Chapter 9

Creation According to Ibn ‘Arabi

Toshihiko Izutsu

I. The Meaning of Creation

“Creation” (khalg) is unquestionably one of the concepts upon
which stands the Islamic world-view. It plays a prominent role in all
aspects of the religious thought of Islam. In theology, for example,
it constitutes the very starting-point of all discussions in the form of
the opposition between the “temporality” (hudith) and “eternity a
parte ante” (qidam). The world is an “originated” (or “temporally
produced”) thing because it is the result of Divine creation. And
this conception of the world’s being “originated” (muhdath) forms
the basis of the entire system of Islamic theology.

In the world-view of Ibn ‘Arabi, too, “creation” plays an impor-
tant part as one of the key-concepts. The creative word of God,
“Be!” (kun) has a decisive meaning in the coming-into-being of all
beings. However, the most basic concept of Ibn ‘Arabi’s ontology is
self-manifestation, and the world of Being is after all nothing but
the self-manifestation of the Absolute, and no event whatsoever
occurs in the world except self-manifestation. In this sense, “cre-
ation” which means the coming-into-being of the world is naturally
identical with self-manifestation.

But we would make a gross mistake if we imagine that since the
ontology of Ibn ‘Arabi is based on self-manifestation and since there
is nothing but self-manifestation, “creation” is after all, for him, a
metaphor. To think that Ibn ‘Arabi used the term “creation” making
a concession to the established pattern of Islamic thought, and that
he merely described self-manifestation in a more traditional termi-
nology, is to overlook the multilateral nature of his thought.

One of the characteristic features of Ibn ‘Arabi’s thought is its
manifoldness. In the presence of one important problem, he usu-
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ally develops his thought in various directions and in various forms
with the help of rich imagery. This, I think, is due largely to the
unusual profundity and fecundity of his experience which always
underlies his thinking. The depth and richness of mystical experi-
ence demands, in his case, multiplicity of expression.

The theory of “creation” which we are going to examine is not to
be considered as a mere religious metaphor, or some esoteric
teaching disguised in traditional theological terminology. “Creation”
is to him as real as “self-manifestation.” Or we might say that one and
the same fundamental fact existing in his consciousness has two dif-
ferent aspects, one “creation,” and the other “self-manifestation.”

The first thing which attracts our attention about his theory of
“creation” is the important part played by the concept of “triad” or
“triplicity,” thaldathiyah. This marks it off from the theory of “self-
manifestation.”

The starting-point is as usual the Absolute. The ontological
ground of existence is the One-Absolute. But the One, if considered
in its phenomenal aspect, presents three different aspects. They are:
(1) the Essence (not qua Essence in its absoluteness, but in its self-
revealing aspect), (2) the Will or #rddah (here the Absolute is a
“Willer,” murid), and (3) the Command or amr* (here the Absolute
is a “Commander,” amir).

These three aspects in the order given here represent the whole
process of “creation.” The process may be briefly described as fol-
lows. First, there arises in the One-Absolute self-consciousness—or
Knowledge (‘ilm)—and the permanent archetypes appear in the
Divine Consciousness. This marks the birth of the possible Many.
And thereby the Presence of the Essence (i.e., the ontological level
of the Absolute qua Absolute) descends to the Presence of Divinity
(elahiyah, “being God”).

Then, in the second place, there arises the Will based on this
Knowledge to bring out the archetypes from the state of nonexis-
tence into the state of existence. Then, on the basis of this Will, the
Command—*“Be!” (kun)—is issued, and thus the world is “created.”

Having these preliminary remarks in mind, let us read the pas-
sage in which Ibn ‘Arabi describes the process.?

1. It is also called Word (gaw!).
2. Fusis al-Hikam, pp.139-140/ 115-116. In quoting from the Fusis al-Hikam
(Fus.), I shall always give two paginations: (1) that of the Cairo edition of 1321

138



Creation According to Ibn ‘Arabi

Know—may God assist you in doing so!—that the whole matter
(i.e., “creation”) in itself has its basis in the “singleness” (fardiyah).
But this “singleness” has a triple structure (tathlith). For the “sin-
gleness” starts to appear only from “three.” In fact “three” is the
first single (i.e., odd) number.

What Ibn ‘Arabi wants to convey through these laconic expressions
may be made clear if we explain it in the following way. He begins
by saying that the very root of “creation” is the “singleness” of the
Absolute. It is important to remark that he refers here to the
Absolute as “single” (fard), not as “One.” In other words, he is not
speaking of the Absolute as Absolute in its essential absoluteness.
We are here at a lower stage at which the Absolute has selfcon-
sciousness or Knowledge.

According to Ibn ‘Arabi, “one” is not a number at all; it is the
principle and “birth-place” of all numbers from “two” onwards, but
it is not itself a number. “One” is absolutely above all relations; it is
naturally above the concept itself of number.

“Single” is not like that. Outwardly it is “one,” but in its inner
structure it is not “one,” because the concept of singleness contains
in itself the concept of “other.” Itis “one” in so far as it is other than
others. In this sense, “single” is internally divisible and divided,
because we cannot represent it without at the same time repre-
senting—negatively, to be sure—the idea of otherness. In this sense
it is “one” composed of more than one unit. And “three” is the
smallest, i.e., first, “single” number in the infinitely extending series
of numbers—which makes it particularly appropriate for func-
tioning as the starting-point of the Divine act of creation.

And from this Presence of Divinity (i.e., the ontological plane
where the Absolute is no longer One but Single, endowed with an
inner triplicity) the world has come into existence. To this God
refers when He says: “Whenever We decide (lit. “will” the existence
of) something, We only say to it, ‘Be!,” and it comes into existence”
(XVI, 40). Thus we see (the triplicity of) the Essence, the Will, and
the Word.? Anything would not come into existence if it were not
for (1) the Essence and (2) its Will—the Will which is the drive
with which the Essence turns towards bringing something in par-
ticular into existence—and then (3) the Word “Be!” uttered to that

A.H., containing al-Qashani’s commentary, and (2) that of Affifi’s critical edition,
Cairo, 1946 (1365 A.H.).
3. Reading: hadhihi dhdt wa-iradah wa-qawl.
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particular thing at the very moment when the Will turns the
Essence in that direction.*

The passage just quoted describes the structure of the triplicity on
the side of the Agent, i.e., the Absolute. But the triplicity on the part
of the Creator alone does not produce any effect. In order that the
creative activity of the Absolute be really effective, there must be a
corresponding triplicity also on the part of the “receiver” (qabil),
i.e., the thing to be created. Creation is actualized only when the
active triplicity perfectly coincided with the passive triplicity.

(The moment the creative Word of God is uttered) there arises
in the thing to be created, too, a singleness having a triplicity.
And by this triplicity alone does the thing, on its part, become
capable of being produced and being qualified with existence.
The triplicity in the object consists of (1) its thing-ness
(shay’iyyah), (2) its hearing (sama?), and (3) its obeying (imtithal)
the Command of the Creator concerning its creation. So that the
(creaturely) triad corresponds with the (Divine) triad.

The first (1) is the permanent archetypal essence of the thing in
the state of non-existence, which corresponds to the Essence of
its Creator. The second (2) is the hearing of the Command by
the thing, which corresponds to the Will of its Creator. And the
third (3) is its obedient acceptance of what it has been com-
manded concerning its coming into existence, which corre-
sponds to the (Creator’s) Word “Be!” Upon this, the thing
actually comes into being.

Thus the “bringing-into-being” (takwin, or “production”) is to be
attributed to the thing (created). For if the thing had not in itself
the power of coming into being when the Word (“Be!”) is
uttered, it would never come into existence. In this sense it is the
thing itself that brings it into existence from the state of non-exis-
tence.’

It is remarkable that a special emphasis is laid here in the process of
creation on the “power” (quwwah) of the thing to be created. A
thing is not created in a purely passive way, that is, mechanically and
powerlessly, but it participates positively in its own creation.

When God decides to bring something into existence, He
simply says to it “Be!” And the thing, in response, comes into exis-
tence. In this process, the coming-into-being (takawwun) itself is an

4. Fus., pp.139-140/ 115-116.
5. Fus.,p.140/ 115-116.
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act of that thing, not an act of God. This conception is explained by
al-Qashani in the following terms:®

The coming-into-being, that is, the thing’s obeying the Command,
pertains to nothing else than the thing itself, for it (i.e., coming-
into-being) is (as Ibn ‘Arabi says) in the power of the thing; that is
to say, it is contained potentially in the thing, concealed. This is
why God (in the above-quoted Qoranic verse) ascribes it (i.e.,
coming-into-being) to the thing, by saying, “and it comes into exis-
tence.” This sentence means that the thing (upon hearing the
Word) immediately obeys the order and comes into existence. And
the thing is capable of doing so simply because it is already existent
in the Unseen (i.e., potentially), for the archetypal subsistence is
nothing other than a concealed inner mode of existence. Every-
thing that is “inward” has in itself the power to come out into “out-
ward” existence. This is due to the fact that the Essence
(designated by the) Name “Inward” (batin) is the same Essence
(designated by the) Name “Outward” (zdhir), and because the
“receiver” (gabil) is (ultimately) the same as the “Agent” (f@%l).

Such is the original theory of “creation” put forward by Ibn ‘Arabi.
He affirms very emphatically that the “production” (takwin) is to be
ascribed to the thing produced, not to the Absolute. Such a position
will surely be criticized by ordinary believers as considering God
“powerless” ( ‘Gjiz). But, this position is not at all blasphemous in the
eyes of those who really know the structure of Ibn ‘Arabi’s world-
view. Surely, in this world-view, the things (creatures) are described
as being so positively powerful that they leave but a limited space for
the direct activity of the Absolute. On a deeper level, however, those
things that are provisionally considered as independently existent
are nothing but so many particularized, delimited forms of the
Absolute, and all are involved in an ontological drama within the
Absolute itself; all are a magnificent Divina Commedia.

The idea of “production” (the last stage of the “creation”) being
ascribable to the things and not to the Absolute is further explained
by Ibn ‘Arabi in the following way:®

God states categorically that the “production” pertains to the
(created) thing itself, and not to God. What pertains to God in

6. p.140.

7. The point is that God does not say in this verse fa-yukawwin (“and He brings
it into existence”) but says fa-yakin (“and it comes into existence”), the subject of
the sentence being the thing itself.

8. Fus., p.140/ 115-116.
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this matter is only His Command. He makes His part (in the cre-
ative process) clear by saying: “Whenever We decide (the exis-
tence of) something, We only say to it ‘Be!’, and it comes into
existence” (XVI, 40). Thus the “production” is ascribed to the
thing though, to be sure, the latter acts only in obedience to the
Command of God. And (we must accept this statement as it is
because) God is truthful in whatever He says. Besides, this (i.e.,
the ascription of the “production” to the thing) is something
quite reasonable, objectively speaking.

(This may be illustrated by an example.) Suppose a master who is
feared by everybody and whom nobody dares to disobey com-
mands his slave to stand up by saying to him, “Stand up!” (qum);
the slave will surely stand up in obedience to the command of
the master. To the master pertains in the process of the slave’s
standing up only his commanding him to do so, while the act of
standing up itself pertains to the slave; it is not an act of the
master.

Thus it is clear that the “production” stands on the basis of trip-
licity; in other words, three elements are involved on both sides,
on the part of the Absolute as well as on the part of the creatures.

It will be evident, then, that in Ibn ‘Arabi’s thought, the principle of
creatio ex nihilo holds true. But what makes his thesis fundamentally
different from the ordinary Islamic creatio ex nihilo is that the nihil,
for Ibn ‘Arabi, is not a total unconditional “non-existence,” but
“non-existence” in the particular sense of something being as yet
non-existent as an empirical or phenomenal thing. What he regards
as nihil is “existence” on the level of the intelligibles, or—which
comes to the same thing—in the Consciousness of God. Ontologi-
cally, his nihilis the “possible” (mumkin), i.e., something that has the
power (or possibility) to exist. The ordinary view which makes “cre-
ation” a sort of Divine monodrama has its origin in the ignorance
of the positive power to be attributed to the “possibles.” All things,
in Ibn ‘Arabi’s view, have enough power to come out from the con-
cealment into the field of existence in response to the ontological
Command of God. Thus the creaturely world is possessed of “effi-
ciency” (fa‘liyah). And the things that constitute this would partici-
pate actively and positively in the creation of themselves.

Looking at an artisan who is engaged in molding things out of
clay, one might make a superficial observation that the clay has no
positive “efficiency” of its own, and that it lets itself be molded into
whatever form the artisan likes. In the view of such a man, the clay

142



Creation According to Ibn ‘Arabi

in the hands of an artisan is sheer passivity, sheer non-action. He
overlooks the important fact that, in reality, the clay, on its part, pos-
itively determines the activity of the artisan. Surely, the artisan can
make quite a considerable variety of things out of clay, but whatever
he may do, he cannot go beyond the narrow limits set by the very
nature of the clay. Otherwise expressed, the nature of the clay itself
determines the possible forms in which it may be actualized. Some-
what similar to this is the positive nature of a thing in the process of
“creation.”

The same observation, however, clearly shows that, although the
things do possess “efficiency,” the latter is after all secondary, not
primary. Herein lies the fundamental difference between God and
the world. “As women are by nature a degree lower than men,” the
creatures are a degree lower than the Absolute. The things, with all
their positive powers and capacities, have no essential priority.

As women are a degree lower than men according to God’s

saying: “and men are a degree above them (i.e., women)” (II,

228), the things that have been created in the image (of God)

are naturally a degree lower than the One who has brought them

into being in His image, in spite of the fact that their forms are
God’s Form itself.

And by that very degree which separates God from the world,
God is completely independent (i.e., has absolutely no need) of
the whole world, and is the primary Agent. As for the “form,” it is
but a secondary agent and has no essential priority which per-
tains only to the Absolute.?

II. The Feminine Element in the Creation of the World

In the last part of the preceding section reference has incidentally
been made to the idea that women are by nature a degree lower
than men. This, however, should not be taken to mean that Ibn
‘Arabi considers the role played by the feminine in the process of
world creation quite secondary, let alone unimportant. On the con-
trary, the entire creative process, in his view, is governed by the prin-
ciple of femininity.

The starting-point of his thinking on this problem is furnished
by a famous Tradition which runs: “Of all the things of your world,

9. Fus., p.273/ 219.
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three things have been made particularly dear to me, women, per-
fumes, and the ritual prayer, this last being the ‘cooling of my eye’
(i.e., a source of my highest joy).” In this Tradition, Ibn ‘Arabi
observes, the number “three”—triplicity again!—is put in the femi-
nine form (thalath), in spite of the fact that one of the three things
here enumerated (#ib, “perfume”) is a masculine noun. Ordinarily,
in Arabic grammar, the rule is that, if there happens to be even one
masculine noun among the things enumerated, one treats the
whole as grammatically masculine, and uses the numeral in the mas-
culine form (thalathah, for example, instead of thalath, meaning
“three”).

Now in this Tradition, the Prophet intentionally—so thinks Ibn
‘Arabi—uses the feminine form, thalath, and this, in his view, has a
very deep symbolic meaning. It suggests that all the basic factors
that participate in creation are feminine, and that the whole process
of creation is governed by the principle of femininity (¢a’nith). Ibn
‘Arabi draws attention to the process by which a man (male) comes
into being:!"

The man finds himself situated between an essence (i.e., the

Divine Essence) which is his (ontological) source and a woman

(i.e., his own mother) who is his (physical) source. Thus he is

placed between two feminine nouns, that is to say, between the
femininity of essence and the real (i.e., physical) femininity.

The Essence (dhat), which is the original ground of all Being, is
a feminine noun. The immediate ontological ground of the forms
of all beings, i.e., the Divine Attributes, sifat (sg. sifah), is a feminine
noun. The creative power of God, qudrah is a feminine noun. Thus,
from whatever aspect one approaches the process of creation, one
runs into a feminine noun. The Philosophers (faldsifah) who blindly
follow Greek philosophy assert that God is the “cause” ( illah) of the
existence of the world. This is a mistaken view, and yet it is signifi-
cant, Ibn ‘Arabi adds, that even in this wrong opinion about cre-
ation, a feminine noun, %llah, is used to denote the ultimate ground
of the creation of the world.

The whole problem is dealt with by al-Qashani in a far more
scholastic way as follows:!!

10. Fus., p.274/ 220.
11. pp.274-275.
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The ultimate ground (or origin) of everything is called Mother
(umm), because the mother is the (stem) from which all branches
go out. Do you not see how God describes the matter when He
says: “And He created from it (i.e., the first soul, meaning Adam)
its mate, and out of the two He spread innumerable men and
women” (IV, 1). As you see, the “wife” (of Adam) was feminine.
Moreover, the first unique “soul” from which she was created was
itself feminine.'? Just in the same way, the Origin of all origins over
which there is nothing is designated by a (feminine noun),
haqiqah or “Reality” . . . Likewise the words designating the Divine
Essence, ‘ayn and dhat, are feminine.

Thus his (i.e., Muhammad’s) intention in making (the femininity)
overcome (the masculinity)!® is to draw attention to the special
importance of the femininity which is the very origin and source
of everything that spreads out from it. And this is true not merely
of the world of Nature but even of Reality itself.

In fact, Reality is the Father (ab) of everything in that it is the
absolute Agent (i.e., the absolutely Active, fa%l). But Reality is also
the Mother (because of its passivity). It gathers together in itself
both “activity” (fil) and “passivity” (infi‘al), for Reality is “passive”
(munfa’l) in so far as it manifests itself in the form of a “passive”
thing, while in the form of the “active” (Agent) it is “active.” The
very nature of Reality requires this unification of the “determina-
tion” (ta‘ayyun) and “non-determination” (ldta‘ayyun).'* Thus
Reality is “determined” by all determinations, masculine and fem-
inine, on the one hand. But on the other, it stands high above all
determinations.

And Reality, when it becomes determined by the first determina-
tion,'” is One Essence requiring a perfect balance and equilibrium
between “activity” and “passivity,” between the exterior self-mani-
festation (zuh#ir) and the interior self-concealment (butiin).'® And

12. Although Adam is a man, he is, as a soul (nafs), feminine.

13. The reference is to the above-quoted Tradition, in which the Prophet uses
the feminine numeral thaldth in spite of the presence of a masculine noun among
the three things enumerated.

14. “Determination” (or more strictly “being determined”) refers to the passive
side of the Absolute, i.e., the Absolute as manifesting itself in a concrete (deter-
mined) thing. “Non-determination” refers to the active side of the Absolute, i.e.,
the Absolute as the absolute Agent.

15. The “first determination” (al-ta‘ayyun al-awwal) means the self-manifesta-
tion of the Absolute to itself as a unifying point of all the Divine Names. The
Absolute is here the “one” (wdhid), and the ontological stage the wahidiyah, “One-
ness.”

16. The Absolute qua One is potentially all beings but it is in actuality still one.
So it is neither in the state of pure exterior self-manifestation nor in that of pure
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in so far as it is the “Inward” (bdtin) residing in every form, it is
“active,” but in so far as it is the “Outward” (zahir), itis “passive” . . .
The first determination, which occurs by (the Absolute’s) mani-
festing itself to itself, attests to the fact that the Essence is absolute
and non-determined, for its self-determination (ta‘ayyun bi-dhati-
hi) must necessarily be preceded by non-determination (ld-
ta‘ayyun). Likewise when Reality qua Reality is actualized in every
determined (i.e., concretely delimited) existent, its determination
(also) requires that it be preceded by non-determination. Nay,
rather, every determined existent, considered in its reality apart
from all consideration of its actual delimitations, is an absolute
(i.e., every determined existent is in its ontological core an
absolute—which is nothing but the Absolute itself). A determined
existent, in this sense, depends upon the Absolute (which is
inherent in it) and is sustained by it. So everything is “passive” in
relation to that absolute (ontological) ground, and is a locus of
self-manifestation for it, while that ground is “active” and remains
concealed in the thing.

Thus everything is “passive” considered from the point of view of
its being determined, but “active” in itself,!” considered from the
point of view of its being absolute. But the thing itself is essentially
one . .. So Reality, wherever it goes and in whatever way it appears,
has (two different aspects; namely), “activity” and “passivity,” or
“fatherhood” (ubuwwah) and “motherhood” (umimah). And this
justifies the (Prophet’s having used) the feminine form.

The Absolute, which is the ultimate and real origin of “cre-
ation,” has something feminine in it, as indicated by the feminine
form of the word “Essence” (dhat). Furthermore, if we consider
analytically the ontological structure of the creative process, we
find, even at its first stage, the “first determination,” a feminine
principle, the “motherhood,” co-operating with a masculine prin-
ciple, the “fatherhood.” The Divine Essence, in brief, is the Mother
of everything in the sense that it represents the “passive” element
which is inherent in all forms of Being.

II1. Perpetual Creation
We turn now to one of the most interesting features of the theory

of creation peculiar to Ibn ‘Arabi. This part of his theory is histori-

interior concealment, but it keeps, so to speak, a perfect balance between these two
terms.
17. 1 read: [wa-f@%il] min nafsi-hi, etc.
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cally of primary importance because it is a critique of the atomistic
philosophy of the Ash‘arite theologians.!®

In Ibn ‘Arabi’s world-view, the self-manifestation of the Absolute
is a perpetual process whose major stages—(1) the “most holy ema-
nation,” (2) the “holy emanation,” and then (3) the appearance of
concrete individual things—go on being actualized one after
another like successive, recurrent waves. This ontological process
repeats itself indefinitely and endlessly. At every moment, and
moment after moment, the same eternal process of annihilation
and re-creation is repeated. At this very moment, an infinite
number of things and properties come into being, and at the next
moment they are annihilated to be replaced by another infinity of
things and properties.

Thus we cannot experience the same world twice at two dif-
ferent moments. The world we actually experience is in perpetual
flow. It changes from moment to moment. But this continual and
perpetual change occurs in such an orderly way according to such
definite patterns that we, superficial observers, imagine that the
same one world is there around us.

Describing this perpetual flow of things in terms of the concept
of “creation”, Ibn ‘Arabi says that the world goes on being created
anew at every single moment. This he calls “new creation” (al-khalg
aljadid). The expression must not be taken in the sense of a “new”
creation to be contrasted with the “old,” 1.e., the earlier, creation of
the world. The word “new” (jadid) in this context means “ever new”
or “which is renewed from moment to moment.” The “new cre-
ation” means, in short, the process of everlasting and ever new act
of creation.

Man, being endowed with self-consciousness, can have a real
living feel of this “new creation” both inside and outside himself,
i.e., both in his mind and in his body, by becoming conscious of
“himself,” which goes on changing from moment to moment
without ever stopping as long as he lives. However, ordinary people

18. The idea presents a very important and interesting problem from the view-
point of comparative Oriental philosophy. See my “The Concept of Perpetual Cre-
ation in Islamic Mysticism and Zen Buddhism” (in Mélanges offerts a Henry Corbin,
ed. Seyyed Hossein Nasr [Tehran, 1977], pp. 115-148). [This same article appears
in a more recent compendium of essays by the author, entitled Creation and the
Timeless Order of Things (Ashland, Oregon: White Cloud Press, 1994), pp.141-173.
Fd.]
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are not aware of the process of “new creation” even with regard to
themselves.

Ibn ‘Arabi describes this process also as a “perpetual ascent”
(taraqqi da’im). This is a very important point at which we can look
into the very basis of his idea of the “new creation.”

The wonder of all wonders is that man (and consequently, every-
thing) is in a perpetual process of ascending. And yet (ordinarily)
he is not aware of this because of the extreme thinness and fine-
ness of the veil'® or because of the extreme similarity between (the
successive forms).?

That everything is involved in the process of the ever-new creation
means primarily that the Absolute is continually manifesting itself
in the infinity of “possible” things. This is done by the ontological
“descent” (nuzul) of the Absolute towards the lower levels of Being,
first to the archetypes and then to the “possible.” But the same
process of perpetual “descent” is, when it is looked at from the side
of the “possible,” turns out to be a perpetual process of ontological
“ascent.” Everything, in this sense, is perpetually “ascending”
towards the Absolute by the very same “descending” of the latter.

The “ascent” (faraqqi) of the things, in other words, is nothing
but the reverse side of the “descent” of the Absolute towards them.
The things in the state of non-existence receiving the mercy of the
Absolute and obtaining thereby existence, produces, from the
standpoint of these things, the image of their “ascending” toward
the original source of existence. Al-Qashani paraphrases the above-
quoted passage in the following way:?!

One of the most miraculous things about man is that he is in a per-
petual state of ascent with regard to the modes of the “prepared-
ness” of his own archetypal essence. For all the modes of the
archetypes are things that have been known to God (from eter-
nity), permanently fixed in potentiality, and God brings them out
to actuality incessantly and perpetually. And so He goes on trans-
forming the possibilities (isti ‘daddt, lit. “preparednesses”) that
have been there from the beginningless past and that are (there-

19. When you look at something through an extremely fine and transparent
fabric you do not become aware of the existence of the veil between you and the
thing. The “veil” here refers to the outward form shown by the act of “ascending.”

20. Fus., p.151-152/124.

21. p.152.

148



Creation According to Ibn ‘Arabi

fore) essentially uncreated, into infinite possibilities that are actu-
ally created.

Thus everything is in the state of ascending at this very moment
because it is perpetually receiving the endlessly renewed ontolog-
ical (wujudiyah) Divine self-manifestations, and at every self-mani-
festation the thing goes on increasing in its receptivity for another
(i.e., the next) self-manifestation.

Man, however, may not be conscious of this because of his eyes
being veiled, or rather because of the veil being extremely thin and
fine. But he may also become conscious of it when the self-mani-
festations take on the forms of intellectual, intuitive, imaginative,
or mystical experiences.

The concept of “new creation,” thus comprising the ontological
“descent” and “ascent,” is a point which discloses most clearly the
dynamic nature of the world-view of Ibn ‘Arabi. In this world-view,
nothing remains static; the world in its entirety is in fervent move-
ment. The world transforms itself kaleidoscopically from moment
to moment, and yet all these movements of self-development are
the “ascending” movements of the things toward the Absolute-One,
precisely because they are the “descending” self-expressions of the
Absolute-One. The One is the Manifold and the Manifold is the
One. In fact the “descent” and “ascent” describe exactly the same
thing.
(As aresult of the “new creation,” we are constantly faced with sim-
ilar forms, but of any two similar forms) one is not the same thing
as the other. For in the eyes of one who recognizes them to be two
similar things, they are different from one another. Thus a truly
perspicacious man discerns Many in the One, while knowing at the
same time that the Divine Names, in spite of their essential diver-
sity and multiplicity, point to one single Reality, for the Names are

nothing but multiplicity posited by the reason in Something which
is essentially and really one.

Thus it comes about that in the process of self-manifestation the
Many becomes discernible in one single Essence. This may be com-
pared to the Prime Matter which is mentioned in the definition of
every form. The forms are many and divergent, but they all go back
in reality to one single substance which is their Prime Matter.?

In this passage, Ibn ‘Arabi seems to be speaking of the horizontal
similarity-relationship between the concrete beings. He emphasizes

22. Fus., p.152/ 124-125.
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the particular aspect of the “new creation” in which the concretely
existent things in the phenomenal world are after all infinitely var-
ious forms of the Divine self-manifestation, and are ultimately
reducible to the One. But the same applies also to the vertical, i.e.,
temporal, relation between the ever new creations. In what is seem-
ingly one and the same thing the “new creation” is taking place at
every moment, so that the “one and the same thing,” considered at
two successive moments, is in reality not one and the same, but two
“similar” things. And yet, despite all this, the thing maintains and
never loses its original unity and identity, because all the new and
similar states that occur to it successively are eternally determined
by its own archetype.

These two aspects of the “new creation,” horizontal and vertical,
are brought to light by al-Qashani in his commentary on the pas-
sage just quoted.?®

A truly perspicacious man discerns a multiplicity of self-determi-
nations in the one single Essence which appears in an infinite
number of “similar” forms. All the Divine Names like the Omnipo-
tent, the Omniscient, the Creator, the Sustainer, etc., point in
reality to one single Essence, God, despite the fact that each of
them has a different meaning from the rest. This shows that the
divergence of the meanings of the Names is merely an intelligible
and mental multiplicity existing in what is called the “essentially
One,” that they are not a really and concretely existent multiplicity.
Thus the self-manifestation in the forms of all the Names is but a
multiplicity discernible within one single Essence. The same is true
also of the events that take place successively (in “one and the
same thing”). All the successive self-manifestations that are similar
to each other are one in reality, but many if taken as individual self-
determinations. (The Master) illustrates this with the example of
the Prime Matter (hayild). You mention the Prime Matter in
defining any substantial Form. You say, for example, “Body (jism)
is a substance having quantity,” “Plant (nabdt) is a body that grows
up,” “Stone (hajar) is a body, inorganic, heavy, and voiceless,”
“animal (hayawdn) is a body that grows up, has sense perception,
and moves with will,” “Man (insan) is a rational animal.” In this
way, you mention “substance” as the definition of “body,” and you
mention “body”—which is “substance” (by definition)—in the def-
initions of all the rest. Thus all are traced back to the one single
reality which is “substance.”

23. p.152-153.
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This fact can be known only by mystical vision, and is never dis-
closed to those who understand everything through rational
thinking. Thus it comes about that the majority of men, including
the Philosophers, are not aware of the phenomenon of the “new
creation.” They do not see the infinitely beautiful scene of this kalei-
doscopic transformation of things.

How splendid are God’s words concerning the world and its per-
petual renewal with each Divine breath which constitutes an “ever
new creation” in one single reality. (But this is not perceived
except by a few), as He says in reference to a certain group of
people—indeed, this applies to the majority of men—*“Nay, they
are in utter confusion with regard to the new creation.” (L, 15).24
These people (are in confusion with regard to it) because they do
not know the (perpetual) renewal of the things with each Divine
breath.?®

Al-Qashani describes the scene of this perpetual renewal of the
things as he sees it in his philosophico-mystical intuition in the fol-
lowing terms:*®

The world in its entirety is perpetually changing. And every thing
(in the world) is changing in itself from moment to moment. Thus
every thing becomes determined at every moment with a new
determination which is different from that with which it was deter-
mined a moment ago. And yet the one single reality which is
attained by all these successive changes remains forever
unchanged. This is due to the fact that the “one single reality” is
nothing but the reality itself of the Absolute as it has taken on the
“first determination,” and all the forms (i.e., the successive deter-
minations) are accidents that occur to it successively, changing and
being renewed at every moment.

But (ordinary) people do not know the reality of this phenom-
enon and are therefore “in utter confusion” regarding this per-
petual process of transformation which is going on in the universe.
Thus the Absolute reveals itself perpetually in these successive self-
manifestations, while the world is perpetually being lost due to its

24.Ibn ‘Arabi, as he often does, is giving quite an arbitrary meaning to the
Qoranic verse. The actual context makes it clear beyond any doubt that God is here
speaking of Resurrection after death, which is conceived of as a “new creation.”
The “new creation” does not certainly mean in this verse the ever new process of
creation which is Ibn ‘Arabi’s thesis.

25. Fus., p.153/ 125.

26. p.153.
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annihilation at every moment and its renewed birth at the next
moment.

Al-Qashani goes a step further and asserts that this perpetual “new
creation” not only governs the concrete existents of the world, but
that even the permanent archetypes are under its sway. The arche-
types in the Divine Consciousness appear and disappear and then
appear again, repeating the same process endlessly as innumerable
lamp-lights that go on being turned on and put out in every suc-
cessive moment. He says:?’

The ontological emanation (al-fayd al-wujidiy) and the Breath of
the Merciful are perpetually flowing through the beings of the
world as water running in a river, forever being renewed continu-
ously. In a similar way, the determinations of the Absolute-Exis-
tence in the form of the permanent archetypes in the eternal
Knowledge (i.e., Divine Consciousness) never cease to be renewed
from moment to moment. (And this happens in the following
way). Thus, as soon as the first ontological determination leaves an
archetype in a place, at the next moment the next determination
is attached to it in a different place. This is nothing other than the
appearance of an archetype belonging in the sphere of Divine
Knowledge in the second place following its disappearance in the
first place, while that archetype itself remains forever the same in
the Knowledge and in the world of the Unseen.

Itis as if you saw millions of lights flickering against the background
of an unfathomable darkness. If you concentrate your sight on any
one of these illumined spots, you will see its light disappearing in
the very next moment and appearing again in a different spot in the
following moment. And the Divine Consciousness is imagined as a
complicated meshwork formed by all these spots in which light goes
on being turned on and extinguished at every moment endlessly.
This is indeed an exceedingly beautiful and impressive image. But
Ibn ‘Arabi himself in his Fusis does not seem to describe the per-
manent archetypes in this way in terms of the “new creation.” The
“new creation” he speaks of concerns the concrete things of the sen-
sible world.

Let us return to Ibn ‘Arabi and analyze his concept of “new cre-
ation” as he develops it in relation to his atomistic philosophy. He
finds in the Qoranic account of the miracle of Bilqis, Queen of

7. pp.195-196.
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Sheba, an admirable illustration of this incessant annihilation and
re-creation which is going on in the world of Being. The account is
found in the Qoran, XXVII, 38-40.

Once Solomon asked those who were there in his presence, jinn
and human beings, whether any of them could bring him the
throne of the Queen. Thereupon one of the jinn said “I will bring
it to thee before thou risest from thy place!” But a man “who had
knowledge of the Scripture”® said, “I will bring it to thee before thy
gaze returns to thee (i.e., in the twinkling of an eye).” And he did
bring the throne on the spot from the far-off country in South
Arabia and set it in front of Solomon.

How could he accomplish this miracle? Ibn ‘Arabi says that the
man simply took advantage of the “new creation.” The throne of the
Queen was not transported locally from Sheba to the presence of
Solomon. Nobody, in fact, can carry any material object from one
place to a distant place in the twinkling of an eye. Nor did Solomon
and his people see the throne in hallucination. Rather the throne
which had been with Bilqis was annihilated and, instead of being re-
created in the same place, was made to appear in the presence of
Solomon. This is, indeed, a miraculous event, in the sense that a
thing disappeared and in the next moment appeared in a different
place. From the viewpoint of the “new creation,” however, such an
event is not at all an impossibility. For, after all, it is nothing but a
new throne being created in an entirely different place.

The superiority of the human sage over the sage of the jinn con-
sists in the (deeper knowledge possessed by the former con-
cerning) the secrets of the free disposal of anything at will and the
particular natures of things. And this superiority can be known by
the amount of time needed. For the “return of the gaze” towards
the man who looks is faster than the standing up of a man who
stands up from his seat . .. For the time in which the gaze moves
to an object is exactly the amount of time in which the gaze gets
hold of the object however great the distance may be between the
man who looks and the object looked. At the very moment the eye
is opened, its gaze reaches the sphere of the fixed stars. And at the
very moment the perception stops, the gaze returns to the man.
The standing up of a man from his seat cannot be done so quickly.

28. The Qoran does not give his name. Commentators assert that the man was
a sage whose name was Asaf b. Barakhiya.
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Thus Asaf b. Barakhiya was superior to the jinn in his action. For
the moment Asaf spoke, he accomplished his work. And Solomon
saw at the same moment the throne of Bilqis. The throne was actu-
ally placed in his presence in order that no one should imagine
that Solomon perceived (from afar) the throne in its original place
without its being transferred.

In my opinion, however, there can be no local transference in one
single moment. There occurred (in Solomon’s case) simply a
simultaneous annihilation and re-creation in such a manner that
no one could perceive it, except those who had been given a true
knowledge (of this kind of thing). This is what is meant by God’s
saying: “Nay, they are in utter confusion with regard to the new cre-
ation.” And there never occurs even a moment in which they cease
to see what they have seen (at the preceding moment).?

Now if the truth of the matter is as I have just described, the
moment of the disappearance of the throne from its original place
coincided with the moment of its appearance in the presence of
Solomon as a result of the “new creation” occurring with every
Breath. Nobody, however, notices this discrepancy (between two
moments of the “new creation”).

Nay, the ordinary man is not aware of it (i.e., the “new creation”)
even with regard to himself. Man does not know that he ceases to
exist and then comes to existence again with every single breath.*

As we see, Ibn ‘Arabi here writes that man ceases to exist at every
moment and then (thumma) comes to existence again. But he
immediately adds the remark that the particle thumma, meaning
“then” or “after that,” should not be taken as implying a lapse of
time.

You must not think that by the word thumma I mean a temporal
interval. This is not correct. The Arabs use this word in certain par-
ticular contexts to express the priority in causal relationship.3! . . .
In the process of “the new creation with each Breath,” too, the
time of the non-existence (i.e., annihilation) of a thing coincides
with the time of the existence (i.e., re-creation) of a thing similar
to it (i.e., the thing that has just been annihilated). This view

29. This annihilation/ re-creation is done so quickly that man does not notice
any discontinuum between the two units of time in his sense perception and imag-
ines that everything continues to be as it has been.

30. Fus., pp.195-196/ 155.

31. “A thumma B” in certain contexts means that A, as the cause of B, logically
precedes the latter. It does not imply that A necessarily precedes B in terms of time;
A and B may very well occur simultaneously.
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resembles the Ash‘arite thesis of the perpetual renewal of the acci-
dents (tajdid al-a‘’rdz).

In fact, the problem of the transportation of the throne of Bilqis is
of the most recondite problems understandable only to those who
know what I have explained above about the story. In brief, the
merit of Asaf consisted only in the fact that (thanks to him) the “re-
creation” in question was actualized in the presence of
Solomon. . . .

When Bilqgis (thereafter came to visit Solomon and) saw her own
throne there, she said: “It is as though (ka’anna-hu) it were (my
throne)” (XXVII, 42). (She said “as though”) because she knew
the existence of a long distance (between the two places) and
because she was convinced of the absolute impossibility of the
throne’s having been locally transported in such a (short) period
of time. Her answer was quite correct in view of the above-men-
tioned idea of the “renewal of creation” in similar forms. And in
reality it was (i.e., it was the same throne of hers in terms of its per-
manent archetype, but not as a concrete individual thing). And all
this is true, just as you remain what you were in the past moments
through the process of the perpetual re-creation.*

Quite incidentally, Ibn ‘Arabi mentions in the passage just quoted
the atomistic thesis of the Ash‘arite theologians and points out the
existence of a certain resemblance between his and their atomism.
But what is more important and more interesting for our purpose
is rather the difference between them which Ibn ‘Arabi does not
state explicitly in this passage, but which he explains in considerable
detail in another part of the Fusis.

The most salient feature of Ash‘arite atomism is the thesis of the
perpetual renewal (tajdid) of accidents. According to this theory, of
all the accidents of the things there is not even one that continues
to exist for two units of time. Every accident comes into being at this
moment and is annihilated at the very next moment to be replaced
by another accident which is “similar” to it being created anew in
the same locus. This is evidently the thesis of “new creation.”

Now if we examine Ibn ‘Arabi’s thought in relation to this
Ash‘arite thesis, we find a striking similarity between them. Every-
thing is, for Ibn ‘Arabi, a phenomenal form of the Absolute, having
no basis for independent subsistence (giwam) in itself. All are, in
short, “accidents” which appear and disappear in the one eternal-

32. Fus., p.197/ 156-157.
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everlasting Substance (jawhar). Otherwise expressed, the existence
itself of the Absolute comes into appearance at every moment in
milliards of new clothes. With every Breath of God, a new world is
created.

From the point of view of Ibn ‘Arabi, the atomism of the
Ash‘arites, though it is not a perfect description of the real structure
of Being, does grasp at least an important part of the reality. Men-
tioning together with the Ash‘arites a group of sophists known as
Hisbaniyyah or Husbaniyyah, he begins to criticize them in the fol-
lowing manner:*

The Ash‘arites have hit upon the truth concerning some of the
existents, namely, accidents, while the Hisbanites have chanced to
find the truth concerning the whole of the world. The Philoso-
phers consider these people simply ignorant. But (they are not
ignorant; the truth is rather that) they both (i.e., the Ash‘arites
and the Hisbanites) are mistaken.

First, he criticizes the sophists of the Hisbanite school. The His-
banites maintain that nothing remains existent for two units of
time, that everything in the world, whether it be substance or acci-
dent, is changing from moment to moment. From this they con-
clude that there is no Reality in the objective sense. Reality or Truth
exists only subjectively, for it can be nothing other than the constant
flux of things as you perceive it in a fixed form at this present
moment.3*

Though the Hisbanites are right in maintaining that the world as
a whole and in its entirety is in perpetual transformation, they are
mistaken in that they fail to see the real oneness of the Substance
which underlies all these (changing) forms. (They thereby over-
look the fact that) the Substance could not exist (in the external
world) if it were not for them (i.e., these changing forms) nor
would the forms be conceivable if it were not for the Substance. If
the Hisbanites could see this point too (in addition to the first
point), their theory would be perfect with regard to this
problem.®

33. Fus., p.153/ 125.

34. The Name Hisbaniyyah is derived from the root HSB (the verb hasiba)
meaning, “to opine,” “to surmise,” i.e., the subjective act of estimation. The appel-
lation implies that Reality or Truth consists in the subjective estimation of this or
that individual person, and that, consequently, there is no such thing as an objec-
tively universal Truth (cf. Affifi, Com., p. 153).

35. Fus., p.153/ 125.
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Thus, for Ibn ‘Arabi, the merit and demerit of the Hisbanite thesis
are quite clear. They have hit upon a part of the truth in that they
have seen the constant change of the world. But they overlook the
most important part of the matter in that they do not know the true
nature of the Reality which is the very substrate in which all these
changes are happening, and consider it merely a subjective con-
struct of each individual mind.
Concerning the Ash‘arites, Ibn ‘Arabi says:*

As for the Ash‘arites, they fail to see that the world in its entirety
(including even the so-called “substances”) is a sum of “accidents,”
and that, consequently, the whole world is changing from moment
to moment since no “accident” (as they themselves hold) remains
for two units of time.

And al-Qashani:*’

The Ash‘arites do not know the reality of the world; namely, that
the world is nothing other than the whole of all these “forms”
which they call “accidents.” Thus they only assert the existence of
substances (i.e., atoms) which are in truth nothing, having no exis-
tence (in the real sense of the word). And they are not aware of the
one Entity (‘ayn) which manifests itself in these forms (“accidents”
as they call them); nor do they know that this one Entity is the He-
ness of the Absolute. This is why they assert (only) the (perpetual)
change of the accidents.

According to the basic thesis of the Ash‘arite ontology, the world is
reduced to an infinite number of “indivisible parts,” i.e., atoms.
These atoms are, in themselves, unknowable. They are knowable
only in terms of the “accidents” that occur to them, one accident
appearing in a locus at one moment and disappearing in the next
to be replaced by another.

The point Ibn ‘Arabi makes against this thesis is that these
“accidents” that go on being born and annihilated in infinitely var-
iegated forms are nothing but so many self-manifestations of the
Absolute. And thus behind the kaleidoscopic scene of the perpetual
changes and transformations there is always a Reality which is eter-
nally “one.” And it is this one Reality itself that goes on manifesting
itself perpetually in ever-new forms. The Ash‘arites who overlook
the existence of this one Reality that underlies all “accidents” are,

36. Fus., pp.153-154/ 125-126.
37. p.154.
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according to Ibn ‘Arabi, driven into the self-contradictory thesis
that a collection of a number of transitory “accidents” that appear
and disappear and never remain for two moments constitute
“things” that subsist by themselves and continue to exist for a long
time.

This (i.e., the mistake of the Ash‘arites) comes out clearly in their
definitions of things. In fact, when they define anything, their def-
inition turns the thing into (a collection of) accidents. And it is
clear that it is all these accidents enumerated in the definition that
constitute the very “substance” and its reality which (they consider
to be) self-subsistent. However, even that substance (being a
totality of the accidents) must ultimately be an accident, and as
such it is not self-subsistent. Thus (in their theory) accidents which
do not subsist by themselves, when put together, produce some-
thing that subsists by itself.*

The passage is explicated by al-Qashani as follows. The Ash‘arites,
whenever they define something, define it as a whole (majmi) of
accidents. Defining “man,” for example, they say: “a rational
animal.” The word “rational” (ndatig) means “possessed of reason”
(dhit nutqg). The concept of “being possessed of” is a relation, and
“relation” is evidently an accident. “Reason” (nutq), on the other
hand, being something added to the essence of “animal,” is also an
accident. Thus to say that man is “a rational animal” is to say that
man is “an animal with two accidents.” Then the Ash‘arites go on to
define “animal” by saying that it is a “physical body that grows, per-
ceives, and moves by will.” The “animal” turns in this way into a
whole of accidents. And the same procedure is applied to the defi-
nition of the “(physical) body” appearing in the definition of
“animal.” As a result, “man” ultimately turns out to be a bundle of
accidents which are by definition momentary and transitory. And
yet this bundle itself is considered to be something subsistent by
itself, a substance.

The Ash‘arites, Ibn ‘Arabi continues, are not aware of the fact
that the very “substance,” which they consider a self-subsistent
entity, is of exactly the same nature as “man,” “animal,” and other
things; it is also a bundle of accidents.

Thus, in their theory, something (i.e., a bundle of accidents) which
does not remain for two units of time remains (i.e., as a bundle of

38. pp.154-155/ 125-126.
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accidents) for two units of time, nay, for many units of time! And
something which does not subsist by itself (must be said to) subsist
by itself, according to the Ash‘arites! However, they do not know
that they are contradicting themselves. So (I say that) these are
people “who are in utter confusion with regard to the new cre-
ation.”

Ibn ‘Arabi brings out the contrast between the “wrong” view of the

Ash‘arites and the “true” thesis upheld by the people of “unveiling”

by saying:*
As to the people of “unveiling,” they see God manifesting Himself
with every Breath, no single self-manifestation being repeated
twice. They see also by an immediate vision that every single self-
manifestation gives rise to a new creation and annihilates a cre-
ation (i.e., the “creation” that has preceded), and that the
disappearance of the latter at every (new) self-manifestation is

“annihilation” whereas “subsistence” is caused by what is furnished
(immediately) by the following self-manifestation.

Thus in Ibn ‘Arabis thought, everything in the world (and therefore
the world itself) is constantly changing, but underlying this uni-
versal flux of changing things there is Something eternally
unchanging. Using scholastic terminology he calls this unchanging
Something the “Substance,” the absolute substratum of all changes.
In this particular perspective, all things—not only the “accidents” so
called but the “substances” so called—are represented as “acci-
dents” appearing and disappearing at every moment. It is inter-
esting to observe how the theory of Divine self-manifestation
becomes transformed, when translated into the language of the
scholastic philosophy of “substance” and “accident.”

39. Fus., p.154/ 126.
40. ibid.
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