
III 

Ibn 'Arabi and the ~iifis 

THE ~UFi TRADmON 

SuFISM as a way of spiritual realization and the attainment 
of sanctity and gnosis is an intrinsic aspect of the Islamic 
Revelation of which it is in fact the heart and inner, or 
esoteric, dimension.1 It received its name at a later period 
and it drew some of its formulations from doctrines of Neo­
platonic and Hermetic origin, but the reality of Sufism, its 
basic doctrines and methods, reach back to the origin of the 
Revelation and are intimately entwined with the spirit as 
well as the very form of Islam as it is contained in the Quran, 
which is its most tangible and concrete embodiment.2 For 
a person who participates in Sufism, who lives the life of a 
"follower of the Path," 8 the first and most perfect ~iifi was 
the Prophet M ul,lammad - upon whom be peace - and after 
him the representative par excellence of Islamic esotericism, 
'Ali ibn Abi Talib. 

At the time of the Prophet, when one might say the gates 
of heaven were open, the very intensity of the spiritual life 
and proximity to the source of the Revelation did not permit 
of a total separation of the Tradition into its exoteric and 
esoteric, or Shari'ah and Tariqah, components, although both 
existed in essence from the beginning. The whole of the 
Tradition was at first like a molten lava in a state of fusion 
and did not "congeal" and separate into its various elements 
until the withering inHuence of time and the corrupting con-
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ditions of this world had gradually "cooled., and "solidified., 
it. We see, therefore, that during the first two centuries of 
its life, while the Tradition was extremely strong, as proved 
by its rapid expansion and power of assimilation, there was 
neither a definitely codified school of law nor a clearly 
organized Siifi brotherhood, or order. 4 We also note that in 
the 3rd/9th century the schools of law, or the Shari'ah, 
became codified and at the same time Sufism began to 
manifest itself as a distinct element in the Islamic commu­
nity, its doctrines and methods being propagated by the 
brotherhoods, each of which was directed by a master and 
often named after him. 

The spirit that was "in the air" and "everywhere" at the 
beginning of the Revelation thus became consolidated within 
various orders so that it could continue as a living spiritual 
tradition. The later Sufis did not practice anything which 
the Prophet and his companions had not practiced before 
them, especially such companions as 'Ali, Abii Bakr, Abii 
Dharr, Salman, Bilal, and others who received his "esoteric 
instructions." The Prophet used to make spiritual retreats 
( khalwah) in quiet and faraway places such as the cave on 
Mount l:lira', especially during the middle part of Rama<;lan 
and also in later life in the mosque of Medina, in all of which 
he performed the fundamental rite of invocation ( dhikr). He 
also called upon his companions to "remember God" and 
invoke His name in private as well as in gatherings.-

It is upon these and other practices of the Prophet and his 
sayings that the Siifis have based their methods and practices 
to the present day. They have always considered themselves 
as the most ardent followers of the Prophet's teachings and 
have sought to follow his personal example at every moment 
of their lives so that we hear a great Sufi master of the 3rd/ 
9th century saying, "All the Paths (of Sufism) are com­
pletely closed except to him who follows in the steps of the 
Apostle." 6 Sufism is thus the inner aspect of the teachings 
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of the Prophet as it gradually took form during the 2nd/8th 
and 3rd/9th centuries, gaining meanwhile the name Sufism 
by which the esoteric dimension of Islam has been known 
ever since. 8 

One cannot properly speak of a history of Sufism because 
in its essence Sufism has no history. However, since at each 
epoch it has presented its principles in a language conform­
ing to the general mental and psychological conditions of 
that age, and since there have developed over the centuries 
various schools of interpretation, again depending on the 
"needs" of different types of men, it is possible to speak of 
the distinct features of the Siifi tradition in each period.7 

One can speak of the early ascetics, readers of the Quran 
and transmitters of '/:tadith, who kept the teachings of the 
Prophet alive for the generation immediately following that 
of the Companions and many of whom were among the early 
saints of Islam. And one must consider that very important 
figure of the first two Islamic centuries, l:lasan al-Ba~ri, 
whose long life, stretching from 21/643 to 110/728, linked 
three generations of Muslims to the time of the Prophet 
himsel£.8 

Of utmost importance also during the first two centuries 
are the Shi'ah Imams, of whom the first eight especially, play 
a cardinal role in the early phase of Sufism. In Shi'ism, which 
is essentially the "Islam of 'Ali" and is based on supporting 
'Ali as the spiritual and temporal successor of the Prophet, 
the Imams, who include 'Ali himself and his descendants, 
are the bearers of the prophetic light and the esoteric rep­
resentatives of the Prophet. Also, many of them had an es­
sential share in the formation of the Siifi orders that have 
developed in the Sunni world and figure prominently in their 
spiritual chain ( silsilah). Nearly all the Siifi orders trace 
their origin to the first Shi'ah Imam, 'Ali, and many of the 
later Sufis were disciples of various Imiims, especially the 
sixth Imam, Ja'far al-Sadiq (88/702-148/765), and the 
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eighth Imiim, 'Ali al-Ric;la (around 148/765-203/818). More­
over, several of the Imams have left behind some of the most 
beautiful and exalted pages of Islamic gnosis of which the 
N ahf al-balaghah of the first Imam and the Sa~ifat al-saf­
fadiyah,8 by the fourth lmiim, Zain al-'Abidin, are among 
the most notable. 

The third century marks the advent of many famous Sufi 
figures whose eloquent and penetrating utterances have sur­
vived and re-echoed within the soul of the Sufis of later gen­
erations. Among the well-known figures of this century are 
the Egyptian Dhu'l-Niin, the saint of Baghdad al-Mu}:lasibi,10 

the prince Ibrahim ibn Adham, who, like Gautama the Bud­
dha, left the courtly life in order to gain a knowledge of 
things divine, and the sage from Khurasan, Bayazid al-Bas­
tami, 11 whose antinomial utterance, or "theophanic locu­
tions," based on his experience of ultimate union have made 
him celebrated as a representative of the most intellectual 
form of Sufism. 

Toward the end of the 3rd/9th century we find the sober 
school of Baghdad headed by Junaid around whom such 
figures as Niiri and Shibli assembled and with whom the 
martyr of Sufism, l:lallaj, associated. This great Siifi, who 
is quite well known in the Western world, thanks to the many 
studies that Massignon devoted to him, represents in many 
ways the spiritual type of Christ within the Islamic tradition 
and his "passion," as Massignon calls it, presents certain 
similarities to that of Christ. It was the vocation of I:Iallaj 
to divulge esoteric doctrines before the common crowd and 
to be witness to the conscience of the Islamic community as 
it stood before the reality of the spiritual life contained with­
in Sufism. I:Iallaj left some beautiful Arabic poems behind; 
he also uttered certain phrases which have never ceased to 
dominate the horizon of Sufism. His ana'l-IJ,aqq (I am the 
Truth) has become perennial witness to the fact that Sufism 
is essentially gnosis and that ultimately it is God within us 
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who utters "I" once the veil of otherness has been removed. 
During the 4th/10th century, at the same time that the 

Islamic arts and sciences reached their zenith, 12 the Sufi 
tradition began to express itself in large didactic works as 
well as in the new vehicle of Persian poetry which hence­
forth became one of its main forms of expression. In this 
century appeared such classical manuals of Sufism as the 
Kitab al-luma' (The Book of Flashes) of Abu N a~r al-Sarraj, 13 

Kitab al-ta'arruf (Doctrine of the Sufu) of Kalabadhi, 14 

Kashf al-ma}J.fub (The Unveiling of the Hidden) of Hujwiri, 
the first Sufi prose work in Persian, Qut al-qulub (The Nour­
ishment of the Heart) of Abu Talib al-Makki, and the cele­
brated Risillat al-qushairiyah (The Treatise of Qushairi). 
All of these works are studied still by adepts of Sufism, 
especially the last, which is the most widely read didactic 
work on the practical aspect of Sufism. The beautiful locu­
tions, the ecstatic utterances, the wise aphorisms of the 
earlier Sufis, were collected and the rules and conditions for 
following the "Pathu delineated. 

In this century, also, the first Sufi quatrain in Persian was 
composed by Abu Sa'id ibn Abi'l-Khair, the contemporary 
of Avicenna.111 And one of the most important of all Sufi 
authors, Khwajah 'Abdallah al-An~ari, whose Manilzil al­
sii"irin (The Stations of the Travelers) has been the subject 
of so much study and so many commentaries over the cen­
turies, wrote several important treatises in Persian. His 
Munilfat (Supplications) 18 is now among the best-known 
classics in that language. Thus Persian became, in addition 
to Arabic, a major vehicle for the expression of Sufi doctrine, 
preparing the ground for Sana'i, 'Attar, the incomparable 
Rumi, Shabistari, Sa'di, and aafi~, with whom the "alchem­
ical" usage of Sufi poetry reaches its culmination. Through 
these eloquent poets the doctrines of Sufism were expounded 
in the eastern provinces of the Islamic world - in Persia, 
Central Asia, and India, as well as in Java and Sumatra-
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and it was through the translation of some of these works 
that the attention of such Europeans as Goethe and Herder 
was first attracted to Sufism. 

During this same century Sufism began to have some 
contact as well as friction with the tenets of philosophy, 
theology, and jurisprudence. We have seen how the master 
of Peripatetic philosophers, Avicenna, was attracted to cer­
tain elements of Sufism as was his contemporary Abii I:Iay­
yan al-Tawl}.idi. Likewise, the Epistles of the Brethren of 
Purity, even when treating of the sciences, present certain 
similarities to Siifi doctrines as does the Jabirian corpus, 
attributed to Jabir ibn l:layyan, who was a Siifi and who in 
all likelihood did write some of the works in the vast corpus 
bearing his name. But there was also the reverse tendency 
of certain Sufis' adopting cosmological doctrines to be found 
in the writings of Avicenna, the Brethren of Purity, and 
others and integrating them into their metaphysical perspec­
tive. Of special interest in this connection is the Andalusian 
sage, Ibn Masarrah, whose cosmological doctrines foreshad­
owed those of Ibn 'Arabi, who drew much from his teach­
ings.17 

There was opposition as well, however, among both theolo­
gians and jurists, an opposition which made itself felt more 
strongly during the 5th/11th century as the domination of 
the Seljuqs and the establishment of the new ~Diversities 
changed the less organized and more unrestricted atmosphere 
of the previous century. And it was against this background 
that Abii l:lamid al-Ghazzali appeared upon the scene to 
"legitimize" Sufism in official juridical circles and bring about 
a concordance between the esoteric and exoteric aspects of 
Islam, in both of which he participated actively. As we 
mentioned in the previous chapter, al-Ghazzali essentially 
exteriorized certain teachings of Sufism in order to give it 
freedom to carry on its inner life in the bosom of the Muslim 
community. Thus, his defense of Sufism served an important 
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function in determining the status granted to the orders and 
their doctrines and practices in the general religious com­
munity. Moreover, in some of his more esoteric treatises, like 
Mishkat al-anwar (The Niche for Lights) 18 and al-Risalat 
al-laduniyah ( Treatise on Divine Knowledge), he began to 
discuss the doctrines of Sufism in a manner which foreshad­
owed the works of Ibn 'Arabi. 

Between al-Ghazzali and Ibn 'Arabi there are still many 
significant Stifi figures who must not be overlooked. In Persia 
there were AQmad al-Ghazzali ( the brother of the more 
famous Abii ijamid), who wrote a famous treatise on Divine 
love called the Sawdni}J. al-'ushshaq (Auspices of Divine 
Lovers), 19 and 'Ain al-Qm;lat, who also discussed Siifi doc­
trines in a manner reminiscent of Ibn 'Arabi. As for the 
Maghrib, or the West of the Islamic world, one may recall 
the figure of Ibn al-'Arif, the author of the well-known 
Ma}J.asin al-mafalis (The Virtues of Sufi Gatherings) 20 of 
Abii Madyan, the master of Ibn 'Arabi, mentioned so often 
in his works; and of Ibn Qasyi, the founder of the "Monastic 
state, of the Muridin (or "adepts,) in Algarbes in southern 
Portugal, with whom Ibn 'Arabi had intimate contact. 

Also, returning once again to the Orient of Islam, we meet, 
just before the time of Ibn 'Arabi, not only with the origina­
tor of the school of Illumination, Suhrawardi, but also with 
the founders of some of the most important Sufi orders. In 
this category we may include AQmad al-Rifa'i, after whom 
the Rifa'iyah order is named; 'Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani, the 
most universal saint in Islam, whose Qadiriyah order stretch­
es today from Morocco to the Pacific islands; and Najm al­
Din al-Kubra, the founder of the Kubrawiyah order.21 When 
Ibn 'Arabi came upon the stage of Islamic history the tradi­
tion of Sufism was a well-established one, possessing, through 
the orders, an effective means of preserving and transmitting 
its spiritual methods and doctrines. It possessed, too, a rich 
heritage of works, both prose and poetry, in Persian as well 
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as Arabic, in which the illuminations and insights, the ex­
periences and "observations," of the Siifi saints, going back 
generation by generation to the time of the Prophet, had 
been preserved. 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF IBN 'ARABi 

With Ibn 'Arabi we suddenly encounter a complete meta­
physical and cosmological, as well as psychological and an­
thropological, doctrine of monumental dimensions which 
seems at first to indicate a break or turning point within the 
tradition of Sufism. It is true that certain earlier Siifi like 
l;lakim al-Tirmidhi and Bayazid al-Bastami treat of meta­
physical questions and that the writings of 'A~~ar or Ibn 
Masarrah contain cosmological doctrines, but not in the same 
dimension and proportion as is to be found in Ibn 'Arabi. 
The earlier Siifi writings are for the most part either practical 
guides for the followers of the Path or utterances of various 
Sufis expressing the state of realization each has attained. 
There is little theoretical exposition of metaphysics aiming 
in any way to be total and complete. There are only flashes 
of light which illuminate a particular aspect of reality with 
which the Siifi is concerned at a particular moment. 

With MuQyi al-Oin the doctrines of Sufism, which up to 
his time had been contained implicitly in the s~yings of 
various masters, became explicitly formulated. He thus be­
came the expositor par excellence of gnosis in Islam.22 

Through him the esoteric dimension of Islam expressed 
itself openly and brought to light the contours of its spiritual 
universe in such a manner that in its theoretical aspect, at 
least, it was open to anyone having sufficient intelligence to 
contemplate, so that he could in this way be guided toward 
the Path in which he could come to realize the metaphysical 
theories in an "operative" manner. We encounter in the writ-
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ings of Ibn 'Arabi such formulations as the transcendent unity 
of Being ( waiJ,dat al-wu;ud) and the Universal Man (al­
insiin al-kiimil), which are given this designation for the first 
time although their reality had existed from the beginning 
of the Tradition. 

The importance of Ibn 'Arabi consists, therefore, in his 
formulation of the doctrines of Sufism and in his making 
them explicit. His advent marks neither a "progress" in 
Sufism by its becoming more articulated and theoretical, nor 
a deterioration from a love of God to a form of pantheism, 
as has been so often asserted against Ibn 'Arabi. Actually, 
the explicit formulation of Siifi doctrines by MuQyi al-Din 
signifies a need on the part of the milieu to which they were 
addressed for further explanation and greater clarification. 
Now, the need for explanation does not increase with one's 
knowledge; rather, it becomes necessary to the extent that 
one is ignorant and has lost the immediate grasp of things 
through a dimming of the faculty of intuition and insight. 
As Islamic civilization drew away gradually from its source 
of revelation, the need for explanation increased to the degree 
that the spiritual insight and the perspicacity of men dimin­
ished. The early generations needed only a hint or directive 
( isharah) to understand the inner meaning of things; men 
of later centuries needed a full-fledged explanation. Through 
Ibn 'Arabi Islamic esotericism provided the doctrines which 
alone could guarantee the preservation of the Tradition 
among men who were always in danger of being led astray 
by incorrect reasoning and in most of whom the power of 
intellectual intuition was not strong enough to reign supreme 
over other human tendencies and to prevent the mind from 
falling into error. Through Ibn 'Arabi, what had always been 
the inner truth of Sufism was formulated in such a manner 
that it has dominated the spiritual and intellectual life of 
Islam ever since. 
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THE UFE OF THE SAGE FROM MURCIA 

Ibn 'Arabi, whose complete name is Abii Bakr Mul)ammad 
ibn ai-'Arabi al-I:Iatimi al-Tal, was born in Murcia in south­
ern Spain in 560/1165 in a family of pure Arab blood of 
the tribe of Tai. He is best known in the Islamic world as 
Ibn 'Arabi and was entitled by posterity al-Shaikh al-akbar 
(Doctor Maximus) and surnamed MuQyi al-Din (The Re­
vivifier of Religion). Like other great saints and sages, his 
greatest "masterpiece" was his own life, a most unusual life in 
which prayer, invocation, contemplation, and visits to various 
Siifi saints were combined with the theophanic vision of 
the spiritual world in which the invisible ·hierarchy was 
revealed to him. 23 In studying his life, therefore, we gain a 
glimpse of the spiritual character and stature of the sage 
whose intellectual activity is visible in his many metaphysical 
works. 

After spending his early years in Murcia, Ibn 'Arabi went 
to Seville where he grew up and received his early education 
and where his well-to-do family could provide a comfortable 
and leisurely life for him in which he was left free to pursue 
his natural inclination toward things spiritual. He met at this 
early period of his life two women saints, Yasamin of Mar­
shena and Fapmah of Cordova, who had a strong inHuence 
upon the orientation of his life. This was especi~lly true of 
Fatimah of Cordova, who was a very old woman, yet pos­
sessed of a radiance and beauty which Ibn 'Arabi compared 
to that of a young girl of sixteen. She acted as his spiritual 
guide for two years and considered herself as his spiritual 
mother. 

As a young man of twenty, with great intelligence and 
already possessed of profound spiritual insights, Ibn 'Arabi 
began to travel about various cities of Andalusia, meeting 
saintly men and women wherever he could find them. It was 
during one of these trips, while he was staying at Cordova, 
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that he met Averroes, the master interpreter of Aristotle, in 
an encounter which is full of significance, for in it two per­
sonalities meet who symbolize the paths to be followed in 
the future by the Christian and the Islamic worlds. In this 
meeting two men faced each other, one of whom was a fol­
lower of the edicts of reason and who became the most 
influential of all Muslim thinkers in the Latin West, and the 
other a gnostic for whom knowledge meant essentially "vis­
ion," who became the dominant figure in Sufism, towering 
like a giant over the subsequent intellectual life of Islam. 
Since the meeting of two such figures is of so much general 
interest, we give Ibn 'Arabi's own account of this memorable 
event, an account which also reveals a great deal of the 
spiritual personality of its author: u 

I went one fine day to the house of Abu'l-Walid ibn Rushd 
( Averroes) in Cordova. He had expressed the desire to meet me 
personally because he had heard of the revelations which God 
had accorded me in the course of my spiritual retreat and had not 
hidden his astonishment concerning what he had been told. That 
is why my father, who was one of his intimate friends, sent me 
one day to his house under the pretext of having to perform some 
kind of commission but in reality in order for Averroes to be able 
to have a talk with me. At this time I was still a beardless young 
man. 

Upon my entering [the house] the philosopher rose from his 
place and came to meet me, showering upon me signs that 
demonstrated his friendship and consideration and finally em­
braced me. Then he told me, "Yes." And I in tum told him: "Yes." 
Upon this his joy increased in noting the fact that I had under­
stood him. Then, becoming myself conscious of what had pro­
voked his joy I added: "No." Immediately Averroes shrank, the 
color of his features changed; he seemed to doubt that about 
which he was thinking. He asked me this question: 'What kind 
of solution have you found through illumination and Divine 
inspiration?" I answered him: "Yes and no. Between the yes and 
the no souls take their flight from their matter and the necks be­
come detached from their bodies." Averroes became pale; I saw 
him trembling. He murmured the ritual phrase: "There is no force 
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but in God," because he had understood that to which I had 
alluded. 

Later, after our interview, he interrogated my father concern­
ing me, in order to compare the view he had reached about me 
and to know if it coincided with that of my father, or that on the 
contrary, it differed from his view. It is certain that Averroes was 
a great master of reflection and philosophic meditation. He had 
thanked God, I have been told, to have lived at a time when he 
could have seen someone who had entered into spiritual retreat 
ignorant and had left it as I had done. He said: 'It was a case 
whose possibility I had affirmed myself without however as yet 
encountering someone who had in fact experienced it. Glory be 
to God that I have been able to live at a time when there exists 
a master of this experience, one of those who open the locks of 
His doors. Glory be to God to have made me the personal favor 
of seeing one of them with my own eyes.' 

I wanted to have at another time a new interview with Aver­
roes. Divine Mercy made him appear to me in a state of ecstasy 
in such a form that between his person and myself there was a 
light veil. I saw him across this veil without his seeing me or 
knowing that I was there. He was in fact too absorbed in his 
meditation to take notice of me. Then I said to myself: "His 
deliberation does not lead him where I am myself." 

I had no more occasion to meet him until his death which oc­
curred in the year 595 of the Hegira [A.D. 1198] at Marrakush. 
His remains were transferred to Cordova, where his tomb is 
located. While his coffin, which contained his remains, had been 
loaded on the side of a beast of burden, his works had been 
placed on the other side in order to counterbalance it. I was 
there standing motionless; there was with me the jurist -and man 
of letters Abu'l-J:Iusain Mu):lammad ibn Jubair, secretary of 
Sayyid Abii Sa'id [an Almohade prince] as well as my companion 
Abu'l-J:Iakam 'Amr ibn Sarraj, the copyist. Then Abu'l-J:Iakam 
turned toward us and said: "Do you not see what is serving as 
the counterweight of the Master Averroes on his mount? On one 
side the master, and on the other his works, the books composed 
by him?" Then Ibn Jubair answered: "You say that I do not see 
my child? But of course I do. May your tongue be blessed!" Then 
I gathered within myself (this phrase of Abu'l-J:Iakam) since it is 
for me a theme of meditation and remembrance. I am now the 
only survivor of this group of friends - may God keep them in his 
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mercy - and I tell myself regarding this subject: On one side 
the master, on the other his works. Ohl how I would like to know 
if his hopes have been fulfilled! 

Until 595/1198 Ibn 'Arabi spent his life in various cities 
of Andalusia and North Africa meeting Sufis and scholars 
and occasionally holding debates with such diverse groups 
as the Mu'tazilites who had made a rationalistic interpreta­
tion of Islam. During this period he traveled as far away as 
Tunis where he made a study of the Khal' al-na'lain (Taking 
off af the Sandals) 26 of Ibn Qasyi, and wrote a commentary 
upon it. He also visited Almeria, which had been the center 
of the school of Ibn Masarrah and later of Ibn al-'Arif, and 
where, according to Asin Palacios, Ibn 'Arabi had received 
his formal initiation into Sufism. 26 

During these years the Shaikh continued to have his theo­
phanic visions. He had already had a vision of the invisible 
hierarchy ruling the Universe, consisting of the Supreme Pole 
( Qutb); the two imams; the four "pillars" ( awtad) govern­
ing the four cardinal points; the seven "substitutes" ( abdal) 
the influence of each of whom reigns over one of the climates; 
the twelve chiefs ( nuqaba'), dominating the twelve signs of 
the Zodiac; and the eight nobles ( nujaba·) corresponding to 
the eight heavenly spheres.27 He also had a vision of all the 
spiritual poles of the revelations anteceding Islam, and real­
ized the transcendent unity of all the traditions revealed by 
God to man. And it was also in a vision, which he received 
in 595/1198 in Murcia, that he saw the Divine Throne held 
up by pillars of light with a bird flying around it who ordered 
Ibn 'Arabi to depart from his homeland and set out for the 
Orient of the Islamic world where he was to pass the rest 
of his days.28 

With this pilgrimage to the East a new period commenced 
in Ibn 'Arabi"s life. In 598/1201 he visited Mecca for the first 
time, where he was "commanded" to begin the composition 
of his magnum opus, al-Futul],at al-makkiyah (The M eccan 
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Revelations) and where in a family of Persian Siifis from 
Ispahan he met a young girl of great devoutness and beauty 
who henceforth became the embodiment of the eternal 
sophia for him and fulfilled a role in his life which resembles 
that of Beatrice in the life of Dante. 

From Mecca, Ibn cArabi traveled to different cities and 
was at this time initiated into the Divine mysteries by 
KhiQr,28 or al-KhaQir, the prophet who initiates men directly 
into the spiritual life without their becoming attached to a 
regular initiatic chain. He thus became a ccdisciple of KhiQ£" 
as he had been of various Sufi masters belonging to regular 
initiatic lines. His initiation into the "line" of KhiQ£ is shown 
most clearly of all in 601/1204 when in Mosul he received 
the mantle ( khirqah) of Khi<;lr from CAli ibn Jami' who him­
self had directly 'received' it from the "Green Prophet." 

During these years also, Ibn 'Arabi came into occasional 
conHict with some of the jurists, as in 604/1207 when he was 
threatened with mortal danger in Cairo and had to take 
refuge in Mecca. After spending some time in the holy city, 
he set out for Anatolia, where in Quniya he met Sadr al-Din 
al-Qunawi, his most celebrated disciple, who later became 
the most important commentator and propagator of his works 
in the East. From Quniya he traveled eastward toward Ar­
menia and then south to the Euphrates Valley and Baghdad 
where in 609/1211 he met the famous Siifi master, Shihab 
al-Din 'Umar al-Suhrawardi, the namesake of the Master of 
Illumination, with. whom he is often mistaken. 80 Ibn 'Arabi 
also visited Aleppo where he was warmly received by Malik 
~ahir, who a generation before had been the patron and 
friend of Suhrawardi, and whose death he had tried in vain 
to prevent. 

Finally, in 621/1223, Ibn cArabi decided to settle in Da­
mascus, after he had become famous over the whole of the 
Islamic world and was invited and wooed by wisdom-loving 
rulers and princes from lands near and far. But now, after 
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a life spent in traveling, he wished to spend the last years 
of his terrestrial existence in quiet and peace, and also in 
intense work. During this period he completed the Futu~t 
which contains the spiritual diary of thirty years of the most 
fruitful period of his life. And it was in Damascus that the 
great Shaikh died in 638/1240, leaving an indelible mark 
upon the whole spiritual life of Islam. He was buried at 
~alil].iyah, at the foot of Mt. Qasiyfm north of Damascus, in 
a spot that was already venerated, before he was interred 
there, as a place sanctified by all the prophets. After his 
burial it became an even greater center of pilgrimage. In the 
sixteenth century Sultan Salim II built a mausoleum upon 
it which still stands, and the tomb continues as a place of 
pilgrimage, especially for the Sufis. One finds interred next 
to the greatest master of Islamic gnosis, not only his two sons, 
but also the famous Algerian patriot "Abd al-Qadir who, after 
being exiled by Napoleon III, spent the rest of his life in 
editing the works of Mul].yi ai-Din, whose ardent disciple he 
was. Now he lies buried next to the .. Most Grand Shaikh" to 
whom he was so devoted and for the publication of whose 
works he is to some degree responsible. 

THE WORKS 

The very large number of works written by Ibn "Arabi 
seems almost sufficient proof of their .. supernatural" inspira­
tion. Various traditional sources have attributed several hun­
dred works of which a very large number survive, most of 
them still as manuscripts in various libraries in the Islamic 
world and Europe. 31 These works range from short treatises 
and letters of a few pages to the monumental Futuryat; from 
abstract metaphysical tracts to Siifi poems in which the 
realized aspect of gnosis appears in the language of love. 
The subject matter of these works also varies widely, cover­
ing metaphysics, cosmology, psychology, Quranic commen-
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tary, and nearly every other field of knowledge, all ap­
proached with thP ~im of bringing to light their inner mean­
ing. 

The largest and most encyclopedic of Ibn "Arabi's works 
is the Futu/:1-iit which consists of 560 chapters treating of the 
principles of metaphysics, the various sacred sciences as well 
as Mul)yi al-Oin's own spiritual experiences. It is a veritable 
compendium of the esoteric sciences in Islam which surpasses 
in scope and depth anything of its kind that has been com­
posed before or since. Ibn 'Arabi asserts in the work more 
than once that it was written under Divine inspiration, as, 
for example, when he says: "Know that the composition of 
the chapters of the Futul].at is not the result of free choice 
on my part nor of deliberate reflection. Actually, God dictated 
to me everything that I have written through the angel of 
inspiration.'' 32 

The Futul).at contains, in addition to the doctrines of Suf­
ism, much about the lives and sayings of the earlier Sufis, 
cosmological doctrines of Hermetic and Neoplatonic origin 
integrated into Siifi metaphysics, esoteric sciences like ]afr, 
alchemical and astrological symbolism, 33 and practically 
everything else of an esoteric nature which in one way or 
another has found a place in the Islamic scheme of things. 
Thus it has constantly been the main source book of the 
sacred sciences of Islam, and each of its chapters has been 
studied and contemplated by generations of Siifis who have 
written many treatises that are in reality commentaries upon 
various threads from which the vast tapestry of the Futul).at 
is woven. 

Without doubt Mul,yi al-Oin's most widely read work and 
his spiritual testament is the Ffl#l~ al-/:1-ikam, the Bezels of 
Wisdom,3

• which has twenty-seven chapters, each devoted 
to the basic doctrines of Islamic esotericism. The work was 
composed in 627/1229, and according to Ibn "Arabi's own 
words, stated in the introduction, it was inspired by a vision 
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of the Prophet holding a book in his hand which he ordered 
the Shaikh to "take" and to transmit to the world so that men 
might benefit by it.35 The very title, Bezels of Wisdom, 
symbolizes the content of the book in that each "bezel" 
contains a precious jewel which symbolizes an aspect of 
Divine wisdom revealed to one of the prophets. Meta­
phorically speaking, each bezel is the human and spiritual 
nature of a prophet which serves as a vehicle for the particu­
lar aspect of Divine wisdom revealed to that prophet. 

The human and individual nature of each prophet is in 
turn contained in the logos, or word ( kalimah), which is his 
essential reality and which is a determination of the Supreme 
Word, or the "primordial enunciation of God." 30 That is why 
the chapters are entitled "The Bezel of Divine Wisdom in 
the Adamic Word," "The Bezel of the Wisdom of Inspiration 
in the Word of Seth," and so on, until it ends with the "Bezel 
of the Wisdom of Singularity in the Word of Mul,.ammad." 
Whereas, humanly speaking, the human and individual 
aspects of the prophets seem to "contain" their essential and 
universal aspects as the bezel"englobes" the precious jewel, in 
reality the relation is reversed. It is the inner reality, the 
supra-individual aspect of the prophet that contains and de­
termines the bezel. The divine revelation is "colored" by 
its recipient while from a universal point of view the recipient 
itself is a divine possibility determined from above and con~ 
tained by its celestial prototype. 

The vast corpus left by Ibn 'Arabi includes, besides these 
two major works, numerous treatises on cosmology, such as 
Inshii' al-dawa'ir (The Creation of the Spheres), 'Uqlat al­
mustawfiz (The Spell of the Obedient Servant), and al-Tad­
birat al-iliihiyah ( The Divine Directions) 37

; on practical 
methods to be followed by adepts traveling on the Path, such 
as Risalat al-khalwah (Treatise on the Spiritual Retreat) and 
al-W ~aya (Spiritual Counsels); on various aspects of the 
Quran, 88 including the symbolism of some of its letters, on 
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the Divine Names and Qualities, on law and ~dith and prac­
tically every other question connected with matters religious 
and spiritual. 39 His writings include also some exquisite Siifi 
poetry, as, for example, the Tarjumiin al-ashwaq ("The Inter­
preter of Desires 40

) and his Diwan. Indeed, he is considered 
by many to be the best of the Siifi poets in the Arabic lan­
guage after Ibn al-Faric;l. n 

Altogether, the scope of Ibn 'Arabi's writings is so vast 
that it is difficult to describe their contents. Books and trea­
tises poured forth from his pen like waves from the ocean, 
covering nearly everything in sight. In this large body of 
writings in Arabic his style is sometimes poetic and at other 
times laborious. Some of his works, like those concerned with 
method, are clear and simple and others on metaphysics 
highly condensed and elliptical. In fact, he had a language 
of his own and brought into being a technical vocabulary, 
based partly on that of the earlier Siifis, a knowledge of 
which is indispensable to an understanding of his writings.42 

The reader must learn not only the precise meaning of his 
words but all the nuances and images connected with them. 
In other words, with him, as with other Muslim authors, one 
has to learn to read "between the lines" in order to discover 
the treasures hidden beneath his elliptical and antinomian 
formulations and his dazzling, and at times complex, symbolic 
language. 

THE "soURCES., OF IBN 'ARABI 

One cannot speak in an ordinary historical sense about the 
origins and sources of the works of any Sufi writer because 
the Siifi who has realized the goal of the Path receives in­
spiration directly and "vertically., and is not dependent upon 
"horizontal" influences. He receives his knowledge through 
the illumination of his heart by Divine theophanies and only 
in the expression and formulation of his inner experiences 
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may he depend upon the writings of others. In the case of 
Ibn •Arabi, also, his primary source is his gnostic knowledge 
received in states of contemplation and made possible 
through the grace ( barakah) of the Prophet which he re­
ceived through his initiation into the Sufi Path. 

But on the level of interpretation of ideas and formulations 
we may speak of the "historical sources" of Ibn •Arabi in the 
sense that the doctrines of many schools found their pro­
foundest interpretation in the writings of the Shaikh. Within 
the tradition of Islam, Ibn ·Arabi followed, most of all, the 
earlier Sufis, especially l:lalHij, many of whose utterances he 
discussed in his works; I:Iakim al-Tirmidhi, whose Khatm 
a~-awliyii' ( The Seal of Sanctity) became the subject of the 
Shaikh~s special study; Bayazid al-Bastami, whose gnostic 
utterances he often quoted; and al-Ghazzali whose later 
works he followed and whose themes he expanded in many 
ways. He also adopted certain cosmological ideas found 
among the philosophers, especially Avicenna - not to speak 
of the "'Neo-Empedoclean" schemes of Ibn Masarrah- and 
made frequent use of the dialectic of the theologians. In ad­
dition, the inHuence of earlier Islamic Hermetic writings, 
such as those of the Jabirian corpus, as well as the Epistles 
of the Brethern of Purity with their Neopythagorean tenden­
cies, and other writings associated with Isma'ilism, are to be 
discovered in Ibn 'Arabi's works.48 

As for doctrines of pre-Islamic origin, we find in Mul)yi al­
Oin the interpretation of Alexandrian Hermeticism at its most 
elevated level of meaning, where the concept of Nature it­
self takes on a significance transcending the order of formal 
cosmic manifestation. 44 We also find doctrines belonging to 
the Stoics, Philo, the Neoplatonists, and other schools of an­
tiquity which are interpreted metaphysically and integrated 
into the vast panorama of Ibn ·Arabi~s theosophy. It is 
through the prism of his mind that not only gnostic doctrines 
but also cosmological, psychological, physical, and logical 
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ideas gain a metaphysical dimension and a transparency 
which reveal the nexus that all fonns of knowledge have with 
the sapientia possessed by the saints and sages, just as the 
root of all things, of all orders of reality, is plunged in the 
Divine. 

THE DOCTRINE 

It would be more than pretentious to seek to present even 
a bare outline of the doctrines of Ibn 'Arabi, doctrines which 
generations of seers and sages have contemplated and in the 
comprehension of which men have spent the greater part of 
their earthly life.·~ Our aim is no more than to give an indica­
tion of the general characteristics and language of the doc­
trines and to mention a few of the principles which are domi­
nant themes in his vision of the Universe, a vision so vast that 
it is difficult to trace in it even a single theme in all of its 
amplifications and dimensions. In the case of Ibn 'Arabi we 
are not dealing with a philosopher either in the modern or 
the Aristotelian sense, and his doctrines should not be treated 
as philosophy. 

The resemblance between metaphysical and gnostic doc­
trines of this order and philosophy are more apparent than 
real. Mu"Qyi al-Din, unlike a philosopher, does not try to en­
compass all of "reality" in a system and to give a systematic 
exposition of its various domains. He writes under immediate 
and direct inspiration so that his writings do not possess the 
coherence one expects of ordinary works of purely human 
inspiration.46 What he shares with the philosophers is the 
use of human language and the treatment of ultimate ques­
tions, but his purpose is different as is the manner in which 
he makes use of language. 47 His aim is not to give an explana­
tion that is mentally satisfying and rationally acceptable, but 
a real theoria, or vision of reality, the attainment of which 
depends upon the practice of the appropriate methods of 
realization. With Ibn 'Arabi, as with other masters of tradi-
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tional wisdom, doctrine and method are the two legs which 
must be coordinated in order to be able to climb the spiritual 
mountain.48 Method without doctrine may become a blind 
travail and doctrine without method may develop into a men­
tal trifling with concepts, giving one an agility which is as 
far removed from traditional wisdom as the acrobatics of a 
monkey from the soaring flight of an eagle. 49 

The Language of Symbolism 

The language of Ibn 'Arabi, although at times abstract, is 
essentially a symbolic one. and he makes use of all forms of 
symbolism ranging from the poetical to the geometrical and 
mathematical. The principle involved in the use of symbols 
is a basic one. It is what Ibn 'Arabi, like the Shi'ah for whom 
it is also fundamental, calls ta'wil, meaning literally to take 
something back to its origin or beginning. In the Universe 
nothing is just what it appears to be- that is, its reality is 
not exhausted by its exterior. Every phenomenon implies a 
noumenon, or, in Islamic terms, every exterior ( ;r,tihi1') must 
have an interior (biitin). The process of ta'wil, or of spiritual 
hermeneutics, means going from the ;r,tihir to the biitin, from 
the outward reality to the inner one. 

For Ibn 'Arabi, as for other Sufis, symbolism is of vital im­
portance, to the extent that the Universe speaks to them in 
the language of symbols and that everything, besides its ex­
ternal value, has a symbolic significance as well. 60 The Sufis 
have always kept alive the "symbolic spirit," a spirit which 
was once shared by mankind in general but which has been 
lost in the modern world and can only be found among the 
ethnic and racial groups that have not been too deeply affect­
ed by the transformations of the past few centuries. 61 For 
M uQyi al-Din the process of ta' wil can be applied to all phe­
nomena of Nature and all that surrounds man in his terres­
trial life. Moreover, the tenets of religion and the events oc­
curring within the soul of man are also subject to this funda-
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mental process of inner penetration and symbolic interpreta­
tion. 

In Arabic the phenomena of Nature, the verses of the 
Quran in which the Revelation is contained, and the inner 
states of the soul are all called ayat, that is, portents, or 
signs, because their inner meanings, as discovered through 
ta' wil, are related. The Sufi penetrates into the inner mean­
ing of the manifestations of Nature, then into the rites and 
beliefs of religion, and finally into his own soul, and dis­
covers within all of them the same spiritual essences for 
which these diverse realities are so many symbols. The writ­
ings of Ibn 'Arabi clearly depict the application of the method 
of symbolic hermeneutics to the revealed text - the Quran -
as well as to the Universe whose creation is based upon the 
prototype of the "macrocosmic Quran," and to his soul 
which as the microcosm contains all of the realities of the 
Universe within itself. There is thus a macrocosmic as well 
as a microcosmic aspect to Revelation, as there is a "revealed 
aspect" to both the macrocosm and the microcosm, to both 
the Universe and man. To all of these domains Ibn 'Arabi ap­
plies the method of symbolic exegesis, the process of ta•wil. 
Moreover, his own works express the realities that he has 
thus discovered in a symbolic language and must in tum be 
penetrated "in depth'• in order to reveal the inner meaning 
( ramz) hidden behind the veil of the external forms of words 
and letters. -

The Unity of Being 

The basic doctrine of Sufism, especially as interpreted by 
Mul)yi al-Din and his school, is that of the transcendent unity 
of Being ( waJ:tdat al-wujild) for which he has been accused by 
many modern scholars of being a pantheist, a panentheist, 
and an existential monist; and more recently a follower of 
what is called natural mysticism. All of these accusations are 
false, however, because they mistake the metaphysical doc-
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trines of Ibn 'Arabi for philosophy and do not take into con­
sideration the fact that the way of gnosis is not separate from 
grace and sanctity. The pantheistic accusations against the 
~ufis are doubly false because, first of all, pantheism is -a 
philosophical system, whereas MuQyi al-Din and others like 
him never claimed to follow- or create any "system" what­
soever; and, secondly, because pantheism implies a substan­
tial continuity between God and the Universe, whereas the 
Shaikh would be the first to claim God's absolute transcend­
ence over every category, including that of substance.112 What 
is overlooked by the critics who accuse the Sufis of pantheism 
is the basic difference between the essential identification of 
the manifested order with its ontological Principle and their 
substantial identity and continuity. The latter concept is 
metaphysically absurd and contradicts everything that Mul).yi 
al-Din and other Sufis have said regarding the Divine Es­
sence. 

The term "panentheism," used by Nicholson and several 
other scholars who knew only too well that pantheism could 
not be applied to the Sufis, appears somewhat less distaste­
ful. It is true that God dwells in things but the world does not 
"contain" God, and any term implying such a meaning is not 
appropriate as a description of the doctrine of waiJ,dat al­
wufud. Nor is the term "existential monism" a suitable one, 
for here again monism implies a philosophical and rational­
istic system, opposed, let us say, to dualism, and the adjective 
"existential" again mistakes the essential continuity of all 
things with their Principle for the substantial one, or the 
"vertical" for the ''horizontal." The unity of the Sufis is the 
integration of paradoxes and ontological contrasts; it is the 
union of all the diverse qualities which characterize the order 
of multiplicity and has nothing to do with philosophical mon­
ism of which Ibn 'Arabi and others have been accused. 

Nor can natural mysticism be attributed to Ibn 'Arabi with 
any justification. This term was created by certain Catholic 
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authors to classify essentially gnostic forms of spirituality 
that they contrast with "supernatural mysticism" found 
mostly in Christianity.53 There is no absolute break between 
the natural and the supernatural. The supernatural has a 
"natural aspect" because its "trace .. can be found in the very 
existence of things; and the natural has a supernatural aspect 
because the "vestiges" of the supernatural are to be found in 
the created order, and because grace, or barakah, Bows 
through the "arteries" of the Universe.54 Moreover, to con­
sider "mysticism" 55 in one religion to be supernatural and in 
other religions to be natural, or to be supernatural only in 
certain cases and then only "accidentally," is to limit the 
mercy of God. It is to fall into a dangerous provincialism 
which one can ill afford at a moment when the understanding 
of other forms of spirituality has become a matter of "ur­
gency" and of immediate concern. 

The doctrine of the transcendent unity of Being or "the 
unicity of Reality," as expounded by Mu4yi ai-Din and other 
Sufis is, then, neither pantheism, nor panentheism, nor exis­
tential monism. Nor is it the fruit of a natural mysticism which 
fails to transcend the created order and which is devoid of 
the salutary guidance of revealed wisdom and grace. It 
means, rather, that while God is absolutely transcendent 
with respect to the Universe, the Universe is not completely 
separated from Him; that the "Universe is mysteriously 
plunged in God." It signifies that to believe in any order of 
reality as autonomous apart from the Absolute Reality is to 
fall into the cardinal sin of Islam, namely, polytheism 
(shirk), and to deny the Shadadah (La ilaha ill" -Alliih) -
there is no divinity but the Divine - which means ultimately 
that there is no reality other than Absolute Reality. The for­
mula begins with a negation in order not to imprison the Prin­
ciple in any affirmation whatsoever. The world and the things 
in it are not God but their reality is none other than His; 
otherwise they would be completely independent realities, 



IBN 'ARABI • 107 

which is the same as considering them to be deities along 
with Allah. 

Ibn 'Arabi, who is so often accused of pantheism, goes as 
far as the human language allows to affirm the transcendence 
and Unity of God. As is written in the Risiilat al-a/Jadiyah 
(Treatise on Unity): 116 

He is, and there is with Him no after nor before, nor above 
nor below, nor far nor near, nor union nor division, nor how nor 
where nor when, nor time nor moment nor age, nor being nor 
place. And He is now as He was. He is the One without oneness 
and the Single without singleness. He is not composed of name 
and named, for His name is He and His named is He. . . 

Understand therefore ... He is not in a thing nor a thing in 
Him, whether entering in or proceeding forth. It is necessary that 
thou know Him after this fashion, not by knowledge, nor by 
intellect, nor by understanding, nor by imagination, nor by sense, 
nor by perception. There does not see Him, save Himself; nor 
perceive Him, save Himself. By Himself He sees Himself, and by 
Himself He knows Himself. None sees Him other than He, and 
none perceives Him other than He. His veil is [only a .. conse­
quence" and effect of] His oneness; nothing veils other than He. 
His veil is [only] the concealment of His existence in His one­
ness, without any quality. None sees Him other than He- no 
sent prophet, nor saint made perfect, nor angel brought nigh 
know Him. His Prophet is He, and His sending is He, and His 
Word is He. He sent Himself with Himself to Himself. 57 

It seems difficult to accuse one of pantheism who goes to 
such extremes in asserting the transcendence of God. What 
Ibn 'Arabi wishes to assert is that the Divine Reality is dis­
tinguished from its manifestations and is transcendent with 
respect to them, but that the manifestations are not in every 
respect separate from the Divine Reality which somehow en­
compasses them. As with the symbol of the bezel and the 
precious stones discussed above, the recipient of a Divine 
manifestation, or revelation, seems to "color" the revelation 
it receives; or, in other words, the revelation conforms itself 
to the nature of its recipient. But from a more profound 
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point of view the recipient itself is determined from "on high" 
by the spirit or the Divine revelation so that both the "con­
tainer" and the "contained" are encircled by the Divine Real­
ity which transcends them.118 

This principle applies to knowledge as well as to being, to 
the contemplation of the celestial essences in the heart as well 
as to the consideration of the Universe as a Divine theoph­
any. In both cases the recipient of the theophany "deter­
mines" and "colors" the mode of the theophany; but also it is 
itself in reality determined by the Divine Essence from which 
the theophany originates and which is a unity encompassing 
complementary and opposing terms; a center in which all 
oppositions are united and which transcends all the polariza­
tions and contradictions in the world of multiplicity. It is the 
center of the circle in which all is unified and before which 
the mind stands in bewilderment for it involves a coincidentia 
oppositarum which cannot be reduced to categories of human 
reason and cannot be explained away as a monism which an­
nihilates ontological distinctions and which overlooks the 
transcendent position the center occupies vis-a-vis all the op­
positions that are resolved in it.119 The Exterior (;iihir) and the 
Interior ( biitin), the First ( awwal) and the Last ( iikhir), 80 

the Truth ( }Jaqq) and the creature ( khalq), the Lover ( 'iish­
iq) and the Beloved ( ma'shuq), the intellect ( 'iiqil) and the 
intelligible ( ma'qul), are all apparent oppositions that are 
resolved in the Divine Essence which encompasses and con­
tains all these polarities without being reduced to them. 

The Names and Qualities 

Although the Divine Essence ( al-dhat) is absolutely tran­
scendent and above all differentiation and distinction, it has 
certain modalities on the plane of its first self-determination. 
In His state of absolute Unity, God is above all qualities, and 
so this plane is called that of indivisible and unconditional 
Unity ( al;tadiyah). But on the plane of unicity, or "oneness" 
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( waiJ.idiyah), there are principia} modalities, or qualities, 
from which all qualities of being and all modalities of knowl­
edge derive.61 God is thus above all qualities and yet is not 
devoid of them, as is implied by the famous ~iifi adage that 
the Divine Qualities "'are neither He nor other than He." 62 

The Shaluidah (La ilaha ill' -Allah) implies also the same 
apparently contradictory relations. On the one hand every 
quality, every form of "'divinity," is negated from God so 
that he is absolutely transcendent, this being the view of 
tanzih; on the other hand the same formula implies that there 
cannot be any quality completely separate from the Divine 
Quality, so that it must be a reflection of a Divine Reality 
with which it is compared (tashbih). 63 Ibn 'Arabi's view of 
the relation between the Qualities and the Divine Essence 
lies between tanzih and tashbih, positing at the same time 
God's transcendence and His possessing Qualities of which 
all cosmic qualities are reflections and images. 

Although the Divine Qualities are beyond number, in the 
Islamic revelation they are summarized in a definite set of 
Names by which God is described in the Quran.6

' These 
Names are the Divine possibilities immanent in the Universe; 
they are the means by which God manifests Himself in the 
world just as He describes Himself in the Quran through 
them. The Names are thus the pathways leading toward God 
and the means by which one can ascend to the unitive knowl­
edge of the Divine Reality. And since they are fundamental 
aspects of knowledge as well as of being, they manifest them­
selves in the Universe and in the spiritual life in which they 
become the object of contemplation. It is through them that 
Ibn 'Arabi, like other Sufis, envisages the process of crea­
tion as well as that of spiritual realization so that the Names 
and Qualities play a fundamental role in every aspect of his 
world view and provide the "language," based on the termi­
nology of the Quran, with which he expounds the doctrines 
of Sufism. 
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The Universal Man or the Logos 

One of the basic esoteric doctrines of Islam, again formu­
lated for the first time in its present terminology by Ibn 
'Arabi, is that of the Universal Man (al-insiin al-kiimil), 
which is so dominant in the Sufi perspective that it has been 
called the "privileged myth" of Sufism.611 The Universal 
Man, who is also the Logos, is the total theophany of the 
Divine Names; he is the whole of the Universe in its oneness 
as "seen" by the Divine Essence. He is the prototype of the 
Universe as well as of man by virtue of which man, the micro­
cosm, contains within himself all the possibilities found in 
the Universe. The microcosm and the macrocosm face each 
other as two mirrors in each of which the other is reflected, 
while both "echo" in themselves their common prototype, 
who is the Universal Man. The Universal Man is also essen­
tially the Spirit, or First Intellect, which "contains" all the 
Platonic "ideas" within itself, like the Logos in the doctrines 
of Philo who is "the first born of God" and in whom all the 
"ideas" are assembled. 

In Ibn 'Arabi's doctrine, the Universal Man has essentially 
three different aspects, namely, the cosmological, the pro­
phetic, and the initiatic. 66 Cosmologically and cosmogoni­
cally, he is the prototype of creation containing all the arche­
types of Universal Existence within himself so that all of the 
levels of cosmic existence are no more than so many branches 
of the "Tree of being" which has its roots in heaven, in the 
Divine Essence, and its arms, or branches, spread through­
out the cosmos. From the point of view of revelation and 
prophecy, the Universal Man is the Word, the eternal Act of 
God, each particular "dimension·· of which is identified with 
one of the prophets. As such, each chapter of the Fu#l~ is 
dedicated to an aspect of the Universal Man, to a prophet 
who reveals to the world an aspect of the Divine Wisdom 
whose embodiment he is in his inner reality. Seen in this 
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light, the Universal Man is the· Reality of Mu]:lammad ( al­
IJ,aqiqat al-mu~ammadiyah), which found its terrestrial reali­
zation in the Prophet of Islam. Just as a seed when sown in 
the ground first shoots out a stem, then branches, then leaves, 
then flowers, and finally a fruit which again contains that 
seed, so did the Universal Man, or the Reality of Mu]:lammad, 
who was "the first creature of God," manifest itself fully on 
earth in M ul)ammad, the last of the prophets of the present 
cycle of humanity. 

From the point of view of spiritual realization, the Univer­
sal Man is the model of the spiritual life for he is the person 
who has realized all the possibilities, all the states of being, 
inherent within the human state and has come to know, in all 
its fullness, what it means to be a man. As such, the Universal 
Man is, first of all, the prophets, especially the Prophet of 
Islam; and secondly the great saints, and especially "Poles" 
( Qutb) of each age whose outer reality is that of other men 
but whose inner reality includes all the possibilities inherent 
within the Universe because they have realized in themselves 
all the possibilities inherent in the state of man as the micro­
cosm and center who reflects all the universal qualities. Po­
tentially every man is Universal Man but in actuality only the 
prophets and the saints can be called by such a title and can 
be followed as prototypes of the spiritual life and guides on 
the path of realization. 

Creation and Cosmology 
Creation in the school of Ibn 'Arabi is envisaged as the ef~ 

fusion of Being upon the heavenly archetypes, thus bring­
ing them from their state of non-being or that of a "hidden 
treasure" into externalized existence. 67 Being may be sym­
bolized by light, and the archetypes, or the universal Names 
and Qualities, as so many colored pieces of glass through 
which the light shines, reflecting various colors upon the 
"mirror of non-being." The cosmos is essentially a set of mir-
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rors in which the Divine realities are reflected; it is a theoph­
any of the Divine Names and Qualities contained in the 
Universal Man. 68 And from another point of view it is an 
ever-Bowing river whose water is renewed at every moment 
but which preserves its general form determined by the 
structure of its bed. The water is a symbol of the light of Be­
ing which emanates at every moment throughout the Uni­
verse, and the bed of the river symbolizes the archetypes 
which determine the general direction of the Bow. 

Creation is also compared by Ibn 'Arabi to the articula­
tion of sound from the human mouth. Just as through the hu­
man breath words which are in an undifferentiated state be­
come distinct and articulate, so does the "Breath of the Com­
passionate" ( oofas al-ral;muin), the "Breathn of God, con­
sidered in His aspect of Mercy and Compassion, bring the 
principia} possibilities, symbolized by the letters of the alpha­
bet, into existence. 60 Moreover, in the same manner that the 
human breath goes through the cycle of contraction and ex­
pansion, the Universe undergoes the two complementary 
phases of the same cycle. It is annihilated at every moment 
and re-created at the next, without there being a temporal 
separation between the two phases. It returns back to the 
Divine Essence at every moment while in the phase of con­
traction and is remanifested and externalized in that of ex­
pansion. The Universe is thus a theophany of the Divine Es­
sence, which is renewed at every moment without being re­
peated "identically;· for, as the Sufis say, "There is no repe­
tition in theophany." 7° Creation is renewed at every instant, 
and its apparent "horizontal'' continuity is pierced by the 
"Vertical Cause" which integrates every moment of existence 
into its transcendent Origin. 

With this concept of creation as the background, Ibn 
'Arabi describes several different cosmological schemes in 
each of which diverse aspects of- the cosmic realities are de­
picted. Sometimes he conceives of the cosmic order as a tree 
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whose branches symbolize various degrees of cosmic exis­
tence and at other times he envisages the Universe in terms 
of the Quranic concepts of the Pen and the Guarded Tablet, 
the traditional Quranic angelology, and the four natures and 
qualities of Hermetic cosmology.71 There is no question here 
of being limited by necessity to only one cosmological scheme 
because the cosmic domain can be envisaged in different 
lights, each of which reveals an aspect of the cosmic realities. 
But in nearly all of these forms of cosmology, Ibn ·Arabi, al­
though often making use of elements drawn from such pre­
Islamic schools as Hermeticism, bases his views essentially on 
the Quran and specifically Islamic concepts tied closely to 
the very forms of Islamic revelation and the letters and 
sounds of the Arabic language. 72 

The cosmological scheme seeks basically to relate the 
various cosmic orders to their principle and to show how the 
different worlds are so many determinations ( ta'ayyun) of 
the Principle. These determinations can be considered in any 
number of ways: they may be thought of as the traditional 
seventy-two thousand veils of light and darkness which cover 
the "face of the Beloved"; or they can be reduced to a few 
principal states which contain within themselves the main 
levels of cosmic existence. They can be summarized in as­
cending orders as the world of human and bodily forms ( al­
niisii.t); the world of subtle lights or psychic substance ( al­
malakut), which is also envisaged as the world of imagina­
tion or similitudes ( 'alam al-mithal); the world of spiritual 
existence beyond form ( al-fabarii.t) ; and the world of the Di .. 
vine Nature revealing Itself in Its perfect qualities ( al-lahut). 
Above these stands the Divine Essence ( al-hahut) which 
transcends all determinations.73 These worlds, which are 
also .. presences" if considered from the point of view of 
realization and the attainment of knowledge, comprise the 
main levels of cosmic existence consisting of the corporeal, 
psychic, and spiritual manifestation as such. The Siifi deline-
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ates these worlds and outlines a science of the Universe based 
on them in order to be able to realize all these states and 
finally pass beyond these determinations to attain the state 
of union with God who is the goal of his journey through all 
the realms of cosmic manifestation. 

Union 
The aim of all Sufism is union with the Divine which comes 

as a result of the love created in man for Divine Beauty. This 
union is generally conceived in terms of a gradual purifica­
tion of the heart and the attainment of various spiritual vir­
tues leading finally to the state of "annihilation" (fanit) and 
"subsistence" ( baqa:) in the Divine. Ibn 'Arabi envisages the 
state of union, the supreme experience which is impossible to 
describe in any adequate formulation, in terms somewhat 
different from that of other Sufi masters. According to him, 
knowledge of God and union with Him in the supreme state 
of contemplation does not mean a ceasing to exist individually 
(fanii.'), or a ceasing of that ceasing ( baqii'), as most gnostics 
have asserted. Rather, it means to realize that our existence 
from the beginning belonged to God, that we had no exist­
ence to start with which could cease to be. It means the reali­
zation that all existence as such is a ray of the Divine Being 
and that nothing else possesses any existence whatsoever. Or, 
as it is expressed in the Treatise on Unity: 

Most of those who know God made a ceasing of existence and 
a ceasing of that ceasing a condition of attaining the knowledge 
of God and that is an error and a clear oversight. For the knowl­
edge of God does not presuppose the ceasing of existence nor 
the ceasing of that ceasing. For things have no existence, and 
what does not exist cannot cease to exist. For the ceasing implies 
the positing of existence, and that is polytheism. Then if thou 
know thyself without existence or ceasing to be, then thou know­
est God; and if not, then not.74 

From the "operative" point' of view, spiritual union, 
brought about through the force of love for the Divine 
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Beauty, implies that the Divine Nature becomes the content 
of human nature, and human nature becomes surrounded and 
immersed in the Divine. Since this state is considered from 
the point of view of spiritual experience rather than theory, 
each relation must be said to present an aspect of the total 
experience whose essence is ineffable. That is to say, God is 
present in man, and man is immersed in God. Envisaged in 
the first mode, union implies that God becomes the Subject 
who "sees" through the eyes of man and "hears" through his 
41ears." In the second mode, man is plunged in God so that he 
"sees" through God and "hears" tluough Him according to 
the well-known sacred IJ.adith: "He who adores Me never 
ceases to approach Me until I love him, and when I love him, 
I am the hearing by which he hears, the sight by which he 
sees, the hand with which he grasps, and the foot with which 
he walks." 711 

In the state of union the individuality of man is illuminated 
and so becomes immersed in the Divine light. The world and 
man are like the shadow of God; it is this shadow in the spirit­
ual man that becomes transparent and luminous through the 
presence of the Divine in him. Or, as Ibn 'Arabi states in the 
Fu~u~ regarding the relation of the individual to God: 

It is like light that is projected through shadow, a shadow 
which is nothing but the screen [for light] and which is itself 
luminous by its transparence. Such also is the man who has 
realized the Truth; in him the form of the Truth, #Jrat al-'#Jaqq 
[the Divine Qualities], is more directly manifested than in the 
case of others. For there are among us those for whom God is his 
hearing, his sight, his faculties and organs according to signs 
given oy the Prophet in his message proceeding from God.76 

This supreme state of union, which is the ultimate goal of 
the gnostic and the perfection of human life, is the fruit of 
the practice of spiritual methods, beginning with the canon­
ical prayers and cuhninating in the prayer of the heart or the 
creative prayer,77 in which the innermost center of the Sufi 
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reverberates in the rhythm of the invocation of the Divine 
Name which is the epitome of all prayer. Mul,lyi al-Din as­
serts over and over again the vital importance of the prayer 
of the heart and of the inner purification which gradually 
attracts the Divine unto Itself by that "sympathy" which 
draws all theophanies toward their source and origin.78 

In the prayer of the saint, man prays to God and God 
"prays man·~ and the prayer fashions man~s soul. In the state 
of pure contemplation, which is the fruit and at the same 
time the most perfect mode of interior prayer, in which the 
heart is purified of all its dross and loses all its opaqueness, 
man realizes that "God is the mirror in which you see yourself, 
as you are His mirror in which He contemplates His Names 
and their principles; Now His Names are not other than 
Himself, so that the reality [or the analogy of relations] is an 
inversion." 78 Ultimately, therefore, the Lord ( rabb) remains 
the Lord and the servant (mar bUb), the servant, but at the 
same time God becomes the mirror in which the spiritual man 
contemplates his own reality and man in turn becomes the 
mirror in which God contemplates His Names and Qualities, 
so that in the heart of the saint the purpose of creation is 
achieved in that God comes to "know" the essences which 
had been in the "hidden treasure," a knowledge for the sake 
of which the Universe was created. 

The Unity of Religions 
Of great interest in the doctrines of Ibn 'Arabi is his belief 

in the unity of the inner contents of all religions, a principle 
generally accepted by the Siifis but rarely explored in as 
great detail as was done by the Andalusian sage.80 As already 
observed, early in life he had the theophanic vision of the 
Supreme Center from which all revelations have been 
brought forth and in his later years wrote often of the "spirit­
ual poles" of the traditions preeeding Islam. His doctrine 
of the logos, in fact, contains implicitly the principle of the 
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universality of revelation by asserting that every prophet is 
an aspect of the Supreme Logos and is himself "a logos," or 
a word of God. Moreover, Ibn 'Arabi sought to study the 
specific details of the other religions and to separate the 
universal meaning hidden in their outer structures as far as 
it was possible and feasible for him to do so. 81 All attempts at 
a profound rapprochement with the other religions made by 
Muslims today can and should be based on the rich founda­
tions prepared by Ibn 'Arabi and Rumi. 

Ibn 'Arabi's attempt to transcend the external forms of 
revelation in order to reach their inner meaning did not in 
any way imply a rejection of them "from below"; that is, a 
refusal to accept the outward ritual and dogmatic forms of 
religion. Rather, he sought to transcend the exoteric level by 
penetrating into the heart of the exoteric rites and practices 
which themselves are an integral aspect of religion and are 
revealed by "Heaven," and to which man must conform if 
his quest of the spiritual life is to be really fruitful. It was 
through these formal, or exoteric, aspects of religion and not 
is spite of them that Ibn 'Arabi, like other Sufis, sought to 
reach the inner and universal meaning of the Revelation. 

Essentially, the ''burning of images," or the rejection of the 
external and formal aspects of religion, means that one must 
first possess these images and formal aspects. One cannot re­
ject what one does not possess. And it must be remembered 
that when Mul)yi al-Din and the other Sufis declared their in­
dependence of religious forms and rites, they addressed a col­
lectivity in which the observance of religious practices of all 
kinds was taken for granted and not a world like that of the 
present day in which the possibility of rejecting the formal 
aspects of religion, without having ever practiced and lived 
them, looms very large on the horizon of the reader's con­
sciousness. Ibn 'Arabi spent much of his life in praying the 
traditional Islamic prayers, in repenting before God for his 
sins, in reading the Quran, in invoking the Divine N arne, and 
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it was by means of these practices and not in spite of them 
that he came to realize that the divinely revealed paths lead 
to the same summit and that to have lived one religion fully 
is to have lived them all. It was at the very heart of the re­
vealed forms that he found the formless and the Universal so 
that he could sing in his famous and oft-quoted poem: 

My heart has become capable of every form: it is a pasture for 
gazelles and a convent for Christian monks, 

And a temple for idols and the pilgrim's Ka'ba and the tables 
of the Torah, and the book of the Koran. 

I follow the religion of Love: whatever way Love's camels take, 
that is my religion and my faith.&2 

SUFISM AFI'ER mN 
4
ARABi 

It is not possible to describe the extent of the influence of 
Ibn 'Arabi upon the life of Sufism except to say that after 
him there was practically no exposition of Sufi doctrine 
which did not come in one way or another under the in­
fluence of the works of the great Andalusian sage, even if 
certain later schools did disagree with some of his formula­
tions.83 His writings spread immediately over the whole of 
the Islamic world; his prose works began to be studied by the 
devotees of Sufism and his poems chanted in the centers 
( zdwiyah) of the various orders, and they continue to be 
studied and chanted today as they were seven centuries ago. 

The spread of Ibn 'Arabi's doctrines in the Easf is due 
most of all to Sadr al-Din al-Qunawi, himself one of the 
great masters of Sufis,n, who commented on the Shaikh's 
works and wrote many of his own to elucidate his master's 
doctrines. s• It is essentially through him that several impor­
tant "lines of influence"' of Ibn 'Arabi's doctrines in the East 
can be traced. Sadr al-Din was the close associate of Jalal 
al-Din Riimi, whose Mathnawi many a later Persian Siifi has 
called the Futu~t of Persian poetry, and in fact served as 
Rumis imam during the daily prayers. It is through Sadr al-
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Din that one must trace the link between Mul)yi al-Din and 
Riimi, who stands as the other great mountain of Islamic 
spirituality dominating the landscape of Sufism wherever 
the Persian language is known and spoken. Sadr al-Din was 
also the teacher of Qutb al-Din al-Shirazi, who, as we noted 
in Chapter II, wrote the most famous commentary upon the 
l:likmat al-ishraq of Suhrawardi, and corresponded with 
Qutb al-Oin's teacher, N~ir al-Din al-Tiisi, regarding essen­
tial questions of metaphysics. BG Also, it was due to the inspi­
ration received at one of the sessions of Sadr al-Din~s class on 
the doctrines of Ibn 'Arabi that Fakhr al-Din al-'Araqi, one 
of the great Siifi poets, or fedeU d~ amore, of Persia, composed 
his Lama'at (Divine Gleams) which more than any other 
work helped to introduce Ibn 'Arabi into the Persian-speak­
ing world. 

Included among the disciples of Mul)yi al-Oin's school are 
all the famous commentators- al-Nablusi, al-Kashani, al­
Qay~ari, Bali Afandi, and the great Persian poet Jami, who 
wrote several commentaries on Ibn 'Arabi's works as well as 
on the Lanulat of 'Araqi, the latter being called Ashi"at al­
lama'at (Rays of Divine Gleams). This work continues to be 
studied today in Persia as a "handbook'' of Siifi doctrine. One 
may also name 'Abd al-Karim al-Jili, whose Universal Man 
is a systematic exposition of the Fu~~; and Mal;uniid Shabis­
tari whose Secret Rose Garden summarizes the doctrines of 
Sufism as expounded by Ibn 'Arabi in Persian verses of celes­
tial beauty and dazzling lucidity. Also of special interest is 
the group of Shlah gnostics, among them Ibn Turkah, Sayyid 
I:Iaidar .Amuli and Ibn Abi Jumhiir,88 who gradually intro­
duced the doctrines of the Andalusian sage into Shi'ism so 
that it soon became one of the main props of Shi'ah spiritual­
ity and played a dominant role in the doctrinal formulations 
of later Persian sages like Mulla Sadra, who relied heavily 
upon the teachings of the master from Murcia. 87 In other 
Muslim countries, also, students and disciples of Ibn 'Arabi's 



120 ° THREE MUSLIM SAGES 

doctrines flourished over the centuries, as seen by the large 
number of commentaries upon his works that have appeared 
in India, Anatolia, Syria, and Egypt, where such writers as 
al-Sha'rani devoted many large volumes to the exposition and 
clarification of his writings. 

Similarly, in the West, Ibn 'Arabi was not without influ­
ence although his works were not known in official circles. But 
in a more hidden and profound way he left his imprint upon 
the fedeli d' a more of the West and especially upon Dante, 
the great Florentine poet, who reveals many profound simi­
larities with the SUfis, not only because of a certain historical 
contact with them through the Order of the Temple, but pri­
marily because he depicts fundamentally the same spiritual 
experiences and a similar version of the Universe in the con­
text of the Christian tradition.88 Mul;tyi al-Oin's direct influ­
ence can also be discerned in Raymond Lull and in some of 
the other Christian esotericists belonging to that period of 
history when the Christian West and the Islamic East lived 
in two similar types of civilization, sharing ultimately the 
same views about man and the Universe even if formal dif­
ferences of various kinds existed on the theological, social, 
and political plane. 

In modern times the influence of Ibn 'Arabi can be seen 
wherever Sufism continues to flourish. In the East his writ­
ings are still taught and read in India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, 
and Persia, and commentaries continue to be written on 
them. 89 In Damascus his tomb is the meeting-place of the 
Siifis, and in Egypt and the rest of North Africa his odes are 
chanted in the weekly gathering of the brotherhoods. And the 
well-known Siifi masters of this century, like the Moroccan 
Shaikh Mul;tammad al-Tadili 90 and the Algerian Shaikh 
al-'Alawi, 91 one of the greate.st and most influential saints of 
Islam during this century, have essentially followed the 
teachings of Mul)yi al-Din. 

It is true that the essence of Sufism is the spiritual experi-
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ence attainable through the means of grace contained within 
the various methods of realization, compared to which all 
metaphysical formulations are relative. But to the extent that 
the inner fire of Sufism has given off sparks and has expressed 
its ineffable hidden treasures in doctrines that lead other men 
toward the truth, the spirit of Ibn 'Arabi has hovered over it. 
He has provided over the centuries the precious doctrinal 
language in terms of which Siifi masters have sought to ex­
pound the mysteries of gnosis, the mysteries of an inner il­
lumination that issues forth from the imponderable dimen­
sions of the Divine Name. Their hearts reverberate in the 
light and grace of the Name by which they are illuminated as 
Ibn 'Arabi was before them, and the older masters, before 
him, reaching back to the source of the Revelation which 
gave the method of Sufism its spiritual efficacy and the in­
ner life which has permitted it to survive as a spiritual tradi­
tion to the present day. W a'lliihu a'lam. 
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tashayyu'. He is also editing the new edition of Mulli ~adri's AsflJr 
with his own commentary, which is being currently published in Teh­
ran. 

CHAPTER III: IBN c ARABi AND THE ~'OFJs 

1. It is the refusal by the vast majority of orientalists to accept this 
fundamental aspect of Islam as a part of the Islamic tradition and an 
intrinsic element of its orthodoxy that has made the picture of Islam 
in most Western eyes such a dry and sterile one, devoid of any spirit­
uality or beauty. Among the few well-known Western scholars who 
have conceded the Quranic origin of Sufism one can name Margoli­
outh, and especially Massignon and Corbin, whereas most of the 
other famous scholars, like Harten, Nicholson, Asin Palacios, and, 
more recently, Zaehner and Arberry, have posited a Hindu, Neopla­
tonic, Christian, or even Zoroastrian, origin for Sufism, mistaking too 
often the borrowed formulations of the ~ufis with the inner experience 
and realization which is based absolutely on the grace, or barakah, 
issuing from the Prophet. 

For the view of Sufism as the inner dimension of Islam, see the il­
luminating work of F. Schuon, The Transcendent Unity of Religions, 
trans. P. Townsend, especially chap. Ill, and his Comprendre rislam 
(Paris, 1961), Chap. IV; also R. Guenon, "L'Esoterisme islamique," in 
L'Islam et l'Occident, Cahiers du Sud (Paris, 1947), pp. 153-159. 

2. See Abu Bakr Siraj al-Oin, "The Origins of Sufism," The Islamic 
Quarterly, 3:53-64 (April 1956); also Mir Valiuddin, The Quranic 
Sufism (Delhi, 1959) . 

3. The followers of Sufism are never called ~wis in the Islamic lan­
guages, this being considered as lack of courtesy; for a ~ufi is one who 
has already realized the goal and achieved the state of "Supreme 
Identity." A follower of the Sufi Path is usually called a faqir ("poor in 
spirit," from which the English "fakir'' originates), or mutfl§awwif, that 
is, one who participates in Sufism ( ttl§awwuf) ; or in Persian, darwish 
(the Englisli "dervish"), as well as several other names connected 
with various aspects of the "Way" or "Path." 

4. Since the spiritual life presents itself essentially as a "way," as 
can be seen, too, in Taoism, the ~ufi order is called a tariqah, a way 
(pl., turuq) and the adept is often designated as "one who follows a 
way" ( ahl al-lariqah). Concerning the Sufi orders, see the article on 
"ta~a" in the Encyclopaedia of Islam by Massignon, and the classical 
works of 0. Dupont and X. Cappolani, Lea Confreries religiewes mw­
ulmanes (Alger, 1879), and L. Rinn, Marabouts et Khouanea {Alger, 
1884). ' 

5. This saying is quoted in the famous Risalat al-qushairiyah (Cairo, 
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1940), p. 20. See also "The Origins of Sufism," in the Islamic Quarterly 
(April 1956), p. 58. 

There has been much debate among traditional Muslim scholars 
as well as among Western students of Sufism on the derivation of the 
word ,Ufi. Ofinions have differed as to whether it comes from ,Uf, 
meaning woo which the early ~ufis wore, or ~afa, meaning purity, or 
,aff, meaning the line of prayer, since the ~Ufis occupied the first line 
of prayer behind the imiim; or even from the Greek sophia (this being 
the most unlikely derivation because sophia in Arabic would be with 
an s rather than an , ) . There has also been the view expressed by cer­
tain masters that the term ,Ufi is too exalted to be derived from any­
thing else and that its basic significance is indicated by the fact that 
ta,awwuf is numerically equivalent to Divine Wisdom ( al-bikmat al­
ilahiyah) accordin~ to the traditional calculation of ]afr. See the article 
by R. Guenon, "L Esoterisme islamique" ( n. 1 above). 

Concerning the various meanings given to the term ~ufi, see R. A. 
Nicholson, "An historical inquiry concerning the origin and develop­
ment of Sufism, with a list of definitions of the terms ,U/f and ta,awwuf 
arranged chronologically," Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of 
London (1906), pp. 303-348. 

7. Although tliere is no complete "history of Sufism," there have 
been several attempts made to study various ~ufi schools over the cen­
turies and to correlate their doctrines and practices. Of these the most 
important in European languages are the numerous studies of Massig­
non, especially his Essai sur les origines du lexique technique de la 
mystique musulmane (Paris, 1954), especially chaps. III-V; also La 
Passion d'al-Hosayn Ibn Mansour al-Hallai, martyr mystique de 
flslam (Paris, 1922), which contains a wealth of information on the 
spiritual life of the first three centuries of Islam; and his article on ~­
ta,awwuf in the Encyclopaedia of Islam. Also, the first section of the 
recent study by G. C. Anawati and L. Gardet, La Mystique musulmane 
(Paris, 1961), is devoted to the history of Sufism. In this connection 
may also be mentioned the work of famous scholars like R. A. Nichol­
son, especially his article cited in n. 6 above; Studies in Islamic 
Mysticism (Cambridge, 1921); The Mystics of Islam (London, 1914); 
The Idea of Personality in Sufism (Cambridge, 1923); and his anno­
tated translation of Hujwiris Kashf al-mabfub {Leyden, 1911). See 
also M. Asin Palacios, El Islam cristianizado, estudio del suf.smo a 
traves de las a bras de Abenarabi de Murcia (Madrid, 1931 ) ; E. Der­
menghem, Les Saints musulmans (Alger, 1944); and M. Smith, Studies 
in Early Mysticism in the Near and Middle East {London, 1931). 

There are several important histories of the ~ufis, or rather accounts 
of the lives and sayings of the saints of Islam written by the ~Ufis 
themselves, of which the most famous are Tabaqat al-,Ufiyah of al­
Sulami, lfilyat al-awliya' of Abu Nu'aim al-I~bahani; Tadhkirat al-
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awliyit of Faric;l al-Din al-'At~ar; and Nafa~at al-uns of 'Abd al-Ra}:t­
man Jami. 

In Arabic and Persian there have been several studies devoted to 
the history of Sufism. Among those in Arabic are: A. al-Tibawi, al­
Ta~awwuf al-i.slami al-'arabi (Cairo, 1928); J. 'Abd al-Nur, al-Ta~w­
wuf 'ind al-'arab (Beirut, 1938); Zaki Mubarak, al-Ta~awwuf al-islami, 
.2 vols. (Cairo, 1954), and A. N. Nadir, al-T~awwuf al-i.slami (Beirut, 
1960). Among the Persian studies are: Q. Ghani, Tarikh-i ta~awwuf 
dar islam (Tebran, 195.2), and many by Badr al-Zaman Funizanfar 
and Jalal Homa'i on Riimi, 'Attar, and other well-known Sufis. 

8. This period is amply treated by Massignon in his Essai sur les 
origines ... , chap. IV. 

9. This work, nearly unknown in the West, has always been con­
sidered in the Shrah world as one of the basic testaments of the esoter­
ic teachings of Islam. Many Sufis who followed the teachings of Ibn 
'Arabi studied and wrote a commentary on this work. 

10. Mul;tasibi is the author of some of the earliest works on Sufism, 
such as Kitiib al-tawahhum (The Book of Apprehension) , ed. A. J. 
Arberry (Cairo, 1937), and Kitab al-ri'ayah (The Book of Considera­
tion), ed. M. Smith (London, 1940). He is also well known for his 
method of examining the conscience. See M. Smith, An Early Mystic 
of Baghdad; a Study of the Life and Teaching of lfarith b. Asad al­
M u~asibi (London, 1935) . 

11. The similarity between some of the locutions ( shat~iyat) of 
Bastami (his name is usually written as Bistami, hut he comes from 
a town which in Persian is pronounced Bastam) and certain Vedantic 
formulations have led R. C. Zaehner to posit a Hindu origin for the 
school of Sufism propagated by Bastami. See his Mysticism Sacred and 
Profane (Oxford, 1957), pp. 166H, and especially his Hindu and 
Muslim Mysticism (London, 1960), pp. 93ff. But such formulations as 
"that art thou" ( takunu anta dhaka) of Bas~ami, or the Sanskrit tat 
tvam asi, are so universal and so deeply rooted in the texture _of reality 
that they do not need to point to any historical borrowing whatsoever. 

There are of course many other famous Sufis of this age, like 
Rabi'ah, Ibn Karram, l:fakim al-Tirmidhi, and Abu Sahl al-Tustari, who 
are also worthy of special mention. They are treated by both Massig­
non in the Essai ... , chap. V, and Anawati and Gardet in their La 
Mystique musulmane, pp. 26H. 

1.2. For a discussion of Islamic arts and sciences, see Chapter I 
above. 

13. This important source book of early Sufism was edited by R. A. 
Nicholson (London, 1941) . 

14. Edited and translated by A. J~ Arberry under this title (Cam­
bridge, England, 1935). 
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15. The quatrains have been rendered into English by R. A. Nichol­
son in his Studies in Islamic Mysticism. 

16. See Sardar Sir Jogendra Singh, The Persian Mystics. The In­
vocations of Shaikh 'Abdullah Ansari of H erat (London, 1939). 

17. The study of Asin Palacios, Abenmasarra y su escuela (Madrid, 
1914), reveals the basic cosmological ideas of Ibn Masarrah which 
were influential in some of the formulations of Ibn 'Arabi. 

18. See W. H. T. Gairdner's translation of the work (London, 1924). 
19. This beautiful treatise of the fedeli d'amore in Islam has been 

edited by H. Ritter (Istanbul, 1942). 
20. This work is one of the best-known treatments of the sfiritual 

virtues considered from the ~ufi point of view. A translation o it has 
been made with commentaries by As in Palacios (Paris, 1933) . 

21. Najm ai-Din, entitled "the maker of saints," had twelve major 
disciples aU of whom became ·famous Sufis themselves. He was the 
founder of the Central Asiatic school of Sufism with which the names 
of Simnani, Sa'd ai-Din al-I:Iammiiyah, and Najm al-Din al-Dayah 
are connected, and which is especially noted for the interest it showed 
in the symbolism of light which it used to express various inner experi­
ences of the soul. See H. Corbin, "L'Interiorisation du sens en herme­
neutique soufie iranienne," Eranos ]ahrbuch, 26:57-187 (1957). 

One of the most widespread and best preserved Sufi orders in Per­
sia today, the Dhahabiyah, whose center is in Shiraz, is a branch of 
the Kubrawiyah. 

22. His function can be compared in many ways to that of Shankara 
in Hinduism. 

23. Ibn 'Arabi's life has been described in nearly all the traditional 
histories and biographies of the later centuries, such as Naf/:1. al-tibb of 
al-Maqqari; Bustan al-'arifin of al-Nawawi; Ta'rikh al-iskim of al-Dhaha­
bi; al-Wafi bi'l-wa.fayat o£ al-Safadi; Mir'at al-findn of ai-Yafii; al­
Bidiiyah wa'l-nihayah of Ibn Kathir; al-Tabaqat al-kubra of al-Sha'rini; 
Sha.dharat al-dhahab of Ibn al-'Imid; and Tara'iq a.l-/:l.aqa'iq of 
Ma'$um 'Ali Shah. There have also been many biographies of Ibn 
'Arabi written by disciples who have tried to defend their master 
from accusations made against him by some of the jurists. Of these one 
of the oldest is Manaqib ibn 'Arabi by Ibrahim ai-Baghdadi, ed. S. 
Munajjid (Beirut, 1955) with a list of sources on Ibn 'Arabi given by 
the editor in his preface. 

As for works in European languages on his life, there is the notable 
book by Asin Palacios, El Islam cristianizado, which is confined to a 
study of Mul,lyi ai-Din's life and spiritual method, in which the author 
has assembled the pertinent details from various traditional sources. 
See also H. Corbin, L'Imagination creatrice dans le soufisme d'Ibn 
'Arabi pp. 32ff; and R. A. Nicholson, "The lives of Umar Ibnui-Farid 
and Ibnul Arabi," Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society ( 1906), pp. 797-
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824, which includes the original Arabic text of Shadhariit al-dhahab 
concerning these two ~iifi masters. Asin Palacios also translated Ibn 
'Arabrs Risiilat al-quds under the title Vidas de Santones Andaluces 
(Madrid, 1933), in which the spiritual life of the master is described 
in his own words, revealing an aspect of him which is often forgotten 
when one studies only his metaphysical writings. 

There have also been some recent works in Arabic on Ibn 'Arabi, 
such as T. 'Abd al-Biiqi Suriir, Ibn 'Arabi (Cairo, 1955), and 'Umar 
Farrukh, al-TtJ~awwuf fi'l-islam (Beirut, 1947), an important chapter 
of which is devoted to Mu}:t.yi al-Din. 

24. Al-Futu~at al-makkiyah (Cairo, 1329 A. H.), I, pp. 153-154. 
This passage has been translated into Spanish by Asin Palacios in 
El Islam cristianizado, pp. 39-40, and into French by Corbin in L'Im­
agination creatrice . . . , pp. 34-36. 

25. This is in reference to the Quranic verse (20:12) in which 
Moses is ordered to take off his sandal. Ibn 'Arabi's interest in this 
work of definite Shi'ah origin is significant in the light of the immense 
influence that he was to have later in the Shi'ah world and the rapidity 
with which his doctrines were assimilated into Shi'ah gnosis. 

26. There must have been a basic relation between Ibn 'Arabi and 
Ibn al-'Arif, and, throu~h the latter, with Ibn Masarrah, although one 
cannot by any means 'redu~e" all of Ibn 'Arabrs doctrine to that of 
these predecessors. It is known in any case that he befriended 'Abdal­
lah ibn Ghazzal, Ibn al-'Arif's disciple, and had a definite affinity with 
the various ~iifi schools connected with Almeria. 

27. See Asin Palacios, El Islam cristianizado, p. 41, n. 2, and H. 
Corbin, L'Imagination creatrice, p. 37, n. 15. 

28. It was also here, in the city of his birth, before his departure, 
that Ibn 'Arabi composed what is most likely his first book, Mawiiq( 
al-nufum ( The Setting Place of the Stars) in which he expounded the 
various levels of meaning contained in religious rites. 

29. The figure of Khic;lr (Al-Khadir) is a very important one in the 
spiritual hierarchy of Islam and is closely tied to that of Elie, the 
prophet who was taken to heaven, and the whole complex of myths 
and tales associated with him. See L. Massignon, "Elie et son rble 
transhistorique, Khadiriya, en Islam," Etudes carmelitaines: Elle le 
prophete (Paris, 1956) , II, .269-290, and his numerous studies that 
have appeared in the Revue des etudes islamiques over the years; see 
also the articles, "al-Kha~ir" and "Ilyas," by A. J. Wensinck in Encyclo­
paedia of Islam. 

For an iconographic study of Khi~r, see A. K. Coomaraswamy, "Kha­
waja Khadir and the fountain of life, in the tradition of Persian and 
Mughal art," Ars Islamica, 1:173-182 (1934). 

30. Ibn 'Arabi had contact with many of the well-known figures of 
his day, some of whom, like Suhrawardi and the Persian poet Aw}:t.ad 
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al-Oin ai-KirmAni, he had encountered personally and others, like 
Ibn al-Fari~, Sa'd al-Oin al-f:lammuyah, and Fakhr al-Oin al-Razi 
with whom he corresponded. (Ibn 'Arabi's letter to Fakhr al-Din advis­
ing him to put aside formal learning and seek after ~nosis has been re­
cently translated into French by M. Valsan, in 'Epitre adress~e a 
l'Imam Ar-razi," Etudes Traditionnelles, 62:24.2-253 (July-August 
and September-October 1961). 

31. The Syrian scholar Osman Yahya has been carrying on intensive 
research on the works of Ibn 'Arabi over the past few years and has 
made some remarkable discoveries in some of the libraries of Turkey. 
His forthcoming L'Histoire et la classification des oeuvres d'Ibn 'Arabi 
should be of great value in shedding light upon a subject that has re­
mained obscure until now. 

32. Al-Sha'rani, Kitab al-yawaqit (Cairo, 1305), based on chaps. 89 
and 348 of the Futfl~tlt. See Corbin, L'Imagination creatrice ... , p. 
59, where this and other passa~es pertaining to how the work was in­
spired are translated from Ibn Araoi's own words. 

33. In this connection, see T. Burckhardt, Die Alchemie ( Olten, 
Switzerland, 1960) and his Cle spirituelle de l'astrologie musulmane 
d' apres M ohyiddin ibn Arabi (Paris, 1950) , which demonstrate how 
the Alexandrian cosmological sciences became integrated into the per­
spective of Islamic gnosis and how the Universe in which the Muslims 
lived also partook of the Revelation and became "MusJimized." 

34. The Fu~ has been printed many times in the original Arabic, 
the most critical one (to which I shall henceforth refer) being that of 
Abu'l-'Ala 'Afifi (Cairo, 1946) in which the editor has assembfed many 
valuable sections of the well-known commentaries on the work to 
elucidate the text. It has been translated with remarkable clarity by T. 
Burckhardt as La Sagesse des prophetes (Paris, 1955), with very 
helJ:lful explanations. There is also a somewhat free translation of the 
work in English under the title The Wisdom of the Prophets (Madras, 
1929), macfe by Khaja Khan. 

Numerous commentaries have been written on the F~a~. the most 
famous being those of ~adr al-Din al-Qunawi, 'Abd al-Razzag ai­
Kashani, Dawud al-Qa~ari, 'Abd al-Glumi al-Nablusi, Bali Afandi, 
and 'Abd ai-Ra~man Jami, all well-known ~ufis of later centuries. 
It continues to be studied in the Islamic world wherever Sufism flour­
ishes and must be considered as the foremost authoritative text on 
gnosis ('irftln). 

The Lawll'i~ of Jami, trans. E. H. Whinfield and M. M. ~azvini 
(London, 1914), is also a commentary upon the F~a~ and a summary 
of its basic themes. 

35. See Fu~~. p. 47. 
36. The profound symbolism of the title of this work is fully de-
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veloped by Burckhardt in his introduction to La Sagesse des prophetes, 
PP· 6ff. 

37. These three works have been edited with an introduction and 
summary translation into German by H. S. Nyberg in his Kleinere 
Schriften des Ibn al-'Arabi (Leiden, 1919). 

38. The Quranic commentary published in Cairo in his name, how­
ever, is by his disciple 'Abd al-Razzaq al-Kashani. 

39. Ibn 'Arabi has so many works on each subject that it is not pos­
sible to give even an intimation of the dimension of his writings with­
out devoting a separate study to them. 

40. This work was translated into English by R. A. Nicholson 
(London, 1911). 

41. Ibn al-Fari<;l, the author of the famous Khamriyah (see E. Der­
menghem, L'Eloge du vm, Paris, 1931), and the greatest of $iifi poets 
in the Arabic language, was a contemporary and friend of Ibn 'Arabi. 
It is said that on one occasion Ibn 'Arabi wrote a letter to Ibn al­
Fari<;l asking his permission to write a commentary upon his Tii'iyah. 
Ibn al-Fari<;l answered that the Futul)iit was itself a commentary and 
that its author did not need to write another. 

42. This is true to such an extent that several of the followers of the 
school of Ibn 'Arabi wrote dictionaries of his terminology, which also 
became the terminology of the later $iifis. Of these the I#iliil;liit al­
liifiyah of al-Kashani, -his well-known commentator, and the Ta'rifiit 
of al-Jurjani are particularly famous. See al-Jurjani, Definitiones: 
Accendunt Definitiones theosophi M ohfi ed-din Mohammed Ben Ali 
vulgo Ibn Arabi dicti, ed. G. Fliigel (Leipzig, 1845). See also Burck­
hardt, La Sagesse des prophetes, pp. 207-223, where a glossary of 
technical Sufi terms is given with an explanation of their meaning, as 
well as their translation into French. 

43. The "sources" of Ibn 'Arabi are discussed in the second part 
("Doctrina Espiritual de Abenarabi") of Asin Palacios' El Islam cris-
tianizado; in Nyberg's introduction to his Kleinere Schriften ... ; 
in the notes and appendices of Corbin's L'Imagination cn§atrice .. . 
and in the Appendix of A. E. Affifi, The Mystical Philosophy of Muh­
yid Din-Ibnul 'Arabi (Cambridge, 1939). 

44. See T. Burckhardt, "Nature sait surmonter nature," Etudes 
TraditionneUes, 51:10-24 (January-February 1950). 

45. There are very few studies in the European languages concern­
ing Ibn 'Arabis doctrines, considering his importance and influence. 
One may mention the well-known study of Affifi, The Mystical Philoso­
phy of Muhyid Din-Ibnul 'Arabi, which has some good translations 
but which applies notions taken from modern European philosophy 
where they do not actually apply; R. Landau, The Philosophy of Ibn 
'Arabi (London, 1959), which deals briefly with some of Ibn 'Arabi's 
doctrines and also has a few selections from his writings; and Corbin, 
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L'lmagination creatrice ... , which is an important study devoted 
to the Shaikh's doctrine of creative imagination, the "sympathy" 
existing between man, the Universe, and God, and related questions. 
There are also the few works cited above and other studies which are 
enumerated in the Bibliography. 

Of paramount importance for the study of the doctrines of Ibn 'Arabi 
is T. Burckhardt's Introduction to Sufi Doctrine, trans. D. M. Mathe­
son (Lahore, 1959), which is in reality an introduction to the Fu~~ 
as well as to Sufism in general; and also his introduction to and trans­
lation of al-Insan al-kamil (De l'homme universel) of 'Abd al-Karim al­
Jili (Lyon, 1953), which is a more systematic treatment of the doc­
trines of Ibn 'Arabi by one of the greatest ~iifis of the later centuries. 
There are also several studies of Ibn 'Arabi with translations of his 
works by M. Vdlsan which have appeared in the Etudes Traditionnelles 
from 1948 onward. 

46. Ibn 'Arabi writes of his Futu~at: "This work, as all of my other 
works~ does not follow the method current in works of others . . . In 
reality, all authors write under the authority of their own free will, 
whatever they may say about their freedom being subordinated to the 
Divine Decree, or under the inspiration of science they possess as their 
specialty . . . On the other hand, the author who writes under the 
edict of Divine inspiration, often records things which are without 
(apparent) relation to the subject matter of the chapter that he is 
treating. They appear to the profane reader as an incoherent interpola­
tion, wnereas according to me they belong to the very heart of the 
chapter even if it is by virtue of a reason which others ignore." 
Futil~tit, I, p. 24; Asin Palacios, Ellslam cristianizado, p. 102, and H. 
Corbin, L'lmagination creatrice ... , p. 59. 

47. "Such a distinction [between metaphysics and philosophy] may 
appear unwarrantable to those who are accustomed to regard meta­
physics as a branch of philosophy . . . In order to define clearly the 
difference between the two modes in question, it may be said that 
philosophy proceeds from reason (which is a purely individual 
faculty), whereas metaphysics proceeds exclusively from the Intellect." 
F. Schuon, The Transcendent Unity of Religions, p. 9. 

"A metaphysical doctrine is the incarnation in the mind of a uni­
versal trutli . . . A philosophical system is a rational attempt to re­
solve certain questions which are put to ourselves. A concept is a 
'problem' only in relation to a particular ignorance." F. Schuon, 
Spiritual Perspectives and Human Facts, trans. D. M. Matheson (Lon­
don, 1954) p. 11. 

48. For the study of this question in a quite different traditional 
background, that of Tibetan Buddhism, see M. Fallis, "The Marriage 
of Wisdom and Method," France-Asle, 17:1601-1620 (January-Feb­
ruary 1961). 
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49. "To live in thoughts is continually to replace one set of concepts 
by another. In ratiocination concepts are worn threadbare without any 
possibility of their being replaced, on this level by something better. 
Nothing is more harmful than this wearing out of truth by the mind; 
it is as though true ideas took their revenge on anyone who limits him­
self to a thinking of them. . . 

"Mental virtuosity, which endlessly plays with concepts without 
having either the ability or the desire to reach a definite result, has 
nothing whatsoever in common with speculative genius; moreover, the 
formulae of speculative genius (such as that of Ibn 'Arabi] will appear 
'naive' to such virtuosity, which is indeed opposed to intellectual intui­
tion even as Lucifer is opposed to God." F. Schuon, Spiritual Perspec­
tives and Human Facts, pp. 11-12. 

"The Divine Reality is at the same time Knowledge and Being. He 
who seeks to approach that Reality must overcome not only ignorance 
and lack of consciousness but also the grip which purely theoretical 
learning and other 'unreal' things of the same kind exert on him. It is 
for this reason that many Sufis, including the most outstanding repre­
sentatives of gnosis such as Mul)yi-d-Din Ibn 'Arabi and 'Omar al­
Khayyam, affirmed the primacy of virtue and concentration over doc­
trinal learning. It is the truly intellectual who have been the first to 
recognize the relative nature of all theoretical expressions. The intellec­
tual aspects of the Way include both the study of the doctrine and 
getting beyond this by intuition. If error is always strictly excluded, 
the mind, which is both a vehicle for truth and at the same time in a 
certain sense limits it, must itself also be eliminated in unitive contem­
plation." T. Burckhardt, in Introduction to Sufi Doctrine, p. 103. 

50. It is only with the realization of the significance of the science of 
symbols that so much of traditional art and science that seems out­
moded to the modem mind can be revivified and made to convey the 
meaning contained in traditional forms. 

51. The profound study of various symbols of the traditior.?S of the 
East, of the medieval West, as well as of prehistoric people, by such 
scholars as A. K. Coomaraswamy and, in more recent years, M. Eliade, 
have shown the indisputable truth of this assertion. 

52. As H. A. Wolfson has demonstrated so clearly in his works, 
especially in Philosophy of Spinoza, Unfolding the Latent Processes of 
His Reasoning (Cambridge, Mass., 1948), vol. I, chaps. 3 and 4, the 
medieval philosophers were unanimous in placing God, or Pure Being, 
above substance. How, then, could the Sufis, who consider the Divine 
Essence ( dhat) to transcend even Being, believe in God having a sub­
stance which he shares with the Universe? See T. Burckhardt, Introduc­
tion to Sufi Doctrine, chap. 3. See also A. K. Coomaraswamy, "Pan­
theism,' Indian and Neo-Platonic," Journal of Indian History, 16:249-
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252 (1937), in which the arguments advanced by the author would 
apply to Sufism as well. 

53. The idea of natural mysticism has been discussed by J. Maritain 
in "L'Experience mystique naturelle et le vide," in Quatre essais sur 
l'esprit dans sa condition charnelle (Paris, 1956), chap. 3; and by 0. 
Lacombe in several studies devoted to Hinduism such as, "La Mys­
tique naturelle dans l'Inde," in Revue Thomiste, 51: 134-153 ( 1951). 
It has been applied specifically to Sufism by R. C. Zaehner, and by L. 
Gardet, especially in La Mystique musulmane, pp. 90ff. 

54. For a profound discussion of this question, see F. Schuon, "Is 
There a Natural Mysticism?" in Gnosis, Divine Wisdom, trans. G. E. 
H. Palmer (London, 1957), chap. 3. 

55. We generally avoid using the tenn mysticism because of the 
ambiguous meaning of this term. in English. If used in its original sense 
as "understanding of the mysteries" and distinguished from its other 
connotations (as in German one distinguishes between Mystik and 
Mystictsmus), then it would be appropriate to call Sufism Islamic 
mysticism. 

56. This very important SUfi treatise, also called Kitab al-aiwibah 
and Kitab al-alif, has occasionally been attributed to other Sufis, among 
them al-Balbani and ai-Suyiip; but it is in any case a synopsis of Ibn 
'Arabi's views and belongs definitely to his school. Although the origi­
nal Arabic text of the work has not yet been published, there is an 
excellent translation of it into French by Abdul Hadi in Le Voile d'Isis, 
34:15-17 (January 1933) and 34:55-72 (February 1933) and a 
translation into English by T. H. Weir, "Translation of an Arabic 
Manuscript in the Hunterian Collection, Glasgow University," Journal 
of the Royal Asiatic Society, 809-825 ( 1901). 

57. T. H. Weir, "Translation of an Arabic Manuscript ... ," pp. 
809-810. Regarding the independent existence of creatures, Ibn 
'Arabi writes: "And the existence of the created things and their non­
existence are the same thing. And, if it were not so, there would of 
necessity be an origination of something fresh which was not (before) 
in His oneness, and that would be a defect, and His Oneness is too 
sublime for that!" (ibid., pp. 817-818). 

58. This is the main theme of the Fu,U1, as can be seen in the first 
two chapters which summarize the doctrines of Ibn 'Arabi. 

59. Burckhardt has explained this concept fully in his introduction 
to La Sagesse des prophetes, pp. 9-11. The use of antinomian formula­
tions and discontinuous expositions, which is closely related to the 
nomadic spirit of the Arabs, in its emphasis on the discontinuous 
aspects of things, recurs over and over again in Ibn 'Arabi's writings. 

60. In the Quran (57 :3) Allah is called the Exterior and the In­
terior, the First and the Last. 

61. The terms al,ladiyah, w41,lldiyah, and others used by Ibn 'Arabi 
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are systematized and expanded to describe all the degrees of the "de­
scent" or "determination" of the Principle from the Transcendent 
Essence to the world of corporeal forms by such later ~ufis of this 
school as al-Jili and Jami. 

62. See T. Burckhardt, Introduction to Sufi Doctrine, p. 62. 
63. The Shahadah in this second aspect has the function of trans­

forming all positive qualities in divinis; thus "there is no beauty but 
The Beauty' ; "there is no goodness but The Goodness"; and so on. 
See F. Schuon, "Shadadah et Fat~ah" in Le Voile d'Isis, 34:486-498 
(December 1933). 

64. "As for the Divine Names, they are necessarily limited in num­
ber, being nothing other than the Qualities summarized in certain 
fundamental types and 'promulgated' by Sacred Scriptures as 'means 
of grace' which can be invoked." T. Burckhardt, Introduction to Sufi 
Doctrine, p. 63. 

65. Anawati and Gardet, La Mystique musulmane, p. 54. 
66. The various aspects of the Universal Man are discussed in nearly 

every work of Ibn 'Arabi, and the Fu#l~ is essentially based on this con­
cept. Also, his Shafarat al-kawn, or The Tree of Being, trans. with 
notes by A. Jeffrey in Studia Islamica (Leiden), 10:43-77 and 11:113-
160 ( 1959), is specifically concerned with the idea of the Universal 
Man and is a basic source for the study of Ibn 'Arabi's "logos doctrine." 

67. The sacred l,uJdith •. "I was a hidden treasure; I wanted to be 
known, so I created the world," summarizes the ~ufi conception of 
creation and its purpose. By sacred saying (/:ladith qudsi) in Islam is 
meant that body of utterances of the Prophet which are of direct Di­
vine inspiration and in which God speaks in the first person through 
the mouth of the Prophet. This kind of tradition, or l)adith, is thus 
somewhat similar to the Quran although not a part of the Sacred 
Book. 

68. The symbol of mirrors combined with that of the Universal Man 
is synthesized by Mal)mud Shabistari in his Gulshan-i raz, that inspired 
poem which summarizes in the following verses these doctrines in the 
most explicit and clear formulation of them that can be found in ~ufi 
writings: 
Non-being is the mirror, the world the image [of the Universal Man], 

and man 
As the eye of the image in which the Person is hidden. 
Thou art the eye of the image and He the light of the eye, 
Who has ever been able to see with the eye that by which things are 

seen [namely, the eye itself]. 
The world has become man and man a world. 
There is no clearer explanation than this. 

A somewhat different translation is given by E. H. Whinfield in his 
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translation called the Gulshan-i Raz, the Mystic Rose Garden (Lan­
dor., 1880) , verses 140-142. 

69. For Ibn 'Arabi and other ~iifis the letters of the Arabic alphabet, 
that is, the letters of the sacred language of the Quran, symbolize the 
celestial essences, or possibilities, which are manifested in the Universe 
as well as in the Quran. See M. A. A"ini, "Du mystere des lettres," in 
La Quintessence de la philosophie de Ibn-i Arabi (Paris, 1926), chap. 
II. 

70. La takrar fi'l-ta;alli. 
Concerning the renewal of creation at every instant, which is closely 

connected to the process of realization and the "themes of meditation" 
accompanying the incantatory rites of the ~Ufis, see Burckhardt, "The 
'renewing of creation at each instant,' " in Introduction to Sufi Doc­
trine, chap. IV; and Corbin, L'Imagination creatrice ... , pp. 149ff. 

71. A graphic design synthesizing the cosmological scheme described 
in the Futfl/:lat is given by Burckhardt in his La Sagesse des prophetes, 
p. 108. The Quranic cosmological scheme of Ibn 'Arabi and other 
~iifis is based essentially on the "Throne Verse" (ayat al-kursi), 2:254. 

72. Many ~iifis have expounded cosmology in terms o~ the symbol­
ism of the letters of the Arabic alphabet as well as in terms of the 
Divine Names whose inner meaning is closely tied to their very shape 
when written in the Arabic script. For example, in the Futu/:lat, Ibn 
'Arabi combines astrological symbolism with tbe science of names and 
letters by making each of the 28 stations of the moon correspond to 
one of the 28 letters of the Arabic alphabet, each planet to one of the 
prophets, and each sign of the Zodiac to one of tlie Divine Qualities, 
so that the Universe is thus "Muslimized,'' and the revolution of the 
heavens appears as a process by which the light of Being is dissemi­
nated throughout the Universe by the various Qualities which "polarize" 
its light. This marriage of Islamic and Hermetic cosmologies by Ibn 
'Arabi is studied in an illuminating fashion by Burckhardt in his Cle 
spirituelle de rastrologie musulmane d'apres Mohiddin Ibn Arabi. 

73. See Anawati and Gardet, La Mystique musulmane, pp. 232-
233, where these determinations are connected to states of contempla­
tion gained through the practice of invocation as outlined by Ibn 
•Ata'allah al-Iskandari; see also Burckhardt, Introduction to Sufi Doc­
trine, p. 96. 

74. T. H. Weir, "Translation of an Arabic Manuscript ... ,'' 
p. 811. 

75. This famous saying is one of forty sacred l;uzdiths upon which 
much of the theory and practice of Sufism is based and which contain 
the epitome of the esoteric teachings of the Prophet. 

Concerning Ibn •Arabi's doctrine of union, see Burckhardt, Introduc­
tion to Sufi Doctrine, chap. VII, especially p. 94, where this l;uzdith 
is quoted and discussed. 
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76. Fu,U,, p. 104, and La Sagesse des prophetes, pp. 103-104. 
77. The gradual interiorization of prayer until it becomes the prayer 

of the heart, and in its realized state a prayer possessing creative power, 
is essential to Sufism. The ''theophanic prayer" of the ~iifis and the 
creative power of the heart, as well as that of the imaginative faculty, 
is discussed in detail by Corbin, in L'Imagination creatrice ... , 
chaps. II and III. In this short study we have had to omit a discussion 
of the meaning of imagination and other elements of Ibn 'Arabi's 
doctrines concerned with psychology. This aspect of his teaching, 
besides being discussed in the works of Burckhardt and Corbin, has 
been studied by Asin Palacios in his "La Psicologia segun Mohidin 
Abenarabi," Actes du XIV Congres Inter. des Orient. (Alger, 1905), 
vol. III (Paris, 1907), and in several of his other studies devoted to 
Ibn 'Arabi. 

78. The significance of prayer in all of its modes and in its theo­
phanic function should make it clear that whatever Ibn 'Arabi's doc­
trine of the "transcendent unity of Being'' may mean it has nothing to 
do with the philosophical monism with which it is often identified. 

79. Fu#J,, p. 62, and La Sagesse des prophetes, pp. 45-46. Ibn 
'Arabi also writes in this chapter on the "word of Seth" - that in look­
ing at a fhysical mirror one realizes that one can either look at the 
surface o the mirror and not see his own image or look at his image 
and not see the surface. This also is true of contemplatin~ God: either 
the gnostic contemplates God, in which case he does not 'see" his own 
essence, or he contemplates his own essence in divinis but does not 
"see" God separately. He also adds that the mirror is the most rerfect 
symbol of the relation between the world and God, as well as o man's 
contemplation of God, and that God created the mirror specifically in 
order to enable man to have the means of envisaging these otherwise 
inexpressible relationships. 

80. Jalal al-Din Rumi also refers often to the unity of religions and 
has many stories in the Fihi md fihi (The Discourses), as well as in 
the Mathnawi, which demonstrate the unity of the inner content of all 
revelations above the formal plane. 

81. Since at that time Islam, like other religions, lived in a separate 
world which for it was the world, there was no need, as there is today, 
to apply the principle of the universality of revelation to specific com­
parisons and the study of details. See F. Schuon, The Transcendent 
Unity of Religions, where this question has been studied in all its 
aspects. 

82. Tarjuman al-ashwaq, trans. R. A. Nicholson, p. 67. 
The use of love in this and similar contexts must be understood as 

the realized aspect of gnosis. Islamic spirituality is essentially gnostic, 
but it is a gnosis which is always combined with love and filled with 
its fragrance. When the ~iifis oppose love to knowledge, they mean 
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by the flrst realized wisdom and by the second only theoretical knowl­
edge which has not become operative. 

83. For example, the school of wa~dat al-shuhud (The Unity of 
witMss) was opposed to Ibn 'Arabi's wa~dat al-wujud, but even the 
members of this school were influenced by the Andalusian sage. See 
Mir Valiuddin, "Reconciliation between Ibn Arabi's Wahdat al-Wujud 
and the Mujaddid's Wahdat al-Shuhud," Islamic Culture, 25:43-51 
(1951). 

84. The influe~ce of Ibn 'Arabi in the East and the significance of 
such figures as ~adr al-Din have been discussed by Corbin in his 
"Notes et Appendices" to L'Imagination creatrice •.. See also S. H. 
Nasr, Introduction to the Se A~l of Mulla ~adra. 

85. This correspondence will be published shortly for the flrst time 
by Sidi Sulaiman Boukhshem in the series of the Institut Franco­
Iranien in Tehran. 

86. These little-known flgures, who are of some signiflcance in the 
later intellectual and spiritual life of Persia, have been studied for the 
first time in the West by Corbin in such works as "L'Interiorization 
du sens en henneneutique soufie iranienne," and in several other stud­
ies of his on Shiism that have appeared over the years in the Eranos 
]ahrbuch, as well as in ~is works cited in Chapter II above and in his 
latest essay on l:laidar Amuli to be published soon in the Melanges 
Masse. 

87. The rapid integration of Ibn 'Arabi's doctrine into Twelve­
Imam Shiism poses the interesting question of his possible relation 
with Shiism, one on which many Shiah figures have pondered over 
the centuries. Mu}:tyi al-Din is known to have been a Sunni from the 
Shariite point of view; yet he wrote a treatise on the Twelve Imams 
that is highly valued by Shiah gnostics, and in the Futil~at (Chap. 
366) speaks of the Mahdi arid the conditions of his return in terms 
which coincide with those of traditional Shiah sources. Sufism stands 
essentially above the Shiah-Sunni division in Islam but with Ibn 
'Arabi there are, in addition to these universal principles accepted by 
both Shiah and Sunni esotericists, doctrines of a specifically Shiah 
character regarding the imamate and other related matters which 
make the question of his possible relations with Shiism a difficult one 
to solve. 

88. The influence of Islam, and particularly Ibn 'Arabi, on Dante 
was studied by Asin Palacios, Islam and the Divine Comedy, trans. 
H. Sunderland (London, 1926); and later E. Cerrulli, ll 'Libro della 
Scala' e Ia questione delle fonti arabo-spagnole della Divina Commedia 
(Vatican City, 1949) which affirms for the most part Asin's theses. 

89. For example, glosses upon the Fu~il~ were published several 
years ago by one of the well-known ~kims of present-day Persia, 
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Fic;lil Tuni, under the title of Ta'liqah bar sharl;l-i fu#j~ (Tehran, 
1316). 

90. Re~arding Shaikh al-Tadili, see Mul)ammed at-Tadili, "La ilaha 
Ula Allah,' trans. Abd al-Rahim at-Tadili and R. Maridort, in Etudes 
Traditionnelles, 53:344-350 (December 1952); and "La Vie tradi­
tionnelle c'est Ia sincerite," trans. with notes by A. Broudier, Etudes 
Traditionnellea, 59:212-227 (August-October 1958); 59:263-271 
(November-December 1958); 60:84-89 (March-April 1959). 

91. Shaikh Al)mad al-'Alawi, known to his disciples as Shaikh Bin 
'Aliwa, was one of the great saints of this century. His influence, even 
in his own lifetime, spread far beyond the borders of his native Algeria 
and has today reached the whole of the Muslim world and even the 
Occident, where several studies have been made of his life and doc­
trines. See A. Berque, "Un mystique moderniste," Revue Africaine, 
79:691-776 ( 1936); and the excellent study of M. Lings, A Moslem 
Saint of the Twentieth Century (London, 1961). Particularly worthy 
of mention is Shaikh al-'Alawi's interest in the study of other religions 
and desire for a rapprochement between Islam and other traditions 
against materialism and modernism which he considered as their 
common foe. 


	III. IBN 'ARABI AND THE Sufis������������������������������������
	The Sufi Tradition
	The Significance of Ibn 'Arabi�������������������������������������
	The Life of the Sage from Murcia���������������������������������������
	The Works����������������
	The "Sources" of Ibn 'Arabi����������������������������������
	The Doctrine�������������������
	Sufism after Ibn 'Arabi������������������������������


