Ibn al-Arabi’s Quranic Hermeneutics and the Perfect Man
Introduction
Ibn al-Arabi (2001, p.26) (d.1240) believes there to be nothing in existence except that it holds compensatory opposites. This fundamental rule in Ibn al-Arabi’s Sufi worldview is further observed in various verses of the Quran as quoted in his Kitab al-Jalal wal-Jamal (ibid). Furthermore, it can be observed in his Fusus al-Hikam, where he reports the description of God as the Manifest and the Unmanifest, the Creator of the Cosmos comprising of the invisible and visible realms, so that man is able to recognise the Hidden with their invisible nature and the Manifest with their visible nature (Austin, 1980, p.55). Furthermore, God defines Himself with two opposing characteristics, that of Satisfaction and Wrath, and God further created the Cosmos which displays the qualities of Fear and Hope (ibid). It fears the wrath of God whilst it is hopeful of His pleasure (ibid).  Likewise, God expresses another two opposing qualities, Beauty and Majesty, having created man as the possessor of Awe and Intimacy (ibid). God communicates these two conflicting traits as being His hands which are dedicated to creating the Perfect Man (ibid). It is the Perfect Man who can unite the realities of the universe and its individual manifestations (ibid). 

The doctrine of duality and opposites are heavily intertwined in Ibn al-Arabi’s Sufi worldview as evident in the passage above. This is further witnessed in his theological and ontological philosophy, which is then, as will be presented in this paper, reflected in his hermeneutical approach. Hence, it will be argued that the Perfect Man, should also be the one who is able to realise the duality/opposites in hermeneutics in addition to the above.
Duality in Theology 
A central point in Ibn al-Arabi’s theology is the concept of tanzih and tashbih. In Islamic theology, the term tanzih has been employed to depict God as being free from all flaws, including any resemblance with the creation (Izutsu, 1983, p.48). In other words, it affirms God’s Divine transcendence above all creaturely qualities (ibid, p.49). 

As opposed to this, is the idea of tashbih, translated as similarity or immanence. The meaning of this term is “to make or consider something similar to some other thing” (ibid), whilst in terms of theology it means to compare God to the creation (ibid). Moreover, this term is a theological assertion made by those who hold anthropomorphic views regarding God based on Quranic verses and Hadith which suggests God has corporeal properties (ibid).
There was a long history of dispute in the field of Kalam (or even before that) regarding these two terms, from where Ibn al-Arabi had adopted them (Chittick, 1989, p.69). According to classical Islamic theology, one can either be a transcendentalist or an anthropomorphist, but cannot be both simultaneously due to their diametrically opposed nature (Izutsu, 1983, p.49). The leading theologians had pronounced the adoption of tashbih to be a heretical position (Chittick, 1989, p.69).

However, Ibn al-Arabi, whilst maintaining an element of theological meaning, has an alternative understanding of these two terms (Izutsu, 1983, p.49). He appears to have modified them to be able to use them in a philosophical manner (Affifi, 1939, p.19). Ibn al-Arabi (2015, p.37) states in the Fusus al-Hikam that anyone who holds strictly to the idea of tanzih has restricted God. Equally, those who only adhere to tashbih have limited Him (ibid). As for those who combine between the two doctrines, they are the correct ones, who will be leaders, and masters in knowledge (ibid). 

The claims made by the anthropomorphist that God has hands, he hears, sees, etc. like the creation is not adopted by Ibn al-Arabi in the literal sense (Affifi, 1939, p.19). For him, it does not mean that God possess a hand, sight, or seeing, etc. rather God is immanent in all those things which possess these faculties (ibid). Take for example seeing and hearing, God sees and hears in everything that sees and hears, and this is the expression of God’s tashbih (ibid). In this manner, He is no longer limited.

When speaking of God’s transcendence, Ibn al-Arabi views that God’s Essence is not restricted to a single or few select creatures that can see, hear, touch, etc. rather He is able to do so through all such Beings which can see and hear, etc (ibid). In this manner, God is no longer restricted, as he is beyond all boundaries and individualisation (ibid). 

In this philosophical manner, Ibn al-Arabi can combine the two concepts and demonstrate absoluteness (itlaq) and limitedness (taqyid) for God. Consequently, all Quranic verses which portray God must be viewed through this lens (ibid, p.20).

In Ibn al-Arabi’s view, both tanzih and tashbih maintain an element of delimitation (Izutsu, 1983, p.48). Descriptions of God in the Quran and Hadith, whether speaking of His tanzih or tashbih, are expressed with delimitation (ibid).  Whether it be His sitting, descending, being in heaven, etc. each contains an element of delimitation (ibid). In the tanzih reading of  Quran 42:11 (this will be discussed in the final section in detail), God has limited Himself by announcing His transcendence above all things determined (ibid). The act of self-distinction has ultimately delimited Him as a Being completely distinctive to all things determined (ibid). “For a complete non-determination is a kind of determination” (ibid). Ultimately tanzih is delimited as much as tashbih (ibid, p.57). 

Conversely, Ibn al-Arabi does not view tanzih as the realisation of God while completely rejecting the world of determined things (ibid, p.63). Rather, it is man’s realisation of the unison of all the Divine attributes (ibid). These are then actualised in an established thing or occurrence in the world (ibid, pp.62-63). In other words, man looks into the grandeur of God through the unison which has occurred between His Divine Attributes and all things determined (ibid, p.63). “It is a tanzih which comprises in itself tashbih” (ibid). 
Duality in Ontology
This theme of duality, in this case, the duality or manifestation and non-manifestation, can be further observed in the ontological philosophy of Ibn al-Arabi, the founder of the Unity of Being (wahdat al-wujud) school, although, he did not use this term himself (Chittick, 1989, p.79). Nevertheless, the concept is evident in his writings (ibid).

Ibn al-Arabi believes that God is the unconditional Being (ibid, p.7), whose very existence is necessary and cannot not be (ibid, p.12). On the one hand, there is the one true Being, God, and on the other hand, everything in existence is but a “manifestation or outward radiance” (ibid, p.79) of God, the Being. Simply stated, the cosmos is realised as God’s self-disclosure (tajalli) (ibid, p.16). Therefore, whatever is perceived by man is in fact the absolute Being, disguised by the characteristics of the non-existent possible things (ibid, p.89). Ibn al-Arabi’s concept of manifestation/non-manifestation is very much rooted in the Quran (ibid). Quran 57:3 states, “He is the First and the Last, the Manifest/Outward (al-zahir) and the Nonmanifest/Inward (al-batin)” (ibid), a verse that is to be taken literally, without the need of further explanation (ibid). 

It is the eyes that witness God, the Manifest, whilst the intellect witnesses God, the Nonmanifest through knowledge and gnosis (ibid). God reveals Himself through the name Manifest, in an ontological fashion, by His creation of the universe (ibid, p.91) and to the extent that the cosmos discloses parts of His names and attributes (ibid, p.16). According to Chittick (1989, p.89), many Sufis, including Ibn al-Arabi, consider the outward form of any entity, referred to as sūrah in Arabic, to be a “deceptive veil” (ibid), despite it expressing an element of the Divine Reality. 

Likewise, He discloses Himself via the name Nonmanifest in an epistemological method to the understanding and insights of His creation (ibid, p.91). Furthermore, Ibn al-Arabi uses the phrase ‘self-disclosure’ (tajalli) interchangeably for both manifest and nonmanifest display, usually without distinction (ibid). Thus, making it vital to understand Ibn al-Arabi’s usage of self-disclosure from an ontological perspective (ibid).  

According to Ibn al-Arabi, as stated in the Quran 17:20, the giving of God is perpetual, however, the recipient will only receive it according to their preparedness (ibid). The concept of self-disclosure is, hence, closely linked with the idea of receptivity (qabul) and preparedness (isti’dad) (ibid). In other words, the amount of self-disclosure of God a thing receives is in proportion to its preparedness to receive the disclosure (ibid). The level of receptivity of things is determined by their place in the ontological hierarchy (ibid). For example, inanimate items have a certain level of capacity, a level above would be plants, then animals, with human beings at the highest level (ibid). 
Noah in the Fusus al-Hikam
The absence of realisation of opposites can be observed in the radical retelling of the story of Noah in the Fusus, Ibn al-Arabi emphasises the concepts of tanzih and tashbih (Almond, 2004, p.56). Ibn al-Arabi is critical of Noah for placing too much emphasis on tanzih over the tashbih (Al-Arabi, 2015, p.38). Noah had been preaching to his people for 950 years according to Quran 29:14. During this time, a small number of people had accepted his message as mentioned in Quran 11:40. Noah had initially called the people to the concept of transcendence and then later to the doctrine of immanence (ibid). Had Noah combined the two doctrines in his preaching, his people would have accepted his message (ibid). 

As opposed to Noah, Muhammad is clearly aware of the reality and therefore, does not prioritise the zahir over the batin, rather is able to combine the two (Almond, 2004, p.57).  As Muhammad is able to combine all the realities, it can be assumed that he is the Perfect Man, although Ibn al-Arabi may have not explicitly applied it to him (Takeshita, 1983, p.87). This term will be expanded on in the next section.
The Perfect Man
For Ibn al-Arabi, human existence is fundamentally linked to the absolute Being and therefore, there must be a mediating link between the two (Dobie, 2010, p.225). This link is bridged by the Perfect or Universal Man, who can realise God in such a manner whereby He becomes the “ground of his or her knowing, loving, and working” (ibid, p.221). It is the Perfect Man who takes the role of the divine archetype through whom human beings return to God, having realised the full potentialities of their humanity (ibid, 226). It is through the Perfect Man that human beings may be able to know God (ibid).

It is solely the Perfect man who can fully realise the exact relationship between things (Chittick, 1989, p.28). The Perfect man realises the incomparable nature of the Being, while he simultaneously realises the similarity of the Divine in all things through manifest and nonmanifest self-disclosure (ibid, p.29). Spiritual realisation and God-given vision allow him to recognise that all objects are “neither/nor, both/and, but never either/or” (ibid). As such, Being in Its completeness can only be exhibited by the Perfect man who has the receptive capacity to do so (ibid, p.91). 
Ibn al-Arabi’s Hermeneutics 
In this section, the hermeneutical approach of Ibn al-Arabi will be discussed with a focus on Ibn al-Arabi’s application of duality/opposites. Ibn al-Arabi is referred to by historian Henry Corbin (d. 1978) as the man of batin, the one who subverts the rigours of the Letter to derive new interpretations of Revelation using a free esoteric interpretation (Chodkiewicz, 1993, p.20). As such, Ibn al-Arabi affirms that all that which is found in his speeches from his meetings and in his writings is rooted in the Quran and its treasures (ibid). It must be noted that it is virtually impossible to systematically explain Ibn al-Arabi’s method of reading and interpreting the Quran (Zamir, 2011, pp.6-7).
The Infinite Nature of the Quran
Sufis believe the Quran to be the precise words of God, unbounded in its scope and depth as deduced from Quran 18:109 and 31:27, wherein God speaks of the sea (or seven seas as in the second verse) being turned into ink for the words of God, the sea(s) would be exhausted before exhausting the words of God (Taleb, 2022, p.293). Sufi theology dictates that God’s words are infinite and therefore, there is also an endless number of meanings attached to it (ibid).

In Ibn al-Arabi’s view, the Quran is constantly renewed and descends upon the heart of the reciter (Chodkiewicz, 1993, p.25). When a person is able to taste this experience, they are the ones upon whom the ever-new Quran has descended, bringing new understandings with it (ibid). The heart that is ready to receive the perpetually revealed Quran will be inspired with fresh meanings (ibid, p.26). Meanings which do not contradict previous understandings, all of which were engraved in the infinite nature of the Quranic letters since the beginning (ibid). 
The Literal Meaning of the Text
Despite the Quran allowing for an infinite number of meanings, Ibn al-Arabi emphasises that the literal sense of the words must be honoured (Chittick, 1989, 1989, p.231). To assume the real meaning of the text to be hidden or can only be ascertained through interpretation is an attack on the integrity of God and disrespectful to Him (ibid). Additionally, Ibn al-Arabi states that any interpretation expressed for verses in the revealed words of God, be it the Quran or any other Divine speech, is acceptable and will be a representation of what God intended to say to those who made the said interpretation (Chodkiewicz, 1993, p.30). However, the condition of this acceptance is that the interpretation must be acceptable within the confines of the language of the text, not deviating from it (ibid). By maintaining this condition, the literal sense of the word will be preserved. 

Subsequently, due to its rootedness in the language, no such interpretation should be dismissed no matter how shocking or outrageous it may be (ibid). This is because it is assumed that surely God must have been aware of all possible meanings for each individual word or collection of words (ibid). To think otherwise would be equivalent to limiting divine knowledge (ibid). Moreover, the meaning must consider the interpretation of the previous mystics and not contradict them (Chittick, 1989, 1989, p.232). Having committed to the literal body of the text, if God then unveils further understandings which make a new contribution to its meanings, it should be accepted and the person should thank God (ibid, pp.231-232). 
Unveiling (Kashf) 
The concept of unveiling is very much embedded in the Sufi tradition as others before Ibn al-Arabi spoke of this. In Ibn al-Arabi’s view, the are two basic types of knowledge (Chittick, 1989, p.168). The first is that knowledge which is obtained by reason, while the second, known as gnosis, is acquired through spiritual practice and divine self-disclosure (ibid). Ibn al-Arabi refers to the latter as an unveiling (kashf) among other names (ibid). Hence, the knowledge of God cannot be attained by rational consideration, but rather by a divine unveiling, given to the prophet and friend of God (Dobie, 2010, p.97-98).

The knowledge received through unveiling is indisputable, it is knowledge which man finds within himself (Chittick, 1989, p.169). There is no confusion regarding it and man is not able to resist it (ibid). Man does not find any evidence for it to verify it other than what he finds within himself (ibid). This is the true knowledge, cast into the heart of the receiver (ibid, p.170). Ibn al-Arabi has remarked that the person without unveiling has no knowledge (ibid). 

Unveiling, the unmediated knowledge inspired by God to His special friends, was discussed by al-Ghazali (d.1111) who believed that such knowledge should not be documented, though he did not adhere to this himself (Chittick, 2005, p.2). Ibn al-Arabi, however, has taken the polar opposite stance, whereby he has displayed the unveiled knowledge for all to see (ibid). This being said, Ibn al-Arabi does not confuse unveiling with revelation, that which is given to the prophets (ibid, p.15). The exceptional nature of revelation makes it necessary for God’s friends to follow the prophets (ibid). 

In the Futuhat, Ibn al-Arabi describes those who can receive this unveiling as travellers who cling on to retreat, the remembrance of God, clear their hearts of reflective thoughts, and those who “sit in poverty at the door of his Lord with nothing” (ibid). Additionally, they adhere to the teachings and practices of their prophet and spiritual master (ibid).
Exoteric and Esoteric Meanings
The concept of duality/opposites discussed earlier can also be observed in Sufi and more specifically Ibn al-Arabi’s hermeneutical approach. This comes in the form of exoteric and esoteric meanings of the Quran. Ibn al-Arabi explains that each revealed verse has two implications, one that people see within their souls and the other which is witnessed externally (Taleb, 2022, pp.294-295). 

As for the exoteric meaning, it is confined to the letter of the text (ibid).  Such meanings are primarily accessible to anyone proficiently grounded in the Arabic language (ibid, p.296). In terms of the esoteric meanings, it is the unprecedented, unveiled meanings given to the gnostic, provided they do not oppose the literal meaning (Chittick, 1989, p.xvi). These meanings must at all costs preserve the literal meaning as discussed above, while simultaneously not having any “effect upon the commands and prohibitions of the revealed Law” (ibid). As such, Ibn al-Arabi has been called “a great practitioner of esoteric commentary” (ibid) as he is able to use the literal meaning of the text as a gateway to access the invisible realm. 

Moreover, Affifi (1939, 1p.106) has highlighted several key features of esoteric knowledge (some of which overlap with the descriptions of Kashf discussed earlier) as understood by Ibn al-Arabi. Such knowledge is innate in nature and manifests under certain mystical circumstances (ibid). It transcends reason, to the extent that should esoteric knowledge clash with reason, the former must be prioritised (ibid). When a Sufi is able to reach a certain level of spiritual purification, this type of knowledge floods the entire heart in the form of light (ibid, p.106-107). Subsequently, it is inexpressible and can only be realised by the Sufi experiencing it (ibid, p.107). For this reason, Sufis have explained it by using vague and confusing metaphors (ibid). 

An integral component of esoteric knowledge is that it will only occur in select men (ibid). According to Ibn al-Arabi, all things are predetermined (ibid). A saint is a saint at the time of birth, and it is not something which can be achieved (ibid). Likewise, esoteric knowledge is not acquired, rather it is predetermined (ibid). Therefore, when speaking of kashf, it is the unveiling of the eye of the heart which can observe their true realities and the awakening of the divine consciousness (ibid).
Case Study
The above is by no means an exhaustive discussion of Ibn al-Arabi’s hermeneutics. Topics such as the use of allusion, perplexity, criticism of the exoteric scholars, etc. have not been discussed. Nevertheless, in this section, a case study will be presented in light of the discussion above. Chodkiewicz, in his book An Ocean Without Shore, has presented several examples of where Ibn al-Arabi has interpreted certain words or verses which have yielded interesting meanings, to say the least. In the hermeneutics of the Fusus, “villains and tyrants are treated sympathetically, heroes are shown to be ignorant or misguided, condemnatory verses are reinterpreted as praise, idolaters are shown to be enlightened” (Almond, 2004, p.55).

Quran 42:11 states Laysa ka-mithlihi shay'un, which can be translated as “There is nothing which is his similar” (Chodkiewicz, 1993, p.37). This verse is quoted by Ibn al-Arabi in many of his works (ibid). The point of note in this verse is the Arabic preposition ka which is commonly translated to mean ‘like’ or ‘as’ (ibid). It is the context in which this preposition is being used in this verse which has brought about much discussion. The exoteric Quran scholar al-Mahalli (d.1459) (al-Mahali & al-Suyuti, 2008, p.462) explains in his book Tafsir al-Jalalayn, the ka is an extra letter, making it redundant. Likewise, this opinion is also shared by Qushayri (d.1072) (Chodkiewicz, 1993, p.37). Subsequently, ar-Razi (d.1210) suggests that it is used to enhance the meaning of mithl, similar (ibid). 

Ibn al-Arabi acknowledges the above interpretations and also refers to them in his writings (ibid), however, he also reads the preposition in a manner which adds further meaning to the verse (Zamir, 2011, p.11). Simply put, “God does not speak to say nothing” (Chodkiewicz, 1993, p.37), therefore the ka will retain all of its original meaning of likeness. In doing this, the verse will now present the complete opposite meaning (ibid). The verse now reads ‘There is nothing like His likeness,’ establishing a likeness to God, an extremely “blasphemous” (ibid) interpretation for the Jurists. Furthermore, Ibn al-Arabi can justify this second interpretation by referencing a Hadith, which speaks of human being’s theomorphism, “Certainly, Allah created Adam in his form” (ibid). The Hadith used by Ibn al-Arabi is believed to be of the highest level of authenticity as it can be found in Sahih al-Bukhari, Hadith number 6227 (Al-Bukhari, 1997, p.138). 

Perhaps it is here where Ibn al-Arabi has employed the esoteric meaning of the verse as he suggests the ‘likeness’ to be the Perfect Man due to his complete distinctiveness because of his similitude to God (ibid). As Ibn al-Arabi accepts both interpretations, he is able to employ either or both meanings throughout his writings (ibid). This literalistic hermeneutics has been depicted by Zamir (2011, pp.9-10) as spiritual literalism.

Additionally, Ibn al-Arabi is also able to establish the transcendence and immanence of God from this verse. Here the second half of the verse needs to also be considered, which reads wa-huwa al-sami‘u al-basir, translated as “and He is All-hearing, All-seeing” (Izutsu, 1983, p.55). Using the first interpretation mentioned above, the first half of the verse would establish the transcendent nature of God, as nothing is similar to Him (ibid, pp.55-56). In the second half of the verse, the hearing and seeing of God would be understood as the immanent nature, as these qualities are inherently human properties (ibid, p.56). 

As for the second method of interpretation mentioned above, the existence of a likeness of God would confirm His nature of immanence (ibid). In this case, the preposition huwa at the start of the second half of the verse followed by the article al at the beginning of the two descriptive words of Sami (hearing) and basir (seeing) would suggest a meaning of exclusivity (ibid). In other words, God is the only Sami and Basir, thus establishing His transcendence (ibid). 

Transcendence and immanence are further reiterated by Ibn al-Arabi through a Jalal (Majesty) and Jamal (Beauty) based reading of the verse in Kitab al-Jalal wal-Jamal. Absolute Majesty is inaccessible to all creation, it is how God sees Himself (Arabi, 2001, p.25). As for Beauty, it is what allows mankind to know anything of him (ibid). Beauty comprises two forms, the exalted aspect, which is linked to the state of intimacy, also known as the Majesty of Beauty, and the lower aspect, linked to the state of awe (ibid). As such, the Quran encompasses both Beauty and Majesty of Beauty (ibid). The Beauty denotes a literalistic reading of the text, while the Majesty of  Beauty implies a logical meaning (ibid, p.27). In the case of this verse, transcendence is established from the ‘Majesty of Beauty’ reading and the immanence of the ‘Beauty’ reading (ibid). 

This being said Ibn al-Arabi is reported to have said God had spoken to man in his totality without favouring the outward over the inner meanings (Chodkiewicz, 1993, p.24). Thus, absolute happiness belongs to whoever is able to combine the two meanings (ibid).
Conclusion
In his hermeneutical approach, Ibn al-Arabi is able to rationally display the unison of the esoteric and exoteric meanings of the Quran. Similarly, it is the Perfect Man who can realise and harmonise opposites in Ibn al-Arabi’s Sufi worldview. In Takeshita’s (1983, p.87-88) investigation of the phrase ‘Perfect Man’ in the Fusus, he was only able to identify its usage seven times.  Additionally, the phrase is used very rarely in other works (ibid, p.88,98). However, these instances appear to pay no tribute to the one who realises the esoteric and exoteric meanings as a trait of the Perfect Man. One would assume that due to the integral role the Quran and Hadith play for Ibn al-Arabi, the strenuous process of hermeneutics, and being able to combine the esoteric with the exoteric meanings would warrant a person the position of the Perfect Man. While this can be implicitly assumed, there does not appear to be any explicit reference to this. One may speculate that this reference may be available in other works of Ibn al-Arabi, such as the Futuhat.
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