of 

God through language, while countering the reification with apophasis. I conclude the 

section by arguing that we can trace back the origin of reification to mind-activity. In the 

third and final section, I argue that the de-reification process consists of moving away from 

discursive thinking, which is dualistic and temporal, by employing non-discursive activities 

in the form of ritual practice. The purpose of such a practice is to effect a mystical experience, 

in which a temporary suspension of thought occurs, and hence, the disclosure of the oneness 

and timelessness of reality.  

   Chapter three deals with the notion of selfhood within Ibn ‘Arabī’s understanding of 

waḥdat al-wujūd. The first section mainly deals with Ibn ‘Arabī’s understanding of ‘nafs’ 

(self) and ‘nash’a’ (formation). The second section examines the divine law and ritual 

practice in defining the one who is bound by the divine command. In the third section I 

examine Ibn ‘Arabī’s understanding of death as return, and how it affirms the self as divine 

self-differentiation. The fourth and final section I argue that Ibn ‘Arabī’s understanding of 

the self amounts to a non-egological, minimal self, which consists of an irreducible 

phenomenal first- person perspective, while lacking an ontological reality, which is nothing 

other than the divine self-differentiation. Chapter three and four are linked by a separate 

introduction to the three study cases (Part II: chapters four, five and six), where I discuss Ibn 
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‘Arabī’s understanding of the raison d’être and function of the divine law and the ritual 

practices it entails. I discuss key terms such as commandment (taklīf), divine law (sharīʿa), 

and decree (ḥukm), in addition to the onto-cosmological significance they acquire within the 

framework of waḥdat al-wujūd.  

   In Part II, chapter four, I examine the first and last section of chapter 68 of al-Futūḥāt al-

Makkīya, where Ibn ʿArabī’s discusses purification, which serves as the first study case on 

ritual practice. In the first section I lead a general discussion on the relationship between 

physical and non-physical purification, such as the correlation between bodily purity and 

moral virtue, and the primacy of the non-tangible over tangible purity. The second section 

examines the relationship between water, existence and knowledge, where I focus on the 

significance of the esoteric meaning of water, intention as defining ritual, and knowledge as 

the disclosure of existence. In the third and final section I argue that what truly defines 

impurity for Ibn ʿArabī is the affirmation of an ontological self, and the forgetfulness of the 

order of being, which thus, must be rectified with purity rituals.  

   Chapter five consists of the second study case on ritual practice, namely, an analysis of 

chapter 69 in al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, where Ibn ʿArabī discusses prayer. In the first section 

I look at prayer as the foundation of all ritual and its etymological root. In the second section 

I analyze passages from chapter 69, focusing on the idea of prayer as journey, and movement 

as de-reification. In the third and final section I argue that for Ibn ʿArabī the heart of prayer 

is remembrance, and that heedlessness consists of misidentification, resulting in a reified 

subject. Furthermore, I illustrate the problem of speculative thinking as a perpetuation of the 

mistaken identity of the subject, which can be remedied by inhibiting it through our increased 

sense of embodiment by means of prayer. I end the section by situating prayer within the 

onto-cosmological framework of Ibn ʿArabī.  

   In chapter six I analyze fasting as my third and final study case on ritual, focusing on 

chapter 71 in al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya. In the first and second sections I analyze the 

introduction of the chapter, laying down the foundation of Ibn ʿArabī’s understanding of 

fasting as a negative act of abstaining and elevation, elaborating on the function of 

embodiment as an epistemological tool in its own right. In the third and fourth section I 

analyze Ibn ʿArabī’s discussion on Ramadān, in which I mainly elaborate on the ideas of 

fasting as protection, a catalyst for morality through the practice of hunger, and a divine 

name. Moreover, I develop the ideas of fasting as a journey, a practice of vigilance through 
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the parallel re-structuring of the day, which discloses the hidden dimension as the only 

ontological reality.  

Chapter seven serves as a concluding synthesis of all the chapters. I argue that the 

result of ritual practice, mystical experience, and the transformed consciousness constitute 

the realization of the self, embodied in the notion of al-insān al-kāmil (the perfect human 

being). In the first section, I illustrate that for Ibn ʿArabī, the potential for human perfection 

was created with Adam, in that he was formed in the image of God and serves as the 

archetype of all of humanity. In the second section, I demonstrate Ibn ʿArabī’s vision of the 

structure of being and its internal differentiation, which serves as the bedrock of the third 

section, in which I explore the possibility of knowledge of the divine. The fourth section 

deals with Ibn ʿArabī’s understanding of Muḥammad, as both the epitome of human 

perfection embodied in a person, and an onto-cosmological entity, from which the entire 

universe emerges. As the all-encompassing onto-cosmic entity, which personifies all the 

divine attributes, the perfect integration of masculine and feminine principles is exemplified. 

I, therefore, argue that self-realization consists in precisely that integration, and hence, the 

necessity for the reconciliation of “feminine” and “masculine” modes of knowledge, the 

former consisting of non-discursive experiential means, the latter entailing discursive modes. 

The fifth and final section, serves as a summary of the problem of reification in light of my 

findings.  
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Chapter 1 

 

Methodology and Framework 

 

    In the following chapter I intend to explore the most applicable theories for the 

examination of my topic. Since I am dealing with the preparatory role of ritual in facilitating 

mystical experience, the role of mystical experience in disclosing consciousness of being 

(wujūd) as it is, and the underlying problems regarding reification of consciousness and 

religion, I will need a number of theories to approach the subject. In the first section, I will 

focus on the phenomenological study of consciousness, because it centers on the first-person 

perspective, making it the most suited method in approaching mystical experience and ritual 

practice. I will discuss the debate on the possibility of mystical experience, highlighting the 

problem of mediation/intentionality of experience, followed by the underlying theories of 

consciousness that inform the debate. Moreover, I will discuss self-awareness, its 

significance in mystical experience, and the theory of knowledge by identity. In the second 

section, I will discuss possible definitions of reification and their relevance. I will, however, 

keep the discussion brief, as I devote the entire chapter 2 to the subject. In this chapter, I will 

mainly examine the problem with the limitation of language in attempting to convey 

experiences of transcendence, by focusing on the theory of apophasis. In the third section, I 

will discuss the significance and relevance of ritual today. I will briefly discuss the function 

of ritual practice (ʿibādāt) in Ibn ʿArabī, and my reasons for focusing on the three ritual 

practices of purification (ṭahāra), with a special focus on ablution (wuḍū’), prayer (ṣalāt), 

and fasting (ṣawm) as my study cases.  
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Section I 

 

a. Phenomenology  

 

The word ‘phenomena’ means ‘appearances’ in Greek, thus, if we translate 

phenomenology literally it would mean the science of appearances.1 In phenomenology the 

emphasis is on the way we experience how things appear in our consciousness, rather than 

an examination of the way they really are, because we have no access to reality except via 

our consciousness.2 This is why certain epistemological primacy is granted to consciousness 

in phenomenology.3 It focuses on the study of structures and conditions that characterize 

consciousness, in order to understand how knowledge is produced and ‘colored’ at the same 

time.4 The only way we can know consciousness is through our own experience of it, hence, 

the emphasis on the first-person perspective.5 Phenomenology examines the intertwined 

relationship between the subject and the object. It is, therefore, not an entrapped subjectivity, 

where we are bound up alone in our solitary consciousness, a kind of solipsism, neither is it 

a reduction of consciousness to physicality, i.e. a brain, where we become solely an objective 

and functional entity; we are rather “agents engaged in pragmatically and socially defined 

projects”.6  

The philosophical tools, which are utilized in phenomenology are: transcendental 

analysis, epoché, phenomenological reduction, and eidetic reduction. Transcendental 

analysis arose to counteract psychological and naturalistic methods. Naturalistic 

explanations involve the examination of empirical facts. The process of understanding is 

regarded as a purely physical process as a result of the workings of the brain and the neurons, 

                                                             
1 Shaun Gallagher, Phenomenology (Hampshire: Palgrave Mcmillan, 2012), p. 8  

2 Gallagher, Phenomenology, p. 8 

3 Gallagher, Phenomenology, p. 9 

4 Since consciousness is like the window we look out from, if the glass is tainted we will get a tainted 
picture as well. See Gallagher, Phenomenology, p. 9 

5  On the discussion of the first-person perspective see Gallagher, Phenomenology, pp. 56-60  

6 Gallagher, Phenomenology, p. 3  
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etc.7 The Naturalistic explanation traces back all causes to nature, (hence the name),8 leaving 

no room for the mysterious.9 Transcendental explanations, on the other hand, maintain that 

there is something mysterious and elusive about consciousness and that the process of 

knowledge is not reducible to mere empirical facts; “Transcendental, then, means first of all, 

non-empirical”.10 Consciousness cannot be known solely through empiricism, because it 

itself is the means by which empiricism becomes possible. According to Gallagher: “A 

transcendental analysis is an attempt to discover the conditions of possibility for 

knowledge”.11 The conditions of possibility are the very structures inherent in the mind that 

enable us to experience anything. Phenomenology, in short, is an attempt to step back, 

scrutinize with some form of distance and detachment how consciousness works.12 

Bracketing basically means that we start by pushing aside any doctrines or theories – 

including scientific and metaphysical ones. 13 In other words, we bracket our assumptions, 

beliefs, judgments, opinions, etc. that we normally have. This bracketing is also called 

epoché, which stands for suspension of belief in Greek.14 Bracketing is not a complete 

removal of the things we wish to look at but rather a distancing.15 What remains after 

                                                             
7 Gallagher, Phenomenology, p. 22 

8 Hume is the father of empiricism, who held that the mind fabricates causation after seeing a pattern 
repeat itself enough. The mind is habitual and the imagination ties successive events together into 
causation, thus “causality is really just a product of our overworked imagination”. See Gallagher, 
Phenomenology, p. 23  

9 Gallagher, Phenomenology, p. 22 

10 Gallagher, Phenomenology, p. 23 

11 Gallagher, Phenomenology, p. 23 

12 Gallagher, Phenomenology, p. 24. Could this be compared to the concept of kashf in Sufism? What 
does it mean not to infer? Could this mean a minimization of conceptual mediation? Those are all 
questions worth keeping in mind throughout our discussion.  

13 Gallagher, Phenomenology, p. 8  

14 Gallagher, Phenomenology, p. 43  

15 Gallagher writes: “even when you suspend all of these opinions, it remains right there in front of you 
and you can describe how it appears.” See Gallagher, Phenomenology, p. 44  
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bracketing is the “phenomenological residuum”16, which is nothing other than consciousness 

itself.17  

Epoché is closely tied with the phenomenological reduction, which “simply means that 

we turn our attention toward the phenomena as they appear to us”.18 This means we are not 

concerned with how things are but how they appear to us, or how they are in our 

consciousness, for there is no other way of knowing except through it.  

The phenomenological reduction is also closely knitted with the eidetic reduction, 

which is the telos of the former. The purpose of the phenomenological reduction is to get 

closer to the thing in itself, its essence. The word eidos stands for essence in Greek. We can 

view the eidetic reduction as a form of further sifting of the accidental properties of the thing 

we are looking at until nothing remains but what constitutes the object qua object. The way 

we do that is through imagination,19 by which we explore modifications of the object and 

determine what is essential and what is accidental to it; “the essence of something is equal 

to the set of invariables that we can discover through this process of imaginative variation”.20 

Arriving at the essence of something is not a theoretical endeavor for phenomenologists, but 

an experiential one, in which it becomes immediately and intuitively given.21 

If phenomenology is defined as the study of “structures of experience, or 

consciousness”,22 it poses no problems to our discussion of mystical experience. It only 

becomes problematical if we insist that our experiences are necessarily of something, or in 

other words, ‘intentional’. The principle of ‘intentionality’, a cornerstone of Edmund 

                                                             
16 Gallagher, Phenomenology, p. 44 

17 Gallagher, Phenomenology, p. 45 

18 Gallagher, Phenomenology, p. 47 

19 Note the centrality of the imagination in phenomenology and in Ibn Arabī, which I will discuss in the 
following chapter. For more on the subject, see Henry Corbin, Alone with the Alone: Creative Imagination 
in the Sūfism of Ibn ʿArabī (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1997), pp. 209-212 

20 Gallagher, Phenomenology, p. 49 

21 Gallagher, Phenomenology, p. 50; Also note the significance of intuition and the experiential aspect for 
both phenomenology and Sufism.  

22 Smith, David Woodruff, "Phenomenology", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2016 
Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/phenomenology/  
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Husserl’s philosophy, who is considered after Brentano the founder of Western 

phenomenology, involves “the directedness of experience toward things in the world, the 

property of consciousness that it is a consciousness of or about something”.23 According to 

Husserl, all our experience has a Richtung/ Einstellung, a direction or attitude toward 

things/people in the world, which means I can only experience something.24 This structure, 

not only assumes that consciousness must have a content, but also a strict dichotomy between 

the subject and the object, and that whatever one experiences is mediated through concepts 

and language. This does not give much room for an unmediated experience, or an immediate 

intuitive grasping of the world or of oneself. The question is how are we to study non-things, 

non-appearances or experiences of ‘nothing-ness’ as described in mysticism?25 This question 

was assumed to be a contradiction in itself in the modern Western philosophical tradition 

and was, therefore, not addressed.26  

Another problem we encounter with Husserl’s phenomenology is the temporal and 

spatial awareness, attention, and self-awareness, which are all assumed to be part of all 

experiences.27 Again, we must ask if any of these aspects apply to mystical experiences, in 

which one is said to lose awareness of time, space and self. One cannot speak of attention in 

the ‘normal’ sense either if none of the above-mentioned aspects are present. The very 

principle of intentionality necessitates mediation of concept and language in space and time, 

and as already mentioned, reaffirms the subject/object duality. This brings us to the question 

of consciousness; what do we mean by it? Is consciousness separate from its experiences? 

Can all experiences be expressed? Can we have experiences that transcend language and 

concepts, i.e. are non-conceptual/ non-intentional? If so, what do non-conceptual 

                                                             
23 Smith, David Woodruff, "Phenomenology", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2016 
Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/phenomenology/ (my emphasis) 

24 Forman argues that Brentano and Husserl were only concerned in their phenomenological studies a 
certain kind of experiences, namely, intentional experiences only, meaning they did not deny neither the 
possibility nor the actual existence of unmediated experiences. See Robert K.C. Forman, Mysticism, Mind, 
Consciousness (Albany: SUNY Press, 1999), pp. 67-73  

25 Forman, Mysticism, Mind, Consciousness, p. 60 

26 According to William Wainwright: “westerners have usually assumed that consciousness is necessarily 
intentional, i.e. that the notion of empty consciousness or a consciousness without contents is self-
contradictory.” Quoted in Forman, Mysticism, Mind, Consciousness, p. 77  

27 Forman, Mysticism, Mind, Consciousness, p. 3  
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experiences tell us about our ways of knowing and perceiving the world beyond the ‘thinking 

mind’? I will attempt to address these questions below.  

 

b. Intentionality and Mystical Experience: The Debate between Steven T. Katz and 

Robert K.C. Forman  

 

   To contextualize the problem of intentionality it is necessary to summarize the debate 

between those who claim that mystical experiences are constructed (the constructivists/ 

mediators) and those who disagree (the mystics/ meditators). The debate is summarized as 

follows28: 

 

Katz and the constructivists claim that: 

 

1- All experiences are intentional (mediated by language and concept) 

2- All experiences are therefore constructed 

3- Mystical experiences, qua experiences are intentional 

4- Therefore, mystical experiences are constructed   

 

The conclusion of the constructivists goes as follows: “because the epistemological structure 

is thus, the mystic never encounters a religious ‘noumenon’ but only a ‘phenomenon’.”29  

 

The mystics and their proponents, on the other hand, argue that: 

 

1- Not all experiences are intentional 

2- Non-intentional experiences are not constructed 

3- Mystical experiences are non-intentional 

4- Therefore, mystical experiences are non-constructed 

                                                             
28 Forman, Mysticism, Mind, Consciousness, p. 65  

29 Forman, Mysticism, Mind, Consciousness, p. 65  
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The mystics then conclude that they do encounter the ‘noumenon’ in their experiences 

beyond the ‘phenomenon’ and the construction of the mind. A closer look at the debate is 

necessary here, in order to understand the philosophical points of contention. I will start with 

Katz’s position. According to Katz, 

 

There are NO pure (i.e. unmediated) experiences. Neither mystical experience nor more ordinary 

forms of experience give any indication, or any grounds for believing, that they are unmediated. 

That is to say, all experience is processed through, organized by, and makes itself available to 

us in extremely complex epistemological ways. The notion of unmediated experience seems, if 

not self-contradictory, at best empty.30 

 

   In short, Katz argues that since all experiences must be mediated, mystical experiences 

must also be mediated, given that it is not different from all other experiences. Given that all 

experiences are mediated by concepts, language, culture, religion etc., it is impossible to 

argue that there can ever be a “common core”31 to all mystical experiences, because there is 

no ‘pure’ experience, which transcends these mediating factors. Thus, the claim of perennial 

philosophy of the identity of all mystical experiences is denied, with an insistence on a solely 

pluralistic account of mystical experiences.32  

   In response to these arguments Forman contends that mystical experiences are 

conceptually un-mediated, because in the pure consciousness event we experience ourselves 

merely as conscious but lacking any thoughts. What is involved is a sort of ‘forgetting’ of 

our normally present mediating factors such as language, concepts, culture, religion etc., 

                                                             
30 Steven T. Katz, “Language, Epistemology, and Mysticism”, Mysticism and Philosophical Analysis, ed. 
Steven T. Katz (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978), p. 26  

31 Larry Short, “Mysticism, Mediation, and the Non-Linguistic”, Journal of the American Academy of 
Religion, Vol. 63, No. 4 (Winter, 1995), p. 659 

32 Katz, “Language, Epistemology, and Mysticism”, pp. 23-24 
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which is why it is possible to argue for a “common core” at least between some mystical 

experiences of different traditions.33 Forman writes that 

 

some mystics have undergone a pure consciousness event in more than one culture, age and 

tradition, and that those experiences are identical in the sense of having indistinguishable 

subjective characteristics…Language does not construct this event because the very procedures 

used to bring it on require one temporarily to cease employing language and concept.34 

 

Note that Forman writes that some not all mystical experiences are the same.35 Forman 

allows for the possibility of different types of mystical experiences including a particular one 

shared among different traditions, namely, the content-less pure consciousness events 

(PCEs). This view allows both diversity and unity, contrary to Katz’s view, which does not 

allow for any unity in his account.36 What also eludes Katz is that mediation might be the 

starting point of all experiences, but the function of spiritual practices is precisely to undo 

them.37 As John L. Crow argued: “…these practices deconstruct mediation and at their 

conclusion, deconstruct themselves”, contrary to what Katz claims.38 Mystical experience is 

“a state whereby these structures are dismantled temporarily,”39 meaning, one experiences a 

temporary liberation from conditioning and altogether a cessation of conceptuality. As R. L. 

Franklin put it: “Could there not conceivably be a practice of reconditioning consciousness 

for the purpose of achieving a deconditioning, that is, so as to suspend ordinary mediated 

                                                             
33 See Short’s summary of Forman’s “Mysticism, Constructivism, and Forgetting” in “Mysticism, 
Mediation, and the Non-Linguistic”, pp. 659-660 

34 Robert K. C. Forman, “Mystical Knowledge: Knowledge by Identity”, Journal of the American 
Academy of Religion, Vol. 61, No. 4 (Winter, 1993), pp. 709 

35 John L. Crow, “Epistemological Blinders: Constructivism and Mahamudra”, Quinta Essentia, p. 164  

36 R. L. Franklin, “Experience and Interpretation in Mysticism”, The Problem of Pure Consciousness, pp. 
294-296  

37 According to Franklin, “That all ordinary experience is mediated, cannot exclude the possibility of 
learning to pass beyond mediation to extraordinary experience.” See Franklin, “Experience and 
Interpretation in Mysticism”, p. 291 

38 Crow, “Epistemological Blinders: Constructivism and Mahamudra”, p. 161 

39 Crow, “Epistemological Blinders: Constructivism and Mahamudra”, p. 162 
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interplay between experience and belief system?”40 Mystical experience is therefore, a 

qualitatively different kind of experience, which should not be lumped together with all other 

experiences;41 it is the exception to the rule.42 

   According to Forman, what characterizes PCEs is an element of forgetting43 of our 

conditioning, that which makes us different to everyone else, and which is nothing other than 

the ‘temporary dismantling’, which leaves one in a state of sheer objectless awareness, 

explained above.44 This forgetting, is precisely, what logically necessitates that PCEs must 

be identical despite the different traditions, because everything which characterizes our 

ordinary experiences, and which makes our experiences different from one another, is 

                                                             
40 Franklin, “Experience and Interpretation in Mysticism”, p. 291 

41 Mystical experience does not necessarily have to be regarded as having an essence, but instead shared 
characteristics.  

42 Franklin has put it in the following helpful syllogism:  

All C are M 

X is not M 

So X is not C 

See R. L. Franklin, “Experience and Interpretation in Mysticism”, p. 291 

43 Forgetting is a key concept in the discussion on reification, which I will undertake in section II. It is 
important to note that forgetting can be both advantageous and encouraged, and disadvantageous and 
discouraged. This I argue, depends on the content of what is forgotten or remembered. On the one hand, 
forgetting one’s beliefs and identity momentarily in mystical experience is advantageous, because it frees 
one temporarily from the limitation of the self, with its conceptions, beliefs and culture, allowing one to 
experience reality as it is without one’s conditioning. On the other hand, forgetting in the process of 
reification of the roots of cognition in recognition, and the roots of recognition in consciousness, which 
allows for the reification of the self and the other to take place is disadvantageous.  

44 According to Franklin, mystical experience involves “…a special case of the stilling of the mind found 
in all mysticism, namely, a complete cessation of all thought, leaving a total quietness that is conscious 
and alert without being conscious of anything”. See Franklin, “Experience and Interpretation in 
Mysticism”, p. 295 
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absent.45 In other words, nothing remains to differentiate our consciousness, which is why 

the consciousness which we are left with must be identical.46 

   For Katz, mystical experience cannot be verified, because firstly, verification consists of 

the ability to publicly demonstrate the grounds of mystical experience.47 Secondly, since it 

is impossible to demonstrate such a subjective experience, mystical experience cannot be the 

ground for establishing any kind of objective knowledge.48 The first claim is problematic, 

because it equates personal verification with public verification, and it reduces verification 

in general to public demonstration.49 There are two types of verification, personal and public, 

which are qualitatively different, and hence, require two different methods of enquiry. 

Personal verification is through the first-person perspective, which cannot be empirically 

demonstrated, while the second one can. To verify something does not by definition mean to 

have the ability to demonstrate or communicate it verbally. I could be mute and witness an 

accident, while being unable to communicate through speech what I saw. This does not mean 

that I have not verified for myself that the accident has taken place, but that I am unable to 

communicate or demonstrate what I personally verified. Not to mention that equating 

verification of experience with the ability to communicate it, actually contradicts Katz’s 

claim that all mystical experiences are mediated; if every experience is conceptually 

mediated it is necessarily communicable, precisely because it is conceptual, but this is not 

the case. Katz himself argues that mystical experience cannot be verified, because it is 

subjective. The problem is Katz’s insistence on the conceptual nature of all experiences, an 

                                                             
45  As Forman argues, if a “Buddhist, Hindu or African forgot every thought, sensation, emotion, etc., then 
no historically conditioned idea, form, category or even sensory information would remain conscious to 
differentiate the resultant events from one to another”. See Forman quoted in Franklin, “Experience and 
Interpretation in Mysticism”, p. 295 

46 Franklin, “Experience and Interpretation in Mysticism”, pp. 295-296 

47 Katz, “Language, Epistemology, and Mysticism”, p. 22 

48 Katz writes: “…it seems correct to argue that no veridical propositions can be generated on the basis of 
mystical experience. As a consequence, it appears certain that mystical experience is not and logically 
cannot be the grounds for any final assertions about the nature or truth of any religious or philosophical 
position nor, more particularly, for any specific dogmatic or theological belief.” See Katz, “Language, 
Epistemology, and Mysticism”, p. 22 

49 Crow, “Epistemological Blinders: Constructivism and Mahamudra”, p. 158 
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adherence to a Kantian epistemology, which is not necessarily equipped to deal with 

mysticism.50  

     The second claim which is the consequence of the first, namely, that mystical experience 

cannot be the grounds for objective knowledge, denies the accounts of mystics; in fact, it 

undermines the entire mystical tradition, which is largely built on knowledge gained through 

such experiences, which are logically possible.51 Even though, during the experience of a 

PCE there is no content, and therefore no ‘knowledge’ in the conventional way, so to speak, 

a different kind of ‘knowledge’ is definitely had post-mystical experience.52 In fact, Katz’s 

view implies that mystical experience is the goal, which is not the case in the Sufi or Buddhist 

traditions, for example, while overlooking a crucial function of mystical experience, which 

is precisely the access of objective knowledge or ultimate reality.53  

    Moreover, Katz’s claim that all experiences are mediated by language, concept and 

culture, and thus, that there is no such thing as ‘pure experiences’, implies that there can be 

no experience which is devoid of interpretation, namely, that experience and interpretation 

are intertwined and inseparable. This is problematic, because the identification of experience 

and interpretation, which means nothing other than the subjective experience with the 

objective tools of interpretation of culture, concept and religion, reduces the subjective to the 

objective. As Crow put it, “The difficulty presented by this position is that it reduces the 

experience to the interpretation; which then collapses into one continuous process of 

structuring by the subject’s culture or ideology”.54 There is a shift from the focus on the 

                                                             
50 Crow explains the problem as follows: “Kant’s categories require objective conceptual structures and 
if the experience is embedded in the consciousness of the subject then it is not available to another to 
evaluate. While a subject may have an experience and know it in some way, that knowledge is not 
verifiable until expressed in a way others can evaluate. Moreover, not only must there be an external, 
objective interpretation, there must be a concept applied…This is because, according to Katz and Kant, 
the subject cannot know about the experience until the application of conceptual structures place the 
experience within the framework of external categories”. See Crow, “Epistemological Blinders: 
Constructivism and Mahamudra”, p. 159  

51 Forman’s argument is the following “…if there are no conceptual reasons to believe it impossible, why 
not assume they are talking about what they have experienced?”  See Franklin, “Experience and 
Interpretation in Mysticism”, p. 295 

52 Crow, “Epistemological Blinders: Constructivism and Mahamudra”, p. 163 

53 Crow, “Epistemological Blinders: Constructivism and Mahamudra”, p. 161 

54 Crow, “Epistemological Blinders: Constructivism and Mahamudra”, p. 158 



 68 

subjective experience to the collective. The personal subjective aspect is reduced or trampled 

by the collective tradition, as Crow argued.55 What we are left with is only an experience 

which is within the boundaries of what is culturally and religiously accepted, a simple re-

affirmation of the status quo.56 This contradicts the countless reports of mystics, which have 

not only uttered unconventional and often outrageous statements against what is religiously 

accepted, but also suffered persecution for it, for example the famous Sufi Manṣūr al-Ḥallāj. 

   To wrap up the debate I will end with a final analysis of a passage from Katz: 

 

A strong supporting element in favour of our pluralistic account is found in the fact that our 

position is able to accommodate all the evidence which is accounted for by non-pluralistic 

accounts without being reductionistic, i.e. it is able to do more justice to the specificity of the 

evidence and its inherent distinctions and disjunctions than can the alternative approaches. That 

is to say, our account neither (a) overlooks any evidence, nor (b) has any need to simplify the 

available evidence to make it fit into comparative or comparable categories. Nor (c) does it begin 

with a priori assumptions about the nature of ultimate reality – whatever particular traditional 

theological form this metaphysical assumption takes (such a priori assumptions are common to 

almost all the non-pluralistic accounts). As a consequence of these hermeneutical advantages, 

one is in a position to respect the richness of the experiential and conceptual data involved in 

this are of concern: ‘God’ can be ‘God’, ‘Brahman’ can be ‘Brahman’…57 

 

     Concerning claim (a), Katz overlooks the only data which is available, namely, the 

mystics’ accounts, which often bear striking similarity across different cultures, and which 

claim to be unmediated, content-less experiences of nothingness, or of sheer consciousness. 

For Katz, those who believe that the similar language is indicative of a common core of 

mystical experiences are “misled by the surface grammar of the mystical reports they 

study”.58 If different entities can be talked about in an identical way, a single entity can also 

be talked about in different ways. There is no philosophical reason, why the reports of the 

                                                             
55 Crow, “Epistemological Blinders: Constructivism and Mahamudra”, p. 159 

56 Crow, “Epistemological Blinders: Constructivism and Mahamudra”, pp. 162-163 

57 Katz, “Language, Epistemology, and Mysticism”, p. 66 

58 Katz, “Language, Epistemology, and Mysticism”, p. 46 
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mystics cannot simply be indicative of a common core, which cuts across difference of 

context, a shared experience of one single ultimate reality.59 

     Concerning claim (b), Katz does in fact simplify and reduce the available data, by 

insisting that all mystical experience is but a construction, which overlooks the complexity 

of a possible pure consciousness event. He might have saved multiplicity, but on the expense 

of the effacement of the experience of the ineffable altogether, which is the crux of mystical 

experience. Additionally, Katz does not get out of the binary between diversity and unity, 

leaving no room for a middle ground. Not to mention, there is not much of a mystical 

experience left with Katz’s position, since we are only left with yet another construction of 

the mind, the exact opposite definition of a mystical experience.  

      Concerning claim (c), the absence of a priori assumptions about the nature of ultimate 

reality, Katz might have tried to avoid them, but ends up making assumptions about 

epistemology, which indirectly are assumptions about ultimate reality. Katz assumes that 

there is only one kind of knowledge, which is empirical and objective.60 Hence, his insistence 

that there is no other epistemological paradigm available except constructivism, which 

entails two more assumptions, namely, that there is nothing beyond the mind, or if there is a 

reality beyond it, we cannot access it.61 Not only that, but it denies non-propositional 

knowledge altogether, rendering direct knowledge, referred to as “the given” impossible.62 

The other point about a priori assumptions, is that mystical traditions center on those 

assumptions, which is why they devise techniques and ritual practices in the first place, in 

order to access this ultimate reality which they assume must exists, but which they have no 

experience of until they have had a mystical experience.  

    The question is, why does Katz want to overlook the paradigm of mystical traditions and 

their epistemological methods in his study of the subject? Given all the points above, I can 

                                                             
59 Katz, “Language, Epistemology, and Mysticism”, pp. 292-294 

60 Crow, “Epistemological Blinders: Constructivism and Mahamudra”, pp. 159-161 

61 This is basically the Kantian paradigm, which has rendered the study of metaphysics futile, by claiming 
that things in-themselves cannot be known. This means that either there is no objective knowledge to be 
had, or there is but we cannot access it, which is the exact opposite paradigm with which mysticism 
operates. 

62 Crow, “Epistemological Blinders: Constructivism and Mahamudra”, p. 157 
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hardly see how Katz’s epistemology claims to be neutral.63  In fact, all interpretations involve 

a value judgment.64 One must keep in mind that the epistemological methods have an impact 

on the outcome, to a large extent, one can even argue that it determines the conclusion, unless 

one approaches the subject from an experiential aspect.65 As long as the subject of mysticism 

is not taking the insiders’ perspective into account, it cannot give a balanced and fair account 

of what mystical experiences involve. After all, it is crucial to “…examine the claims of 

mystics without foreclosing the issue by purely conceptual arguments.”66 We must also 

consider the alternative of Katz’s view that not only does concepts influence experience, but 

also that experience has an equal, if not a more powerful impact on our concepts.67  

     Perhaps, it is difficult to find a reconciliation between the views of Katz and Forman, 

which in my opinion, is largely due to Katz’s insistence on the Kantian epistemology, and a 

reductive account of consciousness. Possible reconciliations were brought forward, in my 

view, unsuccessfully by Larry Short in his essay “Mysticism, Mediation, and the Non-

Linguistic”, in which he suggests the possibility of non-conceptual (non-linguistic) 

mediation, which would replace Katz’s socio-linguistic concept of intentionality, while 

accommodating Forman’s concerns regarding the study of pure consciousness events.68 This 

solution, however, re-enforces the Kantian principle that all experiences must be mediated, 

and in turn the Husserlian principle of intentionality, the very principle which gave rise to 

the constructivist paradigm of Katz. The question is why do we insist on this paradigm 

instead of conceiving of an alternative model with which to examine mystical experiences? 

I will examine alternative epistemological paradigms and accounts of consciousness, which 

                                                             
63 Crow, “Epistemological Blinders: Constructivism and Mahamudra”, p. 157 

64 Franklin, “Experience and Interpretation in Mysticism”, p. 299  

65 Crow, “Epistemological Blinders: Constructivism and Mahamudra”, p. 155 

66 Franklin, “Experience and Interpretation in Mysticism”, p.292 

67 Franklin, “Experience and Interpretation in Mysticism”, pp. 289-291 

68 The gist of Short’s argument is that mediation is impossible to fully avoid, as it is the very movement 
that allows experience itself to come about through the movement from signifier to signified. Kant’s 
categories of time, space and causality are forms of non-linguistic mediations, which do not disappear 
when we are involved in a mystical experience; on the contrary, they “provide a common core beyond the 
forgetting”. By keeping mediation, albeit non- linguistically, Short argues that he has kept the structure 
of experience phenomenally as would be understood by Husserl, and so the employment of intentionality 
becomes less problematic, as the directedness is retained but the object becomes a non-conceptual one. 
See Short, “Mysticism, Mediation, and the Non-Linguistic”, pp. 661-664 
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would provide us with a more fitting model for the study of mystical experience in the 

following sub-sections.  

 

Section II: Theories of Consciousness 

 

The possibility or impossibility of a content-less mystical experience is determined by the 

presupposed theory of consciousness. In this section I will discuss different theories of 

consciousness, which by default, render PCEs impossible. I will mainly deal with the four 

assumptions regarding consciousness and their refutation, which preclude the possibility of 

PCEs, as discussed by Mark B. Woodhouse’s article “On the Possibility of Pure 

Consciousness.”69 The four objections are based on the following arguments: Consciousness 

cannot be pure because 1) it is identical with its contents, 2) it must always have objects, 3) 

it necessarily consists of a relation between a subject and an object, and 4) it must always 

belong to a particular person. 

 

a. Consciousness must be identical with its content70 

   The first argument against the identification of the content of my consciousness and my 

consciousness is that not all content is intentional. For example, if I am depressed, and not 

upset about something specific, then my depression, though considered a content of my 

consciousness is non-intentional (i.e. lacking direction), because it is not of an object.71 

Furthermore, if we identify consciousness with its content, we would not be able to 

differentiate between conscious and unconscious states, and different conscious states.72 It 

would mean, for example, that being depressed or in pain is the same as being aware of being 

depressed or in pain, which are clearly two different states. I could be suffering from a pain 

that I become temporarily unaware or unconscious of by distracting myself with a video 

                                                             
69 Mark B. Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, The Problem of Pure Consciousness, 
p. 254 

70 Norman Prigge and Gary E. Kessler have also refuted this point in their article. See Prigge and Kessler, 
“Is Mystical Experience Everywhere the Same?”, The Problem of Pure Consciousness, p. 274 

71 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 257 

72 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 257 
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game or a deep conversation, though the pain persists. It would also mean that I would not 

be able to differentiate between taking a walk (content of consciousness) and enjoying it or 

being annoyed with it (different consciousness of content).73 Not to mention, I would not be 

able to say a content has begun and ended and I am now conscious of a different content. As 

Woodhouse put it “...the distinction between one person’s awareness of a succession of 

phenomena versus that person undergoing a succession of awareness over the same period 

of time [would not be] intelligible.”74 

   The question is, how could a theory which pertains identity between consciousness and the 

objects of its consciousness, also uphold the principle of intentionality, which by definition 

it would collapse? If we want to maintain the structure of intentionality, which necessitates 

a difference between subject and object, we could not possibly collapse this structure and 

identify consciousness and its contents.75 In fact, this is precisely what happens in mystical 

experience, and which is refuted by this very theory.  

   Another argument is that if consciousness were identical with its content, in the case of a 

specific content ceasing, consciousness would also cease, which does not happen in 

actuality.76 For example, if I stop having the thought of an ice cream, I do not become 

unconscious, until my next thought is entertained about the destination of my next vacation.77 

This raises the question of what accounts for the unity of my awareness? If my consciousness 

were identical with its content, what would differentiate and relate my experiences? 

According to Woodhouse, 

 

 ...to collapse the distinction between consciousness and its contents...is to give up the very 

possibility of distinguishing mental states and ultimately of entertaining a coherent concept of 

                                                             
73 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 257 

74 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 257 

75 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 257 

76 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 258 

77 Forman also makes this argument when he writes “one obvious direction to which it leads is that if 
consciousness does not ‘die out’ when all content is dropped, if one does not become unconscious when 
all content drops away, then one might argue that consciousness is distinguishable from its mere contents.” 
This is also referred to as the gap theory.  See Forman, Mysticism, Mind and Consciousness, p.78  
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one’s own experience. Since we do entertain such a concept and we do temporally individuate 

our experiences, it must be consciousness that links them together into one persisting mind.78 

 

There is no logical reason, why we should not assume a distinction between consciousness 

and its content, despite the argument that such a theory might sound unintelligible. This can 

be argued against, by shedding light on the difference between being aware and being 

unconscious. According to Woodhouse, having a pure consciousness event, does not 

necessarily mean that all content of consciousness is absent, but that one’s attention or 

awareness is not directed towards the content of one’s mind but towards awareness itself: 

“...within the total spectrum of consciousness, there is a domain of underlying awareness 

which may be experienced as such.”79 He redefines what a “pure” experience consists of by 

contending that it should not be defined through the presence or absence of the content of 

consciousness, but through the direction of awareness to itself.80 

 

b. Consciousness must be of an object81  

 

   Since I have dealt with this issue in the last section I will only shortly reiterate the 

arguments. While consciousness has an object in our waking state and our dream state, 

objects are absent in both our states of dreamless sleep and in turiya.82 Objectless 

                                                             
78 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 258 

79 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 260 

80 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 260 

81 Forman has a detailed discussion on the inadequacy of the principle of intentionality in dealing with 
mystical experience, where he argues that according to Brentano not all experiences are intentional and 
that what he was been dealing with in his psychology is a specific class of experiences, which is not to 
say that his psychology eradicates the possibility of non-intentional experiences. Furthermore, Husserl 
classifies certain experiences as intentional which he calls (mental) ‘acts’, under which not all experiences 
are subsumed. For Husserl, intentionality is either a characteristic of a specific class of experiences or a 
property of some experiences. Forman argues that there is an assumption that something always remains 
independent and real outside the subject, which enables the subject to know it. See Robert K.C. Forman, 
Mysticism, Mind, Consciousness, pp. 68-70 

82 Woodhouse borrows an example from Advaita Vedanta, in which turiya is the fourth state of 
consciousness and the highest one after dreamless sleep, dreaming, and the lowest state of consciousness 
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consciousness is only logically impossible if we identify consciousness with its content, 

which would in turn render intentionality obsolete, as argued before, because there would be 

no duality- no subject conscious of an object, since subject and object are one.83 Furthermore, 

Woodhouse argues that intentionality is a phenomenological description not a logical 

necessity, therefore objectless consciousness can be considered a logical possibility.84 The 

emphasis here is on the fact that intentionality is a descriptive thesis concerning our ordinary 

experiences, as Woodhouse states, “Nowhere has it ever been argued that all possible forms 

of consciousness must be intentional.”85 Furthermore, just because someone has not 

experienced it does not mean that it does not exist, especially that others have already 

reported to have experienced it. Finally, problems arise when we conflate consciousness with 

awareness (or attention), because we can be conscious but unaware, for example, of someone 

enters the room without us noticing it, we do not claim to have lost consciousness when we 

have simply lost awareness.86 Hence, there is no logical reason why we could not have an 

objectless consciousness, in dreamless sleep and experiences of pure consciousness 

(turiya).87 

 

c. Consciousness necessarily consists of a relation between a subject and an object 

 

   Consciousness is not a relation, but that which allows for relations to take place. We seldom 

speak of consciousness in terms of a relation, but in terms of something which exists in its 

own right that relates to other things.88 We also tend to speak of it as a state which we are in, 

                                                             
which is experienced in our waking state. See Mark B. Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure 
Consciousness”, p. 261 

83 Mark B. Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 261 

84 Mark B. Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 261 

85 Mark B. Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 261 

86 Mark B. Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 262 

87 Mark B. Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 262 

88 Mark B. Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 262 
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the way we speak of pain, for example.89 Moreover, the assumption that consciousness is a 

relation, is built on another assumption, namely, that there must be a ‘subject’ who is aware.90 

But it is not necessarily true, certainly, Buddhist and Hindu philosophies contend that there 

can be awareness without a ‘subject’. Not only does the assumption of the existence of a 

subject strengthen the view that consciousness is a relation, but also the existence of an object 

other than oneself.91 This however, is weakened in the absence of a subject who is aware, 

and in the case of having oneself as the ‘object’ of consciousness or awareness:92  

 

if consciousness were an actual relationship between two things, a subject and an object, then 

self-awareness would either be impossible or require the adoption of a dubious ontology. For to 

be self-aware is to make an object of oneself, and the only actual relationship in which one stands 

to oneself is that of numerical identity. Yet, if consciousness is a relationship between two 

particulars, a subject and an object, then the subject who is aware of himself or herself must be 

distinct from the object of which there is awareness.93  

 

   Hence, we must conclude that either consciousness is a relation and self-awareness is 

impossible, which we can testify is not the case, or we contend that consciousness is not a 

relation, given that self-awareness is not only a possibility but an actuality for each one of 

us.94 Finally, consciousness is not a relation because it is logically prior to both subject and 

object. This is the case, because in order to feel that I am a subject I must be conscious first, 

in order to be self-conscious, which applies also to being conscious of an object. Thus, I must 

                                                             
89 Mark B. Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 263 

90 Mark B. Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 263 

91 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 263 

92 This is another argument for the absence of intentionality in the case of self-awareness, as Norman 
Prigge and Gary Kessler put it: “a content of consciousness is intentional if and only if it is a consciousness 
of something different from itself”. See Norman Prigge and Gary Kessler, “Is Mystical Experience 
Everywhere the Same?”, p. 274 

93 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 263 

94 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 263. I shall return to the significance of 
self-awareness for our discussion of mystical experience and reification at a later stage.  
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first be conscious, in order to be conscious of something.95 As Woodhouse phrased it, “…the 

very distinction between subject and their objects, between me and my world, is one that 

arises in consciousness.”96 In other words, consciousness is “prepersonal,”97 and only in dual 

states of consciousness can consciousness be observed to have a relational structure, a 

structure which is accidental to it, or only present in certain modes or states of consciousness. 

Put differently, accounts of consciousness, which presuppose a substantive ego are 

problematic for the study of mystical experience.98  

 

d. Consciousness must always belong to a particular person 

 

   There is no reason why we must assume that consciousness is owned at all by a certain 

person, even though we refer to consciousness as ‘my’, ‘his’ or ‘her’ consciousness, because 

it is experienced in such a manner as to give us the feeling that it is personal. However, there 

is no logical objection, why consciousness cannot be assumed to be “prepersonal”, as already 

discussed above, keeping within the Hindu and Buddhist philosophies of consciousness.99 

We must differentiate logically between my “set of experiences” and consciousness.100 As 

already demonstrated above, there is a difference between objects of consciousness and 

consciousness per se, or content of consciousness and consciousness itself. Hence, we can 

argue that persons are not necessarily individual consciousnesses, but they could 

alternatively be conceived as one self-differentiating consciousness in different bodies, for 

                                                             
95 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 263 

96 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 263 

97 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 264 

98 Dan Zahavi argues that both egological and non-egological accounts of consciousness are problematic 
because the former undermines the first-person perspective and the latter does not leave enough room for 
intersubjectivity.  He opts for a middle ground of a minimal self, which is nothing other than “…the first-
personal experience givenness of an experience, that is, its very self-givenness or self-manifestation, as 
the most basic sense of self”, and which I will argue is one way to understand the self in Ibn ʿArabī in my 
chapter on the selfhood. See Dan Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood: Investigating the First-Person 
Perspective (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2008), p. 47  

99 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 264 

100 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 264 
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example.101 In this sense, we can understand the experience of pure consciousness as an 

experience of undifferentiated consciousness, an experience which is lacking all factors 

which individuate consciousness, such as memories, culture, concepts, etc.102 As Woodhouse 

summarized it: 

 

If consciousness is not logically ownable, then it is not necessarily plural, that is, there need not 

be an indefinitely large number of consciousness, each necessarily attached to some person. 

Indeed, there might well be but one universal consciousness manifesting itself through each of 

us in virtually infinite variety. Giving up the idea that a state of pure consciousness is logically 

possessed does not mean that someone else might possess it or that one might become confused 

about whose consciousness it is. It means that there may be no more than one (universal 

consciousness) to farm around.103 

 

Thinking of consciousness as having no ‘personal’ boundaries, would explain mystical 

experience, in which one experiences precisely the lack of boundaries of what was previously 

thought of as one’s limited consciousness. The transition between ordinary awareness or the 

intentional structure of one’s daily experience, happens, I argue, through the internalization 

and re-direction of one’s awareness and attention. In other words, it is through self-awareness 

that one first becomes familiar with a different structure of consciousness, as mentioned 

briefly above: in self-awareness, the intentional structure drops because the supposed object 

of one’s awareness is oneself. I will discuss this key transition in the next section, as it paves 

the way for our discussion of reification and ritual practice. 

 

 

Section III: The case of self-awareness 

 

                                                             
101 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 265 

102 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 265 

103 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 266 
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In this section I will argue that the examination of our self-awareness, especially acute states 

of it, is the key to understanding the kind of knowledge and structure of consciousness 

presupposed in mysticism. It discloses the roots of discursive thinking in the non-discursive, 

experiential dimension of consciousness, or to borrow an expression from Axel Honneth’s 

definition of reification, “the roots of cognition in recognition”.104 It is also the first taste of 

an experience of non-differentiation (even if it is ontologically otherwise). Thus, my two 

basic arguments are: a) The primacy of the existential, non-discursive experiential dimension 

over the discursive, conceptual one, which is given to us through our first-person perspective; 

b) Self-consciousness is nothing other than consciousness differentiated, or in the language 

of Ibn ʿArabī, differentiation (taʿayyun) of being/existence (al-wujūd).  

 

a. Primacy of the experiential dimension 

 

   To begin with, the point was already made in the discussion of Woodhouse, namely, that 

in order to be conscious of myself, I must first be conscious. Consciousness precedes any 

concepts, including the concept of self. Thus, consciousness has logical primacy. The 

question is, can consciousness be its own object?105 Apart from the fact that I do not know 

or am aware of objects the way I know or am aware of myself,106 if my consciousness were 

an object among other objects, I would need a further consciousness to be aware of that first 

consciousness, and another one to be aware of the second consciousness, ad infinitum, and 

hence, the problem with infinite regress.107 Furthermore, self-awareness108 also establishes 

the primacy of the experiential non-discursive dimension, because it is given and immediate, 

meaning it is not based on observational or inferential evidence.109 I have direct access to or 

                                                             
104 Axel Honneth, Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 
57 

105 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, p. 266 

106 I shall return to this point shortly. 

107 Woodhouse, “On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness”, pp. 266-267 

108 I will be using self-awareness and self-consciousness interchangeably.  

109 Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 13  
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“direct acquaintance” with my mental states in a way that I do not have with the mental states 

of others.110 According to Dan Zahavi, 

 

The claim concerning immediacy is a claim concerning the character of first-person access and 

has little to do with epistemic claims concerning infallibility or corrigibility. Thus, in cases of 

careless self-description, for instance, first-person beliefs can certainly be corrected by others or 

be overridden by external evidence…a satisfying theory of consciousness has to account for the 

first-person access to our own consciousness that each of us enjoy.111 

  

Our familiarity with a kind of self-knowledge which is given and immediate establishes the 

possibility of such knowledge, simply because it is actual and every single one of us 

experiences it. It makes the possibility of mystical experience, which is nothing but an 

intensified self-awareness of awareness itself or sheer consciousness, less far-fetched. It also 

shows us that there is a kind of immediate knowledge (embodied in self-awareness), which 

is non-empirical and beyond “infallibility or corrigibility”, and which is therefore, non-

propositional and beyond beliefs, given that beliefs entail concepts.112 Hence, it is an 

experiential, immediate knowledge.113 

     The main contemporary theories of self-awareness found outside phenomenology, cannot 

account for the explanation of mystical experience, in my view. Hence, I opt for the 

minimalist self-awareness theory as articulated by Dan Zahavi in his phenomenological 

approach. In order to see why this is the case, we must first give a brief outline of the main 

ideas found in contemporary theories of self-awareness.  Self-awareness is often defined in 

philosophy, as either having a perspective as “the ability to think “I” thoughts” (weak first-

person phenomena), or not only having a perspective but also having the concept that this 

perspective is mine, or being able “to think of oneself as oneself” (strong first-person 

                                                             
110 Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 13 

111 Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 13 

112 I will discuss this point in the chapter on reification and taqyīd in more details. 

113 This is also the argument made by Axel Honneth in his definition of reification, as we shall see in the 
section on reification.  
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phenomena).114 In this theory, awareness is tied with concepts, thus making self-awareness 

partially conceptual.115 The other prevailing philosophical position is that self-consciousness 

requires consciousness of a self. This means that I am not considered self-conscious unless 

I am conscious of my identity as a separate subject first, who possesses an experience.116 

Both theories stress the conceptuality of self-awareness.117 Moving on to social psychology, 

we find the most prevailing approach to self-awareness as the ability to become an object to 

oneself in the process of relating to others. In other words, “self-consciousness is constituted 

by adopting the perspective of the other toward oneself”, which necessarily defines self-

awareness as a “social phenomenon”, thereby excluding it from the possibility of acquiring 

it on one’s own. 118 In developmental psychology, self-awareness entails being able to 

recognize oneself in the mirror at around eight months.119 While others have argued that self-

awareness is acquired around the age of four, presupposing a theory of mind. This means 

that one must first be able to recognize an experience as an experience, meaning have the 

concept of ‘experience’, in order to be considered self-conscious/ aware.120 

     The problem with the above theories is that they entail a conceptual element, tied with 

the conception of having a self, based on the presupposition that self-awareness is something 

which we are not born with, but come to acquire at a certain age (anywhere between eight 

months and four years), when we are able to identify ourselves as a ‘separate’ entity.121 I find 

this perspective problematic, because it neither accounts for the non-conceptual dimension 

of self-awareness, which has nothing to do with conceptions of myself or something external 

to myself, nor does it account for the in-born givenness of awareness, which accompanies 

                                                             
114 Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 13  

115 Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 14 

116 Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 14 

117 See Dan Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, pp. 13-14 

118 See Dan Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 14 

119 See Dan Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 14 

120 Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 15 

121 For more on the subject, see Phillipe Rochat, “What is it like to be a Newborn?” and Gordon G. Gallup, 
JR, James R. Anderson and Steven M. Platek, “Self-Recognition” in The Oxford Handbook of the Self, 
ed. Shaun Gallagher (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 57-79, 80-110 
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every living being at birth, with varying degrees, nor does it take into account those varying 

degrees of consciousness.122 Additionally, I find the strict dichotomy between awareness and 

self-awareness, or consciousness and self-consciousness, problematic, because ultimately all 

awareness or consciousness is self-consciousness and vice versa.123 Therefore, if self-

awareness/ consciousness is something to be had with age, it would mean that children are 

born unconscious or unaware, which is clearly not the case. Hence, the above-mentioned 

theories have little to do with the minimalist phenomenological take on self-awareness, 

which simply and most basically entails the irreducible fact of having “access to one’s own 

consciousness”, the “what it is like”124 for me to have an experience, or the quality of 

“mineness”, which is nothing other than the “question of the first-personal givenness or 

manifestation of experiential life.” 125 As Zahavi states:  

 

One commonality is the quality of mineness, the fact that the experiences are characterized by 

first-personal givenness. That is, the experience is given (at least tacitly) as my experience, as an 

experience I am undergoing or living through. Given this outlook, it is natural to argue that self-

awareness is of pertinence for an understanding of phenomenal consciousness. In fact, 

phenomenal consciousness must be interpreted precisely as entailing a minimal or thin form of 

self-awareness. On this account, any experience that lacks self-awareness is nonconscious.126  

 

b. Self-consciousness is consciousness differentiated  

 

Now to return to the point that all consciousness is self-consciousness and vice versa, I would 

like to draw on Ibn Sinā and the ishrāqī school to contextualize our discussion on Ibn ʿ Arabī. 

                                                             
122 Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 15 

123 I will return to this point shortly. Suffice it to say that “It is impossible to think or experience something 
consciously without thinking or experiencing it self-consciously, i.e., without being peripherally aware of 
thinking or experiencing it”, as argued by Kriegel. See Dan Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 16 

124 See the famous article by Thomas Nagel, “What is it like to be a bat?”, The Philosophical Review, Vol. 
8, No. 4, (October 1974), pp. 435- 450 

125 Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, pp. 15-16 

126 Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, p.16 
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I primarily choose to focus on Ibn Sinā’s account of self-awareness (shuʿūr bi al-dhāt),127 as 

an example of Islamic philosophy rooted in mysticism, the background against which Ibn 

ʿArabī’s and the ishrāqī school’s mystical thought arose.  

   According to Ibn Sinā (and the (Neo)Platonists before him),128 the Intellect, which is a 

cosmic ‘entity’ and the seat of consciousness, is immaterial.129 Given that the Intellect is the 

first hypostasis of the One, it is closest to the source. Since the One is simple (non-

composite), and therefore, not characterized by discursive thinking (since that involves 

duality), the higher we ascend, the less we occupy and identify ourselves with discursive 

thinking. The human intellect, which is a faculty of the soul according to Ibn Sinā, is two-

fold: practical intellect (ʿaql ʿāmil),130 and theoretical intellect (ʿaql ʿālim/ naẓarī). The 

theoretical intellect (ʿaql ʿālim/ naẓarī) is that which allows us to perceive the essence of 

things apart from their material manifestation, meaning the universals or ‘intelligences’. In 

fact, without the theoretical intellect concepts and their manifestation in matter are not 

intelligible at all, because it can only conceptualize universals, and in turn, only particulars 

when they are brought back to their essence as universals. Given the logic of (Neo)platonic 

emanation, everything aspires to perfection, which is its source, so that there is an upward 

‘movement’ or internal gravitation in the soul (ascent).131 Since the human intellect (located 

in the soul) is preceded by the Active Intellect, it has a natural inclination towards its source, 

and in turn the source of its source (the One). Hence, the intellectual intellect (ʿaql ʿālim/ 

naẓarī) in Ibn Sinā, which receives universals and is able to see the essence of things 

independently from their physical embodiment, when it becomes aware of itself, it becomes 

                                                             
127 This literally means the feeling of one’s self, identity, or essence.  

128 For more on Islamic cosmology, see Seyyed Hossein Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological 
Doctrines (London: Thames & Hudson Ltd, 1978)  

129 According to Ibn Sinā, the potential intellect (ʿaql hayūlī), emanates the dispositional intellect (ʿaql bi 
al-malaka), emanating the actual intellect (ʿaql bi al fiʿl), emanating the acquired intellect (ʿaql mustafād), 
finally emanating the active intellect (ʿaql faʿʿāl), which emanates the human intellect, giving it its 
intellectual perception.  See Jon McGinnis, Avicenna (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), pp. 118-
124 

130 This is the aspect which is responsible for the well-being of the body, and moral judgment. It is not 
really relevant to our discussion, which is why I leave it out. See McGinnis, Avicenna, p. 118 

131 Interestingly, in Neoplatonism only individual human souls can ascend or descend, given that human 
nature is somewhere between gods and animals, and given their unique capacity of personal experience 
(or self-awareness). See A. C. Lloyd, The Anatomy of Neoplatonism (Oxford: Clarendon Press,1990), 
pp.123- 126  



 83 

aware of its ‘universal’ essence or its source.132 This awareness can only be had through the 

personal experience of self-awareness.133 

    The theory of self-awareness in Ibn Sinā starts with a rejection of the Aristotelian position 

that you are the things you perceive,134 with the exception of second-order self-awareness, 

for only then is there identity between subject and ‘object’. There are two types of self-

awareness for Ibn Sinā: 1- the primitive awareness, which entails being aware of ones’ soul 

being separate from the body and its activities, as oneself (al-shuʿūr bi al-dhāt)135; 2- the 

second-order awareness, which entails being aware of oneself as an ‘object’ of awareness 

(al-shuʿūr bi al-shu‘ūr).136 The first type of (primitive) awareness, which takes place in the 

soul, is actual and constant, while the second-order awareness (awareness of awareness), 

which takes place with the help of the intellect, is potential, and therefore, not always present. 
137 Hence, we already see the connection between self-awareness and the disclosure of one’s 

identity established in Ibn Sinā. Moreover, since self-awareness is non-discursive,138 the 

identity disclosed must also have a non-discursive experiential nature. I become aware of 

myself as that very awareness, which is none other than my essence that remains unchanged 

by the different discursive activities.139 This essence must be unchanging and capable of 

                                                             
132 According to Ibn Sinā, the soul endures after the death of the physical body, continuing to live an 
‘intellectual existence’, which is what constitutes true felicity (sʿāda). See McGinnis, Avicenna, p. 129 

133 For the importance of personal experience in Neoplatonism, see Lloyd, The Anatomy of Neoplatonism, 
pp. 125-126  

134 McGinnis, Avicenna, p. 141 

135 According to McGinnis, “This primitive self-awareness is the subconscious awareness of the I that 
accompanies all of one’s actions and conscious experiences, underlying and unifying them. It is for 
Avicenna our awareness of the very substance of our soul considered independently of its relation to the 
body and bodily activities. It is one’s self (dhāt).” See McGinnis, Avicenna, p. 143 

136 McGinnis, Avicenna, p. 143. Also see Jari Kaukua, Self-Awareness in Islamic Philosophy: Avicenna 
and Beyond (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), pp. 52-53  

137 Kaukua, Self-Awareness in Islamic Philosophy, pp. 52-53 

138 Ibn Sinā was against reflection-based accounts of self-awareness. See Kaukua, Self-Awareness in 
Islamic Philosophy, p. 55 

139 As Kaukua argues, “If self-awareness is awareness of the very core of one’s being, and if the very core 
of the being of anything is its essence which prevails unchanged in the flux of the various accidents 
appended to it, then the two indeed merge into one instead of excluding each other”. See Kaukua, Self-
Awareness in Islamic Philosophy, p. 41 
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unifying all of my faculties, which are clearly held together by something, given that they 

all affect one another.140 The core, for Avicenna, cannot be the body, but an immaterial 

nexus, namely the soul. The arguments he gives for this are the following: 

 

1- If the animating principle was the body all bodies would be alive, but this is not the 

case.141 

2- That which unifies and perceives immaterial things (concepts) must be immaterial 

itself.142 In other words, that which receives intelligibles must be immaterial,143 also 

because that which unifies must be indivisible itself, and only non-physical entities 

(such as the soul) are indivisible.144 

3- If the I was the body, it would either be the whole body or part of it. If the self was 

the whole body, and it lost part of it, for example, a leg or an arm, the sense of I 

would vanish, but it obviously does not. If the self was part of the body, such as the 

brain, I would always know it and be aware of it, which is not the case, because we 

only know and are aware of our organs after an empirical investigation, which we 

might never undertake (one can live ones’ life without ever having seen an X-ray of 

ones’ body). The question is then how can I identify myself with something I am 

unaware of, and how can I call this in turn self-awareness?145 

 

The last argument, is also demonstrated in his famous example of the suspended person, a 

mental experiment we are invited to undertake ourselves. The mental experiment is as 

follows: we are to imagine that a human being is created all at once, suspended in the air, so 

that his/her body is not in contact with anything. The environment is devoid of any sensory 

input (smells, colors, sounds, etc.), and the person’s eyes are veiled. We can still, envision 
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141 McGinnis, Avicenna, p. 144 

142 Kaukua, Self-Awareness in Islamic Philosophy, p. 44 

143 McGinnis, Avicenna, p. 144 

144 Kaukua, Self-Awareness in Islamic Philosophy, p. 44 
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that human being as having awareness and being able to affirm his/her existence, despite all 

sensory deprivation.146 It is an example of our ability to envision our consciousness in 

separation of our bodies, meaning that our self-awareness is awareness of that which 

transcends the body, namely, consciousness of existence itself, the result of the immaterial 

intellect. The thought experiment, is not intended as an argument,147 but an “indicative 

method” to the nature of the self, given the difficulty of demonstrating any empirical proof: 

 

… sometimes a reminder may be the only available method of argument, as for instance in the 

case of arguing for the first principles of all intellection. Since such principles are foundational 

to all acts of intellection, they cannot in turn be founded through a demonstration which relies 

on them. Instead, the only way to convince one’s interlocutor of their necessity is by indicating 

their presence in her thinking, that is, by reminding her that she in fact assumes their validity 

even when adopting a skeptical stance towards them.148  

 

What ontologically speaking is for Ibn Sinā’s the soul, is phenomenologically speaking self-

awareness, as “the thing that each of us sees as himself (al shay’ al-ladhī yarāhu kullun 

minnā dhātahu)”.149 The notion of self-awareness as constituting an irreducible, unique 

aspect of “what it is like for me” in Zahavi’s phenomenological account is resonated in Ibn 

Sinā, especially, since for him self-awareness, as the ‘awareness of its particular self’ and 

which is ‘proper to it and to no other’ is what individuates us, alongside our bodies.150  

   There is a direct relation between the phenomenological experience of self-awareness and 

the ontological disclosure of existence. According to Ibn Sinā, “Our awareness of our self is 

our very existence (shuʿūrunā bi dhātinā huwa nafsu wujūdinā)”.151 This point cannot be 

overemphasized, namely that what I am aware of as awareness is nothing other than my 
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existence, and since for Ibn ʿArabī, there is only one existence, it means that what I am aware 

of is existence as such. As Kaukua contends, “…instead of a human property, self-awareness 

constitutes human existence. It is the mode in which individual immaterial human substances 

exist just as materiality is the mode in which individual human bodies exist”.152 It is the very 

substrate that allows all attributes to subsist; in other words, it is the very condition of their 

possibility.153  

    For the ishrāqī school, self-awareness is not a mode, or an indicator of my substance as 

my soul, since their account of self-awareness is substance-less,154 but we observe that the 

move from self-awareness to existence has already taken place in Ibn Sinā. Self-awareness, 

according to Suhrawardī, discloses my own existence to myself, even if it does not disclose 

what this existence entails (regarding a substance or lack of it), because the fact of being 

aware is less complex than what is being aware. 155 Hence, the primacy of the non-conceptual 

over the conceptual is again affirmed.156 Suhrawardī considers self-awareness as mere 

apprehension157 and existence, or “existence that apprehends itself”; it is not a property that 

belongs to a thing, because the self is not a substance, and so it is neither definable nor 

explainable, but simply itself.158According to Kaukua, Suhrawardī  

 

                                                             
152 Kaukua, Self-Awareness in Islamic Philosophy, p. 54 

153 Kaukua, Self-Awareness in Islamic Philosophy, p. 55 

154 Substance-less awareness is similar to the accounts found in Buddhist and Hindu philosophies, which 
were briefly alluded to in the discussion of Woodhouse.  

155 Abu Al-Barakāt al-Baghdādī, for example, argues that when people speak of self-awareness in 
everyday language they are simply referring to themselves as they experience it in its simple awareness, 
devoid of any ontological theories about themselves. Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī also argues that self-awareness 
only discloses the fact that I exist, but not the fact that I exist as a substantial soul, because if the soul is 
transparent to and always aware of itself as Avicenna argues, then the its substantiality would also be 
transparent to it, meaning it would also be aware of it, but this is not the case.  See Kaukua, Self-Awareness 
in Islamic Philosophy, pp.114-117 

156 Kaukua, Self-Awareness in Islamic Philosophy, p. 41 

157 Apprehension should be understood as non-intentional consciousness, since self-awareness is 
described by Suhrawardī as lacking any kind of content, because if self-awareness had a content, the 
content would only be recognized posterior to a “familiarity” with myself. See Kaukua, Self-Awareness 
in Islamic Philosophy, p. 120  

158 Kaukua, Self-Awareness in Islamic Philosophy, pp. 119-123 
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resorts to the phenomenon of primitive self-awareness in giving content to the foundational 

notion of his metaphysics, that of pure incorporeal light, and for this purpose substantiality would 

be quite superfluous, indeed potentially problematic. Moreover, the simultaneous obviousness 

and indefinability of self-awareness provides Suhrawardī with a foundational type of knowledge, 

on which he builds his revisionist concept of knowledge as presence.159 

  

Whether we maintain that there is a substance-full (Ibn Sinā) or a substance-less (ishrāqī 

school) self-awareness, the result is the same in terms of a non-material-based self-

awareness, because according to Ibn Sinā, the substance, which is the soul, is immaterial. 

Therefore, self-awareness remains that which points to something other than the physical 

body. In my opinion, the ishrāqī school’s account is closer to Ibn ʿArabī, because of its 

emphasis on the lack of substance and wujūd’s self-disclosure. 

 

Section IV  

 

a. Consciousness in the Qur’ān 

 

    If we were to speak of a Qur’anic theory of consciousness, which Ibn ʿArabī constantly 

draws upon, we could argue that consciousness permeates every living being, because 

everything is in a state of exaltation and adoration of the creator (tasbīḥ).160 God is also 

portrayed as omnipotent, his knowledge (ʿilm) and mercy (raḥma) are all-pervading, so that 

his consciousness must necessarily embrace everything. In fact, it is his consciousness which 

enables every creature to be conscious, for everything is in a state of poverty (faqr) and 

complete dependence.161 It is not only the notion of tasbīḥ that indicates the all-pervading 

consciousness, but in fact, all divine attributes. I would like to focus on one particular 

attribute, namely baṣīra, which entails seeing, overseeing, insight, and general knowledge. 

                                                             
159 Kaukua, Self-Awareness in Islamic Philosophy, p.123  

160 I have already pointed this out in the introduction. 

161 See the Qur’ān (35:15), where it is stated that we are the poor in the face of God, who is self-sufficient 
and rich. 
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In my opinion it specifically applies to God and human consciousness as a constant self-

awareness,162 as the following verses imply:  

 

And that which We have revealed to you, [O Muhammad], of the Book is the truth, confirming 

what was before it. Indeed, Allah, of His servants, is Acquainted (khabīr) and Seeing (baṣīr).163 

 

Your creation and your resurrection will not be but as that of a single soul (nafs). Indeed, Allah 

is Hearing (samīʿ) and Seeing (baṣīr).164 

 

[He is] Creator of the heavens and the earth. He has made for you from yourselves (anfusikum), 

mates, and among the cattle, mates; He multiplies you thereby. There is nothing like unto Him, 

and He is the Hearing (al-samīʿ), the Seeing (al-baṣīr).165 

 

Say, "Sufficient is Allah as Witness (shahīd) between me and you. Indeed, he is ever, concerning 

His servants, Acquainted (khabīr) and Seeing (baṣīr)."166 

 

Vision perceives Him not, but He perceives [all] vision; and He is the Subtle (al-laṭīf), the 

Acquainted (al-khabīr).167 

 

                                                             
162 This should be understood as the primitive self-awareness in light of Ibn Sinā’s account, which is 
constant. Forgetfulness and heedlessness (ghafla) only then occurs in the second-order awareness, which 
as mentioned above is potential and, hence, not always present.  

163 Q (35: 31) Ṣaḥīḥ International 

164 Q (31:28) Ṣaḥīḥ International 

165 Q (42:11) Ṣaḥīḥ International 

166 Q (17: 96) Ṣaḥīḥ International 

167 Q (6: 103) Ṣaḥīḥ International 
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Allah alternates the night and the day. Indeed in that is a lesson for those who have vision (al-

abṣār).168 

 

And We gave Moses the Scripture, after We had destroyed the former generations, as 

enlightenment (baṣā’ir) for the people and guidance (hudā) and mercy (raḥma) that they might 

be reminded.169 

 

The human being has sight (baṣīra) over his self (nafs). Even if he presents his excuses.170 

 

Firstly, the word baṣīra (and its derivatives) always comes with other attributes that 

specifically denote knowledge, such as all-hearing (samīʿ), all-knowing (khabīr), and 

witnessing (shahīd), affirming its connection with knowledge. Secondly, the word does not 

only denote knowledge had through empirical means and above all, non-sensory, subtle 

means, with concepts such as insight, foresight, intuition and acquaintance associated with 

it. We also observe this in the association of baṣīra with terms such as laṭīf (the 

subtle/gentle), hudā (guidance), and raḥma (mercy). Thirdly, and most importantly is the 

affirmation that the quality of baṣīra is constant as is stated in the Qur’ān (75:14), where a 

perpetual self-observation or witnessing is always present. The connection between baṣīra 

and shuhūd (witnessing) cannot be overstated, especially that the word shuhūd also means 

martyrdom, and thereby connecting the act of full witnessing with complete annihilation 

(fanā’). This connection will become more obvious in the following section on knowledge 

by presence, where the affirmation of the one subject (divine wujūd) is the basis of all 

knowledge. To conclude, baṣīra is a form of constant self-awareness, denoting a non-

conceptual quality of knowing, which is also the condition of conceptual knowledge. Hence, 

it also includes it.  

 

                                                             
168 Q (24: 44) Ṣaḥīḥ International  

169 Q (28: 43) Ṣaḥīḥ International 

170 Q (75:14-15); my translation 
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b. Ibn ‘Arabī’s approach  

 

    If we are to approach consciousness from the perspective of Ibn ʿArabī within the 

framework of his concept of existence (wujūd) and against the qur’anic background, we 

would also have to argue that consciousness must pervade everything, because wujūd is 

characterized by it, and there is no other reality but wujūd al-ḥaqq. Hence, we must conclude 

that our consciousness is borrowed from God, the way our existence is, and since there is 

only one wujūd, there must also only be one consciousness. Hence, self-awareness, must 

directly disclose God-awareness.171 In fact, it is nothing other than the self-differentiation 

(taʿayyun) of divine being/consciousness. When we become self-conscious, meaning 

conscious of consciousness, we become aware of the divine quality in us, which enables us 

to perceive, as the ḥadīth contends “whosoever know themselves, know their lord”. The 

consciousness of wujūd is like the unified blank sheet of a projector that enables us to receive 

concepts and images, without becoming tainted itself. Thus, when Ibn ʿArabī urges us to 

become a ‘hyle’, the locus of divine manifestation, he is urging us to become aware of the 

very quality of awareness or consciousness of wujūd in its abstraction (tajrīd), because we 

are already anyway the locus of divine manifestation, only we are not always aware of it. 

We can only become aware of it, according to Ibn ʿArabī, through non-conceptual 

knowledge, such as idrāk, as opposed to naẓar fikrī; the former manifests as kashf ilāhī 

(unveiling) or divine revelation,172 the latter as speculation. 173 As will become clearer 

throughout the following chapters, for Ibn ʿArabī, knowledge of the divine wujūd can only 

be had through the heart (qalb), which grasps non-conceptual knowledge,174 as opposed to 

                                                             
171 I will shortly return to this very important point in the following section (b. Ibn ‘Arabī’s approach). 

172 Other terms that denote non-conceptual knowing are maʿrifa (gnosis), mukāshafa (unveiling), dhawq 
(taste), baṣīra (insight), and fatḥ (opening). See William C. Chittick, “Between the Yes and the No: Ibn 
al-ʿArabī on Wujūd and the Innate Capacity”, The Innate Capacity: Mysticism, Psychology, and 
Philosophy, ed. Robert K. C. Forman, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 101 

173 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 15 and Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, p. 49; Also 
see William C. Chittick, “Between the Yes and the No: Ibn al-ʿArabī on Wujūd and the Innate Capacity”, 
pp. 95-110 

174 William C. Chittick, “Reason, Intellect, and Consciousness in Islamic Thought”, Reason, Spirit and 
the Sacral in the New Enlightenment, ed. A. T. Tymieniecka (New York: Springer, 2011), pp. 11-35 
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the mind (ʿaql).175 Hence, we can understand self-awareness, as a vital form of non-

conceptual knowledge, which is indispensable. It is its lack that leaves us in a state of 

delusion and ignorance, about our identity, God and the world, resulting in our distorted 

reflection of the divine, due to the distorted idea we have of ourselves as independent, 

separate entities. This is the very opposite of a fully realized human being (al-insān al-

kāmil),176 the equivalent of saints (awliyā’) in the Sufi tradition.177 The saints have realized 

their ontological nothingness, and hence, perfected their ability to reflect all of the divine 

attributes without distortion (jawāmiʿ al-kalim).178 They are therefore, able to hold opposites 

together in a state of internal equilibrium.179 This state of equilibrium can only be had in 

presence with God (al-ḥudūr maʿa Allah), which amounts to nothing other than self-

awareness. To sum up, what is then the significance of self-awareness in the discussion on 

mystical experience? 180  

c. The significance of self-awareness 

 

   Self-awareness brings about a structural shift, which is essential for the disclosure of 

consciousness itself. The structural shift is from object-awareness to subject-awareness. 

                                                             
175 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, ringstone on Shu‘ayb, Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 74-79 and Dār al-Kitāb al-
‘Arabī edition, pp. 119-126; Also see William C. Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, pp. 159-170, 202-
205 

176 On the notion of the complete human being, see Mahmud  Ghorāb, al-Insān al-Kāmil: Min kalām al-
Shaykh al-Akbar Muḥyī al-Dīn Ibn al-ʿArabī (Cairo: Maṭbaʿat al-Kātib al-ʿArabī, 1990), second edition. 
I will not elaborate on the subject here since my concluding chapter is on the notion of al-insān al-kāmil.  

177 For the concept of walāya, see Souad Hakim, “The Way of Walāya” (Sainthood or Friendship of God), 
The Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ʿArabi Society, Vol. 18 (1995) 
http://www.ibnarabisociety.org/articles/wayofwalaya.html 

178 Ibn ʿArabī calls the human archetype (Adam) “al-kalima al-fāṣila al-jāmiʿa”, meaning the all-
embracing, discerning word, and “ḥaqīqat al-ḥaqā’iq”, meaning the reality of realities or the of all truth. 
See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 15 and Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, p. 49 

179 We see this reflected in the language of the Qur’ān in the emphasis on abstaining from excessiveness 
(isrāf), keeping the balance (al-mizān, al-qisṭ, al-ʿadl), and walking the straight path (al-ṣirāt al-
mustaqīm), without transgression of boundaries (ḥudūd), which result in injustice (baghī). For examples 
see the Qur’ān (20:127), (39:53), (6:141), (7:31), (3:147), (40:34), (21:9), (49:9), (2:282), (49:9), (4:85), 
(16:76), (16:90), (1:6), (1:7), (2:213), (3:51), (3:101), (6: 152), (11: 85), (55: 8), (2: 187), (2: 229), (4: 13), 
(7: 33), (10:90)  

180 William C. Chittick, “Presence with God”, The Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ʿArabi Society, Vol. 20 
(1996), pp. 15-32 
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Hence, self-awareness shares the structure with existence itself, which cannot be objectified, 

for if it were so, it would not be itself anymore: 

The moment existence is grasped as an object, it ceases to be itself. [E]xistence in its original 

indetermination can never be taken hold of as an object. It can only be realized as the subject of 

all knowledge in the form of man’s self-realization, for it is the ultimate Subject.181  

Thus, self-awareness is a necessary step towards knowledge of existence itself, which is had 

when the self redirects its attention and awareness towards itself. The awareness of sheer 

consciousness is the most essential modification of existence, for self-awareness is the only 

kind of knowledge where there is identity between subject and object, since there is nothing 

external to itself.182 This is the same structure of God’s knowledge of himself, because God’s 

attributes are identical to his essence, making self-awareness a special kind of cognition.183 

It is object-less awareness, hence, non-intentional, which is precisely the kind of knowledge 

had in mystical experience. Therefore, we can understand the two aḥadīth in this context, 

often referred to by Ibn ʿ Arabī, that “God created Adam in his image”, so that “he who knows 

himself” as the image of God, knows the image of God, because the archetype of Adam is 

the mirror of God.184 The connection between God’s and human knowledge is thereby 

established through non-conceptual knowledge, because all intellection is self-

intellection.185 

                                                             
181 Toshihiko Izutsu, “An Analysis of Wahdat al-Wujūd: Toward a Metaphilosophy of Oriental 
Philosophy”, Creation and the Timeless Order of Things (Oregon: White Cloud Press, 1994), pp. 77-78  

182 Kaukua, Self-Awareness in Islamic Philosophy, pp. 57-58 

183 Kaukua elaborates on Ibn Sinā’s account on the similarity between God’s and human knowledge of 
themselves, stating that “…even though our capacity of intellection will not take us very far in 
understanding God’s synonymous act, there is one feature in our knowledge that is capable of giving us a 
more concrete idea of the unity in God’s knowledge. It is for this reason that Avicenna emphasizes the 
immediacy and the primitive nature of our self-awareness, the sole cognitive phenomenon in us that is 
capable of resisting the necessity of a real distinction between subject and object.” See Kaukua, Self-
Awareness in Islamic Philosophy, pp. 56-60 

184 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 14-17 and Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, pp.  49-
52 

185 For Ibn Sinā the connection between God’s intellect and the individual soul’s intellect is established 
through three principles, namely, that immateriality is equivalent to intellectuality, all intellects exist as 
something intellectual, and that intellection is always self-intellection. Because the souls’ existence is 
immaterial, thus it is also intellectual, and given that the soul is intellectual it must be aware of itself, 
given that all intellection is self-intellection. Self-awareness is, therefore, the epitome of immaterial 
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   For Ibn Sinā, for example, there is nevertheless, a structural duality in human cognition,186 

absent in God, because our cognition is always limited by the other, while for God there is 

no ‘other’.187 However, we find a different position in the ishrāqī school represented by 

Suhrawardī, namely, that self-awareness for God and for human beings is not similar but 

identical, only varying in degrees.188 This principle is the cornerstone of the ishrāqī school’s 

epistemological theory of knowledge by presence or identity, to which I would like to turn 

in the next section, and which is largely parallel to Ibn ‘Arabī’s mysticism, for whom  

 

… God is not reached through seeking. Hence the gnostic seeks his own felicity, not God. One 

does not aspire for what one already has. God is greater than that He should be sought through 

the distance of steps, the hardship of deeds, and reflective thought. Just as He does not become 

spatially confined, so also, He does not become distinct.189 

 

Section V: Knowledge by Presence 

 

   The essence of the theory of knowledge by presence can be summed up in Larry Short’s 

words: “without language, one is anchored firmly in the present”,190 because language’s 

structure is dualistic and incapable of capturing the present, which is whole and one. In The 

                                                             
existence and what non-physical substances would look like for Ibn Sinā. See Kaukua, Self-Awareness in 
Islamic Philosophy, pp. 58- 59 

186 Forman calls it the ‘Dualistic Mystical State’ (DMS). This state can be summarized as the presence of 
a double awareness of the subject’s ‘normal’ consciousness of daily interactions with the world and 
another ‘higher’ awareness that is quiet, observing, present as that which witnesses the ‘normal’ state of 
daily consciousness. It is the experience of silence deep within, against the ‘noise’ of the mind, and is 
nothing other than our awareness. We also find in Sartre’s philosophy of consciousness, a similar dual 
structure, one that is somehow ‘divided’ between engagement in everyday activity and the witnessing of 
that engagement, between ‘pour-soi’ (for itself) or ‘en-soi’ (in itself), the former being reflexive 
consciousness of self-awareness, the latter consciousness of objects. See Forman, Mysticism, Mind and 
Consciousness, p.135-155 

187 Kaukua, Self-Awareness in Islamic Philosophy, p. 59 

188 Kaukua, Self-Awareness in Islamic Philosophy, p. 158  

189  See English translation of Ibn ‘Arabī’s Futūḥāt (IV 442.31) in Chittick, The Self-Disclosure of God, 
p. 15 

190 Short, “Mysticism, Mediation and the Non-Linguistic”, p. 672 
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Principles of Epistemology in Islamic Philosophy: Knowledge by Presence, Mehdi Ha’iri 

Yazdi contends that because mystical experiences constitute a noetic quality, philosophy has 

to address them, for they possibly provide an alternative way of looking at reality, and hence, 

an alternative epistemological theory.191 The fact that they have been excluded or not taken 

seriously in philosophy, does not say much about their truth or falsehood. Ha’iri’s study is 

undertaken to demonstrate that mystical experiences provide forms of knowledge that do 

submit themselves to philosophical inquiry, which contribute to the study of being.192 

   The theory of knowledge by presence, which plays a principal role in Islamic philosophy, 

is called in Arabic al-īlm al-ḥuḍūrī al-ishrāqī.193 It reconciles the Platonic (intellectual 

vision) and the Aristotelian (abstraction) theory of knowledge, extending beyond both, by 

insisting on a primordial sense of knowledge that serves as the ontological foundation, on 

which both types of knowledge become possible.194 The theory is founded upon three 

Neoplatonic notions, namely, emanation, apprehension by presence, and illumination.195 

While Ibn ‘Arabī integrates these notions, he adds another focal element, namely, ‘irfān 

(gnosis). Irfān literally means apprehension or knowledge. It is, however, applied in the 

Islamic tradition to designate a particular kind of knowledge, namely, one acquired by 

mystical experience only. In the language of the mystics it is referred to as shuhūd or 

mushāhada, a kind of witnessing.196 Ha’iri defines ‘Irfān as “the linguistic science of 

mystical apprehension, and the expression of mystical ways of experience both in the 

introvertive journey of ascent and the extrovertive process of descent.”197 

The basis of Ibn ‘Arabī’s theory of knowledge is based on his doctrine of waḥdat al-

wujūd, the unity of existence. The importance of the doctrine of the unity of existence is the 

                                                             
191 Mehdi Ha’iri Yazdi, The Principles of Epistemology in Islamic Philosophy: knowledge by Presence 
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1992), p. 5  

192 Yazdi, The Principles of Epistemology in Islamic Philosophy, p. 6 

193 Yazdi, The Principles of Epistemology in Islamic Philosophy, p. 6 

194 Yazdi, The Principles of Epistemology in Islamic Philosophy, p. 9 

195 Yazdi, The Principles of Epistemology in Islamic Philosophy, p. 9 

196 Yazdi, The Principles of Epistemology in Islamic Philosophy, p. 195 (footnote 29) 

197 Yazdi, The Principles of Epistemology in Islamic Philosophy, p. 22 
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lack of dichotomy between subject and object, which gives rise to problems of intentionality. 

By having only one reality, the one divine reality, we ipso facto only have one subject. 

Consequently, the dichotomy between our subjectivity and divine subjectivity is eradicated 

(the divine being the only ontologically real subject, and ours only being phenomenal), and 

knowledge of one’s subjectivity amounts to knowledge of reality. Knowledge by presence, 

hence, is based on self-awareness, which is ontologically none other than awareness of divine 

presence, the culmination of it being mystical experience. According to Ha’iri, 

 

As a result of this knowledge, we know everything in the intelligible world, but not through 

mediation of the act of perception or conceptualization, and not even through vision and 

reflection or any kind of intentional representation, but only by unity with, or presence in, the 

reality of that Divine Substance…At this stage of awareness, it should be pointed out that 

knowledge is no longer an intentional or transcendental phenomenon of mind, but rather it may 

be put forward as a kind of self-realization transcending representational knowledge, “reaching” 

the self-awareness of the reality of the self. This process takes place by virtue of an existential 

unification and not by an intellectual or phenomenal act of knowing.198 

 

The principle of self-awareness being the basis of all awareness was further elaborated 

on by Suhrawardī in his illuminative philosophy. It is also referred to as self-objectivity and 

essentially means that the awareness of the subject of themselves is the same awareness of 

the subject of external objects, as it is existentially the same, there being only one 

existence.199 Self-awareness is not characterized by representation, for the self is not ‘other’, 

and so cannot be treated as an empirical or transcendental object.200 Hence, what is 

determining is the unity of existence again, and our own “existential unification”, which 

aligns us with it, and which is nothing other than intensified self-awareness. The more we 

are capable of being self-aware, and therefore present for a prolonged time, the more we 

ascend higher on the spectrum of consciousness. This is precisely what constitute the means 

of our spiritual ascent and the return to our origin; 

                                                             
198 Yazdi, The Principles of Epistemology in Islamic Philosophy, p. 20 

199 Yazdi, The Principles of Epistemology in Islamic Philosophy, p. 24 

200 Yazdi, The Principles of Epistemology in Islamic Philosophy, pp. 24-25 
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 According to Suhrawardī, all lights are driven by an innate love (maḥabba), desire (shawq) or 

passion (ʿishq) for the higher lights that are their source; this unique upward drive, as exclusive 

to each light as its self-awareness is, accounts for the particular features of the type of epistrophe 

proper to it. In the case of human beings, the return to the perfection of our origin amounts to a 

detachment from the body and a corresponding increase in terms of knowledge.201 

 

This knowledge, as already stated several times, is nothing but knowledge of (our) existence, 

and which was further developed by Mullā Sadrā’s existential philosophy. Mullā Sadrā 

insisted that existence must be primordial, one and immediate, that way “the concept of 

existence can absorb and accommodate in itself all forms and degrees of reality in general 

and overcome the Platonic distinction between ‘being’ and ‘becoming’ in particular.”202 

Difference in appearance can be explained through the notions of ‘gradation’ and 

‘variation’.203  

To conclude, the theory of knowledge by presence illustrates a unitary consciousness 

by arguing that ontologically speaking, reality is one, and therefore, there is no ontological 

dichotomy between subject and object. This means that we can only speak of one subject 

who is both the subject and the result of phenomenological objects. Self-awareness, thus, 

becomes the basis of all awareness. This awareness is by presence and not by representation. 

It is therefore, non-conceptual knowledge, which is epitomized in mystical experience. 

Hence, we could argue that conceptual knowledge is the reification of non-conceptual 

awareness, an idea I will develop in the following section on reification.  

 

Section VI: Reification 

 

a. Definitions of reification 

                                                             
201 Kaukua, Self-Awareness in Islamic Philosophy, pp. 158-159  

202 Yazdi, The Principles of Epistemology in Islamic Philosophy, p. 25 

203 Yazdi, The Principles of Epistemology in Islamic Philosophy, p. 26 



 97 

What do we mean by reification? To reify means “to think of as a material thing: to 

convert into a material thing, to materialise”.204 ‘Reification’ then means to “make 

(something abstract) more concrete or real”205. The word itself is relatively new; it only 

appeared in the 19th century.206 The root of the word stems from the Latin ‘rēs’, which means 

‘thing’.207 Other words that are associated with the term are ‘hypostatization’, 

‘objectification’, and ‘depersonalization’.208 The term has been used quite widely, from 

artificial intelligence to studies in schizophrenia, which is why a narrowing of its definition 

is necessary. I wish to focus on the definition of reification209 given by Axel Honneth in 

Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, and its counterpart in Ibn ʿArabī’s notion of taqyīd, 

which I find most relevant and applicable to studies in consciousness, mystical experience 

and religious ritual. Since I will devote an entire chapter to the concept of reification (taqyīd) 

in Ibn ʿArabī, where a detailed analysis will be given, I will only give a brief account of the 

theory according to Honneth, on which I base my analysis here. 

Honneth argues that we are existentially involved in the world, and we are aware of 

that involvement before we take any actions. In fact, it is that very awareness of our 

                                                             
204 Chambers Twentieth Century Dictionary, ed. A M Macdonald, W & R (Edinburgh: Chambers,1972, 
p. 1138  

205 The New Oxford Dictionary of English, ed. Judy Pearsall (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001) p. 
1564  

206 The New Oxford Dictionary of English, p. 1564  

207 Chambers Twentieth Century Dictionary, p. 1138  

208 In Hanna Fenichel Pitkin’s article “Rethinking Reification”, she devotes a whole section entitled 
‘Consulting the dictionary’ on the roots of the word ‘reification’, which is helpful in getting an overview 
of the usage of the word and a ‘sense’ of it. See Hanna Fenichel Pitkin, “Rethinking Reification”, Theory 
and Society, Vol. 16, No. 2 (Mar., 1987), pp. 277-280 

209 Axel Honneth’s theory of reification has also been used in studies in schizophrenia, which are insightful 
and not completely irrelevant to my topic. In ‘Schizophrenia, reification and deadened life’, Alastair 
Morgan tries to revive the phenomenological definition of schizophrenia as deadened life and reification, 
so that madness becomes an escape from an excess of reification, of a distorted or disordered self-
experience. Moreover, J. Gabel contends that this “lack of vital contact with reality is something endemic 
to society itself, and that the person with schizophrenia is the incarnation of a more generalized loss of 
life itself, while still alive”. Schizophrenia then becomes an extreme case of reification, already 
widespread in society. It has also been described as ‘ontological insecurity’, which is are interesting 
definitions that to some degree could be applied to what we term ‘healthy’ human beings. See Alastair 
Morgan, “Schizophrenia, reification and deadened life”, History of the Human Sciences, Vol. 23, Issue 5 
(October 2010), pp. 176-193 
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existential involvement (or existential immediacy210) that allows for the possibility of action 

itself.211 We are not detached observers of the world, perceiving it at a distance, but the line 

between us, and the world is blurred, where it becomes hard to distinguish between subject 

and object. It is for this reason that Honneth argues that recognition comes before 

cognition.212 This means that before we could even objectify a human being and forget that 

we have objectified him/her, we need to recognize him/her first as a human being in order to 

do so. Recognition is, therefore, not the opposite of objectifying thought, but its condition of 

possibility and is not to be equated with reification213, according to Honneth, which is what 

George Lukacs does.214 

Honneth, thus, redefines reification as the 'forgetfulness', which is a kind of 'denial' 

and/or 'defensiveness' of this 'recognition'.215 He also refers to it as amnesia,216 arguing that 

"…the moment in which our reflexive efforts lose consciousness of their origin in an act of 

antecedent recognition that we cross the threshold to pathology, skepticism or…identity 

thought. It is this element of forgetting, of amnesia, that I would like to establish as 

cornerstone for a redefinition of the concept of "reification"" (my emphasis).217 Honneth 

defines 'forgetfulness' in terms of a 'loss of consciousness' of its origin, which is what I want 

to argue precisely; reification is a loss of consciousness of origin, not solely a forgetting of 

the roots of cognition in recognition, but also a forgetting of the roots of consciousness in 

pure consciousness (wujūd), as that which we are all ‘part’ or a manifestation of. This is what 

                                                             
210 For more on existential immediacy in Dewey, See Honneth, Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, 
p. 37 

211 For more on the notion of care in Heidegger and engaged praxis in Lukacs, see Honneth, Reification: 
A New Look at an Old Idea. p.  30 

212 For the origin of the concept of recognition in Hegel, p. 36. For more on what the term implies, see 
Honneth, Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea p. 45 

213 Honneth, Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, p. 54 

214 For more on Lukacs and reification see Honneth, Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, pp. 21-28. 

215 Honneth, Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, p. 59 

216 Honneth, Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, p. 57 

217 Honneth, Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, p. 57  
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the ontology of oneness in Ibn ‘Arabī points to. If we forget that the origin of recognition is 

in consciousness, we end up reifying ourselves and others.218 

Not only is reification rooted in this forgetfulness of recognition, but it is also 

exacerbated by certain social causes that encourage and sustain this process.219 The social 

causes can be certain practices or specific world-views and ideologies that constitute a 

reifying “set of convictions”.220 I suggest that among these reifying set of convictions is the 

belief in an autonomous, separate, essential self, alongside the belief in a personal God solely 

or, put differently, the reifying of pure consciousness into a personal God. With this I mean 

the loss of consciousness of God transcending the very idea of God. This point was also 

made by Ibn ‘Arabī on countless occasions, on what he calls the ‘God of belief’ (ilāh al-

ʿitiqād).221 This, I argue, is the result when the dialectical tension between transcendence and 

immanence is broken, which are symbolized by the dialectical understanding between the 

mind (ʿaql), the seat of discursive thinking, and the heart (qalb), the seat of non-discursive 

knowledge.  

Equally reifying is the belief that there is no pure consciousness in which we share and 

derive our consciousness from. My criticism of Honneth would be stopping short of the 

development of consciousness as a notion. What type of consciousness is our reflexive 

thinking rooted in? And how does it relate to other consciousness and to pure consciousness? 

I argue that that which Honneth calls 'recognition,' which is the very condition of possibility 

for 'cognition', 'objectification' and 'reification', is itself preceded by consciousness as its 

condition of possibility, and in fact of all possibilities.  Recognition would be in this case the 

consciousness, which has forgotten its origin in pure consciousness. My argument is that the 

loss of consciousness as originated and rooted in pure consciousness leads to reification of 

self, other and nature. If we link Honneth’s definition with Ibn ‘Arabī’s ontology of oneness 

and the notion of taqyīd, we have a better chance at developing a more comprehensive 

definition of reification, in order to also understand how ritual can function as an agent of 

de-reification. It is of course, not without its problems. Honneth uses the word reification in 

                                                             
218 Honneth, Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, p. 74 

219 Honneth, Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, p. 79 

220 Honneth, Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, p. 79 

221 William Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, pp.162-165 
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a negative tone, while the notion of taqyīd is not necessarily so in Ibn ‘Arabī’s understanding. 

We could argue that for Ibn ‘Arabī creation is also a sort of reification necessary for 

consciousness to ‘understand’ or ‘know’ itself, through duality, and the amnesia that comes 

with it.222  

Reification of the subject is somehow also necessary in order for him/her to ‘worship’ 

because this entails an awareness of some sort of division or being a separate entity from 

God. The manifestation of consciousness through creation is, therefore, a sort of reification 

in the loose sense of the word. The ḥadīth qudsī, which states that ‘God was a hidden treasure 

and loved to be known so He created creation’, means that there was a movement from the 

non-tangible to the tangible, from the abstract to the concrete, which is the literal meaning 

of the term reification. This could also mean that the movement from the unmanifested to 

the manifested is also a reifying movement. Furthermore, it complicates the matter, for if we 

understand this ḥadith within the ontology of oneness of Ibn ‘Arabī, we must ask who forgets 

what?  

If we define reification as forgetfulness then it can only be applied to human beings, 

as everything in creation glorifies (tasbīḥ) God and so is in constant remembrance. However, 

if we see human consciousness as ‘part’ of pure consciousness then it is the manifested 

consciousness that is capable of this forgetfulness but not the unmanifested pure 

consciousness. This is precisely the difference. The ineffable cannot forget, but we can forget 

the ineffable, who is beyond conception, and hence beyond remembering and forgetting. 

Remembering understood in this context, is a non-conceptual state of being present (ḥuḍūr). 

This is where ritual comes in. It is that which prompts our remembrance through the 

suspension of rational speculative thought and opens us up to the immediate experience of 

presence, which requires a state of ‘ummīya’, illiteracy or blankness.223 Ritual is then the 

catalyst of this suspension in which remembrance can occur, as it engages us in physical 

movement. This is the paradoxical nature of ritual, which is a form of reification itself of 

meaning, metaphor, and symbol that bring about a state in which remembrance, and hence 

de-reification can occur. Reification also entails a lack of self-awareness. In fact, it is the 

                                                             
222 Sfard argues that the basic notion of reification is part of theories of understanding, for example through 
metaphors, which are nothing but abstractions reified into images. See Anna Sfard, “Reification as the 
Birth of Metaphor”, For the Learning of Mathematics, Vol. 14, No. 1 (February 1994) pp. 46-48 

223 Michel Chodkiewicz, An Ocean without shore: Ibn Arabi, The Book, and the Law (Albany: SUNY 
Press, 1993), pp. 32-33.  
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loss of self-awareness, the non-discursive, existential dimension, which is nothing other than 

ḥudūr (presence) and vigilance. I argue that recognition in Honneth is the beginning of a 

kind of self-awareness, if rooted in consciousness, is nothing other than consciousness of 

pure consciousness. 

We will therefore, stick with Honneth’s definition, modifying it by rooting it in 

consciousness 224, while not losing sight of the basic and literal sense of the word, which 

means turning something abstract into something concrete. As we have seen reification in 

the loose sense of the word, and in Ibn ʿArabī’s usage of taqyīd, can be actually a positive 

movement. However, the problem with reification/ taqyīd is not only turning the abstract 

into the concrete, but the very assumption that the abstract can be made fully concrete, 

without a ‘remainder’/ ‘surplus’. This remainder is that which escapes thought and 

expression, therefore, speaking must be transformed in a way that is aware of the limitations 

of language and the ‘surplus’ of meaning, which cannot be fully expressed (or grasped 

conceptually for that matter).225 This is the problem of the reification of language which I 

shall address next, focusing on Michael A. Sells’ Mystical Languages of Unsaying. 

 

b.  Reification of language 

     In this sub-section I will give a summary of what Sells’ book in general is trying to 

do to contextualize the discussion. A detailed analysis of the two chapters on Ibn ‘Arabī, is 

not necessary at this stage, as I am only trying to draw a framework of how the subjects of 

reification, language and consciousness tie together.226 The main idea I want to focus on is 

apophatic dialectics as antidote to reification. I will only sketch briefly the idea of reification 

as binding, implied in the two chapters (3 and 4) on Ibn ‘Arabī. 

                                                             
224 I am aware that Honneth’s definition, though referring to Consciousness, is rather rooted in Marxism 
and not in Mysticism, and I do not argue that this is what Honneth tries to do. However, I am taking his 
definition as a cornerstone of a new notion of reification, by combining it with Ibn ‘Arabī’s ontology of 
Oneness. Effectively, we end up with a new definition. 

225 As Gallagher summed up the problem in the following question: “Language itself has structure – 
grammatical and syntactical structure. So, the question goes, how do we know that the structure introduced 
by language doesn’t distort the supposed structure of consciousness?” See Gallagher, Phenomenology, p. 
59 

226 The book starts with a chapter on Plotinus as he is regarded to have established and integrated his own 
philosophy and mysticism into highly developed apophatic discourses, making him a pioneer in this 
respect.  
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Mystical Languages of Unsaying by Michael A. Sells, deals with five mystical writers 

from different religious traditions, who shared a “highly developed Ptolemaic symbolic 

cosmology and a central assertion of one, transcendent principle of reality”.227 Sells tries to 

show how each one of the writers engages in an apophatic discourse in dealing with 

mysticism and the dilemma of speaking of transcendence. In doing so, he also sheds light on 

the problems that arise when later writers try to rephrase or interpret their work 

systematically and formally; they fail to capture the message that can only be revealed in 

apophasis as it is part of the dynamic itself. 228 

     Sells’ study is not concerned with mystical experiences on the side of the reader nor 

the side of the writer but is concerned with identifying the “semantic event” of the apophatic 

texts, which he calls “meaning event”, in which meaning (as reference) and event (as 

predication) collapse into one. Viewed metaphysically, it is the moment of identity of 

existence and essence.229 This semantic event is the analogue of mystical union. 

     Meaning event is used in contrast to the modern understanding of experience, which 

presupposes a subject and object (grammatically), mediation, and constructedness. 230 With 

the notion of “meaning event”, Sells attempts to show how the apophatic language displaces 

the grammar of subject and object, affirms a moment of immediacy, and a moment of 

ontological pre-construction.231 

     How do we talk about transcendence for instance, if once spoken about it is no 

longer considered transcendence? In his introduction Sells gives three possible responses to 

the dilemma or aporia as he calls it of transcendence:  

 

1) silence 

                                                             
227 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, pp. 4-5 

228 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, pp. 4-6 

229 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, p. 9 

230 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, p. 10 

231 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, pp. 10-11. Another important passage worth noting is the 
following: “Part of the modern misunderstanding of classical apophasis is due to the projection back upon 
late antique and medieval writers of a mononomic, generic God divorced from particular traditions and 
language”. 
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2) distinguishing between two kinds of naming; the first way shows how the 

transcendent is beyond names, the second way shows how the transcendent is also 

not beyond those names 

3) to refuse the second response mentioned above and to insist that the matter is 

unresolvable, though this acceptance of aporia only leads to a new mode of 

discourse, namely, negative theology. 

 

The problem with talking about transcendence is that one can never affirm anything 

without having to negate it, which Sells calls ‘linguistic regress’. If, for instance, I say ‘God 

is beyond names’, then I must follow it by saying ‘God is beyond the name ‘God’, but then 

I have to negate the previous statement again for using the word God and this I would have 

to do ad infinitum.232 But this dynamic of affirming and negating (the subject discussed 

slipping away albeit leaving a trace) itself constitutes a way of speaking, namely, apophasis, 

which literally means in Greek ‘un-saying’ (apo= un, phasis = saying).233 Apophasis is often 

used in the sense of ‘negation’ and is, therefore, usually coupled with kataphasis, which 

generally means ‘affirmation’.234 Every negation, presupposes an affirmation that it negates. 

But every negation in itself is a new statement of affirmation that requires its negation, which 

is why neither negation nor affirmation make sense on their own; they must be combined, as 

the meaning lies in the dynamic itself of their undoing or ‘unsaying’ of what has been 

‘said’.235 

Sells distinguishes between apophatic discourse and apophatic theory; “Apophatic 

theory affirms the ultimate ineffability of the transcendent; but as opposed to apophatic 

discourse, it affirms ineffability without turning back upon the naming used in its own 

affirmation of ineffability”.236 His study confines itself to apophatic theory and designates it 

as apophasis.  

                                                             
232 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, p. 2 

233 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, p. 2 

234 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, p. 3  

235 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, p. 3 
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His position on aporias is that they are real contradictions but not illogical. One can 

only speak of logical contradictions when the subject matter is objects or things, not if it is 

abstract.237 

The three key features that are shared by Neoplatonic apophasis are: 

 

1) emanation or the metaphor of ‘overflowing’ 

2) engagement in dis-ontological (non-ontological?) discourse to avoid reification of 

the transcendent as a thing/ being/ entity 

3) engagement in dialectics of transcendence and immanence in which it becomes 

apparent that the transcendent is ultimately the immanent. 

 

The order of those three points could also be regarded as the order of the increase of their 

importance and relevance to our discussion. 

The first point is important in so far as it sets the stage for the discussion of the ‘subject 

matter’. When we start with emanation we already start the apophasis by denying and 

affirming creation. The blurring of the line is of utmost importance in blurring the line 

between immanence and transcendence. The transcendent God is no longer standing starkly 

in opposition of His immanent creation. The second point is detrimental to our overall 

discussion on reification, as it shows a way ‘out’ of reification and at the same time shows 

the nature of reification itself. The third point is fundamental in determining the nature of 

the problem in general, namely, the consequences of the collapse of such dialectics. This 

relates to the problem of the elimination of the possibility of mystical experience, which 

ultimately means a denial of immanence. The denial of immanence leads to the collapse of 

the dialectic of transcendence and immanence, which basically makes transcendence 

completely unapproachable, isolated, and inaccessible, in the sense that one cannot even 

speak of it. If transcendence were so remote from humanity it loses its meaning and relevance 

for it, in so far as it no longer ‘reflects’; a complete ‘Other’ is no longer if it lacks complete 

sameness.   

The other point which also needs to be mentioned is the problem of the usage of upper 

and lower-case letters, which is a problem, for instance, not found in the Arabic written 

                                                             
237 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, pp. 3-4 
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language. This is detrimental in talking about mystical union, since it is characterized by the 

‘merging’ of God and human being, where it is no longer possible to determine who the 

subject is; “when the transcendent realizes itself as immanent, the subject of the act is neither 

divine nor human, neither self nor other”.238 Consequently, “conventional logical and 

semantic structures – the distinction between reflexive and nonreflexive action, the 

distinction between perfect and imperfect tense, the univocal antecedent of a pronoun – are 

broken down”.239    

According to Sells, the ‘mystery’ component of the mystical experience in apophatic 

writings is not located ‘anywhere’, but is a “referential openness”240, meaning it is 

ephemeral; just as one thinks one has grasped it, it slips away. It is only ‘glimpsed’, and this 

‘it’ remains undefined and indefinable to avoid reification albeit the pronoun ‘it’. Apophatic 

language cannot do without reference, but it undoes them by turning back on them, moving 

toward the transreferential. This “semiotic spiral” movement seeks “a momentary liberation 

from such delimitations”, deepening the discourse.241 

I would like to make one last mention relating to Sell’s possible definition of reification 

in chapters three and four on Ibn ‘Arabī. It is very possible to deduce that he views reification 

as ‘binding’. Even though, he does not define reification, he does coin and sometimes equates 

the two terms in his chapters. Ibn ʿArabī was also aware of the dilemma of speaking of 

Transcendence and Immanence and the dangers that result from reification (conceptually 

and practically), which is embodied in his notion of taqyīd that I will discuss in the next 

chapter. For now, let us turn to the significance of ritual, its role in raising self-awareness, 

and counteracting the negative effects of reification. 

 

Section VII: Ritual 
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a. The philosophy of Ritual 

In this research, I confine myself to a phenomenological approach to ritual, focusing on three 

main aspects, which all rely on a heightened self-awareness, as the following:  

 

1. The function of ritual in moving us away from discursive thinking, to a state of non-

discursive thinking, and eventually, preparing us for mystical experience, in which a 

momentary suspension of thought occurs.  

2. The function of ritual in terms of disclosing identity and transforming our conception 

of what it means to be a self. 

3. The function of ritual in disclosing knowledge, the type of knowledge had, and the 

embodiment of that knowledge.  

 

   Studies on religion tend to ignore the centrality of practice, and the first-hand experience 

of practitioners, which I wish to emphasize in this study. As Terrance Cuneo argues in 

Ritualized Faith: Studies on the Philosophy of Liturgy, Christianity, and I argue all religions, 

are a way of life concerned with how to conduct oneself vis-à-vis God, other people, and the 

world as a whole, a fact which has been largely ignored by philosophers.242 Religious 

knowledge is practical in nature, as Cuneo contends, it “is often not knowledge that one or 

another proposition regarding God is true but knowledge how to engage and live in 

communion with God”, as “…knowing God is fundamentally a practical activity.”243 Hence, 

ritual practice is designed to render knowledge of God,244 and ourselves, which are according 

to the prophetic tradition mutually inclusive.245 The logic behind practical knowledge is that, 

on the one hand, knowing something is knowing how to do it, for example, if I know ‘tennis’, 

it means nothing other than knowing how to play it, and on the other hand, is knowing what 

                                                             
242  Terrance Cuneo, “Ritual Knowledge”, Ritualized Faith: Knowledge on the Philosophy of Liturgy, 
pp.148-149 

243 Cuneo, “Ritual Knowledge”, Ritualized Faith: Knowledge on the Philosophy of Liturgy, pp.148-149 

244 Cuneo, “Ritual Knowledge”, Ritualized Faith: Knowledge on the Philosophy of Liturgy, pp.148-149 

245 As the ḥadīth states: “whosoever know themselves, know their lord.” 
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one is doing,246 for example, I know that I am hitting the ball forehand or backhand, or I 

know that in order to get the ball on the base line I have to have contact with it at a certain 

angle etc.  

   Moreover, the concept of theosis is central to the study of ritual practice, especially in the 

context of Ibn ʿArabī, since ritual practice is a way to embody knowledge, and this 

knowledge primarily consists of virtues or divine attributes (al-takhalluq bi akhlāq Allah). 

By embodying God’s attributes, we know God, in both a conceptual and a non-conceptual 

manner, for every act accompanies a concept or set of conceptions.247 Therefore, we are 

taught first-hand248 about morality (makārim al-akhlāq), through embodying characteristics 

such as restraint, patience, self-control, and endurance, which has a direct effect on our 

behavior, and hence, on the social order as a whole.249 It crafts us into the best possible selves 

we could be, through channeling our desires and emotions in a healthy manner, and bringing 

about a state of internal equilibrium.250 Ritual, thus, has a transformative effect on us, a point 

which has been exemplified in ancient philosophy in the principle of theurgy.251 

   Theurgy understood according to Iamblichus and Proclus, denotes “religious rituals, which 

have the purificatory, elevating and unifying divine force”, devised to propel the soul’s 

ascent (anagoge) on its ‘return to the Cause of all’ (epistrophe).252 It is assumed that the 

soul’s descent into the body has ailed it, and hence, it has become in need of ‘therapy’.253 

Ritual acts are reminders and confirmations of the divine presence, which permeates 

                                                             
246 Cuneo, “Ritual Knowledge”, Ritualized Faith: Knowledge on the Philosophy of Liturgy, pp.150-151 

247 Cuneo, “Ritual Knowledge”, Ritualized Faith: Knowledge on the Philosophy of Liturgy, pp.159-160 

248 Cuneo, “Ritual Knowledge”, Ritualized Faith: Knowledge on the Philosophy of Liturgy, pp. 143-144 

249 Kline III, “Moral cultivation through ritual participation: Xunzi’s philosophy of ritual”, pp. 192-194 

250 Kline III, “Moral cultivation through ritual participation: Xunzi’s philosophy of ritual”, pp. 196-204 

251 Given the centrality of theurgy in Neoplatonism and its influence on Islamic philosophy, the 
background and context in which Ibn ʿArabī wrote, it is relevant in so far as its logic and structure is 
similar to that found in Ibn ʿArabī’s discussion on ritual.  

252 Uždavinys, Philosophy and Theurgy in Late Antiquity, pp. 78- 82 

253 The sickness of the soul/self is also touched upon in Ibn ʿArabī’s discussion of the self, which I will 
examine in the chapter on the self, where the connection between ʿilla and maʿlūl, meaning both cause 
and ailment is made. 
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everything, therefore, disclosing the underlying unified being, and thereby healing our souls’ 

separateness through union.254 Theurgy heals through performance of “ineffable acts which 

transcend all intellection”, because what is beyond the mind can only be reached by means 

which are also beyond it, and because only the simple can ‘comprehend’ the simple.255 

Hence, the necessary and central role of ritual acts;256   

 

…the theurgical, as universal and divine, is the opposite of anything particular and 

individualistic, anything based on one’s subjective whims and egocentric drives. Without the 

fundamental realization of our own nothingness…, no one can be saved, because in theurgical 

union gods are united only with gods, or rather ‘the divine is literally united with itself’…This 

should in no way be conceived as communication between the mortal man and the immortal 

divinity (as one person addressing another), but rather communication of the divine in us with 

the divine in the universe.257 

 

    Therefore, acts are not to be thought of as merely accompanying, for example, the prayer 

uttered, for if it were the case, the movements would be considered redundant, and would 

have not been ordained to begin with. The acts themselves are “engaging God”, which can 

be considered as “…vivid cases of act-types by which a person can simultaneously perform 

multiple actions with expressive import without saying a thing”, 258  for example, in the case 

of fasting. Hence, ritual acts are a “paradigmic case”259 and pragmatic ways of engaging with 

God. 

                                                             
254 In the Neoplatonic language, it discloses “the hidden henadic foundation of all manifested sequence of 
being.” See Uždavinys, Philosophy and Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 82 

255  Uždavinys, Philosophy and Theurgy in Late Antiquity, pp. 81-82. Note that the chain of emanation in 
Neoplatonism descends from the One, which is simple, to the composite/complex; the further the 
emanation is from the one the more composite/complex it is. Hence, it also moves from the universal to 
the particular.  

256 According to Uždavinys, theurgy is an essential feature of Neoplatonism, and should therefore, not be 
viewed as a “ritualistic appendix to Platonism.” See Uždavinys, Philosophy and Theurgy in Late Antiquity, 
p. 83 

257 Uždavinys, Philosophy and Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 83 

258 Cuneo, “Ritual Knowledge”, Ritualized Faith: Knowledge on the Philosophy of Liturgy, pp. 155-158  

259 Cuneo, “Ritual Knowledge”, Ritualized Faith: Knowledge on the Philosophy of Liturgy, pp. 155-158 
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     Engaging in rituals is designed to induce a certain “cognitive state”, which is receptive to 

the knowledge of oneself, of God, and the world.260 This cognitive state of “self-revelatory 

illumination”261 is one that is removed from discursive thinking, because in this state the 

mind is hampered by concepts, unable to receive divine knowledge, which is characterized 

by non-conceptuality.262 Ritual practice empties us so that we can be like the blank slate on 

which the divine manifestation is projected without distortion. Since the world is the locus 

of the divine manifestation, to engage with it is to engage with God’s manifestation. It also 

underlies the fact that consciousness or God-awareness permeates everything, including so-

called inanimate objects, as the Qur’anic view illustrates, everything glorifies God (tasbīḥ), 

as mentioned before. Hence, ritual acts teach us how to comport ourselves in the world and 

how to engage with one another and nature. It effects a “conceptual shift”,263 transforming 

the way we perceive the world around us from a separate and mundane realm, to a sacred 

landscape, where God’s presence is experienced; “…to engage with matter is to engage with 

God.”264  

    This engagement with matter and thus, with God, discloses the divine cosmological order 

of the world, rendering knowledge of both metaphysics and cosmology, as we will see 

exemplified in Islamic worship. Knowledge of the cosmos is also knowledge of how to live 

harmoniously with our surroundings, thus 

 

                                                             
260 Cuneo, “Ritual Knowledge”, Ritualized Faith: Knowledge on the Philosophy of Liturgy, pp. 163-164 
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262 The kind of cognition involved in ritual practice is akin to musical cognition, as Cuneo argued. In a 
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nevertheless, important to keep them in mind. Cuneo, “Ritual Knowledge”, Ritualized Faith: Knowledge 
on the Philosophy of Liturgy, pp.135-136 

263 Kline III, “Moral cultivation through ritual participation: Xunzi’s philosophy of ritual”, pp. 200-201 

264 Cuneo, “Ritual Knowledge”, Ritualized Faith: Knowledge on the Philosophy of Liturgy, pp. 162-163 
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Learning, through ritual practice guided by a teacher, alters the way in which we understand 

ourselves and our world. Our speech, gestures, and movements carry symbolic value that when 

performed accordingly lead to harmonious interactions with others and the cosmos.265 

 

b. The Function of Ritual in Ibn ʿArabī 

   I have chosen to focus on Ibn ʿArabī’s esoteric exposition of ritual practices (ʿibādāt) in 

the Futūḥāt, for the following reasons: Firstly, the Futūḥāt is written from the perspective of 

a mystic who has himself practiced these rituals and experienced the effects of them first-

hand. Hence, his writing stems from the first-person experiential perspective. Secondly, the 

expositions are detailed and lengthy, providing us with invaluable material to work with. It 

gives a unique Sufi perspective on ritual practice, in an age where its relevance and 

effectivity are challenged, by both Muslims and non-Muslims alike. Thirdly, focusing on the 

Futūḥāt, which is considered an exceptional encyclopedic manual for seekers, bridges a 

medieval Sufi tradition with contemporary discourse on ritual, gaining different perspectives 

on the subject. 

    I have chosen to focus on three practices: purification (with a focus on ablution), prayer 

and fasting. According to Ibn ʿArabī, the preparatory practice of ablution, which is required 

before prayer, is considered a worship (ʿibāda) in its own right. Since it depends on water 

(where it is found), it discloses the essence of servanthood (ubūdīya), which is dependence 

on something outside of oneself. Water is the source of life, according to the Qur’ān,266 and 

so contact with water in ablution is a reminder of our life dependence on something external 

to us. It discloses our ontological poverty, and hence, grants us knowledge of ourselves, and 

our relationship to God, which is especially exemplified  in Ibn ʿArabī’s notions of purity 

(ṭahāra) and impurity (najas).267 It also reminds us that everything in our world is imbued 

with divine presence, and the dichotomy between the sacred and the mundane is lifted in the 

act of ablution, for water becomes the condition which transforms our state and makes us 
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267 As we shall see in the chapter on ablution, Ibn ʿArabī defines purity in terms of remembrance and 
impurity in terms of forgetfulness. He also contends that purity is the ontological state of everything, while 
impurity is only phenomenological.  
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ready to pray.268 Not to mention the calming effect which is associated with water, which 

everyone is aware of on some level, since we often wash our face, take a bath, or go 

swimming to calm ourselves down. It is an act, which stresses our embodiment, since it 

involves sensation rather than thinking, the way prayer also does. In short, it changes our 

conceptual modality to a sensory modality.269 Hence, ablution takes us a step away from 

discursive thinking by shifting our attention from our mind to our body, from thinking to 

doing to being.  

   Prayer in Islam is considered the pillar of religion (ʿimād al-dīn), so an analysis of ritual 

practice in Islam which does not include it would be lacking. The word prayer in Arabic 

comes from the root word ‘waṣl’, which means to connect, bond or tie. It also shares the 

meaning of ‘arriving’. Prayer is designed to connect the worshipper with the worshipped, 

until the worshipper arrivers at the destination, an arrival which entails the worshippers 

phenomenological dissolvement (fanā’). Hence, it serves as a reminder (dhikr), the way 

ablution does, of our dependence and ontological nothingness, and shares the stress on 

embodiment rather than thinking. Even though it involves more non-discursive thinking than 

ablution, it is nevertheless, rooted in bodily movement, which is the antithesis of discursive 

thinking. The significance of connection, bonding or tying is precisely that in order to 

overcome one’s reification, one must go through it, meaning, one has to fully immerse 

oneself in one’s embodiment in order to overcome it. Only through one’s full embodiment 

can a heightened state of self-awareness be achieved, after having redirected one’s full 

attention inwards, which we experience when we concentrate deeply on one thing. Through 

concentration discursive thinking is overcome, and mystical experience is tasted, in which 

one experiences a temporary liberation from both mind and body, disclosing one’s identity 

                                                             
268 As Cuneo put it: “…although we may in the context of the liturgy regularly engage with ordinary 
matter such as water, this matter is really not so ordinary…Not only is humankind being restored by the 
actions of God in time, but so also is matter, inasmuch as it too has become a means of God’s presence, a 
source or point of contact with God.” See Cuneo, Ritualized Faith: Essays on the Philosophy of Liturgy, 
pp. 160-162 

269 Cuneo, Ritualized Faith: Essays on the Philosophy of Liturgy, pp. 138-140. In mystical experience, we 
experience suspension of both conceptual and sensory modalities as they are conventionally understood. 
Perhaps, there are thoughts in our mind and smells in the room present, but which we are not taking in, 
the way we sometimes do not notice someone entering the room, or being so absorbed in a conversation 
we do not feel our own hunger. 
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as pure consciousness. Prayer embodies the divine cosmological order (tartīb),270 and the 

ascent (miʿrāj) through the different levels: from animal, to human, to divine consciousness, 

which are all symbolically enacted in the different positions in prayer: sujūd (prostration), 

rukūʿ (bowing) and wuqūf (standing upright). Through repetition, discursive thinking is tired 

into a non-discursive state, in which the reality of the cosmological order and the divine 

wisdom is disclosed in a qualitatively different manner.271  

    Lastly, fasting is considered the most commendable of acts, to the extent that in the Islamic 

tradition, a door of heaven (bāb al-rayyān) is said to be preserved only for those who fast. 

Ablution and prayer are practices that every Muslim is required to do on a daily basis. Fasting 

on the other hand, is only required once a year for a lunar month, given that it is a strenuous 

act of abstention. Hence, fasting is a special case of ritual practice, which according to Ibn 

ʿArabī is not even considered an act, but an abstinence, a negation. It is defined negatively, 

because if I refrain from doing anything I am already in a state of fasting. Fasting discloses 

the telos of all worship, namely, the realization of the only ontological unified reality; God 

beyond God. It stresses the effacement of the self, so that there is no one to even perform an 

act, ontologically speaking. This acute abstention is designed to make the one who fasts taste 

the meaning of self-sufficiency experientially, by paradoxically, becoming aware of one’s 

dependence through hunger and thirst, as is the case with ablution and prayer, and by 

gradually learning to subsist with less, and therefore, embody the divine attribute of self-

sufficiency (al-ṣamadīya). Ritual practices have two characteristics; they are ‘content-

engaging’ and ‘content-instantiating’, meaning that they are designed for us to engage with 

their content, and simultaneously embody it.272 This is why the prophet (pbuh) was said to 

be the embodiment of the Qur’ān.  

    The difference between the three practices consists in form, content and duration that give 

us exclusive perspectives on the nature and philosophy of ritual, by disclosing a unique 

aspect of the divine. According to Ibn ʿArabī, every single ritual practice is governed by a 

divine name, through which it is known and embodied. And since every ritual practice has 

                                                             
270 According to Ibn ʿArabī, “the wise one (al-ḥakīm) is he who has knowledge of the order (al-tartīb).” 
See Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 96  

271 Mystics often report of states of trance had in prayer. 

272 Cuneo, Ritualized Faith: Essays on the Philosophy of Liturgy, pp. 141-142 
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an “identifiable pattern”,273 it can be likened to a musical piece; if I change the pattern I get 

a different melody, and so the logic goes with ritual practice. Thus, by having different ritual 

practices, an additional aspect of the divine is disclosed. If we maintain, as Cuneo and 

Nussbaum have argued that there is something about the form which discloses certain aspects 

of the content, then the style makes itself a statement, making different demands on the 

reader. Hence, style is not merely decorative, but an integral part of the expression of a 

specific content, which cannot otherwise be expressed without contradiction.274 If we 

contextualize this argument in the philosophy of ritual, which is part of the more inclusive 

category of ‘works’ Cuneo suggests,275 we could also argue that the forms of ritual practice 

differ because they have a different content.276 Their specific forms disclose something 

particular about them, making non-conceptual demands on the worshipper, to grasp 

something which cannot be understood through discursive thinking,277 but perhaps, through 

emotion and imagination, or a complete emptying out of all faculties. Thus,“...the form of a 

work can shape what it communicates to such an extent that there are types of understanding 

that it would be very difficult and perhaps impossible to impart by employing some other 

form.”278 Given that ritual practice is designed to disclose, according to Ibn ʿArabī, 

knowledge of the oneness of existence, it cannot take forms which demand of its worshippers 

their capacity for discursive thinking, given that discursive thinking has a dualistic structure, 

                                                             
273 Cuneo, “Ritual Knowledge”, Ritualized Faith: Knowledge on the Philosophy of Liturgy, pp. 155-158 

274 Anglo-American analytic philosophy maintains the neutrality of style, ignoring the fundamental 
relation between form and content, especially when the content involves topics on how we should live 
See Cuneo, Ritualized Faith: Essays on the Philosophy of Liturgy, pp.128-129, 141-142 

275 Cuneo, Ritualized Faith: Essays on the Philosophy of Liturgy, p.130 

276 Cuneo writes: “In my view, the liturgy can function in ways similar to the ways in which Nussbaum 
holds that literature functions, calling forth from its participants such activities as imaginatively 
identifying with characters presented in the liturgical script that are alien in important respects.” See 
Cuneo, Ritualized Faith: Essays on the Philosophy of Liturgy, pp. 141-142 

277 For example, if we are presented with a philosophical text on friendship, we find an inherent 
contradiction between form and content, because the form calls our analytical faculty to attention, pushing 
back our emotional and imaginative capacity to the background, while those faculties are precisely what 
are needed, in order to grasp the content of the text, namely, of friendship. See Cuneo, Ritualized Faith: 
Essays on the Philosophy of Liturgy, pp. 129-130  

278 Cuneo, Ritualized Faith: Essays on the Philosophy of Liturgy, pp. 129-130  



 114 

and knowledge of the divine is non-dual.  Content does not have to be propositional,279 hence, 

the knowledge involved is non-conceptual and non-epistemic, as Honneth’s concept of 

recognition, and as Cuneo’s concept of knowledge as “being in rapport with someone” 

illustrate.280 

   To sum up, all three practices have certain elements in common, namely, an element of 

repetition, embodiment, concentration, abstinence, presence with God (ḥudūr ma‘ā Allah), 

and a common telos of the knowledge and realization of oneself as a servant in the face of 

the ineffable. This is nothing other than the realization of the first pillar of Islam (al-shahāda) 

‘to witness that there is no God but God’, which is in the context of Ibn ʿArabī nothing other 

than waḥdat al-wujūd.  Even though phenomenologically speaking worship practices 

preserve the duality between worshipper and worshipped, they contain in them its 

dissolvement (fanā’). As we shall see, practices according to Ibn ʿArabī, are so designed to 

undo themselves, and expose the ontological unity, which lay beneath, and which, 

paradoxically can only be known through duality, since the unmanifest can only be known 

by manifesting itself.281 Hence, the overcoming of reification can only be done through the 

conscious process of reification itself. 

    It would, of course, have been a more rounded analysis had I included the two remaining 

pillars, alms giving (zakāt) and pilgrimage (ḥajj), but given the very extensive chapters in 

the Futūḥāt, it is beyond the scope of this research to give an in-depth analysis of both rituals. 

Furthermore, the two aspects of zakāt, which means purification, and ḥajj, which entails 

leaving behind the world and meeting God in one’s poverty, are already entailed in the other 

three ritual practices. In order to perform any ritual practice, one must leave the world behind 

                                                             
279 Cuneo, Ritualized Faith: Essays on the Philosophy of Liturgy, pp.130-131 and pp. 150-152 

280  According to Cuneo: “When one is in rapport with another, one does not simply enjoy some sort of 
privileged epistemic contact with that person. One also knows how to engage that person and, often, what 
that person cares about. In this respect, the concept of knowing with which I am working belongs more 
nearly to a cluster of virtue-theoretic notions according to which knowing someone is not only a mode of 
understanding but also an achievement, typically accomplished only with time, familiarity, effort, and 
discernment. It goes without saying that knowing of this sort is often implicit—one needn’t be able to 
articulate one’s know-how—and acquired by osmosis when participating in practices in which such know-
how is modeled by others. Under this understanding, then, the dictum that knowing God is a species of 
practical knowledge is the claim that knowing God (in the sense just specified) consists in (although is 
not exhausted by) knowing how to engage God.” See Cuneo, Ritualized Faith: Essays on the Philosophy 
of Liturgy, pp. 148-151  

281 This is illustrated in the following ḥadīth qudsī “I was a hidden treasure and I loved to be known so I 
created creation in order to be known” 
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and meet God fully with undivided attention and complete presence, which requires 

purification of the heart, and one’s purification from one’s concepts pertaining to one’s 

ontological independence, and to God himself. It is hardly possible to do justice to the depth 

and the infinite possibilities, which are entailed in Ibn ‘Arabī’s thorough analysis. Therefore, 

I have confined myself to the three practices, hoping that they serve as three unique aspects 

of ritual practice.  

 

Conclusion 

 

    In the first section of this chapter, I have demonstrated some of the problems regarding 

phenomenology, such as the problem with intentionality, the predominant constructivist 

model, which is rooted in Kantian epistemology, and some challenging theories of 

consciousness to the study of mysticism. I have also presented the counter arguments to the 

problem of mediation, and presented alternative theories of consciousness, represented by 

Forman and Woodhouse.  I have also argued that self-awareness is key in understanding 

mystical experience, as it is a non-discursive, immediate kind of knowledge, which is best 

understood through the theory of knowledge by presence or identity, represented by the 

ishrāqī school.  

    In the second section, I have defined reification not only in terms of historical factors, such 

as socio-economic ones, but as the forgetfulness of the roots of cognition in recognition, as 

elaborated by Honneth, adding the forgetfulness of the roots of recognition in consciousness. 

The significance of Honneth’s definition is that it provides a basis for wthe problem of 

reification in conceptuality, and hence sees its solution in the experiential, non-discursive 

dimension of human interaction in the act of ‘recognition’. Thus, the definition ties together 

mystical experience, and my argument pertaining to self-awareness, as a form of immediate, 

experiential knowledge, with the role of ritual. Next, I have illustrated the problem with the 

reification of language, its inability to express our experience accurately, and the 

impossibility in capturing the ineffable. This is where ritual comes in, I argue in the third 

section, where it captures that which cannot be captured by words, through the embodiment 

of symbolic acts. Despite being a form of reification itself, ritual can actually be a means to 

overcome reification. Through the engagement in ritual acts, our embodiment is intensified, 

by shifting our cognitive state from thinking to sensing, thus, moving us away from 
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discursive thinking to a state of presence, in which we become more self-aware. I argue that 

mystical experience involves nothing other than a heightened self-awareness, in which the 

ontological order is disclosed to us in a non-conceptual manner, affecting our perception of 

God, one’s and others. When we forget ourselves, i.e. become less self-aware, and more 

identified with our discursive thinking, we reify ourselves into thinking minds, reducing our 

consciousness to its thinking faculty, and mistaking it for a separate entity. This is the subject 

of the following chapter on reification as taqyīd in Ibn ʿArabī, in which I contextualize the 

problem of reification within his framework, examining it at greater length.  
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Chapter 2 

 

Reification: Ibn ʿArabī’s Concept of Taqyīd 

 

    In this chapter I discuss the concept of taqyīd in Ibn ʿArabī in light of Honneth’s theory 

of reification. This juxtaposition does not aim to flatten out the differences, or ignore the 

underlying paradigms, which gave rise to notions such as reification, and taqyīd. The context, 

worldview, and metaphysics are all radically different, which must not be overlooked. My 

intention, however, is to highlight the similarities, rather than the differences, which will 

necessitate bracketing much of the underlying context of both. In my view, drawing on the 

old Sufi wisdom and reading it in a Western context is imperative for bridging the gap 

between the pre-modern Eastern and modern Western worldviews. I wish to highlight what 

both Honneth’s concept of reification and Ibn ʿArabī’s understanding of taqyīd have in 

common, namely, an underlying function of undermining conceptuality and resisting 

fixation, in an attempt to remain open (in so far as a concept can remain open).1 

   In the first section, I lay the etymological and theoretical foundation of reification (taqyīd) 

and analyze Ibn ‘Arabī’s perception of religion on the phenomenal, as well as the ontological 

level, in addition to the function of the imagination. In the second section, I discuss the 

reification of God through language, and how this can be counteracted through apophasis. 

Moreover, I argue that since the problem of reification has its roots in language and 

conceptuality, its antidote has to be in that which is other than discursive thinking, namely, 

experience. In the third section, I illustrate that experience must be non-conceptual and other 

than (theoretical) belief, because belief consists of propositions, and is therefore, discursive, 

concluding that an experience of oneness must be structurally non-dual itself, i.e. non-

discursive.  

 

Section I: Making Sense of Delimitation 

                                                             
1 This can be compared to the concept of deconstruction, which I will, however, not delve into, as already 
dealt with in Ian Almond’s study. For more on the topic, see Ian Almond, Sufism and Deconstruction: A 
Comparative Study of Derrida and Ibn ʿArabī (London and New York: Routledge, 2004), pp. 7-62 
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a. Etymology and translation of reification  

 

The word to ‘reify’ in English comes from the old Latin word ‘res’ and means to “make 

(something abstract) more concrete or real”2 or “to think of as a material thing: to convert 

into a material thing, to materialise”.3 This is the very general meaning of the word. Finding 

an exact translation of reification in Arabic is problematic, as translation usually is. I suggest 

using the words ‘taqyīd’, ‘taḥdīd’ and ‘taʿyīn’ in Arabic to denote reification. I am excluding 

the word ‘tashyī’’, which means ‘to turn into a thing’ or literally ‘to objectify’, because it is 

only found in modern Arabic, and it is not part of Ibn ʿArabī’s terminology. The words I 

have used are found both in modern and classical Arabic.4 

The word ‘taqyīd’ in Arabic comes from the root ‘qayd’,5 which means among others: 

to bind, tie, fetter, shackle, to limit, restrict, confine, qualify, set bounds, curb, to fix, 

determine, lay down, specify, stipulate, to write (down), to debit, to be bound by obligation 

                                                             
2 The example the dictionary gives to elucidate the meaning of the word is neutral: “these instincts are, in 
man, reified as verbal constructs”. See The New Oxford Dictionary of English, ed. Judy Pearsall (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2001), p.1564. The same definition is also given to the word ‘objectify’ which 
is defined as “express (something abstract) in a concrete form” and the example given is the following: 
“good poetry objectifies feelings”. In this sense objectify is defined neutrally and the example given is 
rather positive. The second definition given is as follows: “degrade to the status of a mere object” and the 
example given is rather negative: “a deeply sexist attitude that objectifies women”. See The New Oxford 
Dictionary of English, p. 1278. The philosophical difference between reification and objectification is 
discussed in Axel Honneth and is not relevant in the etymological discussion here. See the section on 
reification in the first chapter on the methodology and literature review.  

3 See Chambers Twentieth Century Dictionary, p. 1138. The word ‘objectify’ is defined as “to make 
objective”, see p. 907  

4 I use the word ‘taqyīd’ the most to refer to reification, because it is used the most frequently and 
interchangeably with ‘taḥdīd’ in Ibn ʿArabī’s Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam. 

5 For the Arabic root, see Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab (Cairo: Dār al-Ḥadīth, 2003),  vol. 7, pp. 557-559  
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and to be subject to.6 The word ‘taqyīd’ can mean: fettering, shackling, tying, binding; 

reservation, qualification; limitation, restriction, confinement, and curtailment. 7 

I am translating reification as ‘taqyīd’ to tie the notions of reification to the notion of 

the binding tendency of the mind in Ibn ‘Arabī. The word for intellect or mind in Arabic is 

‘ʿaql’ which also means to tie with a rope, for example, ‘ʿaqala al-baʿīra’ means to hobble 

the camel with a rope.8 Ibn ‘Arabī is keen on tracing the words to their literal root meaning 

and playing with the conceptual ramifications. According to Michael A. Sells:  

 

Through an etymological play, he relates the intellect (ʿaql, root meaning, rope) to definition, 

the “binding” (taqyīd) of the real into fixed and limited categories and forms. Such a function is 

necessary because the purely indeterminate cannot be known or made manifest. A fundamental 

error arises, however, when the partial categories or individual forms are taken as fixed and 

total.9 

 

In Michael A. Sells’ Mystical Languages of Unsaying the word ‘taqyīd’ is translated as 

binding and is also used interchangeably with the word reification.10 As was elucidated in 

the above quotation, reification as binding is necessary for us to understand something which 

is abstract.11 The problem arises when the movement from abstraction to particularization is 

forgotten, and the one particular meaning is fixed and taken to be the only meaning. This 

movement is also a movement from the absolute to the relative, in which the relative is 

                                                             
6 For the English translation, see Oxford Arabic Dictionary, ed. Tressy Arts (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2014), pp. 688-689 and Arabic - English Lexicon, E. W. Lane, Volume 2, (Cambridge: Islamic 
Texts Society Trust, 1984), pp. 2576-2577. Also see Arabic-English Dictionary: The Hans Wehr 
Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, ed. J M. Cowan (Urabana: Spoken Language Services: 1994), p. 
940 

7 Arabic - English Lexicon, ed. E. W. Lane, vol. 2, pp. 2576-2577; The Hans Wehr Dictionary of Modern 
Written Arabic, p. 940 

8 Arabic - English Lexicon, ed. E. W. Lane, vol. 2, pp. 2576-2577; The Hans Wehr Dictionary of Modern 
Written Arabic, p. 737 

9 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, p. 91 

10 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, pp. 35-90 

11 I have also made this point before in the first chapter on methodology and literature review.  
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mistaken with the absolute. Here, however, the word ‘taqyīd’ or binding should be 

understood to have a neutral meaning, which only becomes negative or positive depending 

on the context. The aspect of taqyīd being something that ties, limits and shackles is useful 

for highlighting the negative aspect of reification, according to Axel Honneth. 

The word ‘taḥdīd’ in Arabic comes from the root ‘ḥadd’, which mainly means to 

discriminate or differentiate between two things so that they would not mix or that one may 

not transgress the other.12 The way we differentiate is by having boundaries that delimit, 

enabling us to discriminate between two things. The root ‘ḥadd’ is translated as edge, border, 

boundary, limit, termination, end, terminal point, extent, or degree (attained), divine 

ordinance, divine statute, legal punishment.13 The root word can also be pronounced ‘ḥadda’ 

and means: to sharpen, delineate, demarcate, restrict, confine, hinder, curb, to oppose, 

contravene, counteract, violate.14 Hence, the word ‘taḥdīd’ can be translated in English as: 

limitation, delimitation; delineation, demarcation, restriction, confinement, determination, 

fixation, and definition.15 The definitions given for ‘taḥdīd’ are also the words used 

interchangeably for manifestation and differentiation in the translation of Ibn ʿ Arabī’s works 

in English, which is one of the main reasons for choosing it. Apart from that, of course, my 

reason for using it is Ibn ʿArabī’s usage of it in Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam. 

The word ‘taʿyīn’ comes from the root word ‘ʿayn’,16 The former means: to 

individualize, particularize, fix, determine, define, appoint, destine, allocate, to give a reason, 

to view, eye, see with one’s own eyes, examine, inspect, be obligatory, be someone’s duty, 

                                                             
12 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, vol.2, p. 353. For an elaborate discussion see the entire section pp. 353-
356. It is interesting to see that the meaning of ‘barzakh’ shares multiple definitions with the word ‘ḥadd’, 
which is relevant to our discussion further on.  

13 For the English translation, see Oxford Arabic Dictionary, ed. Tressy Arts, pp. 156-158; The Hans Wehr 
Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, p. 187 

14 For the English translation, see Oxford Arabic Dictionary, ed. Tressy Arts pp. 156-158 and Arabic-
English Dictionary: The Hans Wehr Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, ed. J M. Cowan, p. 187 

15 For the English translation, see Oxford Arabic Dictionary, ed. Tressy Arts, pp. 156-158; The Hans Wehr 
Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, ed. J M. Cowan, p. 188 

16 The word ‘ʿayn’ in Arabic has myriad meanings. For an extensive definition, see ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-
‘Arab, vol. 6 , pp. 552-558 
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to be necessary.17 Hence, the word ‘taʿyīn’ can be translated as: specification, 

particularization, designation, fixation, determination, and appointment.18 The word ‘ʿayn 

al-shay’ also means the reality, truth or essence of something.19 The main reason for 

translating reification as ‘taʿyīn’ is to tie it with the onto-cosmological immutable entities of 

Ibn ʿArabī’s ‘aʿyān thābita’, which have the same root in Arabic ‘ʿayn’.20 The idea is to 

bring forth the neutral meaning of the word reification, namely, making something abstract 

into something concrete. Divine manifestation is precisely that: making abstract divine 

essence and attributes into concrete entities. The movement of the unmanifest manifesting 

itself and forgetting its origin is also reminiscent of Axel Honneth’s philosophy of reification, 

which is rooted in cognition forgetting its origin in recognition. Finally, the word ‘ta‘yīn’ 

also carries the meaning of ‘fixating something’, which is at the heart of reification.  

The concept of ‘taqyīd’ (binding) in Ibn ʿArabī has two sides, both negative and 

positive; the way reification can be understood. The nature of the mind is binding abstraction 

into concretion and thereby limiting the various possibilities into one actuality. The 

movement from abstraction to concretion, from the universal to the particular, and from the 

absolute to the relative is not a negative movement but a necessary one for understanding. 

The problem arises, as Michael A. Sells has pointed out, when the one possibility is taken to 

be the only possibility by the mere fact of its actuality, and the forgetting of the very 

conditions of possibilities that gave rise to that one possibility, as reification was explained 

by Axel Honneth. In the following section I will give examples of how Ibn ʿArabī uses the 

word ‘taqyīd’ which include positive, negative and neutral connotations of the term. The 

discussion will revolve around the following themes in the context of the function of 

reification: religion, imagination, and beyond (beliefs about God). 

 

b. Necessity of religion: The phenomenal level 

                                                             
17 Oxford Arabic Dictionary, ed. Tressy Arts pp. 572-573 and Arabic-English Dictionary: The Hans Wehr 
Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, ed. J M. Cowan, p. 776 

18  Oxford Arabic Dictionary, ed. Tressy Arts, pp. 572-573; The Hans Wehr Dictionary of Modern Written 
Arabic, p. 776 

19 For example, ‘‘ayn al-qibla’ means ‘ḥaqīqatuhā’, see Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-‘Arab, vol. 6, p. 55 

20 The word ʿayn as stated above means ‘to be obligatory’ ties the birth of the aʿyān thābita (immutable 
entities) with the concept of taklīf (divine command), which will be dealt with in the discussion of ritual 
practice in the chapters on purification, prayer, and fasting.  
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The introduction of Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam is a good starting point for our discussion on taqyīd. In 

the last few lines of his introduction, Ibn ʿArabī writes the following:       “from God I wish 

that I am among those who have been given support, and thereby has become supported and 

was able to support, and those who have been bound by the pure Muhammadan sharīʿa, and 

thereby have become bound and was able to bind.”21 From the quoted prayer, we must 

deduce that the act of being bound by the divine laws sent by the prophet of Islam is positive, 

otherwise Ibn ʿArabī would not have asked God to be bound by them. Therefore, being 

bound should be understood in a neutral light, and depending on the context one should either 

read it positively or negatively. In this case, being bound by divine law is positive and is 

something to strive for. This is also the case for religion in general, which is sent to bind by 

obligation. 

According to Ibn ʿArabī in the chapter on Jacob in Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam,22 there are two 

religions: religion as defined by God (and those He has bestowed the knowledge to, including 

those who have recognized the ones who have that knowledge), and religion as defined by 

creation (khalq meaning people here).23 We find the two-fold understanding of religion again 

in Kitāb al-Fanā’ fī al-Mushāhada, where the first type of religion is defined as ‘upright, 

wisdom guided, prophetic specialized, and untainted’, while the second one is defined as 

‘crooked, wisdom merged and tainted with speculation and mind’.24 If we connect the two 

definitions we could argue that the religion defined by God entails non-conceptual wisdom 

had through the faculty of the heart, while the religion defined by human beings is 

conceptual, and hence, distorted knowledge from the mind. 

                                                             
21 This is my translation of the Arabic text. See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 13 and 
Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 48 

22 For the English translation of the chapter see Ibn al-ʿArabī: The Ringstones of Wisdom, trans. Caner K. 
Dagli (Chicago: Great Books of the Islamic World, 2004), p.87 and Ibn Al-‘Arabi: The Bezels of Wisdom, 
trans. W. J. Austin (New York: Paulist Press, 1980), p.111. 

23  The Arabic text reads: “al-dīn dīnān, dīn ʿind Allah… wa dīn ʿind al-khalq.” See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-
Ḥikam, p. 55, Dār Ṣādir edition and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 94 

24 The Arabic text reads: “al-dīn al-mustaqīm al-ḥikamī al-nabawī al-ikhtiṣāṣī al-khāliṣ wa al-dīn al-
ghayr mustaqīm al-ḥikamī al-mamzūj al-fikrī al-ʿaqlī”. See Ibn ʿ Arabī, “Kitāb al-Fanā’ fī al-Mushāhada”, 
Rasā’il Ibn ʿArabī, ed. Muḥammad Shihāb al-Dīn al-ʿArabī (Beirut: Dār Ṣādir, 1997), p. 19 
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Ibn ʿArabī points out that religion is referred to in the Qur’ān as ‘the religion’ (al-dīn), 

because it is defined and known.25 It is defined as ‘al-islām’, which is surrender and 

submission. The same word in Arabic is used for ‘debt’ and pronounced ‘dayn’. This is why 

Ibn ‘Arabī contends that religion is a binding (inqiyād), a sort of contract (ʿahd) that ties 

through law (al-sharʿ),26 a definition that stresses the role of the primordial covenant binding 

every soul to God prior to its descent.27 Those who bind themselves to what God has ordained 

have upheld religion, by realizing the meaning of religion as binding.28  

If binding is reification and religion is binding, then we must conclude that religion is 

reification. This form of reification is not negative, on the contrary, it is recommended. 

Paradoxically, forms of binding are liberating, the way ritual binds and liberates, and hence, 

binding should also be appreciated.29 Through binding oneself to laws, discipline is 

established, which brings about internal equilibrium and with it the realignment to the onto-

cosmological divine laws.30 With that harmony and happiness is achieved.31  

                                                             
25 Q (132:2), Q (19:3) 

26 What is interesting here is that Ibn ʿArabī equates law (al-sharʿ) with nomos (nāmūs). There is only 
one divine law, which manifests itself differently and concretely on each plane. Hence, a connection 
between the cosmic laws and the religious laws are established. See Ib ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir 
edition, p. 55 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 94-95 

27 This central Sufi theme is based on the Qur’ān (7:172), where God asks, ‘Am I not your Lord?’ and we 
testify ‘yes we have witnessed’. See Carl W. Ernst, Sufism (Shambala Publications: Massachusetts, 1997), 
pp. 43-44 

28 The Arabic text reads: “qām bi al-dīn wa aqāmahu”. See Ibn ʿ Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, 
p. 55 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 94-95. We find a similar point made in Edith Turner’s lecture, 
where she asks, “What does This Binding Word ‘Religion’ Mean?”, referring to the origins of the word 
‘religion’ in Latin, which translates into religare, ligare meaning “tying” or “binding”. See Thomas J. 
Csordas, “Asymptote of the Ineffable: Embodiment, Alterity, and the Theory of Religion”, Current 
Anthropology 45, no. 2 (April 2004), p. 163 

 

30  Kevin Schilbrack, “Ritual Metaphysics”, Thinking Through Ritual: Philosophical Perspectives, ed. 
Kevin Schilbrack (New York: Routledge, 2004), pp. 138-140 

31 Ibn ʿArabī speaks of happiness (al-saʿāda) in binding oneself to religion, which is none other than what 
gives joy (mā yasurru), and through which one acquires the divine level (manzila). He defines religion as 
reward in this context, for we are rewarded for submitting to what gives happiness and punished when we 
go against it. See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 55-56 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī 
edition, pp. 94-95 
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Furthermore, Ibn ʿArabī declares the servant as the establisher, originator and upholder 

of religion, while God is the founder of all laws, legislation and judgment.32 The divine laws 

are onto-cosmological laws, which reflect the divine attributes in creation. In other words, 

the laws are God’s self-disclosure or manifestation. He adds that all religion is for God, and 

all of it stems from the servant, not from God.33  This apparent duality is only 

phenomenological; in other words, from an exoteric point of view (al-ẓāhir),34 religion is 

essential. 

 

c. Contingency of religion: The de-reifying ontological level  

 

From the ontological perspective or esoteric aspect (al-bāṭin) there is no duality, 

because ontologically speaking there is only one existence (wujūd). There is only one 

subject, therefore; there is no lord nor servant, no worshiped nor worshiper.35 From this 

perspective religion is manifestation of the divine, ‘part’ of the continuum, which at the other 

end of the spectrum appears in a specific form. According to Ibn ʿArabī, the divine manifests 

itself according to the capacity of the receptacle, which depends on the receptacle’s spiritual 

state (ḥāl).36  

If there is only one subject, how do we make sense of punishment and reward? 

According to Ibn ʿArabī, punishment and reward are only figures of speech that came into 

                                                             
32 Ibn ʿArabī writes: “fa al-ʿabd huwa al-munshi’ li al-dīn”, and “wa al-ḥāq huwa al-wāḍiʿ li al-aḥkām”. 
See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 55 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 94-95; I 
will examine the meaning of “ḥūkm” in more detail in the introduction to the study cases. 

33 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 55 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 94-95 

34 Ibn ʿArabī devotes the first section to the apparent or phenomenal level of understanding of religion 
(ẓāhir), and from this point shifts the discussion to the ontological or inner dimension of religion (bāṭin). 
See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 56 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 95 

35 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 57 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 95-96 

36 It is important to keep in mind that the nature of spiritual states (aḥwāl) is fluctuation, meaning that 
manifestation is also in a corresponding flux accordingly. See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir 
edition, p. 57 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 95-96 
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existence through tradition (ʿurf).37  Punishment and reward are relational, having no reality 

in themselves, but come into existence as a consequence of the manifestation of religion. 

Religion can also be thought of as habit (ʿāda) that arises through repetition (tikrār).38 

This is precisely the role of ritual, which is based on repetition, in order to establish habits 

that harmonize with our primordial nature (fiṭra) and the world, so that we may “become 

microcosms of the cosmic order.”39 The word habit in Arabic (ʿāda) also means ‘to return’, 

which Ibn ʿArabī plays on, claiming that the essence of things returns to their state that 

determines them.40 Hence, ritual is the means with which we ascend back to the source.41 

However, ‘returning’, is only phenomenological; meaning it only appears on the level of 

manifestation, because ontologically speaking nothing leaves in order to return.42 We must 

conclude then that on the inner level (bāṭin), religion is not thought of as binding, because 

there is no one to bind to anything. There is no duality, and ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ lose their 

meaning from the perspective of oneness. Therefore, the logic of religion as binding, and 

binding as reification cannot be applied here.  

The ontological level de-reifies the phenomenal order, because it undermines its 

reality.43 Having said that though, the phenomenal order is necessary and religion as a 

                                                             
37 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 57 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 95-96 

38 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 57 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 95-96 

39 Schilbrack, “Ritual Metaphysics”, p. 134 

40 This wordplay is repeatedly observed as part of his literal approach to interpretation, which relies heavily 
on the etymological roots of the words.  

41 In the prophetic tradition, prayer is described as the ascent of the believer (miʿrāj al-mu’min), which I will 
examine in more details in the chapter on prayer. It is worthy to note the “shared symbolic cosmology” that 
is presupposed by the notion of miʿrāj and ‘anagoge’ in Neoplatonism. See Algis Uždavinys, Ascent to 
Heaven (London: The Matheson Trust, 2011), pp. 61-63 

42 The Arabic text reads: “fī al-ḥukm al-ṣaḥīḥ lam taʿud.” See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir 
edition, p. 57 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 95-96 

43 According to Ibn ʿArabī, there are two kinds of people: those who walk the spiritual path knowingly and 
consciously, aware of its goal and those who walk it unknowingly and unconsciously, unaware of its purpose 
but both of the two kinds of people walk the same path, because there is only one path. See Ibn ʿ Arabī, Fuṣūṣ 
al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 66 Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 108-109; What we can conclude is that 
the problem is not concerning choosing a path over another one, given that there is only one (sirāt mustaqīm), 
but being conscious in everyday life, as it is the only ‘choice’ one has. The problem then is a problem of 
consciousness. According to Ibn ʿArabī, God is the path and the traveler on the path, because there is no 
subject save him and no destination save him (see 11: 56, where God speaks of being on the straight path). 
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manifestation is indispensable in Ibn ʿArabī’s view.44 The apophatic discourse of the 

phenomenal being contrasted with the ontological must take place in order to prevent the 

ossification of the understanding of religion without its total elimination. Affirming the 

phenomenal and undermining it with a different ontological order must constantly be at 

work, in order for a total reification, or identification with the concept to the point of 

dogmatism and fixation to be prevented.45 

 This dialectic is consciously inserted by Ibn ʿArabī, even if the primacy of the 

ontological order over the phenomenal one is stressed.46 There is a hierarchical order at play, 

but it would lose its meaning without its parts. The notion of waḥdat al-wujūd serves as a 

deconstructive force, not only bringing back the phenomenal order to its ontological origin, 

but also beyond. The bridge between the ontological and the phenomenal is the imagination, 

which is an isthmus (barzakh) between both.  The concept of the in-between or isthmus is a 

further factor in preventing a total reification of thought and identification with 

conceptuality, though it paradoxically is also a form of reification. As Chittick points out: 

 

Ibn al-ʿArabī’s approach provides a predisposition toward the study of religion that is also a 

knot, no doubt. Nevertheless, by recognizing the existence of knots and appreciating their value, 

                                                             
Ibn ʿArabī then poses the question: who are you then? This is precisely the question: who are we if there is 
only God, and how can there be unconsciousness if there is only God? 

44 The two levels of religion, as ontological and phenomenological are illustrated in the story of the encounter 
between al-Khiḍr and Moses as narrated in the sūrat al-kahf in the Qur’ān. The story of Khiḍr and Moses is 
the story of waḥdat al-wujūd, the end of duality. Only in this light can we understand religion. It is the 
embodiment of the meeting between the inner and the outer in the image of isthmus (barzakh), the meeting 
of the two seas (majmaʿ al-baḥrayn), the law and the spirit. It is also the illustration of the various levels of 
reality, their corresponding levels of consciousness, and the epitome of the different kinds of knowledge 
(conceptual and non-conceptual). It is in this context that religion and reification must be understood. For 
more on the subject, see Hugh Talat Halman, Where the Two Seas Meet: The Qur’ānic Story of al-Khiḍr and 
Moses in Sufī Commentaries as a Model of Spiritual Guidance (Louisville: Fons Vitae, 2013), pp. 140-194; 
Salman H. Bashier, Ibn ʿArabī’s Barzakh: The Concept of the limit and the Relationship between God and 
the World (Albany: SUNY Press, 2004), pp. 59-74 

45 For the role of apophasis in Plotinus, see Michael A. Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1994), pp. 14- 33 

46 This is the central argument of Sells in Mystical Language of Unsaying, which I have dealt with in the 
first chapter. 
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and by acknowledging the position (perhaps never attainable) of untying all knots, this approach 

may provide certain insights unavailable to other points of view.47 

 

d. The double function of imagination  

 

Imagination has a double function; it reifies abstractions and meaning into images, and at the 

same time de-reifies conceptual thought. In so far as imagination is a form of manifestation, 

it is a form of reification, if we keep with the very basic understanding of the term, namely, 

turning something abstract into something concrete. Nevertheless, it is subtler than concepts. 

By presenting meaning in less confined terms, it softens the clear-cut boundaries of the 

conceptual mind, allowing for a multiplicity of meaning and interpretation. Having 

characteristics of both abstraction and concretion, its ontological status remains ambiguous. 

An image in the mind can be said to both exist and not exist, because it does not exist the 

way a physical object outside the mind does, but also still retains a form of existence, since 

we can conceive of mental images in both sleeping and waking states. This renders 

imagination closer to the ontological status of the phenomenal realm. In fact, phenomenal 

existence is considered an imagined existence by Ibn ʿArabī. In Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam in the 

chapter on Joseph he writes the following: 

 

All existence is imagination in imagination. Real existence is God, especially from the aspect of 

his essence not from the aspect of his attributes…May he be exalted he who has no other proof 

except himself and whose essence is affirmed through his existence. What is in the cosmos 

indicates oneness, and what is in imagination indicates multiplicity. Those who stand with 

multiplicity are with the world, and with the divine names and the names of the world. Those 

who stand with oneness (al-aḥadīya) are with the Real/Truth (al-ḥaqq) from the aspect of his 

essence (al-dhāt), self-sufficient from all worlds, not from the aspect of his image. 48 

 

                                                             
47 William C. Chittick, Imaginal Worlds; Ibn al-ʿArabī and the problem with Religious Diversity (Albany: 
SUNY Press, 1994), p. 174 

48 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, pp.62-63 pp. and Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī, 104-105 
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The above passage illustrates the relationship between manifestation (creation in 

multiplicity) and the non-manifest (God in absolute oneness). Since manifestation turns the 

abstract non-manifest into manifested beings (taʿayyun), it can be considered a form of 

reification. According to this logic, the reverse movement from the multiple manifest worlds 

to the non-manifest oneness is a movement of de-reification; an ascent, actualized through 

ritual practices, which mostly entail movements. Ibn ʿArabī returns to the dialectic between 

opposites, creation/non-existence and God/existence, between multiplicity and oneness, in 

order to illustrate his point. The dialectic can be considered a movement between two static 

points. The idea of reification as fixation suggests that it is lacking movement; only then can 

it be considered negative. Furthermore, the movement can also be considered as 

interpretation (ta’wīl) of the symbolism of the manifested world of imagination, as Henry 

Corbin contends: “…because there is Imagination, there is ta’wīl; because there is ta’wīl, 

there is symbolism; because there is symbolism, beings have two dimensions.”49 The two 

dimensions are epitomized in the human being, whose existence is an isthmus (barzakh),50 

and hence, is capable of perceiving this “coincidentia oppositorum” through his/her active 

imagination, because it “is a recurrence of the creation whose nature it bears within itself and 

expresses.”51 It is the very ability to conceive of God’s immanence,52 because through it we 

can perceive the similarity between us and the divine attributes. Hence, the positive aspect 

of imagination. 

The negative aspect of imagination, according to Ibn ʿArabī, is that it is the product of 

the human mind, which reflects the multiplicity and fragmentation of thought, as opposed to 

the cosmos, which reflects God and his oneness. Accordingly, if we stand fragmented, 

having the world as our guide, and being absorbed in imagination, our consciousness will 

reflect its multiplicity. However, if we overcome the mind and its imagination, standing in 

                                                             
49 Henry Corbin, Alone with the Alone: Creative Imagination in the Sūfism of Ibn ʿArabī (New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 1997), p. 209 

50 For Ibn ʿArabī, the realization of the barzakhī nature of one’s being, is the attainment of perfection, 
embodied in the concept of al-insān al-kāmil. See Bashier, Ibn al-ʿArabī’s Barzakh, pp. 116-117 

51 Corbin, Alone with the Alone, p. 212 

52 Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, p. 168 
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unity and having God as our guide, then our consciousness will reflect his oneness.53 This 

seems to suggest that mistaking the nature of reality, and the relation between oneness and 

multiplicity, arises in the mind and, therefore, can only be changed with a shift in 

consciousness. As Peter Samsel argued:  

 

To the degree that man’s thought fails to conform to reality, to the degree that his mental 

tendencies render him insensate both to his true nature and vocation as well as to God, to that 

degree he is characterized by both heedlessness and forgetfulness. Man’s attention is too often 

both circumscribed by the circle of his limited preoccupations and scattered outward in attraction 

to the phenomenal world. He is dominated by habits and passions that dull his intellect and 

disperse his will. Heedlessness and forgetfulness, far from being isolated in their significance, 

affect the whole of man. In a sense, these tendencies arise from the inherent multiplicity that man 

is immersed in; the very nature of the phenomenal world—its multifaceted glamour—bears the 

potentiality of leading man toward passional dispersion.54 

Multiplicity must be grounded in oneness, which the shahāda embodies, so that it grounds 

the phenomenal world in the ontological reality. Heedlessness and forgetfulness are mental 

states, symptomatic of ungrounded multiplicity, which can only be overcome by alertness 

and remembrance. This is again the function of ritual practice; it involves “disciplining one’s 

powers of attention”, which intensifies our self-awareness, through which we attain presence 

(ḥudūr) and the witnessing of reality (tawḥīd). According to Samsel, 

For man, immersed in multiplicity—in externalization, reification, and fragmentation—the first 

Shahādah is a refuge that unifies the soul and draws it out of its inherent dispersion. It vicariously 

reestablishes the vision of man’s true situation through impressing on the mind and heart that 

God is ultimately the sole reality, power, and help.55 

The realization of the shahāda is also the very essence of the realization of waḥdat al-wujūd, 

embodied in the perfect human being. The shahāda, therefore, can be considered an antidote 

                                                             
53 The role of the imagination as I have already pointed out is two-fold and Ibn ʿArabī asserts its negative 
as well its positive function. Just as everything can both become a vehicle and a veil, so should we 
understand the nature of the imagination.  

54 Peter Samsel, A Treasury of Sufi Wisdom: The Path of Unity (Indiana: World Wisdom, 2015) p.130 

55 Samsel, A Treasury of Sufi Wisdom, p. 130  
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to the problematic aspect of reification, namely the aspect of mistaking multiplicity for 

ultimate reality, and the forgetfulness of its origin in oneness. In other words, the problem of 

reification is the breaking of the dialectic between multiplicity and oneness, and in fact, of 

all opposites, such as phenomenology and ontology, immanence and transcendence, 

universality and particularity, and absoluteness and relativity.56 The result is an overriding 

of the tendency in consciousness to reify itself and whatever it can conceive of. It is vital to 

recognize the origins of the problem in consciousness so that the solution can be traced where 

the roots grow, as Samsel also points out:  

The Qur’ān characterizes these typical mental tendencies by the words heedlessness (ghafla) and 

forgetfulness (nisyān); in this, it recognizes that the fundamental problem of man is at root a 

problem of thought—of consciousness, attention, and awareness.57 

The consciousness that arises when heedlessness and forgetfulness are overcome with 

wakefulness and remembrance is embodied in the realization of the shahāda, which brings 

opposites (oneness and multiplicity) together in synchronization, though they both do not 

hold the same ontological status. Because there is only God, multiplicity according to Ibn 

ʿArabī reflects the divine attributes, while oneness reflects the divine essence which is 

absolutely one and indivisible. We must, therefore, deduce that multiplicity is not to be 

considered negatively, but an aspect of the divine. Nevertheless, the question arises: if 

everything is God, why does it seem like multiplicity is something to be overcome? And 

how do we overcome the imagination, which is the result of multiplicity, if “all of existence 

is imagination”?  

To answer the first question, the essence of God is somehow more ‘real’ than his 

attributes, and therefore, if we seek profound knowledge of God we must seek to know God 

in his essence.58 The problem is that we can only know God through his attributes, because 

his essence is beyond our minds, and hence, beyond binding and reification, which is limited 

                                                             
56 This is the opposite worldview of modern and post-modern outlooks on the reality of existence, since 
for example, metaphysics, the absolute truth or objectivity have all been denied, and paradigms of thought 
such as relativism, psychologism, and constructivism have become the dominating lens from which all is 
seen and scrutinized.  

57 Samsel, A Treasury of Sufi Wisdom, p. 130 

58 It is useful to keep in mind here the Neoplatonic chain of emanation, in order to understand the 
relationship between the one and the many, and the relation between the essence and the attributes. 
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and limiting. Could this mean that if we transcend our minds we could somehow know God 

in his essence? Ibn ʿArabī would still deny the possibility, but seems to suggest coming close 

to a knowledge that reflects the essence of God.59 

To answer the second question, of how we can overcome imagination if all existence 

is imagination, we need to first understand the nature of reality and what ‘overcoming’ it 

entails. In Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, in the introduction of the chapter on Joseph, Ibn ʿArabī quotes 

the following prophetic tradition: “the people are asleep until they die they wake up,”60 in 

order to establish the inversion of reality; the dream world is the real world, and the one we 

experience when awake is nothing but a dream (manām fī manām).61 In other words, what 

we take for illusion is reality and what we mistake reality for is an illusion. He supports his 

argument with the fact that the prophet (pbuh) is said to have experienced visions of reality 

(ru’yā) when he went to sleep that came to pass in his waking state, which underlines the 

realm and role of the imagination (ʿālam al-khayāl) in spiritual experiences and the 

experience of reality.62  

The prophetic saying can be understood in two ways. The first interpretation is that 

when we physically die we wake up in the afterlife, being propelled into a higher state of 

consciousness, in which more knowledge of reality is gained. The second interpretation is 

spiritual death experienced in mystical experience, in which the annihilation of one’s sense 

of individuality (fanā’) takes place, transforming one’ s consciousness upon one’s return 

(baqā’) from the experience. This mystical experience wakes one up to the nature of reality 

(of God, oneself, the world and our place in it).  In short, it is a ‘death before death’ and 

results in the death of one’s old identity and the rebirth of a new consciousness. The 

experience of death in general gives access to knowledge. One does not have to wait for the 

                                                             
59 For an extensive discussion on the topic, where the impossibility of knowing the essence of the one ‘aḥad’ 
but the possibility of knowing oneness expressed through the divine names ‘waḥid’ is explicated, see Ibn 
ʿArabī, “Kitāb al-Alif wa huwa Kitab al-Aḥadiyya”, Rasā’il Ibn ʿArabī, pp. 44-57. Also see discussion and 
diagrams in Toshihiko Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence (Kuala Lampur: Islamic Book Trust, 
2007), pp. 57-87 

60 The Arabic text is the following: “inna al-nāsa niyāmun fa-idhā matū intabahū.” The word ‘intabaha’ 
in Arabic can mean both waking up and becoming alert or attentive. See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār 
Ṣādir edition, p. 59 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, p. 99 

61 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 59 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, pp. 99-100 

62 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 59 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, pp. 99-100. Here, we 
see an example of the positive function of the imagination.  
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physical death to access it but can acquire it through undergoing a spiritual death in one’s 

lifetime. 

To return to our question, how do we overcome imagination, i.e. the illusion that we 

are awake? We overcome it through knowledge of reality. According to Ibn ʿArabī, those 

who have knowledge perceive the reality of God as though with the senses, while the world 

is merely intelligible to them. Those who lack knowledge only perceive the world with the 

senses, while God remains simply intelligible only as an idea in the mind.63 Spiritual power, 

he states, is more perceptible than sense perception.64 How do we gain that knowledge? We 

gain it in this world through a kind of spiritual death, which comes about through mystical 

experience that transforms our consciousness, not so much from a reifying consciousness to 

a non-reifying one, but more specifically, to a consciousness that is aware of its reification 

and its origin. The reification of consciousness occurs when consciousness identifies itself 

with the mind, i.e. discursive thinking and the resulting beliefs, instead of the very condition 

that gives rise to them (pure consciousness), mistaking its identity as a reified discrete entity. 

I will attempt to unpack this process in the next section.  

 

Section II: The Mechanism of Reification 

 

a.  Reification of language, Reification of God  

 

I will start by repeating again that the act of reification is not necessarily negative, on the 

contrary, it is necessary. As we shall see, the scriptures themselves reify God, as a necessary 

process of understanding. It is only problematic when it is uprooted from the process, 

forgetting its roots in consciousness, therefore, resulting in misidentification of one’s 

perspective of reality as the only valid one, and of oneself as a separate independent entity.  

                                                             
63 Ibn ʿArabī refers to the ones with knowledge as “al-mu’minīn wa ahl al-kashf wa al-wujūd”, meaning 
‘the believers and the people of unveiling and being’. See Ibn ʿArabī. Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, 
p. 66 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, pp. 108-109 

64  He writes: “al-quwā al-rawḥāniyah aqrb min al-ḥawās.” See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir 
edition, p. 67 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, p. 110 
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According to Ibn ʿArabī, God only reveals himself through limitation, binding and 

reification. This is the case, because of our limitation in mind and body, the inadequacy of 

language and the impossibility of revealing the unmanifest in its infinitude. The reification 

of God of himself is a noteworthy example. According to Ibn ʿArabī,  

 

We have never seen God, may he be exalted, speak of himself [fī ḥaqqihī]65 in a revealed verse 

or in any disclosure of himself [ikhbār ʿanhi]66 except through limitation [bi al-taḥdīd], whether 

in the manner of transcendence [tanzīh] or otherwise; firstly, the cloud [al-ʿamā’] which has no 

air above or beneath it, where the Real was before it created creation, after which he mentions 

that he sat on the throne, which is another limitation. After that he mentioned that he descends 

to the lowest heaven, which is yet another limitation. After that he mentioned that he is in the 

heaven and the earth, and that he is with us wherever we are. Not only that, but he has informed 

us that he is our essence, and we are limited, therefore, he could not but describe himself through 

limitation. 67 

 

Though God is limitless, he reveals himself through limitation. This means that all 

manifestation is a limitation (taḥdīd) of his finitude and a binding (taqyīd) of his essence.  

Therefore, manifestation is a kind of reification, which cannot be avoided. Furthermore, God 

speaks of himself in a manner that also limits and binds his nature, because firstly, language 

is limited, and secondly, we are limited. In other words, if there were something like divine 

speech, we would not understand it.68 God must speak to us in our human language, in order 

for us to understand him. The problem is that human language cannot reveal the divine as he 

is in his eternity, infinitude, oneness and omnipotent. Hence, what we end up with is a 

conundrum.  

                                                             
65 The literal words are “in his right”. See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 68 and Dār 
al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, pp. 110-111 

66 The literal words are “news from himself”. See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 68 
and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, pp. 110-111 

67 This is my translation of the Arabic text. See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 68 and 
Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, pp. 110-111. For alternative English translations see Dagli, The Ringstones of 
Wisdom, pp. 111-112; Austin, The Bezels of Wisdom, pp.134-135 

68 This can be compared to Wittgenstein’s famous paradoxical example of a private language. 
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The question then is how can we speak of the divine at all? This question I have 

addressed in the chapter on methodology and literature review, focusing on Michael A. Sell’s 

work Mystical Languages of Unsaying, in which he points out three ways in which we 

attempt to speak of the divine. To recap, the three ways are the following: 1- we remain silent 

and let the silence disclose the divine, 2- we try to understand the manner in which the divine 

is identical with his names and the manner in which he is not. In other words, trying to 

understand tashbīh and tanzīh, 3- we refuse to seek a solution to the dilemma, acknowledging 

that it is an aporia, ‘unresolvable’, while not remaining silent but attempting, nevertheless, 

to find a ‘new mode of discourse’, such as negative theology or apophatic theory.69   

The aim of the apophatic theory is to speak about the divine in a most un-reifying way 

possible. We cannot speak without reifying, but we can engage in a process of negating what 

we assert so that we may leave things ‘inconclusive’ and open-ended. Sells explains how the 

mechanism of the discourse works in the following passages: “Apophasis is a discourse in 

which any single proposition is acknowledged as falsifying, as reifying. It is a discourse of double 

propositions, in which meaning is generated through the tension between the saying and the 

unsaying”70 And, 

 

In the very act of asserting the nothingness (no-thingness) of the subject of discourse, apophasis 

cannot help but posit it as a “thing” or “being,” a being it must then unsay, while positing yet 

more entities that must be unsaid in turn. The result is an open-ended dynamic that strains against 

its own reifications and ontologies –a language of disontology.71  

 

Ibn ʿArabī employs the dialectical apophatic discourse in his writing extensively,72 as a way 

to counter-act the binding (taqyīd) of both language and conceptual thought. An example of 

it can be seen in the same ringstone of Hūd, where he writes: 

                                                             
69 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, pp. 2-3 

70 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, p.12. This is why the dialectical tension as I have mentioned in 
the section before is crucial for the process of de-reification, and the prevention from it becoming 
detrimental. 

71 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, p.7 

72 Sells devotes two chapters on Ibn ʿArabī’s apophatic discourse, giving numerous examples. See Sells, 
Mystical Languages of Unsaying, pp. 35-90 
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Now, since the Real is a protection for the Real from one point of view and the slave is a 

protection for the Real from another, you may speak of being [al-kawn] as you so wish. If you 

so wish, you may say that it is creation [al-khalq], and if you so wish you may say that it is the 

Real [al-ḥaqq], and if you so wish you may say that it is the Real-creation [al-ḥaqq al-khalq], 

and if you so wish you may say that in no respect is it the Real and in no respect is it creation, 

and if you so wish you may speak of bewilderment [al-ḥayra] in this. Through your designation 

of the hierarchy what was sought has become plain [fa qad bānat al-maṭālib bi taʿyīnak73 al-

marātib]. If there were no delimitation [al-taḥdīd], the Messengers would not have informed us 

of the Real’s self-transmutation in forms74 [bi taḥawul al-ḥaqq fi al-ṣuwar], nor would they have 

described Him as divesting Himself of forms [wa lā waṣafathu bi khalʿ al-ṣuwar ʿan nafsihi].75  

 

The first sentence serves as the building block for the rest of the passage, establishing the 

framework of the non-dual paradigm of waḥdat al-wujūd, in which there is only one being. 

It also serves as a justification for the dialectical apophatic discourse at hand; negation of 

being as creation, affirmation of being as creation, negation of being as the divine, 

affirmation of being as the divine, affirmation of being as being both creation and divine, 

and negation of being as neither creation nor divine. Ibn ʿArabī then gives the stance of 

bewilderment or perplexity (al-ḥayra) as an alternate valid position to occupy regarding the 

question of being, which basically consists of not knowing or being ‘inconclusive’, leaving 

the matter open-ended. Al-ḥayra then becomes a further ‘deconstructive’ tool for counter 

acting reification.76  

                                                             
73 Here, Ibn ʿArabī uses the word ‘taʿyīn’, which I have argued in the section on etymology is used 
alternatively with ‘taqyīd’, designating reification.  

74 Forms is the translation of ‘ṣuwar’, which can also mean images. 

75  I am using Dagli’s translation here, with my addition of the Arabic words in brackets. See Dagli, The 
Ringstones of Wisdom, pp. 114-115; For an alternative English translation, see Austin, The Bezels of Wisdom, 
p.136; For the Arabic text, see Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 69-70 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, pp. 
112-113 

76 Ibn ʿArabī writes: “The bewilderment of the gnostic in the Divine Side is the greatest of bewilderments, 
since he stands outside of restriction and delimitation...He possesses all forms, yet no form delimits him. 
That is why the messenger of God used to say, “O God, increase my bewilderment in Thee!” For this is the 
highest station, the clearest vision, the nearest rank, the most brilliant locus of manifestation, and the most 
exemplary path” (al-Futūḥāt II 661.10). This is the English translation in Chittick, The Sufi Path of 
Knowledge, p. 381; For more on the subject, see Ian Almond, “The Shackles of Reason: Sufi/Deconstructive 
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At the end of the passage Ibn ʿArabī contends that if it were not for delimitation 

(taḥdīd), which can be used interchangeably in this context with reification, the two 

seemingly contradictory perspectives could not be reconciled of the Real both disclosing 

himself in the everchanging manifested forms and being beyond them. In short, he explains 

why God is said to have two aspects, specifically immanence (tashbīh) and transcendence 

(tanzīh), as Sells eloquently put it: “In Ibn ʿArabī, the relinquishment of the reified “God” of 

one’s belief to accept the perpetually changing image of reality is nothing other than the 

eternal self-manifestation of the transcendent in each new moment.”77  

 

b. Reification of mind, Reification of belief  

 

In the previous section I have demonstrated the problem of reification from the aspect of 

language. In this section I will tackle the problem of reification from the aspect of the mind. 

I will argue that belief is ultimately a thought, so in order to tackle the problem with belief 

we must examine the nature of thought to get to the root of the problem of reification.  

As mentioned in the section on etymology, the word for mind in Arabic is ‘ʿaql’, which 

means ‘to tie’, ‘ʿaqal’. The word for creed in Arabic is ‘ʿaqīda’ which derives from a similar 

root, namely, ‘ʿaqad’, and has the same meaning as ‘tying’. The similarity between the two 

words is not only linguistic, both thinking and believing is an activity of the mind. Thinking 

and believing binds the mind to either a certain concept, belief, or worldview. Or we could 

say that the mind binds itself to a concept or a belief, and therefore, limits its reality and 

function, by identifying itself with certain representations of reality. This process is 

necessary, in order for us to apprehend our reality and interact with it. It is only problematic 

when we forget that we are only entertaining one possibility among many, not only among 

concepts and beliefs, but also among the very definition and function of the mind.  

According to Ibn ʿArabī, there is only one reality and that reality is the infinite, eternal, 

omnipotent, both transcendent and immanent divine reality. When we hold a belief, we bind 

the divine reality to only one possible representation or manifestation of it and thereby, 

                                                             
Opposition to Rational Thought”, East and West, Vol. 53, (January 2003), pp. 22-38 and for his complete 
work, see Sufism and Deconstruction: A Comparative Study of Derrida and Ibn ʿArabī 

77 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, pp.7-8  
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missing the entire, whole ‘picture’.  But in a non-dual paradigm of truth and reality, there 

can be no falsehood ontologically speaking, therefore, singling out one possibility as ‘true’, 

creates a duality of truth and falsehood and misrepresents the ontological reality.  Not only 

does the mind single out a certain thought or belief as true, constructing a worldview for 

itself, but it also mistakes the manifestation of reality as reality itself. Reality is unmanifest 

in Ibn ʿArabī, and the only way to know it is by knowing it in its self-disclosure (tajallī), 

keeping in mind that its manifestation is not identical with itself. 

I will only give one example of Ibn ʿArabī’s approach on belief, albeit an extensive 

one, because the subject has received sufficient attention elsewhere, perhaps even more than 

other aspects of his ‘philosophy’.78 My intention is not to discuss the issue of belief in 

general, but to examine the underlying thought- structure, which makes it problematic. I will 

quote a rather lengthy passage in the ringstone of Hūd to expose the central issues with belief, 

the mechanism of reification, and eventually to argue that ultimately belief is a certain type 

of thought. According to Ibn ʿArabī, 

 

Every individual necessarily holds a belief regarding his lord, with which he goes back to and 

with which he asks (meaning with which he worships).  If the Real manifests himself in that 

particular belief, the individual recognizes him and affirms him. If the Real manifests himself in 

other than the belief he holds, the individual seeks refuge from him (taʿawwadh), showing 

disrespect (asā’ al-adab), though according to himself he has shown respect (ta’addab). One 

only holds beliefs which one’s self has made up (bi mā jaʿala fī nafsihi). The divine in belief is 

always made up (bi al-jaʿl). They only see themselves and what they have made up. Observe the 

hierarchy of people in their knowledge of the divine; it is the same hierarchy of their vision on 

the day of resurrection. I have taught you the necessary reason for that. Beware of binding 

yourself with a particular bind (tataqayad bi qayd) and be veiled by all others (takfur bi mā 

siwāhu), lest you miss much goodness and especially miss the knowledge of how things are. So 

be in yourself a hyle for all the images of beliefs, because the divine, may he be exalted, is vaster 

and much greater to be bound by one single bind to the exclusion of others (yaḥṣurahu ʿaqd dūna 

ʿaqd) as he says: “Wherever you may turn there is the face of God”. He did not specify a direction 

“where” but stated that there is the face of God. The face of a thing is its reality. These alerts the 

                                                             
78 William C. Chittick is one such scholar who has dedicated lengthy analysis and expositions on the 
subject, such as Imaginal Worlds: Ibn al-ʿArabī and the Problem of Religious Diversity (1994), The Self-
Disclosure of God (1998), and The Sufi Path of Knowledge (1989)  
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hearts of the knowers (ʿālimīn) so that they may not be preoccupied with the contingencies of 

life from being present with such things (realities).79 

 

We cannot but hold beliefs about our reality (i.e. God). In Ibn ʿArabī God is 

existence/being itself (al-wujūd) and reality/truth (al-ḥaqq), therefore, we can use all of these 

words interchangeably. The function of belief here is to serve as a vehicle or bridge between 

us and our reality. It permits communication and relation. It is also the means by which we 

worship God. If we are presented with a different representation of reality other than the one 

we have constructed (bi al-jaʿl) (i.e. certain images of and beliefs about God), we tend to 

reject them.  Ibn ʿArabī contends that not only do we always have beliefs concerning reality; 

they are also always constructed by our minds and not the product of a direct perception of 

how things actually are, rather a projection of our own selves in which we are reflected.80  

Ibn ʿArabī then speaks of the hierarchy of knowledge of the divine, which people 

occupy, and which corresponds to their vision on judgment day. It must be pointed out here 

that Ibn ʿArabī does not use the term creed (ʿaqīda) but knowledge (al-ʿilm bi Allah). The 

way this can be interpreted is the following: knowledge can only be attained through the 

transcendence of belief, which can only happen through a non-mediated experience of reality 

that will render knowledge of reality as it is in itself not as we represent it to our self.  Does 

this mean that once we have a direct experience of reality we will not hold any beliefs or 

occupy any positions anymore? 

                                                             
79 This is my translation of the Arabic text. See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 70 and 
Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp.112-113. For alternative English translations see Dagli, The Ringstones 
of Wisdom, pp. 115-116 and Austin, The Bezels of Wisdom, pp. 137-138 

80 This is different than what the constructivists hold. We can argue then that Ibn ʿArabī holds that we 
construct our reality, but denies that our construction is the only truth. Therefore, the constructivist theory 
does not apply here, because it could only apply if Ibn ʿArabī maintains that all of reality is constructed, and 
by that, I mean not only the phenomenological realm but also the ontological one. For him, construction is 
only one function of the mind, and is the result of occupying a certain level of consciousness. This pertains 
only to the kind of knowledge that the mind can access/ or construct. But this by far is not the only knowledge 
we can attain. In fact, constructivism is only the product of the conceptual mind, and the activity of discursive 
thinking (which includes only a propositional content). Other paradigms of knowledge, such as knowledge 
by identity or acquaintance, which is non-mediated and is referred to in Sufi terminology as kashf 
(unveiling), are held in more esteem for Ibn ʿArabī and are more reliable. It is the goal of every disciple on 
the path to seek real knowledge (maʿrifa/ʿirfān), by transcending discursive thinking and attaining subtler 
types of thinking, such as non-discursive (non-propositional) thinking, so that one can eventually attain a 
state of no-thought, which is experienced in mystical experience. I will elaborate on this further on.  
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The product is not lack of belief, nor a position-less position (which is still a position), 

but a belief that acknowledges itself as a possibility among many. Identification with the 

belief loosens in this process through the attainment of non-mediated knowledge, whether it 

is through mystical experience or less intense experiences of unveiling (kashf/mukāshafa), 

such as inspiration (ilhām) and intuition (ḥadas). 

One might object that perplexity is a position-less position, which Ibn ʿArabī places 

on the top of the spiritual hierarchy,81 and though I agree, I think it should not be 

decontextualized from the entire corpus of his work and his general affirmation of the 

necessity of sharīʿa, including the ritual practices entailed.82 We must not mistake the state 

of perplexity (ḥayra)83 with paralyzing confusion in life, where one simply does not know 

or do anything, though ontologically speaking this is the case.84  Phenomenologically 

speaking, we must act as servants, in order for lordship to be realized, and servanthood entails 

a-biding by divine laws.85 Strictly speaking, there is no phenomenological level (al-ẓāhir) 

without an ontological level (al-bāṭin), and vice versa; in fact, one can either speak of both 

or neither as the apophatic discourse has already shown. So where does this leave us? 

                                                             
81 Ibn ʿArabī calls it the ‘place’(makān) of the station of no station (maqām al-lā maqām), which the 
perfect human being (al-insān al-kāmil) embodies, following in the footsteps of Muḥammad (pbuh). 
Those who occupy it are described as having “no attributes, no descriptions, and no station”, while being 
externally in continuous “equilibrium, fixity, and rest”, and in perpetual internal movement (p.379). See 
Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, pp. 375-381. For more on the topic, see Omar Benaïssa, “The 
Station of No Station”, The Journal of the Muhiyydin Ibn ʿArabī Society, Vol. XXXVII, (Oxford 2005) 

82 Though the station of no station is generally characterized by lack of attributes, according to Ibn ʿ Arabī, 
three main ones stand out, namely, incomparability, worship, and bewilderment. This reaffirms the 
indispensability of ritual practice as the means of worship.  See Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, pp. 
380-381 

83 For the role of aporia in Plato, see Maurice H. Cohen, “The Aporias in Plato’s Early Dialogues”, Journal 
of the History of Ideas, Vo. 23, No. 2 (April-June 1962), University of Pennsylvania Press, pp. 163-174 

84 As Chittick summarizes it: “The gnostic is not bewildered because he is lost, but because he has found. 
He is nothing, yet he is everything. He has been freed from every delimitation, yet he assumes them all. 
He smells no whiff of lordship, yet he rules the cosmos. He is known and unknown, affirmed and denied, 
existent and nonexistent. He/not He. Dwelling in no station, he determines the properties of every station.” 
See Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, p. 380 

85 This is a recurring theme in thesis, which I address throughout the chapters. 
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Ibn ʿArabī proposes a state where we become a ‘hyle’,86 a kind of primordial matter, 

which receives form, meaning a locus of the ever-changing manifestation of the infinite real 

and all the reflecting beliefs involved.87 This can only take place if we do not bind ourselves 

to one particular bind, and note here that Ibn ʿArabī did not use the word ‘belief’ either but 

spoke of ‘binds’ in an overall manner, which I think refers to the general binding and reifying 

tendency of the mind.88 He warns us against it, lest we miss out on knowledge of reality, 

which is too vast to be bound by one single belief, or in other words, too great to be 

constrained by the limited thinking mind. Thus, I will argue that Ibn ʿ Arabī is not advocating 

the relinquishment of all belief or thought. It is neither feasible nor necessary anyway for 

softening the reification process, perceiving reality as a whole, and counteracting dogmatism 

of belief. What Ibn ʿArabī is arguing is that we do not mistake our thoughts for being an 

accurate representation of reality, but only a possibility. I will argue that this can only happen 

if we transcend our thinking mind, become aware of other states of consciousness, and access 

alternative paradigms of knowledge. Thought has its place, but the representation of reality 

as a whole, requires a flexibility that would reflect the flux of the ever-changing 

manifestation of reality, and which the thinking mind is incapable of, given its rigidity and 

reifying tendency. In order to make my point I will have to argue why belief is a thought, 

what kind of thought it is, and why it must be transcended in the following sub-sections.  

 

 

 

                                                             
86 Note that the concept of ‘hyle’ is dependent on something external in order for it to exist, which 
reaffirms the ontological nothingness and dependency of the servant. 

87 Though Ibn ‘Arabī’s model solves in a sense the problem of diversity, it nevertheless assumes and even 
confirms a hierarchy of religions by maintaining that Islam is on the top of this hierarchy. This is 
problematic in the sense of causing tension, friction and dispute among other religions that claim to occupy 
a different position in the hierarchy, or claim to be at the top of the hierarchy as most religions do. It is 
also problematic if one were to give up the claim of being on the top of the hierarchy, in so far as it 
removes a claim on which the religion in question is built on. In a sense, it de-validates it. However, it is 
less problematic accepting a hierarchy than accepting that the hierarchy is known, for one might regard 
the hierarchy as the result of the evolution of consciousness, but also if consciousness keeps ‘evolving’ 
one cannot ever determine the top of the hierarchy. 

88 The heart is the locus of manifestation, rather than the mind, as its nature is to bind reality to one 
attribute, therefore, it is impossibility of embracing all of reality. Hence, only the heart can become a 
‘hyle’ and not the mind, as the above passage indicates. See the ringstone of Shuʿayb, Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ 
al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p.74-79 Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, pp. 119-126 
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Section III: Transcending the mind 

 

a. The nature and structure of belief  

 

What is a belief? I would like to examine Paul Boghossian’s definition in Fear of knowledge: 

against relativism and constructivism, as it exemplifies the discursive aspect of belief. 

According to Boghossian, any belief is “a particular kind of mental state”,89 which is 

characterized by the following aspects, namely, they all  

 

1- must have a propositional content  

2- can be assessed in terms of truthfulness or falsehood  

3- can be assessed in terms of being justified/ rational or unjustified/irrational.90  

 

For example, ‘there is reincarnation after death’ is the propositional content of X’s belief. 

Reincarnation may be true or false, and given the arguments for the doctrine it is either 

considered justified or unjustified. I would like to add to the following aspects of belief two 

components, namely, conviction and identification.  Belief is a propositional content that I 

am convinced of. It does not consist of fleeting thoughts I sometimes entertain, or that 

sporadically come and go. My conviction of certain propositional contents involves 

identification with them. If I believe in reincarnation I define myself through it. I regard it as 

defining my identity. Therefore, believing must also pre-suppose a subject who is convinced 

and identified with a certain propositional content. Hence, only in mystical experience, 

where the duality is momentarily suspended can we glimpse a reality beyond belief.  

I will focus on the first aspect of Boghossian’s definition, namely, that every belief 

must have a propositional content. He writes that a “propositional content (or proposition, 

for short) is built up out of concepts”,91 meaning that if X believes in reincarnation, they 

                                                             
89 On the discussion of belief, see chapter entitled ‘the social construction of knowledge’, Paul 
Boghossian, Fear of knowledge: against relativism and constructivism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2007), pp. 10-16 

90  Boghossian, Fear of knowledge, pp.10-11 

91 Boghossian, Fear of knowledge, p. 11 
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must first have the concept of reincarnation to believe in it, thus, the cornerstone of belief is 

conceptual, meaning consisting of thoughts or ideas. Consider the prophetic tradition, where 

the prophet Muhammad (pbuh) is asked by the angel Gabriel about belief (imān) and where 

he defines it as: 

 

1- believing in God 

2- believing in His Angels 

3- believing in His books 

4- believing in meeting Him in the hereafter 

5- believing in His apostles 

6- believing in the final resurrection92 

 

The above definition shows that belief is defined through propositions; each one of them 

consists of a concept, a concept that we hold true, justifiable, are convinced of and that we 

identify with. Why is conceptual thinking problematic? Conceptual thinking has a dualistic 

structure of subject and object. The structure of belief pre-supposes a subject that believes in 

an object.93 It has the same structure of subject-object duality as any conceptual thinking.94 

Hence, all beliefs, religious or non-religious beliefs, have the same structure. Having the 

same structure does not mean it is identical; while the form may be identical, the content 

varies.95 We have established that belief has the same structure as thinking, but what kind of 

thinking is it? Is there more than one type of thinking? And how are we to understand the 

intellect? Before I attempt to answer these questions in the next sub-sections, I would like to 

clarify a point about belief. Belief can either stem from discursive thinking (ʿaql) or from 

                                                             
92 For more on the topic, see chapter four “Imān and Islām”, Toshihiko Izutsu, The Concept of Belief in 
Islamic Theology: A Semantic Analaysis of Imān and Islām (Kuala Lampur: Islamic Book Trust, 2006), 
pp. 71-83 

93 For a detailed discussion, see chapter five in Izutsu, The Concept of Belief in Islamic Theology, pp. 104-
115 

94 See section entitled “The essential structure of Imān” in Izutsu, The Concept of Belief in Islamic 
Theology, pp.115-116 

95 The content may also be absent altogether, for example in certain mystical experiences, but then it 
makes no sense to call such an experience involving belief, since it is suspended in it, as I have argued in 
the first chapter. 
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experiential lived experience (qalb).96 For Ibn ʿArabī, the latter is superior to the former, as 

I have already mentioned above.97 That which is acquired through the heart is strictly 

speaking not a belief, since it involves unmediated knowledge, which is not subject to 

falsehood,98 being an unveiling (kashf), which does not involve discursive activity.99 It is 

nothing other than a non-conceptual ‘remembering’ of our primordial nature, that which is 

bound by the covenant of God, and which was forgotten due to the descent of the soul into 

the body.100 In this section I have only occupied myself with belief that is the result of 

discursive activity.  

When Raymond Geuss wrote regarding the tradition of Western philosophy that it was 

always engaged in analyzing essential human traits that set them apart from other creatures, 

they were primarily defined as a “cognitive apparatus” until the 18th century, when this 

shifted with Idealism.101 Geuss points out that ‘intellectualism’ always defined the human 

being, which he links directly to beliefs, as he states: ““Intellectualism” is the thesis that 

humans are defined by their ability to engage in a certain type of action: the formation and 

systematic evaluation of beliefs”.102 However, there is a difference in the way the intellect 

                                                             
96 Note that the heart is the only locus of manifestation, which can embrace the entirety of the divine self-
disclosure, as the ḥadīth quḍsī states “My heavens and My earth embrace Me not, but the heart of My 
believing servant does embrace Me.” This only pertains to divine manifestation, and not the essence, 
which remains forever unknown and unmanifest. See Chittick, The Self-Disclosure of God, pp. 348-349 

97 According to Ibn ʿArabī, all beliefs are knowingly or unknowingly of God, because there is nothing but 
the divine that is in constant self-disclosure. However, not all beliefs are on the same par, like everything 
else in existence, beliefs also have a hierarchy. See Chittick, The Self-Disclosure of God, pp. 346-349 

98 I have already pointed this out in the Introduction under the sub-section on ‘challenges’ and in the first 
chapter under the first section, especially under the sub-section on ‘self-awareness’.  

99 Belief is said to ‘enter’ the heart in the Qur’ān (49:14), meaning it is something one cannot acquire but 
one receives: The bedouins say, "We have believed." Say, "You have not [yet] believed; but say [instead], 
'We have submitted,' for faith has not yet entered your hearts. And if you obey Allah and His Messenger, He 
will not deprive you from your deeds of anything. Indeed, Allah is Forgiving and Merciful", Ṣaḥīḥ 
International translation. If we are to understand the verse in the context of Ibn ʿArabī, we are to understand 
that the hierarchy of islām, imān and iḥsān is but a phenomenal hierarchy, which is underlined by one reality. 
Every level has several outer (ẓāhir) and inner (bāṭin) meanings, as Ibn ʿArabī works with a model of 
emanation, at the top of the hierarchy lies a non-conceptual reality that cannot be thought but only 
experienced. This experience is given rather than acquired by exerting oneself.  

100 I have already discussed this point above. 

101 Raymond Geuss, “Philosophical Anthropology and Social Criticism”, Reification: A New Look at an 
Old Idea, p.121 

102 Geuss, “Philosophical Anthropology and Social Criticism”, p.120 
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was understood in modern and pre-modern times, but here I only wanted to underline the 

connection between the intellect and belief, to highlight that holding a set of beliefs is a 

discursive activity, even if the actual experience of belief is different.  

   Before we move on to the next section, a few basic ideas must be mentioned regarding the 

Intellect in ancient Greek and medieval Islamic philosophy as the background of Ibn ʿ Arabī’s 

understanding of the function of the intellect and the different types of thought (and non-

thought) it gives rise to. I will not go into this vast and complex topic, which is not only 

beyond the scope of this research, but also not directly relevant to it. Thus, I will only 

mention in stride the basic ideas that inform our discussion to come, which are the following: 

firstly, the intellect is a cosmic, immaterial, transcendent entity, with a metaphysical role, 

which is the first hypostasis after the One in the chain of emanation,103 and which is divided 

into potential and active intellects;104 secondly, it includes both thinking (discursive and non-

discursive) and non- thinking states;105 thirdly, it gives rise to the human intellectual faculty 

in the soul, which is immortal;106and in fact, to all existent things in the sub-lunar realm,107 

hence, the two understandings of the intellect as substance, and the intellect as human 

                                                             
103 In Islamic philosophy, the chain of emanation proceeds from the Creator (One) to the Intellect, The 
Universal Soul, Original Matter, and Secondary Matter. The chain continues from Matter to Nature, Body, 
The Sphere, The Elements, and finally to beings of the world, according to Ikhwān al-Ṣafā.  See Seyyed 
Hossein Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines (Bath: Thames and Hudson, 1978), pp. 
51-52 

104 This a concept that not only prevailed in ancient philosophy but also in Islamic medieval philosophy. See 
Herbert A. Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna, and Averroes, on Intellect (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1992), p. 3; Aristotle, De Anima, trans. Hugh Lawson-Tancred (London: Penguin Classics,1986), 430a., pp. 
203-205; For the five phases of the intellect in Ibn Sinā, the potential intellect, dispositional intellect, actual 
intellect, acquired intellect, and active intellect, see Jon McGinnis, Avicenna (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2010), pp. 118-124 

105 In Aristotle, for example, we find the intellect’s original state to be non-thought, even though it also 
comprises thought. See Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna, and Averroes, on Intellect, p. 3; Aristotle, De Anima, 
430a and A.C. Lloyd, The Anatomy of Neoplatonism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), pp. 164-184 

106 Aristotle, De Anima, 429a, 429b and McGinnis, Avicenna, p. 117-143. Al-Farabī, Ibn Sinā, and Ibn 
Rushd, maintained that the potential intellect brings about the active intellect (al-ʿaql al-faʿʿāl), which is 
incorporeal (ghayr maḥsūṣ), and which gives rise to the human potential intellect. The human intellect, thus, 
was imagined as a mirror reflecting the active intellect and the thoughts it produces from above. See 
Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna, and Averroes, on Intellect, pp.4, 25 

107 Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna, and Averroes, on Intellect, pp. 29-30 
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faculty; fourthly, conjunction with it gives immortality and higher knowledge (such as 

wisdom and prophecy).108 

    The modern understanding of the intellect, however, differs radically, mainly in its nature 

and function. First of all, it is no longer believed that there is a cosmic intellect that gives 

rise to our intellect, mainly because cosmology and metaphysics are no longer 

philosophically demonstrable, and because of the shift which occurred in modern 

philosophy.109 Secondly, the division between reason and intellect is no longer found in 

modern times.110 Thirdly, the predominant contemporary view of the intellect is that it 

corresponds to a physical entity, namely, the brain, which is responsible for thought activity 

(among other bodily functions). In the materialist view the brain is also responsible for our 

consciousness, so that its cessation is believed to end consciousness as well. Thus, in the 

predominant view, intellect and mind is identical, and mind and thought activity is identical, 

a more reductive view than that found in pre-modern times. There are, however, some 

theories that oppose the reductionist view of the intellect and its identity with the physical 

brain that do not hold consciousness as a by-product of the physical organ, but maintain the 

independence of consciousness, such as theories in Western phenomenology and theories in 

Eastern philosophy based on Buddhism and Hinduism. They are, however, not the most 

prevalent ones. The problem arises when we discuss mystical experience today as a reality 

of a given people in a context, which favors a worldview in which such experiences are 

thought to be impossible. If we do not allow for other worldviews to flourish we risk not 

only oppression and dogmatism, but we also close all possible communication and dialogue 

with the ‘other’. It is more conducive to think of Weltanschauungen not as ‘outdated’ or 

‘irrelevant’ or ‘dead’ just because they were the dominant views in ancient and medieval 

times, but to acknowledge them as alternative ways of looking at the world, and realities of 

people who live today and thrive in them. In the next section, I will attempt to show how 

                                                             
108 It was believed in medieval Islamic and Jewish philosophy that the highest human state to be attained 
is the conjunction of the human intellect with the active intellect, which is referred to as ‘eudaemonic 
state’, and which is believed to be responsible for human immortality and prophecy. See Davidson, 
Alfarabi, Avicenna, and Averroes, on Intellect, pp.4, 34; McGinnis, Avicenna, pp. 147-148 

109 I discussed this in the introduction under ‘Epistemology and Constructivism’. 

110 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islamic Philosophy from its Origin to the Present: Philosophy in the Land of 
Prophecy  (New York: SUNY Press, 2006), pp. 94-95 
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further ancient and medieval ideas that remain relevant for understanding mystical 

experience today.  

 

b.  Types of thinking: Discursive and non-discursive thinking 

 

In this section I would like to discuss discursive and non-discursive thinking activities, and 

why it is relevant to our discussion on belief and the type of knowledge gained through 

mystical experience in the context of Ibn ʿArabī.  

Given the similarities between Plotinus’ and the Neoplatonic model of reality and 

epistemology, and that of Islamic philosophers and mystics (such as Avicenna and Ibn 

ʿArabī’), I will focus on a specific idea found in Plotinus, namely, the ascent from discursive, 

to non-discursive thought, and finally the attainment of a state of no-thought in mystical 

experience.111 My intention is to demonstrate that this model of ascent from thought to non-

thought constitutes the hierarchy of knowledge, which is structurally identical to that of Ibn 

ʿArabī’s model of epistemology. I would like to expound on the idea that belief in Ibn ʿ Arabī 

does not constitute the highest level of knowledge,112 because it is still to be found on the 

discursive level, and that in order to attain the highest knowledge, we must ascend from 

discursive thought, i.e. belief about reality (imān) to non-thought, i.e. the experience of it 

(iḥsān).113 

In the last section, we spoke of the propositional content of belief, which is made of 

concepts. Discursive thinking entails propositions, which is why belief is a form of discursive 

thinking. What is non-discursive thinking then? According to Richard Sorabji,  

 

It is commonly held that non-discursive thinking does not involve entertaining propositions. That 

is, it does not involve thinking that something is the case. Instead, one contemplates concepts in 

isolation from each other, and does not string them together in the way they are strung together 

                                                             
111 See Parviz Morewedge, “The Neoplatonic Structure of Some Islamic Mystical Doctrines” in 
Neoplatonism and Islamic Thought, ed. Parviz Morewedge (Albany: SUNY Press, 1992), pp. 51-76 

112 Unless belief is experiential, and hence, no longer strictly speaking is ‘belief’ in the conventional sense 
of including propositional content as shown above.  

113 We could also argue that iḥsān is nothing other than the realization and verification of islām and iḥsān. 
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in ‘that’-clause. It is further supposed that Plato and Aristotle anticipated Plotinus in postulating 

his non-propositional thinking.114 

 

What we can conclude from this is that non-discursive thinking does involve concepts 

but does not involve propositions. In other words, it does not involve any chain of thought 

logically connected, or a narrative. We can think of it more like contemplation, or meditation. 

A.C. Lloyd identified four characteristics of non-discursive thinking, namely, that 

 

1- it involves no complexity 

2- it involves no propositions 

3- it involves no self-consciousness 

4- it is typically described in terms of contact115 

 

Hence, we must deduce that belief is not non-discursive, because it entails 

propositions, some form of complexity and self-consciousness.116 I would like to add another 

point here, namely, the aspect of mediation. Discursive and non-discursive thinking involve 

mediation because they both involve concepts, though in different manners. Therefore, belief 

is also mediated, and since esoteric knowledge gained in mystical experience involves 

unmediated knowledge (in a state of non-thought), belief must be excluded from it. Hence, 

the argument that belief must be transcended and does not constitute esoteric knowledge. 

 

 

                                                             
114 See Richard Sorabji, Time, Creation & The Continuum (London: Duckworth, 2002), p. 137 

115 Sorabji, Time, Creation & The Continuum, p. 152 

116 Sorabji attempts in this section is to disprove that the passages singled out by A.C. Lloyd regarding Plato, 
Aristotle and Plotinus are proof of non-propositional thinking. Then he questions the nature of non-
propositional thinking. I disagree with both arguments he presents as I find the passages clearly marking a 
different kind of thinking (non-propositional). I also find that he has not engaged enough with the nature of 
non-propositional thinking. He simply said he can’t imagine what it would look like, but there is sufficient 
examples in the domain of religious ritual and experience that would serve as examples of non-propositional 
thinking, an example would be Wynn on the role of emotions (emotions being a good example of it in 
general) and personal accounts of people who have described such states as described by Robert Forman.  
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c. Ascension and time 

  

Ascension  

 

In Plotinus, discursive thinking (dianoia) is considered the activity of the soul (psuchē), while 

non-discursive thinking is associated with the activity of the intellect (nous).117 Sorabji 

explains that 

 

The soul and intellect of which Plotinus speaks are a sort of world-soul and world-intellect. But 

we can also find them within ourselves. And he believes that humans can ascend from the kind 

of thinking characteristic of the soul to that characteristic to the intellect, and finally to a mystical 

experience of the One.118 

 

The theme of ascension is of central importance in both the mysticism of Plotinus and the 

Neoplatonists and in Ibn ʿArabī and the Islamic tradition, which is based on the Qur’anic 

story of the miʿrāj (prophetic nocturnal journey), especially in Sufi literature. In ancient 

philosophy, Islamic philosophy and the mysticism of Ibn ʿArabī we find a similar 

cosmological order that consists of a chain of emanation, where the intellect is placed higher 

than the soul, hence, the centrality of the notion of ascension to the top level of the chain, 

where the highest truth or reality is to be found (the One or the Ultimate Reality).  

The higher levels of the chain are associated with non-discursive thinking. It is 

associated in ancient philosophy with truth and is considered a different kind of knowledge 

such as ‘knowledge by acquaintance’, for example in Plato’s Republic, it is associated with 

knowledge of the Perfect Forms.119 In Aristotle, non-discursive thinking leads to truth120 and 

                                                             
117 Sorabji, Time, Creation & The Continuum, p. 137 

118 Sorabji, Time, Creation & The Continuum, p. 139 

119 Sorabji, Time, Creation & The Continuum, p. 142 

120 Sorabji, Time, Creation & The Continuum, p. 140 
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contemplation of the truth, is higher than seeking it, because it is an activity associated with 

the intellect and the intellect is considered the highest part in us.121 As we have seen in Ibn 

ʿArabī, knowledge attained by the mind (discursive thinking) is lower than that of the heart 

(non-discursive thinking).   

The journey to mystical experience then, takes place from discursive thinking in the 

soul, to non-discursive thinking in the intellect, and eventually to union with the One, which 

is considered above thinking and which we experience as non-thought.122 This journey is 

similar in Ibn ʿArabī, which I hope to illustrate in my chapters, especially those on ritual 

practice, which I will argue constitute the middle part of the journey of non-discursive 

thinking,123 which is a preparation for mystical experience, the state of non-thought.  

 

Time 

 

Why is discursive thinking so problematic? And why does even non-discursive thinking need 

to be transcended? I will argue that to think is to exist in time (and as time), and that only 

time-bound knowledge can be had in this kind of existence, but if we are to have ‘knowledge’ 

of existence itself, which is timeless we must enter a state which transcends what we take as 

time, and which can only be had in an experience which suspends thinking.  

According to Plotinus, discursive thinking requires time, because it considers one 

proposition after another progressively, which means that the activity is spread out in time.124 

Therefore, we could replace the word progressively with chronologically. In fact, Plotinus 

understood discursive thinking to constitute time.125 This understanding has prevailed from 

ancient times in mystical traditions up until now. 

                                                             
121 Sorabji, Time, Creation & The Continuum, p. 148 

122 Sorabji, Time, Creation & The Continuum, p. 152. For more on the mystical experience in Plotinus 
and Augustine, see chapter eleven, pp.157-173 

123  This is with the exception of fasting. 

124 Sorabji, Time, Creation & The Continuum, p. 152 

125 Sorabji, Time, Creation & The Continuum, p. 152 
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There is a specific conception of time that is at play in this paradigm, namely that time 

is the experience of past and future, but that a real experience of the present is ‘out’ of time, 

or in other words, is an experience of eternity or the eternal now. Only in the present can 

existence be experienced as it is, and if existence is God, then God can only be experienced 

in complete presence. This conception is embodied in ancient Greek philosophy, as Pierre 

Hadot explains, in the term ‘kairos’, which “designated all the possibilities contained within 

a given moment”.126 The experience of time as an instant keeps the mind from wandering 

and indulging in worries about the future, agonizing about the past, and dreading death.127 It 

cultivates contentment with the present moment and serenity of mind. According to Hadot, 

we find the same structural understanding of time in both the Epicurean and Stoic doctrines, 

despite their differences, where both  

 

…privilege the present, to the detriment of the past and above all of the future. They posit as an 

axiom that happiness can only be found in the present, that one instant of happiness is equivalent 

to an eternity of happiness, and that happiness can and must be found immediately, here and 

now. Both Epicureanism and Stoicism invite us to resituate the present instant within the 

perspective of the cosmos, and to accord infinite value to the slightest moment of existence.128 

 

The instant of happiness here is compared to an eternity of happiness, because everything 

that can be had in eternity is already available for us to experience in the present moment.129 

The cosmos is understood to be whole and one, so that the experience of its existence is the 

experience of all of existence.130 But we cannot experience the present moment fully if we 

are thinking about it, because it can only be lived, in other words, we must become one with 

it, or become it. This will necessitate the loss of self-consciousness, a point I will elaborate 

                                                             
126 Pierre Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life, trans. Michael Chase (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1995), 
p. 221 

127 Philosophy, according to Hadot, served as a kind of therapy for human suffering. See Hadot, 
Philosophy as a Way of Life, pp. 221-222 

128 Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life, p. 222 

129 Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life, p. 226 

130 Hadot writes that “the sage perceives the totality of the cosmos within his consciousness of the fact of 
existing”. See Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life, p. 226 
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later on. One who has managed to have an experience of the moment fully, allowed it to 

transform his/her consciousness and returns to everyday life with the ever-present 

consciousness is considered a sage (saint or walī).131  

In the Sufi tradition we find the notion of ‘ḥuḍūr’ or ‘presence’ taking central stage as 

the telos of all spiritual practices. In fact, mystical experience, which consists of annihilation 

(fanā’) and subsistence (baqā’), is nothing but the experience of presence that is the ever-

changing self-disclosure of the divine. Ibn ʿArabī defines ‘ḥuḍūr’ as “the presence of the 

heart with the Real/Truth in his absence”132 and ‘muḥāḍara” as “the presence of the heart 

with the oneness of proof, and for us being with the names as they are in their realities”.133 

In both definitions we find presence having to do with the experience of the unfolding of 

existence or reality as it is. Furthermore, Ibn ʿArabī defines time ‘waqt’ as “consisting of 

your state in the time of the state which has nothing to do with the past or the future”.134 

Time is defined not in terms of past and future but of the present moment, which consists of 

one’s state, and hence the famous saying regarding the Sufis as reflecting the present moment 

in their states (al-ṣūfī ibn waqt). Time as we understand it in terms of past and future is 

imagined.135 

So far, we have discussed the necessity of the cessation of thought in the experience 

of the presence and the importance of the present moment in disclosing to us reality as it is. 

In the following sub-section, I would like to further discuss why the structure of 

consciousness necessitates this suspension of thought and how it occurs.  

 

                                                             
131 Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life, p. 226. For more on the concept of presence see the entire chapter, 
pp. 217-238 

132 Ibn ʿ Arabī, “Kitāb Iṣṭlāḥ al-Ṣūfīyya”, Rasā’il Ibn ʿ Arabī, p.533. For a commentary on the term ‘ḥuḍūr’, 
see Abd-ul-Razzāq al-Kashānī, Rashḥ al-zulāl fī sharḥ al-alfāẓ al-mutadāwila bayna arbāb al-aẓwāq wa 
al-aḥwāl (Cairo: al-Maktaba al-Azhariya l-al-Turāth, n.d.), p. 78 

133 Ibn ʿArabī, “Kitāb Iṣṭlāḥ al-Ṣūfīyya”, p. 534 

134 Ibn ʿArabī, “Kitāb Iṣṭlāḥ al-Ṣūfīyya”, p. 530; For a commentary on the term ‘waqt’, see al-Kashānī, 
Rashḥ al-zulāl, p. 45  

135 The subject of time, phenomenologically speaking, in Ibn ʿ Arabī is very complex and beyond the scope 
of this chapter, but in its ontological essence it boils down to the fact that it is imagined and has no real 
existence in itself, given that there no reality except the divine, who is beyond time. See Mohamed Haj 
Yousef, Ibn’Arabī—Time and Cosmology (London: Routledge, 2008), p. 27 
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d. The structure of thinking and reality  

 

What happens when thought is suspended if only for a very short while? I have already given 

a short answer in the previous sub-section on belief, namely, that discursive thinking (which 

is conceptual) is dualistic in nature. The paradigm of Ibn ʿArabī, which is shared with some 

ancient philosophies, and which I will argue in this sub-section is also structurally shared 

with Buddhism, is a non-dualistic paradigm. Absolute reality is oneness beyond oneness. If 

there is only oneness, then there is no ‘other’ strictly speaking. Hence, knowledge in this 

paradigm cannot therefore, have a dualistic structure of knower and known, subject and 

object, but the knower is the known,136 and the subject only knows itself, because there is 

nothing outside of itself (except phenomenologically speaking).137 

In order to clarify what worldview we are dealing with and in order to answer the 

questions pertaining to the necessity of transcending thought, a comparison with Zen 

Buddhism is useful at this point. My intention is not to flatten out the differences between 

the traditions of Buddhism and Sufism, but to highlight their agreement on undermining the 

role of thought in the attainment of absolute knowledge, and their view of thought as a veil 

or an obstacle in the attainment of self-realization. We need to only observe the structural 

similarities of the underlying ‘philosophy’ of practice, concerning thought inhibition and the 

non-dual structure of reality. 

Mistrust in thinking is a salient feature of Zen Buddhism, where enlightenment can 

only be achieved through meditation, or one-pointed concentration of the mind, in which 

thought comes to a halt.138 According to Izutsu, 

 

The very first step in the Zen practice of meditation consists in the disciple’s wiping out of his 

mind all the habitual patterns of thinking which are deep-rooted in his mind. Thus the Cartesian 

cogito which may very well be fully effective and valid in its proper field, is, from the viewpoint 

                                                             
136 I have discussed this point in more detail in chapter one in the sub-sections on self-awareness and 
knowledge by presence/identity. 

137 For more on the Zen Buddhist worldview see the first two chapter in Toshihiko Izutsu, Toward a 
Philosophy of Zen Buddhism (Colorado: Prajñā Press, 1982), pp. 3-82 

138 Izutsu, Toward a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism, pp. 147-150  
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of Zen, far from being something that leads us directly to the awareness of the reality of human 

existence; on the contrary, cogito is considered the very source of delusions about existence; 

cogito is a distraction that leads us away from an immediate grasp of reality as it really is.139 

 

The habitual mind, which is characterized by engagement in discursive thinking in our 

‘ordinary’ waking state, does not represent reality accurately as it is, because the mind as we 

have seen in Ibn ʿArabī is limited and binds the infinite nature of reality into particular, 

fragmented representations. Therefore, the first step in Zen practice is to inhibit discursive 

thinking, which I will argue throughout the chapters is also the purpose of Islamic practice, 

such as purification rituals, prayer and fasting.140 The role of thinking, instead of being 

central to epistemology, is almost eradicated. In fact, the very condition of any profound 

knowledge in Zen Buddhism and Sufism rests on the prerequisite of the elimination of 

thought. Furthermore, the nature of what we call self and the function of the cogito, which 

defines modern western philosophy, is radically different in Zen Buddhism and in Sufism. 

Izutsu explains, as Ibn ʿArabī did in the discussion on belief, that reality cannot be confined 

in each individual being but permeates everything,141 which means that the individual is both 

an individual and the entire reality beyond his/her individuality, which flows inside.142 This 

realization is hindered by thinking, as Izutsu explains; the structure of reality, which is one 

and indivisible, is broken up in the mind into subject and object, me and not-me. Grasping 

reality in its non-differentiation is impossible through discursive thinking, as it necessarily 

differentiates it, turning the noumenon into a phenomenon, because thought is duality, which 

means that we can never experience oneness in thought. 143 Hence, only with the cessation of 

                                                             
139 Izutsu, Toward a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism, p. 148  

140 I have already outlined in chapter one the philosophy and function of ritual practice. 

141 This is reminiscent of the concept of sarayān in Ibn ʿArabī, discussed in the introduction. 

142 Izutsu writes in the following passage: “Each individual man is in this sense a double personality: he 
is individual and supra-individual at one and the same time; that is to say, he exists as an individual point 
into which is concentrated the universal existential energy infinitely surpassing its narrow personal 
confines. Ordinarily, however, man is not aware of this; that is, there is no awareness in him of the supra-
individual noumenon in this very body of his, here and now”. See Izutsu, Toward a Philosophy of Zen 
Buddhism, p. 152 

143 Izutsu writes : “Even the slightest activation of the discursive intellect renders the immediate grasp of 
the primordially Undifferentiated utterly impossible, because at the very moment the discursive intellect 
begins to function, the Undifferentiated necessarily becomes differentiated; the noumenon turns into a 
phenomenon; the ‘I’, the empirical ego, becomes conscious of itself as a discrete entity standing against 
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discursive thinking, and eventually of all thought in mystical experience, can we experience 

reality in its non-differentiation. The experience of oneness, which is none other than the 

experience of our ontological nothingness, or śūnyatā in Buddhism, is the realization of the 

unity of existence (waḥdat al-wujūd) or pure being (al-wujūd al-maḥḍ) in Ibn ʿArabī. The 

one who grasps this reality is called in Buddhism ‘a true man without any rank’144 and in the 

Sufī tradition ‘al-insān al-kāmil’ or the perfect human being. 

To tie this point with our discussion on reification, we can therefore, say that 

differentiation is a kind of reification, or as I put it earlier, manifestation is a kind of 

reification. We reify reality when we forget its origin in non-differentiation or its 

unmanifested state. The same goes for the nature of our mind activity, we forget that its 

origin is in pure consciousness and non-thought. The forgetting aspect, is therefore, 

responsible for the negative aspect of reification. Differentiation or manifestation in itself is 

neutral, and even necessary. In a sense, the origin of all reification takes place with the 

reification of the self into a separate substantial entity, when consciousness misidentifies 

itself with its activity of discursive thinking and forgets its nature as pure consciousness, the 

very condition of thought. As Izutsu contends, 

 

 ...what Zen is concerned with above everything else is the actualization of ‘consciousness’ pure 

and simple, not ‘consciousness-of’. Though similar in verbal form, ‘consciousness-pure-and-

simple’ and ‘consciousness-of’ are worlds apart. For the former is an absolute, metaphysical 

Awareness without the thinking subject and without the object thought of. It is not our awareness 

of the external world. Rather, it is the whole world of Being becoming aware of itself in us and 

through us...The metaphysical state here in question may be interpreted as pure subjectivity. It 

may also be interpreted as pure objectivity. In truth it is above and beyond both subjectivity and 

objectivity... Discursive thinking must be arrested at all costs.145  

  

                                                             
an external world, and the resulting dualism of ‘myself’ and ‘not-myself’ intrudes itself contaminating the 
original non-differentiation.” See Izutsu, Toward a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism, p. 152 

144 This kind of man designates the absence of any delimitation or as Izutsu explained: “the True Man 
who is not restricted to the empirical self but who manifests himself in and through the empirical self”, 
(pp.152-153). For a lengthy discussion on the subject see the first chapter in Izutsu, Toward A Philosophy 
of Zen Buddhism, pp. 3-58 

145 Izutsu, Toward a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism, pp. 153-154 



 155 

The act of becoming conscious of something already transitions us from an undifferentiated 

consciousness to a differentiated one through our reification of ourselves into ‘I’ or ego. The 

root of all thought is therefore, the egoic ‘I’, a reified entity that we call ‘myself’ and mistake 

for an ontological reality.146 The act of becoming conscious of something, or intentionality, 

is an act of fragmenting the oneness of the undifferentiated consciousness into subject and 

object. Meditation, which is the primary practice in Zen Buddhism,147 is a reversal of the 

intentionality of the mind. In short, meditation overcomes mediation. This reversal can only 

take place in the absence of the ‘I’, which gives birth to the division between subject and 

object. In the absence of ego then there is no division, hence, there is only pure 

consciousness. It is a state where consciousness as awareness is aware of itself as itself 

(identity), lacking any complexity. This is precisely what happens in mystical experience, 

whereby the ‘I’ is annihilated in fanā’, according to the Sufi tradition, which lies at the heart 

of all ritual practice according to Ibn ʿArabī.  

Izutsu engages in an apophatic discourse, when he attempts to describe the 

metaphysical state he speaks of, which is attainable in the cessation of thought; it is described 

as pure subjectivity, negated and affirmed as pure objectivity, which is also then negated and 

affirmed as beyond both subjectivity and objectivity. The limitation of language in 

describing such states cannot be overemphasized, but it does not mean that our inability to 

describe it in an ‘ordinary’ sense should undermine the experience in any way or make us 

doubt its very possibility and accessibility.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
146 I will address the issue of the self in two chapters, one on selfhood and the other one in the perfect 
human being (al-insān al-kāmil), where I argue that in Ibn ʿArabī though there is a phenomenal self, as a 
result of the divine self-differentiation, no ontological separate self is assumed. There is only one divine 
‘subject’ (if there is only one subject the word loses its meaning as it is only meaningful if there is an 
‘object’ or an ‘other’). I will also argue in the chapters on ritual practice (ablution, prayer and fasting) that 
the main purpose of ritual practice is to realize one’s servanthood, which is none other than one’s own 
ontological poverty or nothingness. 

147 Izutsu, Toward a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism, p. 150 
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e. The transformed mind 

 

It is essential to note that the suspension of thought is only momentary, and that the 

mind resumes its normal discursive activities after.148 Its function is transformation of 

consciousness and not eternal emptiness of mind, but its one-pointedness.149 This is why the 

process leads to ‘mindfulness’ not ‘mindlessness’, because meditation engages the mind in 

concentration and alertness, rather than let it be in passive introversion.150 This kind of 

exercise of the mind, which suspends conceptual discursive thinking and imagination, brings 

about a different kind of ‘thinking’. According to Izutsu,  

 

…the cessation of thinking at the level of images and concepts activates another kind of 

‘thinking’ in the subliminal regions of the mind. Zen meditation in this sense is definitely of a 

noetic nature. It has a noetic quality in that it involves an active awareness, a peculiar type of 

‘thinking’ (or THINKING) by which one achieves a metaphysical knowledge of Being in the 

supra-conceptual dimension of consciousness.151  

 

Izutsu points out that this particular kind of ‘thinking’ is usually referred to negatively as 

‘not-thinking’ or ‘a-thinking’, because it is of a very peculiar nature unlike conceptual 

discursive thinking or the usage of images/ imagination.152 This kind of ‘a-thinking’ lacks 

the usual structure of thinking, which consists of intentionality (‘I’ thinks of something),153 

meaning it is ‘objectless’ and, hence, also ‘subjectless’;154 

 

                                                             
148 Izutsu, Toward a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism, pp. 156-157 

149 Izutsu, Toward a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism, p. 156 

150 Izutsu, Toward a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism, p. 156 

151 Izutsu, Toward a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism, p. 157  

152 Izutsu, Toward a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism, pp. 157-158 

153 Izutsu, Toward a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism, p. 158  

154 Izutsu, Toward a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism, pp. 158-159  



 157 

 …a thinking which has no object is at the same time a thinking without a subject, i.e., thinking 

subject. An absolutely ‘object’-less thinking is, according to Zen, impossible to be actualized as 

long as there remains in the thinking subject the ‘subject’-consciousness, i.e., ego-

consciousness…What Zen means is rather a dynamic metaphysical awareness of Being-itself, or 

pure Existence, before it bifurcates itself into the subject and object, the knower and the known- 

or we might also say, the ‘I’ and the world.155 

 

This is reminiscent of the Sufi notions of annihilation (fanā’) and the return from it into 

subsistence (baqā’). The ‘return’ is not a return to one’s former state of consciousness, which 

was transformed in the experience of the annihilation of the ego, but a return to everyday 

activity, after having acquired the capacity for what the Zen Buddhist call ‘a-thinking’. When 

this has taken place the dichotomy between subject and object, I and the world melts away 

leaving only existence as both the experiencer and the experienced, as the doctrine of waḥdat 

al-wujūd in Ibn ʿArabī is described.156 Or to be more precise, one must come to the 

realization that one does not have ontological existence to start with. The annihilation is only 

phenomenal, and its function is to bring about the realization of one’s ontological 

nothingness.  

 

 

                                                             
155 Izutsu, Toward a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism, pp. 158-159  

156 Another striking passage in Izutsu in its resemblance to the description of waḥdat al-wujūd and the ḥadīth 
of ‘he who knows himself knows his lord’ is the following: “Thus THINKING (or the a-thinking-form of 
thinking) which constitutes the crux of the meditational discipline in Zen consists in man’s plunging right 
into the existential depth of himself beyond even the subliminal regions of the so-called unconscious. But 
by doing so man is no longer probing the depth of his being; he is in reality probing the depth of the 
metaphysical ground of Being itself which remains eternally untouched by the stream of images and concepts 
that pass across the empirical plane of consciousness. What is actualized here is neither I-and-Thou nor I-
and-It. For there is no longer I as a subjective entity nor Thou or It as an objective entity. There remains only 
IS, a self-illuminating ‘is’, which is precisely the THINKING”, see Izutsu, Toward a Philosophy of Zen 
Buddhism, p.160.  This is also reminiscent of the three levels of shrarīʿa as you and I, tarīqas as you are me 
and I am you, and ḥaqīqa as neither you nor I but HE. Those who live in ḥaqiqa are called gnostics in Ibn 
ʿArabī and are defined as follows: “the one who knows or the gnostic is he/she who sees the real (al-ḥaqq) 
in everything, but also sees him as the essence (ʿayn) of everything”. See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār 
Ṣādir edition, p.128 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, pp. 192-193 
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Conclusion 

 

   In the first section, I examined and compared the etymology and translation of reification 

and taqyīd (binding). In light of the framework established of what the words mean, I 

analyzed Ibn ʿArabī’s understanding of religion as an essential and necessary reification 

(taqyīd) on the phenomenal level, while maintaining its lack of essence and contingency on 

the ontological one, both bridged by the faculty of imagination.  

   In the second section, I explored Ibn ʿArabī’s understanding of the reification of God of 

himself, as a necessary means to disclose knowledge through language we can fathom. 

However, the reification is undermined through the dialectics of an apophatic discourse, in 

which Ibn ʿArabī illustrates how every statement about the divine is simultaneously affirmed 

and negated by an opposite. Furthermore, I illustrated that the problem of reification has its 

roots in mind-activity in that everything is bound to a concept, and because beliefs are 

nothing other than concepts on the theoretical plane, they too are part of the reification 

process.  

   In the third section, I delved deeper into the conceptual nature of belief, arguing that it 

consists of propositions, which render them part of discursive thinking. I contended that this, 

however, is not the only type of ‘thinking’ the mind is capable of. It can be countered by 

non-discursive thinking, brought about by practice which utilizes it, in order to transcend 

both discursive and non-discursive thinking. I shortly explored the relation between thinking 

and time, arguing that the nature of discursive thinking is both dualistic and temporal, which 

is why an experience of oneness and timelessness must necessitate its momentary 

suspension. Thus, I concluded that mystical experience, in which this very suspension takes 

place, is the most accurate means of perceiving reality, a perception gained through first-

hand, embodied experience. In the following chapter, I will elaborate on the reality which is 

disclosed through mystical experience, namely, the kind of self that must underlie Ibn 

‘Arabī’s paradigm of existence and its relation to reification.   
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Chapter 3 

 

On Selfhood: Why Nothing is Enough 

 

 

     The reason for examining the concept of self/person (nafs) in Ibn ʿArabī is that the 

doctrine of waḥdat al-wujūd begs the question of what kind of self can exists, if there is only 

one existence (lā wujūd illā Allah)? The other question it raises is regarding divine ordinance 

(taklīf) of acts of worship (ʿibāda); who performs ritual practice if there is only one subject? 

And why? I attempt to answer these questions in this chapter. I argue that the concept of 

self/person (nafs) in Ibn ʿArabī is the reification (taqyīd) of absolute existence (al-wujūd al-

muṭlaq). This reification, is the self-differentiation of existence (taʿayyun al-wujūd), which 

is none other than our experience of self-awareness, through which, as I have argued earlier 

on, we gain the experience of non-differentiated knowledge that is either similar (Ibn Sinā) 

or identical (Ishrāqī school) to God’s knowledge of himself. 1 Hence, those who know 

themselves, know their lord. Reification is, therefore, a necessary step in the process of self-

knowledge, but which inevitably results in forgetfulness. Forgetfulness can only be remedied 

by non-discursive acts of remembrance, hence, Ibn ʿArabī’s insistence on abiding by the 

divine law (sharīʿa) and the ritual practices it entails (ʿibādāt). Moreover, I argue that 

because the unmanifest must manifest (i.e. differentiate itself) in order for the process of self-

knowledge to occur, we must conclude that the self (nafs), even though ontologically non-

existent, is phenomenally irreducible and indispensable as a necessary aspect of the divine 

self-manifestation. I, therefore, maintain that there is a minimal account of selfhood in Ibn 

‘Arabī, to borrow Dan Zahavi’s term, which consists of the first-person perspective, or in 

other words, self-awareness. I will focus on Ibn ʿArabī’s understanding of what constitutes 

a self/person (nafs), primarily in the chapter on the wisdom of the self/breath on Jonah in 

Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, complementing it with and interpreting it through chapter 267 entitled ‘On 

self-knowledge, or the negative attributes of the servant’ in al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya. In the 

first section, I discuss the terminology Ibn ʿArabī employs, in order to express selfhood 

                                                             
1 I have argued this point in the first chapter on methodology and literature review’ under the section ‘self-
awareness’. 



 160 

(nafs/nash’a), following it by a discussion of their context, which signifies that the self is 

defined through alterity, and must be understood within the larger framework of the unity of 

being as divine self-differentiation. In the second section, I proceed with a demonstration of 

how the self is partially also defined by divine law, and how ritual practice gains an onto-

cosmological function for Ibn ʿArabī. In the third section, I discuss Ibn ʿArabī’s 

understanding of death as ‘return’, which in turn further affirms that the self is an irreducible 

divine self-differentiation. In the fourth and final section, I argue that the self in Ibn ʿArabī 

can be understood within the contemporary philosophical discussions on selfhood as a 

minimal, non-egological self. I end the section with a further discussion on how we could 

envision the self as internal divine self-differentiation in light of Neoplatonism.  

 

Section I 

 

a. The meaning and translation of the word nafs 

 

According to William Chittick, “The word nafs in Arabic, like self in English, is a reflexive 

pronoun that refers back to an already mentioned noun, which may be animate or 

inanimate”.2 Chittick points out that the word nafs is not only used reflexively to refer to 

God in the Qurʾān, but also to designate his reality or essence in the following verses: “God 

warns you about Himself (3:28/3:30), God has made mercy a duty for Himself (6:12/ 6:54), 

Thou knowest what is in my self and I know not what is in Thy Self (5:112)”. 3 What he 

infers from this is that the word nafs is used to either refer to the essence of God (al-dhāt) or 

the human self (nafs). To reiterate, the self can either refer to God, or the servant, and can 

either have positive or negative connotations in reference to the servant, depending on the 

level of consciousness attained; the lowliest level is embodied in al-nafs al-ammāra (evil-

commanding self), the middle level as al-nafs al-lawwāma (blaming self), and the highest 

level as al- nafs al-mutmaʾinna (tranquil self).4 

                                                             
2 William Chittick, The Self-Disclosure of God: Principles of Ibn al-ʿArabī’s Cosmology (New York: 
SUNY Press, 1998), p. 269 

3  I am using Chittick’s translation of the verses here. See Chittick, The Self-Disclosure of God, p. 269 

4 There are countless Sufi expositions on this subject, and we often find reference from four to seven 
levels of self, however, I will confine myself to the main three types mentioned above, as they are more 



 161 

How does Ibn ʿArabī use the term self? In Kitāb Iṣtilāḥ al-Ṣufīya (The Book of Sufi 

Terminology), Ibn ʿArabī defines the self (al-nafs) as the following: “what is known of the 

attributes of the servant.”5 He defines the self in terms of “known attributes” and 

“servanthood”, and not in terms of an essence or what is “not known”. This pre-supposes 

that there are ‘hidden’ or ‘unmanifest’ aspects of the ‘self’, which are however, not attributed 

to it, but to God. In the context of his notion of wujūd (existence), the self-differentiation of 

the unmanifest gives rise to polarity of attributes, hence, the duality between servanthood 

and lordship.6 Therefore, the known attributes here should be understood as those that 

characterize servanthood, such as poverty, dependence, and lack, which lordship cannot 

entail, and with which we worship God.7  

 Furthermore, this should be read with the definition of perfection (al-kamāl), which 

Ibn ʿArabī defines as: “the transcendence of the attributes and their traces.” 8 What is 

interesting here is that perfection is not defined through attributes but their very 

transcendence, because every attribute is a limitation (taqyīd/taḥdīd), and because perfection 

amounts to the divine in Ibn ʿ Arabī’s understanding, it must not be understood as an attribute, 

but the very being of the infinite in its essence (al-dhāt), eternal, omnipotent, pure existence 

beyond (our) existence and non-existence.9 Hence, knowledge of God in his ‘wholeness’ 

                                                             
explicit in the verses. For more on the three types of the nafs, see Ibn ʿAṭā’ Allah al-Sakandarī, Miftāḥ al-
Falāḥ wa Miṣbāḥ al-Arwāḥ, (Damascus: Dār al-Fārūq, 2000), pp. 25-27  

5The Arabic text reads: “ma kāna maʿlūman min awṣāf al-ʿabd”, see Ibn ʿ Arabī, “Kitāb Iṣtilāḥ al-Ṣufīya”, 
Rasāʾil Ibn ʿ Arabī, ed. Muḥammad Shihāb al-Dīn al-ʿArabī (Beirut: Dār Ṣādir, 1997), p. 533; Rabia Terri 
Harris translates it as: “Ego.  Those qualities of the servant that are notorious (maʿlūm).” I do not agree 
with rendering “maʿlūm” as “notorious”, since it does not render the meaning of ‘ʿilm’, and consequently 
‘manifestation’, which is entailed in it, though I understand the need to emphasize the egoic aspect of the 
self. Therefore, I will stick with my translation. See Rabia Terri Harris, “Sufi Terminology: Al-Iṣṭilāḥ al-
Ṣūfiyyah”, Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ʿArabī Society, Volume III, (Oxford, 1984), p. 36 

6 Toshihiko Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism, (California: University of California Press, 1984), pp. 40-42 

7 Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism, p. 40; Bayazīd al-Bistāmī is said to have been inspired by God when he 
asked, “With what shall I draw nigh to Thee” by the following: “With what does not belong to Me”, 
meaning “servility and dependence”. See Aaron Cass, “Stillness, Motion and Non-Existence”, Journal of 
Muhyiddin Ibn ʿArabi Society, special volume replacing XIX, (Oxford, 1996), p. 35 

8 The Arabic text reads: “al-tanzih ʿan al-ṣifāt wa-āthāriha.” See Ibn ʿArabī, “Kitāb Iṣtilāḥ al-Ṣufīya”, p. 
539; Harris translated it as: “Perfection. Transcendence of the attributes and their effects.” See Rabia Terri 
Harris, “Sufi Terminology: Al-Iṣṭilāḥ al-Ṣūfiyyah”, p. 49 

9 Al-Qashānī refers to non-pure existence as al-wujūd ghayr maḥḍ, which also corresponds to possibility, 
referred to as al-imkāniyya and ‘taʿrḍ’ from ‘ʿaraḍ’, and its nature of decay (tazūl). See Abd al- Razzāq al- 
Qashānī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam (Cairo: Shirkat Maktabat wa Maṭbaʿat Musṭafā al-Bābī al-Ḥalabī, 1987), p. 
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cannot be through differentiation, but non-differentiation, the direction of the movement of 

tawḥīd (unification). 

The word for self in Arabic nafs is orthographically the same as breath with the 

exception that it is pronounced nafas. This is an important correlation that Ibn ʿArabī draws 

out.10 He also defines al-nafas, the breath, as “a spirit sent by God, may he be exalted, on the 

fire of the heart to extinguish its sparks”.11 Since the definition of the breath involves spirit, 

it too must be defined. The Spirit (al-rūḥ), writes Ibn ʿArabī, “refers to that which is hurled 

upon the heart (meaning inspired) of knowledge of the unknown in a specific manner.”12 The 

most direct relation between the two notions is the obvious fact that without the breath there 

will be no life, and hence, no self. Furthermore, in the Qur’ān God is said to breathe from 

his spirit unto the clay (the form of the human being), in order to create Adam and give him 

life, and unto the Virgin Mary, in order to impregnate her with Jesus (pbuh).13 The breath 

and the self are also closely tied for Ibn ʿArabī, who often plays on their interrelatedness 

consciously in relation to the divine breath (nafas al-raḥmān).14 As we can see from the 

above definitions, the self is defined in terms of known attributes and servanthood, which 

pre-supposes an unknown element, which again, is alluded to in the definition of the breath 

and the spirit. This could be an indicator that the primary understanding of selfhood in 

general, involves non-embodiment and non-manifestation, which precede the embodied self 

                                                             
93. Note that al-Qashānī is also often written as ‘al-Kashānī’ interchangeably, so as not to confuse the reader 
both refer to the same author.  

10 This is also mentioned in Jāmī’s commentary, see Abd al-Raḥmān bin Aḥmad bin Muhammad known 
as Nūr al-Dīn, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, ed. ʿĀṣim Ibrāhīm al-Kiyālī (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmīya, 
2004), p. 395  

11 The Arabic text reads: “rūḥun yusalliṭahu Allah taʿāla ʿalā nār al-qalb lyuṭfi’ shararahā.” See Ibn 
ʿArabī, “Kitāb Iṣtilāḥ al-Ṣufīya”, p. 533. The word “shararahā” shares the same root as evil “sharr”, which 
is why, for example, Harris translates it as: “Breath. A spirit (rūḥ) which Allah Most High sets over the 
fire of the heart in order that it extinguish its evils.” However, it is more common to use “shurūr” as the 
plural of “sharr”, which is why I stick with “sparks”, even though the meaning, which is most likely 
“passion”, is shared by both terms. See Harris, “Sufi Terminology: Al-Iṣṭilāḥ al-Ṣūfiyyah”, p. 35 

12 The Arabic text reads: “yuṭlaq bi izā’ al-mulqā ilā al-qalbi ʿilma al-ghaybi ʿamā wajh makhṣūṣ.” See 
Ibn ʿArabī, “Kitāb Iṣtilāḥ al-Ṣufīya”, p. 533; Harris translates it as: “Spirit. Rūḥ designates that which 
casts the knowledge of the Unseen into the heart in a unique fashion peculiar to each individual (ʿamā 
wajh makhṣūṣ).” See Harris, “Sufi Terminology: Al-Iṣṭilāḥ al-Ṣūfiyyah”, p. 36 

13 Q (1:72), (15: 29), (32:9), (21:91), (66:12) 

14 This is also mentioned in al-Jāmī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, p. 395  
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in the human physical form, and which is never lost despite its manifestation, but remains 

hidden as the very condition of appearance (ẓuhūr/tajallī), the same way the unmanifest 

always precedes the manifest in Ibn ʿArabī’s understanding.  

Let us move to the chapter on Jonah in the Fuṣūṣ for a more detailed analysis of the 

self. Ibn ʿArabī starts the chapter by stating that al-nashʾa al-insānīya (the human formation) 

is composed of rūḥ (soul or spirit), jism (body), and nafs (self/ ego), and is created in his 

image.15 The word nafs is most commonly rendered ‘soul’ in English. I find nafs, however, 

closer to ‘self’ or ‘person’ in English because it refers to the general sense of selfhood 

without specifying what that self is constituted of and thus, is more encompassing. As we 

already saw in Ibn ʿArabī’s definition, the self is constituted of self in the sense of ego, soul, 

and body. From his definition, we can deduce that the soul is not the entirety of the self, but 

only one constituent of it, hence, my translation. 

Ibn ʿArabī states, furthermore, that the human formation (al-nashʾa al-insānīya) is 

created in the image of God. The problem with translating this sentence is the absence of 

small and capital letters in the Arabic language, so we do not know if the human being is 

created in the image of him/herself or in the image of God. Nevertheless, the latter makes 

more sense, given the general framework of Ibn ʿArabī and the weight he gives to the ḥadīth 

of ‘he whosoever know themselves know their lord’, which establishes a correlation between 

the two. It also becomes clearer in his discussion on qaṣāṣ (retaliation/retribution law) that 

he meant the image of God. I shall return to this very central point later on. 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
15 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, ed. Abū Al-ʿAlā ʿAffifī, (Beirut: Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, n.d.), p. 161; Ibn 
‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, ed. Nawwāf al-Jarrāḥ, (Beirut: Dār Ṣādir, 2005), pp. 109. It is important to note that 
throughout the chapter, the self is used more in the sense of ‘ego’ in the passages to follow in the Fuṣūṣ and 
the Futūḥāt; See discussion on the usage of self as ego in Chittick, The Self-disclosure of God, p. 270; Also, 
in the commentary of Qashānī we also see that the self is referred to as ‘ego’, when he speaks of Jonah 
leaving his people without the permission of God. The actual phrase he uses is ẓahara bi-l-nafs, which 
literally means ‘appeared with the self’, and which should be read in the context of the passages in Ibn ʿ Arabī 
that state that the self appeared when the spirit of God was blown into the human body of clay. This 
underlines the phenomenal nature of the self and that the root cause for acting ‘selfish’ or ‘egoically’ is due 
to mistaking the phenomenal nature of the self with an actual ontological, substantive, existing entity. See 
al-Qashānī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, pp. 254  
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b. The meaning and translation of the word nash’a 

 

Before we start the analysis of the chapter, it is crucial to explore the meaning of the 

Arabic term nashʾa briefly, since the entire chapter revolves around it. The word derives 

from the word nashaʾ, which can mean: to create (khalq), originate/ form/ initiate/ bring forth 

(abda’/ibtidā’), grew up/ raised/ brought up (rabā/shabb), youth in general, servant/ young 

slave (khādim/ jawārī sighār), rise/ ascend/ appear (irtafaʿ/ badā/ ẓahar), and present/ speak/ 

fabricate speech (al-inshā’ fi al-ʿarḍ…hūwa al-kalām/ yunshi’ al-aḥadīth ay yaḍʿa3hā).16 

The word munshaʾāt, which can be found in a number of verses in the Qur’ān and is a 

derivative of the same root, means sailing boat with a risen sail (al-sufun al-marfūʿa al-

sharʿ).17 Regarding the modern usage of the word nashaʾ, we observe that its usage has not 

changed much regarding the above-mentioned meanings; it is still used to mean rise, come 

into existence, appear, grow out/up, bring into being, originate, form, start, found, establish, 

initiate, while the word nashʾa still means growth, youth, rise formation, origin.18  

Given the multiple meanings, it is challenging finding an exact equivalent to the Arabic 

word nashʾa. In the translation of the Fuṣūṣ by Caner Dagli, the word is translated as ‘make 

up’.19 In the R. W. J. Austin translation, the word refers to a ‘special nature of the human 

state’.20 Not to mention that the very title of the chapter itself is difficult to translate, 

especially the word nafs, as is evident in both translations. In Austin’s translation, the title 

of the chapter is translated as: “The Wisdom of Breath in the Word of Jonah”,21 while Dagli 

translates it as: “Ringstone of the Wisdom of the Soul in the Word of Jonah”.22 Since, the 

                                                             
16 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab (Cairo: Dār al-Ḥadīth, 2003), vol. 8, pp. 546–548 

17 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, vol. 8, pp. 546–548 

18  Hans Wehr, A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, ed. JM. Cowan, 4th edition, (Urbana: Spoken 
Language Services, 1994), p.1131 

19 Ibn Al-ʿArabī: The Ringstones of Wisdom (Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam), trans. Caner K. Dagli (Chicago: Great 
Books of the Islamic World, 2004), p. 201 

20 Ibn al-‘Arabi: The Bezels of Wisdom, trans. R.W. J. Austin (New Jersey: Paulist Press, 1980), p. 206 

21 Austin, Ibn al-‘Arabi: The Bezels of Wisdom, p. 206 

22 Dagli, Ibn Al-ʿArabī: The Ringstones of Wisdom, p. 201  
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word nash’a is connected fundamentally with the concept of form, I will render it as 

‘formation’.  

The interrelatedness between breath and self is also evident in the very naming of the 

title, especially in referring to Jonah. Though this is not directly discussed by Ibn ʿArabī in 

this particular chapter, we find it in Jāmī’s, Qashānī’s and Qayṣarī’s commentaries.23 The 

commentaries mention the story of Jonah, who was swallowed by a whale but had his ‘self’ 

(nafs) saved by God, through ‘relieving’ him from inside the whale (naffas).24 According to 

Jāmī, the commentators agree that the title should be read as nafsīya, pertaining to the self 

(nafs), while Ibn ʿArabī’s manuscript reads nafasīya, pertaining to the breath.25 Either way, 

a further meaning becomes evident from the commentaries, namely the word ‘naffas’, 

meaning ‘to relieve’ or ‘release’. This notion of release can also be associated with the divine 

names wanting to release their ‘potential’ into the manifest world and the notion of 

emanation (fayḍ) in general.26 According to Jāmī, God saves and releases Jonah, not only 

from being inside the whale, but from his illusion pertaining to his physical form’s 

destruction, and the annihilation of his ‘elemental formation’ (nash’a al-ʿunṣurīya).27 Ibn 

ʿArabī writes: 

 

None but He who created it can undertake to undo its formation (ḥall niẓāmiha), 

which will take place either by his own Hand or by His Command; this is always 

so. Whosoever undertakes to do so without God’s command has wronged his own 

                                                             
23 Jāmī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, pp. 395–403; al- Qashānī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, pp. 254-267; 
Muḥammad Dawūd Qayṣarī Rūmī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, ed. Sayyid Jalāl al-Dīn Āshtiyānī (Tehran: 
Shirkat Intishārāt ʿIlmī va Farhāngī, 1996), pp. 971–986 

24 Jāmī, Sharḥ Jāmī ʿalā Fuṣūṣ, p. 395 

25 Jāmī, Sharḥ Jāmī ʿalā Fuṣūṣ, p. 395 

26 On the desire for the divine names for manifestation (in chapter 66), see Ibn ʿArabī, Al-Futūḥāt al-
Makkīya, volume I (Beirut: Dār Ṣādir, n.d.), pp. 322-325. I discuss this in my introduction to the study 
cases; Also see Henry Corbin, Alone with the Alone: The Creative Imagination in the Sūfism of Ibn ʿArabī 
(New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1997), p. 184; Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism, p. 41 

27 Jāmī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, p. 395 
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soul (nafsahu) and has overstepped the limits God set on its rights, and has 

endeavored to tear down what God has commanded to be put up.28 

 

Regarding the content of the passage, Ibn ʿ Arabī affirms that the human formation (al-nashʾa 

al-insānīya) is ordained and overseen by God, its creator, who knows best its constitution 

and how it is sustained and nourished.29 If we are to go against the divine alignment, which 

God has ordained, we are committing injustice toward ourselves, and transgressing the divine 

rules and boundaries, causing destruction and demise.30 What we can infer from this passage 

is that Ibn ʿArabī believes that: firstly, the self has a natural formation (and order in the 

universe), secondly, only God knows this formation and order, and thirdly, only through the 

obedience of the divine law can the self flourish. Hence, the significance of ritual practice as 

aligning the natural formation of the human being to its original state (fiṭra). It is also through 

the law (and ritual practice) that our relations with one another are regulated to express the 

divine order.31 

 

c. Alterity and compassion as defining features of selfhood 

 

     Ibn ʿArabī then makes a statement, which at first seems unrelated to the previous ones, 

namely that compassion over God’s servants are worthier of care than jealousy in God, 

meaning overzealousness.32 What is affirmed here is that the relation between God and 

ourselves is incomplete, and even subordinated to our relations to other people. The self is 

not an island, secluded and isolated, nor is it self-sufficient. Inter-subjectivity is deeply 

interlinked with selfhood,33 and compassion is central in realizing the self, because strictly 

                                                             
28 Dagli, Ibn Al-ʿArabī: The Ringstones of Wisdom, p. 201 (brackets are inserted by me). For the Arabic text, 
see Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 167 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 109 

29 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 167 and Dār Ṣādir edition p. 109 

30 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 167 and Dār Ṣādir edition p. 109 

31 I shall return to the significance of the divine law below once more. 

32 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 167 and Dār Ṣādir edition p. 109 

33 As Zahavi argues: “The ego is only fully individualized when personalized, and this happens only 
intersubjectively.” See, Dan Zahavi, Self, No Self? Perspectives from Analytical, Phenomenological, & 
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speaking, there is no ‘other’. This resonates with Axel Honneth’s definition of reification as 

the forgetfulness of the roots of cognition in recognition, resulting in the failure of 

recognizing the other as myself, and responding appropriately with care and compassion 

(non-discursive cognitive stance), instead of detachment and calculation (discursive 

cognitive stance).34 Hence, the failure of recognizing the other as myself (i.e. remaining in 

the discursive cognitive mode), also results in my lack of proper recognition of myself, and 

its reification in turn.35 This I argue is also due to the forgetfulness of the roots of cognition 

in a shared consciousness, or in the language of Ibn ʿArabī, one single existence (wujūd). 

For Ibn ʿArabī, the whole of creation is a theophany.36 It is nothing but the manifestation of 

the divine names, which are the manifestation of one single shared essence.37 Since there is 

no ontological ‘other’, but self-differentiation (taʿayyun), all relations must be regarded as 

defined through a merciful, compassionate, self-loving dynamic.38 

 

d. Divine self-differentiation as an irreducible phenomenal self 

 

   Ibn ʿArabī goes on to relate the story of David’s building of the temple (al-bayt al-maqdis), 

which whenever he built would crumble, until he beseeched God and lamented to Him.39 

God responded by saying that his house is not built on the shedding of blood, and when 

David objected “was that not for your sake?”, God replied “yes, but were they not my 

                                                             
Indian Traditions, ed. Mark Siderits, Evan Thompson, and Dan Zahavi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2013), p. 166 

34 Axel Honneth, Reification: New Look at an Old Idea, ed. Martin Jay (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2008), pp. 57-58 

35 Honneth, Reification: New Look at an Old Idea, pp. 63-74; We also understand others through the 
analogy with ourselves that enables us to infer the mental states of others. See Dan Zahavi, Subjectivity 
and Selfhood: Investigating the First-Person Perspective (Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2008), pp. 148-149 

36 Corbin, Alone with the Alone, pp. 184-187 

37 See chapter sixty-six in Ibn ʿArabī, Al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, volume I, pp. 322-325 

38 Corbin writes; “In reality the being who sighs with nostalgia (al-mushtāq), is at the same time the being 
toward whom His nostalgia sighs (al-mushtāq ilayhi), although in his concrete determination (taʿayyun) 
he differs from Him. They are not heterogeneous beings, but one being encountering himself…” See 
Corbin, Alone with the Alone, pp. 146-157 

39 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb edition, p. 167 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 109  
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servants?”.40 Ibn ʿArabī tells us that the moral of the story is the importance of the 

preservation of the human origination (al-nashʾa al-insānīya) and that its preservation takes 

precedence over its destruction.41 Ibn ʿArabī’s insistence on this point is due to the 

framework of waḥdat al-wujūd, in which as I have pointed above, there is no ontological 

‘other’. Furthermore, it is because as mentioned above and will be mentioned further on 

shortly, the human being is made in the image of God, so in that sense there is something 

unique about humanity which deserves this special care. 

   Note that up until now, Ibn ʿArabī talks of the human formation as having some sort of 

reality, which must be respected and maintained, which affirms at least a phenomenological 

entity called al-nashʾa al-insānīya’ and its constituents (self/ego, soul/spirit, body). The fact 

that it is phenomenological for Ibn ʿArabī, neither undermine its recognition and nor the 

centrality of the law, which is designed to preserve it in utmost harmony and equilibrium. 

As mentioned above, this includes ritual acts of worship (ʿibāda) that bring to light the 

phenomenological reality of the self, through the realization of one’s ontological 

nothingness, as will become clearer further on. The law then is designed (among other things) 

to expose this poverty, which I will deal with below.42 

   The other central point Ibn ʿArabī makes in the passage is the hierarchy God establishes 

regarding the rule of ‘qaṣāṣ’ (the law of retaliation), where money compensation (fidya) is 

regarded to be higher than the carrying out of qaṣāṣ, and full pardoning (ʿafūw) is higher 

than both.43 The order with which they are mentioned qaṣās, fidya and ʿafūw establishes this 

hierarchy, which reflects the hierarchy of consciousness and that can arguably also be 

reflected in the levels of the self (al-nafs al-mutmaʾinna/tranquil self, al-nafs al-

lawwāma/blameworthy self, al-nafs al-ammāra/ evil commanding self). Ibn ʿArabī goes as 

                                                             
40 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb edition, p. 167 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 109 

41 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb edition, p. 167 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 109 

42 Q (35:15): “O mankind, you are those in need [fuqarā’] of Allah, while Allah is the Free of need, the 
Praiseworthy”. Ṣaḥīḥ International translation. This verse is very central to Ibn ʿArabī’s notion of self as 
will become clearer throughout. 

43 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb edition, p. 167 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 109 
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far as calling retribution (qaṣāṣ) a sin or evil deed,44 relying on the ḥadīth  “If you kill him 

you would be like him”, in which the one who seeks to avenge himself/herself is compared 

to the killer.45 Even though it is lawful, he argues, it is a sin because the human being is made 

in the image of God, and we are therefore, encouraged to preserve that image.46 Ibn ʿArabī 

writes the following: 

 

Do you not see how God may He be exalted says: “the reward of an evil deed is an 

evil deed like it”, so He has made qaṣāṣ an evil act, meaning that despite the fact 

that it is permitted “but whoever pardons and makes reconciliation, his reward is 

from Allah”, because he is in His image.47 

 

He continues:  

 

Whosoever pardons someone and refrains from killing him will have his wage fall 

upon He whose image he is. Such is more worthy, for He made him for Himself. He 

is only manifest through the Name the Manifest by means of his existence, and so 

whose very guards him guards the Real.48 

 

This means that we can only exist through that which can give existence, namely God and 

because existence is a manifestation, the divine name al-ẓāhir or ‘the manifest’ is that 

through which we become manifest. We can also translate ẓuhūr as appearing/ appearance, 

which would render it closer to our discussion of phenomenal existence. God is that which 

                                                             
44  He mentions the verse Q (42:40) to support his point: “And the retribution for an evil act is an evil one 
like it, but whoever pardons and makes reconciliation - his reward is [due] from Allah. Indeed, He does 
not like wrongdoers.” Ṣaḥīḥ International translation 

45 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb edition, p. 168 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 109; (the ḥadīth is 
found in Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim, 1680) 

46 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb edition, p. 168 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 109 

47 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb edition, p. 168 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 109 (my translation) 

48 See translation of the Fuṣūṣ in Dagli, The Ringstones of Wisdom, p. 202. For the Arabic text, see Ibn 
ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb edition, p. 168 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 109 
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makes himself known by appearing from his hidden state, as the ḥadīth qudsī states: “I was 

a hidden treasure and I loved to be known so I created creation”.49 This means that we can 

consider the divine name ‘al-ẓāhir’ to be the same as ‘the phenomenal’, which carries both 

meanings of being remarkable/ exceptional and perceived/manifest. Note how Ibn ʿArabī 

deals with the issue at hand from the aspect of existence, establishing the discussion on the 

ontological ground of oneness and affirming consequently, the phenomenal existence of 

everything other than God. However, the phenomenal is an irreducible aspect, precisely 

because it is the image of God. It is the unmanifest differentiating itself through its attributes 

(such as al-ẓāhir), which enables us to know the divine, because his essence is absolutely 

transcendent.50 The ḥadīth which is central for Ibn ʿArabī ‘whosoever know themselves 

know their lord’, affirms that the way we know God is through self-knowledge,51 and the 

self is nothing but the self-differentiation of God as his most complete image.52 Hence, 

differentiation cannot not exist, because the divine cannot but manifest himself, and the only 

way we know it is through our own self-awareness/ consciousness as that very 

differentiation/manifestation, as Izutsu states:  

 

Only into the interior of ourselves are we able to penetrate by our self-consciousness 

and experience from inside the Divine activity of self-manifestation which is going 

on there. It is in this sense that to ‘know ourselves’ can be the first step toward our 

‘knowing the Lord’. Only he who had become conscious of himself as a form of the 

Divine self-manifestation is in a position to go further and delve deep into the very 

secret of the Divine life as it pulsates in every part of the universe.53 

                                                             
49 Corbin, Alone with the Alone, pp. 184-185; The ḥadīth is found in al-ʿAljūnī in in Kashf al-Khafā’ (no. 
2016), but is deemed weak by most scholars, such as al-Albānī. It is, nevertheless, a popular one among 
the Sufis. 

50 Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism, p. 39 

51 Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism, p. 39 

52 Adam, the archetype of the human formation, is the polishing of the mirror in which the divine reflects 
itself, and the very “spirit of that image”. The human formation is the only receptacle that is capable of 
reflecting the divine totality (jam‘īya), after realizing its potential as the perfect human being (al-insān al-
kāmil), and hence, its elevation as the caliph of God (khalīfa). See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-
Kitāb edition, pp. 49-50 and Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 15-16 

53 Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism, p. 39 
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   Moreover, an image of something is not the same thing it is portraying or representing, for 

example, an image of a pear is not a pear.54 This is why an image reflected in a mirror (the 

mirror motif) is very common in Ibn ʿArabī and Sufi literature in general.55 This brings us to 

another point, namely, the ontological nature of the reflected image in the mirror. It is said 

to exist partially or have a quasi-existence, having a very different ontological status than 

that which it is reflecting. This is how Ibn ʿArabī envisions the ontological status of the 

human being: a reflected image, which is between existence and nothingness—a barzakh 

(isthmus).56 This notion underlies the entire discussion of the self (nafs) in Ibn ʿArabī, which 

I will keep returning to throughout the chapter. For now, let us return to the point Ibn ʿArabī 

makes on qaṣāṣ (the law of retaliation). 

 

Section II 

 

a. The centrality of the divine law  

 

How can something be permitted by God and still be regarded as blameworthy? And if the 

self has no ontological existence anyway, then how can the deed be attributed to him/her in 

the first place? If it is not attributed to the human being then it must be attributed to God, but 

how can God commit a blameworthy deed? Ibn ʿArabī discusses this complex matter in the 

following passage: 

 

                                                             
54 This is reminiscent of the Surrealist artist Rene Magritte’s work (1948): “La trahison des images” (the 
treachery of images), where it depicts a pipe with a transcription underneath stating “Ceci n’est pas une 
pipe” (This is not a pipe).  

55 Michael Sells, The Mystical Language of Unsaying (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1994), 
pp. 63-89 

56 The word barzakh is used in the context of being a barrier, which brings two opposites together, both 
uniting and separating them, while preventing transgression. For a detailed discussion of the notion of 
barzakh in the Qur’ān (23:99-100; 25:53; 55:19-20) and Ibn ʿArabī, see Salman Bashier, Ibn al-
ʿArabī's Barzakh: The Concept of the Limit and the Relationship between God and the World (Albany: 
SUNY Press, 2004), pp. 75-83, 86-92 
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One does not lay blame upon man in himself; one lays blame only upon his act. His 

act is not himself (ʿayn). Our discourse is concerned with his very self, for there is 

no act that does not belong to God. Although this is so, some are blamed and some 

praised. To speak of blame based on some purpose is blameworthy in God’s sight. 

Only that is blameworthy which is made blameworthy by the Law. Blameworthiness 

in the Law is part of a wisdom known to God or to those taught by God.57 

 

The first point to be clarified is that things or deeds are not praise- or blameworthy in 

themselves but are made so by divine law. This means that everything is neutral, or even 

commendable as it is coming from God prior to divine law, 58 which divides them, and the 

division is solely a phenomenal and not an ontological one.59 This point is affirmed again in 

a slightly different manner in the Futūḥāt, where Ibn ʿArabī states that something is blame- 

or praiseworthy only in as much as God is witnessed (shuhūd) in it and understood to be its 

sole cause. If we regard our attributes to be caused by phenomenal natural or cosmological 

causation they are blameworthy, and if they are attributed to God they are praiseworthy.60 

Hence, the degree of witnessing (shuhūd), determines the quality of attributes and the 

measure of all things, which are in themselves neutral.61 Therefore, the divine self-

manifestation or differentiation, in so far as it is regarded as other than God, either in the 

form of law or the form of individual selves, is what gives birth to this duality, which can be 

‘unseen’ in its unity, when we witness God through both seeing and vanishing in that seeing. 

62 Therefore, it is our phenomenal existence which makes deeds appear as though they are 

                                                             
57 Dagli, The Ringstones of Wisdom, p. 202 (brackets are inserted by me)  

58 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, chapter 267, vol. 2, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 568 

59 This is also why the Qur’ān, which highlights the function of gathering and uniting, is also referred to 
as “Furqān”, which highlights the aspect of differentiation and discernment. Again, the dialectical relation 
between uniting and differentiating must be kept in tension as manifestation of transcendence and 
immanence. 

60 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt, chapter 267, vol. 2, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 568 

61 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt, , chapter 267, vol. 2, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 568 

62 Ibn ʿArabī writes: “In the same way, those attributes of the servant that are infirm derive from the world 
of the barzakhs, for the servant is blamed—in the view of the Tribe and most of the ulama— from the 
direction of the soul, but he is praised because he is ascribed to God in respect of the fact that he is God’s 
act. Hence, he belongs to the world of the barzakhs between praise and blame, not in respect of the occasion. 
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stemming from us, which is not ontologically speaking the case, because nothing can come 

from us, as we do not ontologically exist. God is the sole existent as existence (wujūd), and 

hence, all acts must stem and be attributed to Him. This is what is meant by waḥdat al-wujūd 

(unity of existence), and where accusations of pantheism and incarnation arise.  

The apparent problem of God committing a blameworthy act is resolved, because the 

act itself ontologically speaking is neither praise- nor blameworthy. This is a logical 

consequence of there being no reality but God. Ibn ʿArabī also adds that ‘the tongue of 

blameworthiness (wa lisān al-dhamm, meaning expression) toward that specific thing is 

blameworthy according to God may He be exalted’.63 I think the fact that the word tongue, 

which designates expression, is mentioned exposes the aspect of speech and the problem of 

language in relating to the subject matter. It is a figure of speech to say that God committed 

a blameworthy act, as ontologically speaking there is neither praise- nor blameworthy acts. 

On the phenomenal plane then, there appears to be a division between good and evil, which 

is absent on the ontological plane, because no one is there on the ontological plane but God. 

In fact, the ontological plane is God himself, because he is the only reality and because there 

can be no duality ontologically speaking, because there is only oneness beyond the concept 

of one.  

Commenting on the Qur’ān (2:179),64 Ibn ʿArabī writes that those who possess the 

kernel of things (ahl lubb al-shayʾ) are those who have found the secret of the divine laws 

and wisdom.65 This reestablishes the centrality of the divine law (which includes ritual acts 

of worship or ‘ibadāt) and why it is necessary to obey and abide by it, as it holds the key to 

divine secrets and wisdom. This means that phenomenal law renders knowledge of the 

ontological plane. How is that possible? One way is to understand it through the mirror motif, 

how one looks in the mirror and through the reflected image learns what one’s face looks 

                                                             
Rather, he is blamed in respect of the occasion, not his entity.” See English translation of chapter 267 of the 
Futūḥāt in Chittick, The Self-Disclosure of God, p. 271 

63 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p.168 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 109 

64 “And there is for you in legal retribution [saving of] life, O you [people] of understanding [literally ‘ulū 
al-albāb’ means possessors of the kernels], that you may become righteous”, Ṣaḥīḥ International 

65 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 168, and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 110 
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like.66 The reflection is phenomenal, but it renders knowledge of the object or subject at 

hand. Since the essence is forever unmanifest, what is manifested are the divine attributes. It 

is then those attributes that we mirror and come to know, and through which the divine laws 

are manifested. In fact, the divine laws are nothing other than the manifestation of the 

potentialities of the divine names (aḥkām).67 Therefore, the divine laws are nothing but 

God’s attributes manifested, and hence, our mirrors, whose function is to render knowledge 

of the divine through an accurate reflection as possible by re-aligning us to our primordial 

nature (fiṭra), as already pointed out earlier. 

Being a manifestation of the divine names, the divine law elucidates the centrality of 

cosmology as a reflection of the divine order. The Qurʾān (41:53) states: ‘we shall show 

them our signs upon the horizon and in themselves [anfusihim], until it becomes manifest to 

them that He is the truth…” establishes the connection between self and world as loci of 

divine manifestation. Knowledge of God is directly connected to his manifestation in the 

world outside and within ourselves, which is designated by the word anfus, the plural of nafs. 

Just as a blank canvas is a locus of manifestation for images from a projector, or a mirror’s 

surface reflecting, we should envision the self for Ibn ʿArabī. Both are, however, limited 

examples because in reality there is only oneness, so that the object which reflects, the 

subject looking to be reflected, and the reflected image are paradoxically one.68 Note also 

that the qur’anic verse establishes knowledge of God through his ‘signs’, signs being more 

readily deciphered through non-discursive intuitive knowledge, rather than discursive 

analysis.69 This will become clearer in the next passage. 

                                                             
66 This brings to mind again the ḥadīth of the hidden treasure desiring to be known.  

67 In chapter 66 in the Futūḥāt Ibn ʿArabī writes that the divine names desired to be manifested through 
creation in order, for its potentialities/ authority (aḥkām) to be actualized, which I will deal with in the 
introduction to the study cases, hence, the brevity of the discussion. I am loosely translating ‘aḥkām’ as 
potentialities. See Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol.1, Dār Ṣādir, pp. 322-325  

68 Paradox, or coincidentia oppositorum (al-jamʿ bayna al-naqdayn), is a dominating theme in Ibn ʿ Arabī, 
which according to Corbin is able to be held by the faculty of the imagination. The famous Sufi, Abū 
Saʿīd al-Kharrāz, once said that it is through this opposition that he knew God. See Corbin, Alone with 
the Alone, p. 188 

69 The signs (āyāt) are allusions (ishārāt), which are understood both discursively, but even more so on 
the non-discursive level. According to Ibn ʿArabī, the Qur’ān descends on the heart, so that “the being in 
question understands that which is being recited even if he does not understand the language of 
Revelation; he knows the significance of that which is being recited even if the meaning that the words 
have outside of the Qur’ān are unknown because they do not exist in his own language..”. Therefore, 
keeping with the old Sufi tradition, Ibn ʿArabī considers commentaries of the Qur’ān allusion (ishārāt) 
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Ibn ʿArabī writes that God has preserved, cared for and administered the human 

formation, a task we are also to undertake in order to be happy, and which is the realization 

of perfection that we are created for.70 According to Ibn ʿArabī: “So long as man [the human 

being] lives, there is hope for him that he will attain to the perfection for which he was 

created. Whosoever endeavors to destroy him endeavors to prevent him from reaching that 

for which he was created.”71 Three concepts are interlinked here; firstly, the preservation of 

the human formation, which is not haphazard but is determined by God; secondly, its 

preservation along with the divine order achieves happiness; thirdly, happiness is understood 

to be the culmination and realization of human perfection. This means that the first and last 

points are directly connected; realizing human perfection is realization of the divine-made 

human formation, which culminate in the notions of sainthood (walāya) and the perfect 

human being (al-insān al-kāmil).72 Perfection, which is equivalent to happiness (saʿāda), is 

realized through non-discursive activities, embodied in the divine law, and which mostly 

consist of ritual practice.73 Hence, as already pointed out above, knowledge of God, which 

is had through self-knowledge,74 is primarily established through non-discursive (re-

)cognition, which again is illustrated even more clearly in the following passage. 

 

b. Dhikr as preservation of human formation and divine order  

  

Ibn ʿArabī interlinks the notion of the preservation of the human formation (i.e. the 

realization of happiness and perfection) with the act of remembering God (dhikr Allah), 

because only through remembrance does one know the value of the human formation (al-

                                                             
rather than interpretations (tafsīr). See Michel Chodkiewicz, An Ocean Without Shore: Ibn ʿArabī, The 
Book, and the Law, trans. David Streight, (New York: SUNY Press, 1993), pp. 25, 26-30, 35 

70 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 168 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 110 

71 Dagli, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, p. 203 (brackets inserted by me) 

72 In fact, all of Ibn ʿ Arabī’s teachings have this as their goal. See Chodkiewicz, An Ocean Without Shore, 
p. 46 

73 Chodkiewicz, An Ocean Without Shore, p. 54 

74 Again, the ḥadīth of ‘whosoever know themselves know their lord’ must be underlined here.  
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nash’a al-insānīya).75 As was demonstrated above, the divine law is the manifestation of the 

divine names, which reflect the cosmic order. The human formation is nothing other than the 

manifestation of the names/order, which therefore, means that the act of remembrance 

(dhikr) not only preserves the human formation, but also the divine cosmic order.76 After all, 

for Ibn ʿArabī, the name is the named, and the manifest is the hidden.77 The act of 

remembrance (dhikr) then is that with which we ‘travel’ by ascending and descending from 

one ‘realm’ or ‘reality’ to another, as Uždavinys writes: “According to this soteriological 

and liturgical picture of the cosmic dynamics, every instant a sort of miʿrāj to the supreme 

Center is mysteriously conducted.”78 

According to Ibn ʿArabī, through the performance of the act of remembrance (dhikr 

Allah), the remembered becomes present to the one remembering, and through presence, 

witnessing (shuhūd) takes place, if the act is performed truly and sincerely.79 In fact, Ibn 

ʿArabī contends, remembrance does not truly take place if witnessing does not occur.80 It is 

important to keep in mind the double meaning of ‘shuhūd’ here, as both witnessing and 

martyrdom. The ritual act of remembrance, then is designed to bring about an annihilation 

(fanā’, shuhūd) of the one who performs it, so that the delusion of a separate substantial 

self/ego is removed. Hence, its function is the ontological disclosure of the nature of the self, 

which is none other than the realization of the shahāda, which shares the same root and 

                                                             
75 Ibn ʿ Arabī quotes the following ḥadīth: “Shall I not tell you of what is better for you, better than meeting 
the enemy, beheading them, they beheading you? The Remembrance of God.” See Dagli, The Ringstones 
of Wisdom, p. 203; The ḥadīth is found in al-Tirmidhī, 459/5 and in al-Ḥākim al-Mustadrak, 496/1 

76 The idea of ritual being a kind of ‘cosmogony’ is also found among the Neoplatonists, for example, 
Iamblichus. Gregory Shaw writes: “Somatic life was ritually sewn into the cosmogonic philia, but to attain 
this affiliation the theurgist had to awaken all the powers in his soul through their correspondences in the 
cosmos… Since the cosmos was collectively the energeiai of the gods, the human soul, in effect, 
assimilated itself to the gods by virtually enacting their energeiai…” (pp.154-155). See Gregory Shaw, 
Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism in Iamblichus (Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 1995), pp. 153-161 

77 Chodkiewicz, An Ocean Without Shore, pp. 24-25 

78 Algis Uždavinys, Ascent to Heaven: In Islamic and Jewish Mysticism, (London: The Matheson Trust, 
2011), p. 101 

79 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 168 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 110 

80 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 168 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 110 
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meaning of the word shuhūd (witnessing/martyrdom), and is nothing other than the 

realization of waḥdat al-wujūd (oneness of existence). As Uždavinys contends: 

 

The real aim of the Sufi dhikr exercise is to actualize the divine Presence (the 

descending of Sakinah [peace, serenity]) and to produce an inward awareness of God 

as the universal Sovereign, in an ontological rather than a political sense.81 

 

Ibn ʿArabī continues, through the remembrance of a part (such as the remembrance of God 

by the tongue), the remembered becomes present in that part, and because the human being 

consists of many parts and not a single entity (ʿayn), he/she must perform dhikr with all 

parts:82  

 

Man [the human being] is multiple; he is not unified in himself. God is in Himself 

one, and is multiple through the divine Names. Observe the case of man [the human 

being] with respect to his parts: the remembrance of one part does not necessarily 

follow from the remembrance of some other part.83  

 

The act of remembrance thus, unifies all of our parts through witnessing and annihilation. 

Forgetting then is associated with multiplicity and dispersion, which is the very cause of 

losing sight of one’s ontological phenomenal reality, and the consequent reification of the 

self into a discrete substantial entity. When we forget our human formation (al-nashʾa al-

insānīya) we forget our phenomenal reality, the cosmological order that God has created and 

our place in it, especially vis à vis the other creatures.84 Only when we forget do we transgress 

                                                             
81 Uždavinys, Ascent to Heaven, p. 100 

82 Ibn ʿArabī writes: “…al- insān kathīr mā huwa aḥadīy al-ʿayn, wa al-ḥaqq aḥadiy al-‘ayn kathīr bi-al-
asmā’ al-ilāhīya, kamā an al-insān kathīr bi-al-ajzā’, wa mā yalzam min dhikr juz’ dhikr juz’ ākhar.” See 
Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 168 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 110 

83 Dagli, The Ringstones of Wisdom, pp. 203-204 (brackets inserted by me) 

84 As the Qur’ān, states in multiple verses (2: 152/ 59:19), that when we remember God, God remembers 
us, and when we forget, we forget ourselves. For a brief commentary on the verse in the context of dhikr, 
see Ibn ‘Aṭā’, Miftāḥ al-Falāḥ, p. 53 
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the divine laws and boundaries, which are designed to preserve the entire creation, and only 

when we transgress do we destroy the human formation. 

The ritual act of remembrance then is a de-reifying act. It remedies the negative aspect 

of reification (forgetfulness), paradoxically through a reified act of naming the unnamable 

and seeking to embody its attributes.85 It does so by shifting us from our discursive to non-

discursive modes of consciousness, in the form of the act, which is usually an act of repetition 

of the divine names, and through the state of self-awareness, which is pre-reflective. Though 

one might argue that the name carries a concept, it nevertheless, does not consist of a 

propositional content. Apart from the name being the named as mentioned above, the 

repetitive act creates a trance like state, in which words start to become more like sound in 

which “the numinous feeling is seeking to discharge itself”.86 Hence, a kind of identity 

between signifier and signified occurs in the act of remembrance, phenomenologically 

speaking, while ontologically speaking the oneness of reality merely shows itself when we 

are annihilated.87 

The state of the annihilation of the witnesser into the subjectless witnessing (shuhūd), 

I argue, is structurally speaking the same as the second-order self-awareness, which consists 

of awareness of awareness.88 As Aaaron Cass put it: 

 

And, as is said in the Word of Salih, we would see that there is an opening from the 

Unknowable on every side, so that we would be surrounded by the Unknowable and 

our witnessing of the Witnessing would be witnessing of the Unknowable.89 

 

 It is through this that the underlying non-differentiated consciousness as a unified 

continuum is disclosed (waḥdat al-wujūd). Paradoxically, the self-differentiation of the 

                                                             
85  Catherine Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), p. 253 

86 Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy: An Inquiry into the non-rational factor in the idea of the divine and 
its relation to the rational (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1958), pp. 190-191 

87 Uždavinys, Ascent to Heaven, p. 99 

88 See the section on ‘self-awareness’ in the methodology and literature review chapter.  

89 Cass, “Stillness, Motion, and the Non-existence of the Traveller”, p. 34 
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absolute consciousness into individual first-personal perspectives allows for the disclosure 

and experience of the non-differentiated dimension.90 Hence, only through the first-personal 

experiential awareness is this knowledge possible, because self-awareness is a peculiar mode 

of knowledge, which is non-discursive and non-mediated, as the object of knowledge is not 

external but internal to us. It is, in other words, our first experience of knowledge by identity 

in the form of subjectless witness, as Ibn ʿArabī says: “the witnessing of the human being of 

himself, is nothing other than the Real/Truth’s witnessing of him,”91 precisely because the 

human being is to God as the pupil is to the eye.92 

 

Section III 

 

a. Physical death as separation and return 

 

One might ask then what about death?  Are we not surely destroyed by God, who is 

the only doer, by death? According to Ibn ʿArabī, death is not destruction but return.93 He 

writes the following: 

 

The Real does not bring about the destruction (hadm) of this makeup through what 

one calls ‘death.’ It is not a bringing to non-existence (iʿdām kullī, lit. total 

extinction), but a separation (tafrīq). He takes him unto Himself; all that is meant is 

that the Real takes him unto Himself, And to Him the whole affair shall be returned. 

When He takes him unto Himself He fashions for him a different compounded body 

(markab), of a kind proper to the abode to which he is being conveyed: the abode of 

                                                             
90 Cass, “Stillness, Motion, and the Non-existence of the Traveller”, p. 32 

91 The Arabic text reads: “fa shuhūd al-insān li nafsihi shuhūd al-ḥaqq iyhāh.” See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-
Ḥikam, ringstone on Jesus, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, p. 148 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 95 

92 As Kaukua reiterates: “Human being (insän) is not just one such manifestation among others but has a 
pride of place as God’s pupil (insãn), the very centre of the eye through or by means of which God views 
His creation.” See Jari Kaukua, “I in the Eye of God”, Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ʿArabi Society, vol. 
47, (Oxford, 2010), p. 3 

93 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 168 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 110 
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abiding for the existence of that which is in equilibrium. He shall never die, that is, 

his parts shall never be disjoined. 94 

 

Ibn ʿArabī’s understanding of death is ‘return’ to the creator, which is very much in line with 

the qur’anic understanding.95 Return pre-supposes a ‘place’, previously inhabited or visited 

at least once.  According to Qashānī, the word rujūʿ (return) exemplifies that our natural 

abode is that which we return to, which is the place we originated from, and therefore, which 

everything must return to.96 This ‘journey’ to this ‘place’ is not strictly speaking a journey 

to a place at all,97 but God, as the principle of existence, manifesting himself and witnessing 

his manifestation; “…God does not dwell in the servant but is Himself the Dwelling Place 

for His own Self-Expression.”98 Hence, journeying to a place should be understood as a 

return to a state of consciousness, a return to the primordial covenant, where ‘we’ once 

witnessed the divine as himself.99 

   Return, entails the concept of a journeying undertaken; from the unmanifest to the manifest 

dimension; from the soul into the body, and finally from the physical existence to non-

physical abodes. It also resonates with the nocturnal journey (miʿrāj) of the prophet (pbuh), 

a journey we all must undertake daily, in the form of prayer, for example, as the ḥadīth states 

                                                             
94 Dagli, The Ringstones of Wisdom, p. 204 (brackets inserted by me) 

95 See Q (89: 27-30): “O reassured soul, return to your Lord, well-pleased and pleasing, and enter among 
My servants, and enter My Paradise”, Ṣaḥīḥ International  

96 al-Qashānī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, p. 259 

97 According to Uždavinys, “The inward journey requires the traveler to withstand a series of examinations 
which include knowledge of the secret divine names, and of one’s true identity and destination” (p. 41). 
The idea of the inward journey is found in both in ancient Egypt and Greek philosophy. For more on the 
subject, see Algis Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity (Sophia Perennis Angelico Press: 
Ohio, 2010), pp. 39-42, 54-57 

98 Cass, “Stillness, Motion, and the Non-existence of the Traveller”, p. 37 

99 This can be understood as God’s ‘witnessing’ before his self-differentiation into the ‘we’, witnessing 
here is knowledge by identity. 



 181 

‘prayer is the ascent of the believer’. Hence, it ties together the idea of ritual practice, 

journeying, and the death of the ego.100 

   Death is also defined as tafrīq (separation/disjointing) of the human formation (al-nashʾa 

al-insānīya), which is constituted of body, soul and self/ego, as defined by Ibn ʿArabī at the 

beginning of the chapter. Upon the separation of the constituents, another ‘body’ more fitting 

to the realm that it will occupy replaces the physical body then. The word he uses is ‘markab’, 

which comes from the root word ‘r-k-b’, meaning: to alight, ride (an animal), ascend, commit 

(a sin), while the word itself can mean several things: animal that one rides, a place (mawḍʿ), 

boat/ship, and source/ origin (al-aṣl wa al-manbat). In this context then markab then denotes 

the meaning of vehicle. 101 This gives us an idea of the role of the body in Ibn ʿArabī, as a 

vehicle which is required for spiritual ascension upon the chain of emanation to the One, if 

we phrase it in Neoplatonic terms, and without which the self would not be able to manifest, 

as is illustrated in the following passage in the Futūḥāt: 

 

If you know this, (you will understand that) the self (al-nafs) which is the subtlety 

of the servant, the manager of this body, does not manifest its essence (ʿayn) except 

through the composition (taswiya) and equalization (taʿdīl) of the body, only then 

did the Truth/Real (al-ḥaqq) blow from his spirit and the self (al-nafs) appeared 

between the blowing and the composed body. 102 

 

This puts the role of ritual in perspective, since it pre-supposes and emphasizes embodiment. 

Nevertheless, Ibn ʿArabī’s understanding of embodiment, though physical in this world, is 

not necessarily so in different abodes. The word markab,103 according to Ibn ʿArabī, 

corresponds in its nature to the realm it occupies. It is translated according to Dagli as “a 

                                                             
100 This is parallel to the Neoplatonic notions of ‘anagoge’ (ascent/ procession) and ‘epistrophe’ (return/ 
reversion). See Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, pp. 54, 82-83; For more on the 
subject, also see Parviz Morewedge, Neoplatonism and Islamic Thought (New York: SUNY Press, 1992)  

101 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, vol. 8, pp. 224- 228 

102 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, chapter 267, vol. 2, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 568 

103 This concept can be compared to the notion of ‘merkavah’ or chariot in Jewish mysticism, which can 
be the divine name which carries us in our journey of ascent. See Uždavinys, Ascent to Heaven, p. 99 
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different compounded body”,104 while Austin translates it as a non-physical “composite 

body.”105 These concepts challenge our pre-supposition that ‘body’ must mean matter, or 

perhaps, it challenges our understanding of matter itself. The notion of gradation and the 

scale of subtlety/density could help us envision what Ibn ʿArabī possibly means. In a sense, 

he is arguing that the body corresponds to the density of the realm: the denser the realm, the 

denser the body, and the subtler the realm, the subtler the body. The concept of subtle points 

or subtleties (laṭāʾif) in Sufism, pre-supposes either a subtle body that can be manipulated 

through the physical body, or that the physical body itself has many subtler levels, the densest 

(kathīf) of which is the physical one. Our understanding of matter is further challenged by 

the notion of waḥdat al-wujūd; if there is only oneness, can we even speak of a dichotomy 

between spirit and body or matter and non-matter? Does the question even make sense 

anymore, given the non-dual paradigm, or are we asking the wrong question?  

 

b. Death of death: Irreducible self-differentiation  

 

One more point merits our attention, namely, Ibn ʿArabī’s statement in the above-

quoted passage: ‘he shall never die’. Qayṣarī explains the impossibility of total annihilation 

of the differentiated divine self (human being), elucidating that the human being as the 

manifestation of God, is created in His image.106 Hence, he/she is the epitome of all creation, 

and also must always exist in some form, because if he/she were to cease, the divine name, 

which gave rise to it would also cease to manifest itself. Therefore, as mentioned before, the 

attributes of servanthood are tied to that of lordship, and vice versa, not to mention that there 

must always be existence (with all its possibilities), because non-existence, according to this 

paradigm is pure evil. Qayṣarī writes: “…non-existence is pure evil and total annihilation 

would necessitate the annihilation of lordship, because it is realized by that which is lorded, 

                                                             
104 Dagli, The Ringstones of Wisdom, p. 204 

105 Austin writes the following: “When God takes him to Himself, He fashions for him a composite body, 
not the physical body, of a kind that is appropriate to the realm to which he has been transferred, which is 
that of eternal life by virtue of the equilibrium there. There he will never die, nor will his parts be separated 
again.” See Austin, The Bezels of Wisdom, p. 210   

106 Qayṣarī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, p. 975 
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which is impossible”.107  Hence, death is not total extinction but return as is reaffirmed in 

the last passage again, where Ibn ʿArabī states: 

 

If the dead or the slain—that is, whether they be those who die or are slain—did not, 

when they died or were slain, return to God, God would not bring out the death of 

anyone, nor would He prescribe their being slain. All are in His grip. There is no 

loss when it comes to Him. And still there are His Words, And to Him the whole 

affair shall be returned. That is, there is an act of disposal therein, and it is He who 

disposes. No thing comes out from Him that is not identical with Him. Indeed, His 

Selfhood [hūwiyatahu] is that very thing, and it is He who grants it the unveiling in 

His Words, And to Him the whole affair shall be returned.108  

 

Austin translates the word hūwiyatahu109 as ‘Identity’, which Dagli translates as 

‘Selfhood’,110 but which can also be rendered ‘ipseity’ in the general sense.111 The human 

self is said to return to the divine self, but in reality it was never really separate, but what 

appears as human is but the divine self-disclosure, and so the return is a figure of speech.112 

Furthermore, if we connect this passage to the previous ones, we observe a  move from the 

                                                             
107 Qayṣarī writes the following: “…al-ʿadam sharr maḥḍ  wa al-Iʿdām bi-al-kullīya yūjib fanā’ al-rubūbīya, 
la’anaha bi-al-marbūb yataḥaqaq wa lā yumkin dhālik.” See Qayṣarī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, pp. 985-986 

108 Dagli, The Ringstones of Wisdom, p. 205; For the Arabic text, see Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-
Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 169-170 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 111 

109 This is useful in todays’ identity discourse, if we want to apply this kind of paradigm to the current 
discourse, then identity as we understand it would be undermined, since it is firstly an illusion and does not 
correspond to an ontological reality, secondly, not only is it an illusion but a veil of phenomenality that hides 
the actual ontological reality of oneness, and finally, it would introduce another discourse of no otherness.  
It would not, according to Ibn ʿArabī’s paradigm, hinder the expression of difference and multiplicity. On 
the contrary, it would preserve it, while preventing it from reifying itself into an actual entity that would 
overshadow the oneness that underlies the multiplicity. It would keep the dialectic between oneness and 
multiplicity always at play, without severing the roots of multiplicity in oneness, and hence, preventing the 
consequential violence of otherness reified. This is not to say that this is what Ibn ʿArabī meant, but it would 
be a natural consequence of his paradigm of thought/ being.  

110 Austin, The Bezels of Wisdom, p.211 

111 Peter Young, “Concerning the Station of Purity”, Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ʿ Arabi Society, Volume 
VIII (1989), pp. 36, 37, 39 and Vincent J. Cornell, “The Way of the Axial Intellect; The Islamic 
Hermetism”, Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ʿArabi Society, Volume XXII (Oxford, 1997), p. 51 

112 Qayṣarī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, p. 986 
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concept of qaṣāṣ, which in our understanding corresponds to death, to the concept of fanāʾ 

(annihilation) brought about by dhikr (remembrance and invocation of God), which entails 

shuhūd (witnessing/martyrdom), and eventually baqāʾ (subsistence). In other words, we 

move from ‘death’ to the ‘death of death’.113 These ties in with the earlier discussion of dhikr 

and the experience of fanāʾ/ shuhūd; it is through real remembrance of God114 that reality 

becomes apparent as it really is in terms of the mere phenomenality of the natural world, and 

the sole ontological existence of God as creator and sustainer of the natural order. This 

happens when the invoker is annihilated in the invoked (dying before dying) and becomes 

absent, so that the invoker and the invoked are one.115 However, this should not be mistaken 

with incarnation or pantheism, because according to Ibn ʿArabī there was never ‘another’ to 

be incarnated in or be part of to begin with. Hence, mystical experience is not union with the 

divine so to speak, because there are no two ‘entities’ that merge, but an experience of the 

knowledge of reality as it truly is (waḥdat al-wujūd). The experience of fanāʾ or annihilation 

of the self (as independent entity or the egoic self) means the absence of the individual 

consciousness to itself as individual consciousness, and the experience of consciousness of 

itself in its totality, so that the differentiation of the separate entities becomes absent 

momentarily.116 

 

c. Equilibrium: The end of heaven and hell 

 

Before we move on to the next passage, the word ‘equilibrium’ in the last passage 

must be emphasized, since it ties in with the following passages, in so far as it defines 

the ‘abode’ and the adjustment of the ‘self’ to it so that it ceases to suffer. As we 

mentioned above, the body is created accordingly to the nature of the abode it occupies 

                                                             
113 The concept of the ‘death of death’ (die before you die) can also be found in Buddhism’s concept of 
śūnyatā. For more on the subject see Keiji Nishitani, Religion and Nothingness (California: University of 
California Press, 1983), pp. 77-218 

114 In his commentary, Qayṣarī elaborates on what is meant by real remembrance of God, or the required 
invocation (al-dhikr al-maṭlūb), where witnessing takes place and the veils of duality lift, giving way to 
the experience of the oneness of reality. See Qayṣarī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, pp. 979-980 

115 Qashānī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, p. 256 

116 Here it is useful to think of the chain of emanation and the relation between individual and universal 
soul/ individual and universal intellect (juz’ī vs. kullī).  
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so that it can be at balance, and so that it would not suffer, because for Ibn ʿArabī, 

disharmony, non-alignment and instability are the cause of suffering. Hence, the lack of 

‘equilibrium’ between the nature of the body and the environment or realm it occupies 

is what causes suffering. This is one way to read the following passage:  

 

             As for the Folk of the Fire, their final end is enjoyment, but enjoyment in the fire. It must 

needs be that the fire’s form, after the cessation of the period of punishment, be coolness 

and peace for those therein. The enjoyment of the Folk of the Fire, after the fulfillment 

of their obligations, is like the enjoyment experienced by the Friend of God [Abraham, 

peace be upon him] when he was thrown into the fire. He suffered from the sight of it, 

upon him be peace, and also from what he was used to thinking, having acknowledged 

it to be a form that would harm any animal that came close to it [not knowing God’s 

intention with it]. After finding this torment he found coolness and peace for himself 

while witnessing the coloring form [or cosmological form]117. It was fire for the eyes of 

the people. [Because] A single thing was variegated in the eyes of the onlookers.118 Such 

is the divine self-disclosure. If you so wish you can say that God discloses Himself in 

this way, and if you so wish you can say that the world, when it is looked upon and 

contemplated, is a likeness of the Real in self-disclosure. It becomes variegated in the 

eyes of the onlookers in accordance with the temperament of the onlookers, or the 

temperaments of the onlookers are variegated in accordance with the variegation of the 

self-disclosure. Both are permissible as concerns the realities of things.119 

 

This controversial position, Ibn ʿArabī is often criticized for, confirms the cessation of 

suffering in hellfire, meaning it is not eternal, though the occupation of it is permanent. In 

my understanding, this position can be interpreted not only due to the prevailing all-

embracing mercy of God, which according to Ibn ʿArabī, must embrace the divine wrath as 

stated in the Qur’ān, which is embodied by the other divine names, such as ‘the avenger’ (al-

                                                             
117 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 169-170 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p.111  

118 The Arabic text reads: “fa al-shay’ al-wāḥīd yatanawaʿ fi ʿuyūn al-nāẓirīn.” See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-
Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 169-170 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p.111   

119 Dagli, The Ringstones of Wisdom, p.205.  For the Arabic text, see Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-
Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 169-170 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p.111 (brackets are my addition) 
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muntaqim), ‘the oppressor’ (al-qahhār), and ‘the harmful’ (al-ḍār).120 It is also due to 

the nature of the relation between the human being and God, as the reflection of the 

divine, created in the image of God, and hence, relates in the same manner as the pupil 

to the eye.121 This is one further reason, for my argument for a minimal self as the self-

differentiation of the divine, which I will elaborate in the following sub-section.  

Furthermore, the apophatic discourse comes to the fore in regarding the relationship 

between God and the world in the process of the divine self-disclosure. The way creation 

unfolds is due to its capacity (qābilīya)122 to reflect the divine, and as was already 

mentioned, the human being is the only creature capable of reflecting all of the divine 

attributes/names (jawāmiʿ al-kalim).123 This capacity can either remain only potential or 

it can be actualized through following the divine orders in the form of its laws (sharīʿa), 

which entail ritual acts of worship (ʿibādāt). The special rank among creation, as the 

representative or vicegerent (khalīfa) of God enjoyed by the human being is, hence, 

reflected in his/her ontological status as an isthmus (barzakh). Qayṣarī writes in his 

commentary on the Fuṣūṣ: 

 

Know that the human speaking self is a manifestation of the all-encompassing divine 

name, and in so far as it is that it is an isthmus for the divine attributes, the 

                                                             
120 Q (7:156): “And decree for us in this world [that which is] good and [also] in the Hereafter; indeed, we 
have turned back to You." [ Allah ] said, "My punishment - I afflict with it whom I will, but My mercy 
encompasses all things. So I will decree it [especially] for those who fear Me and give zakah and those who 
believe in Our verses (or signs, āyāt)” (Ṣaḥīḥ International translation, with addition of my brackets). 
According to Ibn ʿArabī, there cannot be any exceptions to the divine mercy, yet, it is not the common 
interpretation of the verse, which is that the end of the verse is stating a kind of exception, by singling out 
those who fear God, give alms, and believe in the verses/signs of God. This is also reminiscent of the attitude 
Ibn ʿ Arabī has toward the faith of pharaoh. See, for example, Carl W. Ernst, “Controversies over Ibn ʿ Arabī’s 
Fuṣūṣ: The Faith of Pharaoh”, Islamic Culture of Hyderabad, Vol. CIX, No. 3, July 1985, pp. 259-266 and 
Eric Ormsby, “The Faith of Pharaoh: A Disputed Question in Islamic Theology”, Studia Islamica, No. 98/99 
(2004), pp. 5-28 

121 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, ringstone on Adam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, p. 50 and Dār Ṣādir edition, 
p. 15 

122 According to Ibn ʿArabī, the difference between the receptacles is due to the capacity of each 
receptacle, and not God’s act of blowing spirit into it: “The differences appeared in the selves 
according to the composition of the body (the receptacle), as the blowing of the spirit is one (and the 
same in all).” See Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, chapter 267, vol. 2, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 568 

123 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, ringstone on Adam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, pp. 48-58 and Dār Ṣādir 
edition, p. 14-24 
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cosmological/ natural attributes, and the universal and particular meanings, and this 

is why the isthmus is attached to matter, because the isthmus must contain what the 

two parts contain, so it brought together what is purely spiritual and non-tangible, 

sacred beyond time and space, transcendent, beyond change, and what is material, 

needing time and space, and susceptible to change. The higher spiritual world and 

the lower material world were created for it, and so it became the vicegerent in its 

kingdom, overseeing its subjects.124 

 

The other point worth mentioning here in the passage above is Ibn ʿArabī’s stress on 

the necessity of differentiating between the form and the reality of the form, and the cause 

and the caused. The phenomenality of the world appears to be subject to temperaments125 

and natural laws, but which can be suspended by God as he wills, for he is the sole cause for 

anything that ever appears to happen. In fact, nothing ever happens in the ontological plane 

at all.126 Mistaking the form for reality, and mistaking the cosmological causation with the 

one real cause behind everything and that is the divine will, is ignorance and the source of 

all suffering. In the case of Abraham, fire did not burn, but the anticipation of it burning was 

suffered, which is caused by the ignorance of reality as it is. The same can be said in the case 

of Jonah, for he thought his life would end once swallowed by the whale, due to mistaking 

his identity with his physical form.127 In both cases, the natural laws were regarded as the 

real cause, while the real doer was absent to the servant, which is precisely the illusion that 

causes the most suffering.128 Still, there is no real separation between the apparent doer and 

                                                             
124 Qayṣarī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, p. 973 

125 Temperaments, when lacking equilibrium with their environment become a nuance and cause suffering, 
but if they are one with their environment, they are not suffered, as the people of the fire eventually feel bliss 
in the fire, according to Ibn ʿArabī.  

126 When the Sufi Shiblī heard the ḥadīth: Allah was and there was nothing with him, he responded: and 
he still is, meaning there still is nothing with God. And since God is unchanging, he is free from ‘ḥudūth’ 
because events are characterized by time and space, which God lacks. Ibn ʿ Arabī would definitely concur, 
which comes to light in his take on waḥdat al-wujūd. See Abd al-Ghanī al-Nabulsī,  Iḍāḥ al-Maqṣūd min 
Waḥdat al-Wujūd, ed.  ‘Azza Ḥaṣriyya (Damascus: Maṭbaʿat al-ʿIlm, 1969), pp. 3-4 

127 Qayṣarī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, p.974 

128 According to Ibn ʿArabī, the illusion of distance from God is the source of suffering. See Ibn ʿArabī, 
Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, ringstone on Hūd, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 65 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 107; He 
also contends that Satan (al-shayṭān) is called so, because he is furthest (shaṭn) from the Truth. Again, the 
themes of proximity and distance are at play here, and the hence, the themes of journeying and travelling. 
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the real doer, because there is no ontological duality, despite the phenomenal differentiation, 

which needs to manifest for the divine to fully realize all its possibilities.129 

It is this very ignorance and/or forgetfulness of the ontological plane of the oneness 

of existence/being (waḥdat al-wujūd), which gives birth to the reification of the self as a 

substantial, separate entity, due to mis-taking cosmological causality for the one real cause. 
130 This is illustrated again in the Ibn ʿArabī’s discussion on causation in the Futūḥāt,131 

where Ibn ʿArabī plays on the word cause ‘ʿilla’ and caused ‘maʿlūl’ in Arabic, which mean 

both cause/ caused and sickness/infirmity.132 Ibn ʿArabī writes: 

 

When the servant’s soul has a description in which the soul does not witness the 

Real at the wujūd of its entity, that description is [maʿlūl, caused or] infirm. This is 

why it is said concerning the description that it is “nafs”; that is, the servant 

witnesses [shahida] nothing within it save his own nafs. He does not see it as 

deriving from the Real, as some others do, for they witness the Real within it 

[mashhūdan]. In the same way, when this description prevails over him because of 

an engendered cause [ʿilla kawnīya, or cosmic cause] for which no connection to 

God is witnessed [shuhūdihā], not is there any thought to ascribe to God, he is 

caused [maʿlūl, or infirm] by this engendered cause [li tilka al-ʿilla‘] that moved 

him such that this description came to abide in him.133  

 

Ibn ʿ Arabī means by witnessing God, among other things, witnessing Him as the only 

ontological and sole real cause and giver of existence, instead of natural/cosmological 

                                                             
See Peter Young, “Concerning the Station of Purity”, Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ʿArabī Society, Vol. 
VIII, (Oxford, 1989), p. 33 

129 This is another point, which makes the notion of the minimal-self plausible in Ibn ʿArabī, and which will 
be discussed below. 

130 For more on the concept of jealousy as ‘otherness’, see Qashānī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, p. 254 

131 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, chapter 267, vol. 2, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 568 

132 This is why attachment to the body is a ‘sin’ (missing the mark) because it attaches causation to nature 
and not to the real cause behind it (i.e. God). See Qashānī’s commentary on the Fuṣūṣ, p. 254 

133 See Chittick’s translation of the passage in the Futūḥāt in The Self-Disclosure of God, p. 271. Brackets 
inserted by me 
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causation.134 The mystical experience of annihilation (fanāʾ) of the servant in the act of 

witnessing (shuhūd) is the only way God can be witnessed as He is and we become fully 

what we are meant to be; receptacles of the divine attributes. 135 As Kaukua comments on 

the passage: 

 

Human beings often forget that the sole permanent thing in their experience is God’s 

presence as a subject in their first-personal perspective to whatever it is that they 

experience. Instead, they cling to various mundane objectives, things they happen to 

desire, personal characteristics they would like to have attributed to themselves, and 

other such matters. This is what makes them mundane selves (nufūs), selves in a 

derogatory sense, and thus incapable of realizing and thereby sharing in full awareness 

in God’s manifestation to Himself as other.136  

 

Furthermore, Ibn ʿArabī connects witnessing (shuhūd) with believing (imān); it is 

through the eye of belief that we witness God in everything as the sole and only cause of it, 

despite the phenomenal natural causation, apparent to the naked eye.137 It is therefore, a non-

conceptual experience of belief, which can remedy the reification of the one true cause into 

multiple cosmic causality, undoing the heedlessness and forgetfulness of the ontological 

divine order.138 This experience is a mystical experience, whereby the self becomes absent 

to itself. Therefore, absence of the human self is its full realization to come full-circle to its 

                                                             
134 Ibn ʿ Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, chapter 267, vol. 2, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 568. This point also speaks 
against pantheistic views, which identify God and nature, which is clearly not the case here. Nature is 
seen as a manifestation of God, which can disclose but also veil Him. It is seen as phenomenal in existence 
as opposed to God, who is considered the only ontological reality. 

135 Ibn ʿArabī writes in Sufi Terminology on the definition of baqā’ and fanā’: “ al-baqā’: ru’yat al-ʿabd 
qyām Allah ʿamā kull shay’” (subsistence is the servant’s vision of God’s governance over everything), and 
“al-fanā’: ru’yat al-ʿabd li al-ʿillah bi qyām Allah ʿamā dhālik” (annihilation is the servant’s vision of God, 
which is nothing other than God seeing Himself). See Ibn ʿArabī, Kitāb Iṣtilāḥ al-Ṣufiyya, p. 532 

136 Kaukua, “I in the Eye of God”, p. 17 

137 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, chapter 267, vol. 2, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 568 

138 For Ibn ʿArabī, everyone is susceptible to heedlessness and distraction, but this state does not make one 
an unbeliever. An unbeliever is identified as the one who when called into divine presence remains ignorant 
of it, unlike the believer, who when called into divine presence becomes present. See Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 
al-Makkīya, chapter 267, vol. 2, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 568 
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essence, namely, a divine entity seeking to manifest itself. Therefore, the self is fully when 

it ceases to exist as itself, which re-affirms the definition of the human ‘self’ (nafs) as the 

self-differentiation of the divine. 

 

Section IV 

 

a. A minimal self in Ibn ‘Arabī 

 

 I would like to return to the term iʿdām in the above quoted passage. If there is never 

a total annihilation or non-existence of the self, then this must mean it must have a degree of 

existence, and that we must conclude that there is some notion of selfhood in Ibn ʿArabī. The 

question whether this self is embodied or non-embodied is problematic within the framework 

of waḥdat al-wujūd and Ibn ʿArabī’s understanding of the human origination (al-nashʾa al-

insāniyya), because the self is understood as another ‘element’ alongside the body and the 

soul. Complications arise when we use the word ‘self’ in a modern sense. The very question 

of the embodiment of the self (or lack of it) can be misleading, because it presupposes the 

actual existence of such a (non-) thing as a self, and is mostly concerned with Cartesian dual 

paradigms of mind/body. 

What kind of a self can we conclude so far from the discussion above? In my 

understanding, the self in Ibn ʿArabī amounts to a minimal self as advocated by Dan Zahavi. 

According to him, since experience is always characterized by a ‘givenness’ and a 

‘mineness’, meaning an immediate experience that I experience as my own, we must 

conclude that there is a primitive sense of self, which consists of nothing other than an 

irreducible primitive or basic awareness.139 As Krueger put it: “Every moment that I am 

conscious is another moment that I am, or have, a minimal self”.140 This minimal self, which 

consists of self-awareness, because all awareness to some degree is self-aware,141 is not an 

                                                             
139 Joel W. Krueger, “The Who and the How of Experience”, Self, No Self? Perspectives from Analytical, 
Phenomenological, & Indian Traditions, edited by Mark Siderits, Evan Thompson, and Dan Zahavi 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 124-132 

140 Krueger, “The Who and the How of Experience”, p. 44 

141 Dan Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood: Investigating the First-Person Perspective (Massachusetts: 
MIT Press, 2008), pp. 15-16 
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addition to the stream of consciousness but consists of that very stream, and is the very 

structure of consciousness itself.142 This means that I always experience myself 

experiencing, and that this experience of awareness is not external or added to my primitive 

awareness of the experiencing I am having, instead it is built-in; “…first-personal givenness 

entails a built-in self-reference, a primitive experiential self-referentiality.”143 

The minimal self is different than, for example, the narrative account of self, in so far 

as the phenomenal minimal self is pre-supposed by narrative accounts, as the pre-reflective 

(i.e. non-discursive) “what it is like” quality which characterizes all first-personal 

experiences and makes them conscious. As Zahavi argues: 

 

Every conscious state, be it a perception, an emotion, a recollection, or an 

abstract belief, has a certain subjective character, a certain phenomenal 

quality of “what it is like” to live through or undergo that state. This is what 

makes the mental state in question conscious. In fact, the reason we can 

distinguish occurrent conscious mental states from each other is exactly 

because there is something it is like to be in those states. The widespread 

view that only sensory and emotional states have phenomenal qualities must, 

therefore, be rejected. Such a view is not only simply wrong, 

phenomenologically speaking, but its attempts to reduce phenomenality to 

the “raw feel” of sensation marginalizes and trivializes phenomenal 

consciousness and is detrimental to a correct understanding of its cognitive 

significance.144 

 

The cognitive significance is that the phenomenal experience of the first-person 

perspective is characterized by non- or pre-reflective basic awareness, meaning, it is non-

discursive and non-conceptual, as he argues: “There is an experiential difference between 

hearing something that one does not understand, and hearing and understanding the very 

                                                             
142 Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 125 

143 Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, pp. 122-123 

144 Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 119 
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same sentence. This experiential difference is not a sensory difference, but a cognitive 

one.”145 Zahavi establishes, as Honneth does in his definition of reification, the primacy of 

the non-discursive, non-conceptual experiential level of awareness as illustrated in the act of 

recognition, over discursive, conceptual cognitive states, which presuppose the former. 

Hence, we could conclude that what is at stake is a non-discursive, pre-reflective, non-

conceptual experiential dimension of self-awareness being compromised as the basis of our 

sense of self, as “Each state harbors a pre-reflective self-awareness of the minimal self to 

whom the state is given.”146 

One way to understand the self in Ibn ʿArabī, is by comparing Zahavi’s ‘minimal self’ 

above to the self-differentiation of the divine, which results in our irreducible first-person 

perspective; the pupil to the divine eye. As I have argued above, in the context of waḥdat al-

wujūd (oneness of being) for Ibn ʿArabī, since there is only one subject, the self must be 

understood as phenomenal, albeit a necessary phenomenon of self-manifestation/ 

differentiation, even though it is paradoxically ontologically non-existent. This is re-affirmed 

by Ibn ʿArabī over and over again, for example in the case of the divine names which require 

manifestation (though all of them to some degree do), such as al-ẓāhir (the manifest), and 

the attribute of rubūbīya (lordship), which necessitates servanthood to manifest. 147 It is also 

reaffirmed in his denial of death as total extinction and obliteration, and his insistence on 

death as return, a journey merely to a different abode. Hence, we can argue, as Zahavi does 

in his account of the minimal self, that there is an irreducible first person-perspective which 

characterizes all experiences had as immediately given and that they are ‘mine’, as a result 

of the self-differentiation of the divine consciousness into individual ‘selves’.  

 Whether this corresponds to an ontological reality called ‘self’ or ‘ego’ is a different 

story. The argument here is that all human experience in the form of the first-person is 

immediately given as my own on the phenomenological level.148 This is the rule, with the 

exception of mystical experience, especially the particular experience of pure consciousness 

                                                             
145 Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 118 

146 Krueger, “The Who and the How of Experience”, p. 47 

147 Qayṣarī writes the following: “God created the servant for himself, in order for his names and attributes 
to appear/manifest with/through”, and “O son of Adam I have crated everything for you and have created 
you for me”, see Qayṣarī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, p. 977 

148 Krueger, “The Who and the How of Experience”, p. 51 
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events, which is an experience of absolute annihilation (fanā’), where even though the first 

personal-perspective does not collapse, the “mineness’ of the experience is undermined, by 

experiencing the experiencing itself, and the dissolvement of the subject of experience. 

 Hence, it is only on the ontological level where egological and non-egological 

accounts of selfhood differ. 149 According to Zahavi, his account of minimal self falls under 

the category of egological accounts, but I agree with Krueger that this must not be the case.150 

Krueger argues that Zahavi’s definition can be reconciled with or considered as a non-

egological account of self, such as Buddhist accounts of a subjectless stream of 

consciousness, since the latter account maintains that though experiences are not given to a 

separate subject, they are still experienced as though they were.151 There is nothing, he 

argues, about the two principles which Zahavi builds his minimal self on, namely, “first-

personal givenness” and “mineness” that necessarily suggest that an individual, separate ego 

underlies the experience. This is especially the case, because Zahavi argues that the minimal 

self is nothing other the stream and structure of consciousness, insisting that we maintain a 

difference between the “subject of experience” (which may or may not be ontologically a 

discrete entity), and the “subjectivity of experience”, the latter he identifies with the minimal 

self.152 Hence, by identifying the minimal self as an egological theory, Zahavi commits the 

“error of phenomenological reification”, due to “mistaking the mineness, or immanently self-

reflexive character of experience, for a stable or permanent me.”153  

As I have argued above, whether we ascribe to egological or non-egological accounts 

of self, the phenomenal experience is shared as immediately given with a sense of 

‘mineness’. This fits well, in my opinion, with Ibn ʿArabī’s discussion of the self so far, since 

he insists on the necessity and irreducibility of self-differentiation, which can be understood 

                                                             
149 Egological accounts of self basically assert that there not only is an object of experience but also a 
subject of experience, while non-egological accounts deny that there is a subject of experience; only mere 
experiencing exists. See Dan Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, pp. 99-100; For more on the non-
egological account, see Miri Albahari, “Nirvana and Ownerless Consciousness”, in Self, No Self?, pp. 79-
113 

150 Krueger, “The Who and the How of Experience”, p. 53 

151 Krueger, “The Who and the How of Experience”, p. 51 

152 Krueger, “The Who and the How of Experience”, pp. 48-49; Dan Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, 
p. 126 

153 Krueger, “The Who and the How of Experience”, p. 50 
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as a minimal self, and at the same time shares with non-egological accounts the belief that 

there is only one subject as the very stream of consciousness itself. This means that no 

individual entity called ‘self’ endures throughout time and stays the same, which fits well 

with Ibn ʿArabī’s concept of the recurrent re-creation of the world at each instant (tajdīd al-

khalq).154 We could therefore, also frame it differently, namely, that the stream of 

consciousness of reality reifies itself phenomenologically speaking (taqyīd al-ḥaqq), through 

its manifestation in creation, or that individual selves are nothing other than the 

differentiation of existence (taʿayyun al-wujūd). This definition gives us a better idea of what 

a ‘self’ amounts to within the context of waḥdat al-wujūd (unity of existence/being), and ties 

together the notion of the human being as barzakh (isthmus), middle point between absolute 

existence and non-existence. 

 

b. Synthesis: Minimal self as barzakh 

 

Ibn ʿArabī starts the chapter 267 in the Futūḥāt, with a few lines of poetry, which serves as 

a kind of summary to it, which are as follows:  

The self is from the world of isthmi (ʿālam al-barāzikh) 

Every secret of it manifests 

Its station in the known is elevated (shāmikh) 

Every difficulty is made easier with it 

The abode of its spirit (rūḥ) resides in the void (ʿamāʾ) 

Extending it with its entrusted soul (rūḥ) 

It is abrogated with marriage 

Its secret in death is buried 

Its glory is raised 

Exalted is He whatever He wills becomes 155 

                                                             
154  Corbin, Alone with the Alone, pp. 200-2007 

155 This is my translation of the Arabic text. For an alternative translation, see Chittick, The Self-disclosure 
of God, p. 270 
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The self can refer to both, the negative attributes of the servant, and to the human subtlety.156  

In this chapter Ibn ʿArabī confines the discussion to the former, adding that both aspects of 

the self stem from the world of isthmi, including the universal soul (al-nafs al-kullīya).157 

This is the case, because the very definition of the isthmus entails two aspects, dimensions 

or faces, so that it may become an isthmus to that which lies in between.  The following 

passage can be regarded as a synthesis of all the points discussed above:  

 

…and there is no existent except God, who made manifestation of things the 

apparent cause, without which the caused158 would not exist (jaʿla ẓuhūr al-ashyāʾ 

ʿind al-asbāb fa-lā yatamakkan wujūd al-musabbab illā bi-l-sabab). For every 

existent has a face (or aspect) towards its causation and a face towards God, which 

makes it (the existent) an isthmus between the cause and God. The first isthmi in 

entities is the existence of the universal soul (al-nafs al-kullīya), which was begotten 

through the intellect, the real existence-giver (mūjid) is God. Thus, it has a face 

towards its cause and a face towards God, which makes it the first manifest 

isthmus…The self, thus, has a face towards nature and a face towards the divine 

spirit, which is why it is an isthmus”159 

 

Firstly, nothing exists except God, which is the summary of the ‘doctrine’ of the unity of 

existence (waḥdat al-wujūd). Secondly, the phenomenal causation, which is what we refer 

to as natural causation, is not the real cause of anything happening in the world, but that God 

the sole existent/existence is responsible for all change. Thirdly, if nothing but God exists 

then everything that manifests must be a manifestation of Him. Therefore, manifestation is 

God’s self-disclosure. This also means that the ontological status of manifestation is other 

than that of God’s. God ontologically exists as existence itself, while manifestation is 

                                                             
156Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, chapter 267, vol. 2, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 568 

157 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, chapter 267, vol. 2, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 568 

158 Chittick translated cause as ‘occasion’ under Chapter 267 ‘The Soul’. See Chittick, The Self-Disclosure 
of God, p. 271 

159 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, chapter 267, vol. 2, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 568 
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phenomenal. Nevertheless, manifestation cannot be undermined because, as mentioned 

above, it is the self-disclosure of God. In fact, if we look at it through the concept of 

emanation (fayḍ), manifestation becomes a necessary outcome of God’s existence. Fourthly, 

we thus, have two types of causes, an ontological cause (God) and a phenomenal cause 

(natural/cosmological). Fifthly, that which exists between the two types of causation is 

referred to as isthmus (barzakh). The first isthmus to be created or manifested is the universal 

soul, which is double-faced; one face points to God, the other to the phenomenal cause, 

which is the Intellect. Here Ibn ʿArabī draws a map of the pattern of creation, which applies 

to every existent.160 What he wants us to infer from the cosmological discussion is that the 

same pattern of creation applies to the creation of the human self. The self is an isthmus, 

double-faced, one facing God, the other facing its natural causation.161 Though the self is 

neither identified with the body nor the spirit blown into it, it nevertheless, requires both to 

come into phenomenal existence, the way a reflected image exists in a mirror. But if the 

reflection is nothing other than the reflected, what prevents complete identity, i.e. the 

collapse of the subject and object reflected? In other words, how is self-knowledge in the 

form of self-differentiation possible at all? 

 

c. Self-knowledge: Partial identity  

 

I would like to tie together Ibn ʿArabī’s brief mention of the soul as the emanation of the 

intellect, and the first isthmus (barzakh), with a brief discussion on the intellect’s activity of 

self-knowledge in Plotinus, as explicated by Ian Crystal, which in my opinion holds the key 

to our understanding how total identity does not occur in the one subject, and how self-

                                                             
160  This is what Eric Winkel refers to as ‘grammar of the cosmos’, based on his translation of the Futūḥāt, 
Book 1 entitled The Youth: The Figurative made Literal and Book 3 entitled Cosmography: Writing the 
Universe (2016) 

161 The fact that Ibn ʿArabī underlines the first cause, regardless of the chain of phenomenal causations is 
pivotal in shedding light on how he understands emanation. God did not create or manifest the first level of 
emanation and left it to emanate and be responsible for the lower levels of the chain, like a trickle-down 
effect. Instead, he is responsible for every level, constantly intervening. Hence, even the chain of emanation 
is phenomenal, which is why I understand gradation (tashkīk) in Ibn ʿArabī as not pertaining to the 
ontological level.  
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differentiation does not collapse.162 It will also shed light on the general process of self-

knowledge as ascension, as Ibn ʿArabī shares the Neoplatonic structure of emanation, where 

every level of the chain aspires to that which precedes it, hence, the soul aspires to the 

Intellect through its own intellectual capacity seated in the soul. This was commonly 

understood by medieval Islamic (Avicennan) philosophers, for example, Afḍal al-Kashānī, 

writes: 

 

The individual human is the tool of his nature's doings, the nature of the human is the 

soul's worker, the soul of the human is the intellect's ray and trace, and the intellect of 

the human is the completeness and clarity of his existence.163 

 

To start with, for Plotinus the intellect is divided into two activities: the discursive 

(dianoetic) and the non-discursive (noetic), as was already mentioned earlier.164 The 

discursive activity acts on that which is received, meaning that the objects of knowledge are 

received from outside of itself, in the for of images of objects that exist separately in the 

noetic world.165 This means that the discursive faculty is structured to look outside of itself 

to receive its content, and that it has no direct contact, meaning its knowledge is mediated.166 

Hence, the discursive intellect is fallible, precisely because of the fact that its knowledge is 

mediated.167 The noetic intellect, on the other hand, is infallible, because there are no 

impressions received from outside, but the objects of knowledge are internal to it, a concept 

                                                             
162 I have briefly pointed out in the chapter on reification/taqyīd how the intellect in ancient Greek and 
Islamic medieval philosophy bear great similarity. 

163 William C. Chittick, “Essay on the Reality of the Human”, The Heart of Islamic philosophy: The Quest 
for Self-knowledge in the Teachings of Afḍal al-Kashānī (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 
288-289 

164 Both discursive and non-discursive intellects belong to the same intellect, and though they are referred to 
as ‘intellects’ they should be understood as activities of one overarching intellect. I have briefly discussed it 
in the chapter on taqyīd/reification. See Ian Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, 
Phronesis, Vol. 43, No. 3, published by Brill, (August 1998), pp. 264-286  

165 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 267 

166 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 267 

167 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 268 
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referred to as ‘internality thesis’.168 This means that the noetic intellect has intuitive, 

immediate, direct knowledge, which is more akin to the knowledge we have through self-

awareness.  

At the discursive level then, no identity relation is found between subject and object of 

knowledge, because as explained above, the objects of knowledge are ‘other’, being received 

from outside of itself.169 This means that there is no self-intellection at this level, given the 

structure of the discursive intellect being directed away from itself, as opposed to the noetic 

intellect, which is directed at itself, and hence, is concerned with self-intellection.170 

The noetic intellect, according to Plotinus has two phases: the first phase consists of 

the intellect being ‘undefined’, meaning that it has not turned toward its source, and is 

compared with ‘unformed sight’.171 The second phase consists of an ‘act of conversion’, 

meaning the noetic intellect has turned toward its source, and hence, is fully capable of self-

intellection.172 This means that the content of the noetic intellect is itself, and because of this, 

identity between the thinker and its object occurs.173 Turning toward the source (the One), 

should not be understood in terms of turning away from itself, but it is this very orientation 

which enables it to turn inwards.174 It should be understood in terms of mirroring, because 

the content of the noetic intellect is reflected by the One.  Thus, the intellect’s apprehension 

of the One is the intellect’s apprehension of itself, as it is seeing the One qua intellect.175 

Moreover, this act enables the noetic intellect, not only to see itself, but also to see the 

seeing itself.176 Hence, we could argue that the first phase of the noetic intellect can be 

                                                             
168 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 268 

169 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 268 

170 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 268 

171 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 269 

172 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 270 

173 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 270 

174 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 271 

175 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 271 

176 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 271 
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compared with first-order self-awareness, where we are aware of our internal ‘objects’, 

immediately, but unaware of the seeing of the seeing, while the second phase can be 

compared with second-order self-awareness, where we also gain the seeing of our seeing.  

This is illustrated in the following passage on the levels of self-awareness as embodied in 

teacher (actual knower), who possess second-order self-awareness, and disciple (potential 

knower), who only experiences the first-order self-awareness: 

 

Now we say: The teacher is called "the actual knower" and the learner "the potential 

knower." The actual knower gives knowledge, and the potential knower takes and 

accepts knowledge. In the actual knower, knowledge is apparent, which is to say that 

existence's clarity is clear for him. This is to say that he is aware, and he is aware of 

the self’s being aware. But the knowledge of the potential knower is concealed, which 

is to say that he is aware but he is not aware of the self's awareness. Through the 

clarity and awareness of the knower he finds awareness of the self's awareness.177  

 

Furthermore, because the objects are internal to the noetic intellect, by thinking them 

it thinks itself and vice versa, and by thinking itself the intellect gives existence to the objects 

within.178 This can be compared to the unmanifest giving existence to the divine names, 

which in turn give existence to creation. Hence, manifestation is perpetual, because the 

divine never ceases to think itself, or in other words, be aware/conscious of itself. Moreover, 

it is this internal differentiation manifested which allows the divine to see himself as ‘other’, 

as Kaukua contends: 

 

Manifested in the world, God is not simply pure being without any determinations, but the bearer 

of His innumerable attributes, being in so many particular beings that are individuated by various 

essential determinations. Being is one in both cases, whether pure or determined, but the essential 

determinations and the ensuing differences between particular beings enable the one being to be 

                                                             
177 It is also reaffirmed again further in “The Clarifying Method”, where actual and potential knowledge 
are defined as the following: “The actual known is what is known in the work, that is, that of which there 
is awareness while there is also awareness of being aware of it.�The potential known is what can be 
known. It is something of which there is awareness, but there is no awareness of being aware of it.” See 
Chittick, “Essay on the Reality of the Human”, p. 289 and “The Clarifying Method”, p. 292 

178 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, pp. 272-274 
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differentiated… Thus, in creating the world by infusing the various beings with their being, God 

comes to see Himself as other.179  

 

The structure of the noetic intellect of having its objects internal to it, alongside the 

discursive intellect’s outward direction, allows the Intellect to have some sort of ‘internal 

differentiation’, while also maintaining ‘partial identity’ of some sort.180 The Intellect being 

both simple and not simple, allows it to have self-intellection without collapsing into total 

identity.181 When the Intellect thinks itself, it becomes two as a result of this ‘internal 

occurrence’.182 Hence, self-intellection generates multiplicity, but a multiplicity which is not 

substantial, meaning the things it generates are not individual substances.183 Rather, there is 

unity of substance but multiplicity of acts or ‘plurality of activity’,184 which are nothing other 

than different states of the same substance.185 Hence, no ‘simple identity’ takes place.186 

Self-intellection according to Plotinus, is transparent, because no ‘whole’ eclipses any 

other ‘whole’, which means that when the Intellect thinks itself with its internal multiplicity 

of objects, say it thinks a particular object, this object does not veil any other object, for 

“when one comes up against another it sees itself”.187 This is the case, because as already 

mentioned, there is only one substance which is differentiated into multiplicity of acts. 

Therefore, identity is possible between intellect, intellection and intelligibles, because they 

                                                             
179 Kaukua, “I in the Eye of God”, p. 5 

180 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 277 

181 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 279 

182 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 279 

183 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 280 

184 The activities associated with the Intellect are being, motion, rest, sameness, otherness, thinking, not 
thinking, multiplicity and union. See Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 277  

185 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 281 

186 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 282 

187 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 282 



 201 

are all not substantially different, which is referred to as ‘identity thesis’.188 Despite there 

being identity, the subject never loses sight of itself, because of the internal differentiation.189 

Hence, it is not identity of substance, as mentioned above, but rather ‘epistemic identity’, 

which is not simple identity.190 

Plotinus has shifted from the traditional understanding of the intellect receiving 

knowledge from outside of itself, as was understood by both Plato and Aristotle, to a position 

whereby seeing is through itself not through another with his account of ‘noetic 

internality’.191 He was able to articulate an account whereby self-intellection is possible 

without total identity but ‘epistemic identity’ through its internal differentiation, as 

multiplicity of activities of one substance.192 To contextualize our discussion then, self-

differentiation of the divine is what amounts to the irreducible minimal human self as our 

experience and awareness in the form of the first-person perspective, as a reflection or the 

pupil to the eye, as already mentioned.193  The other significant point to take from this 

discussion is that the discursive activity is always directed outside of itself, and is therefore, 

incapable of self-knowledge. Hence, the need for ritual practice, as non-discursive embodied 

activity to overcome the discursive one, and to intensify self-awareness through which all 

knowledge is revealed: 

 

Hence the many known things can have an order, one after another. Each known can 

be known through the known before it until the knower arrives at the first known, 

which is the known of self. This is the "simple" known, in respect of the fact that in it 

there is no otherness and diversity. It is also the "one" known, in respect of the fact 

that it is the origin of many knowns. It is the "incontestable" and "inescapable" known, 

in respect of the fact that it is impossible not to know it. It is the known "in essence," 

for its essence is nothing but the known, and its unknownness is other than the 

                                                             
188 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 282 

189 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 282 

190 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 282 

191 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 284 

192 Crystal, “Plotinus on the Structure of Self-Intellection”, p. 286 

193 Kaukua, “I in the Eye of God”, pp. 6-7 
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essence. It is the known "actually," because through it the self is clear and the 

concealed known comes to be clear and actual. These states that were enumerated—

potency and act, simplicity and non- simplicity, unity and multiplicity, 

incontestableness and contestableness, in essence and not in essence—all come to be 

known by knowing self. 194  

 

Conclusion 

 

In this chapter I have dealt with the account of the self (nafs) in Ibn ʿArabī, arguing 

that it is nothing other than the self-differentiation/manifestation of the divine, enjoying a 

barzakhī (isthmus-like) existence, between existence and non-existence. I have demonstrated 

that the self as the manifestation of the divine, is nothing other than the manifestation of His 

attributes, because His essence stays eternally unmanifest. In the context of the unity of being 

(waḥdat al-wujūd), everything must be understood as a reflection of the oneness of the 

divine, hence, everything is a corresponding emanation, including the divine laws (shiraʿ).195 

The sharīʿa in Ibn ʿArabī is an onto-cosmological manifestation of the governing 

potentialities (aḥkām) of the divine attributes, and because the self is the manifestation of the 

divine attributes, it also must reflect and align itself to the divine law, as the reflection of its 

primordial nature (fiṭra).  Hence, ritual practice as part of the divine law, must be adhered 

to, in order to harmonize with the onto-cosmological order. Furthermore, because the self is 

the result of the meeting point between the spirit and the physical body, without the latter it 

cannot manifest, an intimate and interdependent relationship arises. In fact, the body is part 

of the self in the definition of the human formation (al-nash’a al-insāniyya) for Ibn ʿArabī, 

as we have seen above, which means it is an indispensable aspect in the spiritual ascension, 

serving as a vehicle, and therefore, must also be engaged and trained in the process. 

 As manifestation is a kind of reification, bringing about forgetfulness of its origin, 

ritual practice becomes the reified act, by which we are moved from the discursive to the 

                                                             
194 Chittick, “Essay on the Reality of the Human”, p. 289 

195 This is a paradigm not of good versus evil, but of existence versus non-existence, though strictly speaking 
there is only existence, which loses its meaning, since it is not contrasted against anything. Ultimately, we 
must go beyond the concept, so it makes little difference to speak of absolute nothingness as the Buddhist 
label it, or absolute existence as Ibn ʿArabī does. God is beyond the concept of God.  



 203 

non-discursive cognitive state in which remembrance, not as a discursive activity, but as 

experiential belief in the form of witnessing (shuhūd) occurs. The disease (ʿilla) of the self 

is its own reification. The degree of reification of absolute existence (al-wujūd al-muṭlaq) 

results in the concept of self we entertain; the more reified our concept of ourselves, the 

stronger our sense and belief that we are a separate, physical, substantial self. This is due, as 

I have argued before, to the degree we (as consciousness) identify ourselves with discursive 

thinking.196 The less our identification with discursive thinking, the less reified our sense and 

belief of an independent substantial self, resulting in weak concepts of selfhood, such as 

‘minimal’ and ‘non-egological’ accounts. Hence, ritual is that which prepares us for the 

mystical experience of fanā’ (annihilation), which is nothing other than (shuhūd) 

(witnessing/martyrdom), a form of witnessing without a reified subject. This must be the 

case, I argue because in the context of the unity of existence (waḥdat al-wujūd) there can 

only be one subject.  

Nevertheless, because the self is the self-differentiation of the divine, it can never cease 

to exist as God’s self-disclosure (tajallī). I have demonstrated this in the discussion of Ibn 

ʿArabī of death not as total destruction but as return, and his position on the non-permanence 

of suffering, thus, I have concluded that the kind of self we find in Ibn ‘Arabī amounts to a 

minimal self, which according to Dan Zahavi, is nothing other than immediate self-

awareness in the form of the experiential first-person perspective.197 Finally, I have 

illustrated how self-differentiation of the divine, does not collapse in total identity and how 

the activity of self-knowledge is possible, as argued by Ian Crystal. Having shown what kind 

of self exists within the context of the oneness of being (waḥdat al-wujūd) and the necessity 

of the divine law (sharīʿa) with its ritual acts of worship (ʿibadāt), I shall now turn to the 

second part of my research, which involves the analysis of three cases of ritual practice; 

                                                             
196 See my chapter on taqyīd/ reification.  

197 Kaukua has also stressed the experiential aspect of the self-differentiation of the divine in the form of 
the human being in the following passage: “The conclusion I would like to draw here is that what Ibn 
‘Arabi has said about human being as the eye of God has to be interpreted in emphatically experiential 
terms. The point on which the divine function of human being hinges is the bare fact that whatever I see 
or hear is seen or heard, and that it thereby, and only thereby, is in the experiential sense of wujūd” (p. 9).  
He also compares the irreducible self-awareness in the form of the unique first-person perspective (al-
wajh al-khāṣ) described in Ibn ʿArabī in the context of the experiences of fanā’ and baqā’ to that of Ibn 
Sinā’s account as illustrated by his example of the suspended person, which I have dealt with in the first 
chapter. See Kaukua, “I in the Eye of God”, pp. 9-10, 13-16 
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purification (highlighting the practice of ablution), prayer, and fasting, according to Ibn 

‘Arabī. 
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Introduction to the Study Cases:  

On Divine Law and Religious Obligation 

 

Say, "Indeed, my prayer, my rites of sacrifice, my living and my dying are for Allah, Lord 

of the worlds.”198 

 

  Before beginning to analyze the three ritual practices of purification (ablution), 

prayer, and fasting in Islam, according to Ibn ʿArabī, we must look at the place they 

occupy.199 Traditionally, Islamic jurisprudence (uṣūl al-fiqh) is divided into matters 

concerning worship (ʿībādat), primarily the rights of God (ḥuqūq Allah), and matters 

concerning social interactions (muʿāmalāt), mainly our rights and the rights of others (ḥuqūq 

al-ʿibād).200 The line between the two is not clear-cut, and the two categories are 

interdependent and interwoven, for example in the case of marriage. Furthermore, for the 

gnostic (ʿārif bi-Allah) the distinction between worship and social interaction is irrelevant, 

since every act, in all forms and at all times, is considered service of God.201 Thus, I will not 

pay much attention to such categorizations and their meaning, given that I am primarily 

dealing with Ibn ‘Arabī’s esoteric text. Nevertheless, what is important to underline is the 

                                                             
198 Q (6: 162) 

199 Ibn ʿArabī’s order of the chapters in the Futūḥāt precede from the general to the specific; divine law 
(66), shahāda (67), ablution (68), prayer (69), alms giving (70), fasting (71), and pilgrimage (72), a 
movement which reflects the macro-microcosm correspondence, the theme which runs throughout the 
chapters, as we shall see in the coming chapters. 

200 Note that these divisions have come about in time, with the founding of the discipline as we know it 
today. The founder is mostly considered to be al-Imām al-Shāfiʿī, while al-Imām Muḥammad al-Baqīr 
and al-Imām al-Ṣādiq are also considered pioneers. See Abū al-Walīd Sulaymān bin Khalaf Saʿd bin Ayūb 
al-Andalusī al-Qurṭubī al-Bājī al-Dhahabī, al-Ishāra fī Uṣūl al-Fiqh, ed.  ‘Ādil Aḥmad ʿAbd Al-Mawjūd 
and ʿAlī Muḥammad ʿAwaḍ (Mecca: Maktabat Nazār Muṣṭafā al-Bāz, 1997), p. 75; This division is 
reflected in the very structure of the classical books of fiqh that start with the rules of ʿibādāt (worship), 
comprising the first volume, while moving in the second volume to the rules of muʿāmalāt (interactions), 
often divided by the subject of marriage. For example, see Abī ʿUmar Yūsuf bin ʿAbdullah bin 
Muḥammad bin ʿAbdulbar al-Nimrī al-Qurṭubī, Kitāb al-Kāfī fī Fiqh Ahl al-Madīna al-Mālikīya (Al-
Ryāḍ: Maktabat al-Ryāḍ al-Ḥadītha, 1980) 

201 Chodkiewicz writes the following: “This distinction, if it fulfills a valid, practical necessity in its order, 
is nevertheless, for the ‘ārif bi-Llāh, null and void. “Service” is always the service of God; it is he also 
who prescribes ritual obligations and those imposed on the interactions of creatures”. See Michel 
Chodkiewicz, An Ocean without Shore: Ibn Arabi, The Book, and the Law, trans. David Streight (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1993), p. 126 
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function, meaning and place sharīʿa occupies for him. According to Ibn ʿ Arabī, the sharīʿa’s 

function is two-fold; firstly, it allows for the divine names to manifest their aḥkām 

(potentialities), especially in the form of lordship and servanthood; secondly, it allows for 

the manifested world to be in harmony with the divine (onto-cosmological) order.202 The two 

functions are the result of the self-differentiation and manifestation of the divine in both the 

invisible and the visible worlds, hence, the function of it is nothing other than its raison 

d’être.203 This introduction serves as an elucidation of the origin and essence of ritual 

practice and a context for my three-fold focus on ritual in the discussions to come: 

 

4. The function of ritual in moving us away from discursive thinking, to a state of non-

discursive thinking, and eventually, preparing us for mystical experience, in which a 

momentary suspension of thought occurs.  

5. The function of ritual in terms of disclosing identity and transforming our conception 

of what it means to be a self. 

6. The function of ritual in disclosing knowledge, the type of knowledge had, and the 

embodiment of that knowledge.  

 

a. The commander and the commanded  

 

  In al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, Ibn ʿArabī discusses in chapters three, four and five 

the secrets behind religious obligation.204 The word I have translated as obligation/ordinance 

is ‘taklīf’ in Arabic, and its derivatives are ‘mukallaf’ and ‘mukallif’.  Taklīf means the 

following: 1) change, especially change in the colour of one’s face, 2) being occupied with 

something one is passionate about or in love with, 3) to be ordered to do something which is 

                                                             
202 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, ed. Abd al-Raḥmān Ḥassan Maḥmoud (Cairo: Maktabat 
‘Ālam al-Fikr, 1986), pp. 128-129  

203 Ibn ‘Arabī writes the following towards the end of chapter 66 in the Futūḥāt the following: “the origin 
of laying down the sharīʿa in the world and its raison d’être is the requirement of the wellbeing and 
prosperity203 of the world and the completion of the knowledge of God that was lacking, which the mind 
rejects and cannot be acquired through speculation. Therefore, the holy scriptures, were revealed with this 
knowledge, and communicated on the tongues of the prophets and messengers, peace be upon them, upon 
which, the intellectuals realized their lack of God-knowledge which the messengers completed” (my 
translation). See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 320  

204 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, pp. 123-130 
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difficult and contrary to one’s habit, which entails bearing it with heaviness.205 Hence, the 

word carries a paradoxical nature, which, as paradoxical as it may be, is tasted by each one 

of us in our daily experience of love; despite the passion, love is difficult to endure, and we 

might even argue, is contrary to our habits, which are usually dictated by selfish desires, and 

is therefore, demanding and often experienced in the form of obligation. The paradoxical 

relation of love, epitomizes the relation between the human being and the divine. In the 

previous chapter, I have argued that the human self (nafs) is nothing other than the self-

differentiation of the divine, which is therefore, phenomenologically irreducible, but which 

is paradoxically speaking, ontologically non-existent, or not completely ‘other’. This 

paradox is the starting point of Ibn ʿArabī’s discussion on religious obligation; “who is 

ordained, if there is no one and nothing except Allah”, he asks, while contending that “you 

are not other, and you are not same” .206 

  According to Ibn ʿArabī, the sound intellect knows who ordains and who is ordained 

through unveiling, disclosed by the spirit to the heart, which is able to receive and witness 

its secrets.207 It discloses to us that the intellect is capable of both discursive and non-

discursive activity, and that the latter is higher than the former, as was demonstrated in the 

previous chapters. This is significant in so far as it contextualizes the role of ritual in 

transcending discursive thinking, and the occupation with the heart, as the receptor of non-

discursive knowledge. Ibn ʿArabī continues to explain that the divine reality commands a 

two-fold structure, hence, the special human form, the creation of two formations (al-

nashʿatayn) with the divine’s own two hands,208 the two paths of good and evil (al-

najdayn),209 and the two-fold ordinance, which came about when the world was divided into 

                                                             
205 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, vol. 7 (Cairo: Dār al-Ḥadīth, 2003), p. 712-713 

206 Those are just a few lines of the entire poem. See Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p.125; For 
a comparison with the Muʿtazalite and Ashʿarī positions on who performs taklīf, see Richard M. Frank, 
“Moral Obligation in Classical Muslim Theology”, Journal of Religious Ethics, issue 11, No. 2 (1983), 
pp. 204-223 

207 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, pp. 124-125 

208 This is also reflected in the Qur’ān also being called the Furqān, that which unites and differentiates. 
Moreover, it is reflected in the Sufi tradition of seeing with both eyes, the eye of unification (ʿayn al-jamʿ) 
and the eye of separation (ʿayn al-farq).  

209 Ibn Manẓūr defines the word ‘najdayn’ mentioned in the Qur’ān as the two clear paths of good and 
evil, or right and wrong we can take, see Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, vol. 8, p. 459. Again, this resonates 
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two in the divine effusion (al-fayḍatayn).210 Nevertheless, the two-fold ordinance was hidden 

in the visible world, which can only be witnessed in the afterlife by those who possess 

(in)sight.  

Just as there are two abodes in the afterlife, so too is the structure of being (al-wujūd) 

two-fold;211 according to the knowers of God, from the aspect of being (wujūd) the pair has 

primacy over the one, and from the aspect of lordship, the one has primacy over duality 

(shafʿ), because the gnostics are people of unification (ahl jamʿ).212 This is the case, as will 

be explained further on, because the one qua existence cannot be found existing as an entity, 

therefore, duality has primacy over it in terms of existence. Hence, Ibn ʿArabī continues, the 

appearance of the image of likeness, alongside the divine truth/reality (al-ḥaqīqa al-ilāhīya), 

and the four-fold structure of beings (al-wujūd) in the form of four levels (marātib), which 

determines all other forms.213 It is two-fold, because as mentioned above, the first structure 

which can be manifested is duality, which when mirrored is four-fold. It is for this reason, 

Ibn ʿArabī contends, that vicegerency (al-khilāfa) is found in eternity (al-taqdīm), and was 

therefore, originated in existence.214 This means that the seeds of the two-fold structure of 

being, which required truth and its representation, or reality and its image, carried within it 

from eternity the requirement for vicegerency. And because this is the case, Ibn ʿArabī 

contends that ordinance (al-taklīf) is the subtlety (raqā’iq) of the eternal (al-qadīm), even 

though he confesses that it is a perplexing matter.215 

                                                             
with the two intellects (noetic and dianoetic) or two intellectual activities of discursive and non-discursive 
thinking.  

210 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 125 

211 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 125 

212 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 125 

213 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 126 

214 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 126 

215 Ibn ʿArabī writes the following poetic verses: 

The lord is real (ḥaqq) 

And the servant is real (ḥaqq) 

So, who then is ordained? 
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Ibn ʿArabī continues by stating that whatever was arrived at through speculative 

thinking (al-naẓar al-fikrī) is considered for the knowers of God, through unveiling and 

witnessing, of grossness (al-aghālīẓ), which is the opposite of subtlety (raqā’iq).216 Again, 

discursive thinking is portrayed as inferior to non-discursive knowledge, as subtlety can only 

be perceived by a faculty which is equally subtle, such as the heart.217 Ibn ʿArabī continues 

to explain the relation between oneness and duality; the singular (al-witr) is intelligible, but 

non-existent, while the dual/double (al-shafʿ) is existent, but limited, and unlimited (in 

quantity?).218 The singular with the double are like the hyle with the image; it does not exist 

without the other’s existence, just as the image cannot be known save by its 

limitation/boundaries (ḥudūdihā), asserts Ibn ʿArabī,219 which is another word for ‘taqyīd’ 

and is precisely the function of reification. 

This we are told, should not be mistaken to be an assertion about the duality of the 

essence (shafʿiyat al-dhāt), but an affirmation that the essence cannot possibly manifest in 

attributes; just as the number one cannot manifest itself in any other number, while it is the 

origin of all other numbers (multiplicity), which though inhere in it, does not change its 

reality, and which are simultaneously negated by its singularity.220 This structure is 

                                                             
If you say it is the servant, 

The servant is mortal 

If you say it is the lord 

How could He be ordained.  

See Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 126 

216 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 126 

217 Also see the following passage under the section of extra prostration for heedlessness/forgetfulness 
(sajdat al-sahw) in chapter 69, where Ibn ‘Arabī writes the following: “the governance of things is by the 
sharīʿa not the mind, sharīʿa is the governance of God of things, nothing is outside the scope of his 
governance. This is the perspective of the people of God because they are always present with him in 
every breath. The governance of sharīʿa concerning the entities, is due to their states, because entities are 
only addressed according to their states, not according to their entity qua entity. This is because the entity 
does not change but its state fluctuates, which is why the governance of the sharīʿa changes according to 
the state” (my translation), see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, volume I, p. 486 

218 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 126 

219 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 126 

220 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 126 
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necessary, according to Ibn ‘Arabī, to allow the human being the possibility of association 

(al-shirk), and possibility of going astray.221 It is also this structure, which necessitated the 

legislation of prayer in double (shafʿ), meaning two cycles (rakʿāt), and which necessitated 

the dusk prayer (salat al-maghrib which consist of three cycles) to be evened out by the 

singular night prayer (witr).222 Had this not been the case, the entire divine existence would 

become nullified (lā baṭala al-wujūd al-ilāhī), which is of course, impossible, hence, 

contends Ibn ʿArabī, the singular night prayer (witr) was legislated, as singularity is not 

permitted in anything which exists.223 Whatever benefit is to be had for the intellect (al-ʿaql) 

and the hearing (al-samʿ) is to be had in the dual structure (al-shafʿ), manifesting always in 

existence in the form of attribute (ṣifa) and attributed (mawṣūf), according to Ibn ʿArabī, and 

in this manner we are to understand the lord and the one lorded over.224 He ends the chapter 

by advising the reader to discard what the books have obscured, upon that unveiling can be 

received, which is the kernel of pure knowledge.225  

In chapter four, he continues to explain that the nature of that which is originated in 

time, cannot carry or reflect the reality of the eternal, and that likewise, the eternal cannot 

carry or reflect the reality of that which is originated in time, which also means that the one 

cannot know the other.226 But because existence wanted to know itself in its entirety it 

appeared in unification (fī al-itiḥād), retaining its two-fold structure of opposites as its 

internal self-differentiation. 227  This unification of opposites is what resulted in there being 

ordinance in the form of choice and its lack.228 Hence, the entire creation was created for the 

sake of knowledge as Ibn ʿAbbās has interpreted the verse in the Qur’ān: we have not created 

the jin and the human race save that they may worship, meaning that they may know, 

                                                             
221 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 126 

222 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 126 

223 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 126 

224 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 126 

225 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 126 

226 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 127 

227 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 127 

228 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 127 
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contends Ibn ‘Arabī. 229  He argues that, if the divine would know himself with the knowledge 

of his first differentiation, meaning through the divine attributes, but without their 

possibilities, he would not have given existence to their essences (aʿyānahum). 230 Hence, 

ordinance is from eternity, appearing also in time as it manifests itself. 231 This means that it 

is differentiation again, on both levels, invisible and visible, which resulted in creation and 

ordinance, and which must accompany it as the manifestation of its internal differentiation. 

Taklīf should be understood as the limitation which comes with differentiation, or as a result 

of it. In fact, it is nothing other than that very limitation itself, for to manifest in concreteness 

is to claim boundaries (ḥudūd) and to be delimited and bound (muqayyad). Therefore, to 

manifest is to reify, and the consequence is forgetfulness and delimitation, which must also 

have an antidote, which is precisely the sharīʿa and the religious obligations (i.e. ritual 

practice) which it entails. 

 

b. Sharīʿa as the binding road to water  

 

The sharīʿa, which also means the “road that leads to the watering place”, is not only 

rulings which govern our daily lives in the form of Islamic law, but a manifestation of the 

onto-cosmological laws which govern the entire universe (nāmūs).232 The meaning of 

sharīʿa as the place which guides us to water designates the function of it as guidance to that 

which gives us life, since from water all life springs.233 Not only that, but it is the easiest 

                                                             
229 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 127 

230 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 127 

231 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 128 

232 Michel Chodkiewicz, “The Endless Voyage”, Journal of Muhyiddin Ibn ʿArabi Society, replacement 
for volume XIX, (Oxford 1996), p. 71 

233 Q (21:30): “Have those who disbelieved not considered that the heavens and the earth were a joined 
entity, and We separated them and made from water every living thing? Then will they not believe?” 
Ṣaḥīḥ International 

Q (8:24): “O you who have believed, respond to Allah and to the Messenger when he calls you to that 
which gives you life. And know that Allah intervenes between a man and his heart and that to Him you 
will be gathered.” (Ṣaḥīḥ International). The two verses should be read together; we are ordained to follow 
the divine law (sharīʿa), which is the road that leads us to water, literally and metaphorically, which is the 
source of water. Following the sharīʿa, means nothing other than following God and his messenger(s) who 
call us to that which give us life. This is a central theme in Ibn ‘Arabī’s discussion on ablution. Also note 
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road which leads to water, its root-word ‘sha-ra-ʿa’ also designates the meaning of 

‘beginning’, ‘road’, ‘to set out on a journey’, ‘habit’, ‘to make into a sunna’, ‘likeness’, 

‘something which leads to a road/an opening’, ‘nearness’, ‘the delicate string of a bow’, 

‘sail’, ‘raise high’, and ‘sufficient’,234 meanings which are all entailed in the function of 

sharīʿa in the sense of Islamic law.  

Furthermore, the fact that sharīʿa is a manifestation of the unmanifest gives us a 

different perspective on it as a limited manifestation; all manifestations are the binding and 

reification (taqyīd) of the absolute truth/reality (al-ḥaqq), and hence, the limitation of 

sharīʿa.  Despite its limitation, being nothing other than the manifestation of the divine 

names, adherence and knowledge to it is nothing other than adherence and knowledge to the 

divine in its multiple aspects. Thus, oneness manifests itself through multiplicity, as the 

following story of the origin of the sharīʿa testifies in chapter 66 of the Futūḥāt. Following 

a few lines of poetry and two verses from the Qur’ān,235 Ibn ʿArabī starts the chapter by 

affirming the oneness and unity of being despite the multiplicity manifest in the divine 

names.236  

 

c. The meaning of ḥukm 

 

What follows in the chapter is the onto-cosmological story of manifestation of the 

divine names, which to my knowledge should be understood in the context of Ibn ʿArabī’s 

                                                             
that water being the source of life is also a manifestation of the divine name the ‘alive’ and the ‘life-giver’ 
(al-ḥayy).  

234 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, vol. 5, pp. 82-85 

235 Q (17: 15, 95): “Whoever is guided is only guided for [the benefit of] his soul. And whoever errs only 
errs against it. And no bearer of burdens will bear the burden of another. And never would We punish 
until We sent a messenger” and “Say, "If there were upon the earth angels walking securely, We would 
have sent down to them from the heaven an angel [as a] messenger." Ṣaḥīḥ International 

236 He writes the following: “Know that the divine names are given by the state (ḥāl) of the tongues of the 
realities (al-ḥaqā’iq), so mind what you hear and do not imagine (tatawahham) multiplicity (to be real) 
or their coming together in existence (al-ijtimāʿ al-wujūdī). Nevertheless, I will mention in this chapter 
the order of multiple intelligible realities (ḥaqā’iq maʿqūla kathīra), (multiple) in terms of their (relation/) 
relativity (min jihat al-nisab) and not in terms of their actual existence (wujūd ʿaynī), because the essence 
of truth (dhāt al-ḥaqq) is one qua essence (dhāt)”. See Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 322 
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notion of the two levels of manifestation.237 The first manifestation is the result of the self-

differentiation of the divine essence into divine names (tajallī ghayb), and the second 

manifestation is that of the actualization of the potentialities of the names (tajallī shahāda) 

in concrete form.238 Instead of recounting the story of creation of Adam and Eve to explain 

the origin of our world, Ibn ʿArabī recounts the story of the desire of the divine names to 

manifest themselves: 

 

The divine names have gathered in the presence of the named, looking into their 

realities (ḥaqā’iqhā) and meanings (maʿānīhā), demanding its potentialities 

(aḥkāmihā) to be manifested so that its particular entities (aʿyānihā) may become 

differentiated with their effects (āthārihā). This is because the creator, who 

determines (muqaddir), the knower (al-ʿālim) and the arranger (al-mudabbir), the 

differentiator (al-mufaṣṣil) and the originator (al-bārī), the giver of form (al-

muṣawwur), the provider (al-razzāq), the life-giver (al-muḥyī), the death-giver (al-

mumīt), the inheritor (al-wārith), the thankful (al-shakūr), and all divine names, 

have looked into their essences (dhawātihim) and found no created beings, cared 

for, differentiated, formed, and provided for, and so they said: what should be done, 

in order for those particular entities that are the loci of our manifested potentialities 

(aḥkamana), to be manifested so that our power and authority (sulṭānana) are 

likewise shown?239 

 

The word ḥukm/ aḥkām, which I have loosely and generally translated as ‘potentialities’ 

around which the entire story of manifestation revolves, merits a closer look. The root of the 

word ‘ḥu-k-m’is shared with the following divine names: al-ḥakam (the arbitrator) and al-

ḥakīm (the wise), establishing the meaning and connection between arbitration and 

                                                             
237 In the chapter on Shuʿayb there is a discussion on the two levels of manifestation of God in the heart, 
whereby God manifests the capacity in the first level, and on the second level manifests according to that 
capacity. See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 120-121 

238 Toshihiko Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism: A Comparative Study of Key Philosophical Concepts (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1983), p. 43 

239 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 323 
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wisdom.240 The divine name ‘al-ḥakam’ can also be rendered as governor, ruler or judge,241 

which are all again connected to wisdom, because wisdom involves giving everything its 

share (i‘ṭā’ kulli dhī ḥaqqan ḥaqqahu), and giving everything its share involves perfect 

knowledge.242 This entails the capacity for differentiation, discernment, fairness, knowledge 

and authority to carry it out, which involves the capacity to set boundaries and uphold 

them.243 It is illustrated in the rendered meaning of the root-word as preventing (manʿ) and 

returning/deterring (radd), meaning preventing injustice, by deterring the transgressors, and 

returning the rights to where they belong.244 Hence, it establishes the meaning of boundaries, 

which is reminiscent of the function of the isthmus (barzakh).245 The function of reification 

becomes prominent here: when the divine names manifest themselves into concrete physical 

beings, they are differentiated and prevented from ‘merging’, thus, allowing their 

possibilities to manifest individually. The movement of manifestation can be regarded as a 

form of travelling, a theme which underlines all ritual acts, as we shall see.246 Moreover, the 

root-word ‘ḥu-k-m’ also shares the meaning of not only doing certain things (i.e. ruling, 

governing, arbitrating, preventing) but also perfecting them,247 in addition to ‘ḥakamat al-

lijām’, which means harness of animals, and which establishes the meaning of shackling and 

                                                             
240 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, vol. 2, pp. 539-540 

241 In terms of governance, the root-word means the following: judging, governing and legislating with 
justice (al-qaḍā’ bi al-ʿadl), and that which governs for you and governs over you (al-ḥākim lakum wa 
ʿalaykum). See Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, vol. 2, p. 540 

242 The dictionary defines the root-word in terms of wisdom as the following: “he who possess wisdom 
from possessing perfect knowledge, and hence, knows everything in the best possible manner”, therefore, 
it defines wisdom in terms of knowledge. See Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, vol. 2, pp. 540-541  

243 The word ‘ḥukm’ can also mean decree (qaḍā), establishing again the connection between knowledge 
and governing with justice, which means lack of transgression of boundaries, establishes the meaning of 
equilibrium, for transgression of boundary means that something is out of balance. The word ‘qaḍā’’ does 
not only mean ‘decree’, but also means, interestingly enough, ‘elimination’, which resonates with 
annihilation (fanā’). See Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, vol. 2, pp. 539-543 

244 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, vol. 2, pp. 540-542 

245 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, vol. 2, pp. 542-543 

246 The body has a double and paradoxical function; firstly, it allows for the essence to manifest itself, 
secondly, it limits the soul and veils it. I will discuss the subject in more details in the coming chapters. 

247 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, vol. 2, p. 540 
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delimitation (taḥdīd), another meaning of binding (taqyīd).248 Given the myriad meanings 

the word ḥukm/aḥkām carries, I will render it in its most general term as potentialities, or 

leave it untranslated, because no single word in English carries its depth. 

 

d. Self-differentiation and reification 

 

Ibn ‘Arabī continues to recount the story of manifestation, bridging the general cosmic 

outlook to the specific earthly function of sharīʿa. 249 According to Ibn ʿArabī, manifestation 

took place because the possibilities (al-mumkināt) contended in humility that 

nothingness/the void (al-ʿadam) had blinded them from recognizing one another. It also 

prevented them from recognizing the responsibilities they have towards the names (i.e. 

glorification of the names), which they would carry out if they had existence, arguing that 

their manifestation is owed to the names before it is owed to themselves.250 The story reveals 

that firstly, that propriety (adab) is the nature of the divine governance, secondly, the act of 

“recognition” lies at the heart of manifestation, and thus of sharīʿa as that which allows for 

full recognition. To tie it back to Honneth’s definition of reification, which has recognition 

as its corner stone, in the case of Ibn ‘Arabī, reification of the names allows their mutual 

recognition, hence, it has a positive function. Thirdly, there is already an invisible internal 

differentiation, which allows every name to be distinct even if not fully, and fourthly, that 

the divine names have a hierarchy, headed by the all-encompassing name Allah,251 whose 

nature is further revealed in the next passage, as that which designates essence not 

attribute.252  

                                                             
248 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, vol. 2, pp. 542-543 

249 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 323-325 

250 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 323 

251 The name ‘Allah’ in the Sufi tradition is not a name one can ‘appropriate’ (takhalluq), given that it 
encompasses all names, as so does not manifest a singular one, and is hence, closer to the nature of the 
essence than all other names, but is a name one we merely attach ourselves to (taʿalluq). See Ibn ‘Aṭā’ 
Allah al-Sakandarī, Miftāh al-Falāḥ wa Miṣbāḥ al-Arwāḥ, ed. Muḥammad al-Tayyib bin Bahā’ al-Dīn al-
Hindī (Damascus: Dār al-Farūq, 2000), p. 148 

252 Ibn ‘Arabī writes: “Go and say to each and every name to attach itself to other names, in accordance 
with the reality of each and every possibility (al-mumkināt) which it necessitates, in order to come into 
existence, because I am the one (name) that is for itself, for the possibilities only require my rank252 
(martabatī) and my rank requires them, (in fact,) all the divine names are (created) for the ranking, not 
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e. Sharīʿa as cosmic order 

 

Ibn ‘Arabī continues the story of manifestation by telling us how the names ‘the 

knower’, ‘the willful’, ‘the speaker’, and ‘the powerful’ attached themselves to one another 

to give rise to the first possibility (al-mumkin). When the first possibility came into existence 

with its particulars and its effects, chaos reigned among them, because they sought to rule 

over one another, the way their ruling divine names dictated. Fear of returning to nothingness 

brought all divine names together to find a solution, and it was agreed that the name the 

measurer (al-mudabbir) shall be in charge to keep the equilibrium with the help of his two 

viziers ‘the differentiator’ (al-mufaṣṣil) and ‘the lord’ (al-rabb).  

This passage is significant in so far as it shows us the following: multiplicity in its 

entirety is necessary to designate the one, hence, its release is necessary, but it must be 

ordered and held together by the one essence in order for equilibrium, peace and balance to 

be maintained, reflected in ‘tawḥīd’ (unification). Everything has its place, and the 

transgression of its place causes chaos.253 There is a clear correlation and causal relation 

between the act of measurement, differentiation, and certainty (or knowing and verification). 

The idea that things are divinely measured is not a strange idea to Islamic thought and that 

each and everything has its essence, which necessitates the thing to have a certain nature, 

requiring certain attributes and actions, etc... Differentiation is what brings the attributes into 

manifestation and allows them to be known. Once the attributes are known God can be 

known, because his essence is beyond our grasp and there is no other way to know him 

except through his immanent manifestations of his divine names/attributes. To know the 

undifferentiated oneness, we must go through manifestation and difference, in order to 

experience the underlying unity, which holds all multiplicity together in harmony. The other 

point is that through differentiation, things are made concrete, or in other words are reified, 

                                                             
for myself, except the One (al-wāḥid), which is the one name particular to me, no one partakes in its 
reality and truth (ḥaqīqatihi) from all aspects; not the divine names, not the ranks, not the possibilities”. 
See Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 323 

253 The verse Ibn ʿArabī quotes in this passage is the following: “It is Allah who erected the heavens 
without pillars that you [can] see; then He established Himself above the Throne and made subject the 
sun and the moon, each running [its course] for a specified term. He arranges [each] matter; He details the 
signs that you may, of the meeting with your Lord, be certain.” Q (13:2), Ṣaḥīḥ International 
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which allows us to know them. It is through the concrete that we know and become certain, 

but the side-effect of manifestation is reification, meaning forgetfulness of one’s origin, place 

and nature.  

We should, thus, approach and understand ritual practice within the framework 

explained above. It is a movement akin to the origin of sharīʿa, a movement that picks up 

where speculative reasoning stops. Ritual practice is not to be understood as a single isolated 

practice, but one with an onto-cosmological meaning. It is rather a manifestation of oneness 

expressed in multiplicity, a seemingly mundane task that embodies the sacred. However, 

manifestation comes at a cost which is reification, the sense of separation,254 and the 

wound255 it entails when God uttered the word ‘be’.256 In as far as we identify solely with 

the physical form, we re-affirm separation, and the more we detach from it and identify with 

our consciousness, the more we can undo the sense of separation and the suffering which 

comes with it. Hence, at the heart of it lies the conception of the self we entrain, but this 

conception can only be changed through experience, and it is mystical experience which is 

the most powerful one that can change it. Therefore, ritual practice in so far as it, 

paradoxically, makes us occupied with our bodies in order to detach from them, is necessary 

for the preparation of mystical experience.  

                                                             
254 It is but an illusion and the source of suffering, see Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 
65 and Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition,  pp. 107-108 

255 The word (kalima) in Arabic also shares the root with wound (kalam), see Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-‘Arab, 
vol.7, p.720. Hence, the idea of ritual as therapy (theurgy), which I develop further in the chapters on 
prayer and fasting. For the idea of God being the healer of all wounds, see The Journey of the Heart, ed. 
John Mercer, Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabī Society, replacement of Journal XIX (Oxford 1996), p. 77 

256 According to Ibn ‘Arabī, listening or hearing (samāʿ) is the first quality we have appropriated from the 
divine. See translation of the passage in chapter 65 of the Futūḥāt in James Winston Morris, The Reflective 
Heart: Discovering Spiritual Intelligence in Ibn ʿArabī’s Meccan Illuminations (Louisville: Fons Vitae, 
2005), p. 51 
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Chapter 4 

 

 Purification as Remembrance 

 

  In the previous chapter we have discussed the notion of selfhood in Ibn ‘Arabī, 

arguing that within the context of the unity of being (waḥdat al-wujūd) there can only be one 

divine subject and, hence, the human self is nothing but the internal differentiation of the 

divine. The account of the self which best describes Ibn ‘Arabī’s view, is therefore, the non-

egological account, which maintains an irreducible experiential first-person perspective, 

while denying any ontological separate reality to the human self. The root of reification is 

thus, not only the forgetfulness of the roots of cognition in recognition, but also the 

forgetfulness of the roots of recognition in absolute consciousness of being (wujūd), meaning 

the reification of consciousness into a substantial, discrete individual human entity. In the 

following chapters, which constitute my study cases on ritual practice, I argue that ritual 

serves as a reminder of one’s ontological poverty and the absolute existence of the divine, 

by engaging us in embodied activity which inhibits our discursive faculty. This knowledge, 

I argue, can only be accessed through experience which momentarily suspends thought, and 

is embodied in mystical experience. Ritual, is thus, the preparation and perpetuation of such 

experiences. 

In this chapter, I analyze Ibn ‘Arabī’s chapter 68 in al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, dealing 

with the purification rituals (al-ṭahāra), with a special focus on ablution (al-wudū’), the 

precondition of prayer. I will argue that according to Ibn ‘Arabī, the inner meaning of 

purification is defined in terms of remembrance, and impurity in terms of forgetfulness, more 

specifically, regarding subjectivity; the forgetfulness of the only true subject (the divine) is 

what necessitates the purification ritual, whose function is to remind the servants of their 

ontological nothingness/poverty (‘adam/faqr) by binding them to the divine law and the 

practices it entails. Remembrance, thus, takes place through binding and reification in the 

form of physical rituals which increase the sense of embodiment, while inhibiting the mind 

activity, reminding us of the origin of cognition (discursive activity) in recognition (non-

discursive experiential aspect). It is through the latter that we come to know the nature of 

being as one, which we partake in, not as other but also not as non-other. Within the context 

of the unity of oneness (waḥdat al-wujūd), impurity is thus, regarded as accidental, because 
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ontologically speaking, there is only divine being, making everything inherently pure and 

sacred. The questions which will serve as guidelines for this chapters are: how does Ibn 

‘Arabī define purification, and what is the function of the ritual? How does it relate to 

reification and subjectivity?  

 

Section I: physical and non-physical purity 

 

a. The foundation: Purification of the heart 

 

Ibn ‘Arabī starts the chapter with a poem, entitled on the secrets of purification. The 

poem is important for many reasons, firstly, it is a different form in which meaning is 

revealed. Secondly, it is a sort of summary of the entire chapter. It highlights important 

aspects, for example, that in ablution without water (tayammum) there is an unrevealed 

secret.1 This means that the section on tayammum has many things unsaid intentionally. I 

will not however, go into his poetry neither in this, nor in the following chapters because 

poetry consists of a different mode of writing and its analysis would need a separate study 

to do it justice beyond the current one.2 I will, therefore, be focusing on the non-poetic body 

of the text. 

Ibn ‘Arabī defines purification (al-ṭahāra) in the start of the chapter in terms of its 

exoteric (sensory- ḥissīya) and its esoteric (meaning- ma‘nawīya) aspects.3 He writes that as 

purification (al-ṭahāra) is cleanliness (al-naẓāfa), it is thus an attribute of transcendence 

(ṣifat tanzīh).4 As we shall see all throughout the chapter,  the ritual purifies the ‘I’ from its 

claims of independence and substantiality, and what remains is the divine being (wujūd), 

who transcends all blameworthy attributes.  

                                                             
1 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, volume I, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 330 

2 For the English translation of the poem, see Eric Winkel, Mysteries of Purity: Book 5, (Eric Winkel 
2016), pp. 59-61 

3 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 330 

4 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 330 
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    The division between inner and outer dimensions is a mirroring of the unmanifest 

aspect of the divine beyond attributes, and manifest aspects of the divine, which is 

differentiated into the attributes of ‘al-bāṭin’ (hidden) and ‘al-ẓāhir’ (phenomenal). Thus, 

the framework with which we should understand the ritual act of ablution is the onto-

cosmological worldview and the process of the self-disclosure of the divine. Ibn ‘Arabī sets 

the structure from the beginning of homology, the correspondence between the micro-and 

macrocosm. 

    Furthermore, it is further exemplified in Ibn ‘Arabī’s division pertaining to the 

purification concerning the heart which is the hidden aspect (ma‘nāwīya) and the outer 

bodily organs which comprise the manifest aspect (ḥissīya). 5 The heart denotes the purity of 

the self. 6 The purity of the self is purity from ill manners and blameworthy characteristics.7 

It is purity from filthy thoughts, including the subtler ones, in addition to the purification of 

our subtle center or our ‘secret’ (al-sirr) from ‘looking’ at ‘others’8 (al-naẓar ilā al-aghyār), 

and the purification of one’s limbs. 9 The fact that the heart denotes the purity of the self, 

means the self is defined through and identified with the heart, not as a physical but a subtle 

‘organ’, the core of one’s spirituality.10 Moreover, given that the self is defined through the 

heart and not the mind, it is primarily defined through our non-discursive experiential 

faculty, as opposed to our discursive faculty. Therefore, the heart stands at the center of the 

purification ritual (ablution); in fact, all purification practices, such as prayer, fasting, 

almsgiving and pilgrimage, have the purification of the heart as their main telos.  Hence, 

                                                             
5 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 330 

6 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 330 

7 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 330 

8 By others he means ‘other than God’. Though there is no ‘other’ ontologically speaking, there still are 
phenomenal ‘others’.  

9 We should understand the phrase of ‘looking at others’ as having one’s attention away from God, 
including relying on ‘others’. See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, p.330 

10 As James W. Morris states: “…it would be difficult to exaggerate either the centrality or the complexity 
of the Qur’anic references to the “Heart” in this extended and metaphysical and epistemological sense, as 
the locus of awareness—and even more frequently of our ignorance—of the divine Presence.” See James 
Winston Morris, The Reflective Heart: Discovering Spiritual Intelligence in Ibn ‘Arabi’s Meccan 
Illuminations (Louisville: Fons Vitae, 2005), p. 47  



 222 

special attention will be given to it throughout the chapter, as it is a recurrent theme for Ibn 

‘Arabī. 

    Ibn ‘Arabī pays special attention to the heart, as it is mentioned a significant amount 

of times in the Qur’ān and the ḥadīth, and which he basis his discussion on. As James J. 

Morris, points out, his discussions “…turn out to be dictated not so much by various earlier 

Islamic traditions… as by his own profound reflections and meditation on the full 

complexities of this original Qur’anic usage.”11 The word ‘qalb’ (heart) is mentioned 132 

times, with only 2 referring to the physical organ, along with the similar terms ‘fu’ād’ and 

‘lubb’, which are mentioned each 16 times.12 The following verse, is a good illustration of 

how the word ‘qalb’ is used in the Qur’ān:13 

  

And We have certainly created for Hell many of the jinn and mankind. They have hearts with 

which they do not understand, they have eyes with which they do not see, and they have ears 

with which they do not hear. Those are like livestock; rather, they are more astray. It is they who 

are the heedless.14 

 

In the previous verse, the word used for ‘understand’ is ‘ya‘qilūn’, which comes from ‘‘aql’, 

meaning intellect, and literally, to tie or bind as I have pointed out previously. The 

association of the act of ‘intellection’ with the ‘heart’ illustrates that the intellect consists of 

both discursive mental activities, such as speculation and analytic thinking, and non-

                                                             
11 Morris, The Reflective Heart, p. 48 

12 Morris, The Reflective Heart, p. 48 

13 For further verses, see Q (8:24): “O you who have believed, respond to Allah and to the Messenger 
when he calls you to that which gives you life. And know that Allah intervenes between a man and his 
heart and that to Him you will be gathered”; Q (2: 225): Allah does not impose blame upon you for what 
is unintentional in your oaths, but He imposes blame upon you for what your hearts have earned. And 
Allah is Forgiving and Forbearing”; Q (50:37): Indeed in that is a reminder for whoever has a heart or 
who listens while he is present [in mind]”, Ṣaḥīḥ International Translation 

For the full discussion on the usage of ‘heart’ in the Qur’ān, see Morris, The Reflective Heart, pp. 47-51 

14 Q (7: 179), Ṣaḥīḥ International 
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discursive experiential apprehension. 15 Thus, defining the self through then non-discursive 

activity of the heart, underlines the primacy of the experiential over the thinking aspect of 

the human modes of ‘apprehension’, as I have already pointed out. Furthermore, it supports 

Honneth’s definition of reification as the forgetfulness of the origin of cognition and 

recognition, in addition to the origin of recognition in consciousness/existence (wujūd), as I 

argue.  

    The ‘heart’ is mentioned countless times in the Islamic tradition, as Morris illustrated 

by pointing out a few central aḥadīth, which are central for Ibn ‘Arabī, for example:16 

“Where it not for the excess of your talking and the turmoil in your hearts, you would see 

what I see and hear what I hear.”17 From the ḥadīth we can deduce the following: first of all, 

the state of consciousness of the prophet (pbuh) is attainable by everyone who endeavors to 

undergo the necessary training in order to achieve such states, which is epitomized in the 

archetype of the perfect human being (al-insān al-kāmil). The perfect human is also referred 

to as saint (walī), who is none other than the vicegerent of God (khalīfat Allah), or the 

Muḥammadan reality (al-ḥaqīqa al-Muḥammadīya).18 Secondly, our lack of internal 

equilibrium and silence, along with excessive speaking constitute the obstacles of spiritual 

elevation and are responsible for being veiled from certain realities. Consequently, if we 

reverse those states through ritual practice as will be argued in the following chapter, our 

internal equilibrium will be restored, and we will be granted access to subtler realms of 

knowledge, which we all have an inherent capacity for.  At the end of the section Ibn ‘Arabī 

quotes the ḥadīth qudsī: “My earth and My heaven do not encompass Me, but the heart of 

My servant who has faith does encompass Me.19 The heart, which everyone possesses, is 

                                                             
15 As I have pointed out in chapter 2, the intellect was conceived, for example in the ancient Greek and 
Neoplatonic tradition, as having two main activities: dianoetic and noetic, a notion which prevails in Islamic 
philosophy.  

16 Morris quotes the following aḥadīth: The heart of the person of faith is between two of God’s Fingers; 
My eyes are sleeping, but my heart is awake; Seek the guidance of your heart […], whatever opinion other 
may give you; My earth and My heaven do not encompass Me, but the heart of My servant who has faith 
does encompass Me. For the full discussion on aḥadīth, see Morris, The Reflective Heart, pp. 51-53 

17 Morris, The Reflective Heart, p. 53 

18 Peter Young, “Concerning the Station of Purity”, Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi Society, Volume 
VIII (Oxford 1989), pp. 35-36 

19 For the English translation of the ḥadīth, see Morris, The Reflective Heart, p. 52 
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therefore, the seat of belief, and here belief is regarded as purification, especially from 

discursive thinking, constituting an experiential state of emptiness as Ibn ‘Arabī explains: 

 

We empty our hearts of reflective thinking, and we sit together with the Real (al-Haqq) on the 

carpet of adab and spiritual attentiveness (murāqaba) and presence and readiness to receive 

whatever comes to us from Him— so that it is God who takes care of teaching us by means of 

unveiling and spiritual realization. So when they have focused their hearts and their spiritual 

aspirations (himam) on God and have truly taken refuge with Him— giving up any reliance on 

the claims of reflection and investigation and intellectual results— then their hearts are purified 

and open. Once they have this inner receptivity, God manifests Himself to them, teaching them 

and informing them through the direct vision of the inner meanings of those (obscure scriptural) 

words and reports, in a single instant. This is one of the kinds of spiritual unveiling. 20 

 

Experiencing the presence of the divine can only take place after we have emptied ourselves, 

have acquired propriety (adab), developed attentiveness, especially through self-observation 

(murāqaba), and striving, and mostly turned our back to speculation and all mental 

(discursive) activities. Only then can we undergo the mystical experience of unveiling, 

whereby the veils of ignorance are lifted, and meaning is received rather than sought after 

through our own efforts of reasoning. The kind of effort Ibn ‘Arabī asks us to engage in is 

ritual practice (in this particular case purification rituals), which prepares us for the reception 

of divine knowledge. For example, in the case of ablution (wuḍū’), which is a pre-condition 

for prayer, it is considered the preparation of one’s body and soul for prayer. As Ibn ‘Arabī, 

explains, prayer is an intimate dialogue between the servant and the lord,21 and in order for 

this to take place, one’s heart must be purified and emptied from all distractions that are 

‘other’ than God, in fact, including ourselves as ‘other’.22  Only then, can divine knowledge 

be received.  

 

                                                             
20 See English translation in Morris, The Reflective Heart, p. 61 of the Futūḥāt, volume II, pp. 73-75 

21 The ḥadīth that Ibn ‘Arabī quotes in this passage is “prayer was divided between myself and my 
servant”, which will play a central role in his analysis of the esoteric meaning of prayer (chapter 69). I 
will discuss it further in the following chapter.  

22 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 335 
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b. The categories and mediums of purification  

 

For Ibn ‘Arabī there are four categories: purity, impurity, cleanliness, uncleanliness, 

albeit as we shall see, giving them an unconventional interpretation. He explains that what 

determines purity and impurity are the divine laws (sharīʿa), 23 hence, not necessarily visible 

signs or even logical reasons. Each bodily organ requires a two-fold purification: a physical 

and non-physical one. 24 Manifest purification (al-ṭahāra al-ḥissīya) consists of cleanliness 

and specific ritual acts ordained by the sharīʿa, which are the following: ablution (wudū’), 

bathing (ghusl), and ablution without water (tayammum). 25   

The act of purification can be done through three mediums:  water and dust, which 

are two elements agreed upon by all scholars, in addition to “the juice of pressed dates”, a 

controversial matter.26 Ibn ‘Arabī confines himself in the chapter to the two agreed upon 

elements of water and dust, as will be exemplified further on. 27 The passages at the beginning 

should, however, be read within the context of the entire chapter, especially within the 

passages where Ibn ‘Arabī contends that the essence of purity is not any physical medium, 

but faith (al-imān).28 Ibn ‘Arabī likens the five pillars of Islam which comprise the ‘general 

matters of worship’ (al-amr al-‘ām min al-‘ibādāt) to the ‘four corners of a house’ (arkān 

al-bayt), while belief (al-imān) is likened to the house in its entirety and the door through 

which one enters.29 The door has two parts (masra‘ān) which are the uttering of the two 

                                                             
23 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 330 

24 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 330. For more correspondences between physical purity of 
organs and their inner meaning, See Ibn ʿArabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, ed. Abd al-Raḥmān Ḥassan 
Maḥmoud (Cairo: Maktabat ‘Ālam al-Fikr, 1986), pp. 169, 183-193 

25 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, volume I, p. 330 

26  Ibn ‘Arabī writes: “The agreed upon are water unqualified [by any qualifiers, such as “swamp” or 
“brackish”] and dirt, whether the dirt is separate from the Earth or it is not apart from her.” See the 
translation of Winkel, Mysteries of Purity: Book 5, p.62. For the Arabic text, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt 
al-Makkīya, volume I, pp. 330-331 

27 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 331 

28 The Arabic text reads: “al-imān ‘ayn ṭahārat al-bāṭin”. See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, 
p. 336 

29 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 334-335 
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‘shahādatān’ (there is no God but God and Muhammad is His prophet), which deliver from 

hell, and its two aspects: extreme heat and extreme cold.30 Building a house (out of worship), 

explains Ibn ‘Arabī protects from both the heat and cold of hell on judgment day.31 Hence, 

despite the fact that purity is viewed as non-physical, it nevertheless, requires the physical 

aspect for it to be complete, just as the non-manifest requires manifestation to fully ‘realize’ 

itself. The passage, again, highlights the positive function of reification, as that which turns 

something abstract into something concrete, while paradoxically remedying the resulting 

forgetfulness with reified ritual practice. 

 

c. Purification as an independent ritual 

 

For Ibn ‘Arabī purification (al-ṭahāra) is an independent ritual with which one 

worships (ʿibāda mustaqilla), in addition to being the pre-requisite for other rituals, for 

example, prayer (in the form of wudū’). 32 The general and all-encompassing purification 

ritual is ghusl (bathing) of the entire body, while the most specific purification ritual is wudū’ 

(ablution), which is the purification of certain organs only, such as washing one’s hands, face 

and feet, etc. 33  According to Ibn ‘Arabī, ghusl (bathing) is ordained after intercourse, due 

to the pleasure which temporarily annihilates us in the pleasures of the world, and thus, cause 

a complete momentary break from the remembrance of God. 34 Ibn ‘Arabī writes: “And 

purification (ṭahāra) in general is the purification (ghusl ) for the annihilation (fanā’) due to 

the experience of pleasure (meaning in ‘other’ than God) which overwhelms one’s being 

during sexual intercourse.”35 This is an extremely important statement, especially as it comes 

                                                             
30 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 334-335 

31 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 335. The metaphor of the house of worship is another 
metaphor for the Ka‘ba as well. 

32 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 331 

33 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 331 

34 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 331 

35 The Arabic text reads: “wa hiya al-ghusl li al-fanā’ alladhī ‘amma dhātihi li wujūd al-ladhdha bi al-
kawn ‘inda al-jimā‘”. Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p.331; For an alternative translation, see 
Winkel, Mysteries of Purity: Book 5, p. 65 
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at the very beginning of the chapter and sets the tone and framework for understanding ritual 

in general, and purification specifically. Ibn ‘Arabī explains that the main reason for bathing 

is not an external impurity or uncleanliness of the body, but an internal one, which he equates 

with forgetfulness.  Thus, forgetfulness is defined as impurity and uncleanliness, from which 

we must be purified.36 This is the first instance, where we can draw a parallel with Honneth’s 

definition of reification and Ibn ‘Arabī’s approach to ritual. As mentioned before, Honneth 

defines reification as the forgetfulness of the origin of cognition in recognition, and as I have 

added, the forgetfulness of recognition in absolute consciousness (of wujūd). Ritual is thus, 

that which de-reifies and remedies the forgetfulness, by paradoxically being a reification 

itself, in the sense of being an objectification that binds (taqyīd) our acts, in order to attain 

certain states of consciousness. This brings us to the next passage.  

 

d. Ritual and the cultivation of morality 

 

Ibn ‘Arabī writes that ablution is a ‘notification’ (tanbīh); its function is to draw 

attention to certain known stations (maqamāt ma‘lūma) and noble manifestations (tajallīyāt 

sharīfa), among which are power (al-qūwwa), speech (al-kalām), breaths (al-anfās), honesty 

(al-sidq), humbleness (al-tawāḍu‘), modesty (al-ḥayā’), listening (al-samā‘), and steadiness 

(al-thabāt).37 Those are the ‘limbs of ablution’ (a‘ḍā’ al- wudū’) as Ibn ‘Arabī calls them, 

which correspond to noble stations (maqāmāt sharīfa), and have direct consequence in 

experiencing the nearness of God (al-qurb min Allah).38 The passage illustrates, as we shall 

see in the coming chapters, that there is a direct correlation between the inner and outer 

aspects of the human being, the body and the soul. The human being, as we have seen 

previously, is a whole ‘entity’, consisting of ego or ‘nafs’, body and soul. Thus, ritual 

addresses both tangible and non-tangible dimensions, which are closely intertwined; to 

influence the soul we must work with the body, and vice versa. The principle of homology 

or correspondence, explains how the cultivation of morality starts with the purification of 

the body; the structure of the ritual re-enacts with the body the ‘order’ of things, establishing 

                                                             
36 This also means that the direction of causality is from the inner to the outer. 

37 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 331 

38 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 331 
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with it a new ‘norm’. As Roy A. Rappaport argues, ritual establishes “conventions”, which 

it imbues with morality.39 What we deem moral or immoral is defined by the breach of the 

established rules. The breach means we have failed to uphold our obligations.40 Thus,  

 

To the extent, then, that obligation is entailed by the acceptance intrinsic to the performance of 

a liturgical order, ritual establishes morality as it establishes convention. The establishment of a 

convention and the establishment of its morality are inextricable, if they are not, in fact, one and 

the same.41 

 

Rappaport continues: 

 

Morality is inherent in the structure of liturgical performance prior to whatever its canons 

explicitly assert about morality in general or whatever in particular may be taken to be moral. 

Morality derives ultimately not from statements about what may be right or wrong but from what 

liturgy establishes as right or wrong. To put it a little differently, to establish a convention 

independent of usage is to establish an “ought” against which the “is” of behavior may be 

judged.42 

 

Thus, Ibn ‘Arabī’s correspondence between the act of ablution and the development of 

certain moral traits, would mean within the context of Rappaport’s argument that by not 

performing the ablution ritual we are breaching a certain moral code, and in this specific 

case, preventing ourselves from attaining the spiritual states mentioned above with their 

corresponding characteristics, such as strength, humbleness, and steadiness. 

Furthermore, the cultivation of morality through ritual functions by moving us from 

the denser realms (kathīf) of materiality to the subtler realms (laṭīf) of spirituality, reflecting 

                                                             
39 Roy A. Rappaport, Ritual and Religion in the Making of Humanity (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1999), p.132 

40 Rappaport, Ritual and Religion in the Making of Humanity, p. 132 

41 Rappaport, Ritual and Religion in the Making of Humanity, p. 132 

42 Rappaport, Ritual and Religion in the Making of Humanity, p. 133 
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the effusion of being in its manifest gradation. In other words, ablution draws our attention 

(tanbīh) to our subtler dimension, in order to disclose being (wujūd) as that which permeates 

and unifies everything, as Toshihiko Izutsu put it:  

 

The Name laṭīf or ‘Subtle’ with this particular connotation represents the Absolute as a Substance 

(jawhar) which, immaterial and invisible, permeates and pervades the entire world of Being just 

as a color permeates substances. This Substance which is infinitely variable runs through 

everything and constitutes reality. All individual things are called by their own particular names 

and are thereby distinguished one from the other as something ‘different’, but these differences 

are merely accidental.43  

 

Two themes are central: firstly, in this context wudū’ (ablution) brings our attention back to 

the ontological reality of the divine, and consequently, our ontological poverty, by bringing 

our attention to ourselves. According to Ibn ‘Arabī, “the real is the essence of everything 

known” and “the essence of everything is one and within”,44 thus, it must also be in 

ourselves.45 Ablution, therefore, increases our self-awareness, through which the presence 

of God and the absence of our ego is unveiled. Secondly, the fact that ‘the subtle’ (al-laṭīf) 

is a divine name, draws our attention to the notion of theosis, or the assimilation of the divine 

names (al-takhalluq bi akhlāq Allah). By becoming increasingly aware of our subtle 

dimension and getting to know and understand what it entails, we gradually come to 

understand this divine quality which permeates us, and consequently, the more detached and 

less identified we become from our body. Thus, when we perform the sensory act of ablution, 

of pouring water on our limbs, we increase our experience of embodiment, and 

paradoxically, the more we are in this experiential dimension, the more we are aware of 

                                                             
43 Toshihiko Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism: A Comparative Study of Key Philosophical Concepts (Berkley: 
University of California Press, 1983), pp. 141-142. Also see Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam (Beirut: Dār al-
Kitāb al-‘Arabī, n.d.), pp. 188-189 

44 The Arabic text reads: “anna al-ḥaqq ‘ayn kull ma‘lūm” and “al-‘ayn wāḥida min kulli shay’in wa fīhi”, 
see Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, p. 188 

45 This also echoes the ḥadīth of “whosoever knows themselves know their lord”. 
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embodying a subtler dimension.46 This brings us to his next passage regarding the experience 

of ‘witnessing.’ 

 

e. Ablution as witnessing 

 

According to Ibn ‘Arabī ablution takes place with two things: with the secret of life (sirr al-

ḥayā), which is water, and with the original constituent of creation (al-nash’ al-ṭabī‘ī al-

‘unṣurī), which is earth or dust.47 He writes the following: 

 

Wuḍū’ by a secret of life is for a vision of the One who is Alive, Self-sustaining (li mushāhadat 

al-ḥayy al-qayyūm), and by a root of the configuration (bi aṣl al-nash’) for the father who is the 

root of the children: he is the earth and dirt, and it is only observing and reflecting (al-naẓar wa 

al-tafakkur) about your being in order to understand who brought you into being (man 

awjadaka), because He refers to you in His statement, And in your selves; won’t you see? And 

in a statement of Messenger of God ṣallalāhu ‘alayhi wasalam, Whoever recognizes one’s self, 

recognizes one’s Lord.48 

 

Ablution with the secret of life (water) is done for the purpose of witnessing the two attributes 

of the divine, namely, aliveness and self-sustenance. ‘Mushāhada’ comes from ‘shuhūd’, 

and as was pointed out before and will be repeatedly illustrated, is both witnessing and 

martyrdom. Thus, the experience of seeing the divine aspects, entails the mystical experience 

of annihilation of the ‘ego’, the dissolving of the sense of having a substantial, discrete self. 

It involves only being the first-person perspective or awareness (murāqaba) without being a 

separate subject, or in other words, being the self-differentiation of the divine.  As Ibn ‘Arabī 

states in the next passage: “He refers to you through differentiation (bi al-tafṣīl) and hides 

                                                             
46 Henry Corbin, Alone with the Alone: Creative Imagination in the Sūfism of Ibn ‘Arabī (New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press,1997), pp. 221-245 

47 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, volume I, p.331. Winkel translates ‘al-nash’ al-ṭabī‘ī al-‘unṣurī’ as 
“natural elemental configuration”. See Winkel, Mysteries of Purity: Book 5, p. 65.  

48 This is Winkel’s translation, with my addition of the Arabic in brackets. See Winkel, Mysteries of 
Purity: Book 5, p. 65. For the Arabic text, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 331 
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you from yourselves through non-differentiation (bi al-ijmāl).”49 Being the differentiation 

itself, our unity is veiled from us.50 Yet, divine knowledge is still possible through the 

differentiation, by the means of both ‘witnessing’ (mushāhada/shuhūd) and unveiling 

(mukāshafa/kashf), which are non-discursive experiential states.  Furthermore, witnessing 

also implicitly involves a kind of theosis, or ‘al-takhalluq bi akhlāq Allah’, for the act of 

seeing is transformative; it is a realization of that which has always been within but never 

fully actualized or embodied, namely, the divine attribute of “al-shahīd”.   

Moreover, ablution with earth or dust is done in order to effect observation and 

contemplation of our essence (dhāt); by recognizing that we have been created from dust, 

are limited and fully dependent on other creatures and our creator for survival, we come to 

recognize our ontological poverty. The ḥadīth Ibn ‘Arabī quotes stresses the necessity of 

introspection as a means, in fact, the only means, to know God. Given his emphasis on 

‘mushāhada’ or witnessing, we can deduce that the kind of introspection recommended is a 

non-discursive experiential witnessing, in the form of intensified self-awareness. Here again, 

we observe how Ibn ‘Arabī understands ritual as affecting primordial memory of origin, 

which can only occur through self-awareness.  

Furthermore, the difference between the two elements of water and earth is that the 

former is subtle, and hence, effects superior knowledge of subtleties, which is why Ibn ‘Arabī 

associated it with knowledge of the divine aspects of aliveness and self-sustenance. The latter 

is dense and thus, associated with knowledge of the self, involving both soul and body. Both 

aspects, subtle (water) and dense (earth) correspond to the two types of knowledge in the 

ḥadīth ‘whosoever knows themselves know their lord’.51 It will become clearer further on in 

Ibn ‘Arabī’s discussion of the types of water that that which is subtle is unchanged, that it is 

associated with divine knowledge, and hence, categorized as non-speculative knowledge 

                                                             
49 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p.331. Winkel translates this sentence as the following: “He 
refers to you by details and He hides you from you by synopsis”. See Winkel, Mysteries of Purity: Book 
5, p. 65 

50 In the rest of the passage Ibn ‘Arabī connects the beginning of our conception in our mother’s wombs 
with the location of the stars (in astrology), which again, highlights the correspondence between the micro-
and macrocosm. Thus, every act, especially ritual such as ablution, is never just a disconnected, rather a 
cosmic act that has a profound effect on ourselves and our surroundings. See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-
Makkīya, vol. I, p. 331 

51 Ibn ‘Arabī will discuss the knowledge associated with water at a later stage, which will be dealt with 
further on.  
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(not arrived at through deduction and reasoning).  That which is subtle is beyond the 

influence of the dense, meaning the constitution of the body. On the other hand, that which 

is dense and susceptible to the temperaments of the bodily constitution is changeable and 

associated with speculative thinking which is tainted by the thinker’s constitution. This 

brings us to the next passage on bodily constitution ‘mizāj’.   

 

f. Body as the tool of the Soul 

 

According to Ibn ‘Arabī, our ‘mizāj’ or constitution, which determines our 

temperament, tendencies and preferences, is accidental.52 The combination between soul and 

body, contends Ibn ‘Arabī, is also accidental, because if the specific constitution required a 

particular soul (rūḥ) or form (ṣūra), God would have not stated: “Who created you, 

proportioned you, and balanced you? In whatever form He willed has He assembled you.”53 

Thus, the combination is not determined by the receptacle but is purely determined by the 

will of God.54 Even though once the soul is embodied and the constitution becomes manifest, 

originally the constitution has no effect on the soul, because the soul was created prior to it 

in the subtle realm, as Ibn ‘Arabī states: “the constitution has no effect on your subtlety.”55 

Thus, something remains beyond the influence of the constitution, namely, the transcendent 

subtle center in each one of us, which illustrates the possibility of freedom from the body.56 

Ritual practice, is therefore, paradoxical because it binds us to our bodies, in order to liberate 

us from them through increased awareness of our subtle nature.  

Ibn ‘Arabī likens the reception of the soul by a body to a carpenter’s tool, which lends 

its service to any carpenter who knows how to use it; it does not choose one over another.57 

                                                             
52 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 331- 332 

53 Q (82:7-8), Ṣaḥīḥ International 

54 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 331- 332 

55 The Arabic text reads: “al-mizāj lā athara lahu fī laṭīfatuka”. See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, 
vol. I, p.331 

56 I will discuss this under the sub-section on the different types of water.  

57 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 332 
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The tool, however, can only lend service according to that which it was designed to do, which 

means that its form in which it was fashioned, determines the kind of service it renders, but 

not to whom it offers it. Whatever the carpenter can get out of the tool depends on his/her 

ability and the capacity of the tool.58 Moreover, in a later passage, Ibn ‘Arabī writes that God 

has created everything and shown how to use it in the most appropriate manner.59 This 

includes the body, which is the vehicle/tool “āla” for the non-tangible aspect of the self ‘al-

nafs’ that we are responsible to do justice unto by keeping it in balance and in equanimity 

(iqāmat al-‘adl).60 Thus, the body is the tool of the soul; it uses it to what it was created for, 

namely, servanthood (‘ubūdīya) and the realization of the vicegerency of God (khilāfat 

Allah) through the ritual practices ordained by the divine law (al-sharīʿa). The primacy of 

the soul establishes its superiority over and domination of the body, as Ibn ‘Arabī contends: 

 

The True has explained to you the ranking (martaba) of your body and soul/spirit (rūḥ), so that 

you may reflect (tanẓur) and contemplate (tatafakkar) and hence, understand (ta‘tabir) that God 

did not create you in vain (sudā), no matter how long you endure (wa in ṭāl al-madā).61  

 

Thus, ritual practice reminds us of the inversion of the hierarchy of the material and manifest 

over the spiritual and non-manifest. Ritual and in this case ablution (and purification in 

general), is therefore, a reminder of the ontological reality, which is hidden to the naked eye, 

and which we are oblivious and forgetful of in daily life. The contact with water functions 

as a reminder of the forgotten ‘reality’, albeit, a non-discursive reminder. It does not engage 

the mind with theories about metaphysics, rather it shifts our state of consciousness through 

the sensory experience of water, the symbol of life, in which gradually, the ontological reality 

is disclosed. As Rappaport explains: 

 

                                                             
58 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 332 

59 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 334 

60 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 334 

61 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 332. Winkel translates this sentence as the following: “The 
True has explained for you levels of your body and your spirit so you would observe and reflect and learn 
that God did not create you left alone to fend for yourself, even if the duration is prolonged.” See Winkel, 
Mysteries of Purity: Book 5, p. 67 
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This account proposes that using “The Real Thing” as a sign establishes for the entire ritual 

proceeding and for its ineffably profound significata a condition that might be called 

“Hyperreality” beside which mundane reality pales and is, for the duration of the ritual at least, 

dismissed.  A sense of Hyperreality constitutes a movement of consciousness away from the 

mundane rationality and this movement may well be aided and abetted by the intimate 

relationship of ritual’s performers to such signs.62  

 

It is not only what water represents which influences our mode of being, but the quality of 

water itself and its effects on us when we come in contact with it in this specified form of 

ritual.63 Thus, the reification of reality is only remedied through the binding of ritual 

practices, which inhibit discursive thinking through sensory experience, thus, moving us 

“…far from the rational consciousness that is supposed to prevail in everyday life”, 

disclosing a “Hyperreality”, which according to Ibn ‘Arabī is the only true reality (al-wujūd 

al-ḥaqq).64  

 

Section II: Water, Existence and Knowledge 

 

a. Correlation between intention, permeability and water 

 

Ibn ‘Arabī then speaks about intention, which must accompany the practice of ablution 

without water (tayammum) in order to validate the prayer, which is not the case when it 

comes to ablution with water:65  

                                                             
62 Rappaport, Ritual and Religion in the Making of Humanity, p. 261 

63 In another passage Rappaport contends: “We may add here that the physical characteristics of the 
representations themselves— objects, acts, or combinations of the two— are often themselves of a nature to 
encourage profound alterations of consciousness quite separately from what they signify. The primary 
purpose of some ritual constituents like the use of drugs, sensory overload, sensory deprivation and 
alternation between overload and deprivation, seems to be to disrupt mundane canons of reality.” This also 
applies to prayer and fasting, as we shall see in the following chapters. See Rappaport, Ritual and Religion 
in the Making of Humanity, p. 257 

64 Rappaport, Ritual and Religion in the Making of Humanity, p. 262 

65 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, volume I, p. 332. For more on intention, see Ibn ʿArabī, al-
Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, pp. 165-168 
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…Hence, one does not include “the act of aiming” (lam yaqul bi al-qaṣd)66 regarding water, 

because it is the secret of life; life gushes from its essence, whether we “aim” for it or not. As 

opposed to dust (al-turāb), if one does not aim for “pure ground” (al-ṣa‘īḍ al-ṭayyib) it is of no 

use, because (otherwise earth) is a dense body (jasad kathīf) it does not ‘flow’ (yasrī); its spirit 

is the act of “aiming” (fa-rawḥihi al-qaṣd) and the act of aiming has a spiritual meaning (al-qaṣd 

ma‘nā rawḥānī). Hence, al-tayammum (ablution without water) is lacking the specific aim (al-

qaṣd al-khāṣ) in dust or earth generally (though with disagreement among the scholars), while it 

is not lacking for those who perform ablution with water.67 

 

The key word in this passage is “al-qaṣd”, which carries various meanings in Arabic, for 

example, the straight path (istiqāmat al-ṭarīq), clarification, justice, balance, orienting or 

aiming, achieving, reaching, and meaning (or intending a meaning). 68 We observe that the 

word also shares the meaning of ‘intention’ or intended meaning. Intention presupposes a 

direction, a correlation, a separation between the element and meaning, or the act and its 

meaning. Water is a spiritual subtle element, which has a direct effect when in touch with it, 

as opposed to dust or earth, which is a dense element, lacking the aim and/or flowing nature 

of water. The word Ibn ‘Arabī uses is “yasrī” which is reminiscent of his notion of existence 

flowing or permeating all that is in existence. Hence, he points out that the very act of 

“aiming”, which means intending, and in this case flowing, is a spiritual act, or carrying a 

spiritual meaning. Water, explains Ibn ‘Arabī, is the secret of life, and therefore, using it life 

is given, whether we intend it or not. On the other hand, earth is a dense matter, which does 

not flow and does not necessarily have a spiritual aspect to it the way water does.69 The 

intention here transforms matter, imbuing it with spirituality.  

                                                             
66 Winkel translates the word “al-qaṣd” as “seeking”. See Winkel, Mysteries of Purity: Book 5, pp. 67-68 

67 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 332. For an alternative English translation see, Winkel, 
Mysteries of Purity: Book 5, pp. 67-68 

68 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-‘Arab, volume 7 (Cairo: Dār al-Ḥadīth, 2013), pp. 377-380. I translated the word 
as “aiming” because it shares the act of ‘orienting’ and ‘directing’ with “intention”.  

69 Everything, of course, is in a state of exaltation (tasbīḥ), however, we should understand the difference 
between water and earth in terms of their consciousness, which varies according to the ‘proximity’ of the 
source, similarly to the Neoplatonic philosophy of emanation, and Qayṣarī’s notion of gradation ‘tashkīk’ 
of the realm of manifestation, as I have discussed in the introduction.  
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In fact, intention is generally regarded as the condition for purification, and that 

which transforms an act into a ritual, with the purpose of the proximity of God.70  According 

to Ibn ‘Arabī, the intention is a condition for inner (bāṭina) and outer (ẓāhira) purification 

(ṭahāra). 71 He adds that the intention is also an inner attribute (al-nīya min ṣifāt al-bāṭin 

ayḍan), which has more effect in the hidden realm because it is ruling in its own domain 

(taḥkum fī mawḍi‘ sulṭanihā), while the manifest realm is alien to it (al-ẓāhir gharīb ‘anhā).72 

Though, every act must be accompanied by an intention anyway no matter what the 

act is, it is different in the case of water.73   Ibn ‘Arabī argues that intention concerns the act 

itself not the water, while in the case of ablution without water (tayammum), intention not 

only concerns the act but also the earth/dust. Hence, there is a double intention involved in 

tayammum, intention being defined as sincerity here.74   Ibn ‘Arabī explains that this is the 

case because “water is in itself spirit/ soul”, giving life from its essence (or itself), while this 

is not the case for earth/dust. 75  He backs his argument up with the following verse: “Have 

those who disbelieved not considered that the heavens and the earth were a joined entity, and 

We separated them and made from water every living thing? Then will they not believe?”76 

He follows the verse by stating that everything glorifies God, and that which glorifies must 

be living, and the living quality in everything derives from water. 77 His worldview, which 

is based on the Qur’ān, therefore denotes that consciousness is all-pervasive and is not 

exclusive to human beings. This is echoed in his notion of the permeation of existence 

                                                             
70The Arabic text reads: “wa min shurūṭihā al-nīya wa hīya al-qaṣd bi-fi ‘lihā ‘alā jihatu al-qurba min 
Allah ta ‘āla ‘inda al-shurū‘ fī al-fi‘l”. See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, volume I, p. 336 

71 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 336 

72 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 336 

73 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 332 

74 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 332 

75 The Arabic text reads: “al-mā’ a fī nafsihi rūḥ”. See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 332 

76 Q (21:30) 

77 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 332. Also see Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, chapter on Job, 
Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, pp. 170-171 
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(sarayān al-wujūd), 78 whose essence is water; “know that the secret of life permeates 

water”,79 and water permeates everything, as Toshihiko Izutsu explains: 

 

And everything in existence has a watery element in its very constitution because water is the 

most basic of all elements. Everything is alive because of the ‘water’ it contains. And the 

‘watery’ element contained in all things in varying degrees corresponds to the He-ness of the 

Absolute which, as Actus, runs through all.80 

 

The contact with water in the ritual of ablution, is thus, a reminder of that which flows 

through us and constitutes our very reality.81 Both ablution with water and without 

(tayammum) reflect the two aspects of ourselves, divine (lāhūt) and human (nāsūt), and the 

microcosm mirroring the macrocosmic reality in its unmanifest and manifest aspects,82 as 

Ibn ‘Arabī clarifies:  

 

The (universal) Life which flows through all things is called the ‘divine aspect’ (lāhūt) of Being, 

while each individual locus in which that Spirit (i.e., Life) resides is called the ‘human aspect’ 

(nāsūt). The ‘human aspect’, too, may be called ‘spirit’, but only in virtue of that which resides 

in it.83 

                                                             
78 The end of this paragraph is interesting, because Ibn ‘Arabī closes it by showing the different stances to 
the matter of intention in ablution, while ending it with a statement that affirms that one is free to choose 
any given scholarly stance on the matter, while turning a blind eye to his own explanations. See Ibn ‘Arabī, 
al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, volume I, p. 332. For the concept of permeability, see Toshihiko Izutsu, Sufism and 
Taoism: A Comparative Study of Key Concepts (Berkley: University of California Press, 1984), pp.141-151 

79  The Arabic text reads: “i‘lam anna sirr al-ḥayāt sari fī al-mā’”. See Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, 
chapter on Job, Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, p. 170 

80 Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism, p. 148 

81  Abū Bakr Sirāj ad-Dīn, The Book of Certainty: The Sufi Doctrine of Faith, Vision and Gnosis 
(Cambridge: The Islamic Texts Society, 1996), p. 45 

82 Ibn ‘Arabī associates water with the unseen in the chapter on Job. See Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, 
chapter on Job, Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, pp. 170-175. Also see  

Toshihiko Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism, p. 148-149 

83 I have used Izutsu’s English translation here, see Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism, p. 149. For the Arabic text, 
see Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, chapter on Jesus, Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, p. 138 
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Thus, what defines the spiritual aspect in us is described as ‘flowing life’, symbolized by 

water. Given the centrality of water as the main medium with which we perform ablution 

and all purification rituals, I will further elaborate on the understanding and symbolism of 

water in the Islamic tradition. 

 

b. Water and its symbolism 

 

Before returning to Ibn ‘Arabī’s analysis, let us have a look at a few verses in the Qur’ān to 

illustrate the centrality of water and its symbolism, the background against which he builds 

his analysis: 

 

And it is He who sends the winds as good tidings before His mercy, and We send down from the 

sky pure water. That We may bring to life thereby a dead land and give it as drink to those We 

created of numerous livestock and men. And We have certainly distributed it among them that 

they might be reminded, but most of the people refuse except disbelief.84  

 

And it is He who has released [simultaneously] the two seas, one fresh and sweet and one salty 

and bitter, and He placed between them a barrier and prohibiting partition. And it is He who 

has created from water a human being and made him [a relative by] lineage and marriage. And 

ever is your Lord competent [concerning creation].85 

 

He released the two seas, meeting [side by side]. Between them is a barrier [so] neither of them 

transgresses. 86 

 

                                                             
84 Q (25: 48-50), Ṣaḥīḥ International 

85 Q (25: 53-54), Ṣaḥīḥ International 

86 Q (55:19-20), Ṣaḥīḥ International  
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Say, "If the sea were ink for [writing] the words of my Lord, the sea would be exhausted before 

the words of my Lord were exhausted, even if We brought the like of it as a supplement."87 

 

And it is He who created the heavens and the earth in six days – and His Throne had been upon 

the water – that he might test you as to which of you is best in deed. But if you say, “Indeed, you 

are resurrected after death,” those who disbelieve will surely say, “This is not but obvious 

magic.”88 

 

Water is connected with mercy, for the obvious reason that it quenches the thirst of people, 

animals, and land, hence, it is the giver of life or, as Ibn ‘Arabī previously stated, the 

“spirit/soul”.  In fact, as the verse above states, the human being, including all living beings, 

are created from water, which makes water the “origin” (a symbol for it), shaping our 

“primordial nature” (al-fiṭra). Furthermore, we observe that the image of the ocean is used 

as a metaphor for the words of God, which can also be interpreted as the manifestation of his 

divine attributes. This is the case, because the words of God which were taught to Adam are 

traditionally understood by the Sufis, including Ibn ‘Arabī, to mean his divine attributes.89 

As Sirāj ad-Dīn (Martin Lings) points out, the word for ocean in Arabic is ‘al-baḥr’ or ‘al-

muḥīt’ meaning that which is all-embracing, denoting the “Truth”: 

 

Of earthly waters it is especially the ocean which reflects this Aspect of the Truth, and in Arabic 

the ocean is called the all-embracing (al-muḥīṭ) because it is a reminder above all of Him Who 

is in Reality the All-Embracing. As regards the opening verse, however, it is not the water but 

the Throne which may be identified with the All-Embracing, or at least with that Aspect Which 

embraces all created things; the water here referred to is the pure original substance of creation 

which contained in its undivided unity the seeds of the three created worlds and all that they 

contain. 90   

                                                             
87 Q (18:109), Ṣaḥīḥ International 

88 Q (11:7), Ṣaḥīḥ International 

89 Q (2:31): And He taught Adam the names - all of them. Then He showed them to the angels and said, 
"Inform Me of the names of these, if you are truthful." Ṣaḥīḥ International. For more on the subject, see 
Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, chapter on Adam, Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, pp. 48-51 

90 Sirāj ad-Dīn, The Book of Certainty, pp. 43-44 
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The throne of God and the water are used interchangeably to signify the all-embracing 

quality of the divine, which is nothing other than the name “Allah”, the all-embracing name 

(al-ism al-jāmi‘). Given that the names are traditionally understood to either fall under the 

arc of sublimity (jalāl) or that of beauty (jamāl), the type of water (salty/sweet) is also 

understood to reflect two different aspects of the divine, in addition to the two types of 

knowledge associated with each.91 In the same manner, when God speaks of the two seas, he 

is speaking of the unmanifest (al-bāṭin/ ‘ʿālam al-ghayb-‘ʿālam al-amr) and the 

corresponding esoteric knowledge (al-‘ilm al-bāṭini/‘ilm al-ladunnī), and the manifest (al-

ẓāhir/ ‘ʿālam al-shahāda) and the corresponding exoteric knowledge (al-‘ilm al-ẓāhirī).92 

Given that Ibn ‘Arabī works with a paradigm of gradation of manifestation, there must also 

be corresponding levels of knowledge. This brings us to the next passage, where Ibn ‘Arabī 

discusses further divisions of water and their corresponding knowledge.  

 

c. The division of knowledge and the division of water  

 

According to Ibn ‘Arabī, there are two types of water: “mā’ al-ghayth”, which is 

water from dense vapor, meaning rain-water; and “mā’ al-‘yūn wa al-anhār”, which is water 

from springs and rivers. 93 The first type of water is superior to the latter, which the name 

already implies; the word ‘ghayth’ in Arabic means ‘assistance’ and ‘succor’ or 

‘redemption’. Ibn ‘Arabī argues that this type of water is extremely pure, which stands for 

the divine knowledge disclosed through the divine laws, and which is immediate knowledge 

of/from the divine (al-‘ilm al-shar‘ī al-ladunnī). 94 Just as knowledge of/from the divine 

does not change, so is ghayth water unchangeable. It is attained through spiritual training 

                                                             
91 I will address this in more detail in the following sub-section.  

92 Sirāj ad-Dīn, The Book of Certainty, p. 44; Salman H. Bashier, Ibn al-‘Arabī’s Barzakh: The Concept 
of the Limit and the Relationship between God and the World (Albany: SUNY Press, 2004), pp. 75- 92 

93 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 332-333 

94 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 332-333 
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(riyāḍa), striving (mujāhada), and salvation (takhlīṣ).95 We are therefore, urged to use it, in 

order to call upon God. 96 It is not gained through the activity of speculation or reasoning, 

but by way of practice, and though one must strive for it, one cannot reach it by one’s striving 

(sa‘ī), just as there is nothing within our power to bring rain down, as opposed to one’s 

efforts, which can lead to springs and wells.97 

According to Ibn ‘Arabī, the second type of water from springs and rivers, is less 

pure and changes its taste according to the stones it gushes from, which gives it either a 

sweet, salty or bitter taste. 98 It stands for intellectual knowledge, which changes according 

to the mind of the thinker reflected by his/her constitution, as it follows his/her thought, 

which is ever-changing according to sense perception of worldly things in the imagination. 

99 Thus,  Ibn ‘Arabī states, the opinions of thinkers differ on the one matter, also according 

to the different ages they live in. 100 Not only have they differed on the very roots of issues, 

but also on their derived branches. 101  On the other hand, the knowledge of/from the divine 

(al-‘ilm al-ladunnī), has only one taste and does not change, because it is not subject to one’s 

own constitution ‘mizāj’, and therefore, is not tainted by one’s own ‘spring’.102 Prophets and 

saints have consensus on what they say on God, contends Ibn ‘Arabī.103   

The constitution (mizāj) which is characteristic of the body, hence, has a paradoxical 

role: it allows the soul to manifest and to acquire knowledge otherwise impossible in its non-

                                                             
95 The word ‘takhlīṣ’ in Arabic means purification, sincerity and salvation. See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-
Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 332-333 

96 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 332-333 

97 I am grateful to my friend Alā’ Mustafa for bringing my attention to this point, and the fact that though 
everything is bestowed from God (rizq), it is more exemplified in the case of rain. 

98 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 333 

99 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 333 

100 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 333 

101 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 333 

102 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 333; In another passage under the sub-section on “’al-
‘istijmār’ with bones and waste” Ibn ‘Arabī writes that it is due to the difference of constitution that 
difference in interpretation concerning the understanding of God arise; “fa inna fiṭar al-nās mukhtalifa fī al-
fahm ‘an Allah wa hūwa maḥall al-ijtihād”. See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 384 

103 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, volume I, p. 333 
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embodied state, while, simultaneously limiting the soul and tainting the knowledge.104 

However, as we have seen in earlier passages, and especially the previous one, there is 

knowledge beyond one’s constitution, which can only be accessed through spiritual training 

(riyāḍa). Ritual, therefore, functions as that which harmonizes one’s constitution and 

prevents it from becoming an obstacle to the attainment of knowledge. It does so by, 

paradoxically, increasing one’s awareness of the body and experiential capacity, while 

inhibiting one’s capacity for reason and speculation, oddly enough, decreasing one’s 

attachment to the body. It is crucial, nevertheless, to underline the centrality of the role of 

reason and logic in Islam, lest we misunderstand Ibn ‘Arabī’s position and the Sufi tradition 

as a whole. As Seyyed Hossein Nasr, explains “One must distinguish between the normal 

use of reason and logic, and rationalism, which makes of reason the sole instrument for 

gaining knowledge and the only criterion for judging the truth.”105 He further adds, 

 

In seeking to understand the role of reason in Islam it is essential to distinguish between 

rationalism as described above and respect for logic, because on its own level logic is an aspect 

of the truth and truth (al-ḥaqq) is a name of Allah. Intelligence is likewise a divine gift which 

leads man to an affirmation of the doctrine of unity (al-tawḥīd) and of the essential verities of 

the Islamic revelation. The use of logic in the world view of Islam is like that of a ladder which 

leads man from the world of multiplicity up towards the Divine. 106 

 

However, reason is only conducive to spiritual progress if it is made use of as a tool among 

many, while binding it (taqyīd) to the divine law (sharīʿa), meaning subjugating it also to 

ritual practice. Or in other words, ritual practice is applied logic.  Hence, the Islamic 

worldview seems also to operate with a paradigm which affirms the primacy of the 

experiential (recognition) over the speculative (cognition). This brings us to the next passage. 

                                                             
104 Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus (Pennsylvania: The 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), pp. 98-106 

105 Nasr clarifies what he means by rationalism in the following passage: “If by Rationalism one means an 
attempt to build a closed system embracing the whole of reality and based on human reason alone, then this 
begins with Descartes, since for him the ultimate criterion of reality itself is the human ego and not the 
Divine Intellect or Pure being. His cogito ergo sum places a limitation upon human knowledge by binding 
it to the level of individual reason and to the consciousness of the individual ego.” See Seyyed Hossein Nasr, 
Sufi Essays (Chicago: ABC International Group, 1999), p. 53 

106 Nasr, Sufi Essays, p. 53 
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Ibn ‘Arabī urges us to depend on the knowledge of the divine laws, which is 

symbolized by the first kind of purified rain water, in order to purify our hearts, because it 

serves as our tool of discernment between what is ‘sweet’ and what is ‘bitter’.107 We are also 

advised to take the knowledge of saints (al-awliyā’) and those who possess intellect (al-

‘uqalā’),108 who have in turn gained their knowledge through spiritual training (al-riyāḍāt), 

such as seclusion (al-khalawāt), striving (al-mujāhadāt), and renunciation of and abstinence 

from curiosity of the senses (fuḍūl al-jawāriḥ) and egoistic thoughts (khawāṭir al-nufūs).109 

Thus, Ibn ‘Arabī places knowledge of the divine laws higher than intellectual knowledge 

derived from mental deductions, because the former has the ability to purify our attributes 

(ṣifāt) and spirituality (rawḥāniyāt), in the same manner that water purifies our outer organs, 

while the later does not.110 Again, we observe two points here: firstly, superior knowledge 

of the divine knowledge can only be gained through ritual practice; secondly, discursive 

activity does not possess the power to propel us forward on our spiritual journey, which 

means it must be harnessed. Ritual practice is what harnesses discursive activity, as Ibn 

‘Arabī continues to expand on the different acts which constitute the ritual of ablution. 

 

Section III: Impurity, Forgetfulness and Affirmation of “I” 

 

a. Heedlessness, remembrance and the purification of the ‘I’ 

 

In the following passage Ibn ‘Arabī, discusses the first act of ablution, namely, washing one’s 

hands: 

 

                                                             
107 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 333 

108 We observe again that Ibn ‘Arabī must have understood the intellect within the ancient and medieval 
understanding of the intellect possessing both discursive and non-discursive activities, and that his 
criticism of the ‘intellect’ only pertains to the discursive one.  

109 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 333 

110 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 333 
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The hand is the site of power (maḥall al-qūwwa ) and dispensing (wa l-taṣrīf), so purifying them 

is through knowledge that there is no might in the left hand (lā ḥawla) and no power except by 

God, the Elevated, the Great, (lā qūwwa illā bi Allah) in the right hand. The two hands are a site 

for grasping and seizing (maḥal al-qabḍ wa al-imsāk), for withholding and being tight-fisted, so 

their purification is through the means of spending (bi al-basṭ wa al-infāq), generosity 

(karaman), open-handedness (jūdan), and lavishness (sakhā’).111 

 

The reason for the necessity of washing ones’ hands before the ablution ritual can resume, 

according to Ibn ‘Arabī, is due to the hands being the source of strength or power, and hence, 

the source of misidentifying and dislocating the real source of power and strength. Ibn ‘Arabī 

explains that washing one’s left hand is an act of negation of one’s power (lā ḥawla), while 

washing one’s right hand is an act of affirmation of the source of divine power (lā qūwwa 

illā bi Allah).112 He continues to allocate certain moral values to the hands as the “site of 

grasping and seizing”, which in turn must be cultivated, while eliminating bad 

characteristics, such as miserliness. Thus, water not only purifies the physical organs, but 

also the morals associated with them.113 Furthermore, the passage is illustrative of the 

centrality of ritual practice in disclosing one’s ontological poverty in the face of the divine 

reality, which is the sole source of power in the universe. Washing one’s hands, a physical 

act, has metaphysical repercussions, and is a reminder of the real order of things.114 The same 

logic also applies to the act of gargling (maḍmaḍa) and cleansing one’s nose (istinshāq), 

both essential parts of ablution. 

According to Ibn ‘Arabī, the true act of gargling takes place with the remembrance 

(al-dhikr) of God, which purifies our foul speech, such as gossip and bad-mouthing, while 

the act of cleansing one’s nose with water (istinshāq) signifies, esoterically, cleansing one’s 

                                                             
111 The following is Winkel’s translation (with my edition of the Arabic in brackets), see Eric Winkel, 
Mysteries of Purity: Book 5, (Eric Winkel 2016), p. 71. For the Arabic text see, Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-
Makkīya, vol. I, p. 333 

112 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 333 

113 I will elaborate on this point in the next two chapters on prayer and fasting.  

114 Kevin Schilbrack, “Ritual Metaphysics”, Thinking Through Rituals: Philosophical Perspectives, ed. 
Kevin Schilbrack (New York: Routledge, 2004), pp. 128-147 
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pride and arrogance with the knowledge of one’s servitude.115 In other words, it is a reminder 

of one’s ontological (non-)reality and position in the universe. Ibn ‘Arabī explains that this 

is the case, because for the Arabs (as is also the case in other languages and cultures) the 

nose signifies pride and arrogance (maḥall al-‘izza wa al-kibryā’).116 Hence, in Arabic the 

expression goes ‘despite his nose’ (raghm anfihi), meaning despite one’s resolve and 

arrogance, denoting the relinquishment of one’s will in the face of the divine.117 Thus, ritual, 

itself a reified discipline, functions as a de-reification of beliefs through the experience of 

surrendering one’s will, especially regarding one’s identity.118  

It is not only concerned with building one’s character (such as ridding one’s self of 

stinginess, pride and arrogance and replacing them with good moral characters) but is 

primarily concerned with “self-transcendence.”119 Self-transcendence is primarily achieved 

through remembrance that there is no existence (wujūd) save the divine’s. Nevertheless, 

forgetfulness for Ibn ‘Arabī is not only necessary but can also sometimes have a constructive 

function. For example, in the following passage where he writes the following: 

 

A night-time sleep is your forgetting (ghaflatuka) of your Unseen world (‘ʿālam ghaybika). A 

daytime sleep is your forgetting the understanding of your Seen world (‘ʿālam shahādatuka). 

This is the very core of your taking on (‘ayn takhalluqak) Divine qualities and verifying for 

yourself some of the Fine Names affixed to the Divine (al-asmā’ al-ḥusnā al-muḍāfa) in the 

world Unseen and Seen. 120 

 

                                                             
115 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 334, 338 

116 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 338 

117 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 338 

118 Michael L. Raposa, “Ritual inquiry: the pragmatic logic of religious practice”, Thinking Through Rituals: 
Philosophical Perspectives, p. 119 

119 Raposa, “Ritual inquiry: the pragmatic logic of religious practice”, p. 121 

120 I am using Winkel’s English translation here, with my addition of the Arabic terms in brackets. See 
Winkel, Mysteries of Purity: Book 5, p.71. For the Arabic text, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, 
vol. I, p. 333  
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Heedlessness, which is another term for forgetfulness, allows one to embody opposing divine 

names and perspectives at different times, which for the human being is impossible 

simultaneously. Therefore, the element of forgetfulness in reification can also at times serve 

a beneficial function, as mentioned before. In fact, it is that which allows the divine play to 

manifest fully, because without forgetfulness there cannot be remembrance, and therefore, 

the associated divine names would not be able to manifest. Hence, the function of ritual (and 

the whole of the divine law) is to bring the resulting divine opposing attributes in us into a 

state of equanimity, equilibrium and justice, inwards and outwards.121 It is precisely for this 

reason that Ibn ‘Arabī urges us under the sub-section entitled “advice to synthesize the outer 

and the inner” to abide by the outer laws, while simultaneously exploring the inner 

dimensions of them through the esoteric path of Sufism (ahl al-ṭarīq).122 Just as God has 

addressed the human being in his/her wholeness (khātib al-insān bi jumlatihi), so must we 

approach the divine laws, taking them as a whole (form/content), because only through 

balance and equilibrium will felicity (al-sa‘āda) be achieved. 123 Ibn ‘Arabī, thus, highlights 

for us what the mystical path consists of, which is nothing but the realization of the meaning 

of the inner laws, without which the mystical path would be incomplete, in fact, void 

altogether. To tie this point to the beginning of the chapter, abiding by the laws and practicing 

ritual, are solely designed to purify the heart, which is the core of the human being, and the 

seat of the divine. It is the divine law which defines purity and impurity (najas), and not 

anything inherent, as we shall see in the following sub-section, which establishes the primacy 

of the non-discursive experiential realm over the discursive one. 

 

b. Intelligible and non-intelligible purification 

 

Under the sub-section ‘on purification from impurity (al-najas)’, Ibn ‘Arabī divides 

purification into two categories: non-intelligible purification (ṭahāra ghayr ma‘qūla al-

ma‘nā), and intelligible purification (ṭahāra ma‘qūla).124 The former is performed in the 

                                                             
121 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 334 

122 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 334 

123 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 334 

124 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 378 
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event (ḥadath) of any act which invalidates our state to pray, while the latter only means 

cleanliness (al-naẓāfa).125 The former is determined by sharīʿa, while the latter is determined 

by common sense (the mind). In a further passage under the sub-section ‘on the blood of 

aquatic animals and small amounts of the blood of terrestrial animals’, Ibn ‘Arabī comments 

that not everything that is prohibited (muḥarram) is impure (najis). We avoid that which is 

prohibited not necessarily because it is impure, filthy or unhealthy, but because the sharīʿa 

has deemed it so. 126 Our adherence to that which is non-intelligible helps us to relinquish 

our will and realize our servanthood, and with that the divine names that rule over. We must, 

therefore, understand the concept of impurity in Ibn ‘Arabī within his paradigm of the 

oneness of being (waḥdat al-wujūd), and sharīʿa as the consequence of the manifestation of 

all the divine names, especially that of lordship.  

 

c. Ontological purity and phenomenal impurity 

 

Within the paradigm of ontological oneness, everything must be ontological pure,127 

and hence, the origin of everything is pure, while impurity is accidental (amr ‘āriḍ),128 as 

Ibn ‘Arabī contends under the sub-section ‘on animal’s and the infant’s urine’: “The creature 

is pure in the root (al-aṣl), in one’s ‘ubūdīyah, because one is created upon innate nature (al-

fiṭra), and that is the affirmation of ‘ubūdīyah before the Lord, exalted beyond.”129 Our innate 

nature (al-fiṭra), is the result of our testifying to our servanthood and to God’s lordship before 

our descent into physical bodies,130 which is, however, perpetually forgotten and perverted 

                                                             
125 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 378 

126 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 381 

127 Ibn ‘Arabī affirms the purity of everything in the following passages: “fa innahu lā yaṣdur ‘an al-
quddūs illā muqaddams” (nothing results from the holy except the sacred) ,  and “fa inna tilka al-ḥayāt 
ṭāhira ‘alā al-aṣl la’innahā ‘an Allah min ghayr sabab yahjubhā ‘an Allah” (this life is pure in origin, 
because it is from God and nothing veils it from God). See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 
382, 380 

128 Further on Ibn ‘Arabī refers to impurities in things as “‘awāriḍ nisab” meaning relative accidents. See 
Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 382 

129 I am using Winkel’s translation here with my addition of brackets, see Winkel, Mysteries of Purity: 
Book 5, p. 221. For the Arabic text, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 381-382 

130 Ibn ‘Arabī quotes the verse of the ‘covenant’ Q (7: 172): “And [mention] when your Lord took from 
the children of Adam - from their loins - their descendants and made them testify of themselves, [saying 
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as a result of this descent. Accordingly, the esoteric meaning of purity consists of 

remembering our ontological reality as servants lacking independent existence (wujūd), 

while forgetfulness of this reality constitutes impurity (najāsa), as Ibn ‘Arabī illustrates in 

the following passage: 

 

How is it possible to purify something from its truth? If one purifies from one’s truth, one’s core 

being is negated, and if one’s core being is negated, then who is being charged to worship? There 

is nothing else but God left after one’s core being is negated. Because of this, we say The ṭahārah 

from ḥadath has no intelligible meaning. The format of ṭahārah from ḥadath according to us is 

that the True become your hearing and your seeing and all of you in all of your worship acts. He 

has affirmed you and negated you. You are you with regard to your core being, but it is Him 

with regard to your doings [e.g., the hand with which you grasp] and your faculties [e.g., the 

hand with which you grasp]. You are addressed and charged with regard to the existence of your 

core being, a place for the address to be addressed to. But He is the One who does through you 

inasmuch as you have no doing.131 

 

Purification is, thus, purification from the state in which the servants find themselves but not 

from their reality, for if they were to be purified from their reality, they would be completely 

non-existent. If this were to happen, who would then be obliged to perform the religious 

obligations? Performance of ritual practice, then has a double function, it both affirms and 

negates the servant; it affirms the servant as the self-differentiation of the divine, a 

manifestation of his attributes, while it negates the servant as a self-subsisting and 

independent entity. The purification ritual, is therefore, a reminder which remedies from the 

forgetfulness of the ontological reality, and the function and place of the manifested one. 

When the reality of ourselves is realized as a non-egological self and the internal 

differentiation of the divine, only then can we become a harmonized ‘part’ of the ‘whole’, 

and the divine fully acts through us, ‘unimpeded’ in total harmony. We become what we 

truly are, the locus of divine manifestation, the ‘place’ where the divine acts (af‘āl) and 

                                                             
to them], "Am I not your Lord?" They said, "Yes, we have testified." [This] - lest you should say on the 
day of Resurrection, "Indeed, we were of this unaware." Ṣaḥīḥ International  

131 I am using Winkel’s translation here, see Winkel, Mysteries of Purity: Book 5, p. 210. Winkel translated 
‘‘ayn’ as ‘core being’. For the Arabic text, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 378 
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perceptions (idrāk) materialize, because as a non-existent we are incapable of neither.132 We 

are but a place of addressing (maḥall li al-khiṭāb), which necessitated our origination 

(ḥudūṭh) so that we can become the place where the effects of the Truth manifest (maḥallan 

li athār al-ḥaqq).133 Thus, to connect it to the types of purification, non-intelligible 

purification constitutes the forgetfulness of the hidden ontological reality, while the second 

type of purification concerns the manifest reality, which is esoterically speaking, concerning 

morality. According to Ibn ‘Arabī, the second type of impurity consists of ill manners (sifsāf 

al- akhlāq) which can be undone by acquiring praiseworthy virtues (makārim al-akhlāq),134 

a common theme which runs through all the ritual practices as we shall see in the next two 

chapters on prayer and fasting. 135 However, all bad characteristics stem from one root which 

is the ‘nafs’ (ego) and which is nothing other than the affirmation of an independent “I”. 

 

d. Impurity as affirmation of “I” 

    

Within the context of purity as remembrance of ontological poverty and the 

forgetfulness of reality as impurity (najas), any claim to ontological reality is an impure act, 

which requires purification. In fact, for Ibn ‘Arabī, the greatest impurity is association with 

God.136 Thus, Ibn ‘Arabī’s entire philosophy of ritual pivots around the purification of the 

‘claim’ (al-da‘wa) of the independence of the “I”. This becomes even more evident in some 

key passages in Ibn ‘Arabī’s discussion on what constitutes impurity regarding ‘dead wild 

terrestrial animals’, ‘dead animals which have no blood and dead aquatic animals’, and his 

                                                             
132 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 378 

133 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 378 

134 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 378 

135 T. C. Kline III, “Moral Cultivation through ritual participation: Xunzi’s philosophy of ritual”, Thinking 
Through Rituals: Philosophical Perspectives, pp. 188- 206; Paul L. Heck, “Mysticism as Morality: The Case 
of Sufism”, The Journal of Religious Ethics, Vol. 34, No. 2 (June 2006), p. 253-286 

136 The Arabic text reads: “a‘ẓam al-najāsāt al-shirk bi Allah”. Ibn ‘Arabī quotes the following verse: “O 
you who have believed, indeed the polytheists are unclean, so let them not approach al-Masjid al-Haram 
after this, their [final] year. And if you fear privation, Allah will enrich you from His bounty if He wills. 
Indeed, Allah is Knowing and Wise.” Q (9:28), Ṣaḥīḥ International Translation. See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt 
al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 382  
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discussion on the reason behind the necessary purification after intercourse, where he 

specifically examines the claim of the “I”. The first passage is the following: 

 

As the life of the creature is accidental (‘āriḍa), not Necessary Being (lā dhātīya), it is not 

appropriate that one make a flowery show (yazhū bihā) of it or make arrogant claims (wa lā 

yadda‘ī). When you make claims (idda‘ā), and say, I (anā), and you are hidden from seeing Who 

gave you life (ghāba ‘an shuhūd man aḥyāhu), there happens to that person the accidental death; 

that is, this is your root (aṣlak). You are returned to your root, but without purity, because of the 

arrogant claim (al-da‘wā) and forgetting (nisyān) Who gave you life. Then, we considered the 

necessitating reason for this arrogant claim–he said, “given his being on land” – so we asked, 

What is the meaning of land-based (barrīyan)? He said, His life is with breathing air (hayātahu 

min al-hawā’).” So we recognized that it is air [hawā] that kills him.”137 

 

The life of the human being is contingent (not necessary in itself), and therefore, one should 

not be proud or make any claims for oneself. When we say “I” we become forgetful and 

heedless of the one who gave us life. Heedlessness, is the opposite of witnessing (shuhūd) 

existence (wujūd) as an absolute continuum in which we ‘partake’.138 Hence, contingent 

death was created to remind us of our ontological nothingness and our inevitable return to 

the source.139 Thus, what really constitutes impurity is our forgetfulness of our ontological 

(non-) reality. Ritual, thus, functions as the means by which our consciousness is transformed 

through constant reminding of the true subject, who is the real doer. Hence, forgetfulness 

and misconception of the subject by claiming (al-da‘wa) identity is the origin of all sin, evil 

and impurity. According to Ibn ‘Arabī, the root of the ‘claim’ stems from the fact that we 

occupy land and depend on air for survival, connecting ‘caprice’ with ‘air’ in a wordplay. 

The word ‘hawā’ in Arabic not only means caprice, but also means both air, descent or fall. 

                                                             
137 I am using Winkel’s translation here, with my addition of the Arabic words in brackets, see Winkel, 
Mysteries of Purity: Book 5, p. 213. Ibn ‘Arabī quotes part of the following verse at the end of the passage: 
“But as for he who feared the position of his Lord and prevented the soul from [unlawful] inclination” Q 
(79:40), Ṣaḥīḥ International. For the Arabic text, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 379.  

138 Here again, the two meanings of ‘shuhūd’ as witnessing and martyrdom is at play. 

139 According to Ibn ‘Arabī, there are two types of death, an original death (mawt aṣlī) and accidental 
death (mawt ‘āriḍ). The former is our original reality of nothingness (‘adam), when we were possibilities 
in the divine knowledge, possessing no phenomenal existence, while the latter is the death we undergo 
after being manifested in a physical body. See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 379 
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Caprice originates from the affirmation of an “I”, which for Ibn ‘Arabī is the source of all 

falsehood. We can therefore, easily connect the three meanings of desire, air and descent, 

because the affirmation of the “I” leads to following one’s fickle caprice, which leads to our 

downfall. Since water represents divine knowledge, everything which occupies it is loftier, 

subtler and purer than creatures which occupy the earth, since it is denser, representing 

humility, lowliness and the realm of servanthood. 140 Moreover, ‘the claim’, for Ibn ‘Arabī 

runs in the blood, and aquatic animals have less of it or none at all.141 Thus, the laws 

regarding the consumption of creatures occupying the realm of divine knowledge (water) are 

less strict than the consumption of animals who live on land and are governed by desire. 142 

Ibn ‘Arabī explains that the judgment which determines whether something is good or bad, 

pure or impure, and which determines the legal rules concerning things only takes place in 

the realm of manifestation of the world.143 Judgment only concerns the things that have been 

brought into existence from the non-tangible realm of God’s Knowledge into the tangible 

world of manifestation. 144   Thus, animals occupying the realm of the divine knowledge, 

such as aquatic animals, are ‘exempted’. 145 

The third passage in which Ibn ‘Arabī discusses the ‘claim’ to having a discrete 

substantial “I”, meaning independent existence (wujūd) under the sub-section on ‘sperm’ is 

the following: 

 

                                                             
140 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 380 

141 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 380 

142 The following passage clarifies the above-quoted one further: “Some say that that dead aquatic animals 
are pure as they are innocent from the claim (al-barā’a min al-da‘wā) because life begotten from blood 
contains the claim, not the general life of every living being with which the exaltation of God takes place. 
The latter life is pure in its origin because it is from God and is not veiled by any cause from God. Others 
have said that dead aquatic animals are still pure even if they contained blood, because it is within the realm 
of the God’s knowledge, and no ‘ḥukm’ befalls anything within the realm of God’s knowledge, but the 
‘aḥkām’ are attached only to things which have appeared in their essence (ẓaharat ƒī a‘yāniha), that is to 
say, have become manifested from the realm of knowledge (‘ilm) to sensory existence (al-wujūd al-ḥissī)…” 
See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 380. For an alternative translation, see Winkel, Mysteries 
of Purity: Book 5, p. 216 

143 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 380 

144 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 380 

145 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 380 
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Every being brought into existence through a creation-reason, that is, by other-than-God, is the 

“world of creation.” And everything which did not come into being by a creation-reason is a 

“world of command.” But really everything, in the true dimension, is a world of command. 

However, we ourselves cannot lift off the secondary cause from the world because God has set 

them down and there is no way to lift off what God has set down. So I say, Whose self is veiled 

from his Lord, he is not pure. And as the emission of semen is predominantly with an immersion 

of pleasure in the human being; rather, all animals, such that he is vanished before his Lord, just 

from the force of the ejaculation from him, and that is the semen, so semen is not pure…146 

 

Ibn ‘Arabī writes “Whose self is veiled from his Lord, he is not pure”, and since that which 

veils us from God is our claim for ontological reality, selfhood is thus the thickest of all 

veils.147 Here again, we have a definition of purity, which is related to subjectivity and 

awareness. For Ibn ‘Arabī purity is a state of awareness or consciousness of our true 

ontological poverty vis-à-vis God. The reification of ourselves into a real subject constitutes 

impurity itself because it is in reality a misconception of the entirety of existence.148 Thus, 

anything that contributes to that forgetfulness is impure, which is why ejaculation, caused 

by pleasure which annihilates the ‘subject’ in pleasure and causes him temporary 

forgetfulness of God is impure. However, for Ibn ‘Arabī, sperm itself is not impure, rather 

the state in which it is produced.149 He explains that in its essence sperm is blood, and if it 

were to come out as blood it would be always impure because the claim for ‘I’ runs in the 

blood, as mentioned before, but sperm in its form is not impure for Ibn ‘Arabī. 150  

In another passage Ibn ‘Arabī states that “among the things we purify ourselves with 

is humility (khashya)”, continuing “pure knowledge is purifying, especially knowledge 

                                                             
146 I am using Winkel’s translation here, see Winkel, Mysteries of Purity: Book 5, p. 224. For the Arabic 
text, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 382 

147  The Arabic text reads: “man iḥtajab bi-nafsihi ‘an rabbihi fa laysa bi-ṭāhir”, which can alternatively 
be translated as “he who has veiled himself with himself from God is not pure”. See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt 
al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 382 

148 I will return to this crucial point shortly below.  

149 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 382 

150 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 382 
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gained as a result of piety (al-taqwā)”.151  Ibn ‘Arabī makes piety (al-taqwā) and humility 

(khashya) a producer of knowledge, and not the other way around, therefore, making 

experience of certain states more disclosing of knowledge than the act of thinking. 

Arrogance, due to ignorance of the real subject, can only be purified through knowledge that 

humbles, because the state of humility is a direct experience of our ontological poverty. Ibn 

‘Arabī ties this to the ḥadīṭh, which defines Iḥsān, as “worshipping God as though we saw 

him”, explaining the double meaning of “as though”; images (i.e. manifestations) of God, 

both dense and subtle, in us are sources of knowledge and ignorance, for if we affirm them 

without negating them we have tied God to an image, and thus, have not truly known him, 

as he is infinite. 152 Nevertheless, if we negate the image, we have negated God’s 

manifestation, which is primarily how he know him, and which is equally ignorant.153 Ibn 

‘Arabī writes that: “when our imaginings delimit, and the truth has no limits that bind him, 

may he be exalted, the purification (required for this) is knowledge of humility (‘ilm al-

khashya).”154 Thus, experience of humility is an epistemological tool, even superior to 

speculative knowledge gained through discursive thinking. The former purifies the hearts 

from the images we reify of God and ourselves through the consciousness of our servanthood 

and the infinity of existence (wujūd), by inhibiting thought and increasing our embodied 

experience. We can therefore, argue that mystical experience, in which a temporary 

suspension of thought occurs, is the height of disclosure of divine knowledge, and which I 

argue is one of the main functions of ritual practice. As we have seen, for Ibn ‘Arabī, we 

cannot completely escape reification, because the act of manifestation is itself a kind of 

reification necessary for self-knowledge, we can however, become aware of the fact that it 

is a reification and that the totality of truth can never be possessed. Reification, hence, has a 

double function demonstrated in ritual as that which both binds and frees, veils and unveils, 

mirroring the entire onto-cosmological play. This is the case, because ritual as part of sharīʿa 

is nothing other than the result of cosmic manifestation of the divine names, which are both 

the absolute and not the absolute. The reification embodied in ritual practice thus, binds us 

                                                             
151 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 384 

152 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 384 

153 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 384 

154 The Arabic text reads: “fa-ithā ḥaddadahu hathā al-takhayyul wa al-ḥaqqa lā ḥadda lahu subḥānahu 
yataqayyad bihi fa-ṭuhrihi ‘ilm al-khashya…” See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 384 
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to servanthood, which paradoxically is the highest station we can occupy. Servanthood is 

ontological nothingness and divine self-differentiation, making us both affirmation and 

negation and the locus of the divine ever-changing manifestation, which requires fluidity and 

the capacity to reflect the entirety of reality.155 Servanthood, is thus, nothing other than the 

perfection of humanity, which according to Ibn ‘Arabī, is what we should aspire to as the 

raison d’être of our creation.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In the first section ‘physical and non-physical purity’ I have analyzed the framework 

in the first section of Ibn ‘Arabī’s chapter on purification, which serves as its foundation. I 

have demonstrated that the self is defined in terms of the heart, not the physical organ, but 

the subtle spiritual center in us. The self being defined in terms of the heart, as opposed to 

the mind, gives primacy to our non-discursive experiential aspect, which resonates with 

Honneth’s argument that the root of our cognition lies in recognition. The purpose of ritual 

is, therefore, to purify our hearts, which mainly involves remembrance of our ontological 

nothingness and the absolute divine existence. We can then conclude that purification is 

returning (tawba) to (the order of) reality, which makes purification the journey of return.156 

The means by which the journey of purification takes place are water and dust, the subtle 

and unmanifest, dense and manifest, which purify our external organs, as well as the 

character traits corresponding to them. For Ibn ‘Arabī purification is not only a pre-condition 

for other ritual practices, but a ritual in its own right, which allows us to witness specific 

divine attributes.  The fact that ritual is physical, underlines the role of the body as the tool 

of the soul, or the vehicle of return. 

In the second section ‘water, existence and knowledge’ I have focused on the medium 

of purification primarily being water, which both is and symbolizes divine knowledge. I have 

illustrated that for Ibn ‘Arabī, knowledge of the unchanging reality/existence stems from the 

heart, meaning first-hand (non-discursive) experiential knowledge. It cannot be attained 

                                                             
155 As is reflected by the ḥadīth: “Whosoever know themselves know God” 

156  Morris, The Reflective Heart, p. 92. The theme of journeying runs throughout Ibn ‘Arabī’s analysis of 
prayer and fasting as we shall see in the next two chapters.  
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through discursive activities of the mind, given that it is always in a state of change, tainted 

by one’s constitution, and therefore, is unable to reveal that which is unchanging. 

In the third section ‘impurity, forgetfulness and affirmation of “I”’, which is the crux 

of the entire chapter, I have argued that for Ibn ‘Arabī the core of impurity (najas) is the 

affirmation of an egological self, meaning a discrete substantial ontological entity, and the 

forgetfulness of our reality as solely phenomenal selves, the self-differentiation of the divine. 

Thus, the root of impurity is, in short, the reification of existence (wujūd), which is inevitable. 

Hence, the necessity of rituals of purification. Rituals of purification function as a reminder 

of our forgetfulness, and that which re-aligns our nature with the cosmic order, as Abū Bakr 

Sirāj ad-Dīn (Martin Lings) sums it up: 

 

Thus in rites of ablution, the element water, with which the performer of the rites as it were 

identifies himself, may be taken to represent the original purity of the human nature as it was 

created, so that the rite is a reminder of the state of human perfection.157 

 

Despite it being, paradoxically, a form of reification itself, it serves as a de-reifying agent. 

By increasing our experience of embodiment, inhibiting discursive thinking, and eventually 

temporarily suspending it altogether, the duality of subject and object momentarily collapses, 

allowing us a taste of existence as a unified whole, which we experience not as same but also 

not as ‘other’.158 As Rappaport explains, ritual pushes 

 

…consciousness in the direction of metaphor and gestalt thinking and away from the rationality 

implicit in linear discourse…it moves away from what William James meant by the term 

“thought” toward what he meant by “experience”.159  

 

                                                             
157 Sirāj ad-Dīn, The Book of Certainty, p.45 

158 Note that the dual structure is necessary in order to know and experience, but it is an internal 
differentiation, experienced as non-duality, rather than the duality occurring in discursive thinking, which I 
am referring to here. I address this point in the chapter on selfhood.   

159 Rappaport, Ritual and Religion in the Making of Humanity, p. 258 
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The role of ritual then is heightening our experience, bringing about calmness of the mind 

and equilibrium of constitution, which are imperative for the reception of divine knowledge, 

for “God does not speak but in the creature’s silence”.160 The stillness can only be achieved 

when the faculty of discursive thinking is inhibited, paradoxically by involving it and the 

body in repetitive movement. Thus, as we shall see further in the next chapter on prayer, 

which is divided between the creature and the lord, the silence of the creature is imperative 

for the lord’s speech to be heard.161  

                                                             
160 Chodkiewicz, An Ocean without Shore: Ibn ‘Arabī, The Book, and the Law, trans. David Streight 
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1993), p. 33 

161 Corbin, Alone with the Alone, pp. 246-271 
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Chapter 5 

 

                                            The Undoing of Prayer 

 

Ibn ʿArabī builds on his notion discussed in his previous chapter 68 on purification 

regarding impurity being associated with forgetfulness and purity with remembrance, always 

bringing us back to the ontological reality of the oneness of existence (waḥdat al-wujūd); its 

remembrance and realization is the crux of all the ritual practices. In this chapter I intend to 

answer the following questions: What is the function of ritual prayer in Ibn ‘Arabī? How 

does he understand it in light of unity of being and subjectivity? What is the function of 

prayer in the de-reification process of consciousness?1 I have divided the discussion into 

three sections: the first one lays the foundation of the place and meaning of prayer, in addition 

to the etymological root of the word ‘ṣalāt’; the second and third sections deal with Ibn 

‘Arabī’s analysis of prayer, with the third and final one focusing more on the disclosure of 

one’s identity through embodiment. 

I contend that the function of ritual prayer in Ibn ‘Arabī is dialectically apophatic, one 

that works to undo by doing, keeping that motion constant so that one is prevented from 

holding on to any particular concept, especially the concept of an independent subject.2 

Within the context of waḥdat al-wujūd (unity of existence), prayer becomes a means to know 

oneself as a dependent entity that has no ontological being in itself, but as a phenomenal 

divine self-differentiation, as was already demonstrated previously.3 Prayer becomes a sort 

of ontological identity discourse, whereby conceptions are ‘deconstructed’, raising our 

awareness of being itself as a shoreless ocean, which we partake in. The awareness of the 

unity of being, if lived experientially and not just conceptually, is an antidote to the 

reification of the self, rigid beliefs, and mechanical ritual.  

                                                             
1 The questions are spread throughout the sections, as I try to follow Ibn ‘Arabī’s discussion, which is not 
linear, and often contains recurrent themes.  

2 On the apophatic discourse in Ibn ‘Arabī, see Michael Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1994), pp. 63-115 

3 See chapter two on the self.  
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Ritual prayer is paradoxical; it is a reification that contains its own de-reification, just 

as God’s manifestation contains within it and is perpetuated by his unmanifest being. 

Through engaging the body in ritualistic movement and tiring our discursive thinking 

through repetition and paralyzing it through paradoxes, we acquire a deeper sense of our 

embodiment, through the shift from a discursive cognitive state to a sensory one, thereby 

increasing our self-awareness. The more self-aware we become, the more we are rooted in 

our experiential aspect, and less identified with our discursive faculty. This in turn loosens 

up the constricting reified conceptions of the self, as a separate substantial entity, and paves 

the way for mystical experience; a heighted state of self-awareness that discloses to us our 

nature as a subject-less experiential ‘window’, through which only one divine consciousness 

is looking through.  Mystical experience is transformative in so far as it brings about a 

permanent shift of consciousness (from fanā’ to baqā’), an awareness which makes it 

impossible to permanently ossify ourselves and others, keeping us open to our own discovery 

and the discovery of the ever-changing manifestation of God.  

  

Section I 

 

a. Prayer as foundation of all ritual practice 

 

The importance of ritual prayer in Islam and the Sufi tradition cannot be emphasized 

enough, which is mentioned countless times in the Qur’ān and the ḥadīth. 4 It is a 

misconception that Sufism takes the sharīʿa lightly or does not abide by its ordained 

practices.5 On the contrary, it not only endorses them, but also often encourages additional 

and stricter ones, defining itself through both the scripture and the sunna. The role of the law 

and the obligatory practices it entails defines the very nature of revelation, as Chodkiewicz 

pointed:  

                                                             
4 Michel Chodkiewicz, An Ocean Without Shore: Ibn ‘Arabi, The Book, and the Law (Albany: SUNY Press, 
1993), pp.107 (in reference to Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Tanazzulāt, p. 55) 

5 For more on the subject, see Carl W. Ernst, Sufism, (Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1997); 
Abdessamad Belhaj, “Legal Knowledge by Application: Sufism as Islamic Legal Hermeneutics in the 
10th/12th Centuries”, Studia Islamica, Vol. 108, No. 1 (Maisonneuve & Larose 2013); Eric Winkel, Islam 
and the Living Law: The Ibn Al-Arabi Approach (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 1997) 
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Revelation is not only a message: it is also a commandment. The message delivers its 

totality only to the “submissive”: to the true muslimūn. The Qur’ān opens its 

“treasures” only to those who apply the Law that it established. There is no 

illumination without obedience. The sharīʿa (Law) and the ḥaqīqa (the highest and 

most secret of truths) are inextricably conjoined.6 

 

The function of the law, as illustrated previously, is to preserve the world order and to serve 

as proof for servitude, which is exemplified in the texts of Ibn ‘Arabī.7 Proof of servitude is 

the relinquishing of one’s desires, will and self, altogether to a higher ‘self’ and will. Hence, 

there is a direct relation between the inner state of purification, and the outer adherence to 

the law. It is through obedience to the revealed law that one can ascend and grow spiritually; 

obligation (taklīf) is the door to unveiling, as Chodkiewicz underlines:  

 

For the person who observes these commandments, the charismatic gifts with which he will 

eventually be gratified are, for example, the vision of hidden things, like the Ka‘ba while 

prayer is performed, or the angels, or the jinn; he will be capable of recognizing the abdāl or 

of identifying Khadīr, regardless of the form in which they appear. But that is not the essential: 

“internal vision” (baṣīra) will be opened. The seer will perceive his own interior “kingdom” 

(malakūt) and that of the creatures, whose states and spiritual degrees he knows. He gradually 

becomes capable of obtaining the nec plus ultra, the vision of God.8 

 

The observance of the commandments is the door to the unseen world. The inner and outer 

dimensions are so closely intertwined that one does not make sense without the other. It is 

analogous to the relation between the manifest and the unmanifest aspects of the divine, and 

the countless dualities that characterize the movement of manifestation: the world of the seen 

and the world of the unseen, night and day, male and female, etc.9 This is the law of the 

                                                             
6 Chodkiewicz, An Ocean Without Shore, p. 101 

7 This point has already been discussed in the introduction to the study cases. Also see, Chodkiewicz, An 
Ocean Without Shore, p. 101 

8 Chodkiewicz, An Ocean Without Shore, p. 103 

9 See my discussion on the Tanazzulāt in the introduction to the study cases. 
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cosmos itself, which is nothing other than the self-differentiation of the divine, hence, there 

can be no separation between the esoteric (bāṭin) and exoteric (ẓāhir), which again Ibn 

‘Arabī’s writings is a great example of.10 There is no dichotomy between, neither the form 

and the content, nor the spiritual and the religious, the form is the content, and the religious 

is the spiritual and vice versa.11 In fact, the form of ritual practices is necessary in conveying 

a particular content, as I have pointed out before, and as Cuneo and Nussbaum have pointed 

out, the form is integral to the expression of specific contents without which they would be 

impossible to convey.12 The very assumption that the form of ritual as part of the ‘exoteric’ 

aspect of Islam is necessarily devoid of ‘spirituality’ is misguided, because that very 

assumption that they are two discrete aspects that can be neatly divided is what creates the 

problem in the first place.13 

Moreover, to ascend to higher levels of consciousness and realize oneself does not 

require extraordinary tasks in the traditional Islamic understanding. Self-realization or the 

attainment of human perfection lies in the realization of ones’ ontological nothingness and 

dependence on God as absolute being. This realization is effected by practice and observance 

of the divinely ordained law, which may seem like mundane and banal daily tasks, but 

adherence in itself is proof of the relinquishment of ones’ will to the will of the divine and 

the realization of servanthood. The Qur’ān (51: 56) states that the whole raison d’être of 

creation is worship and servitude.14 Therefore, obedience to divine law, as peculiar, mundane 

and haphazard as it may sometimes seem, is the traditional approach in Islam to self-

                                                             
10 Chodkiewicz, An Ocean Without Shore, p. 102; (chapter 328 in the Futūḥāt); also see the introduction in 
Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm wa Maṭāliʿ Ahillāt al-Asrār wa al-ʿUlūm (Ṣaydā &Beirut: al-Maktaba al-
ʿAṣrīya, n.d.), pp. 9-12 

11 Paul R. Powers, “Interiors, Intentions, and the “Spirituality” of Islamic Ritual Practice”, Journal of the 
American Academy of Religion, Vol. 72, No. 2 (June 2004), pp. 245-459 

12 Terrance Cuneo, Ritualized Faith: Essays on the Philosophy of Liturgy (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2016), pp. 128-129, 141-142 

13 Some scholars having created this strict dichotomy, sought to remedy it by placing the ‘spiritual’ 
component in the intention (nīya) behind the form, so as to decenter ‘formalism’. This misses the point of 
the significance of the form (body) in Islam, and the approach of unification (tawḥīd), which underlies all 
of its aspects, including that of body and spirit. See Powers, “Interiors, Intentions, and the “Spirituality” 
of Islamic Ritual Practice”, p. 435 

14 Q (51: 56): “And I did not create the jinn and mankind except to worship Me.” Ṣaḥīḥ International 
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realization and ascension in consciousness (which entails becoming a complete human being 

(al-insān al-kāmil), or a saint (walī). As Chodkiewicz states: 

 

To become “the throne of the Qur’an” it is necessary to be submissive to the law of 

the Qur’an: the ibādāt that it prescribes are the place where walāya, sainthood, attains 

its plenitude, and, whatever their merit may be, the spiritual practices added out of 

free choice to these common obligations cannot in themselves bear comparable 

fruits.15 

 

This is why Ibn ‘Arabī argues that the ordained obligatory prayers are dearer to God than the 

supererogatory ones, because it is only then that one’s will is relinquished to God, and proof 

of obedience and servitude is attained; “The spiritual quest is completed through that by 

which it was started: observance of the sharīʿa”.16 As implied above, there are two types of 

prayers; obligatory ones (al-farā’iḍ) and supererogatory ones (al-sunan), which Ibn ‘Arabī 

attaches to two types of servanthood (‘ubūdiya) according to the type of prayer that is 

performed; ‘ubūdiyat iḍṭrār (servanthood of compulsion) and ‘ubūdiyat ikhtiyār 

(servanthood of choice).17 

If we look at the definitions of Islam, Imān, and Iḥsān we can see a relation between 

the inner and outer dimensions, a dialectical movement to subtler realms, which is nothing 

other than the full attainment and manifestation of the first realm.18 The three realms 

correspond to our body (jism), our soul (nafs), and our spirit (ruḥ).19 There is no strict duality 

between body and soul/spirit, but an intricate weave, which makes one affect the other, as 

                                                             
15 Chodkiewicz, An Ocean Without Shore, p. 115 

16 Ibn ‘Arabī bases this distinction on the ḥadīth qudsī “My servant does not approach me by something I 
love more than those acts which I prescribed” (al-Bukhārī, 25); Also see Chodkiewicz, An Ocean Without 
Shore, p.116; al-Futūḥāt, vol. 4, pp. 24, 449; vol. 2, pp. 166-168, 559; vol. 3, p. 67 

17 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 487 

18 For more on the relation between the three ‘orbits’ of ‘islām, imān and iḥsān’, see the introduction of 
Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, pp. 9-12 

19 Here I am using Chodkiewicz’s translation of the terms nafs and rūḥ, see Chodkiewicz, An Ocean 
Without Shore, p.102 
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was already discussed.20 This is necessarily the assumption behind the ordainment of 

spiritual practice and the logic behind its operation, as we shall see further. Of all Islamic 

ritual practices, prayer is the most central one, which encompasses all other practices, 

epitomizing servanthood. Chodkiewicz summarizes it eloquently in the following passage: 

 

Prayer is daily and, even though it may be reduced to a hasty sketch of the prescribed 

gestures in the case of those who are ill or elderly, each believer, from the age of 

reason, must perform it five times daily. Its daily repetition thus confers on it a 

particular importance. In a certain sense, then, prayer contains the three other works: 

it is “purification” (the etymological meaning of zakāt) and “alms of being”, as zakāt 

is alms of having; it imposes the same constraints as fasting since, like fasting, it cuts 

the person who prays off from the profane world (“it closes all the doors and the 

station that corresponds to it is divine jealousy”); facing in the direction of the House 

of God, it is an immobile pilgrimage, just as the ḥajj is, inversely, a prayer in 

movement. 21 

 

Prayer is the most frequent practice a Muslim is asked to observe. It is practiced five times 

daily at designated times that coincide with the movement of the sun (dawn, midday, 

afternoon, dusk, night), thus, aligning us to the cosmic movements.  It includes the other four 

pillars of alms giving (having borrowed existence), fasting (from everything other than being 

with God), and pilgrimage for it is a journey within oneself to God, and through all those 

practices the shahāda, witnessing of God takes place.22 It is, thus, considered by the prophet 

(pbuh) “the pillar of religion”, and the first deed we shall be asked about on the day of 

judgment.23 

 

b. Etymology  

                                                             
20 See chapter three on the self.  

21 Chodkiewicz, An Ocean Without Shore, p. 107 

22 Chodkiewicz, An Ocean Without Shore, pp. 111-112 

23 Chodkiewicz, An Ocean Without Shore, p. 107; For the ḥadīth, see Sunan al-Niṣā’ī al-Ṣughrā, 465; 
Jāmiʿ al-Tirmidhī, 413 
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Before continuing with the analysis of prayer in Ibn ‘Arabī’s chapter in the Futūḥāt, 

I would like to examine briefly the root of the word ṣalāt (prayer) in Arabic,24 “ṣā-l-ā”, which 

means to bow and prostrate, invocate (du‘ā’), forgive (istighfār), have mercy on (taraḥḥum), 

ask for, to be confined/abide in (lazam), glorify (‘aẓẓam), endow with generosity (takrīm), 

the one who arrives first (al-mutaqaddim), to grill, burn or cook (yaṣlā sa‘īran/ nuṣlīhi 

nāran), and traps (maṣālī).25 As we see, the word for prayer carries within it a vastness of 

different meanings, which might even seem paradoxical. However, I would like to suggest 

that the word be understood within the framework of the esoteric function of prayer, which 

is the annihilation of one’s ego, illusions, and misconceptions about oneself, the world and 

God. In this light, prayer carries within it both the beautiful qualities of mercy, forgiveness 

and gentleness, in addition to the sublime qualities of burning, effacement, and pain, which 

accompany the cathartic process of prayer. 

Furthermore, the root-word “ṣā-l-ā” is very close to the word “wa-ṣa-l”,26 which 

means to unite (the opposite of differentiate or discern), to reach (balagha), arrive, deliver, 

link, connect or join(t), proudly associate with something/someone (intisāb/iʿtizāz), to 

continue (muwāṣil/ wāṣlan), to plead and draw near to someone (tawassul/ taqarrub), to 

reward or endow (al-jā’iza / al-‘aṭīya), to connect with a rope (ḥabl), to be like someone 

(waṣīl), and a vast/fertile piece of land.27 The meaning of the word becomes clearer in the 

following verse in the Qur’ān: “And those who join [yaṣilūna] that which Allah has ordered 

to be joined [yūṣal] and fear their Lord and are afraid of the evil of [their] account.”28 There 

are also countless prophetic traditions, which speak about keeping the connection with 

family, which literally means ‘to connect with the wombs’ (waṣl al-arḥām), which have 

                                                             
24 Ibn ʿ Arabī does not discuss the etymology directly in his chapter, but the meaning of the word gradually 
emerges throughout his sections.  

25 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-‘Arab, pp. vol. 5, (Cairo: Dār al-Ḥadīth, 2013), pp. 386-389 

26 On the notion of ‘waṣl bayn’ or ‘link/ing between’, see R.W. J. Austin, “Aspects of mystical prayer in 
Ibn ‘Arabī’s thought”, Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi Society, XIV, (Oxford 1993), p.9 

27 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-‘Arab, vol. 9, pp. 320-324 

28 Q (13:21), Ṣaḥīḥ International  
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given birth to us, and which share the same root as mercy (raḥma) in Arabic.29 With these 

definitions in mind, especially those pertaining to mercy, I would like to proceed with the 

analysis of the text, keeping them as a reference point. 

 

Section II 

 

I will look at the introduction of the chapter, and parts of its middle sections in detail. 

The passages will be chosen according to the themes that repeat themselves in the entire 

chapter, and are most relevant to my topic, namely, the assertion that there is only one being 

(wujūd), and hence, only one subject, the theme of servanthood as the realization of the 

ontological nothingness of the worshipper, the role of taqyīd (binding and reification) in the 

liberation process of prayer, and the function of prayer in bringing about knowledge beyond 

speculative thought, which can only be had through experience, and the temporary cessation 

of discursive thinking.  

 

a. Prayer as mercy 

  

The chapter starts by Ibn ‘Arabī defining prayer as mercy in its general meaning, 

which is attributed to God.30 He differentiates between the prayer of the servant and the 

prayer of God, basing this notion on the prophetic tradition, in which God states that prayer 

was divided between him and his/her servant.31 The meaning of prayer, which is attributed 

to the servant, is threefold: mercy (al-raḥma), supplication or invocation (al-du‘ā’), and 

specifically defined actions according to the sharīʿa.32  Mercy is attributed to God as a 

manifestation of his divine names, which etymologically denote this quality, such as ‘al-

                                                             
29And for example, the following ḥadīth: “O people, spread peace, feed people, connect with your relatives, 
pray at night when people are asleep, if you do so, you shall enter paradise in peace” (Sunan Ibn Māja, 1334) 

30 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 386 

31 The ḥadīth is the following: “qussimat al-ṣalāt baynī wa bayna ‘abdī bi niṣfayn”, Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt 
al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p.413; Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim, 633 

32 The Arabic text reads: “al-afʿāl al-makhṣūṣa al-maʿlūma sharʿan”, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-
Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 386 
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raḥmān’ (the compassionate) and ‘al-raḥīm’ (the merciful) , and non-etymologically, for 

example, ‘al-wadūd’ (the gentle/loving-kind), ‘al-laṭīf’ (the benevolent/subtle) and ‘al-

karīm’ (the generous).33 As we have discussed above, the word mercy in Arabic ‘raḥma’ 

comes from the root-word of ‘womb’, signifying motherhood and the attributes associated 

with it such as compassion, care, nurture, delicacy, pity, benevolence, tenderness and unity, 

since the child is both metaphorically and physically connected in the womb through the 

umbilical cord.34 

Hence, through the prescribed ritual act of prayer, we invoke the mercy of God 

through his divine names and the qualities associated with it, which we come to experience 

and embody in ourselves when invoked. It is only through first-hand experience of certain 

qualities that we really understand them. Moreover, the association of mercy and the womb, 

is especially profound in highlighting the essence of prayer as an act of connection and 

unification, as illustrated above in the etymological discussion of the word ‘waṣal’. It also 

highlights the aspect of creation, lending existence, and dependence; it is out of mercy that 

the divine gave existence to the divine names and their possibilities, just as the mother ‘gives’ 

existence to the child in the womb, who is entirely dependent on her for survival (and after, 

of course).35  It reflects the divine order of mercy36 preceding wrath, especially regarding the 

human realm, a fact which Ibn ‘Arabī emphasizes and builds his entire framework on.37 

Furthermore, Ibn ‘Arabī’s definition of prayer as both including the outer form prescribed 

                                                             
33 ‘al-raḥmān’ is associated with absolute mercy (raḥma mutlaqa), and ‘al-raḥīm’ is associated with 
conditioned or bound mercy (raḥma muqayyada). See Pablo Beneito, “The Presence of Superlative 
Compassion (Raḥamūt)”, Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi Society, vol. XXIV, (Oxford 1998), pp. 54-
59. For the translation of the divine names, see al-Ghazālī, Abu Hamid. The Ninety-Nine Beautiful Names of 
God (al-Maqṣad al-asnā fī sharḥ asmā’ Allāh al-ḥusnā). Translated by David B. Burrell and Nazih Daher. 
Cambridge: The Islamic Text Society, 1992, pp40-49 

34 Beneito, “The Presence of Superlative Compassion (Raḥamūt)”, p. 54 

35 Beneito points out how S. Hakim equates mercy with existence, see Beneito, “The Presence of 
Superlative Compassion (Raḥamūt)”, pp. 56-57, 62 

36 According to Ibn ʿArabī, the divine name ‘al-raḥmān’ encompasses all other divine names, save 
‘Allah’. For more on the subject, see Ibn ʿArabī, “Kitāb al-jamāl wa al-jalāl”, Rasā’il Ibn ʿArabī, ed. 
Muḥammad Shihāb al-Dīn al-ʿArabī (Beirut: Dār Ṣādir, 1997), pp. 36-37 

37 This is based on the ḥadīth: “My mercy precedes my wrath”, (Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī, 7155). Ibn ‘Arabī refers 
to life as the sphere of compassion/mercy “falak al-raḥma” and essential compassion “raḥma dhātīya”, 
which includes all other divine names. See Beneito, “The Presence of Superlative Compassion 
(Raḥamūt)”, pp. 60-61 
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by divine law and the inner act of supplication/invocation, linked by mercy, illustrates the 

correspondence between the manifest (al-ẓāhir) and the unmanifest (al-bāṭin) aspects of 

existence (wujūd). The human being is the only creature that has the capacity to reflect and 

embody all of the divine names, a process which is facilitated through ritual practice. Prayer 

then becomes the means by which we harmonize with the divine order, with all its infinite 

and paradoxical attributes, held together by existence (al-wujūd). 

 

b. Everything prays 

 

Just as existence (wujūd) permeates everything, so does prayer. Prayer, then becomes 

a proof of consciousness; for if everything prays, everything must have a degree of 

consciousness (panpsychism).38 Ibn ‘Arabī, points out that the word ‘tasbīḥ’ 

(glorification/exaltation) denotes prayer in Arabic, supporting his view by quoting the 

following verses in the Qur’ān: 

 

And establish prayer and give zakah and bow with those who bow [in worship and obedience].39 

 

The seven heavens and the earth and whatever is in them exalt [tusabbiḥu] Him. And there is 

not a thing except that it exalts [yusabbiḥu] [ Allah ] by His praise, but you do not understand 

their [way of] exalting [tasbīḥahum]. Indeed, He is ever Forbearing and Forgiving.40 

 

Do you not see that Allah is exalted [yusabbiḥu] by whomever is within the heavens and the 

earth and [by] the birds with wings spread [in flight]? Each [of them] has known his [means of] 

prayer and exalting [tasbīḥahu] [Him], and Allah is Knowing of what they do.41 

 

                                                             
38 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 386; Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 
151-152 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 225-226 

39 Q (2: 43), Ṣaḥīḥ International 

40 Q (17:44), Ṣaḥīḥ International 

41 Q (24:41), Ṣaḥīḥ International 
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If everything shares the same existence (wujūd) and consciousness, in a sense the prayer then 

is only one prayer we partake in, except that our differentiation as individuals makes it 

experientially separate, even if ontologically speaking it is not. Also given that there is only 

one subject for Ibn ‘Arabī within the context of waḥdat-al-wujūd (unity of being), then the 

prayer which is divided between the servant and the lord, is in reality only one prayer, which 

due to the self-manifestation/differentiation of the divine appears within a dualistic structure. 

It is through prayer itself that this ontological reality is unveiled, and the duality is seen as 

an illusion, through the phenomenal annihilation of one’s ‘self’, so that we come to realize 

that it is God who gives and receives prayer.42 We must also conclude from this that if there 

is only one existence (wujūd), and hence, one consciousness, it must mean that the disclosure 

of one being in prayer, is the disclosure of all creation in prayer. It is a kind of gateway to 

the hierarchy of manifestation, which highlights the recurring theme of the correspondence 

between micro and macrocosm.43 

According to Ibn ‘Arabī, the ordained prayers, are eight (farḍ/ sunan mu’akkada), 

which correspond to the eight limbs of our body that are held accountable (al-a‘dā’ al-

mukallafa). The eight prayers are as follows: the five ordained prayers (al-ṣalawāt al-khams), 

the singular night prayer (al- witr), Friday prayer (al-jum‘a), the two feast prayers (al-‘idān), 

the eclipse prayer (al-kusūf), prayer for rain (al-istisqā’), prayer for guidance (al-istikhāra), 

and the funeral prayer (al-ṣalāt ‘alā al-janāza).44 The eight limbs correspond to the essence 

(al-dhāt), which is expressed through eight attributes: essence (al-dhāt), life (al-ḥayāt), 

knowledge (al-‘ilm), will (al-irāda), speech (al-kalām), power (al-qudra), hearing (al-sam‘) 

and sight (al-baṣar).45 The correspondence of prayers, limbs and divine attributes is telling 

of Ibn ‘Arabī’s approach to ritual prayer, and in fact, of all ritual practice; prayer and the 

body with which it is performed are not merely symbolic, but are themselves the 

symbolized.46 As we have seen in the introduction to the three ritual cases on the story of 

                                                             
42  Michel Chodkiewicz, “The Banner of Praise”, Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabī Society, 
replacement of vol. XX1, (Oxford 1997), p. 46 

43 For Ibn ‘Arabī, God is “He who is worshipped in all that is worshipped” and “He who is praised in all 
that is worshipped”. See Chodkiewicz, “The Banner of Praise”, p. 47 

44 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 387 

45 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 387 

46 The idea of correspondence is discussed more at length in the concluding chapter on the perfect human 
being (al-insān al-kāmil). The idea of the symbol being the symbolized is discussed by Winkel in his 
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manifestation, the non-tangible/non-physical needs the tangible/physical to fully know and 

actualize itself. The divine names can only manifest themselves as concrete things, such as 

parts of the human being, as we are the total sum of all divine names and their possibilities. 

Ibn ‘Arabī contends that he has no intention to go into details about the formalities 

and conditions of prayer, but to examine the roots from which everything branches out,47 

emphasizing the significance of prayer as one of the five pillars Islam is built on.48 He 

stresses that the order (al-tartīb) in which the pillars are listed is pivotal in understanding the 

hierarchical significance of each pillar.49 The fact that prayer is mentioned after the shahada, 

as we shall see further on, underlines the intimate relation between witnessing and prayer, 

for it is in prayer that we first witness God. It is also mentioned before alms giving, zakat 

meaning purification, for it is also an act of internal purification from the ego, which is also 

invalid if it is not preceded by the physical act of bodily purification in the form of ablution 

(wuḍū’).50 This passage highlights again the idea of order (al-tartīb)51 and hence, also 

correspondence; the onto-cosmological order is reflected in the slightest act and the minutest 

detail ordained by God, in order to reflect his essence, which cannot as we saw earlier, be 

manifest except through the act of reifying itself. It is, therefore, the function of ritual practice 

to remedy the forgetfulness of that reification, and to reflect the divine order as it is, not as 

we mistake it.52 

 

c. Prayer as journey  

                                                             
analysis of the ideas on the grammar of the cosmos and the figurative made literal in the first chapter of 
the Futūḥāt. See Eric Winkel, “Understanding, and translating, the Futūḥāt al-Makkīya”, Journal of the 
Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi Society, Vol. 55 (Oxford 2014), pp. 1-33 

47 The Arabic text reads: “wa inamā aqṣud ilā dhikr fuṣūl tajrī majrā al-umahāt...”, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-
Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p.387   

48 He quotes the ḥadīth: “buniya al-islām ‘alā khams: shahādat an lā ilāha illā Allah (wa anna Muḥammad 
rasūl Allah), wa iqāmat al-ṣalāt, wa itā’ al-zakāt, wa ṣawm ramaḍān, wa al-ḥajj” (Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī, 7, 
8; Muslim, 16); Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p.387   

49 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 387   

50 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 387   

51 It also signifies emanation/ gradation.  

52 I will discuss the idea of the microcosm ‘reflecting’ the macrocosm further on in more detail.  
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Given that the chapter in the Futūḥāt hardly mentions the significance of the positions of 

prayer, I will base this section on Souad Hakim’s and Michel Chodkiewicz’s discussions on 

the subject, and on Ibn ‘Arabī’s other texts, as it will help us further understand and 

contextualize the function of prayer. To start with, Islamic ritual prayer has four different 

positions: standing (al-qiyām), bowing (al-rukū‘), prostrating (al-sujūd) and sitting (al-

julūs). In standing we are responding to the call of God as his vicegerent and servant, the 

most dignified position endowed in creation; in bowing we are in an intermediate state 

between the most dignified position and the humblest one in prostration; in prostration, we 

are in utter surrender to the authority of God; and in sitting we are subsisting in God’s 

attributes “after having given up one’s own attributes”.53 All positions do not only symbolize 

something but are also that which they symbolize; the same way the name is the named.54 

According to Uždavinys: 

 

An elaborate cosmology and soteriology of the Divine Name is firmly rooted both in 

Merkavah mysticism and Sufism. If God’s words are deeds (manifestations, powers, 

actions), it means that within the paradigms of creative language (in divine speech, 

where sounds and written hieroglyphs have the same magical power as the name 

itself) a proper name has a very special relationship to the person or thing named, “as 

if the name were in some respect that person.55 

 

Hence, when we pray we are ourselves the speech of God, as Ibn ‘Arabī illustrates that every 

position consists of a letter of the divine.56 The upright position in prayer designates lordship, 

while prostration designates servitude. Bowing is the intermediate state between the two or 

                                                             
53 William C. Chittick, “The Bodily Positions of the Ritual Prayer”, Sufi, Issue 12, (1991-1992), pp. 16-
18 

54 This is the very crux of waḥdat al-wujūd, in which the ẓāhir must necessarily ontologically speaking 
be the bāṭin. 

55 Algis Uždavinys, Ascent to Heaven: In Islamic and Jewish Mysticism (London: The Matheson Trust, 
2011), pp. 69-70 

56 Souad Hakim, “Invocation and illumination according to Ibn ‘Arabī”, Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn 
‘Arabi Society, XIV, (Oxford 1993), p.12  
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the isthmus (barzakh) that connects both realms, while sitting is the repose in a state. Prayer 

thus “shows the double nature of man, where the superior realities (haqqiyya) and the inferior 

realities (khalqiyya) are joined”.57 Moreover, Souad Hakim explains that the four postures 

designate evolutionary states, and the four stages of the spiritual journey:58  

 

a) Standing: dominion- human level,  

Journey: of God 

b) Bowing: intermediary- animal level 

Journey: towards God 

c) Prostration: terrestrial-plant level 

Journey: in God 

d) Sitting: stability- mineral level  

Journey: for God59 

 

However, it is a paradoxical journey;60 in lowering oneself and realizing ones’ servitude and 

ontological nothingness we ascend, and the more we ascend the more we become divine.61 

The archetype for this journey is the nocturnal journey, known as “al-isrā’ wa al-

miʿrāj”(ascension) of the prophet Muhammad (pbuh), in which Islamic ritual prayer was 

ordained. The prophet (pbuh) is said to have interceded with God to decrease the number of 

prayers from fifty to five daily prayers, hence, he is sometimes viewed as an isthmus 

                                                             
57 Chodkiewicz, An Ocean Without Shore, p. 112 

58 Hakim, “Invocation and illumination according to Ibn ‘Arabī”, p. 12 

59 Chodkiewicz states the following: “Ibn ‘Arabī, in clear language this time, distinguishes four voyages, or 
four abodes of the voyage (“departing from him, toward him, in him, through him”) which he identifies with 
the standing position, bowing, prostration, and the seated position— to the four postures of ṣalāt, explicitly 
called by their names,” see Chodkiewicz, An Ocean without Shore, p.118 (This is in regard to question 12 
posed by al-Tirmidhī, see the Futūḥāt, vol. 2, pp. 47-48)  

60 The journey is described elsewhere as being of three types: from God (min ‘indihi), to God (ilayhi), and 
(fīhi) in God.  See Ibn ‘Arabī, “Kitāb al-isfār ‘an natā‘ij al-asfār”, Rasā’il Ibn ‘Arabī (Beirut: Dār Ṣādir, 
1997), p. 457 

61 Chodkiewicz, An Ocean without Shore, p. 112. Ibn ‘Arabī writes in a poem: “the essence of my descent 
is my ascent to him (fa ‘ayn hubūṭī ṣu‘ūdī ilayhi)”,  see Ibn ‘Arabī, “Kitāb al-isfār ‘an natā ‘ij al-asfār”, 
p. 485; Also see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya (Cairo: Maktabat ‘Ālam al-Fikr, 1986), p. 229 



 271 

(barzakh) that mediates between the manifest and unmanifest worlds.62 The nocturnal 

journey has, thus, defined prayer to the degree that it is referred to in a ḥadīth as the ascension 

of the believer.63  As Uždavinys pointed out, “the culmination of this ascension is a station 

of nearness, described as a pre-created state into which one is “melting like lead”.64 Hence, 

prayer is understood to be a journey within ourselves, and to God, a notion which has become 

central for the Sufis, as Uždavinys contends: 

 

By interpreting the Prophet’s isra and mi‘raj allegorically, the Sufis regarded this 

combined journey as the paradigmatic spiritual itinerary for every salik, that is, they 

described it as a sort of inwardly leading “ladder” consisting of different “stations”, 

or maqamat.65 

 

The idea of journeying is very central in Islamic thought, and especially in Ibn ‘Arabī’s texts. 

Movement and change, he explains, are the essence of the principle of manifestation, where 

the divine realities (al-ḥaqā’iq al-ilāhīya) journey from the unmanifest to the manifest world, 

and within the different levels of emanation of the manifest world.66 Everything is in constant 

motion, Ibn ‘Arabī reminds us, for example, thoughts, breaths, sight, the moon, etc.,  for if it 

were not it would go back to its origin of nothingness and perish.67 Thus, prayer within this 

framework as journeying is what gives us subsistence. The movement is reflected in its ritual, 

from standing upright to descending into prostration and back up again, a dynamic it shares 

                                                             
62 Uždavinys, Ascent to Heaven, p. 62 

63 The ḥadīth mentioned by Ibn ‘Arabī is the following: “al-ṣalāt miʿrāj al-mu’min” (narrated by al-Siyūṭī 
in Sunan Ibn Māja, its origin unknown) 

64 Uždavinys, Ascent to Heaven, p. 63 

65 Uždavinys, Ascent to Heaven, p. 62 

66 Ibn ‘Arabī, Kitāb al-isfār ‘an natā ‘ij al-asfār, p. 458. This is also reflected in the Qur’ān: “Whoever is 
within the heavens and earth asks Him; every day He is bringing about a matter” (55:29), Ṣaḥīḥ 
International 

67 Ibn ‘Arabī writes: “law sakana la ‘āda ilā aṣlihi wa hūwa al- ‘adam”, see Ibn ‘Arabī, Kitāb al-isfār ‘an 
natā ‘ij al-asfār, p. 458 
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with the movement of the entire cosmos.68 The external movement reflects our internal 

journey, mirrored in all the prophetic stories of the internal journeys had by each one of 

them.69 These journeys, Ibn ‘Arabī tells us are bridges laid down for us to cross over into our 

selves, to discover our essences and our states, a discovery that will benefit us by knowing 

what we have always been and always will contain within. It is a reminder (dhikrā), as Ibn 

‘Arabī states, “so that you may know that you are above everything (‘alā kulla shay’), in 

everything (fī kulla shay’) and from everything (min kulli shay’).”70 

Moreover, the journey is also defined in terms of fanā’ (annihilation) and baqā 

(subsistence). Prayer is where we realize our nothingness and where we subsist in that 

nothingness.71 According to Chodkiewicz, “If discussion with God is linked to julūs (which, 

by its gestic symbolism, expresses stability, permanence [baqā]), contemplation is, on the 

other hand, associated with prostration, where the being lowers himself into his 

nothingness”.72 Thus, the physical movements and the positions we take also effect an 

internal state associated with realizations; our very bodily comportment is the embodiment 

of certain qualities, which we are generally familiar with through body language, for 

example, crossed-arms are both the cause and result of a closed and/or defensive state. 

Hence, when we comport ourselves in the ordained positions of prayer, we embody the 

qualities of the divine names associated with them. For example, prostration where we put 

the most noble part of our bodies on the ground, is therefore, a position of humility and 

humbleness, which discloses to us our ontological nothingness.73 This is why it is considered 

the position in which one is closest to God. The Qur’ān associates prostration with 

proximity.74 It is the position of total surrender and submission. Chapter 69 on prayer in the 

                                                             
68 Ibn ‘Arabī, “Kitāb al-isfār ‘an natā ‘ij al-asfār”, p. 458; Also see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, 
chapter 39 and 41, pp. 228-229, 233-235 

69 Ibn ‘Arabī, “Kitāb al-isfār ‘an natā ‘ij al-asfār”, p. 484 

70 Ibn ‘Arabī, “Kitāb al-isfār ‘an natā ‘ij al-asfār”, p. 484 

71 Austin, “Aspects of mystical prayer in Ibn ‘Arabī’s thought”, p. 9 

72 Chodkiewicz, An Ocean without Shore, p.117; (The discussion is based on the response to question 6 
posed by al-Tirmidhī, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 2, pp. 44) 

73 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 410 

74 Q (96:19): “wa asjud wa iqtarib”, meaning prostrate yourself and draw nearer. 
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Futūḥāt does not give as much attention to standing, bowing and sitting, as it does to 

prostration. Just as prayer is the culmination of all other practices, so is prostration the 

culmination of all other positions of prayer.  

 

d. Movement as de-reification 

 

Movement is the very nature of our existence, which has been the case since our 

formation (nash’a) and will continue into eternity,75 and which entails within it a 

counteracting of the reifying process of manifestation. Even though manifestation turns 

something abstract and non-delimited into something concrete and fixed, it simultaneously 

sets it in motion as the very dynamic which keeps it alive. Prayer then reflects those two 

aspects in its ritual, a dialectical composition between dynamic ritual and stationary 

positions. The dialectical relation serves as a reminder (dhikrā) of our nature as a mirroring 

microcosm of the macrocosm, reflecting both the ontological and phenomenological creative 

tension.76  Therefore, prayer is then needed, as a necessary reminder to remedy the 

forgetfulness which results from the process of manifestation, which entails mistaking 

oneself for an independent, autonomous, self-subsisting entity.77 

Ibn ‘Arabī argues in the section on the direction of prayer (qibla) that it functions to 

relinquish one’s will to a higher will: “Delimiting in the direction of prayer is limiting the 

choice of the servant, because his/her origin and the origin of everything except God is 

compulsion and predestined, even the servant is predestined in his/her choice.”78 In another 

passage he writes: “And in all worship there is delimiting in all things, so that everything 

                                                             
75 Ibn ‘Arabī, Kitāb al-isfār ‘an natā ‘ij al-asfār, p. 458 

76 On the repose in prayer as reflecting the divine repose on his throne, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-
Mawṣilīya, p. 236 

77 For the idea of ritual as therapy, see Pauliina Remes, Neoplatonism, (Stocksfield: Acumen, 2008), pp. 
9-10, 166-173. For more on the subject, see Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of 
Iamblichus (Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995)  

78  The Arabic text reads: “al-taḥdīd fī al-qibla ikhrāj al-‘ābd ‘an ikhtyārihi, fa inna aṣlihi wa aṣl kull ma 
siwā Allah al-iḍṭrār wa al-ijbār ḥatā ikhtyār al-‘abd hūwa majbūr fi ihktyārihi”, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt 
al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 405 
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may be compulsory and this is the origin of all created beings.”79 Hence, the reification, 

involving fixity and limitation which results from it, paradoxically function as a de-reifying 

element by forcing us to surrender and remember our ontological reality.80 The epitome of 

surrender, as mentioned above, is prostration, which merits a closer look, because in it we 

place our face, which according to Ibn ‘Arabī is our reality, unto the ground in an act of total 

acknowledgment of our ontological poverty.81  

 

e. On prostration 

 

Ibn ‘Arabī tells us that scholars have agreed that prostration must take place on the 

floor, allowing prostration on rugs made out of organic material, and discouraging (meaning 

deeming it makrūh) prostration on anything other than what comes from the earth.82 Ibn 

‘Arabī writes:  

 

every descending (nuzūl) from you to the ground is your worship and a form of 

servanthood (or servitude), because it is what you were commanded to generalize (by 

embodying it) (umirta bi ta ‘mīmahu), he named you servant in prayer, and 

servanthood (al-‘ubūda) is humility (al-dhilla). He the most-high said in describing 

the earth that it was made humble to us so that we can walk its scope, as it is beneath 

our feet…and because of its humble rank, we were commanded to place our most 

honored outer part on it, namely, our face, rubbing it in the dust. In this lies the 

consolation for the broken earth (jabran li inkisār al-arḍ), by placing the humble 

servant on it, and so the face of the servant and the face of the earth meet, to console 

                                                             
79 The Arabic text reads: “wa fī al-‘ibadāti kulliha al-taḥdīd fi al-ashyā’ ḥatā yakūna fī taṣarufātihi bi ḥukm 
al- iḍṭrār wa huwa aṣl yashmal kull mawjūd”, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 405. Note 
that the word ḥadd also means ‘ayyan in Arabic which means to fix or differentiate, which is the same word 
Ibn ‘Arabī uses for fixed entities ‘al-a‘yān al-thābita’.  

80 In chapter 34 on the secret of direction in prayer, Ibn ‘Arabī opens his poem with the description of the 
process of being manifested into something concrete and the binding which it entails, thus, connecting 
manifestation with delimitation. In the same way, we are to understand the delimiting of the direction of 
prayer, which is nothing other than the insistence on oneness. See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, 
pp. 212-213 

81 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, pp. 433-432 

82 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, pp. 409-410 
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the broken, because God is with those whose hearts are broken. And so, the servant is 

in this station (al-maqām) with this state (al-ḥāl) closest to God glory be to him in 

this position (of prostration) more than any other one in prayer.83  

 

This passage illustrates the nature of worship, which is servanthood, and the nature of 

servanthood is humility.84 Those are the characteristics of the earth, as Ibn ‘Arabī explicates, 

because we walk upon it with our feet. By placing our face on the earth, which is the most 

honorable part of our bodies, we return to that which we are created from and are reminded 

of our origin; we are created from dust and we shall return to it. The act of prostration serves 

as a reminder of our nothingness and total dependence on God. This return to our origin 

through remembrance is what merits us proximity to the divine, because by thinking we have 

existence, we veil ourselves from that which truly exists. When our hearts are broken we are 

vulnerable and become aware of our fragility. This is the state in which we are closest to our 

true nature, and it is then that the presence of God is felt the most; prostration is the epitome 

of that state.85 The act of physical descending is paradoxical, because it is in reality a spiritual 

ascension, as was illustrated in the above section. It also illustrates that there is a movement 

of bringing about equilibrium or evening things out through opposites; through the lowering 

of our faces unto the ground, and therefore, debasing what is superior in terms of 

consciousness, the ground which is considered ‘base’, becomes elevated. It is a 

reconciliatory act as we have seen above, which illustrates that prayer is an act of 

reconciliation of opposites, of what is both inside and outside ourselves.86 

According to Ibn ‘Arabī, God also descends in a symbolic prostration out of mercy: 

 

and the divine prostration (al-sujūd al-ilāhī) is the most majestic of all divine 

descending (al-nuzūl al-ilāhī), in which the truth has descended itself unto the rank of 

                                                             
83 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, pp. 409-410 

84 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 232 

85 Ibn ‘Arabī, points out that we draw closer to God through his name ‘the proximate’ (al-qarīb), embodied 
in the state of prostration, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 231 

86 In chapter 41 Ibn ‘Arabī writes in a line of poetry that one of the secrets why we raise ourselves from 
prostration is to reconcile the brokenness experienced before (wa jabr l-inkisār fī al-bidāya). See Ibn 
‘Arabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 233 
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his servant (anzala al-ḥaqq fīhi nafsihi), when he says: I have fallen ill and you have 

not visited me, and have been hungry and you have not fed me, and have been thirsty 

and you have not provided me with water; more divine descending is not possible.87 

 

This is referring to a ḥadīth qudsī, which equates the servant in specific states with the lord.88 

When the ego breaks in states of vulnerability, only the true and real divine subject, shines 

through. The ḥadīth mentions illness, hunger and thirst, because they weaken the body and 

sometimes psychologically our spirit. But it is only through identification with the body that 

we are spiritually disheartened and psychologically weakened. Identification is a mental 

process, in which we identify solely with our thought as the only reality, or a form of 

reification of thought into our true self, and hence, we limit that which is limitless by nature. 

By thinking that we are not a divine breath, limitless and free in essence, we bind ourselves 

with our own mental constructions and false assumptions about ourselves. The same applies 

to God; if we think God can be thought, we bind him through conceptions, and the binding 

of God and ourselves are intertwined, because if we understand the changing nature of divine 

manifestation, we would allow ourselves flexibility, in order to reflect those changing 

manifestations. Thus, the act of identifying with discursive thinking is the origin of the 

forgetfulness of our essence, and our origin in the divine and is what constitutes heedlessness.  

 

Section III 

 

a. Heedlessness as mistaken identity  

 

Ibn ‘Arabī defines heedlessness in terms of binding or reifying God to a certain 

direction, time and place. He writes on the extra prostration performed in case of 

heedlessness (sajdat al-sahw): 

 

                                                             
87 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 481 

88 The ḥadīth is narrated in Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim, 2569 
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once he has directed himself in his prayer, and bound the truth with the direction of 

prayer, stripping him from omnipotence, personifying him in the form of a person 

standing upright, looking at him, invoking him in his direction of prayer, he has 

become heedless of what is necessary to divinity of omnipotence and absoluteness 

beyond binding, as expressed by the law (al-sharʿ) in his own words: “nothing is like 

him” (42:11), it is, therefore, a requirement for one in this state to prostrate for his 

heedlessness, returning the created analogies (al-tashbīh), imaginings (al-takhayyul) 

and depictions (al-taṣwīr) to itself in prostration saying: ‘glory be to God the most 

high’ (subḥāna rabbī al-aʿlā) three times; the first for his sense perception (li-ḥissihi), 

the second for his imagination (li-khayālihi), the third for his mind (li-ʿaqlihi), in order 

to transcend him beyond his sense perception, lest he be bound by it, or bound by his 

imagination, or bound by his mind, as this is  subjugation of Satan.89 

 

The passage demonstrates how our human faculties bind the concept (and consequently 

belief) of God. Our sense perception, imagination and reasons reify God into concepts he 

transcends qua absolute being. Heedlessness means being oblivious to and forgetful of the 

absoluteness of the divine, and the total transcendence of his essence. The function of 

prostration and supplication is de-reification, one that undoes assumptions, deconstructs 

projections, and constructed concepts. It functions as the de-reification of total immanence, 

through the introduction of transcendence, so that the dialectical relation is kept open, and 

total reification is impeded. It is only through the experience of presence in prostration that 

this is possible. Ibn ‘Arabī argues that the extra prostration one performs for heedlessness is 

due to lack of presence, and presence is obligatory in the performance of rituals, without 

which they are invalid: “the obligation of worship is presence with the truth upon 

commencement with it.”90 Thus, heedlessness is the loss of vigilance of our servanthood and 

our total dependence on the one, which is reflected in our inadequate minds in the face of 

knowledge of the divine.91 Thus, heedlessness pertains to conceptions of the self, mistaking 

                                                             
89 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 483  

90 Ibn ‘Arabī writes: “furūḍ al-‘ibādāt al-ḥuḍūr ma‘ā al-ḥaqq ‘īnda al-shurū‘ fīhā”, See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-
Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 484 

91 Heedlessness, which is also equated with ‘al-iltifāt’, meaning dispersing one’s gaze and seeking help 
from other than the one, reflects our ignorance of the ontological reality that there is nothing but oneness, 
despite the appearance of multiplicity. According to Ibn ‘Arabī, when we look to other than God, God 
asks us “who is better than me (that you should seek and ask for assistance)?”, and upon hearing this 
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non-egological accounts of selfhood with reified ego-logical accounts, as I have argued 

previously.92 Such mistaken beliefs, which do not reflect the ontological reality, can only 

result from beliefs solely had through speculative reasoning, devoid of first-personal 

mystical experience (dhawq/ taḥqīq), which renders different beliefs. In fact, Ibn ‘Arabī 

contends that only the one who operates with speculative reasoning is the one who becomes 

a heedless, unstable believer.93 This means that prayer must function in terms of inhibiting 

speculative thought, in order for the experiential state of presence to take place.94 Prostration 

is a prostration of the heart, despite the objections of the mind; it is liberation from the 

tyranny of reason. Once this is achieved, internal surrender and submission to the will of 

God is achieved,95 because only then does real witnessing take place,96  as Ibn ‘Arabī put it: 

“the heart must prostrate, and once it has prostrated, it is not raised, contrary to the prostration 

of the face.”97  

 

b. Speculative thinking, repetition, and presence 

 

The problem with speculative thinking as was already discussed before, is its dual 

structure, which serves as an obstacle in apprehending oneness.98 One might object that self-

differentiation is also a dualistic structure, but which according to Ibn ‘Arabī is necessary, in 

                                                             
calling our hearts respond in an extra prostration of glorification and exaltation. See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-
Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, chapter 45, pp. 241-242   

92 See chapter three on the self.  

93 The Arabic text reads: “wa ṣāḥib al-naẓar waḥdahu huwa alladhī yadkhuluhu al-sahw, wa kadhālik al-
mu’min al-mutazalzil”, See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 483 

94 Presence is non-differentiated manifestation (mujmala ghayr mufaṣṣala) in the form of divine subtlety 
(al-raqīqa al-ilāhīya), as was pointed out by Ibn ‘Arabī in his discussion on chapter 39 ‘on the secret of 
descending into prostration’. See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 229 

95 Ibn ‘Arabī writes that the servant has to be in prayer like a corpse in the hands of God. See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-
Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p.481 

96 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p.515; Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, p. 235 

97 On the prostration of the heart, he writes: “yajib al-sujūd ‘alā al-qalb, wa iḍhā sajad lā yurfa‘ abadan 
bi khilāf sujūd al-wajh”, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 515 

98 I have discussed this discussed this in the first three chapters.  
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order for the process of knowledge to take place. My argument is firstly, that self-

differentiation is an internal differentiation as opposed to an external one, which 

characterizes the discursive ‘intellect’. Hence, it is not ‘other’ and in argument with Ian 

Crystal, it still allows for some sort of identity, the way we experience identity in self-

awareness.99 Secondly, ultimately the truth is beyond conception in Ibn ‘Arabī, so even 

knowledge is to be transcended, because the essence of the divine (dhāt) is unknowable.100 

The other objection one could raise is how come there is a form of discursive thinking 

involved in the very act of ritual prayer then? My argument is that discursive thinking, which 

is always accompanied by action in prayer, can be used against itself, firstly through 

paradoxes, and secondly through repetition. The function of paradoxes is to overwhelm and 

baffle the mind into a kind of paralysis, easing its reifying tendencies and shattering one’s 

dogmas, as Ibn ‘Arabī’s prayer expressed: “Increase me in your perplexity, meaning, 

descend upon me until my mind is completely and fully perplexed or paralyzed so that it 

may know its own inadequacy in grasping what your majesty deserves of attributes.”101 

Moreover, through repetition we are eventually lead to a kind of ‘notion-sickness’, effecting 

a trance-like non-conceptual mental state, which opens us to divine experiences.102  

The assumption that repetition creates boredom and turns prayer into a mechanical 

act is challenged by Ibn ‘Arabī’s paradigm.103  The repetition of form does not entail a 

repetition of content, because the divine, having infinite manifestations, does not repeat 

itself, as Ibn ‘Arabī points out: “the singular does not repeat itself, because the divine 

                                                             
99 See my chapter on the self. 

100  Ibn ‘Arabī, “Kitāb al-Jamāl wa al-Jalāl”, Rasā’il Ibn ‘Arabī, ed. Muhammad Shihāb al-Dīn al- ‘Arabī 
(Beirut: Dār Ṣādir, 1997), p. 26  

101 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 420 

102 Kevin Schilbrack argues that rituals are not empty of concepts, and that rituals are a main part of them.  
See Kevin Schilbrack, Thinking Through Rituals: Philosophical Perspectives (New York: Routledge, 
2004), pp.1-30. Though, I agree that rituals often employ concepts and language, they only do so in order 
to bring one to a threshold, after which they must be left behind, or simply disappear in intense meditative 
experiences, such as pure consciousness events (PCEs) as argued by Robert Forman.  

103 Jonardon Ganeri, “The ritual roots of moral reason: lessons from Mīmāṃsā”, Thinking Through 
Rituals, p. 207 
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presence, does not need repetition, because of its (infinite) scope.”104. Thus, as will be 

discussed below, presence negates repetition of content. As Ganeri argues: “Ritual is not the 

merely mechanical repetition of an act whose form and content is fixed rigidly in 

advance.”105 In fact, adaptation is a fundamental feature of all ritual practice, despite its set 

form, for example the obligatory rituals in Islam, when we travel prayer is shortened, while 

the form of prayer differs according to the occasion, such as prayers performed in feasts and 

funerals. Regarding the supererogatory deeds, for example, the function of the master in 

Sufism is to determine which dhikr (ritual practice of invoking and repeating the divine 

names) to give to which disciple, by determining their spiritual state and what it requires, 

and which is in constant flux. Ritual is, therefore, not to be regarded as a fixed, lifeless 

repetition, but one which accommodates the changing nature of wujūd’s dynamic 

manifestation and the recurrence of existence (tajdīd al-khalq),106 reflected in our changing 

states (aḥwāl) and stations (maqāmāt). Hence, it also involves a different kind of reasoning, 

which we come to acquire through practice, namely, “reasoning under uncertainty, working 

out what to do when we do not have the full facts at our disposal” and we never do.107  

Prayer if performed with presence, becomes the locus of divine manifestation, and 

nothing baffles the mind more than divine presence, because prayer is entering the divine 

presence, which is beyond time.108 Thus, the underlying assumption regarding time, which 

ritual presupposes is its ontological non-reality, despite its affirmation of its linear 

phenomenological reality. Hence, there is no concern with past and future, but a fixation on 

the present moment as the defining feature of this particular time-paradigm.109 For this 

                                                             
104 Ibn ‘Arabī states: “al-witr la yatakarar fa inna al-ḥaḍra al-ilāhīya la taqtaḍī al-tikrār lima hīya ‘alayhi 
min al-itisā’”, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 491 

105 Ganeri, “The ritual roots of moral reason: lessons from Mīmāṃsā”, p. 207 

106 Henry Corbin, Alone with the Alone: Creative Imagination in the Sūfism of Ibn ʿArabī (New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 1998), pp. 200-207 

107 Ganeri, “The ritual roots of moral reason: lessons from Mīmāṃsā”, p. 211 

108 Ibn ‘Arabī writes that prayer is the entering unto the divine: “inna al-ṣalāt dukhūl ‘alā al-ḥaqq”. See 
Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 405 

109 Bell argues that “...invariance seems to be more concerned with ignoring the passage of time in general”, 
while I partially agree, I do not think that it is exactly a case of ignoring, but rather an alternative way of 
perceiving time and working with it differently, because after all, prayer is bound by phenomenal times. See 
Catherine Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 150. I 
have also discussed this briefly in chapter two on taqyīd and reification under the section on time. 
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reason, Ibn ‘Arabī argues that there is no better and honorable state for the servant to be in 

except prayer (when done with vigilance), because it is the loci of witnessing (shuhūd) and 

invocation (munājāt).110 It is shuhūd in the sense of the annihilation of our false conceptions 

of ourselves, others and God. In other words, the dissolving of the reifications we have 

ossified, or in Ibn ‘Arabī’s terminology, the undoing of the bindings we have bound.111 It is 

munājāt in the sense that it is divine speech, as Ibn ‘Arabī defines it; because the servant 

does not know how to speak to God, God has taught him/her how, and with what to speak to 

him, which are his own divine words.112 

The word munājāt from which yunājī, najwā and najā derive, can mean a few things: 

salvation/rescue from, raised land that we regard as refuge or shelter, walking fast in order 

to escape into a place of safety, speaker on behalf of people, secret within oneself or a secret 

between two, or confidential/intimate conversation with someone or with oneself 

(soliloquy), and God’s calling of his servants, or/and the servant’s calling of God.113 The 

word can also denote raining, and shares the same root with the word ‘istinjā’, the act of 

cleansing oneself with water as part of purity rituals (ṭahāra/ wudū’).114 Thus, the link 

between salvation, purity, ritual and water is established. I also find the meaning soliloquy 

especially befitting to Ibn ‘Arabī’s notion of unity of being, where prayer is performed and 

heard by one subject, as Chodkiewicz writes: “and the best of alms is, for man, to offer 

himself…so that it is God who speaks to himself by himself and no one listens to him other 

than him.”115  

 

                                                             
110 The Arabic texts reads: “wa lā ḥāl ashraf min al-ṣalāt li-jam‘iha bayna al-shuhūd wa al-munājāt”. see 
Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 444; For the discussion on prayer in the ringstone of 
Muḥammad, see Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 149-152 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī 
edition, pp. 222-226 

111  William C. Chittick, Imaginal Worlds: Ibn al-‘Arabī and the Problem of Religious Diversity (Albany: 
SUNY Press, 1994), pp. 167-168, 174-176 

112 See section on munājāt in Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, pp. 46-49. 

113 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-‘Arab, vol. 8, pp. 473-477 

114 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-‘Arab, vol. 8, pp. 475-476 

115 Chodkiewicz, An Ocean Without Shore, p.117. Ibn ‘Arabī contends that ‘munājāt’ is the only type of 
prayer which is perpetual, which in my understanding is precisely due to it being a soliloquy. See Ibn 
‘Arabī, al-Tanazzulāt al-Mawṣilīya, chapter 55, p. 346 
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c. On the numbers of the cycles of prayer 

 

As mentioned above, prayer has four positions, which are repeated in cycles. A cycle 

is called rakʿa, which according to Ibn ‘Arabī means al-inḥinā’116, bending or bowing, and 

al-khuḍū‘, submission, surrendering, subjugation (being under control) or obedience. The 

act itself carries within it the meaning of Islam as the state of surrender, which is the very 

heart of prayer. The original prayer is two cycles, contends Ibn ‘Arabī:  

 

according to the narration prayer was first ordained as two cycles, after which more 

cycles were added to it in the case of not travelling (al-ḥaḍar); the addition of cycles 

is then subtracted when travelling to its original form of two cycles.117 

 

 He elucidates the esoteric meaning of the two cycles later in the chapter, where he explains 

the following: 

 

And on the meaning of the number of prayer cycles, know that the two cycles are the 

outer (ẓāhir) and inner (bāṭinahu) aspects of the human being, or his intellect (‘aqlihi) 

and his nature (ṭab‘ihi), or his meaning (ma‘nāhu) and his letter (ḥarfihi), or his 

unseen (ghaybihi) and his witnessing (shahādatihi).118  

 

The two cycles are the basis of all prayers and are an expression of the duality of the nature 

of creation, epitomized in the human being. As we have seen above and the previous 

chapters, multiplicity is expressed in all the names, with the exception of Allah, the one (al-

wāḥid), who is an illustration of the one essence of the divine. Because the human being is 

the isthmus (barzakh) between God and creation, both oneness and multiplicity are 

                                                             
116 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 480 

117 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 438 

118 The Arabic texts reads: “wa amma i‘tibār ‘adad al-rak‘āt fi al-rak‘atayn fa-i‘lam anna al-rak‘atayn 
ẓāhir al-insān wa bāṭinahu aw ‘aqlahu wa ṭab‘ahu aw maʿnāhu wa ḥarfahu aw ghaybahu wa 
shahādatahu”. See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 500 
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exemplified in his/her being more than any other creation. This is why the two cycles of 

prayer, which characterize all obligatory prayers, reflect the nature of the human being, 

which has to be transcended with the aspiration to oneness.119 It is also for this reason that 

the tradition has it that a singular prayer (witr) should be performed at the end of the day, 

and that no other prayers should be prayed after. The witr (singular) prayer is to designate 

and experientially live the oneness of God at the end of each day; all multiplicity must be 

brought back to the absolute, simple, one reality. This multiplicity is both within and without. 

Hence, we find a dialectical relation playing out again between multiplicity (the cycles of 

prayer) and oneness (the singular prayer). The ḥadīth that Ibn ‘Arabī quotes, states that God 

is singular and loves the singular (prayer).120  In another noteworthy passage Ibn ‘Arabī 

contends the following: 

 

The singular is not bound by time (lā yuqayyad bi al-awqāt) (even though it manifests 

itself in time) because if it were bound, it would not have been unique or singular (al-

infirād), because binding (al-qayd) is the opposite of absoluteness (al-iṭlāq), and as 

we have showed in this book and in the book of time that the nature of time is 

nothingness (‘adamī), non-existence (lā wujūd lahu). Singularity (al-witr) is evidently 

existent/real (muḥqqaq wujūdī). And how could the authority of being (al-amr al-

wujūdī) be under the authority of nothingness (al-amr al-‘adamī), and have 

nothingness have such an effect on it (ḥatā yu’aththir fīhi hadhā al-ta’thīr), the 

relation of efficacy of being over non-being is (self-evidently) primary (aḥaqq wa 

awlā) for everyone who possesses intellect  (kulla ‘āqil).121 

 

Ibn ‘Arabī illustrates the relation of the singular one with time; though oneness manifests 

itself in time, it is not bound by it, because it transcends it. The essence of time is nothingness, 

                                                             
119 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 394 

120 The ḥadīth is the following: “inna Allah witr yuḥibu al-witr” (al-Albānī, 1825).  See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-
Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 394  

121 ‘āqil (the one who possess intellect) here should be understood as someone who possess common sense, 
or someone who possess intuition and unveiling (baṣīra), as part of the non-discursive intellectual faculty 
which is superior to the discursive one. Hence, as I have pointed out in the earlier chapters, Ibn ‘Arabī 
belongs to the ancient and medieval tradition of conceiving of the intellect as having both discursive and 
non-discursive ‘intellects’, the latter being closer to truth.  For the passage, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-
Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 490 
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and the essence of oneness is being, and that which is not cannot affect which is. I find the 

theme of being bound by time interesting, because it touches on the theme of reification 

again. Reification is the essence of time, because it ossifies; it is because of time and in time 

that everything is born, grows, decays, and dies. Had it not been for it, all those movements 

and changing states would not occur. Nevertheless, manifestation can only take place in time, 

and so reification becomes necessary. What should not be forgotten though, is the origin in 

the unmanifest that transcends time and is only experienced in presence. 

Presence, thus, must necessarily be defined as a non-discursive state, for discursive 

thinking is temporal, and presence must be reflecting the timeless.122 Hence, it can only be 

experienced in the suspension of discursive mind activity, and more intensely with complete 

cessation of thinking in mystical experience, as I have argued previously.123 Hence, the 

singular prayer functions as a preparation for the experience of the singular one. It prepares 

us by inhibiting the mind activity, making us more receptive to the experience of 

timelessness, the essence of the divine. It also prepares us through aligning us with our 

primordial nature (fiṭra), so that we may be able to recognize the trace of the one, which runs 

through everything, as Ibn ‘Arabī states: “for (in) everything there is oneness, this is 

necessary, (because) through its oneness, every created thing knows the oneness of its 

creator. This is God’s sign in everything, which signifies his oneness”124  

Reification in this context as binding (taqyīd) and as defined by Honneth as the 

forgetfulness of recognition in cognition, means forgetfulness of the origin of our recognition 

of oneness, because we have already cognized it. This is exemplified in the Qur’ān with the 

primordial covenant we have already made, which was nothing other than witnessing our 

lord, and hence, our origin.125 Ibn ‘Arabī goes as far as calling someone who forgets the 

                                                             
122 For more on the subject, see Sara Rappe, Reading Neoplatonism: Non-discursive thinking in the texts 
of Plotinus, Proclus, and Damascius (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 23-44 

123 See my first two chapters.  

124 The Arabic text reads: “fa inna li kulli shay’ aḥadīya lābud min dhālika, wa bi aḥadīyatihi ‘arifa kulla 
shay’ aḥadīyat khāliqahu wa hiyā al-āya allatī l- Allah fi kulli shay’ al-dālla ‘alā aḥadiyatihi”, See Ibn 
‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 490 

125 Q (7: 172): “And [mention] when your Lord took from the children of Adam - from their loins - their 
descendants and made them testify of themselves, [saying to them], "Am I not your Lord?" They said, 
"Yes, we have testified." [This] - lest you should say on the day of Resurrection, "Indeed, we were of this 
unaware."” Ṣaḥīḥ International 
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raison d’être of his/her creation and his/her true origin as a servant a ‘fāsiq’.126 Fāṣiq comes 

from the root-word ‘fa-sa-q’, meaning derailment, exiting (khurūj), disobedience (‘iṣyān), 

associating others with God (shirk), sin (ithm), maleficence (khabīth), most importantly 

denoting separation, the counter movement of tawhid, unification, and the essence of 

wujūd.127  

  

d. Embodiment as de-reification  

 

How does one come to the recognition of wujūd? Through heightening one’s self-

awareness by fully immersing oneself in one’s embodiment through ritual practice, which 

shifts us from our ‘thinking mode’ to our ‘sensory mode’, and eventually to our ‘being mode’ 

in presence throughout the day. As Bell contends, through performance (including ritual 

performance) we are being 

 

cognitively and emotionally pulled into a complex sensory experience that can also 

communicate a variety of messages. Hence, the power of performance lies in great 

part in the effect of the heightened multisensory experience it affords: one is not being 

told or shown something so much as one is led to experience something.128 

 

Just as seeing is believing, doing is also believing, as anthropologist Barbara Myerhoff has 

argued.129 Bell contends that “the performance is credited with the ability to convey universal 

truths by means of an experience not readily accessible elsewhere”.130 Thus, we are brought 

back to experience ‘universal truth’ by means of a heightened self-awareness repeatedly 

through the five prayers, which also gives our day at least a minimal structure, as Van Ness 

                                                             
126 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 446 

127 The word ‘fasaq’ is synonymous with ‘fajar’, which also denotes separation. See Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān 
al-‘Arab, vol. 7, p. 102, pp. 27-30 

128 Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions, p.160 

129 Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions, p.160 

130 Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions, p.160 
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contends, “ritual provides a structuring of people’s temporal experience”.131 We are forced 

to take breaks at certain times, which creates a routine, even when we are not bound by one. 

We are also taught the ability to detach, because we are forced to untangle ourselves from 

what we are doing, no matter how engrossed we are. The detachment starts with detaching 

oneself from the action one is absorbed in, gradually increasing with the ritual act of prayer, 

where one is forced to detach not only from outer action, but also internal thoughts and 

thought patterns. The act is an exercise of detachment, which is designed to gradually loosen 

even the attachment to the self, and the conceptions pertaining to it. As Bell states: 

 

Some strategies of invariance envision, implicitly or explicitly, a process of training 

by which studied mindfulness molds the actor’s basic disposition so as to foster action 

that is inherently anonymous, unattached to the particularities of the self.132  

 

Prayer, as all ritual practice, is thus, designed to “close the distance between the doer and the 

deed, and transform the precise and deliberate gesture into one of perfect spontaneity and 

efficacy”, while shaping the way we ‘formulate’ ourselves.133 This can only happen, as I 

have pointed out earlier, through self-awareness, which prayer increases through intensifying 

our sense of embodiment and the inhibition of discursive mental activity.134 The structure of 

self-awareness, especially second-order self-awareness, discloses an underlying 

consciousness, which unifies the multiplicity of all our experiences without being altered in 

any way by them. Thus, it discloses the same structure of oneness which underlies all 

multiplicity of manifestation, enabling us to apprehend what it is like for the divine to 

differentiate and know itself in the same manner as we do in self-awareness.135 This dual 

structure is mirrored in the dialectical tension between opposites, and by which we come to 

                                                             
131 Peter H. Van Ness, “Religious rituals, spiritually disciplined practices, and health”, Thinking Through 
Rituals, p. 258 

132 Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions, p. 151 

133 Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions, pp. 151, 161  

134 See my first three chapters. 

135 See the section ‘on self-awareness’ in the first chapter; Also see Rappe, Reading Neoplatonism, pp. 
25-30 
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know ourselves and the divine. Therefore, vigilance (al-ṣaḥw/ al-murāqaba) of oneself is 

necessary at all times, as the internal flux discloses simultaneously an aspect of oneself and 

of God.  

 

e. Prayer as microcosmic reflection of the macrocosm  

 

We noted that Ibn ‘Arabī has a holistic view of prayer, connecting it with the cosmos 

qua manifestation of God.136 Because God manifests himself through his names, they in turn 

become central in understanding why we pray at specific times.137 Ibn ‘Arabī explains that 

God has divided the world into three levels, which the prayers correspond to. The first level 

is the world of witnessing (‘ʿālam al-shahāda), which consists of the manifest and the 

sensible, and to which corresponds the day prayers.138 The second level is that of the world 

of the unseen (‘ʿālam al-ghayb), which is the world of the intellect and to which correspond 

the night prayers.139 The third level is that of the isthmus (al-barzakh) or the imagination (al-

khayāl), which connects the first and second levels, and to which correspond the in-between 

prayers such as morning (ṣalāt al-ṣubḥ) and dusk (ṣalāt al-maghrib) prayers.140 Moreover, 

Ibn ‘Arabī divides the night into three divisions141 which correspond to the three human 

realms; the first part of the night corresponds to the human sensory realm (‘ʿālam al-ḥiss), 

the second part of the night corresponds to the human realm of the imagination (‘ʿālam 

                                                             
136 In the ringstone of Muḥammad Ibn ʿArabī notes that since manifestation (i.e. bringing nothing into 
existence) is the result of (intelligible) movement, so does prayer include all movement (of creation). See 
Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 150-151 and Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, pp. 224 

137 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 395 

138 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 395 

139 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, pp. 395-396 

140 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, pp. 395-396 

141 For more on the night prayer, see Layla Shamash, “The people of the night”, Journal of the Muhyiddin 
Ibn ‘Arabī Society, XIV, (Oxford 1993), pp. 42-51 
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khayālahu), and the third part of the night corresponds to the human world of meaning 

(‘ʿālam ma‘nāhu).142  

Those three divisions further correspond to the three principles or levels of 

consciousness; the first division corresponds to the principle of God not seeing and judging 

us according to our images/forms (ṣuwarikum), the second division corresponds to the 

principle of God not seeing and judging us according our deeds (a‘mālikum), and the third 

division corresponds to the principle of God seeing and judging us according to our hearts 

(qulūbikum), meaning our internal state.143 Hence, Ibn ‘Arabī connects the time in which we 

perform the outer ritualistic prayer with the internal metaphysical worlds they correspond to, 

in addition to the states of consciousness they represent/embody. The hierarchy of the levels 

of consciousness is represented by the movement away from form and even deeds, which 

are bound, to the acknowledgment of the unbound nature of our hearts as our true reality. 

Thus, here too, we observe that prayer which is a reified form, contains within it the seed of 

its own de-reification; the deeper our prayers and our recognition of ourselves, the more we 

identify ourselves with the heart (qalb), and the less identified we are with limitation, 

characterized by discursive reason/ rational speculation (‘aql/ al-naẓar al-fikrī).144  Thus, the 

function of prayer in this context then is to align our physical world with the metaphysical 

one, unlike what Catherine Bell argued: 

 

... [ritual acts] do not attempt to reflect the real world accurately but to reduce and 

simplify it so as to create more or less coherent systems of categories that can then be 

projected onto the full spectrum of human experience.145  

                                                             
142 Ibn ‘Arabī refers to the third part as ‘al-thulth al-ākhar min layl nash’atahu’, meaning the last three-
quarter of the night of his formation. Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 396 

143 The third principle or level of consciousness, he connects with the ḥadīth qudsī of “the heavens and 
the earth do not contain me, but the believing heart does”. Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 
396 

144 This is the case, because identification with the heart instead of the mind, enables us to recognize the 
constant re-creation of the world at every moment. See Axel Marc Takács, “Beyond the Intellect”, Journal 
of the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi Society, Vol. 55 (Oxford 2014), pp.78-83; The heart can be compared with 
the concept of Nous in Platonism and Neoplatonism, because it is defined in opposition to the discursive 
reason. See Pauliina Remes, Neoplatonism (Stocksfield: Acumen, 2008), pp.146-154 

145  Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions, p. 161 
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Though I disagree that ritual practices do not reflect or attempt to reflect the ‘real’ world 

(meaning the ontological world), I do agree that the logic behind them is to provide a palette, 

so to speak, which would contain all the ‘colours’ of the human condition. Its function is to 

serve as a source from which we draw wisdom and derive models of exemplary behaviour 

(qudwa), as is the function of every prophet. The idea of the correspondence of the micro-

macrocosm necessarily involves a “mirroring”, which Bell seems to either downplay or 

misconstrue, arguing that ritual creates an “artificial world” instead of “reflecting” an 

existing one. She argues in the following passage that:  

 

Such frames not only distinguish performances as such, they also create a complete 

and condensed, if somewhat artificial world—like sacral symbols, a type of 

microcosmic portrayal of the macrocosm. Since the real world is rarely experienced 

as a coherently ordered totality, the microcosm constructed on stage purports to 

provide the experience of a mock-totality, an interpretive appropriation of some 

greater if elusive totality.146 

 

It is, however, not so much of a mock-reality, but a mirroring, of what is unseen with one’s 

physical eyes, but which can be experienced through unveiling, according to Ibn ‘Arabī, and 

the gnostics (al-ʿārifīn) in general. In fact, the function of ritual, especially prayer, as 

repeatedly underlined by Ibn ‘Arabī, is to remind us of the ontological ‘totality’. The 

reminder corrects our misguided beliefs that our phenomenal world is the absolute and only 

‘truth’, and transforms us into conscious embodiments of divine truth. In this sense, ritual 

models our phenomenal world according to the metaphysical order, an idea which Ibn ‘Arabī 

never tires to point out, as we shall see again in the next passage.147 

All prayer positions are governed by specific divine names, which is mentioned by 

Ibn ‘Arabī repeatedly throughout the chapter. They govern and determine how we practice. 

For example, the section on whether to make up the parts of prayer one has missed after 

                                                             
146 Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions, p. 160 

147 Ritual shares with performances the feature of ‘modelling the world’. See Bell, Ritual: Perspectives 
and Dimensions, p. 161 
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coming late and joining the one who leads the prayer is telling. Ibn ‘Arabī argues that 

according to the belief of whether different divine names rule different positions of the 

prayer, or whether all divine names have a share in governing all positions, the decision to 

make up the missed parts are determined accordingly: 

 

whosoever considers the governance of the name (al-ḥukm li-al-ism) that gives 

bowing, different from that which gives standing upright, recitation, and every 

movement in prayer, having a specific name (ism ilāhī makhṣūṣ), despite the 

overlapping (shārakahu) of other names, deems it necessary to make up missed 

prayers (al-qadā’); and whosoever considers governance of prayer to be shared 

among all names, meaning each and every name having a share in it, says one should 

perform in this, and make up in that, meaning taking from the manifestation of a 

specific name (ya’khudh min tajallī al-ism al-fulānī) what it gives of knowledge (mā 

yuʿṭihi min al-ma‘ārif), and from the other name what it gives of sciences (al-‘ulūm), 

and through the tasting in these matters the gnostic differentiates between things (wa 

bi-al-dhawq fī dhalik tatamayyaz al-ashyā’ ‘inda al-‘ārifīn).148 

 

Here again, we find the onto-cosmological order of things determining the order and status 

of particular ritual acts, which are neither perceived as ‘artificial’ nor ‘mock-reality’ that we 

emulate, but as ‘real’ and having direct influence on how we act in our daily lives. According 

to Ibn ‘Arabī, only direct perception acquired through immediate experiencing can render 

esoteric knowledge, which is the real kind of and the basis for all other knowledge. It not 

only gives knowledge of things, but also the ability to discern between them. Ibn ‘Arabī’s 

emphasis on immediate experiencing, which can only be had through the first-person 

perspective and self-awareness as I have argued before, is an insistence on a certain paradigm 

of epistemology, namely knowledge by presence. In this epistemological model, the state we 

are in determines the amount and type of knowledge had. In other words, our state of 

consciousness determines the degree to which we are open to reality’s self-disclosure. 

It is a state not characterized by conceptual, analytic and speculative activity, but by 

its inhibition and even temporary absence. Ibn ‘Arabī goes as far as saying that the believer 

who solely worships God according to the renderings of his/her mind only, is sick in his/her 

                                                             
148 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 483 



 291 

faith.149 The only remedy for this sickness is non-identification with one’s mental activities, 

which can only come through experiencing, as opposed to thinking. Being fully absorbed in 

an experience, even mundane experiences, we observe ourselves functioning and being in a 

completely different mode, let alone if one is absorbed by an experience of the holy, or the 

mysterium tremendum as Rudolf Otto terms it.150 It is not an experience where our daily 

reasoning is at play. It is not a rational experience, and all attempts to rationalize it miss the 

essence and function of it, which among other things functions as inhibition of rational 

analytic mental activities.151 Prayer, thus, is a remedy or, in other words, ‘theurgy’ as Remes 

argues: 

 

Theurgy is here contrasted with reasoning and understanding. Meditation of symbols 

and other such practices rely on ineffability; there is no point in trying to explain what 

their power consists of since it is, by definition, a power other than the rational one.152 

 

Opening oneself to the experience of the ineffable starts, as Ibn ‘Arabī has illustrated in his 

analysis of prayer, with seemingly trivial acts of getting up, freshening up with water, and 

engaging in bodily, mild stretching exercises, through which we are, nevertheless, taught 

discipline, self-control and the overcoming of our mental states. By being obliged to perform 

a certain act at a set time regardless of our mood and desire, we learn to overcome our whims 

and urges, not to mention that during the prayer we must maintain a certain posture and 

refrain from specific acts, which require the exertion of our will.153 Those are examples, of 

acquiring virtue by practice; mundane, seemingly insignificant daily acts have a profound 

impact in the long-term, in terms of replacing negative habits with positive ones, and 

endowing us with divine attributes.154 After all, how else do we acquire habits, if not by 

                                                             
149 The Arabic text reads: “al-mu’min al-marīḍ fī imānihi huwa alladhī ya‘bud Allah alladhī dalla ‘alayhī 
al-‘aql la ghayr”, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, p. 476 

150 Otto, The Idea of the Holy, pp. 12-24 

151 Otto, The Idea of the Holy, pp. 1-11 

152 Remes, Neoplatonism, p. 172 

153 Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimension, p. 150 

154 Peter H. Van Ness discusses how habits are acquired and manipulated, for example, by companies 
using the media to inculcate “habitual patterns of consumption”; in the same manner, we can manipulate 
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repeating them regularly?155 Thus, ritual also channels our natural tendency to acquire habits, 

so instead of leaving them to our psyche (which may or may not be health), it offers a healthy 

way to direct our energy and natural tendencies, lest they lead to social chaos, by “reordering 

the instincts”.156 It is therefore, a kind of education, “concerned with fundamental forms of 

socialization that involve the internalization of cultural values”, as Bell pointed out.157 

 

Conclusion 

 

There are numerous prophetic sayings and verses in the Qur’ān that underline the 

significance of prayer, not only in Islam,158 but also in antecedent religions, as almost a 

natural expression of humanity’s nature and creativity.159 The place prayer occupies in Islam 

cannot be overstated. I have attempted to illustrate the meaning and function of prayer in 

Islam as understood by Ibn ‘Arabī primarily in the Futūḥāt as revolving around reminding 

the servant of his/her servanthood, which is nothing other than one’s origin in nothingness, 

                                                             
our psyche to acquire healthy habits. In fact, ritual practice can serve as a kind of resistance to the 
aggressive promotion of consumerism, as Van Ness has argued. See Van Ness, “Religious rituals, 
spiritually disciplined practices, and health”, pp. 266-267 

155 Repetition is a key feature which defines ritual practice, as Bell argues, alongside its performance with 
precision and control, which I do not necessarily agree with, given that there is usually enough flexibility 
and variation to choose from in each ritual practice. For example, in prayer there are variations regarding 
the position of the placement of our hands, when to perform the prostration of heedlessness (sajdat al-
sahw), and even the times of prayer are not set by the hour but by a timeframe, therefore the “robotlike 
precision” is not a fundamental feature, at least of all ritual practices. See Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and 
Dimension, pp. 150-153 

156 Bell refers to Freud describing obsessive compulsive disorders as ‘ritual-like’. See Bell, Ritual: 
Perspectives and Dimensions, pp. 150-152; On the idea of channelling energy healthily, see T. C. Kline 
III, “Moral cultivation though ritual participation”, Thinking Through Rituals, p. 191 

157 Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions, p. 152 

158 The prophet (pbuh) said that prayer was made the delight of his eye “qurratu ‘aynī”, meaning where he 
derives, joy, pleasure from, but also settlement peace, coolness, and containment. Another ḥadīth states that 
three things were made dear to the prophet, namely, women, perfume, and prayer. Prayer was placed after 
what is usually thought of as beautiful, delicate and delightful. 

159 For a helpful discussion on the topic, see Roy A. Rappaport. Ritual and Religion in the Making of 
Humanity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999) 
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and the existence of only one true divine subject. 160 This can only happen through inhibition 

of one’s rational and analytic faculties, and the immediate experience of presence through 

an intensified self-awareness, which is nothing but the divine realities’ self-disclosure. 

The function of prayer is not only to bring about a temporary seeing, state or 

experience, but eventually a permanent shift in consciousness, where one is in constant 

conscious prayer, the same way all created beings ceaselessly pray (subconsciously). The 

ritual acts of prayer function as both preparation for and experience of the mystical 

experience of annihilation (fanā’), which through perpetuation effects a lasting 

transformation embodied in the notion of (baqā’). Or in other words, it is a state where one 

becomes the prayer itself, hence, the end of duality. It is only through the binding (taqyīd) 

of prayer through form and time that we are able to realize our formless and timeless nature 

as the divine breath. Ibn ‘Arabī has illustrated that it is akin to the movement of the divine 

manifestation from its unmanifest state; by becoming concrete, and therefore, bound by time 

and space, the unmanifest is able to fully manifest his inherent possibilities and know himself 

fully. The only way for the reification to be undone is through reification itself, the logic of 

giving a taste of ones’ own medicine or as the prophet (pbuh) says “God has made for every 

ailment a remedy”.161 As we have seen, every part of the body corresponds to a spiritual 

reality, and because body and spirit are intertwined, they too must operate by a similar logic. 

Thus, reification is necessary, and its negative aspect of forgetfulness is remedied 

through practice, which is designed to bring about remembrance. The fact that the Qur’ān 

states that everything is in a state of exaltation and glorification (tasbīḥ), not only affirms 

that one consciousness permeates everything, but also that everything also practices (for the 

act of remembrance ‘dhikr’ is a ritual practice).162 The only difference is that our prayers are 

conscious, and everything else’s is not, which is not a trivial difference or one without 

profundity. In fact, it is the very reason of the creation of the human being, as the only being 

                                                             
160 Reminder in Arabic is dhikr, which can either take the form of ritual prayer, invocation of the divine 
names, or supplication. For a helpful discussion on invocation, its types and functions, see Souad Hakim, 
“Invocation and illumination according to Ibn ‘Arabī”, Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi Society, XIV, 
(Oxford 1993), pp.18-41 

161 The ḥadīth reads: “mā anzala Allahu dā’ illā wa anzala lahū shifā’” (al-Bukhārī, 5354) 

162 Practice then is nothing other than the manifestation of the divine names, as I have pointed out before.  
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capable of the most complete knowledge of God, i.e. most accurate manifestation of the 

divine realities.163  

Ibn ‘Arabī’s explanations always contextualize ritual in the cosmic and ontological 

reality. His approach is more encompassing and less reifying, because it has as its starting 

point a dialectical relation between transcendence, and an ever-changing immanent 

manifestation, bound together in a differentiated unity. The notion of transcendence serves 

as a hammer that shatters all pretentions of knowing God and speaking on his behalf. It is 

the antidote of reifying and reified dogmas into rigid sets of beliefs, which breed intolerance, 

violence and rejection of diversity. It prevents the monopoly of truth, paradoxically through 

a set of beliefs, but ones that undo themselves the same way prayer undoes the subject. Ritual 

functions in a similar way; it does not prevent the subject from having concepts, on the 

contrary, it employs concepts, but constantly challenges them by introducing alternate states 

of consciousness and alternative modes of knowing through meditative activities and divine 

experiences.  

Prayer challenges the very underlying presumptions of what it means to be a subject 

and if selfhood actually exists as we assume. 164  It primarily functions as inhibitor of our 

speculative and analytic faculties of the mind. According to Ibn ‘Arabī, the mind taints 

worship, because it does not know proximity to God, as it cannot but construct images of 

divinity, reifying the divine and identifying with the reification, instead of directly 

experiencing it. In a sense, it is the biggest idol worshiper. Furthermore, Ibn ‘Arabī contends 

that as much as the mind seeps into our worship as much as it is reduced, rendering it 

incomplete. 165 Bodily movement is then introduced as a de-reification activity, which serves 

to shift our cognitive state from the ‘thinking’ to the ‘sensory’, and eventually to the ‘being’ 

mode. Hence, the idea of movement is essential in affecting a heightened state of self-

awareness, through which presence is experienced and reification is countered. Prayer is then 

                                                             
163 This is discussed in more detail in my concluding chapter on the perfect human being.  

164 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, pp. 430-431 

165 The Arabic texts reads: “…intaqaṣ min ‘ibādatak ‘alā qadr ma adkhalta fiha min ‘aqliqa min ḥaythu 
fikrika wa naẓarika”, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 450; on the mind not knowing 
proximity to God, see p. 90 
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a journey into the silence and repose of our primordial nature, disclosing our identity as 

nothing other than the self-differentiation of the divine. 166   

The paradigm of the unity of existence (waḥdat al-wujūd) forces us to think outside 

the commonly interpreted scriptural paradigm, and where the controversy over the writings 

of Ibn ‘Arabī lies, despite himself insisting that he abides by the Qur’ān and sunna. He 

approaches the scripture within the paradigm of unity of being, which is beyond good and 

evil, and though they exist, their existence is relative and not essential. For example, if we 

take the above quoted passages on the direction of prayer and the delimiting nature of 

obligatory rituals, we find Ibn ‘Arabī returning to oneness with statements as the following: 

“the truth is the direction of prayer of the servant”, collapsing relative directions into 

omnipotence, and undoing what he spent countless pages explicating, in a typical apophatic 

discourse. 167 Ibn Arabī, thus, always brings us back to the ontological level of the 

absolute.168 As we have noted in the discussion on the origin of sharīʿa and the cosmic story 

of the manifestation of the divine names, nothingness is the origin of everything, and it was 

precisely the desire of nothingness to become something and the natural overflowing of the 

divine that gave rise to the manifested world. Hence, nothingness (al-‘adam) for Ibn ‘Arabī 

is also the source of what we call evil, while goodness is being or existence (al-wujūd). His 

paradigm is of being and nothingness, not good and evil, hence, his text must also be 

understood within this context. Moreover, Ibn ‘Arabī asserts that being (wujūd) is light 

(nūr),169 the same way he argues that prayer is light.170 Being (wujūd) is light and goodness, 

because it gives life to everything, while nothingness (ʿadam) is evil, because it is lifeless. 

171 Hence, the paradigm of being and nothingness, undoes our conventional understanding of 

                                                             
166 Ibn ‘Arabī describes the self as ‘foreign’ (ajnabīya) to itself. On a short note on the self, see Ibn ‘Arabī, 
al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, pp. 448-449 

167 Ibn ‘Arabī writes the following: “al-ḥaqq qiblat al-‘abd”, Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 
476 

168 This is also apparent in the du‘ā’ (supplication) of asking God for protection from himself, which is 
mentioned by Ibn ‘Arabī as the following: “I seek refuge from you through you (a‘ūdhu bika minka)”. 
See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 421  

169 Ibn ‘Arabī writes: “nūr ‘alā nūr wujūd ‘alā wujūd” Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 324 

170 The Arabic text reads: “al-ṣalāt nūr”, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 421, p. 205 

171 Ibn ‘Arabī writes: “all goodness is within your hands, because your goodness is absolute and pure, 
because you are absolute and pure being, as it does not derive from nothingness and is not tainted by 
its possibility or its resemblance...evil is not attributed to you, as absolute and pure evil is nothingness 
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good and evil, by emphasizing the unity of all things and the sole reality of the one underlying 

being (wujūd). This renders ritual paradoxical, for it maintains the outer dual structure of 

servanthood and lordship, while insisting that the division is only phenomenal (though 

necessary), but ontologically absent, as we shall further see in the coming chapter on fasting, 

echoed in the following passage: 

 

Worship opposes oneness, because it necessitates a worshiper and a worshiped, and the 

worshiper cannot be the worshiped, because the thing cannot be subjugated (or humbled) to 

itself, and this is why prayer was divided between the servant and the lord.172   

 

                                                             
or lack, hence lack of goodness cannot be attributed to you as it is unbefitting to your majesty...”, see 
Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 420 

172 The Arabic text reads: “idh al-ʿibāda tunāqid al-tawḥīd fa innahā taṭlub ‘ābidan wa ma‘būdan wa al-
‘ābid la yakūna al-ma‘būd fa inna al-shay’ la yudhall li nafsihi, wa li hadhā qassam al-ṣalāt bayna al-‘abd 
wa al-rabb bi-niṣfayn”, see Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. 1, p. 489 
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Chapter 6 

 

Fasting: Hunger as Self-Sufficiency 

                

In the following chapter I will explore the relationship between fasting, 

consciousness, subjectivity and reification. I will base my analysis on Ibn ‘Arabī’s in chapter 

71 in al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya on fasting. I will focus on the introduction of the chapter, as it 

contextualizes our discussion and lays the foundation of the entire chapter, following it by 

an analysis of the section on Ramadān. In my opinion, it is the most vital section, as fasting 

is epitomized in the month of Ramadan. Therefore, it is sufficient to illustrate the reason and 

logic of fasting, in addition to Ibn ‘Arabī’s approach to ritual practice in general. I will 

attempt to analyze the chapter in the Futūḥāt with the aid of his other texts on the subject. I 

will attempt to demonstrate that ritual practice, in the form of fasting, is understood by Ibn 

ʿArabī from an onto-cosmological perspective. Its function must, therefore, be understood 

within his framework of wujūd (being), i.e. the absolute existence of the divine, and the 

phenomenal existence of everything else, including the self. The guiding questions for my 

discussion are the following: what role does fasting play for Ibn ‘Arabī? How does it relate 

to his notion of the subject? How does it relate to the notion of reification (taqyīd) and 

consciousness?  

As I have argued in previous chapters, the fact that we are embodied selves means 

that our physicality must affect the way we are and how we relate to all.1 It is through our 

bodies that we are able to experience, know, and feel everything, which shapes our thoughts 

and beliefs regarding ourselves, others, the world and God.  It follows that if we do certain 

acts that affect our physical state, our mental and emotional states will be affected too. In 

other words, our conceptions are not only directly related to our physical experiences but are 

preceded and rooted in them as fasting exemplifies. Hence, our states of consciousness and 

their correlating conceptions can be manipulated through the manipulation of the body, 

which is precisely the function of fasting. By hungering the senses, especially the stomach, 

                                                             
1 The word ‘nafs’ in Arabic is understood by Ibn ‘Arabī, and in fact, in the Qur’ān as well, “to denote 
human person in its entirety, usually without specifically differentiating between soul and body.” See 
Qaiser Shahzad, ‘Ibn ʿArabī’s Metaphysics of the Human body’, Islamic Studies, Vol. 46, No. 4 (Winter 
2007), p. 509 
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our senses paradoxically become heightened, our experience of embodiment intensifies, and 

our discursive thinking recedes.  

Ritual acts of worship are intentional ‘doings’ that are, paradoxically, meant to bring 

about a non-intentional state of consciousness, exemplified in mystical experience. The 

ordainment of ritual acts of worship underline the importance of the body for the spiritual 

journey.2 I will argue in the following chapter that fasting, through hunger and thirst, brings 

forth our dependent nature, the fact that we cannot subsist without relying on external 

sustenance. Hence, it discloses to us our ontological poverty, while paradoxically, 

strengthening us; through fasting we learn endurance and survival with minimal 

nourishment, thus, becoming more self-sufficient. We therefore, come to know 

experientially and embody the divine attribute of self-sufficiency (al-ṣamadīya) and those 

relating to it. Combining the disclosure of our ontological nothingness with the embodiment 

of divine attributes further demonstrates, as I have argued previously, Ibn ‘Arabī’s 

conception of the human being as the self-differentiation of the divine, the pupil to God’s 

eye. It also demonstrates my argument that the reification of the divine essence through the 

process of self-differentiation necessitates ritual practice as a means to counteract our 

forgetfulness of the origin of recognition (the experiential aspect) in cognition (the discursive 

faculty), and the forgetfulness of the roots of recognition in divine consciousness (the 

unmanifest in the manifest). Fasting does not involve any engagement of discursive thinking; 

in fact, it does not even involve non-discursive thinking. It is a non-conceptual, experiential 

non-act, given that it is defined as abstinence, thus, considered the quintessence of all ritual 

practice. 

 

Section I: Analysis of Introduction- Part I 

 

a. Fasting as non-action: Elevation through abstaining 

 

The opening lines of the chapter are extremely important, as they not only define fasting, 

exemplifying its logic, but also form the foundation of the entire chapter. I will, therefore, 

translate the first paragraph fully. Ibn ‘Arabī writes the following: 

                                                             
2 Shahzad, “Ibn ʿArabī’s Metaphysics of the Human body”, p. 10 
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Know, may God support you, that fasting is abstinence (al-imsāk) and elevation (al-

rafʿ).3 It is said that the day has fasted when it has been lifted, as Imru’ al-Qays says 

(in his poem): “when the day has fasted and migrated”, meaning it was elevated 

(irtafa‘). Because fasting is elevated (irtafa‘) over all other ritual acts of worship 

(‘ibādāt), it was named fasting (ṣawman). God has elevated it by negating all 

equivalence to it (bi nafī al-mithlīya), as will be mentioned. He has dispossessed it of 

his servants despite their worshipping through it (ma‘ā ta‘abbudihim bihi), and 

attached it to himself (wa aḍāfahu ilayhi), may he be exalted. He has made the reward 

for those who are attributed with it (itaṣaf bihi), from his hands (bi yadayhi), (and 

directly) from himself (min anniyatihi),4 while assimilating it with himself (alḥaqahu 

bi nafsihi) in his denial of equivalence (fī nafī al-mithīya). It (fasting) is in reality (fī 

al-ḥaqīqa) abstaining (tark)5 rather than a doing (lā ‘amal). The denying of 

equivalence is also a negative attribute (na‘t salbī), which strengthens the co-relation 

between it and God. He, the exalted, has said describing himself: “Nothing is like 

Him”.6 He has negated equivalence to himself, having neither proof based on reason, 

nor law  (al-dalāla al ‘aqlīya wa al-shar‘īya). Al-Nisā’ī transmitted from Abū Umāma 

saying: “I came to the prophet (peace be upon him) saying: ‘prescribe for me 

something whereby I might emulate you’, he said: you should fast, because fasting 

has no likeness.” He has negated all likeness of worshipping acts (‘ibādāt) that were 

decreed for his servants. And those who know that it is a negative description, as it is 

abstinence from that which breaks the fast (mufṭirāt), will know with certainty that it 

has no likeness, because it has no essence (‘ayn) that could be characterized with 

existence (tataṣif bi al-wujūd) that can be perceived (yu‘qal). This is why God, the 

exalted said: fasting is for me (al-ṣawm lī). It is in reality neither a ritual act of worship 

                                                             
3 Another word for ‘al-rafʿa’ is ‘being lifted’ or ‘raising’ as Eric Winkel translates it.  For the translation, 
see Eric Winkel, Mysteries of the Fast: Book 9, (2016), p.14 

4 In Uthmān Yaḥya’s edition the word is ‘ithābatuhu’, meaning reward, but in the Dār Ṣādir edition the 
word is ‘ināyatuhu’, which comes from the word ‘ana’ (I, or ipseity) would imply that the reward involves 
something of God, or something along the lines of ‘’ilm al-ladunnī’. I translated it as reward, because 
both words involve a reward of some sort. It is likely that Ibn ‘Arabī intended ‘ināyatuhu’, as he writes 
the next page that the reward is God himself. ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 
601-602  

5 Winkel translates it as ‘forgoing’.  See Ibn ‘Arabī, Muhyiddin. The Openings in Makkah: Mysteries of 
the Fast, Book 9, p.14 

6 Q (42:11) 
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(‘ʿibāda) nor a deed (‘amal). Calling it a deed is acceptable, just as it is acceptable for 

us to attribute the ‘the existent’ to the intelligible real (al-ḥaqq al-ma‘qūl); for he 

whose existence (wujūdihi) is his essence (dhātihi), the relation of his existence differs 

from the relation to our existence, as “Nothing is like him”.7  

 

The two definitions Ibn ‘Arabī gives for fasting are abstinence (al-imsāk), which is a negative 

act and elevation (al-raf‘a), which is a spiritual ascension (miʿrāj). He establishes a direct 

relationship between abstaining and ascending. This is a very vital relationship, which 

reveals the underlying logic of ritual acts of worship (‘ʿibāda). To abstain is simply to not 

add anything to our existing situation or state. This means that our state crystalizes when 

nothing is added to it. What is being subtracted is external to it. The logic of ‘unveiling’ or 

(kashf) is at play here. The truth or the reality stands as it is at every moment. It is only our 

distractions and excess (isrāf) that veils us from seeing things as they are. The elevated state 

consists of seeing things as they are, which is brought about by our abstinence. This is the 

causal relation between abstinence (al-imsāk) and elevation (al-raf‘a).  

           The definition of fasting as ‘raf‘a’ (elevation) elucidates one of the main functions of 

ritual practice for Ibn ‘Arabī. In the previous chapter, prayer was also defined as spiritual 

ascension (miʿrāj), according to the prophetic tradition, which he mentions. Hence, fasting 

and prayer share the function of the elevation of consciousness or the ascension of the soul, 

whichever way we wish to phrase it. The higher levels of consciousness we attain, the less 

identified we are with the body, and the more knowledge we gain pertaining to our existential 

poverty, as will be demonstrated shortly. A similar notion is found in Neoplatonism, in fact, 

it is precisely the recognition of our nothingness which propels theurgy, according to 

Iamblichus.8  

                                                             
7 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 602; The last sentence is alternatively translated as ‘you 
see, the One whose wujūd is exactly his dhāt, the co-relation of ‘being” to Him is not the co-relation of 
“being” to us. See Ibn ‘Arabī, Muhyiddin. The Openings in Makkah: Mysteries of the Fast, Book 9, p. 15 

8  Shaw writes: “When the soul fully recognized its nothingness it was stirred to pray, and any presumption 
that it had the capacity to reach the gods would prevent its occurrence. Before its conjunction with the 
divine the human soul had to recognize the unbridgeable gulf that separated it from the gods, and the 
recognition of this limitation was the only genuinely theurgical act that Iamblichus allowed the soul.” See 
Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus (Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 1995), pp.111-112 
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Fasting as elevation also shares with prayer the notion of voyaging; through 

journeying with our entrusted bodies9 the different states and stations in consciousness we 

eventually experience the two-fold mystical experience of annihilation (fanā’) and 

subsistence (baqā’),10 which culminate in our self-actualization, embodied in the archetype 

of the walī (saint) or al-insān al-kāmil (the perfect human being), created in the image of 

God.11 As Uždavinys writes: 

 

According to Ibn ‘Arabi, the awliya ascend to their Wali (their Governor, Lord, with whom the 

covenant of mutual responsibilities is made) only in spirit, visiting thereby the imaginal realm 

between this world and the realm of pure divine lights.12  

 

The ascension should be understood as a ‘return’13 to our primordial nature and a ‘time’ 

where we have witnessed our lord. This can be understood within Ibn ‘Arabī’s context to 

mean the particular governing divine name, since we can only know God through his binding 

of his absoluteness in the act of self-differentiation/manifestation.14 According to Ibn ‘Arabī, 

                                                             
9 The body is understood in Islam and, hence, also for Ibn ʿArabī to be an entrustment (amāna). The idea 
of ownership of the body is absent in Islam, keeping with the idea that God is the king and everything in 
his kingdom belongs to him. To have a borrowed or entrusted body changes ones’ relationship to it. One 
does not have the (post-) modern idea of liberty concerning the body (‘It is my body and I do as I please 
with it’). The body, on the contrary, is entrusted to serve a specific function, namely, of serving as a 
vehicle in the true liberation of the human being from his/her tyrannical mind/ego. See Shahzad, “Ibn 
ʿArabī Metaphysics of the Human Body”, p. 510 

10 As Paul L. Heck summarized it: “The process climaxes in (fanā’) in God wherein one does not die 
physically but spiritually, with survival (baqā’) now not the affair of oneself but the divine presence, God, 
as singular reality remaining in the inner chambers of the soul.” See Paul L. Heck, “Mysticism as Morality: 
The Case of Sufism”, The Journal of Religious Ethics, Vol. 34, No. 2, (June 2006), p. 259 

11 Denis O’Callaghan put it: “Therefore, the abstainer promises to avoid something which has hindered the 
development of himself or of so many others who have been called to live in the dignity, freedom and 
responsibility of persons who have been made in the image of God.” See Denis O’Callaghan, ‘Why Total 
Abstinence?’, The Furrow, Vol. 21, No. 1 (January 1970), p. 32 

12 Algis Uždavinys, Ascent to Heaven: In Islamic and Jewish Mysticism (London: The Matheson Trust, 
2011), p. 109 

13  The notion of return is mentioned in the Qur’ān, for example (96:8): “Indeed, to your Lord is the 
return”. 

14 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, ringstone on Noah, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, p. 67 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 
32 
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“every particular entity is created through the attentiveness (tawajjuh) of a specific name” to 

which we ‘return’.15 Again, we find this notion echoed in Iamblichus’s philosophy of 

theurgy, as Shaw explains: 

 

The soul’s ascent to the rank of an angel was therefore experienced as a descent into its first 

vehicle at the moment of creation. This was consistent with the Neoplatonic paradox that the 

return (epistrophē) to the One manifests the procession (prohodos) of Ideas from the One. Only 

temporal experience and discursive thought separated the procession from the return. Theurgy 

overcame this and allowed the soul to return to the gods by embodying the eternal measures 

(metra aidia) which continually proceeds from them (DM 65,6).16 

 

The function of ritual practice then, especially exemplified in fasting, is moving away from 

discursive thinking, in order to facilitate ‘non-temporal’ mystical experiences, which in my 

view, Ibn ‘Arabī shares with the ancient and medieval understanding of theurgy. Both 

definitions of fasting as elevation (raf‘a) and abstinence (imsāk) are defined as non-action 

(tark), because abstinence is nothing other than refraining from doing, while elevation is a 

result caused by God and not from an action on our part. As a non-act fasting is completely 

devoid of both discursive and non-discursive thinking, unlike prayer, for example. It shares 

this aspect with ablution, with the exception that ablution is defined positively as an act.  

            The fact that fasting is ranked as the highest form of ritual is telling of the essence 

and function of all ritual practice. Ibn ‘Arabī’s negative definition of fasting discloses the 

essence of all ritual practice as abstaining. This must be the case, given that there is no 

ontological, discrete human self but only one divine subject (lā wujūd illā Allah), according 

to his understanding of the unity of existence (waḥdat al-wujūd). There is no one 

ontologically speaking who performs ritual practices except the divine himself. Hence, only 

through refraining from doing as is the case in fasting, do we come to know the ontological 

                                                             
15 Qaiser Shahzad, “Ibn ‘Arabī’s Contribution to the Ethics of Divine Names”, Islamic Studies, Vol. 43, 
No. 1 (Spring 2004), p. 7 

16 Shaw, Theurgy and the soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, p. 116 
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reality of ourselves as the self-differentiation of the divine, recognizing our non-action as 

divine action, as the last lines of the passage above show.17 

              Ibn ‘Arabī moves from the negative description of fasting to the assertion of it as 

having no equivalence, in other words, as both unique and singular. He establishes a direct 

relation between the attribution of the ritual act of fasting and the attribution of God. Through 

our abstinence, the divine manifestation is crystalized without distortion. As was already 

mentioned in the previous chapters, only the human being epitomized in the archetype of 

Adam, is capable of reflecting all the divine names (jawāmiʿ‘ al-kalim), because he/she was 

created in the image of God, and as the vicegerent (khalīfa) of God must possess those 

powers that qualify him/her.18 However, this reflection is not automatic, as Shahzad explains, 

there is a difference between possessing an attribute and assuming it.19 In order to be able to 

assume all divine names, an emptying out of our negative inclinations, which can be 

considered as annihilation (fanā’), and the process of theosis (al-takhalluq bi akhlāq Allah), 

which can be considered as subsistence (baqā’), must take place simultaneously.20 Through 

our (non-)doing, we become the deed of God. In this case the deed is negative, which is 

linked to the next point Ibn ‘Arabī makes, namely, the attribution of the fast to God. 

 

b. Fasting as disclosing ontological poverty 

 

          God has attributed fasting to himself, because it is his ‘natural state’ so to speak to be 

self-sufficient, not needing to eat or drink; he has no need for any support or external 

sustenance. God, having no body, has no ‘inside’ or stomach (la jwafa lahu), which is one 

of the meanings of the divine name al-ṣamad that will be dealt with in the following section.  

                                                             
17 The same logic of prayer is at play here, namely, of prayer being divided between the lord and the 
servant, the latter being nothing other than the manifestation of lordship. As we shall see shortly, this idea 
is again exemplified in God’s attribution of fasting to himself.  

18 In fact, it is our obligation to assume the divine characters that we owe to being created in the divine 
image and following the path of divine mercy. See Shahzad, “Ibn ‘Arabī’s Contribution to the Ethics of 
Divine Names”, pp. 7-12, 18-19 

19 Shahzad, “Ibn ‘Arabī’s Contribution to the Ethics of Divine Names”, pp. 23-24 

20 The appropriation of the divine names is considered as ‘adornment’ (taḥallī), as well as assumption of 
character traits (takhalluq), described by Ibn ‘Arabī as the robes (khilaʿ) of the divine bestowed upon his 
servants. See Shahzad, “Ibn ‘Arabī’s Contribution to the Ethics of Divine Names”, pp. 22-23 
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Our fasting is essentially different from God’s ‘fasting’ as his ‘natural state’. When God fasts 

he in reality is doing nothing and is simply himself. When we fast, we are going against our 

nature, because without our external support of food and drink (less so sexual intercourse, 

unless it is prolonged it would affect our offspring and eventually would mean our extinction) 

we could not sustain ourselves. Our embodiment gives a different meaning to our 

approximation of divine names. This means that they have a very different meaning for God 

than they do for us, because of our radical difference.21 The difference lies mainly in the fact 

that we are in lack in the face of the divine, and therefore, need to ‘appropriate’ that which 

God possesses. This is a very important point to keep in mind, especially when discussing 

the attribute of existence. When we fast, we realize our ontological nothingness, a fact that 

does not apply to God precisely because his existence is his essence. Our existence is 

borrowed, a point Ibn ‘Arabī repeats tirelessly, which means it is not our essence, as will be 

illustrated in the following paragraph.                     

          The appropriation of the divine names is not without its pitfalls. Ibn ‘Arabī warns 

against the forgetfulness and the delusion that threatens the seeker on his/her path in the 

process. The danger is that one forgets that all divine names belong to God, a forgetfulness 

which results in the delusions concerning ownership and independent existence. As Shahzad 

explains: “The mode in which the wayfarer (sālik) may err is that he, after assuming a 

character trait that originally belongs to God, might forget its true owner and start thinking 

it as his own.”22 Even the divine names that mainly denote human properties belong to the 

divine, contends Ibn ‘Arabī.23 Everything that the servant  “owns since his birth or assumes 

as a result of his own choice belongs in reality to God and is given to him only by way of 

trust.”24 The notion of the divine names as ‘trust’ is highlighted by Ibn ‘Arabī in the 

following passage: 

                                                             
21 This point was made throughout Shahzad’s article. He highlights the difference between the assumption 
of the divine names, which according to Ibn ʿArabī can all be appropriated with the exception of a few 
names pertaining to the ‘essence’ (dhāt) of God, such as the name ‘Allah’ that is serves as a name of 
attachment (taʿalluq) rather than attribution (takhalluq) , and the assumption of their relations, which must 
differ, since the relation between the divine and his servants is different than our relation between us and 
fellow servants. See Shahzad, “Ibn ‘Arabī’s Contribution to the Ethics of Divine Names”, pp. 18-19 

22 Shahzad, “Ibn ‘Arabī’s Contribution to the Ethics of Divine Names”, pp. 21-22 

23 Shahzad, “Ibn ‘Arabī’s Contribution to the Ethics of Divine Names”, p. 21 

24 Shahzad, “Ibn ‘Arabī’s Contribution to the Ethics of Divine Names”, pp. 21-22  
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…the attributes of the Real are a trust with the servant. Because the divine attributes are a trust 

with the gnostic he never ceases being weighed down by examining them. How should he 

employ them? Where should he put them to use? He fears to employ them in the way that their 

Owner employs them. When he is weighed down in this way, he returns them to their Owner 

and remains happy and burden-free in servanthood, which is his own possession, or rather, his 

reality, since anything in addition to that may disappear from him.25 

 

Hence, the pitfall of the seeker is again defined through forgetfulness and delusions regarding 

one’s ontological identity, which as I have argued in the previous chapters, pertains to the 

reification of one’s self into a substantial discrete entity, or in other words, believing in an 

ego-logical account of the self. Thus, we can argue that it is according to Ibn ‘Arabī’s 

paradigm a form of spiritual pride. 

          Despite the difference in application, there is a similarity in meaning and the effects 

of the servant’s appropriation of the meaning renders a ‘similar’ result, meaning becoming 

God-like.  Ibn ‘Arabī states that God has not only attributed fasting to himself, but also its 

reward, which can be understood as knowledge of the divine (‘ilm lādunnī) directly bestowed 

in the form of unveiling (kashf). The kind of knowledge given must be non-discursive, 

because God is simple, and knowledge of himself must also reflect this non-composite 

nature. Hence, becoming God-like (theosis)26 by approximating the divine character traits, 

must also mean distancing oneself from our discursive faculty, and moving closer to our 

existential and experiential dimension.   

          Moreover, what is emphasized here is that the reward of fasting is given in oneself, 

meaning it is not external (though at a later stage Ibn ‘Arabī talks about heaven and the 

reward in the afterlife). If the reward is internal and pertaining to the divine, then the only 

way to access it is through non-discursive self-knowledge, or in other words, through a 

heightened state of self-awareness, which is characterized by experience rather than 

                                                             
25 Quoted in Shahzad, “Ibn ‘Arabī’s Contribution to the Ethics of Divine Names”, p. 21. See Ibn ‘Arabī, 
al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. II, p. 631; William C. Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge (New York: 
SUNY Press, 1989), pp. 317-318 

26 Ibn ‘Arabī may not necessarily use the word ‘ta’alluh’ (becoming God-like), but in my view, it is 
already implied in the ḥadīth of the appropriation of the divine attributes.  
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thinking.27 Therefore, we can argue that fasting functions as a tool that intensifies our self-

awareness, elevating it to second-order self-awareness as the observation of observation 

(murāqabat al-murāqaba), which is none other than the awareness of God’s constant 

observation of his servants, and the embodiment of his divine attribute ‘the seer’ (al-raqīb).28 

         The notion of ‘becoming’ God-like through the two-fold process of annihilation (fanā’) 

in the form of the realization of one’s ontological nothingness, and subsistence (baqā’) in 

the form of the attribution of the divine names, reflects the paradoxical relation between 

servanthood and lordship. As I have argued in previous chapters, we must envision the 

human self as nothing other than the self-differentiation of God, precisely because Ibn ‘Arabī 

regards it as nothing ontologically speaking, while insisting that it is a necessary never-

ending phenomenal manifestation of the divine. Hence, the irreducible structural duality of 

servant-lordship, as Shahzad explains: 

 

Ibn ‘Arabī has stressed that there is no point on the path to God at which the servant could leave 

his servitude and become the Lord. Consider the following famous words of his: “It is impossible 

for realities to change, so the servant is servant and the Lord Lord; the Real is the Real and the 

creature creature.” What can happen at the most is that one might lose sight of or forget one’s 

servitude.29 

 

Thus, ritual acts cannot change the status of our borrowed existence, but it can help us realize 

our/God’s truth, or in other words, seeing things as they truly are which is the definition of 

wisdom.30 When we speak of elevation of consciousness or spiritual ascension we mean 

change in realizations regarding our ontological status. Nothing changes on the ontological 

level, yet the ever-changing phenomenal world is essential for its actualization. The apparent 

structural duality, which is the internal ‘binding’ self-differentiation of the divine, never 

                                                             
27 We observe again, the centrality of the ḥadīth ‘whosoever knows themselves, knows their lord.’  

28 Shahzad, “Ibn ‘Arabī’s Contribution to the Ethics of Divine Names”, p. 19 

29 Shahzad, “Ibn ‘Arabī’s Contribution to the Ethics of Divine Names”, p. 21 

30 Ibn ‘Arabī defines wisdom as knowledge of the order (al-tartīb) and as knowledge of their relations (al-
‘ibārāt). See Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 96 and Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, p 
150 ; Shahzad, “Ibn ‘Arabī’s Contribution to the Ethics of Divine Names”, pp. 19-20 
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collapses and is necessary for the process of self-knowledge. As Ibn ‘Arabī says quoting 

Sahl Ibn ‘Abdullah al-Tustarī in Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam: “the secret of lordship is you”.31  Hence, 

for Ibn ‘Arabī fasting must be understood within the structural duality of the onto-

cosmological order and is inevitably dealing with the concept of existence and essence. He 

underlines the fact that fasting is a negative, and what is negative has neither essence nor 

existence (‘adam has no effects). It is logically impossible for something not to exist and 

have essence.32 Thus, fasting as a negative (non-) act, unveils the ontological poverty of the 

subject, by letting him/her experience first-hand what it means to be dependent. It dismantles 

the delusions pertaining to egological accounts of the self, won by speculation through non-

discursive experiencing. 33 Ibn ‘Arabī’s denial that fasting is an act (tark lā ‘amal) in the last 

few sentences of the passage quoted above, is in my opinion, the disclosure of the logic 

behind all ritual acts (‘ibadāt), and of the nature of the subject, too; fasting is a non-act for a 

non-subject. As the following ḥadith which Ibn ‘Arabī quotes illustrates: 

 

All deeds of the son of Adam are his except fasting, it is mine and I reward it, and fasting is 

protection (junna),34 so if it is a fasting day, one is not to engage in foul speech. If someone 

insults or fights him, he should only say ‘I am fasting’. By the one in whose hands the soul of 

Muḥammad is, the bad breath of the one fasting is dearer to God on the Day of Judgment than 

the scent of musk. Two joys are for the one fasting: when one breaks the fast one rejoices, and 

when one meets their lord one rejoices with one’s fast.35 

 

                                                             
31  The Arabic text reads: “inna li al-‘ubūdīya sirran wa ḥūwa anta”. See Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, 
Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 52 and Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, p. 90 

32 This is why he writes “la ‘ayna lahu tattaṣif bi al-wujūd alladhī yuʿqal” (it has no essence which can 
be attributed with existence). See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 602 

33 Ibn ‘Arabī repeatedly writes that fasting is a negative act: “fasting is abstaining (al-ṣawm tark). It is a 
conceptual nothingness (maʿqūl ʿ adamī), and a negative attribute (waṣf salbī)” and “the one who legislates 
(al-shāri‘) negated the one who fasts (nahā al-ṣā’im), and negation is abstinence (al-nahī tark) and a 
negative attribute (waṣf salbī).” See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 603 

34 Winkel translates ‘junna’ as ‘shield’.  See Ibn ‘Arabī, Muhyiddin. The Openings in Makkah: Mysteries 
of the Fast, Book 9, p. 15 

35 The ḥadīth is narrated by Muslim in his Ṣaḥīḥ, transmitted by Abū Huraira. See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-
Makkīya, vol. I, p.602 
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Fasting is also a shield by virtue of ‘clothing’ us with the divine name al-ṣamad, as Ibn 

‘Arabī moves on to explain in the following passage, but before we turn to his analysis, let 

us first have a closer look at the meaning of the word. 36 

   

c. Meaning of the divine name al-ṣamad 

 

The divine name al-ṣamad is rendered in the translation of the Fuṣūṣ as self-sufficient;37 

though it is one of the best translations of it is not the only one.  The Arabic root of the word 

is ‘ṣ-m-d’, from which dependence, authority, endurance, eternity, refuge, he who has no 

cavity and is not fed, he who does not get hungry or thirsty in war, he who has transcended 

everything and is self-sufficient.38 

One particular meaning is of most interest to us, which would explain the connection 

between the divine name al-ṣamad and fasting. That meaning in Arabic is ‘la jawfa lahu’, 

meaning having no ‘inner’ as in ‘cavity’.39 The word ‘jawf’ relates to the stomach as well, 

as it is the inner cavity of the human being. God has no stomach. He can neither be empty or 

full, nor can he suffer hunger or satiety. This is why self-sufficient is one of the good 

translations of the word al-ṣamad. To understand further what is meant by it, let us have a 

look at the only sūra in the Qur’ān, where the name is mentioned, followed by al-Ghazālī’s 

short explanation of the name in his short work on the divine names. 40 

    Sūrat al-Ikhlāṣ, ikhlāṣ meaning sincerity or purity, is said to contain the entire 

message of Islam, considered the kernel of the entire scripture. The name must have a special 

rank among all other divine names (if we take there to be a hierarchy among the names) if it 

is mentioned once only in the entire Qur’ān. It reads as follows: 

                                                             
36 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 602 

37  Ibn al-‘Arabi: The Ringstones of Wisdom, trans. Caner K. Dagli (Chicago: Great Books of the Islamic 
World, 2004), p. 275 

38 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-‘Arab, vol. 5 (Cairo: Dār al-Ḥadīth, 2013), pp. 393-394 

39 Muḥammad Dawūd Qayṣarī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, ed. Jalal al-Dīn Ashtīānī (Tehran: Shirkat Intishār Ilmī wa 
Farhangī, 1375), pp.1149-1151 

40 Abū Hāmid Muḥammad Al-Ghazālī, al-Maqṣad al-Asnā Sharḥ Asmā’ Allah al-Ḥusnā, ed. Mahmud al-
Newari (Cairo: Maktabat al-Kulyāt al-Azharīya, n.d), p. 96 
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Say, "He is Allah , [who is] One, 

Allah , the Eternal Refuge.  

He neither begets nor is born, 

Nor is there to Him any equivalent.41 

 

The divine names which are mentioned here are Allah, Aḥad, al-Ṣamad (and Hūwa 

depending on whether we consider it one). Allah (and Huwa) is the all-encompassing name 

(al-ism al-jāmi‘), which is differentiated through the manifestation of the multiplicity of 

divine names, among them the name ‘Aḥad’ (note it is without ‘al’ because it designates 

absolute singularity) and al-Ṣamad.42 Thus, in a sense, the verses which follow the name al-

Ṣamad are explanations of it; it is an eternal refuge, and one who neither begets nor is 

begotten, and one who is ultimately unique that he has no equivalent.  

    Ghazālī’s definition of the name will further shed light on its meaning. I will quote 

his entire definition below, as it helps us further understand how the predecessor of Ibn 

‘Arabī conceived of the it: 

 

Al-Samad—the Eternal—is the one to whom one turns in need and the one who is intended in 

our desires, for ultimate dominion culminates in him. The one whom God has appointed to be a 

model for His servants in fulfilling their worldly and religious duties, and who secures the needs 

of His creatures by his word and action—to that one God bestows a share in his attribute. But 

                                                             
41 Ṣaḥīḥ International translation. Also see the interpretation of sūrat al-Ikhlāṣ by Kashānī’s interpretation 
of the Qur’ān, which was falsely attributed to Ibn ‘Arabī in Tafsīr Ibn ‘Arabī, vol. 2 (Beirut: Dār Ṣādir, 
n.d.), pp. 423-424 

42 As Feras, Rizvi, and Mayer put it: “huwa signifies the undifferentiated one essence that alone requires 
existence through itself and through whom all other essences are brought into existence; at the level of 
huwa there is no existence except God. The next term is that of differentiation: God exists – the Lord over 
His creation, which also exists. The third level is that of re-uniting multiplicity to the One.” See An 
Anthology of Qur’anic Commentaries: On the Nature of the Divine, edited by Feras Hamza and Sajjad 
Rizvi with Farhana Mayer, Volume 1, (Oxford & New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 429-
495 
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the absolutely eternal is the one to whom one turns in every need, and He is God—may He be 

praised and exalted.43 

 

Ghazālī writes in his short treatise on the divine names that al-ṣamad means dependence or 

reliance on someone for support, pursuit and facilitation of things (yuṣmad ilayhi fī al-

ḥawā’ij).44 This attribute can apply to human beings that God gave the gift of serving people, 

and whom he made the authority figures among their people, serving as a source of reference, 

wisdom and management of their daily and religious affairs.45 When the name is applied to 

God as the ultimate realization of the attribute of (ṣamadīya) it means that to him all things 

are returned, because nothing happens without his permission. He is the ultimate authority 

(al-su’dud) and because as we know from the tradition there is no refuge from him except in 

him as there is nowhere else to go (lā malja’ minka illā ilayka). God is the absolute self-

sufficient refuge and sustainer (al-ṣamad al- muṭlaq).46The key phrase here, which is most 

relevant to ibn ‘Arabī’s discussion of fasting is “God bestows a share in his attribute”, which 

I shall return to in the following sub-section. Before moving on to Ibn ‘Arabī’s analysis, I 

would like to briefly mention how he understood the attribute in Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam. 

    The meaning is illustrated in the ringstone on Khālid, 47 who was the manifestation 

of the divine name al-ṣamad, because his people relied on him as an authority figure in his 

community and a source of wisdom. He is, according to Ibn ‘Arabī, a prophet, whose 

prophecy did not manifest or come to be in his lifetime, because his people were not 

                                                             
43  al-Ghazālī, Abu Hamid. The Ninety-Nine Beautiful Names of God (al-Maqṣad al-asnā fī sharḥ asmā’ 
Allāh al-ḥusnā). Translated by David B. Burrell and Nazih Daher. Cambridge: The Islamic Text Society, 
1992, p.131 

44 Al- Ghazālī, al-Maqṣad al-asnā fī sharḥ asmā’ Allāh al-ḥusnā, p. 96 

45 Al- Ghazālī, al-Maqṣad al-asnā fī sharḥ asmā’ Allāh al-ḥusnā, p. 96 

46 Al- Ghazālī, al-Maqṣad al-asnā fī sharḥ asmā’ Allāh al-ḥusnā, p. 96 

47 Khālid asked to be disinterred (yunbash) after his death, so that he could report about life in the isthmus 
or liminal world, and with that affirm the truth that all the prophets that preceded him claimed. His intention 
was that the world would believe in the prophets, which would bring mercy, also knowing that the prophecy 
of Muhammad was coming soon. Though he was not a messenger, he wanted a share of the mercy of the 
prophecy of Muhammad, so he wished that he be granted it in the liminal world (al-barzakh) so that he may 
deepen his knowledge of creation. The prophet Muhammad did not describe his people as lost but that they 
lost him, meaning that they did not grant him his wish. See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-
ʿArabī, p. 213 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 142; Also see al-Qashānī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam (Cairo: Shirkat wa 
Maktabat wa Maṭbaʿat Muṣṭafā al-Bābī al-Ḥalabī, 1987), p. 324 
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receptive, and so he is called the prophet of the liminal world (al-nubūwwa al-barzakhīya), 

for his prophecy will be actualized after his death.48  

             The most important point to take from the ringstone of Khālid is the meaning of the 

attribute as refuge, provider and protector, which are all qualities that can be attained through 

fasting.  Khālid, the immortal, is the embodiment of al-ṣamad. Qashānī starts the chapter on 

Khālid by amplifying the relationship between the word Khālid, meaning ‘immortal’ with 

self-sufficiency (al-ṣamadīya). He elucidates how he repeatedly invoked the One (al-aḥad), 

the self-sufficient (al-ṣamad), and hence, reached the corresponding spiritual state of 

witnessing, and therefore, embodying the attribute of self-sufficiency (mashhadahu al-

ṣamadīya).49 We see a clear correlation between the practice of invocation, and disclosure 

and possibility of the embodiment of divine attributes. In the same manner, Ibn ‘Arabī tells 

us in the following sub-section, fasting bestows us with the knowledge of the attribute ‘al-

ṣamad’ , whereby the knowledge enables us to concretely manifest it.  

 

d. Fasting as embodying divine attributes 

 

          As mentioned above, Ibn ‘Arabī connects the divine attribute of ‘ṣamadānīya’50 to 

fasting, as the name al-ṣamad means, among other things, the transcendence of the need for 

nourishment, a vital point which I shall return to shortly.51 This is why fasting was negated 

in the ḥadīth and attributed to God, as no human being can totally dispense with nourishment 

so long as they live. If we are to attribute ṣamadānīya to ourselves, we can only do so by 

binding transcendence (taqyīd al-tanzīh) to relativity in order to fit our nature, because 

                                                             
48Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, p. 213 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 142  

49 Qashānī writes: “wa hajīrahu fi dhikrihi al-aḥad al-ṣamad”. We should understand witnessing as 
embodiment, because of the meaning of the word ‘shuhūd’ in Arabic, which I have repeatedly pointed out 
to mean ‘witnessing’ and ‘martyrdom’. If there is no human self left after the act of ‘shuhūd’ then we 
must conclude that that which was witnessed is the only remaining reality. Having said that, the 
phenomenal self must remain as the self-differentiation of God, which can be solely understood as the 
first- person perspective, as the ‘pupil of the eye of God’. See al-Qashānī, Sharḥ Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, p. 324 

50 He uses the words ‘ṣamadānīya’ and ‘ṣamadīya’ interchangeably.  

51 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 602 
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unbound transcendence (iṭlāq al-tanzīh) belongs only to God.52 As we can see the function 

of binding ‘taqyīd’ plays an important role here, illustrating the necessity of the divine 

reification, in order for knowledge of the divine to take place in the human realm. It also 

shows the complexities we face when using one language to describe two different realities, 

such as the human and the divine realities. 

According to Ibn ‘Arabī: 

 

The Real is the reward for the fast of the one fasting, because when he/she return to their lord, 

he/she will meet Him with the attribute of not having an equal (lā mithla lahu) which is fasting, 

and He does not see except that which has no equal.53 

 

The reward of fasting is the divine himself, according to Ibn ‘Arabī. The visibility of the 

human being in the eyes of God lies in being unique. Becoming unique is achieved through 

submission to the divine law and the practice of divinely decreed rituals. It ultimately makes 

us invisible through our annihilation (fanā’) and visible through becoming the reflection of 

the divine attributes (baqā’).54 The singular only sees the singular, meaning only himself. 

Again, we observe how the human self as the self-differentiation of the divine is implied 

here; surrendering to the divine law by performing the ordained ritual acts, such as fasting, 

is the precondition for the human self to manifest in its entirety.55 The idea of submission is 

therefore, closely tied with ‘empowerment’, as Hellman argues, the training of the body 

through fasting “…enables the transformation of control and subjugation into 

empowerment.”56 Fasting, thus, through subjugation frees our will and aligns it to the divine 

                                                             
52 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 602 

53 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 602 

54 See chapter entitled ‘Creating Religious Bodies: Fasting Rituals in West Java’ in Jörgen Hellman, The 
Body in Asia, edited by Bryan S. Turner and Zheng Yangwen (New York & Oxford: Berghahn Books, 
2009), pp. 65, 67 

55 As Bell contends “…the logic of fasting in Islam and other traditions also seems to be concerned with the 
importance of purity, asceticism, and merit in demonstrating the individual’s submission (islam) to God.” 
See Catherine Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions (Oxford & New York: Oxford University Press, 
2009), pp. 124-124 

56 Hellman, The Body in Asia, pp. 59, 65 
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will.57 When our will is fully aligned with divine’s through total surrender to his ordained 

laws and rituals, the ḥadīth qudsī tells us that God becomes our hearing with which we hear, 

our sight with which he see, our hand with which he grasps and his feet with which he 

walks.58 

 

Section II: Analysis of Introduction- Part II 

 

a. Fasting as spiritual nourishment 

 

I would like to return to the point mentioned above regarding the transcendence of 

nourishment, namely, that fasting though outwardly a deprivation, is on the spiritual realm a 

nourishment, a view also held in different traditions. For example, Evangelical Christians 

regard fasting as spiritual food, where the act of fasting is considered an act of feasting, as 

Jessica A. Hardin explains: “fasting is conceptualized as not simply abstaining from eating 

but feeding on spiritual materials, like the Word of God or the Holy Spirit.”59 This is also the 

case with Ibn ‘Arabī’s approach, where the body is nourished spiritually in essence,60 as the 

one who fasts is in reality feeding on the divine names associated with this particular ritual,61 

while gradually embodying them. 

        In Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, Ibn ‘Arabī takes the discussion on nourishment from the 

phenomenal to the ontological level. He contends that the essence of nourishment is much 

                                                             
57 Hellman, The Body in Asia, p. 68 

58  See the translation of Mishkāt al-Anwār by Ibn ‘Arabī entitled Divine Sayings: 101 Hadith Qudsi, 
trans. Stephen Hirtenstein and Martin Notcutt (Oxford: Anqa Publishing, 2008), p. 70 

59  Hardin also compares fasting to dieting whereby the former is an opportunity to expand one’s social 
and spiritual relationships, unlike the latter which restricts. See chapter entitled ‘Fasting for Health, 
Fasting for God: Samoan Evangelical Christian Responses to Obesity and Chronic Disease’ in Jessica A. 
Hardin, Reconstructing Obesity: The Meaning of Measures and the Measure of Meanings, ed. Megan B. 
McCullough and Jessica A. Hardin (New York & Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2013), pp. 108-109, 118-120  

60 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm (Ṣaydā & Beirut: al-Maktaba al-ʿAṣrīya, n.d.), pp. 105- 106 

61 Hardin contends that “Using the metaphor of eating the Word as opposed to eating actual physical food 
has the effect of constituting a particular kind of relationship with God (one of intimacy, interdependence, 
and commensality) while also challenging worldly relations as secondary to spiritual eating.” See Hardin, 
Reconstructing Obesity, p. 119 
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subtler than what we consider, as it is what truly gives and sustains life, for if the nourished 

was cut off from his/her nourishment, they become non-existent (‘adam).62 The secret of 

nourishment and its source is one, which is what the gnostic comes to know and witness 

(through practice).63 The realization of that secret is what renders eternal happiness (al-

sa’āda al-abadīya), according to Ibn ‘Arabī. 64  

        In order to understand how the source of nourishment is one, we must trace back the 

chain of nourished beings to their ultimate source of nourishment, where we find that the 

ultimate nourishment is bringing life to existence and sustaining it.65 The ultimate source of 

nourishment is then absolute essence (al-dhāt al-muṭlaq), though unseen, it gives existence 

to all existents.66 It is above all things, because the one who nourishes must be superior to 

the nourished.67 Ibn ‘Arabī considers everything nourished and only God the sole and 

absolute nourishing force there:  

 

The only absolutely rich one is God, the exalted…everything except God is nourished, 

for nourishment is contrary to his existence on the level of decree (ḥukmī), reason 

(‘aqlī), and holiness (qudsī). Verify this secret, for in it is the breath of the world, and 

the first secret (sirr mubtadi’).68  

 

                                                             
62 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 105 

63 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 105 

64 Ibn ‘Arabī writes that virtue is the nourishment of the self, which would be incomplete if the heart is 
not nourished with sincerity and contemplation (al-ikhlāṣ wa al-fikr), which would be incomplete if the 
soul/spirit (rūḥ) is not nourished by witnessing unity (of existence) (tawḥīd), which would be incomplete 
if the secret is not nourished by attachment to unity (al-taʿalluq bi al-tawḥīd), which would be incomplete 
if the secret of the secret is not nourished by propriety (al-adab). See Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, pp. 
105-106.  

65 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 105 

66 Note that when it comes to pure essence, there is no more difference between it and pure existence. The 
one is the ultimate essence and existence. Only as we go down the chain of emanation do essence and 
existence acquire a different meaning. See Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 105 

67 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 105 

68 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 106  
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The word ‘breath’ is ‘nafas’, and without the markings of vowels (tashkīl) it could also be 

read as ‘nafs’, meaning self, as was pointed out in earlier chapters. The breath is what gives 

life to us. If we cease to breathe we cease to live. In short, there would be no self had there 

been no breath, not to mention that the soul is from the breath of the merciful (nafas al-

raḥmān).69 Ibn ‘Arabī connects the knowledge of oneness tawḥīd, i.e. knowing that there is 

only one source of life that gives and sustains it, with the knowledge of creation. One cannot 

emphasize enough the role of the onto-cosmological worldview of Ibn ‘Arabī, especially the 

function of ritual practice understood within this context, as that which has its telos the 

disclosure of the oneness of reality and the embodiment of its multiple attributes.70  

 

b. Embodiment as epistemological tool and cosmic gateway 

 

           Ibn ‘Arabī writes that fasting lets us share in the unique divine attribute of al-ṣamad, 

which solely belongs to God.71 To know something is to embody it in the epistemological 

paradigm of ritual practice, hence, the knowledge of God is attained through embodying his 

attributes.72 However, the idea of embodying is paradoxical because the absolute cannot be 

embodied by the relative, and the binding of the absolute changes its definition into that 

which is delimited. Nevertheless, some knowledge is assumed to be possible, otherwise the 

ritual acts would not be ordained, not to mention that that binding itself is a divine 

manifestation, which discloses the possibility of the relative. Not to mention the other 

paradoxical aspect of the non-physical soul needing a physical body to manifest itself. 

           The idea of embodying a divine attribute involves two aspects. The first aspect is the 

discursive aspect of understanding the attributes of the divine means, in this case what it 

                                                             
69 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 135 

70 The function of ritual practice, is thus, very similar to the function of theurgy, especially in Iamblichus’ 
Neoplatonism, as mentioned earlier. Two ideas are similar in Iamblichus regarding the function of ritual: 
theurgy as demiurgy, and ritual as cosmogony. Since it involves knowledge of the cosmos and beyond, 
Iamblichus like Ibn ‘Arabī, argues that such knowledge is gained through “practical experience” beyond 
discursive thinking. See Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, pp. 45-57, 153-
161  

71 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 602 

72 As Hardin points out that fasting assumes a different kind of epistemology, whereby “to know 
something is to embody it or consume it”. See Hardin, Reconstructing Obesity, p. 119 
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means to have ‘ṣamadīya’ (self-sufficiency), and the resulting thoughts which the 

embodiment give rise to. The second aspect is the non-discursive experience of the 

embodiment of the attribute, i.e. what it feels like in one’s body and what experiences are 

associated with embodying the attribute of self-sufficiency. 73 It takes precedence over the 

non-discursive aspect, because it is experience facilitated through ritual practice which gives 

rise to the discursive one. The body is assumed to be a vessel or container which can be 

manipulated, educated and prepared for the reception of divine knowledge.74 As Hellman 

explains:  

 

The ideas of creating a container, transgressing borders and opening gates are all themes central 

to fasting, whether Islamic or traditional. The aim of fasting is to mould the body into a gateway 

to and a vessel for cosmic powers. Traditional fasting focuses on opening gateways to other 

cosmological dimensions…while the Islamic fast creates a gateway to a specific divinity, Allah, 

who bestows powers on the person.75 

 

Though fasting is a non-discursive experiential practice, it nevertheless is capable of 

influencing discursive thinking.76 As Hardin put it: “to change how one eats is to change 

how one thinks,”77 because the physical body renders metaphysical knowledge. Hence, it 

should be kept pure and in accordance with the divine laws, in order to serve as a channel or 

                                                             
73 Hellman, The Body in Asia, p. 63; Also see Heck, where he writes the following: “…the Sufi way 
(tarīqa) enables a ritual identification with and embodiment (or assumption) of moral knowledge (the 
virtues of the Prophet) believed not only to embrace but also to go beyond the rules and regulations of the 
law and, indeed, to be based upon privileged (that is, experiential) access to the knowledge of God.” See 
Heck, “Mysticism as Morality: The Case of Sufism,” p. 269 

74 Hardin, Reconstructing Obesity, p. 121 

75 Hellman, The Body in Asia, pp. 63-65; These ideas are also echoed in the late Neoplatonic tradition, 
especially in the theurgical philosophy of Iamblichus. On the power gained through embodiment in 
Iamblichus, see Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, pp. 26, 51 

76 Not only how one eats but what one eats affects our spiritual state, which is why some food is prohibited, 
and Sufis often restrict themselves beyond what is allowed. See Valerie J. Hoffman, ‘Eating and Fasting 
for God in Sufi Tradition’, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, Vol. 63, No. 3, Thematic Issue 
on “Religion and Food”, (Autumn 1995), pp. 472-473 

77 Hardin, Reconstructing Obesity, p. 120. I will develop this idea more in the sections on hunger.   
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gateway between the different realms. 78 Ibn ‘Arabī writes under the section ‘the orbit of the 

stomach in Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, that our spiritual practice pertaining to every organ lends 

miracles (karamāt) and spiritual states (manāzil).  He goes on to recount a number of ways 

saints would know whether the food they were given was ḥalāl, such as the feeling of their 

body towards the food in the form of nausea, vomiting, sweat, and seeing the food in negative 

forms.79 This is a central passage, where the role of the body serves as a non-discursive 

epistemological tool; through the experience of various emotions in the body knowledge is 

disclosed. The role of ritual practice and esoteric teaching is learning to decipher those 

emotions and having them serve as a compass to right action, in order to attain felicity both 

in this world, and the hereafter.  

    

c. Fasting as preparation for the after-life 

 

          To return to Ibn ‘Arabī’s text, he further writes that God designates a special door of 

paradise called ‘bāb al-rayyān’ solely to the ones who fast.80  This is based on the ḥadīth, 

which Ibn ‘Arabī quotes: 

 

In paradise there is a door called ‘al-rayyān’ from which the ones who fast enter on the Day of 

Judgment and no one else enters with them They are told: Where are the ones who fast? Upon 

which they enter and after the last one has entered the door is shut and no one enters after them.81  

 

Those who enter from this door have completed all deeds ordained by God. Hence, adherence 

to the divine law through the fulfillment of the ordained practices constitutes our raison 

d’être, as mentioned in the Qur’ān.82 As we can see, Ibn ‘Arabī stays close to the scripture 

                                                             
78 According to Ibn ‘Arabī, we must be very careful what we consume quantity and quality wise. Not only 
do we have to reduce our intake, but we also must make sure that the origin of the food is lawful (ḥalāl). 
See Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 100  

79 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 100 

80 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 603 

81 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 603-604 

82 Q (51:56): “And I did not create the jinn and mankind except to worship Me,” Ṣaḥīḥ International 



 318 

and the prophetic tradition, approaching it from a literal point of view, paradoxically yielding 

original interpretations.  

        In another passage in Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, Ibn ‘Arabī stresses the role of hunger in 

preparing us for the after-life. He contends that if we do not prepare in this life through 

detachment and transcending material wellbeing facilitated by ritual acts of worship, we will 

be trapped in the liminal world (al-barzakh), empty-handed with nothing waiting for us 

there.83 This passage is further clarified by the ringstone of Khālid in the Fuṣūṣ, when Ibn 

‘Arabī writes that life in the liminal world (al-barzakh) takes the same form as life on earth.84 

Here again we find another direct consequence of ritual acts; the preparation for the next life. 

It also discloses the intimate relation between body and soul, and the intertwining physical 

and metaphysical dimensions.  

 

d. Levels and types of fasting 

 

          Ibn ‘Arabī differentiates between the general common fast of the outer organs, by 

abstaining from that which is forbidden by God during the fast, such as drinking, eating and 

sexual intercourse, and the more specialized forms of fasting for the seekers, which involves 

the fast of the self/ego (ṣawm al-nafs) and the fast of the heart (ṣawm al-qalb).85 The two 

latter forms of fasting are more esoteric and involve abstaining not only with physical organs 

but also involve mental and emotional abstinence. The latter forms exemplify the aim of 

fasting, namely, the stripping away of everything; “To fast is to give up everything and put 

yourself in God’s hands, and this makes room for God to enter your body and guide your 

behaviour.”86 Hence, they are not forms of fasting as much as the deepening and realization 

of the physical fast by having a one-pointed concentration on the divine.87 

                                                             
83 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 95 

84 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 213 and Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 142 

85 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 603-604 

86 Hellman, The Body in Asia, p. 67 

87 Ibn ‘Arabī deals with all three types of fasting in subsequent order in his chapter. The three levels of 
fasting are a classical one, which are also found in al-Ghazālī’s Iḥyā’, termed as ‘ṣāwm al-‘umūm , ṣawm 
al-khuṣūṣ , and ṣāwm khuṣūṣ al-khuṣūṣ, along with the understanding that all ritual acts involve an inner 
and an outer aspect. See Abu Hāmid al-Ghazālī, Iḥyā’ ‘Ulūm al-Dīn, vol. 1, (Beirut: Dār al-Ma‘rifa, n.d.), 
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           Fasting is divided into two categories: obligatory (wājib) and recommended 

(mandūb).88 Obligatory fasting is then further divided into three types: obligatory fasting 

ordained by God, which is the month of Ramadān, fasting to make up for other misdeeds 

(ṣiyām al-kaffārāt), and fasting which we have obliged ourselves with (ṣiyām al-nadhr).89 

Recommended fasting is divided into two: fasting bound by time (such as the white days, 

fasting Mondays and Thursdays, and so on), and fasting bound by spiritual state (such as 

fasting every other day, which is the most just of all fasts); and fasting for the sake of God, 

which is not necessarily bound by time but according to one’s desire.90 Ibn ‘Arabī ends the 

introduction on this note. We can observe the dialectical relation between that which is bound 

and that which is unbound in recommended fasting, and a further interplay in the form of the 

duality between ‘obligatory’ and ‘recommended’, as every structure must mirror the divine’s 

aspects of the unmanifest (unbound) and the manifest (bound).  

 

Section III: Analysis of Ramadān- Part I 

 

a. Fasting as protection 

 

           In this section I will only be dealing with the purely obligatory kind of fast, which is 

the fasting of Ramadān, a lunar month out of every year. It is the only fast that is prescribed 

for every Muslim, comprising one of the five pillars of Islam, along with the shahāda, prayer, 

alms giving and pilgrimage. Ibn ‘Arabī also starts his analysis with it, illustrating its 

superiority over all fasts, by quoting the following ḥadīth: “When Ramadan comes, the doors 

of paradise are opened, and the doors of hell are shut, and the devils are chained.”91  

                                                             
p. 234. In fact, this understanding is still prevalent today, see Hellman, The Body in Asia, pp. 67-68. It is 
also common among Christians, see Vladimir Solovyev, God, Man and the Church: The Spiritual 
Foundations of Life, (London: James Clarke & Co Ltd, 1937), pp. 47-49 

88 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 603-604 

89 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 603-604 

90 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 604 

91 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 604  
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           The word for paradise is (janna) and the word for protection is (junna), but they have 

the same spelling. Ibn ‘Arabī, in a typical word-play, establishes a direct relationship 

between the opening of the doors of paradise and the fast, which is protected and veiled from 

all eyes except God’s, as it is an abstaining and not a deed that is carried out into existence 

(‘amal wujūdī), and is therefore, not visible.92 He points out that God has called the one who 

fasts ‘ṣā’im’ (one who is fasting) and not ‘jā’i‘’ (one who is hungry).93 Thus, one is not 

identified with the experience of hunger, which is a human experience, but with the 

experience of fasting, the natural state of divinity. 

        Ibn ‘Arabī explains that when the doors of hell are shut, the heat increases, and the 

flames eat each other up, just as the one who fasts shuts the doors of the fire of his nature; 

through the fast one experiences the painful heat of one’s desire for food and drink, which 

doubles from the lack of it.94 In this state, the servant is far from Satan (whose attribute is 

gluttony), and close to God, through the appropriation of the divine attribute of self-

sufficiency (al-ṣamadānīya).95 As mentioned above, fasting is unlike any other worship, 

which makes it unique like the divine. Hence, not only do we appropriate self-sufficiency 

but also the attribute of uniqueness, which further distance us from Satan. According to the 

tradition, mentioned by Ibn ‘Arabī: “Satan flows in the son of Adam as blood flows (in his 

veins), therefore, block his flow with hunger and thirst.”96 As Valerie J. Hoffman points out, 

it is a “perspective that is given more credibility when we consider the fact that it was by 

persuading Adam and Eve to eat that Satan caused their expulsion from Paradise.”97 Thus, 

the act of eating denotes lack and desire, the opposite state Adam and Eve enjoyed in 

Paradise. Since according to Ibn ‘Arabī Satan (shayṭān) comes from (shaṭn) meaning being 

far from the truth, he symbolizes the state of separation and duality, characteristic of the 

                                                             
92 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 604 

93 Ibn ‘Arabī does not elaborate much on this point. Apart from the fact that hunger is human while fasting 
is divine, we can also argue that the intention to fast makes the experience different than one who is simply 
hungry. After all, the difference between two acts lies primarily in intention. See Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt 
al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 604 

94 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 604 

95 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 604 

96 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 604 

97 Hoffman, ‘Eating and Fasting for God in Sufi Tradition’, p. 470 
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mind, while our primordial state of unity is symbolized by Adam and Eve. Fasting then seeks 

to remedy the state of separation (if only experienced in the phenomenal world) by reminding 

us of our ontological poverty. Only when we cease to think of ourselves as a discrete entity 

can we experience the divine infinity, which differentiates itself through us. Only when we 

experience the divine as the source of all existence, will be we solely rely on him for 

nourishment, a crucial point I shall return to.98 Hence, fasting re-orders our understanding of 

the onto-cosmic framework and our place within it.99 

   Furthermore, in a passage in Mawāqiʿ‘ al-Nujūm (The Location of the Stars), under the 

section ‘the orbit of the stomach’, Ibn ‘Arabī underlines once more the notion of fasting as 

protection, where he urges the seekers to protect themselves through the avoidance of 

excessiveness and indulgence of food.100 Thus, ritual practice functions as a fortification 

(wiqāya) for the self, primarily from itself. 101 For Ibn ‘Arabī, as the prophetic tradition 

concurs, the closest most ferocious enemy is oneself, as the following passage illustrates:  

 

Know my son, that God the exalted, whenever he wishes to raise his special servant to high 

stations, he nears his enemies, so that his striving (jihād) may become grander. He should occupy 

himself firstly with the nearest enemies and then fight other enemies that are further from him 

later. God the exalted says: “O you who have believed, fight those adjacent to you of the 

disbelievers and let them find in you harshness”.102 The share of the Sufi and of every fortunate 

one (muwaffaq) of this verse is to consider his evil-commanding self (ego) that leads him to 

commit all that is forbidden (maḥẓūr) and detestable (makrūh), shunning him away from all that 

is obliged (wājib), and going against all that is good (mandūb) and commanded by God. She (the 

evil-commanding self) is the nearest of the infidels (kuffār) and enemies (a‘dā’) to him. If he 

strives against it (jāhduhā), killed or enslaved it, only then is it appropriate for him to consider 

                                                             
98 This is also a common understanding among Christian attitudes to fasting. See Solovyev, God, Man 
and the Church: The Spiritual Foundations of Life, p. 46 

99 Solovyev, God, Man and the Church: The Spiritual Foundations of Life, p. 48 

100  Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 99 

101  Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 99 

102 The whole verse reads: “O you who have believed, fight those adjacent to you of the disbelievers and 
let them find in you harshness. And know that Allah is with the righteous.” Q (9:123) Ṣaḥīḥ International  
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others (meaning fighting other enemies) according to what his station requires (maqāmahu), and 

his ranking (manzilatahu) provides.103  

 

Ibn ‘Arabī internalizes the enemy and establishes the order in which the kinds of enemies 

should be fought; the nearer enemies take precedence over the farthest ones, the way one 

would attend to the closest ones on a battlefield.  He also makes fighting the outer enemies 

conditional upon winning against one’s evil-commanding self, arguing that the grander 

striving is against oneself (al-jihād al-akbar), as the prophetic saying goes.104 According to 

Ibn ‘Arabī the two most powerful authorities of the evil-commanding self are “the desire of 

the stomach and of the sexual organs” considered  “two mighty swords with which it cuts 

the throats of the most powerful of men.”105 As we know from the Qur’ān and the Sufi 

tradition which extensively wrote on the nature of the self that despite it being whole and 

one106 it consists of three main natures or forces which battle one another: the evil-

commanding (al-nafs al-ammāra),107, the blameworthy (al-nafs al-lawwāma),108, and the 

tranquil one (al-nafs al-muṭma’inna).109 Both Ibn ‘Arabī and Ghazālī believe that the two 

desires are thus intertwined, and that the taming and controlling of the desire of the stomach 

                                                             
103 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 92 

104 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 92 

105 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 92  

106 I do not believe that Ibn ‘Arabī had a dual understanding of the self, simply because his whole worldview 
and philosophy is centered on oneness, not to mention that the self is ontologically speaking non-existent, 
too. The phenomenal self would perhaps appear to be multiple and definitely more complex than a dualistic 
self. I also do not think that his account on the self, despite its apparent multiplicity is divided simply into 
material and non-material aspects. I think that the notion of emanation can be applied even to the self, as 
having hierarchies within it at play, which can be simply summed up as the evil-commanding self (al-nafs 
al-ammāra), and the blaming self (al-nasf al-lawwāma) and the tranquil self (al-nafs al-mutmaʾinna). The 
self ascends into higher levels of consciousness, an ascension facilitated by ritual practice, which tame the 
ego, by taming the body. Thus, the self is whole and one, but undergoes change and has stages of 
development in the phenomenal realm.  

107 Q (12:53) 

108 Q (75:2) 

109 Q (89:27) 
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leads to the taming and controlling of sexual desire.110 The belief is in line with the traditional 

understanding based on the prophet advising those who cannot afford to marry to fast as a 

means to help remain abstinent.111 Hence, there is a clear correlation between the two desires 

and the idea of the physical as metaphysical, and the tangible influencing the non-tangible. 

 

b. Fasting as catalyst of morality   

 

          Furthermore, fasting is a protection in a social and moral sense, as mentioned 

previously on the ḥadīth, namely, that when one is insulted or attacked by someone while 

fasting he/she should not react but solely say ‘I am fasting’. Hence, the one who is fasting is 

granted protection by their fast, assuming that self-control and kindness will prevent an 

escalation,112 and if it is not the case, then one is still protected from sinning and transgressing 

ones’ own/someone else’s boundaries. Fasting, thus, not only teaches us self-control,113 but 

also as the ḥadīth informs us, establishes a new morality for dealing with transgressors. In 

essence, fasting grants protection from all that is unlawful, not only foul speech and fighting, 

but protection from all desire, as we have seen. We can therefore argue that it is only through 

practicing fasting that we enter a new sphere of morality, whereby our self-centeredness is 

shaken, as Paul L. Heck writes: 

 

Sufism would wholeheartedly agree that moral action comes about not simply from knowledge 

of the outer life (the moral teachings of Islam as set down in doctrinal creed and legal ruling) but 

                                                             
110 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 93. Also note that Ibn ‘Arabī places the ‘orbit of the stomach’ before 
the ‘orbit of the sexual organs’.  

111  The ḥadīth goes as follows: “O young men, whoever among you can afford to get married, let him do 
so, and whoever cannot afford it, let him fast, for that will be a shield for him” (narrated by Ibn Mas‘ūd, 
found in Al-Bukhārī compilation, 4778 and Muslim, 1400); Also see Hoffman, “Eating and Fasting for God 
in Sufi Tradition”, p. 471 

112 As al-Qushayrī says: “Kindness is patiently responding to reprehensible behaviour with kind 
behaviour”. See Heck, “Mysticism as Morality: The Case of Sufism”, p. 274 

113 According to Catherine Bell: “While some Islamic Theologians stress the way in which fasting disciplines 
human desire, to the point of enabling one to experience one of the divine attributes, freedom from want 
(samadiyah), others point to more communal functions. According to the modern conservative Islamic 
theologian, Sayyid Abû al-Alâ Mawdûdî, fasting for a full month every year teaches piety and self-restraint 
to both the individual and community.” See Bell, Ritual:  Perspectives and Dimensions, p. 124 
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most fully through the refinement of the inner life whereby concern for self is no longer 

paramount.114 

 

As the prophet says regarding his message: ‘I have only been sent to complete/perfect good 

character traits (makārim al-akhlāq)’, tying the entire raison d’être of being sent to humanity 

with the perfection of morality.115 Morality is understood by Ibn ‘Arabī and the Sufis in 

general as the manifestation and appropriation of the divine attributes, hence, their insistence 

that adab (propriety) accompany every act in relation to every creature. Since the entire 

world is a locus of the divine manifestation, no separation is perceived by the Sufis between 

the mundane and the sacred, for they see nothing other than God, and therefore, extend their 

compassion and adab (propriety) to every living being. 116 The height of adab is the 

recognition of one’s ontological nothingness, for the self is the greatest barrier,117 as Heck 

contends: “Sufis have thus long realized that there can be no “I” at all if action is to have any 

moral worth.”118 Surrendering, which practice is designed to achieve, thus, opens the door 

of morality,119 primarily through divine approximation. 

           In another telling passage in Mawāqiʿ‘ al-Nujūm, Ibn ‘Arabī traces bad manners to 

the stomach;  

 

                                                             
114 Heck, “Mysticism as Morality: The Case of Sufism”, p. 253 

115 Heck, “Mysticism as Morality: The Case of Sufism”, p. 266 

116 Heck writes: “…for Sufism mystical awareness of God necessarily leads not to disjuncture between divine 
object of mystical contemplation and worldly reality but to a witnessing of God in in all things simply by 
virtue of the for that for the Sufi adept there is nothing else. The world is not illusion but a mirror in which 
divine reality is reflected. There is something out there, a reflection of God if not God himself, and it is this 
divinely endowed existence to which the Sufi seeks to orient his or her life.” See Heck, “Mysticism as 
Morality: The Case of Sufism”, pp. 259-260, 257 

117 Heck, “Mysticism as Morality: The Case of Sufism”, p. 273 

118 Heck, “Mysticism as Morality: The Case of Sufism”, p. 258 

119 Heck, “Mysticism as Morality: The Case of Sufism”, p. 266 
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what is unlawful cannot come except through ones’ stomach, from it concupiscence (al-raghba) 

befalls one, the loss of piety (qillat al-wara‘) in making a living, and the transgression of the 

boundaries of God (al-ta‘adī li hūdūd Allah) the exalted.120  

 

Again, we observe the centrality of the law for Ibn ‘Arabī in one’s spiritual development, 

and the importance of the idea of boundaries. By binding (taqyīd) oneself to rituals and 

regulations, and paradoxically to the body, we discipline it, and when the body is disciplined 

the soul is freed from the enslavement of its base desires and is able to know itself and the 

divine.121 The body and soul are intertwined in way which makes the physical has direct 

repercussions on the metaphysical. Ibn ‘Arabī further illustrates this point by contending that 

the spiritual practice of hunger,122 on the other hand, brings us to an exalted state, to the point 

where it has its own station (the station of self-sufficiency) with its associated virtues which 

we come to embody, as he illustrates in the following passage in Ḥilyat al-Abdāl: 

 

Hunger has a spiritual state and a station. It is characterized by humility, submission, servility, 

lack of self-importance, indigence, discretion, tranquil emotions and an absence of base thoughts 

– this is the state the seeker has. For the verifier (muḥaqqiq) its state consists of delicacy of 

feeling, serenity, intimacy [with God], disappearance of worldliness and transcendence of 

ordinary human characteristics through the Divine Might and Lordly Dominion. As a station, it 

is the station of Eternal Self-Subsistence (al-maqām al-ṣamadānī), a most elevated station 

characterized by mysteries, revelations and states. 123 

 

                                                             
120 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 93  

121 This notion played a central role in the Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, where the body is necessary for 
the soul’s attainment. In fact, without the embodiment of the soul and theurgic practices, the soul would 
not be able to remember the Forms.  See Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul, p. 24 

122 The role of hunger in the fast cannot be overstressed. Since fasting involves abstaining from food, drink 
and sexual activity, we can say that abstinence is the hungering of the senses.  

123 See the following translation of Ibn ‘Arabī’s Ḥilyat al-Abdāl; Stephen Hirtenstein, Ibn ‘Arabī: The 
Four Pillars of Spiritual Transformation (Oxford: Anqa Publishing, 2008), p. 36 
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Ibn ‘Arabī writes that the source of all ailments is the stomach,124 keeping with the prophetic 

tradition which refers to the stomach as the house of ailments (bayt al-dā’) and the worst of 

all vessels (sharr wiʿā’), aḥadith also referred to in Ghazālī’s Iḥyā.125 Sickness comes from 

filling the stomach up, which causes fatigue, laziness and other illnesses, explains Ibn ‘Arabī. 
126 He divides ailments into two categories: the first is natural ailments, and the second is 

religious ailments.  

         Natural ailments result from the fullness of the stomach which result in the dysfunction 

of the organs from the inner foul steam, leading to their demise through pains and illnesses, 

and that eventually lead to death.127 Religious ailments, are described as corrupt morals, 

which are directly caused by the fullness of the stomach, such as the curiosity of looking 

around (fuḍūl al-naẓar), talking (al-kalām), wandering (al-mashī), sexual intercourse (al-

jimā’) and other harmful activities (al-ḥarakāt al-mu’dhīya).128 When Ibn ‘Arabī refers to 

talking, he means excessive talking, indulgence in gossip and backbiting, and when he refers 

to wandering he means wasting time aimlessly or going places that are forbidden, and finally, 

when he refers to sexual intercourse he means outside marriage. Hence, he is only referring 

to ‘harmful activities’ which are not in accordance with Islamic law. Therefore, the 

parameters of what keeps the body and the spirit healthy are set, according to Ibn ‘Arabī by 

the sharīʿa, contrary to the new-age spiritual tendencies, including Sufi movements in the 

West which downplay the centrality of legal rulings, or ignore them altogether.129 In fact, 

even eating and drinking what is lawful is allowed with conditions, such as the avoidance of 

overindulgence and excessiveness (isrāf). Indulgence whether in something that is lawful or 

                                                             
124 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 93 

125 Al- Ghazālī, Iḥyā’ ‘Ulūm al-Dīn, vol. 1, pp. 234-237; For the English translation of his discussion on 
the “breaking of the two desires” (Kitāb kasr al-shawatayn), see Al-Ghazālī: On Disciplining the Soul, 
Refining the Character, and Curing the Sickness of the Heart & Breaking the two Desires: Books XXII 
and XXIII of the Revival of the Religious Sciences: Iḥyā’ ʿUlūm al-Dīn (Cambridge: The Islamic Texts 
Society, 1995), pp. 108-192 

126 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ‘ al-Nujūm, p. 93 

127 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ‘ al-Nujūm, p. 93 

128 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ‘ al-Nujūm, p. 93 

129 Heck, “Mysticism as Morality: The Case of Sufism”, pp. 253-286; Abdessamad Belhaj, “Legal 
Knowledge by Application: Sufism as Islamic Legal Hermeneutics in the 10th/12th Centuries”, pp. 82-107. 
For more on the subject, see Michel Chodkiewicz, An Ocean Without Shore, trans. David Streight 
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1993) 
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prohibited is forbidden, because it is not about upholding the simple dichotomy between 

what is allowed and what is not, but the realization of a healthy a balanced attitude towards 

everything, as the Qur’ān states: “And their words were not but that they said, "Our Lord, 

forgive us our sins and the excess [committed] in our affairs...".130 Hence, for Ibn ‘Arabī the 

physical organ of the stomach has metaphysical significance and connects the two 

dimensions, which is why hunger is recommended to purify our negative traits which are 

transformed into virtues.131 How does hunger do this? 

 

c. Hunger 

 

          Experiencing sensations in the body, such as hunger, shifts our attention from the 

thinking mind to the feeling body. When we practice fasting or hunger as a spiritual practice, 

we go through different stages, where the hunger is intense, causing a shift from the thinking 

to the sensory mode but gradually wanes, leaving us with non-discursive thinking and 

possibly a suspension of it in a heightened state of alertness. As Hardin put it “fasting is a 

mode of attention”,132 and as I have argued before, the state of attention is characterized by 

suspension of the dual structure of subject and object when we are completely present and 

absorbed in the moment. 133 Thus, hunger allows us to have an intensified experience of our 

bodies, distancing us from our discursive thinking, through which transformation can occur. 

As Michael L. Raposa explains: “The strategy of much of religious ritual is “to remove us 

from the forcible intrusion of other thoughts” and so to bring consciousness “under 

discipline” ”, continuing that “It implies, rather, the necessity of achieving a certain state of 

mindfulness...”.134 Mystical experience is nothing other than an intensified state of 

mindfulness which fasting and the practice of hunger in general pave the way for.  

                                                             
130  Q (3: 147). For more examples of the word ‘isrāf’ (excess) see, Q (40:28, 34), (20:127), (6:141), 
(7:31), (25:67), (4:6) 

131 Hellman, The Body in Asia, p. 60; Shahzad, “Ibn ʿArabī’s Metaphysics of the Human Body”, p. 511 

132 Hardin, Reconstructing Obesity, p. 109 

133 See my first two chapters, especially the one on taqyīd and reification. 

134 Michael L. Raposa, “Ritual Inquiry”, Thinking Through Rituals: Philosophical Perspectives, ed. Kevin 
Schilbrack, p. 119  
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         Another example of the transforming effects of hunger is its ability to affect both our 

capacity to give and to ‘lighten’ up our bodies.135 Firstly, by decreasing one’s intake of food, 

the body is trained to require less, and hence, crave less. It also increases our capacity for 

endurance136 and the patience it involves,137 as Hardin argues “...the ability to cultivate 

mastery over one’s somatic states is part of a larger process of cultivating and enacting 

endurance.”138 By increasing our endurance and reducing our desire, the less likely we 

become gluttonous and greedy, and the more likely we are to give and share. Thus, by 

practicing hunger on as a spiritual practice,139 or as part of the fast, we not only change our 

characteristics but our social interactions too. Secondly, hunger lets us experience our bodies 

as ‘light’ as opposed to ‘heavy'. We have all experienced feeling heavier after a big meal, 

and the difficulty to exercise on a full stomach. Thus, feeling light facilitates movement,140 

and consequently, the capacity to perform the divine obligations, especially daily ritual 

practices; “Hunger then is a cultivated productive moral state where personal efforts are 

directed toward spiritual-social life”.141 As Ibn ‘Arabī reminds us, all our efforts is not meant 

for the body or for the self, but for the ability to perform the ritual acts of worship  (al- 

‘ibādāt) that are decreed by God.142 Not only does a light body affect the individual, but also 

                                                             
135 Hardin, Reconstructing Obesity, pp. 120-121 

136 The goal of fasting “is not to test the ultimate limits of endurance and persistence but to become the 
master of one’s desires”, though endurance is definitely a byproduct of the process of mastering one’s 
desires. See Hellman, The Body in Asia, p. 68  

137 In a ḥadīth, the prophet states that “fasting is half of patience; everything requires purification (zakāt) 
and the purification of the body is fasting.” Zakāt can either be translated as purification, almsgiving, or 
charity. The ḥadīth is narrated by al-Tirmithī, 3514 and is often considered weak (ḍaʿīf). Regardless of 
the authenticity of the narration, we can definitely with experience affirm the relationship between 
patience, endurance and fasting. In fact, endurance is nothing but an exercise in patience. For more on the 
relation between fasting and patience, see Hoffman, “Eating and Fasting for God in Sufi Tradition”, pp. 
471-472 

138 Hardin, Reconstructing Obesity, p. 121 

139 The intention plays a major role in the results we obtain. For more on the topic, see Hellman, The Body 
in Asia, pp. 69-70; Jo Nash, ‘Mutant Spiritualties in a Secular Age: The ‘Fasting Body’ and the Hunger 
for Pure Immanence’, Journal of Religion and Health, Vol. 45, No. 3, (Fall, 2006), pp. 310-327. On the 
difference between fasting and dieting, see Hardin, Reconstructing Obesity, pp. 121-123 

140 Hardin, Reconstructing Obesity, p. 120 

141 Hardin, Reconstructing Obesity, p. 122 

142 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 94 
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what the individual can achieve in a larger social setting, for surely, one who has a larger 

capacity of giving and can move more swiftly is likely to have a more constructive social 

role than one who is gluttonous, greedy and lazy. Thus, “... fasting is a way to manipulate 

the body to heighten one’s capacity for particular kinds of social relationships.”143 Not only, 

does feeling light facilitate movement, ritual practice and social relationships, but also the 

communication with the divine. An empty body leaves the senses sharpened and one’s 

intuition more audible, and therefore, more alert and receptive to the divine.144 This brings 

us to the next point regarding the relationship to the divine.  

          Hunger is associated for the early Sufis, and Ibn ‘Arabī alike, with the “cultivation of 

an attitude of absolute dependence on God to provide for all one’s needs (tawakkul)”;145 the 

sensation of hunger humbles us, and makes us realize our ontological dependence, and 

discloses our very nature to ourselves.146 Abū Yazīd al-Bisṭāmī once said: “...if Pharaoh (the 

epitome of arrogant pride in the Qur’ān) had been hungry, he would not have said, ‘I am 

your Supreme Lord’.” 147 This brings us back to Ibn ‘Arabī’s analysis of fasting as the 

embodiment of the divine names; only when we realize our ontological nothingness in the 

face of God, can we be empty vessels which embody the divine attributes. 

 

d. Ramadan as divine name 

 

            Ibn ‘Arabī contends that Ramadān is one of God’s divine names, relying on a ḥadīth 

that he knew was weakly transmitted (ḥadīth da‘īf), which narrates the prophet Muḥammad 

(pbuh), saying: “Do not say Ramadān, because Ramadan is a name among the names of 

Allah the exalted”.148 Ibn ‘Arabī argues that the ḥadīth is true in meaning, despite its weak 

transmission; because the Qur’ān always refers to Ramadān as the ‘month of Ramadan’ 

                                                             
143 Hardin, Reconstructing Obesity, p. 121 

144 Hellman, The Body in Asia, p. 67 

145 Hoffman, “Eating and Fasting for God in Sufi Tradition”, p. 472 

146 Hoffman, “Eating and Fasting for God in Sufi Tradition”, p. 470  

147 Hoffman, “Eating and Fasting for God in Sufi Tradition”, p. 470  

148 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 604-605 
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(shahr ramadān).149 Ibn ‘Arabī ascribes to a different epistemological paradigm, not 

primarily based on discursive thinking in the form of inductive and deductive reasoning to 

determine the validity of a ḥadīṭh, for example as the tradition of kalām did, but on first-hand 

experience (dhawq) and unveiling (kashf) gained through practice, so long as that which is 

revealed does not contradict the Qur’ān.150 It is based on the embodiment of knowledge 

through a “hermeneutics of application” rather than speculation.151  In fact, this 

epistemological method is what sets the Sufis apart from jurists.152  

   The month of Ramadan, is not only special, by sharing in a divine name, but also because 

the Qur’ān is revealed in it on a night called ‘Laylat al-Qadr’.153 The word ‘qadr’ in Arabic 

means, among many things: destiny, decree, power, amount, share, and measurement.154 The 

Qur’ān was sent to change the destiny of the human race, establishing justice, and giving 

each their share of guidance of living a balanced life, which entails upholding of the 

boundaries of God (ḥudūd Allah).155 As Bell states: “Since the month of Ramadan 

                                                             
149 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 604-605 

150 Belhaj, “Legal Knowledge by Application”, p. 94 

151 Belhaj, “Legal Knowledge by Application”, p. 91 

152 Belhaj, “Legal Knowledge by Application”, pp. 88, 91-93, 97, 101 

153 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 605. Laylat al-Qadr is interpreted by Al-Kashānī in his 
commentary of the Qur’ān, mistakenly attributed to Ibn ‘Arabī, as “the Muḥammadan framework (al-
binya al-Muḥamadīyya) in his veiled state in the station of the heart after his witnessing/ martyrdom of 
himself (al-shuhūd al-dhātī), because the descent (al-inzāl) is not possible save in this framework, in this 
state; the ‘qadr’ is his high esteem and honor, as it does not manifest, and he does not know it except in 
this state”. See Tafsīr Ibn ‘Arabī, vol. 1, p. 405. Thus, ‘Laylat al-Qadr’ acquires a two-fold meaning, 
keeping with the principle of homology, namely, the microcosmic spiritual state of the individual, and the 
macrocosmic Muḥammadan universal reality, analogous to the Christ Consciousness.   

154 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al- ʿArab, volume 7, pp. 262-267. The word ‘qadr’ or ‘qadar’ was interpreted by 
early Qur’ān commentators usually as ‘measure’, denoting the perfection of creation (for example in the 
tafsīr of Muqātil (d. 150/767), while in later interpretations it was rendered more often as ‘destiny’ (for 
example Hūd (d.290/903)), where the heated debates on predestination and free will were beginning to 
flourish. For more on the subject, see An Anthology of Qur’anic Commentaries: On the Nature of the 
Divine, ed. Feras Hamza and Sajjad Rizvi with Farhana Mayer, vol. 1, pp. 455-489 

155 Fasting is designed to curb excess (isrāf), the opposite of balance, which I elaborate further on. See 
Solovyev, God, Man and the Church: The Spiritual Foundations of Life, p. 47 
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commemorates the revelation of the holy Qur’an to Mohammad by the Angel Jabril 

(Gabriel), fasting is linked to the sacrality and centrality of the scripture.”156   

           Returning to Ibn ‘Arabī’s text, the name Ramadan, he asserts, applies to the entire 

month, meaning both the fasting hours and the breaking of fast hours, unlike the divine name, 

which only includes fasting.157 Ibn ‘Arabī insists on the divide between human and divine 

attributes, always stressing that when divine attributes are applied to the limited human 

being, they too acquire a different meaning, as they have entered the realm of space and time, 

making meaning more limited.158 Hence, as I have already mentioned, we can only know the 

divine in a reified manner. Reification in this sense is the necessary process of binding as 

our means of acquiring knowledge. Moreover, it stresses the necessity of the structural 

duality of self-differentiation (as the human phenomenal self) as the realization of all divine 

attributes. 

          Nevertheless, some knots are unnecessarily bound, which fasting seeks to undo, for 

example, the limitation of an untrained body, and restrictive misconceptions regarding our 

identity. Firstly, through self-discipline, our capacity for endurance and surviving on less is 

expanded, so that our physical boundaries enlarged. Thus, the body is regarded as “a bounded 

entity but it does not have fixed boundaries.”159 Secondly, the recognition of our ontological 

poverty, our de-identification with the physical body, and our identification as the self-

differentiation of the divine, give us a more expansive Weltanschauung. However, for this 

shift in perception to occur, a non-discursive state of presence or acute vigilance must be 

attained, which is nothing other than a heightened state of concentration that fasting is 

designed to achieve.160 

 

Section IV: Analysis of Ramadan- Part II 

                                                             
156 Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions, p. 124 

157 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 605  

158 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 605 

159 Hellman, The Body in Asia, p. 64 

160  It is common to regard “…asceticism (including fasting) as essentially techniques for concentration” 
, whereby they are compared to a “burning glass because of its capacity to concentrate energy and power.” 
See Hellman, The Body in Asia, pp. 62- 63 
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a. Fasting as journey 

 

         The fact that the scripture “descended”, as the Qur’ān phrases it, during the fasting 

month is telling; fasting is the emptying of the vessel so that the embodiment of the words 

of God can occur.161  Moreover, it affects a higher state of consciousness in which we are 

more receptive, having our insight ‘cleared’, as Hellman writes: “…fasting may help achieve 

a state of mind in which one is able to communicate with the otherworldly and receive ‘divine 

guidance and ultimately the revelation of the mystery of life.’”162 Furthermore, the word 

“descended”  implies a journeying, consisting of the two-fold movement of descending and 

ascending, a parallel theme found in the ordainment of prayer during the nocturnal 

journey.163 The words of God must then be envisioned as descending in meaning to be 

embodied by the human being, which is reminiscent of the story of the manifestation of the 

divine name in Ibn ‘Arabī, 

as Algis Uždavinys put it: 

 

The Name of God is the coincidence of all opposites, therefore the Sufi gnostic travels (ascends 

and descends) within the cosmic Book (inside the Name’s body), himself being a written (and 

animated) word of the same Text. 164  

 

He further explains: 

                                                             
161 Hellman writes: “These practices and their explanations emphasize how the body has to be moulded 
into a specific container in order to be able to attain religious power”. See Hellman, The Body in Asia, p. 
63; Hardin, Reconstructing Obesity, pp. 118-119 

162 Hellman, The Body in Asia, p. 63 

163 The Qur’ān (35:10) states that both good words and deeds ascend to God: “Whoever desires honor 
[through power] - then to Allah belongs all honor. To Him ascends good speech, and righteous work raises 
it. But they who plot evil deeds will have a severe punishment, and the plotting of those - it will perish.” 
Ṣaḥīḥ International. Hence, the idea of ascending and descending, has its roots in the Qur’ān, and is not 
solely a Neoplatonic influence. Ibn ‘Arabī writes: “good words have ascended on the steed of 
righteousness”, using the imagery of the steed as the prophetic tradition recounts regarding the nocturnal 
journey of the prophet who was said to have journeyed on one. See Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 137 

164 Uždavinys, Ascent to Heaven, p.106 
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…all the visible and invisible forms of the dynamic cosmic Text (like the different modes of 

Plotinian contemplation, theoria, of descent and ascent) are designated as “faces” (wujuh) of 

God. It means that the perfection of each thing is tantamount to the visage of al-Zahir, that is, of 

God (the Name) manifested as an external eidetic composition of being165 

 

Thus, embodiment plays a crucial role in the process of self-differentiation and self-

knowledge; through the reification of the unmanifest, it gives birth to all its possibilities in 

concreto. Alternatively, we can consider fasting as an embodied, non-discursive, silent 

prayer.166 Both fasting and praying share an expressive nature;167 one invisible, the other 

visible, mirroring the two aspects of the divine al-bāṭin (the non-manifest) and al-ẓāhir (the 

manifest). We must also note that all ritual practice is interdependent, designed to explain 

and complement one another.168 Hence, they are meant to be practiced together, as Solovyev 

writes: “These three things [prayer, alms-deeds and fasting] are so closely connected that no 

one of them has efficacy without the other two”.169 Often that which prevents one from 

fasting, also prevents one from praying, for example, in the case of menstruation. It is also 

expected that when we fast we are also performing the five daily prayers.  

 

b. Fasting as vigilance 

 

         To return to Ibn ‘Arabī’s analysis, he contends that during the month of Ramadān, we 

are urged to stay up the night in prayer and supplication, because God manifests himself in 

                                                             
165 Uždavinys, Ascent to Heaven, p. 107 

166  Gary A. Anderson, Charity: The Place of the Poor in the Biblical Tradition (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2013), p. 142 

167 Anderson, Charity: The Place of the Poor in the Biblical Tradition, pp. 139-140 

168 Van Ness criticizes Bell for not taking this particular aspect into consideration in the following passage: 
“Bell’s characteristics are incomplete because they mostly identify rituals in isolation from one another 
and ignore their usual configuration into larger wholes.” See Peter H. Van Ness, “Religious rituals, 
spiritual practices, and health”, Thinking through Rituals, p. 256 

169 Solovyev, God, Man and the Church: The Spiritual Foundations of Life, p. 4. This triad is also mentioned 
in St Aelred of Rievaulx,”Fasting”, Life of the Spirit (1946-1964), Vol. 10, No. 116 (February 1956), p. 341; 
Gary Anderson, Charity: The Place of the Poor in the Biblical Tradition, p. 143 
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special ways during the night after a day of fasting, according to Ibn ‘Arabī, a vital point I 

shall return to.170 This could be what is meant by the ḥadīth quoted above in which God says: 

“Fasting is for me and I reward it”. The reward here is the manifestation of God for the 

servant, and the attainment of divine knowledge.  The days in the month of Ramadān are 

also divided differently, as the fast begins with dawn and ends with the setting of the sun. 

The day starts with fasting and ends with the breaking of the fast, which is defined by 

religious law. Thus, a difference was established between the beginning and the end of the 

day, despite the similarity of light in sunrise and sunset, in order to make the days unlike all 

other days.171 Again, we find Ibn ‘Arabī forming a divine cosmology that mirrors the 

attributes of the divine and the ever-changing manifestation, as the verse state “every day He 

is bringing about a matter”, establishing the correspondence between the micro-and 

macrocosm.172 

         To return to Ibn ‘Arabī’s point that we are encouraged to stay up during Ramadān and 

perform religious practices, it underlines the role of fasting as an exercise in vigilance. In 

Ḥilyat al-Abdāl, Ibn ‘Arabī considers hunger the third pillar of the four transformative 

spiritual practices, which are silence (al-ṣamt), seclusion (al-‘uzla), hunger  (al-jū‘), and 

vigilance (al-sahar). He states that seclusion includes silence, while hunger includes 

vigilance.173 Hence, as hunger constitutes a very large part of fasting, and hunger includes 

vigilance, it is safe to argue that the fasting constitutes vigilance. In addition, his treatise 

highlights the fact that all ritual practice is designed to be practiced together as a whole; 

practicing dhikr gives us energy to be able to fast the next day, since it is regarded as spiritual 

nutrition.  

 

c. Fasting as structuring an anti-structure  

                                                             
170 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 605. Note that Ibn ‘Arabī’s Mawāqiʿ‘ al-Nujūm was 
inspired in Ramadān, when he was fasting and practicing much dhikr as he tells us in his introduction of 
his work, an example of first-hand experience, which rendered fruit. I will mention the introduction in the 
following section. Also note as I have pointed out earlier, that all ritual practices are designed to 
complement and accompany one another.   

171 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, p. 605 

172 Q (55:29): “Whoever is within the heavens and earth asks Him; every day He is bringing about a 
matter,” Ṣaḥīḥ International 

173 See Ibn ‘Arabī: The Four Pillars of Spiritual Transformation, trans. Stephen Hirtenstein, p. 35  
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        Moreover, the fast, as all other rituals, structures people’s “temporal experience”, which 

can have therapeutic effects, an idea which resonates with rituals channeling people’s 

energies in healthy ways.174 According to Van Ness, ritual establishes an “alternative 

structure” which can serve as an “anti-structure” of the daily temporal and social one, which 

encourages “relaxation of social tensions,” contributing to “individual mental and physical 

health”. 175 For example, during Ramadān in social gatherings, when the time to break the 

fast comes, everyone joins at the table, regardless of personal animosity or family tensions. 

As Van Ness termed it, “temporary and periodic experiences” suspend tensions in daily life, 

which we can also argue is the function of the five daily prayers, which accompany all 

fasts.176 The fact that Muslims are encouraged to practice together is very significant, since 

it highlights the social aspect of ritual as a binding force in the community, and a reminder 

that the community is built around the divine.177 Our day to day consciousness is 

characterized by forgetfulness and heedlessness. The reminder is precisely the parallel 

structure which ritual practice stablishes as a mirroring of the metaphysical order of how 

things ontologically are, and thus, a reminder of our ontological poverty, and our phenomenal 

existence as the self-differentiation of the divine, which takes us to the next sub-section on 

the hidden dimension. 

 

d. Fasting as hidden dimension  

 

           To return to Ibn ‘Arabī’s text, he ends the first section on Ramadān with an analysis 

of the numerology of the lunar calendar, according to which the beginning and end of every 

Islamic month is determined. Lunar months are usually either 29 or 30 days. Thirty is the 

                                                             
174 Van Ness, “Religious rituals, spiritual practice, and health”, p. 258; Also see T. C. Kline III, “Moral 
cultivation through ritual participation: Xunzi’s philosophy of ritual”, Thinking Through Rituals: 
Philosophical Perspectives (Routledge: New York & London, 2004), pp. 188-206 

175 Van Ness, “Religious rituals, spiritual practice, and health”, p. 258 

176 Van Ness, “Religious rituals, spiritual practice, and health”, p. 258 

177 Hardin, Reconstructing Obesity, pp. 112-113; Bell also writes that: “Shared participation in a food feast 
is a common ritual means for defining and affirming the full extent of the human and cosmic community.  
Whether that community is conceived to be rigidly hierarchical or fundamentally egalitarian, the principle 
of sharing food marks it as a community.” See Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions, p. 123 
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number of spiritual levels and those who occupy it (al-manāzil wa al-nāzilīn).178 The sun 

represents the spirit, which gave life to bodies and their sense perceptions, while the moon 

represents the self (al-nafs) as it entails stages signifying completion and incompletion.179 

The movements of the planets, and the distance it travels determine the number of spiritual 

levels.180 Ibn ‘Arabī concludes that Spirit gives existence, which is represented by the sun, 

while the self, which is represented by the moon cannot give existence therefore, it cannot 

be said to have existence.181 Again we observe that the discussion is brought back to the 

nature of existence (al-wujūd), and ritual is brought back to its onto-cosmological context. I 

will not further elaborate on the significance of Ibn ‘Arabī’s astro-numerological aspect, as 

it is intricate and beyond the scope of my research. However, suffice it to say it can be 

considered as a way of transcending the reification of discursive thinking, since it eludes its 

binding tendency by extending reality into hidden dimensions.  

        Regarding the hidden dimension associated with fasting, in a passage in Mawāqiʿ al-

Nujūm, Ibn Arabī plays on the word stomach (bāṭn) in Arabic, which also means inner inside, 

or cavity (jawf), as mentioned above. Since the stomach is inside the human being, and 

therefore hidden, and the word in Arabic for hidden is (bāṭin), which also refers to the 

esoteric knowledge (‘ulūm al-bāṭin). He writes in the following passage: 

 

See how trying (amḥan) the hidden side (bāṭin al-dunya) of life is; its houses 

are ruins, its clothes are holes, its mating is decay (jīf), and its food and drink 

are bait (‘adhratān). May God grant us welfare (al-‘āfiya).182  

 

A clear inversion is established between the phenomenal and the ontological reality. The 

phenomenal world if impermanent, characterized by death and decay, while the ontological 

reality, which in Ibn ‘Arabī’s case is the one divine being (waḥdat al-wujūd), is the only 

                                                             
178 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 605- 606 

179 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 606 

180 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 606 

181 Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol. I, pp. 606 

182 Ibn ‘Arabī, Mawāqiʿ al-Nujūm, p. 95 
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everlasting one. Thus, if we want to transcend impermanence, we must adhere to the divine 

law with its ordained ritual practices, which allow us to witness our ontological nothingness, 

and die before we die.  

 

Conclusion 

 

         The underlying logic of ritual for Ibn ‘Arabī is the realization of ultimate reality, which 

consists of absolute divine existence (wujūd) and the non-existence of everything else 

(‘adam). In other words, ritual reminds us that despite our phenomenal existence, we lack 

ontological existence (essence), while the only true existence is that which coincides with 

essence and is only attributed to the divine. The act of remembrance is achieved through the 

constant practice of ritual, which tames the ego and even seeks to break it, even if 

momentarily, which allows a glimpse into the reality of our servanthood and our absolute 

dependence on the divine.183 We must, however, keep in mind that we are only describing 

things on the phenomenal level, for example the breaking of the ego, because if nothing 

exists ontologically for Ibn ‘Arabī except the divine, then not even the ego does.184 

In the case of fasting, the abstinence from food and drink sheds a light on the 

impossibility of our prolonged abstinence, for even the most developed spiritual masters 

from East to West cannot dispense with air. The Arabic word for self (nafs) is 

orthographically the same as the word for breath (nafas), which illustrates that the breath is 

the lifeline of the self, and the absolute dependence on something external for survival. Ibn 

‘Arabī, thus, brings our attention to the fact that the essence of nutrition is spiritual, and 

ultimately from the one source of wujūd (existence). This brings us to the role of the 

attainment of divine knowledge. 

                                                             
183 The practice has to be constant because our will is inconsistent, as O’Callaghan says: “No matter what 
phenomenology of man one chooses to employ, one must admit that man is not fully integrated that a mere 
act of will can attach him irrevocably to God. His religious life is a history in which his yes to God and no 
to selfishness wax and wane.” See Denis O’Callaghan, ‘Why Total Abstinence?’, p. 33 

184 Ghazālī differentiates between four modes of being: 1) fī al-aʿyān (in the entities) 2) fī al-adhhān (in 
the minds) 3) fī al-alfāẓ (in words/speech) 4) fī al-kitāba (in writing). See Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī, Manṭiq 
Tahāfut al-Falāsifa/Miʿyār al-ʿIlm, ed. Sulaymān Dunyā (Cairo: Dār al-Maʿārif, 1961), pp. 76-77. On the 
modalities of being as having three realms (mental, linguistic and extra-mental), see Sajjad H. Rizvi, Mullā 
Sadrā and Metaphysics (London & New York: Routledge, 2009) pp. 40-53 
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    In fasting we practice self-sufficiency, which can never be attained absolutely, but 

can be practiced partially. This teaches us about the divine and his absolute transcendence. 

The attribute ‘al-ṣamad’, when appropriated to a human being who is partially existent, and 

bound by time and space, cannot logically mean the same if the attribute is applied to 

existence itself, which is synonymous with essence, and which is beyond time and space. 

Therefore, the two aspects of the divine are exemplified; the immanence through the 

attributes, and the transcendence through the realization that the divine is beyond our 

understanding of any attribute.  

    Theosis also plays a central role in the practice of ritual. Just as we gain insight into 

the immanence and transcendence of the divine, we also gain insight on our potential to be 

divine-like through the realization of our nothingness. Once this realization is attained, the 

divine attributes can shine through us, unobstructed by the ego. In the case of fasting, the 

attribute of ‘ṣamadīya’ is epitomized in it, though additional attributes are also associated 

with it such as singularity and uniqueness. Hence, one of the differences between fasting and 

prayer, for example, is related to the divine attributes to be appropriated with the respective 

practices. 

 We must understand that the word ‘appropriation’ can be misleading, as there is no one to 

appropriate once we realize our nothingness. We understand that the only doer is the divine. 

It is the absence of the ego that is the presence of God. Of course, the divine is always present, 

but we do not always reflect it. The mirror motif is useful here in explaining what we mean. 

God is thought of as absolute light and we are the mirrors that reflect his divine light. If the 

mirror is tainted it cannot reflect the light. The cleansing of the mirror is the function of 

ritual. 

       Ritual affirms the importance of the body in the spiritual journey. In other words, we 

are embodied selves and our physicality cannot be denied but worked with. It also brings 

forward the direct relationship between the body and our mental and spiritual states. It is not 

far-fetched to say that the physical and emotional states affect the type of thoughts and 

behavior we have. Many easily lose their temper when they are hungry or had a bad night’s 

sleep. We have all witnessed states where our physical wellbeing (or lack of it) has 

influenced our emotions, thoughts and general mood. It is not preposterous to claim then that 

the physical state has a direct influence on our conscious state, and consequently, can be 

manipulated. Moreover, fasting gives a different experience of the body than, for example, 

ablution and prayer. The former is a practice which does not constitute any discursive or 



 339 

even non-discursive thinking, because it is defined as ‘refraining’ from all kinds of 

‘doing’(tark lā ʿamal). It shares with ablution the absence of any discursive activity, while 

transcending the physical activity which defines ablution. Though fasting does give rise to 

discursive and non-discursive thinking, it is a by-product rather than a constituent or a goal 

of fasting. One might argue that the sensations, such as hunger and thirst, can be another 

distraction like thought, but the paradox of embodiment is that the more we experience our 

bodies, the more present we become.  Therefore, we could argue that fasting is a more 

extreme practice of silent presence in the body than both ablution and prayer.  

    The elevation of consciousness or the spiritual ascension (miʿrāj) is a central function 

of fasting and ritual in general, which happens through the alteration of the physical state of 

the body, which allows us to experience different types and degrees of consciousness. In the 

case of fasting, hungering the senses is the main means by which it is achieved. The highest 

attainment of consciousness is the realization of the ontological absence of the self, and the 

phenomenal self as self-differentiation of the divine. By paradoxically hungering the senses, 

the experience of embodiment is amplified and the inhibition of thought occurs, which gives 

rise to mystical experience, where the subject experiences his/her total annihilation (fanā’), 

a transformative experience, changing our abiding state of consciousness and perception of 

reality permanently (baqā’). 

        Ascension is, therefore, to be understood phenomenally, as a de-reification, or stripping 

away of illusion (al-tajrīd) of everything we thought to be true or real apart from God, 

including our ontological existence, and unveiling (al-kashf) of all the phenomenal layers 

until we arrive at the ontological reality of absolute divine existence. This means that there 

already was and always will be pure existence (al-wujūd al-maḥḍ). We uncover what is 

eternal and that what is eternal is one. Realizing the underlying unity of everything, and the 

oneness of divine agency is tawḥīd, the witnessing of unity, which is the first pillar of Islam.  

         In summary, ritual practice, and in this case, fasting has many roles, among them is 

gaining divine knowledge, which pertains to everything, i.e., knowing our nature and place 

in the world between nothingness and divinity, and de-reifying our beliefs regarding the self 

as a separate, substantial entity. The divine knowledge is attained through affirmation of the 

body by paradoxically denying it, in this case through hunger, thirst and abstention from 

sexual activity, which increase our experiential awareness of the embodied self. Bodily 

experience through the practice of ritual, inhibits the discursive activity of the mind, which 

allows us access to non-discursive knowledge of the divine, therefore, as Van Ness put it 
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“...religion can serve rational ends with non-rational means.” 185 Divine knowledge, which 

is nothing other than knowledge of wujūd (being) is undifferentiated, whole, without 

division.186 Discursive thinking is dualistic, dividing everything into subject and object. 

Hence, divine knowledge cannot be attained through it, but through experiential knowledge, 

where we become whole, and therefore, capable of knowing the whole. Thus, it seeks to 

transcend the division within. We can, therefore, argue that ritual is a de-reification process, 

whereby we are remedied of the forgetfulness of the origin of cognition in re-cognition, and 

the origin of re-cognition in the consciousness of existence (wujūd). Finally, the function of 

fasting, and all ritual practice for Ibn ‘Arabī, is nothing less than the alignment to the self-

manifestation of the divine attributes as part of the process of self-knowledge. Thus, binding 

(taqyīd) ourselves to the cosmic/religious laws allow us to align our will with the divine 

through the practice of submission and surrender, the very heart of Islam.   

 

                                                             
185 Van Ness, “Religious rituals, spiritually disciplined practices, and health”, p. 257  

186 Rizvi, Mullā Sadrā and Metaphysics, p. 41 
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Chapter 7 

 

Conclusion: The Perfect Human Being 

 

     So far, I have addressed the problem of mystical experience and its root in specific 

theories of consciousness and epistemological paradigms, which exclude the possibility of 

unmediated knowledge in the first chapter. In addition, I have touched upon the difficulty in 

communicating such unmediated knowledge in language, especially pertaining to the unity 

of existence (waḥdat al-wujūd), because of the reifying nature and dual structure of language. 

I have argued that though reification is inevitable, we can nevertheless, use the process 

constructively against itself through ritual practice instead of the employment of language 

and concept. I have therefore, contended that ritual has a three-fold function which is firstly, 

to move us away from discursive to non-discursive thinking, in order to eventually effect a 

mystical experience in which a momentary suspension of thought takes place. This leads to 

the second function of ritual, namely, the experience of consciousness as a continuum in 

which we partake in, and thus, the disclosure of the ontological poverty of the self and the 

transformation of conceptions regarding identity. Hence, the third function of ritual is the 

disclosure of knowledge of reality, and the embodiment of that knowledge.  

    In chapter two I have discussed the notion of reification in Ibn ‘Arabī which I have 

compared to his understanding of binding (taqyīd), arguing that the root of reification lies in 

the reification of consciousness into a discrete human subject. Though for Honneth 

reification is mainly defined as a negative process, binding (taqyīd) for Ibn ‘Arabī is not 

solely so, but a necessary process for manifestation which allows knowledge. The negative 

aspect of reification which he shares with Honneth is the aspect of forgetfulness of the real 

order of things, especially pertaining to the primacy of the experiential aspect over the 

discursive one in us, defining our notion of selfhood.  

    In chapter three I have analyzed the concept of selfhood in Ibn ‘Arabī, arguing that 

the self is ontologically non-existent, but phenomenologically necessary as the self-

differentiation of the divine, comparing it to the account of the non-egological minimal self. 

The self-differentiation of the divine for Ibn ‘Arabī manifests the divine law, as I have 

illustrated in the introduction to the study cases. Hence, tashrīʿ is considered a consequence 
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of the manifestation of the divine names, in other words, the result of differentiation. Divine 

obligation within this context is a further realization of the divine names, especially those 

pertaining to lordship which require the manifestation of servanthood.  

    In chapters four on purification, five on prayer, and six on fasting I have illustrated 

that the telos of ritual practice for Ibn ‘Arabī is the disclosure of the self as ontologically 

void, yet as an irreducible first-person perspective, which is nothing other than the 

phenomenal manifestation of the self-differentiation of the divine. Through the reification of 

the divine law and the ritual practices it involves, we are made to experience an intensified 

embodiment, which paradoxically detaches us from identification with our physical form by 

inhibiting our faculty of discursive thinking and increasing our immediate experience of 

ourselves as sheer self-awareness or presence. Thus, ritual practice serves as an 

epistemological tool for the knowledge of reality through embodiment.  

    This final chapter serves both as an elaboration on the notion of the perfect human 

being (al-insān al-kāmil) and a synchronizing summary of the main themes addressed in 

previous chapters. Why does the notion of the perfect human being (al-insān al-kāmil) tie 

all the chapters together? 1  At the heart of my argument of reification lies the problem of the 

reification of consciousness into a human subject (i.e. the egological account of the self). 

The reverse consciousness, namely that of the unity of existence (waḥdat al-wujūd), is 

precisely that of the perfect human being (al-insān al-kāmil), as he/she is the epitome of 

servanthood, and consequently the embodiment of the realization of one’s ontological 

poverty, but also of the self-differentiation of God (i.e. the minimal self). Furthermore, given 

that al-insān al-kāmil in the Sufi tradition is nothing other than the cosmic Muḥammadan 

reality (al-ḥaqīqa al-Muḥammadīya) personified in the vicegerent of God (khalīfat Allah), it 

forms the raison d’être of the creation of the human being, in fact of all creation. 2 Moreover, 

as I have demonstrated in previous chapters, everything is governed by divine names which 

translate into microcosmic laws. Hence, the realization and completion of one’s human 

potential, as I have illustrated before, cannot be attained without the abiding by the divine 

                                                             
1 The notion of the perfect human being (al-insān al-kāmil) is often referred to as ‘the perfect man’, which 
is not a precise translation and unnecessarily gendered as well, which is why I am sticking with the literal 
translation. 

2 As Corbin says, the perfect human, is the one in whom all divine names are epiphanized, see Henry 
Corbin, Alone with the Alone: Creative Imagination in the Sūfism of Ibn ‘Arabī (New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 1997), p. 211 
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laws (sharīʿa), and the ritual practices they entail. This is further clarified in Ibn ‘Arabī’s 

discussion on sainthood (walāya), as I will show in this chapter, which is nothing other than 

human completion and perfection. Thus, ultimately self-knowledge, which is nothing other 

than self-realization, constitutes the process of de-reification, illustrated in the process of 

becoming the perfect human being.  

     In the first section, I shortly discuss Ibn ʿArabī’s understanding of Adam as the 

archetype of humanity, created in the image of God. In the second section, I discuss the 

structure of being, and the levels of its differentiation, on which I build the third section, 

which deals with the possibility of divine knowledge. I argue that knowledge is possible, 

firstly, through the divine image in which we are formed, and secondly, through the 

permeation of the divine existence, which is nothing other than love that flows through every 

existent, imbuing it with life.  The fourth section explores the reality of Muḥammad (pbuh) 

as both, a cosmic entity, and the embodiment of truth in the form of the perfect human being 

(al-insān al-kāmil). I shortly, discuss the ringstone of Muḥammad in the Fuṣūṣ, contending 

that the realization of one’s full human potential, which is the embodiment of the entirety of 

the divine attributes, involves the integration of the masculine, as well as the feminine aspects 

within.  I finally argue that in order to do so, we must reconcile masculine modes of knowing 

(i.e. discursive thinking) with feminine modes of knowing (i.e. non-discursive means), while 

recognizing that the latter takes precedence and is in fact, superior to the former in the 

attainment of divine knowledge. The fifth and final section constitutes a synthesis of the 

chapter and the reiteration of the problem of reification.  

 

 Section I: Adam, the archetype 

 

    Since the notion of the perfect human being in Ibn ‘Arabī is built on his onto-

cosmological worldview of the unity of existence, he/she must be understood as 

encompassed within this unity, as the self-differentiation of God. As Ibn ‘Arabī put it 

“humanity is to God as the pupil is to the eye, they are God’s sight” 3, because human beings 

are the only creation which have the capacity to reflect all divine attributes (jawāmiʿ‘ al-

                                                             
3 Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, ed. Abū al-ʿAlā ʿAfiffī (Beirut: Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, n.d), p. 50 
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kalim).4 However, this capacity may lay dormant all our lives, if we do not seek to actualize 

it by walking the spiritual path, which involves abiding by divine laws and the ritual practices 

they involve.  

    According to Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī was the first thinker to use the term ‘perfect man’ 

in a technical sense, albeit infrequently.5 It was adopted and elaborated by his disciple ‘Abd 

al-Karīm al-Jilī in his work al-Insān al-Kāmil fī Ma‘rifat al-Awākhir wa al-Awā’il, through 

which it derived its fame.6 The perfect human being for Ibn ‘Arabī is considered Adam, as 

we find the term used three times in reference to him in the Ringstone of Adam.7  

     In Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam the human being is portrayed as the raison d’être of the creation 

of the universe; in fact, of God’s knowledge of himself. As Ibn ʿArabī contends: “He [God] 

has described himself through us: when we witness him, we witness ourselves, and when he 

witnesses us, he witnesses himself.”8 Moreover, knowledge of the one through himself is 

different than knowledge of oneself through another, which means that a new 

epistemological perspective is gained with the creation of the universe.9 Nevertheless, the 

universe without the human being is soulless or like an unpolished mirror, incapable of 

reflection.10 It was, therefore, necessary to polish the mirror and create Adam, as he is that 

very polishing of the mirror and the soul of that image.11 Hence, the universe is referred to 

                                                             
4 Claude Addas, Quest for the Red Sulphur: The Life of Ibn ʿ Arabī, trans. Peter Kingsley (Cambridge: The 
Islamic Texts Society, 1993), p. 139 

5 It is possible that it first appeared in Al-Hakīm Al-Tirmidhī, who gained popularity through Ibn ‘Arabī’s 
systematization of his various doctrines. See Masataka Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man 
And its Place in the History of Islamic Thought (Tokyo: Studia Culturae Islamicae 32, 1987), p. 49  

6 Takeshita argues that it was only used seven times in the Fuṣūṣ, see Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the 
Perfect Man, p.49 

7  Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, p. 50  

8 Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, p. 53; Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 19 

9 Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, p. 48; Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 14 

10 Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al- Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, p. 49; Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 14-15 

11 Ibn ‘Arabī writes: “fa iqtada al-amr jalā’ mir’āt al-ʿālam, fa kana Adam ʿayn jalā’ tilka al-mir’āt wa 
rūḥ tilka al-ṣūra”, see Fuṣūṣ al- Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition p. 49 
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as the big human (al-insān al-kabīr), while the human being is referred to as the small 

universe (al-‘ʿālam al-saghīr).12  

    Ibn ‘Arabī considers the human being – symbolized by Adam— to be the synthesis 

(jam‘īya) and of the world and God.13 The human’s manifested form (ṣūra ẓāhira), which is 

the body, is created in the image of the universe. The unmanifest form (ṣūra bāṭina), which 

is our soul, is created in the image of God, which makes us the created truth (al-ḥaqq al-

khalq).14 Since the unmanifest form of the human (soul) is in the image of God, it governs 

over (khilāfa) the manifested form (body), which is where their governance in general 

(khilāfa) stems from.15 Hence, the order of things is established in the primacy of the 

unmanifest and non-physical dimension over the manifest and physical one.16  

    Adam is regarded as the true governor (khalīfa) of God on earth, given the nature 

of his being that which encompasses divinity (al-jam‘īya al-ilāhīya), also referred to as the 

cosmic  reality of all realities (ḥaqīqat al-ḥaqā’iq) from which all creation originates.17 

According to Ibn ‘Arabī, our true cosmic nature cannot be known through speculation (naẓar 

fikrī) but through non-discursive perception (idrāk) through divine unveiling (kashf ilāhī).18 

Hence, the necessity of mystical experience and its preparatory ritual practice involved.  

    Furthermore, the khilāfa is not by default given to humanity qua humanity but is 

something to be earned. For Ibn ‘Arabī only one who has realized their ontological poverty, 

becoming fully a servant of God can be called a perfect human being, and only then merits 

                                                             
12 Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al- Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, p. 49 

13 Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, pp. 55-56; Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory 
of the Perfect Man, pp. 50-53 

14 Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, p. 56; Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 22; Takeshita, Ibn 
‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, p. 51 

15 Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, p. 52 

16 In a different passage Ibn ʿ Arabī states that the world is manifestation (al-ʿālam shahāda) and the caliph 
is unmanifest (al-khalīfa ghayb), and hence, the sultan is veiled (wa li hādhā yuḥjab al-sulṭān); Ibn ʿ Arabī, 
Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 20; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, pp. 53-54 

17 Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, p. 49; Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 15. I will return 
to the discussion of the reality of realities further on in my discussion of the ringstone of Muḥammad in 
the Fuṣūṣ.  

18 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 15; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, p. 49 
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the title of khalīfa.19 The perfect human is the adornment (al-naqsh) and the sign or stamp 

(ʿalāma) with which the king seals his treasures, and creation is protected. 20 So long as the 

kings’ treasures are sealed, states Ibn ‘Arabī, no one dares to open them without his 

permission, in the same way God has made the human being his/her caliph in protecting his 

kingdom; the universe remains protected so long as the perfect human being exists in it.21 

Thus, the human being qua human being is not the condition of the protection of the universe, 

but his/her realized state of perfection is the condition, which has to be attained with the 

return to the primordial state (fiṭra).22  In other words, we have to return to our cosmic 

function as that which bridges God and the universe, and protects creation, as the ‘pole’ 

(quṭb) and true khalīfa of the universe. 23 Hence, the function of sharīʿa and ritual practice. 

    The khilāfa, for Ibn ‘Arabī requires superiority over what it governs. In other words, 

it needs to contain everything that it governs over. For this reason, Adam is regarded as the 

synthesis of all realties (ḥaqā’iq) of the universe, i.e. the names of God and that which 

encompasses all of this existence (al-iḥāṭa bi hādhā al-wujūd).24 Ibn ʿArabī speaks of the 

connection and relation (irtibāṭ) between the human being and God, in the context of the 

former being created in the image of the latter, nevertheless negating their ontological 

identity.25 God is necessary existence (wājib al-wujūb), while Adam, the archetype of the 

                                                             
19 Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 21; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, p. 55 

20 Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 16; Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī, p. 50; As William Chittick 
states “Correct knowledge of the cosmos is in fact knowledge of God’s outward and inward signs”. He 
further points out that the word cosmos in Arabic shares the same root ‘ ‘a-l-m’ as knowledge and mark. 
This is of utmost importance, because it bridges the knowledge of God with the knowledge of the human 
being and the cosmos. See William C. Chittick, Ibn ‘Arabi: Heir to the Prophets (Oxford: Oneworld, 2005), 
p.75 

21 Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, p. 50 

22 See chapter 6 entitled ‘The Nature of Man’ in The Essential Seyyed Hossein Nasr, ed. William C. 
Chittick (Indiana: World Wisdom, 2007), pp. 65-73  

23 For the definition of Qutb (pole), see Michel Chodkiewicz, Seal of the Saints: Prophethood and Sainthood 
in the Doctrine of Ibn ‘Arabi, trans. Liadain Sherrard (Cambridge: The Islamic Texts Society, 1993), pp. 53-
58; As Little puts it “the Qutb is the true caliph (khalīfa), see John T. Little, “Al-Insān al-Kāmil: The Perfect 
Man According to Ibn al-‘Arabī”, The Muslim World, Vol. 77, Issue 1 (January 1987), p. 51     

24Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 16; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, p. 50 ; Takeshita, Ibn 
‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, p. 52 

25 Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 17-21; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, pp. 51-55 
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human being, has contingent being. Thus, their ontological difference prevents complete 

knowledge of the divine.26 Nevertheless, given that God as necessary existence flows 

through everything, endowing life and existence to the universe and humanity, a further 

relation is established through the permeation (sarayān) of being (al-wujūd), which allows 

knowledge of God.27 In this case, it is through self-knowledge through self-awareness, since 

it is the only mode of knowledge in which we experience the non-discursive knowledge by 

identity, which is the only mode of knowledge which discloses the mysteries of existence as 

was pointed out earlier. 28 What can then be known and how can it be known? I shall address 

these questions in the following section, focusing on knowledge through a) being created in 

his image (ṣūra), i.e. being a copy (nuskha) of the divine, b) having divine being (wujūd) 

permeate us. 

 

Section II: Being and differentiation 

 

Before we start addressing the previous questions concerning knowledge, it is 

important to note the Islamic onto-cosmological order, within which Ibn ʿArabī’s discussion 

on knowledge should be contextualized. To start with, there are two aspects of the divine, a 

non-manifest (bāṭin) and a manifest one (ẓāhir); the former is unknowable, while latter is 

knowable.29  The non-manifest one, which occupies “the highest position” is existence itself 

or “dhāt al-wujūd” or theologically “dhāt Allah”, the essence of God, and is “pure and 

simple”, meaning it lacks any kind of attributes.30 At this stage it is difficult to describe 

exactly what this stage constitutes of, since it is utterly transcendent, as Izutsu put it: 

 

                                                             
26 Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 17-21; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, pp. 51-55 

27 Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 21; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, p. 55 

28 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 15; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, p. 49 

29 This division into non-manifest (negative) and manifest (positive), is also common to all “Oriental 
philosophies other than Islamic”, see Toshihiko Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence (Kuala 
Lampur: Islamic Book Trust, 2007), p. 76 

30 Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, p. 77 
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It is sheer metaphysical indiscrimination or the absolute Indeterminate…And since it infinitely 

transcends all relative distinctions, it is indescribable and ineffable. It is therefore essentially 

unknown and unknowable. It is a great Mystery (ghayb). The utmost we can say of this stage is 

that it is “one”, not in the numerical sense but absolutely, in the sense that nothing is here visible, 

nothing is discernible. Technically this stage is known as the stage of aḥadiyyah or “absolute 

Onenness”.31 

 

Whether aḥadīya constitutes the highest position (Qayṣarī), determined by transcendence,32 

or the highest position is considered beyond articulation, including the condition of 

transcendence (Jīlī),33 is a point of contention, which is beyond the scope of our current 

discussion.34 What is, however, important to note here is that depending on the ascription of 

the highest position, the numbers regarding emanation/ hypostasis is relegated; if we ascribe 

to Jīlī’s position, aḥadīya is considered the first level of differentiation (taʿayyun awwal), as 

opposed to Qayṣarī’s position, where it is considered non-differentiated.35 Jīlī’s position 

makes this level of existence closer to the world and thus, “the source of all phenomenal 

things”, constituting “the creative activity of the Absolute”.36 In any case, according to Ibn 

ʿArabī, aḥadīya is the non-manifest, transcendent and unknowable aspect of the divine, 

despite its permeation of all living beings, as he writes in the following passages:  

 

                                                             
31 Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, p. 77 

32 This position is referred to as aḥadīya or “bi-sharṭ lā”, meaning, “existence as negatively conditioned”. 
See Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, p. 79 

33 The technical term for this position is referred to as “lā bi sharṭ, maqsamī”, meaning “existence as 
absolutely non-conditioned”, see Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, p. 79 

34 Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, pp. 77-78 

35 Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, p. 79 

36 It is also referred to as the “most sacred Emanation” (fayḍ aqdas), see Izutsu, The Concept and Reality 
of Existence, p. 79 
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al-aḥadīya is the abode of the one (mawṭin al-aḥad), the veil of exaltedness (ḥijāb al-ʿizza) covers it, and 

is never lifted, so no one sees him in his singularity (aḥadīya) except himself, because the realities refuse 

to (li’anna al-ḥaqā’iq ta’bā dhālik).37 

 

…the singularity (al-aḥdaīya) permeates every existent (mawjūd) so that the human greed of being solely 

characterized by it seizes; singularity (al-aḥdaīya) encompasses (ʿammat) all creation because of the 

divine permeation (al-sarayān al-ilāhī) that no creature feels except those whom the divine wills (them to 

feel it). 38 

 

    Aḥadīya (absolute oneness or singularity), which is the ineffable dimension which 

cannot even be worshipped, emanates the next level of existence referred to as wāḥidīya 

(oneness or unity), from which the aspect of lordship, and thus, the dimension which 

necessitates worship, forms.39 Even though both terms mean unity/oneness they designate 

two different “metaphysical situations”, namely, aḥadīya is the interior of wāḥidīya, while 

the latter is the exterior of the former. 40 We can therefore, argue that the non-manifest aspect 

(bāṭin) consists of the unknowable essence of existence (dhāt al-wujūd) and singularity 

(aḥadīya) (depending on the model we ascribe to), while the manifest (ẓāhir) starts with 

wāḥidīya (unity).41 Another difference between the two metaphysical situations is that in 

wāḥidīya (unity) multiplicity is internally “articulated”, in other words, there is already some 

form of internal differentiation, while this is not the case in aḥadīya.42 The internal 

                                                             
37 Ibn ʿArabī, “Kitāb al-Alif wa Hūwā Kitāb al-Aḥadīya”, Rasā’il Ibn ʿArabī, ed. Muḥammad Shihāb al-
Dīn al-ʿArabī (Beirut: Dār Ṣādir, 1997), p. 45 

38 The Arabic text reads: “…fa ṣārat al-aḥadīya sārīya fī kull mawjūd fa-zāl ṭamaʿ al-insān min al-ikhtiṣāṣ 
wa innamā ʿammat jamīʿ al-makhlūqāt al-aḥadīya li-l-sarayān al-ilāhī aladhī lā yashʿur bihi khalq illā 
man shā’ Allah”. Note that the possibility of the experience of the permeation of singularity is alluded to 
here, and which constitutes mystical experience, a point I shall return to. See Ibn ʿArabī, “Kitāb al-Alif”, 
Rasā’il Ibn ʿArabī, pp. 45-46 

39 Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, pp. 79-80; Ibn ʿ Arabī, “Kitāb al-Alif”, Rasā’il Ibn ʿ Arabī, 
p. 46 

40 Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, p. 80 

41 Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, p. 80; Another way to look at it is by considering wāhidīya 
the “name” of the “essence” that is aḥadīya, see Ibn ʿArabī, “Kitāb al-Alif”, Rasā’il Ibn ʿArabī, p. 45 

42 This is a very significant point, which I shall return to later. See Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of 
Existence, pp. 80-81, 83; According to Ibn ʿArabī, the one when multiplied to itself still results in one, 
thus, it cannot be the source of multiplicity, even though it is the foundation of it. In fact, multiplicity is 



 350 

differentiation consists of the divine names and attributes (asmā’ wa-ṣifāt),43 and is also 

called “the stage of “Knowledge” (ʿilm), i.e., divine Consciousness.”44 The stage of 

knowledge or divine consciousness is considered the ‘stage’ in which the divine becomes 

conscious of himself, especially through the creation of his image (wāḥidīya) in the human 

being, as we shall see shortly.45 Izutsu further elaborates in this very crucial passage: 

 

This appellation comes from the idea that the wāḥidiyyah is the stage at which God becomes 

conscious of Himself in the form of His own essential Perfections (kamālāt dhātiyyah). The 

essential Perfections of God that are thus established in divine Consciousness with clear 

demarcations are called the “eternal Archetypes” (aʿyān thābitah). Structurally, each eternal 

Archetype is considered to be the ẓāhir or “exterior” of [a] particular divine Name which is the 

bāṭin or “interior” of Archetype. The eternal Archetypes are to be regarded as ontological models 

which are eternally established in divine Consciousness and upon which the phenomenal things 

are produced in the empirical dimension of time and space.46 

 

Thus, we have a further differentiation of wāḥidīya from the internal differentiation of names 

and attributes to eternal archetypes, known as “aʿyān thābita” or “immutable entities” in Ibn 

ʿArabī’s terminology. The aʿyān thābita are further differentiated into empirical things found 

in the phenomenal world, a movement characterized as the “sacred Emanation” (fayḍ 

muqaddas).47 According to Izutsu, 

 

Such a conception of the eternal archetypes clarifies the position taken by the philosophers of 

waḥdat al-wujūd with regard to the notorious problem of universals. They necessarily uphold 

                                                             
solely intelligible, having no concrete existence in the same manner, for example, as universals.  See Ibn 
ʿArabī, “Kitāb al-Alif”, Rasā’il Ibn ʿArabī, p. 46  

43 Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, p. 83 

44 Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, p. 83 

45 Ibn ʿArabī, “Kitāb al-Alif”, Rasā’il Ibn ʿArabī, p. 45 

46 Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, p. 83 

47 This is as opposed to the “most sacred Emanation” which is the effusion of aḥadīya into wāḥidīya, see 
Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, p. 84 
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the thesis of universalia ante res, for the eternal Archetypes are real because the inner 

articulations of the wāḥidiyyah of which they are the external appearances are definitely real. 

But in terms of the concrete empirical world, the Archetypes are not really existent. This is what 

is meant by Ibn ʿArabī when he says that “the external Archetypes have not yet smelt the 

fragrance of existence”, the word “existence” om his context meaning empirical existence.48  

 

What is noteworthy that the word “res” is the root of the word “reification”. Thus, the phrase 

“universalia ante res” which literally means “universals before the thing” can also be rendered 

as “universals before they were reified”.49 As argued before, it is exactly the process of 

reification which allows knowledge to occur in an additional mode. The stage where the 

universals become reified into things, is referred to as the sacred emanation (fayḍ muqaddas), 

as noted above. It is the shift which resembles that which has taken place50 from the non-

manifest (aḥadīya) to the manifest dimension (wāḥidīya), and which is the only means we 

can experience it in the phenomenal world as embodied selves.51 Thus, the closest knowledge 

we can have of non-differentiated existence is through knowledge of the eternal archetypes 

(universals), and of the realities (ḥaqā’iq).52 Knowledge of non-differentiation, must be non-

discursive, since discursive thinking differentiates.53 Such knowledge is thus, had through 

                                                             
48 Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, pp. 83-84 

49Klima, Gyula, "The Medieval Problem of Universals", The Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy (Winter 2017 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2017/entries/universals-medieval/ 

50 We have to keep in mind that there is no temporality involved, but “before” and “after” refer to a logical 
sequence, even though everything happens simultaneously. See Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of 
Existence, pp. 84-86 

51 Quassim Cassam, “The Embodied Self”, The Oxford Handbook of the Self, ed. Shaun Gallagher 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 139-156 

52 I shall address this in the next section.  

53 Sara Rappe, Reading Neoplatonism: Non-discursive thinking in the texts of Plotinus, Proclus and 
Damascius (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 25-44; For a further discussion on the 
topic, see Algis Uždavinys, Philosophy and Theurgy in Late Antiquity (Ohio: Angelico Press/ Sophia 
Perennis, 2010), pp. 250-265; George Boas, “A Source of the Plotinian Mysticism”, The Journal of 
Philosophy, Vol. 18, No. 12 (June 1921), pp. 330-332 
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the experience of love,54 the driving force which propels the entire creation or manifestation55 

of the universe.56 The journey back to the center from which all emanates is the telos of the 

spiritual path, by means of ritual practice or “theurgy” as the non-discursive vehicle through 

intensified embodiment,57 as I have illustrated in the last three chapters; purification is a 

journey of remembrance, of re-orientation as repentance (tawba), which literally means to 

return.58 Prayer is considered the journey of the believer (miʿrāj al-mu’min) in the ḥadīth, 

while, fasting is a cosmic journey to and through the divine name ‘al-ṣamad’.59 S/he who 

undertakes the journey to the ‘center’ from which all emerges and has, thus, embodied not 

only the universals but wāḥidīya (also referred to as ḥaqīqat al-ḥaqā’iq and al-ḥaqīqa al-

Muḥammadīya),60 is considered the most perfect human being (al-insān al-kāmil).61 Hence, 

                                                             
54 It is, to be more precise, self-love, in which identity is experienced in a mystical experience, which 
discloses through self-knowledge knowledge of the divine as the ḥadīth states “whosoever knows 
themselves know God”.  

55 According to Netton, Ibn ʿArabī uses both creation and emanation interchangeably. See Ian Richard 
Netton, Allāh Transcendent: Studies in the Structure and Semiotics of Islamic Philosophy, Theology and 
Cosmology (London & New York: Routledge, 1989), pp. 282-283 

56 As Izutsu explains: “The same is true of the ontological function of Love in the Islamic system. The 
creative movement, or, to use the technical terminology of waḥdat al-wujūd philosophy, the self-
manifestation (tajallī) of the Absolute which is activated by the principle of Love, emerges for the first time 
at the stage of aḥadiyyah and is called “most sacred Emanation”. See Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of 
Existence, pp. 81- 82; Neoplatonism also has mysticism as its center, see Boas, “A Source of the Plotinian 
Mysticism”, pp. 330-332 

57 As mentioned before, the emanation (of love) has a downward direction (descent) which is referred to 
in Neoplatonic terms as “epistrophe”, while our spiritual journey’s direction is upwards (ascent), or 
“anagoge” to the divine ‘source’.  See Uždavinys, Philosophy and Theurgy in Late Antiquity, pp. 78- 82 

58 Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, vol.1 (Cairo: Dār al-Ḥadīth, 2003), pp. 635-636 

59 Algis Uždavinys, Ascent to Heaven: In Islamic and Jewish Mysticism (London: The Matheson Trust, 
2011), pp. 106-107 

60 This reality can be compared to the Neoplatonic ‘Intellect’, which Ibn ʿArabī refers to, for example, as 
“al-ʿAql al-Awwal” (the First Intellect). He also has several different terms for it, such as, “al-Qalam al-
Aʿlā” (the Pen), or simply “al-Qalam” (the Pen), “al-Ḥaqīqa al-Muḥammadiyya” (the Reality of 
Muḥammad), “al-Rūḥ” (the Spirit), “al-ʿArsh al-Majīd” (the Glorious Throne). See Netton, Allāh 
Transcendent, pp. 281-282 

61 As Izutsu explains: “The real situation will become clear if we approach the matter from the reverse side, 
that is, from the viewpoint of the human consciousness which, starting from the phenomenal commotion of 
the things of the empirical world, is gradually elevated in deep meditation up to this stage. From this 
viewpoint the waḥidiyyah will appear as the stage at which all the things, qualities and events that have been 
raging with universal commotion in the phenomenal world become fused together into a vast unity. Thus, 
the waḥadiyya is not existential unity pure and simple as is the case with aḥadiyyah, but rather a 
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knowledge is a journey through the levels of differentiation; the more access we have to non-

discursive knowledge, the higher we ascend to the levels of non-differentiation.62 The 

journey is fundamentally an intensification of self-awareness, which is nothing other than 

consciousness of the origin in absolute consciousness, which permeates all living beings as 

argued before. It is a journey of de-reification of the self into sheer consciousness, an 

integration of our internal ‘articulations’ through tawḥīd.63 This journey of divine knowledge 

takes place by means of the realization that we are created in the image of God and thus, are 

a ‘copy’ of the divine, and through the experience of the divine permeation which flows 

through every living being and is epitomized in us.  

 

Section III: Knowledge of the divine 

 

a. The image 

 

The relation between us and God as his image can be explained through the relation 

of the particular to the universal, the realities and ultimately to the reality of realities, in the 

hierarchy of manifestation as was already mapped out in the previous section. To start with, 

Ibn ‘Arabī defines reality as meaning (maʿnā), because if you know what something means, 

you know what it is, i.e. its reality.64 According to him, knowledge is defined as the 

following: 

 

Now we first say that knowledge means a reality (ḥaqīqa) in the mind (nafs) i.e., a reality which 

relates itself both to a non-existent and to an existent, in accordance with its reality on the basis 

                                                             
comprehensive unity of an infinity of different things. The waḥadiyyah in this sense is unity with inner 
articulations.” See Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, pp. 80-81 

62 Boas, “A Source of the Plotinian Mysticism”, pp. 330-332; Rappe, Reading Neoplatonism, pp. 25-44 

63 The way “waḥadiyyah in this sense is unity with inner articulations” as Izutsu put it. See Izutsu, The 
Concept and Reality of Existence, pp. 80-81 

64 Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, p. 53 
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of which it exists [in the case of an existent,] or would exist [in the case of a non-existent,] were 

it to come into existence. This reality is then knowledge. 65 

 

Reality designates two categories: reality in the mind (maʿqūla fī-l-dhihn) as abstract 

concepts, and reality as concrete, particular existents. As Ibn ‘Arabī explains if I think of 

humanity as a concept it is said to have reality in my mind as a universal, and if I see a 

concrete man, he is said to have reality as a concrete human being, who shares in the 

universal concept of humanity. This is why if I see two different men I am still able to call 

both of them men, despite their difference, as I recognize an underlying commonness.66 The 

universal is unmanifest and has no concrete existence (wujūd ʿaynī), unlike the particular 

which is manifest in concreto, as Ibn ʿArabī explains their relation in the following passage: 

 

Know that the universals [al-umūr al-kullīya], even though they have no tangible individual 

existence in themselves [lahā wujūd fī ʿaynihā], yet are conceived of [maʿqūla] and known 

[maʿlūma] in the mind; this is certain. They are always unmanifest as regards individual 

existence, while imposing their effects [lahā al-ḥukm wa al-athār] on all such existence; indeed 

individual existence is nothing other than [an outer manifestation] of them, that is to say, the 

universals…Every individual existence is dependent on [istinād] the universals, which can 

[never] be disassociated from the intellect, nor can they exist individually in such a way that they 

would cease to be intelligible. Whether the individual being is determined temporarily 

[mu’aqattan] or not, its relationship, in both cases, is one and the same [nisba wāḥida]. However, 

the universal and the individual being may share a common determining principle according as 

the essential realities [ḥaqā’iq] of the individual beings demand…67 

 

                                                             
65 Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, p. 53; see Ibn ‘Arabī, Inshā’ al-Dawā’ir, in Kleinere 
Schriften des Ibn al-‘Arabī, ed. H. S. Nyberg (Leiden: Brill, 1919), p. 10 

66 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 52; Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the 
Perfect Man p. 54 

67 I am using Austin’s translation here, with my addition of the Arabic terms. See p. 53; For an alternative 
translation, see Caner Dagli, Ibn Al-ʿArabī: The Ringstones of Wisdom (Chicago: Great Books of the 
Islamic World, 2004), pp. 8-9; For the Arabic text, see Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, 
pp.17-18, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 51-54 
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We can conclude the following from the above passage: firstly, the primacy of the intelligible 

non-manifest over the material manifest realm, given that the particular entities in the 

phenomenal world are a manifestation of the essentially non-existent but intelligible 

universals, from which they derive existence from and are always dependent on. 68 Secondly, 

the primacy of the non-divisible and non-differentiated realities over the divisible and 

differentiated ones, which is reflected in the superiority of universals over particulars, and 

generally the hierarchy of being as was pointed out previously.69 Thirdly, the primacy of the 

non-discursive over the discursive, given the direct correlation between differentiation and 

discursive thinking, and the primacy of the simple intellect over the discursive one as is 

generally the case in ancient and medieval cosmologies.70  

    Furthermore, the passage and the entire discussion on the relation between universals 

and particulars71 illustrates a common ground between the two, shared through their relation 

“nisab”, connection “irtibāṭ”, and interdependence “istinād”,72 with the particulars 

obviously partaking in the universals and deriving their existence from them, but also from 

the fact that the particulars determine and delimit the universals, as Ibn ʿArabī demonstrates: 

 

Thus, concerning the Reality, we say that He has life and knowledge and also that He is Living 

and Knowing. This we also say of Man and the angels. The reality of knowledge is [always] one, 

as is the reality of life, and the relationship of each respectively to the knower and the living 

remains [always] the same. Concerning the knowledge of the Reality we say that it is eternal, 

whereas of man’s knowledge we say that it is contingent. Consider then how attachment to the 

determinant renders something in the intelligible reality contingent and consider the 

interdependence of the universals and individual existence. For, even as knowledge determines 

one who applies it as being a knower, so also does the one thus described determine knowledge 

                                                             
68 Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, p. 55 

69 Ibn ʿArabī writes: “They allow of determination with respect to individual existents, but they do not allow 
of division or separation into parts; this is impossible for them”, see Dagli, The Ringstones of Wisdom, p. 10; 
For an alternative translation, see Austin, The Bezels of Wisdom, p. 54; For the Arabic text, see Ibn ʿArabī, 
Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 18; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, pp. 51-52 

70 I have addressed this in the chapter on reification and taqyīd, and in the chapter on selfhood.  

71 For the whole discussion, see Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 17-20; Dār al-Kitāb 
al-ʿArabī, pp. 51-55 

72 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 17-20; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 51-55 
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as being contingent in the case of the contingent [knower], and eternal in the case of the Eternal 

One, both determining and determined. 73 

 

The passage illustrates that we know the realities through their manifestation in universals, 

which is what we share with God, because they are always one and the same, and as I have 

pointed out above, this is our first proximity and access to the non-differentiated (ghayr 

mufaṣṣal) and indivisible. Moreover, the realities are nothing other than the divine names, 

the carriers of meaning (maʿnā); in so far as the names are distinct, they carry a different 

concept, but in so far as they are pointers to and permeated by the one essence (dhāt) they 

share a common ground. 74  The names are relational though, meaning they only appear in 

relation to creation, but are non-existent from the point of view of God, which is why they 

are considered by Ibn ‘Arabī neither existent nor non-existent relations (nisab) and modes 

(aḥwāl).75 Another way to put it is that the names are not ‘solidly’ differentiated in God, but 

only become differentiated through creation, i.e. manifestation; without the biding reification 

of the essence it would not be possible to know the divine. Given that the human being is the 

epitome of creation in which all the names are manifest, s/he is a necessary existent for the 

completion of the divine process of self-knowledge. Hence, the verse: “He taught him the 

names, all of them” is often interpreted to mean that God taught Adam the divine names. 76 

Knowledge for Ibn ‘Arabī, therefore, amounts to knowledge of how realities are known to 

God.77 Accordingly, knowledge of realities is the secret correspondence between humanity 

                                                             
73 I am using Austin’s translation here, with my addition of the Arabic terms, Austin, The Bezels of 
Wisdom, p. 53; Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 18, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 
51-52 

74 Ibn ‘Arabī’s position is close (identical?) to the Ash’arites, which holds that the divine attributes are neither 
identical nor other than the divine essence. According to Ibn ʿArabī, “Every Name indicates the Essence and 
the [particular] concept (maʿnā) which it conveys and which it requires. With respect to its indication of the 
Essence, each Name comprises all other Names. With respect to its indication of the [particular] concept 
through which it is distinguished, it is different from other Names…The Name is identical with the Names 
with respect to the Essence; it is not identical with the Named with respect to the special concept which it 
conveys.”  Quoted in Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, pp. 68-70; Ibn ʿArabī. Fuṣūṣ al-
Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, p.79-80 

75 Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, p. 69  

76  Q (2:31) 

77 Chittick, Ibn ‘Arabi: Heir to the Prophets, p.70 
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and God, which means that their knowledge more or less overlaps.78  In what way then does 

our process of knowledge differ from that of God’s? Takeshita sums up Ibn ‘Arabī’s take on 

the difference in the process of knowing as follows: 

 

God’s knowledge is the perception (idrāk) of the differentiated (mufaṣṣal) in the undifferentiated 

(mujmal) while man, on the other hand, can know the undifferentiated only through the 

differentiated, namely through temporal objects which occur in the phenomenal universe. 79  

 

Given that time and space do not exist for God, because they fall under the realm of existents 

(mawjūd) and God is existence (wujūd) itself, and the human being on the other hand, is 

temporal and is among the existents, s/he relies heavily on sense perception in knowing 

particulars, in order to arrive at universal concepts, while God does not need sense perception 

at all.80 Thus, the fundamental difference between the human being and God’s knowing is 

that the human being knows abstraction through the concrete existents. In other words, we 

know the undifferentiated non-manifest, through the differentiated manifest.  God, on the 

other hand, knows the particular in and through the universal. Furthermore, God can also 

differentiate the realities within himself without needing sense perception, unlike the human 

being, who needs to see concrete existents, because they are made in his/her image, in order 

to differentiate the undifferentiated realities within him/her.81 In other words, God knows the 

unmanifest through identity. This is precisely why mystical experience, in which knowledge 

by identity is experienced, is the closest mode to God’s knowledge. Thus, mystical 

                                                             
78 Quoted in Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, p.56; Ibn ʿArabī, Inshā al-Dawā’ir, p.14 

79 Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, pp. 55-56; Ibn ʿArabī, Inshā’ al-Dawā’ir, p. 14 

80 Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, p. 56 

81 According to Ibn ‘Arabī: “This [the reality of realities] is the universal mother to all existents, and it is 
intelligible in the mind, but not existent in concreto…it is in existents as a reality which is neither divided, 
nor increased, nor diminished. Its existence is from the emergence of particular existents, both eternal and 
temporal. If it were not for concrete existents, we would not comprehend it, for if it were not for them, we 
would not comprehend the realities of existents. Although its existence depends on the existence of 
individuals, the knowledge of individuals in a differentiated way depends on the knowledge of it, since 
whoever does not know it cannot distinguish among existents. We would say, for instance. That inorganic 
things, angels, and the eternal are one and the same thing, since one does not know realities, and thus one 
does not know with what he can distinguish existents from each other”, quoted in Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s 
Theory of the Perfect Man, p. 63; Ibn ʿArabī, Inshā’ al-Dawā’ir, pp. 35-36 
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experience is also nothing other than heightened (second-order) self-awareness because it is 

the only mode of knowledge, where the knowing subject and the object of knowledge are 

identical. The principle of knowledge through self-knowledge is, therefore, common 

between God and the human being, as Ibn ‘Arabī contends:  

 

It is necessary that every knower without exception and specification be an existent both in his 

mind (fi nafsihi) and in concreto, being a knower of himself and a perceiver of himself. Every 

other object of knowledge either exists in his [a knower’s] image (‘alā ṣūratihi) in which case 

he [a knower] is a mithl [paradigm/copy] of it [that object of knowledge] or exists in some part 

of his image. In this way one becomes a knower of the objects on one’s knowledge, because he 

is a knower of himself. And this self-knowledge governs the objects of knowledge.82 

 

God is the model/paradigm (mithāl)83 after which everything is formed, therefore both the 

human being and the universe are modelled after him. The human being and the universe 

must, therefore, be a copy (nuskha) of the divine image,84 as Ibn ‘Arabī contends, 

 

God knew Himself, then knew the universe. Therefore the universe came out in the image, and God created 

man as a noble compendium, in which He united the concept (maʿna) of the greater world, and He made 

man a copy (nuskha) which unites both what lies in the greater world and the Divine Names which are in 

the Divine Presence. Concerning this, the Prophet said, “God created Adam in His image.” For this reason, 

we say that the universe came out in the image.85 

 

                                                             
82 Quoted in Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, p. 59; Ibn ʿArabī, Inshā’ al-Dawā’ir, p. 14 

83 The idea of model/paradigm (mithāl) echoes with the Platonic Idea that there are perfect forms whose 
copies are found in the existing world. For more on the topic see Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the 
Perfect Man, p. 60; Mithāl for Corbin is closely tied with the imagination, which in a sense it cannot 
independently exist without, for example, in the following passage he writes: “The initial imaginative 
operation is to typify (tamthīl) the immaterial and spiritual realities in external or sensuous forms, which 
then become “ciphers” for what they manifest. After that the Imagination remains the motive force of the 
ta’wīl which is the continuous ascent of the soul”, see Corbin, Alone with the Alone, pp. 208-209  

84 This idea is also found in the Judeo-Christian traditions of the Urmensch in Gnosticism and the Logos in 
Christianity, which are also referred to as eikons (original (s) models) or images/copies. See Takeshita, Ibn 
‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, pp.60-61 

85 Quoted in Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, p. 59; Ibn ʿArabī, Inshā’ al-Dawā’ir,  p. 14 
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Thus, we know God through our image and our image is the universe because the knowledge 

of the universe is nothing other than the knowledge of all particulars.86  Our knowledge of 

ourselves and the universe is what constitutes the knowledge of God.87 Another way to view 

it is to consider the universe as the internal life differentiated, because it is created in our 

(internal) image. For this reason, knowledge of the universe is possible for us, for it is none 

other than knowledge of ourselves.88  

    The principle of homology, thus, plays a central role for Ibn ‘Arabī, which maintains 

that everything within us corresponds to something outside of us in the universe.89 These 

correspondences are to be understood as metaphors (istiʿārāt) or similes (majāzāt). 

According to Ibn ‘Arabī, the world consists of mulk which corresponds to the bodily nature 

(jismānīya), and malakūt which corresponds to the spiritual nature.90 These two worlds are 

to be viewed as different sides of the same coin. Everything in the universe corresponds to 

something or a multiplicity of things in us. 91 Moreover, the correspondences are not fixed, 

but have many variations, meaning one thing can correspond to many other things, for 

example, the heart corresponds to both the throne and paradise, and the sun to the spirit, 

                                                             
86 Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, p. 62 

87 As the verse states: “We will show them Our signs in the horizons and within themselves until it 
becomes clear to them that it is the truth. But is it not sufficient concerning your Lord that He is, over all 
things, a Witness?” Q (41:53) Ṣaḥīḥ International  

88 The idea that the whole universe is contained in the human being is not an idea brought by Islam, but 
one that preceded it for centuries. See Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, pp. 64-65, 74- 
92 

89 For example: What grows in the universe correspond to what grows in human beings such as hair and 
nails; Four kinds of water (briny, sweet, rotten, and bitter) correspond to the water of the eye, mouth, nose, 
and ear; The universe’s four elements (earth, water, air, and fire) correspond to the same elements which 
man is created from; The four winds directions correspond to the physiological faculties in man; The angels 
correspond to the good qualities in man; the animals and devils to the negative ones; The visible and invisible 
correspond with man’s internal and external parts (i.e. the world of the senses and the world of the heart). 
See Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, p. 100; As Rizvi put it: “A realization of the 
homologies between the macrocosmic universe and microcosmic man effect the reversion and ascent back 
to the One.” See Sajjad Rizvi, Treatise on the Ultimate Reality, The Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabī 
Society, Volume XXXV, (Oxford, 2004), p. 5; Huda Lutfi, “The Feminine Element in Ibn ʿArabī’s Mystical 
Philosophy”, Alif: Journal of Comparative Poetics, no. 5, (Spring 1985), p. 13 

90 Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, p. 102 

91 He gives examples of the following correspondences: Mountains to bones; Sea to blood; Sterile land to 
hairless body parts; Lakes to aortae; Sun to spirit; Moon to intellect; The five revolving planets to the five 
senses; The throne to the heart; The Well-Preserved Tablet and the Pen to the breast and tongue. See 
Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, p. 102 
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moon, and the soul simultaneously.92 Thus, within the context of homology, concrete 

existents must allow us to know the realities of which they are manifestations of and which 

we must contain, making us a synthesis (jamʿ) of God and the universe.  

     Furthermore, the human being can also know non-existents, meaning s/he does not 

always have to know through sense perception but can also know through abstract logic or 

similes (mithl).93 For example, if we have the concept and sense perception of human being 

and horse we can combine them and arrive at the concept of centaur, even though we have 

never seen one. Thus, by combining existents we can come to know the unknowns. A third 

way of knowing is knowledge through presence, which is superior to both sense perception 

and logic. In the treatise on ḥaqīqat al-ḥaqā’iq attributed to Ibn ʿArabī, which if not 

necessarily written by him, reflects nevertheless his school of thought, we find a discussion 

on two types of knowledge: “Knowledge [obtained] through the intellect in the sense of 

intellectual reasoning from the great signs and lesser signs of Him…”, and “Knowledge of 

Reality Itself. This knowledge is only possible through pure contemplation and sheer 

disclosure (al-tajallī al-maḥḍ) [of the divine]”.94 The latter, which is divided into 

“knowledge that is acquired (kasbiyya)” and “knowledge which is a priori (badīhiyya)”, is 

superior to the former type of knowledge obtained through the intellect, and which is the 

way of the gnostic.95  

     There is another rather daring passage in which Ibn ʿArabī implies that just as the 

human is in the image of God, so is God also in his image, for if a copy is in the image of 

the original, then it is by necessity that the original also resemble the copy, otherwise it would 

make no sense to speak of a resemblance. The relationship of likeness must be logically 

speaking reciprocated between both the copy and the original. The passage is as follows: 

 

If someone exists in the image of something, then this something is also his image, so that by 

the single act of seeing one’s own image, he sees the one who exists in his image (man huwa 

                                                             
92 Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, pp. 102-103 

93 Takeshita defines mithl as “the object of knowledge existing in the mind of the knower”, p. 60. See 
Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, p. 57 

94 Rizvi, Treatise on the Ultimate Reality, p. 16 

95 Rizvi, Treatise on the Ultimate Reality, pp. 16-17 
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ʿalā ṣūratihi,) and by the single act of knowing himself, he knows the one who exists in his 

image (man huwa ʿalā ṣūratihi.). 96 

 

Having said that though, an image is not the thing in itself, in other words, it is not its essence, 

which for Ibn ‘Arabī is beyond knowledge.97 Only the attributes, which are the essence 

differentiated, can be known,98 maintaining the traditional view of the divine having both 

transcendent and immanent aspects. 99 In other words, the fundamental difference between 

God and us pertains to existence; divine existence is necessary (wujūb al-wujūd), while ours 

is contingent and ontologically deprived (iftiqār).100 We derive our existence through the 

permeation (sarayān) of existence and the infiltration of the breath of the all-merciful, 

without which nothing would exist.101 The function of ritual practice is to bring about a 

mystical experience, in which this divine permeation is experienced, and the nature of the 

self is disclosed having a double nature, as Ibn ʿArabī put it: “The human being is the 

temporal timeless, the eternal creation, and the word which differentiates and unites.”102  

 

                                                             
96  Quoted in Takeshita, p. 64; Ibn ʿArabī, Inshā al-Dawā’ir, p. 15 

97 Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Theory of the Perfect Man, p. 66; Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-
ʿArabī edition, p.199; Rizvi, Treatise on the Ultimate Reality, p. 17 

98 In order to understand the relationship between essence and attribute and how the one becomes diverse, 
it is important to call to mind the difference between aḥadīya and wāḥidīya, the former being the interior 
of the latter. Izutsu writes: “The aḥadiyyah, considered in itself is pure and absolute Oneness, there being 
not even a shadow of Multiplicity. But if considered in relation to, and from the point of view of, the stage 
of wāḥidiyyah, it is found to contain in itself a principle of diversity”, see Izutsu, The Concept and Reality 
of Existence, p. 81 

99 This is a philosophically loaded term, which complicates the discussion further, as it will raise the 
question of what exactly Ibn ‘Arabi meant by immanence and if he was a pantheist, a panentheist or 
neither or both. Though this is an important discussion that will have to be addressed, it is beyond the 
scope of this paper. 

100 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 20-21; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, pp. 53-56  

101 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 21; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, pp. 55-56 

102 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 15 (my translation); This statement is alternatively 
translated as the following: “He is Man, who comes to be and is beginningless, who is perpetual and 
endless in his makeup, who is the separative and unitive Word, and who is the subsisting of the world 
through his existence”, see Dagli, The Ringstones of Wisdom, p. 6; A further translation is: “He is Man, 
the transient [in his form], the eternal [in his essence]; he is the perpetual, the everlasting, the -at once] 
discriminating and unifying Word.” See Austin, The Bezels of Wisdom, p. 51 
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b. Permeation as divine love 

 

    According to Ibn ‘Arabī, the longing, which takes us on the journey to God, is due 

to divine spirit which was blown (nafkh) through us, providing us with existence and 

permeating (sarayān) our terrestrial presence.103 Thus, our infiltration of divine existence is 

the source of divine consciousness, which binds everything together, and which enables 

divine knowledge through our self-knowledge. It also enables the de-reification of ourselves, 

others and God when the origin of this consciousness is remembered as having its roots in 

divinity.  We can therefore, argue that it is love and mercy that constitutes the de-reification 

process, for if we remember that the breath of the all-merciful (nafas al-raḥmān) flows 

through us, we realize that this is truly the origin of creation.  

    Divine love that takes hold of us and allows us to see the being of God as the common 

ground of everything is the state of consciousness of the walī, who is the embodiment of 

bound love, for it is a love contained by the divine law and the adab of the spiritual path.104 

Consequently, there is neither freedom nor knowledge without the binding process of 

reification. Nevertheless, it is a reification that de-reifies itself, for the very process of 

becoming a walī which involves three stages in the following ascending order: through 

knowledge, love, and finally awe, culminates in a state beyond both binding and freedom in 

utter perplexity. 105 It is a non-conceptual state of consciousness, the highest octave of the 

                                                             
103 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 147-148; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 219-
222 

104 To walk the path of the walī, entails becoming a disciple (murīd) of a sheikh or a knower of God (‘ārif 
bi-Allah). Becoming a murīd entails both, submission to a spiritual teacher, and to spiritual training 
(tarbīya). The first precept to observe is the divine law (sharīʿa), without which the murīd cannot advance 
spiritually. Acquisition of noble virtues (makārim al-akhlāq), asceticism (al-zuhd), and constant practice 
of remembrance (dhikr) are all indispensable on the spiritual path.104 Their observance has to be kept 
under the guidance and supervision of a spiritual teacher (murshid), with whom he/she has to observe 
strict adherence to rules of propriety (adab). See Addas, In Search of The Red Sulphur, p. 162-163 

105 Referred to as the people of knowledge (ahl al-‘ilm) 2- the people of love (ahl al-ḥubb) 3- the people of 
fear (ahl al-khawf). The process of walāya is characterized by specific stages, namely: service (ʿibāda), 
servitude (‘ubūdīya), and finally, absolute servitude (‘ubūda). Those stages correspond, in turn, to the 
following states: the knowledge of certitude (‘ilm al-yaqīn), the truth of certitude (ḥaqq al-yaqīn), and lastly, 
the eye of certitude (‘ayn al-yaqīn). The three stages are summed up as talwīn, tamkīn and takwīn, which I 
translate as colouring, enabling, and formation or becoming. Chodkiewicz translates the three terms as 
“instability”, “stability” and “existentializing power”, which move away from the literal translation but are 
descriptive of what the state entails. I chose, however, to stay with the literal translation. See Chodkiewicz, 
Seal of the Saints, pp. 34, 39 
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experience of love permeating every thread of our being (takhallul), which is why, the walī 

is often referred to as the friend of God (khalīl Allah).106  

     The nature of this permeation (takhallul or sarayān)107 is that though it pervades all 

living beings, it varies in intensity, depending on the capacity and preparedness (isti‘dād) of 

the creature to reflect the divine.108 In the perfect human being, it finds its best expression, 

whose characterized by “stability in variegation”, as Bashier termed it; wherever they are 

and what every they do, they are embodying the ever-changing divine manifestation at every 

instant.109  

Perfection, thus, is an inner state of stability, regardless of the changing environment, 

from which we can deduce that it is an inner state of consciousness, rather than any specific 

way of behaving and acting. It is a presence that caters to every situation’s requirement,110 

while keeping one’s internal state in equilibrium, remaining conscious of the underlying one 

divine reality of love. This can only take place if awareness of awareness (i.e. second-order 

self-awareness) becomes one’s constant state of consciousness, because awareness 

permeates our conscious state; in fact, it is it, the way being (wujūd) infiltrates us and is 

nothing other than us.111 In short, the consciousness of the perfect human is characterized by 

vigilance and constant presence (ḥuḍūr), which the practice of rituals aspires to achieve, by 

effecting remembrance of our primordial nature, which was formed in the image of God.112 

                                                             
106 See the ringstone of Ibrahīm in Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 80- 84  

107 Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 21; Dār al-Kitāb al-Arabī, pp. 55-56 

108 William C. Chittick, “Ibn ‘Arabi’s own Summary of the Fuṣūṣ “The Imprint of the Bezels of Wisdom””, 
Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi Society, vol. 1, 1982, p. 42; Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir 
edition, p. 14; Dār al-Kitāb al-Arabī, pp. 48-49 

109 This is also why the Sufi is called “ibn waqt” (the son of the instant), see Bashier, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Barzakh, 
pp. 121-122; Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 14; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, pp. 48-49; Izutsu, 
Sufism and Taoism, p. 232; Bashier, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Barzakh, p.113 

110 A perfect example of this would be Khiḍr, whose story is exemplified in sūrat al-Kahf, Q (18:65-82) 

111 Izutsu writes: “It is to be remembered that throughout the entire system what is observable is ultimately 
the one single reality of “existence” which runs through all the stages, manifesting itself differently at each 
stage.” See Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence, p. 84; See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir 
edition, pp. 14-15; Dār al-Kitāb al-Arabī, pp. 48-50 

112 Since the divine names were taught to Adam, meaning it is part of our primordial nature, we can also 
speak of knowledge as remembrance (dhikr), and as Chittick says: “Truly to know is to remember the 
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Thus, knowledge of ourselves as the immanent manifestation of the self-differentiation of 

God, meaning the manifested attributes, which must entail a non-egological account of the 

self, is ultimately what constitutes the quintessence of knowledge embodied as the perfect 

human. 113 

 

Section IV: Muḥammad and his reality 

 

a. The cosmic whole 

 

    It is important to stress that despite the often gendered naming of the human being 

who has attained perfection under titles such as “the perfect man” and even “the reality of 

Muḥammad” (al-ḥaqīqa al-Muḥammadīya), it does not solely denote a male person. 

Muḥammad is rather a cosmic being that was already before the creation of Adam,114  and 

from which all creation originates. 115 The ḥaqīqa al-Muḥammadīya, which is also referred 

to as the ḥaqīqat al-ḥaqā’iq (the reality of realities),116 is nothing other than the embodiment 

                                                             
names taught to Adam, and there is nothing higher to which we can aspire”.  See Chittick, Ibn ‘Arabi: 
Heir to the Prophets, p. 71 

113 As Izutsu put it: “Man, as Microcosm, contains in himself all the attributes that are found in the 
universe. The Absolute, in this sense, manifests itself in Man in the most perfect way. And Man is the 
Perfect Man because he is the most perfect self-manifestation of the Absolute.”, see Izutsu, Sufism and 
Taoism, p.224 

114 This notion is based on the following prophetic tradition: “I was a prophet even while Adam was 
between clay and water”, see Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism, p. 236; The ḥadīth cannot be traced with this 
exact phrasing but with the following: “while Adam was between soul and body” (al-Tirmidhī,  3609; al-
Tabarānī, 834-833) ;Another way to understand the reality of Muḥammad is to regard him as the Logos, 
given that his function is parallel to that of Jesus Christ in Christianity. See Chittick, “Ibn ‘Arabi’s own 
Summary of the Fuṣūṣ”, p. 34  

115 Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism, pp. 236-237  

116 It is interesting to see the perfect human being (al-insān al-kāmil) equated not only with the ultimate 
reality (ḥaqīqat al-ḥaqā’iq) but also to God’s name the Merciful in the following quote:” So now that the 
Perfect Man (al-insān al-kāmil) corresponds to the Merciful (al-raḥmān), and if there was not a complete 
homology and meaningful correlation between the form of man and the form of the Merciful, it would not 
have been said: Verily God created Adam in the form of the Merciful”, See Rizvi, Treatise on the Ultimate 
Reality p.15 

116 Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism, p. 236 
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of oneness (wāḥidīya) as the divine consciousness on earth.117 As noted above, it embodies 

all divine attributes, the ones that refer to the transcendent, masculine, active and sublime 

(jalāl) aspect and the immanent, feminine, passive and beautiful (jamāl) one.118 Thus, human 

perfection lies firstly, in the realization that we are a cosmic entity that involves the 

integration of opposites ‘symbolized’ by the masculine and feminine principles,119 and which 

necessitates the de-reification of conceptions of the human self as ontologically void (i.e. 

non-egological), yet as phenomenologically irreducible (in the form of first-person 

perspectives) as the internal divine (first) self-differentiation.120 Hence, the reification of 

consciousness and existence (wujūd) into a discrete physical entity, is not only a mis-

identification of oneself, but also a misconstrued picture of reality as a whole within the 

paradigm of the oneness of existence (waḥdat al-wujūd), which also results in the reification 

of the prophet into solely a person. As a consequence, we will miss his significance firstly, 

as disclosing that the truth can be accessed by everyone, because we are all made in the 

image of God and have the potential for walāya (sainthood),121 by setting an example himself 

                                                             
117 As Izutsu put it: “Considered from the side of the Absolute, the Reality of Muhammad is the creative 
activity itself of the Absolute, or God ‘conceived as the self-revealing Principle of the universe’. It is the 
Absolute in the first stage of its eternal self-manifestation, i.e., the Absolute as the universal 
Consciousness.” See Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism, pp. 236-237 

118 This is can be compared to the first level of emanation from the One as the Plotinian First Intellect, which 
has two aspects: passivity in regard to that from which it emanated, and activity in regard to that from which 
emanates from itself. We can compare it to Ibn ‘Arabī’s two concepts of passivity (infi‘āl), which translates 
into servanthood (‘ubūdīya) and activity (fi‘l), which translates into lordship (rubūbīya). See Izutsu, Sufism 
and Taoism, pp. 237-238; Also see the discussion on feminine and masculine principles in the ringstone of 
Muḥammad in Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, pp. 146-148; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 217-221; 
Sachiko Murata, “Women of Light in Sufism”, Ibn ʿArabi Society, pp. 3-4 (in printed PDF) 

http://www.ibnarabisociety.org/articles/womenoflight.html; This article is reprinted from Sacred Web- A 
Journal of Tradition and Modernity, Vol. 12, (Vancouver 2003); Lutfi, “The Feminine Element in Ibn 
ʿArabī’s Mystical Philosophy”, p. 12 

119 As Ibn ʿArabī put it, “Muḥammad, the one came to unify your duality (jā’akum bihā rasūluha al-wāḥid 
li-tathnīyatikum yuwaḥduha)”. See Ibn ʿArabī, “Kitāb al-Alif”, Rasā’il Ibn ʿArabī, p. 45; On the human 
perfection as integration of feminine and masculine principles, see Murata, “Women of Light in Sufism”, p. 
5; Lutfi, “The Feminine in Ibn ʿArabī’s Mystical Philosophy”, p.15 

120 Al-ḥaqīqa al-Muḥammadīya is considered the first of God’s self-determinations (ta’ayyunāt) and the 
first creature. See Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism, p. 237 

121 A controversial aspect of walāya (sainthood) in Ibn ‘Arabī is that it is considered higher than nubūwwa 
(prophethood). He distinguishes between two types of nubūwwa, namely, nubūwwa ‘āmma (general 
prophethood) and nubūwwa khāṣṣa (specific prophethood); the latter is defined by its legislative character 
(tashrīʿīya), and the former by its absence (takwīnīya). While, prophethood in the narrow and legislative 
sense comes to an end in the Islamic tradition with the seal of the prophets Muḥammad, general prophethood 
in the form of walāya continues. Ibn ‘Arabī brings our attention to the name walī, which is one of the divine 
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(qudwa), 122  and secondly, serving as proof (ḥujja) of the divine existence through his very 

embodiment of that reality.123 The key term here is ‘embodiment’, for what use is truth if we 

cannot attain and live by it? Furthermore, Muḥammad establishes the paradigm of 

knowledge by identity; truth and knowledge of it is not some abstract speculative endeavor, 

but a reality that can be realized, lived by and practiced in our day to day existence, whereby 

the mundane is imbued with sacredness. We could also argue that it is an integration of 

feminine and masculine paradigms of knowledge, the former is immediate (non-discursive) 

intuition, through the experience of (self-)love and compassion (i.e. knowledge by identity), 

while the latter is mediated through conceptions, characterized by linear reason.124  Ibn 

‘Arabī’s choice to focus his entire discussion in the ringstone of Muḥammad on the following 

ḥadīth: “Three things were made dear to me from your world: women, perfume, and prayer 

was made the repose of my eye”, is a great demonstration of the integration of love and 

reason, of the feminine and masculine principles of being. I will, therefore, discuss the most 

relevant aspects to our discussion in the ringstone of Muḥammad, in the following sub-

sections. 

 

b. Women: The feminine divine essence manifested 

 

     According to Ibn ʿArabī, the structure of being and its cosmic manifestation is 

threefold, which is expressed as the following triads: God, man, and woman; God, human 

                                                             
names and, therefore its manifestation cannot come to an end, as opposed to nubūwwa which is not a divine 
name. This means that by becoming a walī we share in the lordship of God, as his self-differentiation of his 
attributes. For an example of a discussion on walāya, see the ringstone on Jesus in Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-
Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 88-97; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, pp. 135-150; Michel Chodkiewicz, Seal of the 
Saints: Prophethood and Sainthood in the Doctrine of Ibn ‘Arabī, trans. Liadain Sherrard (Cambridge: 
Islamic Texts Society, 1993), pp. 50-52; Gerald T. Elmore, Islamic Sainthood in the Fullness of Time: Ibn 
al-‘Arabī’s Book of the Fabulous Gryphon (Leiden: Brill, 1999), pp. 448-449 

122 Stephen Hirtenstein, “Universal and Divine Sainthood: The Meanings and Completion of God’s 
Friendship”, Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ʿArabī Society, vol. IV, 1985, p. 7 

123 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 143; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 214-215 

124 We could argue that the difference is between Adam before and after ‘the fall’, who had to be taught the 
names, because he was in a state of identity with them, and therefore did not know them as “other” through 
the dual structure of discursive reasoning (i.e. subject knowing object). 
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being, and cosmos.125 In the ringstone of Muḥammad, Ibn ‘Arabī expresses it through the 

previous ḥadīth, where in my understanding women symbolize the essence of being (dhāt 

al-wujūd),126 which is also the hidden dimension (‘ʿālam al-ghayb), perfume the isthmus (al-

barzakh), and prayer the manifest dimension of divine laws (‘ʿālam al-shahāda). We could 

also understand the three dimensions as the three levels of consciousness symbolized by 

reality (ḥaqīqa), the spiritual path (ṭarīqa), and the divine laws (sharīʿa). They all constitute 

one truth, but different degrees of knowledge of it, the highest degree being love. 

     The entire dynamic of manifestation is a movement of love, yearning and 

compassion directed to itself, as discussed before.127 According to Ibn ʿArabī, the whole 

longs for its parts in the archetypal relation of man’s longing for woman, while the part longs 

for its wholeness in the archetypal relation of woman’s longing for man.128 The illusion of 

separation (of the masculine and the feminine, of the mundane and the sacred, of human and 

divine) is lifted with death, because ontologically speaking there only ever was one 

existence, despite its internal differentiation which begets multiplicity in the world. Death is 

reaffirmed again as return, meeting and a symbolic union.129 Hence, for Ibn ‘Arabī, the act 

of marriage between man and woman is the highest form of union in the phenomenal world, 

a mirroring of the onto-cosmological marriage (nikāḥ al-fardīya al-ūla) that gave birth to the 

world.130 Man was created in the image of God, and woman in the image of man, thus, the 

source of the longing and love experienced for both man and woman is divine love.131 The 

act of marriage is also an act of recognition here, of self not as ontologically existing but of 

                                                             
125 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 143; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 214-215 

126 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 147; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 219-220 

127 Again, the ḥadīth of the hidden treasure comes to mind, which illustrates that love gave rise to 
manifestation, a non-discursive act which sustains the world, paradoxically in duality, without which 
neither the longing would take place, nor the manifestation of opposites, symbolized by man and woman; 
Also see Lutfi, “The Feminine Element in Ibn ʿArabī’s Mystical Philosophy”, pp. 10-11, 13 

128 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 143-144; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 214-
216 

129 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 144; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 215-216 

130 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 145; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition pp. 217-218; 
Lutfi, “The Feminine in Ibn ʿArabī’s Mystical Philosophy”, pp. 12, 16 

131 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 145; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 217-218 
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being the self-differentiation of God, and therefore, strictly speaking the woman is not an 

‘other’ to man (and vice versa).132 In addition, the feminine and the masculine as facets of 

the divine attributes, are in reality only relational.133 Therefore, it also facilitates the de-

reification and de-identification with one’s gender, given that it is merely accidental and our 

consciousness is in actuality gender-less.134 Overall it undermines our attachment to our 

identities, given that they are nothing in themselves,135 returning us to pre-modern 

conceptions of selfhood and contemporary non-egological theories, which are less 

restrictive.136 

     Although in the world of manifestation, women come to existence after men, in the 

onto-cosmological order the feminine principle precedes the masculine, as the divine essence 

is feminine according to Ibn ʿArabī.137 Thus, for him, the ḥadīth reflects the onto-

cosmological order (al-tartīb) of the feminine (women), followed by the masculine 

(perfume), followed again by the feminine (prayer), disclosing the intertwined principles as 

the very fabric of being.138 Furthermore, given that the essence is feminine, and the essence 

is “simple”, the feminine must, therefore, be “simple” as well, i.e. non-discursive. Thus, in 

order to know the feminine, non-discursive means of knowing must be employed, in addition 

                                                             
132 Murata explains that knowledge is fundamentally an act of recognition: “The Arabic word [maʿrifa] is 
commonly translated as “knowledge” or “gnosis”, but, especially in verbal form, it is more likely to mean 
“recognition”, that is, to recall knowledge.” See Murata, “Women of Light in Sufism”, p. 2 (in printed 
PDF) 

133 Murata, “Women of Light in Sufism”, p. 4 

134 Lutfi, “The Feminine in Ibn ‘Arabī’s Mystical Philosophy”, p. 10; Note the Muḥammadan reality is 
also referred to as Muḥammadan light (al-nūr al-Muḥammadī), thus, as Murata points out, the essence of 
this reality is light (nūr), and gender-less. See Murata, “Women of Light in Sufism”, p. 5 

135 For more on the subject, see Derek Parfit, “The Unimportance of Identity” and Terence Cave, 
“Fictional Identities” in Identity, ed. Henry Harris (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), pp. 13-45, 99-127 

136 For more on the subject, see Richard Sorabji, “Soul and self in ancient philosophy” and Galen Strawson 
in From Soul to Self, ed. M. James and C. Crabbe (London: Routledge, 1999), pp. 8-32, 126-150 

137The fact that woman coming into existence posterior to man is reflected in the etymology of the word 
“nisā’”, which according to Ibn ʿArabī, can be traced to the meaning “belatedness”, and thus, establishes a 
relation of causality, whereby woman is a “place of causation” (maḥall infi‘āl) to man, the way man is that 
to God. Hence, the play of passivity versus activity. See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 
146-147; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 217-220; This is also illustrated in the fact that God’s mercy 
(feminine) precedes his wrath (masculine), see Murata, “Women of Light in Sufism”, p. 1 

138 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 146-147; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 217-
220 
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to discursive means which allow us to know the manifest complexities. I shall return to this 

point further on.  

    Moreover, the divine essence must manifest itself through its names, and hence reify 

itself in concrete entities, man and woman are consequently, infused with a double reality, a 

creaturely and a divine one. As Ibn ‘Arabī put it, their manifested nature is of creation 

(ẓāhirahu khalq), but their internal nature is divine (bāṭinahu ḥaqq),139 which also must mean 

that the internal is feminine and hidden, while the manifest is masculine.140 Everything is 

then sacred once God-consciousness is present in the seemingly mundane world of the 

human being, even cardinal desire, if its roots are remembered. At this point in the 

discussion, Ibn ‘Arabī shortly mentions the reason for the purification ritual after intercourse 

between man and woman as the temporary forgetfulness of God being the origin of ones’ 

pleasure. 141 We can thus, conclude, as I have argued before, that firstly, ritual practice 

functions as a reminder of the ontological order, and secondly, it is only necessary in the 

realm of manifestation. In other words, when love manifests itself in duality, it necessitates 

divine law (sharīʿa) which entails ritual practice to remind us of its origin in oneness and 

remedy the forgetfulness that results from the reifying process of manifestation which 

delimits the truth (taqyīd al-ḥaqq).  

 

c. Perfume: The masculine principle as both subtle and dense  

 

The duality is expressed in terms of the masculine principle of perfume, which 

follows the feminine principle of women, as it carries the scents of formation (rawā’iḥ al-

takwīn).142 The scent is subtle and thus, has the ability to permeate (sarayān).143 In my 

                                                             
139 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 146; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 217-218 

140 Hence, turning ‘inwards’, i.e. toward the feminine principle, is a necessary movement toward the 
spiritual realization. See Lutfi, “The Feminine Element in Ibn ʿArabī’s Mystical Philosophy”, p. 14 

141 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 145; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 217-218 

142 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 147; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 219-220 

143 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 148; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 220-221 
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understanding, it can also be compared to the isthmus (al-barzakh)144 since it stands between 

the two feminine principles (women and prayer), the way the  human being is the barzakh 

that mediates between God and the universe.145 Furthermore, it is of a subtle nature though 

manifest, the way speech is. For Ibn ‘Arabī, speech is breath (al-qawl nafas), which is the 

essence of scent.146 Since the breath is in reality that of the divine (nafas al-raḥmān), all 

scents are in reality good, because the essence is one and divine. Perfume then is symbolic 

of the world of manifestation where the duality of good and evil manifests 

phenomenologically but have no ontological existence, in order to enable ‘knowledge’.147 

The ability to discern is thus, emphasized along with the divine laws, which further crystalize 

difference as part of the divine self-knowledge of his internal differentiation.148 In order for 

difference to fully be discernible, bodies were thus created. Hence, we are embodied selves, 

with a constitution (mizāj) which further allows for discernment, and which necessitate the 

involvement in ritual practice.149 

 

d. The focal point of prayer: The return to the feminine 

 

     One might argue that the form of prayer is masculine, given that it employs structure 

(linearity) and a degree of discursive thinking. Its essence, however, as remembrance 

                                                             
144 To speak of barzakhīya is to speak of a being and consciousness that encompasses everything, while 
keeping the opposites in a complimentary relation as opposed to an antagonistic one. See Q (55:19-20), 
(25: 53), (23:99-100) 

145 It is therefore, often referred to by followers of Ibn ‘Arabī as “the Great Isthmus-nature (al-
barzakhiyyāt al-kubrā).” It is that which stands between necessity (wujūb) and contingency (imkān). This 
is also why the human being is the only being that can disrupt the natural equilibrium between God and 
the cosmos, being precisely that bridge or the channel from which the divine command issues, and mercy 
infused. See Murata, The Tao of Islam, p.15; Rizvi, A Treatise on Ultimate Reality, p. 4; Chittick, “Ibn 
‘Arabi’s own Summary of the Fuṣūṣ”, p. 35-39; Hirtenstein, “Universal and Divine Sainthood”, p. 10; 
Bashier, Ibn ‘Arabī’s Barzakh, pp.  67-82, 115 

146 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 148; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 220-221 

147 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 149; Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, pp. pp. 222-223 

148 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 148; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 220-221 

149 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 149; Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, pp. 222-223 
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(dhikr)150 and witnessing (mushāhada),151 is feminine, both non-discursive modes of 

knowing. In fact, mushāhada (as both witnessing and martyrdom), if and when fully 

achieved, is nothing other than mystical experience in which thought, and consequently even 

belief,152 is momentarily suspended altogether, as the annihilation (fanā’) of the sense of (a 

discrete) self, takes place. What remains is the essence of being, which is one, and according 

to Ibn ʿArabī, feminine, and its never-ending manifestation, experienced as a first-personal 

experience of a non-egological minimal self, i.e. sheer witnessing. Thus, for Ibn ʿArabī, God 

is witnessed in women (shuhūd al-ḥaqq fī al-nisā’) once this onto-cosmic order is realized 

through the practice of ritual (prayer).153 It is also why the love of women was placed in the 

heart of the prophet, for the feminine principle is imperative for the perfection of every 

gnostic’s knowledge (kamāl al-ʿārifīn), and which is the tradition (mirāth nabawī) everyone 

must follow, in order to attain the perfection of humanity embodied by the  prophet (pbuh).154 

    Prayer, a reification itself,155 is used to counteract the resulting forgetfulness of the 

reification of manifestation, by paradoxically, re-enacting the movement of manifestation 

which gave rise to creation, and the reflection of the recurrent recreation of the world at each 

                                                             
150 Ibn ‘Arabī refers to prayer as invocation (munājāt) and invocation as remembrance (dhikr). See Ibn 
ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 149; Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, pp. 222-223 

151 The function of prayer then, explains Ibn ‘Arabī, is witnessing the divine, which means becoming present 
with him, seeing and/or hearing him, and being able to respond to what is needed at every given moment; 
failure to do so means one has not attained a state of prayer. See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir 
edition, pp. 149-150; Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, pp. 222-224 

152 Ibn ‘Arabī refers to the ḥadīth of God being the companion of those who remember and invoke him, 
arguing that: “He who sits with whom he remembers and possess (in)sight would see his companion (jalīs); 
this is witnessing (mushāhada) and vision (ru’yā).” Note that for Ibn ‘Arabī believing is inferior to seeing, 
for we do not believe in something if we can witness it, which brings us back to the point I made in the 
chapter on taqyīd and reification, namely, that belief is inferior because it involves propositions, and thus, a 
degree of discursive thinking, while witnessing does not. See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, 
pp. 149-150; Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, pp. 222-224 

153 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, pp. 145-146; Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī edition, pp. 216-218; 
Lutfi, “The Feminine Element in Ibn ʿArabī’s Mystical Philosophy”, p. 15 

154 Ibn ʿArabī, al- Futūḥāt al-Makkīya, vol.2, p. 251; Lutfi, “The Feminine in Ibn ʿArabī’s Mystical 
Philosophy”, p. 15 

155 It is a reification because it binds (taqyīd) us in the sense that in prayer we abstain from performing any 
other acts that are not ordained, and thus, it subjugates us and strips us from the ability to act according to 
our will (al-taṣarruf), reminding us of our ontological reality as servants of the divine. See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ 
al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 150; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 223-224 
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instant.156 Between movement (de-reification) and repose (reification) the dialectics of 

being, of the unmanifest and the manifest, is perpetually mirrored in a never-ceasing journey. 

Thus, within the paradigm of the unity of existence, the fact that prayer was divided between 

the lord and his/her servant,157 can only re-affirm the human self as the self-differentiation 

of the divine in the experience of witnessing (mushāhada).   

     This experience of the suspension of discursive thinking in witnessing can only be 

attained through “one-pointed concentration”,158 as is designated in the ḥadīth which Ibn 

‘Arabī quotes, describing prayer as the focal point, the point of repose and stability for the 

eye (qurrat ʿ aynī) of the prophet (pbuh).159 It is the opposite of the word ‘iltifāt’ which means 

looking around, or having a wandering gaze, signifying a scattered state and lack of focus. 

Hence, ritual practice (in this case prayer) is an exercise in attentiveness and concentration; 

through the involvement of the body in movement, we become aware of our self-awareness, 

which is always already immediately given.160  

 

e. Reification of God: The loss of the feminine 

 

    We can thus, argue in light of Ibn ‘Arabī’s text that the degree to which we involve 

masculine modes of knowledge, i.e. our discursive faculty (naẓar fikrī),161 and hence, lose 

touch with the feminine principle, epitomized in the divine essence (dhāt), corresponds to 

the degree of the reification of ourselves, others, and God. It is a failure to recognize our 

ontological poverty, and hence, our submission and servanthood (ubūdīya), symbolized by 

                                                             
156 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 150; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 223-224 

157Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 149; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 222-223 

158 Murata, “Women of Light in Sufism”, p. 2  

159 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 151; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 224-225 

160 According to Ibn ‘Arabī, we are always in constant awareness of our state because we simply have first-
hand experience of ourselves, as he put it “In his soul he knows his falsehood from his truthfulness, for 
indeed a thing is not ignorant of its state, for it possesses its state through taste.” See Dagli, The Ringstones 
of Wisdom, p. 291; For the Arabic text, see Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 151; Dār al-
Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 224-225 

161 Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 151; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 224-225 
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the passivity of the feminine principle, in the face of lordship (rubbūbīya).162 Ritual, as a 

feminine mode of knowing, increases then our self-awareness and functions as a catalyst 

toward the feminine divine essence, by giving us an immediate taste (dhawq) through 

experience.163 The feminine embodied as woman, therefore de-reifies the masculine 

embodied in man, and leads back to the divine essence, as Lutfi puts: “Thus, in loving the 

female, the perfect mystic does so in divine exemplification (takhalluq ilahi). He loves his 

female counterpart by the same love he loves his Lord, because she leads him back to 

Him.”164 Divine approximation is, therefore, at the heart of the matter.  

     What we can conclude from this discussion is that primacy is given to the feminine 

principle of knowing through the immediate experience of our very being (i.e. self-

awareness) through the masculine permeation (sarayān) of the breath of the all-merciful 

(nafas al-raḥmān).165 Thus, the epistemological paradigm of Ibn ʿArabī integrates both 

feminine and masculine principles. Instead of maintaining a contradiction between the 

(feminine) compassionate and (masculine) the rational, we can cease to view them in 

opposition as Nussbaum argued: “Both sides in this debate fall short because they fail to 

examine this strong opposition between compassion and reason.”166 Perfect knowledge, is 

thus, knowledge of both masculine and feminine, duality and oneness, phenomenal and 

ontological reality, return and separation, which is mirrored in the consciousness of human 

beings when they attain perfection.167 The paradox is, nevertheless, that God can only be 

                                                             
162 Murata, “Women of Light in Sufism”, pp. 5-6; The highest form of consciousness is poverty in the face 
of God (faqr ilā allah), rather than self-sufficiency through God (ghinā bi-Allah), because the former is the 
ontological nature of the human being, as Ibn ‘Arabī stresses. See Addas, In Search of The Red Sulphur, p. 
165 

163  Note that Ibn ‘Arabī contrasts ‘ẓān’ (one who engages in speculative thinking) with ‘ʿālim’ (one who 
knows), thus, establishing that knowledge is not had through discursive thinking. For the discussion on the 
difference between a prayer with taqlid (mechanical copying) and one with dhawq (having first-hand taste), 
see Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 151; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, pp. 224-225 

164 Lutfi, “The Feminine Element in Ibn ʿArabī’s Mystical Philosophy”, p. 16 

165 Note that the very etymology of the word raḥma (mercy) denotes the woman’s womb ‘raḥim’. See 
Murata, “Women of Light in Sufism”, p. 1  

166 Martha C. Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence of Emotions, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001), pp. 356-368 

167 As Izutsu put it: “The Perfect Man, in this sense, is the outwardly manifested Consciousness of God”. 
See Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism, p. 236; Lutfi, “The Feminine Element in Ibn ʿArabī’s Mystical 
Philosophy”, p. 14 



 374 

known through the reification of belief,168 so why be concerned with a de-reifying process 

to begin with? 

 

Section V: Synthesis 

 

     There must be two types of reification; one self-imposed by God in terms of his 

names, and one imposed by our mind, and thus, one must be conscious and the other 

unconscious. Thus, despite the fact God can only be known through reification, if the 

simultaneous consciousness and awareness of God beyond the concept of God169 is not 

present, knowledge of the divine will be distorted, which is why perplexity as ‘the station of 

no station’ is considered the highest level one can attain.170 Moreover, manifestation itself is 

a form of unconsciousness entailed in the very fact that it veils the un-manifest(able) by 

reifying it. Manifestation already entails in its definition that it is the form of the essence, so 

far as the essence can take on a form, but because the form limits, manifestation then by 

definition limits what it seeks to manifest. Not to mention, God is unknowable, and 

unnamable, hence, the conundrum.  

    What do we mean by unconscious manifestation? Every manifestation forgets what 

it is manifesting, because it remains oblivious of its nature in this world. This relates to the 

notion that every created being, including human beings, is governed by a (number of) divine 

name/attribute, and that the self-realization is becoming aware of that which governs us and 

embodying it. It is assumed that every divine attribute contains all other attributes but in 

lesser degrees. What is shared by all attributes is existence/being (wujūd), which means that 

ultimately what we have to become aware of is existence/being per se. In other words, being 

                                                             
168 Ibn ‘Arabī contends, one should not deny anyone’s belief, but both affirm and negate all beliefs in an 
apophatic manner through which knowledge is disclosed. See Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār Ṣādir 
edition, p. 152; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 226 

169 As Ibn ‘Arabī state, God is beyond delimitation and transcendence, see Ibn ʿArabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, 
Dār Ṣādir edition, p. 152; Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī edition, p. 226 

170 As Chittick put it, “In order to achieve realization, one must transcend the limitations of all modes of 
knowing save the one mode that recognizes the relative validity of each mode while not being bound or 
restricted by any. This is precisely “the station of no station” or “the standpoint of no station.”  See Chittick, 
Ibn ‘Arabī: Heir to the Prophets, p.78; In Ibn ʿArabī’s short summary of the ringstone of Muḥammad in the 
Fuṣūṣ, he mentions perplexity, which must be a key point to take from the discussion. See Ibn ʿ Arabī, “Kitāb 
Naqsh al-Fuṣūṣ”, Rasā’il Ibn ʿArabī, p. 523 
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conscious of consciousness itself, which is nothing other than awareness of awareness itself, 

which has an all-encompassing quality. When a manifested being forgets that it is 

manifested, and therefore a veiled being, or in other words, forgets its being, we can refer to 

it as unconscious manifestation. What do we then mean by conscious manifestation? 

Ultimately, a manifested being that is aware that it is manifested, and therefore, veiled from 

its being is a conscious manifestation. It becomes conscious through incessant remembrance 

of its ontological nature, which is the function of ritual and mystical experience. 

 Another way to look at it is through the notion of reification; the unmanifest reifies 

itself into the manifest, in order to become known, in so far as reification is taken literally as 

the concretization of the abstract, or simply objectification. In that sense, the word reification 

carries no negative connotations, unless as Axel Honneth has brought forth in his definition, 

it involves a forgetting of the origin of cognition in recognition in consciousness, and as I 

have added in absolute consciousness. 171 Thus, it is the element of forgetfulness and 

resulting misidentification in reification that amounts to the unconsciousness and the 

rendering of the negative meaning of reification. It is a forgetting of origin, which amounts 

to the forgetting of ontological poverty. In other words, reification of the self amounts to 

misidentification as a separate subject possessing independent reality. When the phenomenal 

self forgets its ontological poverty, it reifies itself negatively and becomes unconscious, 

obstructing its self-realization. Thus, the remedy is, on the other hand, an identification with 

the divine consciousness instead. 

    The identification with the divine consciousness is problematic in so far as it involves 

an identification with the unknown, but this is precisely the antidote of reification; an 

identification that defies identification, for how can we reify ourselves into that which we do 

not know or can pinpoint? This is exactly the function of the barzakh-consciousness, which 

is ultimately the remaining with and in opposites, without identification with any of the 

involved elements. It is the keeping of ones’ consciousness in an ongoing dialectic that 

contains all concepts and states but does not identify with any of them. In other words, it is 

the abiding in the non-conceptual, which ritual, and eventually mystical experience, is 

designed to facilitate. It is a state, where we do not bind ourselves through conceptions to 

one idea or one belief, as Ibn ‘Arabī says: 

                                                             
171 Honneth, Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, p.57 
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Be careful not to bind yourself to one specific belief and deny all others. This way you miss a 

great benefit, since you leave out the knowledge of reality as it is in itself. Make yourself a Prime 

Matter for all forms of belief. God is greater and wider than to be limited to one specific belief.172 

 

We should neither understand this statement within a relativist and constructivist paradigm, 

nor within new age spirituality, whereby all positions are equally valid, picking and choosing 

whatever practices we please. Rather, binding here means identification, for in reality 

everything is bound, and we are urged to bind ourselves to the divine law and the rituals it 

involves. Ibn ‘Arabī is urging us to bind ourselves practically with the divine law, without 

mentally binding ourselves, so that we may become ‘prime matter’ for all manifestations. 

This can only take place through knowledge of ourselves,173 which is the prerequisite of the 

knowledge of the divine.174 According to Ibn ‘Arabī, knowing is also considered as one of 

the pillars on which the cosmos is based,175 and as Chittick explains, “To say that God has 

knowledge means that Real Wujūd has permanent consciousness of its own reality; it is aware 

of itself and everything demanded by its absoluteness and infinity”.176 What divine 

knowledge can we then attain? As Corbin eloquently summed up in the following passage:  

 

Indeed, we must return at every step to this truth: What a man attains at the summit of his mystic 

experience is not, and cannot be, the Divine Essence in its undifferentiated unity. And that is 

why Ibn ‘Arabī rejected the pretention of certain mystics who claimed “to become one with 

                                                             
172 Quoted in Bashier, Ibn ʿArabī’s Barzakh, p. 121; Ibn ‘Arabī, Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam, Dār al-Kitāb edition, 
p.113  

173 Self-awareness and self-knowledge is, thus, the basis of all knowledge. This is the starting point of all 
phenomenology, which is also found in Suhrawardī. See Mehdi Ha’iri Yazdi, The Principles of 
Epistemology in Islamic Philosophy: Knowledge by Presence (Albany: SUNY Press, 1992), p. 24 

174 According to Ibn ‘Arabī, “The thing knows nothing but itself, and nothing knows anything except from 
itself.” See Chittick, Ibn ‘Arabi: Heir to the Prophets, p.77; And as Corbin writes: “The Godhead is in 
mankind as an Image is in a mirror. The place of this Presence is the consciousness of the individual 
believer…” See Corbin, Alone with the Alone, p. 275 

175 The other three pillars are living, desiring, and power. All the pillars share the same existence and 
essence (wujūd) but are relational and only different phenomenologically speaking. See Chittick, Ibn 
‘Arabi: Heir to the Prophets, p. 70 

176 Chittick, Ibn ‘Arabi: Heir to the Prophets, p. 70 
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God.” What a human being attains in mystic experience is the “celestial pole” of his being, that 

is, his person as the person in whom and by whom the Divine Being manifested Himself to 

Himself in the origin of origins, in the World of Mystery, and through whom He made Himself 

known in the Form which is also the Form in which He knew Himself in that person.177 

 

Thus, when the word “kun” (be) was uttered with which the universe was created, we were 

that very sound of the wound of separation in the form of the divine self-differentiation, and, 

simultaneously, its very mending through the act of self-consciousness, hence: 

 

…when Master Hsiang Yen in the midst of samādhi heard the sound of a small stone striking a 

bamboo, he was himself the sound of the stone hitting against the bamboo. And the sound was 

the whole universe.178 

 

                                                             
177 Corbin, Alone with the Alone, p. 273 

178 Izutsu, Toward a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism, p. 203  
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