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P R E FAC E

With some exceptions, there is not a real interest in Islamic philosophy and the-
ology in Western institutions today. This largely ignored area has the potential
to present enlightening insights into the development of the Western thought
and to contribute to contemporary discussions in philosophy and theology in
general. Scholars working in Islamic thought usually focus on its medieval
background and consider it to be mainly of a historical interest and far away
from the intellectual world of today. Showing its contemporary relevance is an
important task by which the status of Islamic philosophy can be elevated to its
proper station.

By considering these points in mind, the University of Kentucky organized
an international graduate student conference on Islamic philosophy and theol-
ogy with an emphasis on its contemporary relevance which was held between
the 28th and 30th September 2007. This book emerged out of the confer-
ence by adding more chapters relevant to the main theme of the book. This
book presents analyses and discussions of different topics in Islamic philoso-
phy and theology by relating them to contemporary debates and ideas in four
main areas: epistemology, metaphysics, philosophy of religion and value the-
ory. There are ten chapters in sum. Some of the chapters are written by graduate
students and some of them by experienced scholars. Each chapter presents con-
siderable insight into its relevant topic but does not represent the opinion of
anybody except the author.

I would like to thank the University of Kentucky, especially the Interfaith
Dialogue Organization at the University, Oliver Leaman who actually came up
with the idea of such an unusual conference and supported it with his all energy,
Anna-Teresa Tymieniecka for her diligent efforts in preparing this book and
all the participants of the conference together with the additional authors who
contributed to this project with their chapters.

Nazif Muhtaroglu
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A N N A - T E R E S A T Y M I E N I E C K A

I N T RO D U C T I O N : TOWA R D T H E N E W

E N L I G H T E N M E N T

As diverse in nations, languages, and regions of the world as is Islamic culture,
its core remains uncontestably theological, metaphysical, and philosophical.
These three perspectives have played their role from the early Middle Ages in
debates, like those of Avicenna, Ibn Arabi and others, with Christian thinkers –
responding to the deepest human concern to understand existence and truth.
Following divergent routes of civilization for several centuries, Islamic thinkers
have cultivated several specific convictions along these lines, expanding the
core insights into the human being, the cosmos, and the All, sustaining the
revelation of the Divine. But while this core was always maintained, in subse-
quent periods the dialogical links with other culture’s responses to the common
innermost concerns of humanity came to be attenuated or lost altogether.

Furthermore, although the issues and ideas proposed in the great systems
of the Islamic historical inheritance remain vivid in historical research, in the
last century, as William Chittick deplores, stagnation has occurred in creative
Islamic thinking, which he attributes to the contemporary developments in
world civilization. After slow but steady development over the last few cen-
turies, scientific and technological discovery has exploded so in its scope and
in its effect on our lives that our attention has turned away from the values
of personal interiority before existence toward preoccupation with well-being,
practical efficiency, and comfort. Human standards are now so permeated by
these pragmatic concerns that our appreciations, valuations, and orientations
are diminished in their aims in matters concerning personal, communal, and
social life. The classic concern to appreciate human existence for its role within
the unity-of-everything-there-is-alive and in relation to universal principles and
the truth of the All, to thereby give meaning to individual existence and its des-
tiny, has ceded place to the immediate satisfaction of life. The search for truth
is overridden by our seeking out means to secure this satisfaction. And yet the
great issues that were dealt with in the classic periods of thought – Islamic,
Christian, and other – cannot be obliterated from human life. It is of no matter
that human capacities have expanded and are constantly growing with progress.
The crux of human being remains the same. In the contemporary expansion and
enrichment of human knowledge, the nature of our race’s very evolving hangs
on our addressing the core concerns of old.
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x A N N A - T E R E S A T Y M I E N I E C K A

Issuing progressively from the Occidental development of pragmatic rea-
son, the empirical reductionistic bent of mind has penetrated all the cultures
of the globe. But spiritual longings that characterize the human mind fully
considered – as comprising not only the presently favored intellective ratio-
nal faculties but also the deep passional ground of the soul with its imaginative
and creative powers – prompt us to take up again the essentially human concern
with Truth. Life’s place in the cosmos, human ties with the All, and the perdur-
ing meaning of existence rise up before us again as the everlasting concerns of
humanness.

We may be strongly tempted to take a pessimistic view of the human
prospect – and what if we were willy-nilly to let the universal scientific and
technological consciousness monopolize thought and define practice in all the
dimensions of the human life? But these great issues concerning human exis-
tence within its cosmic positioning and its transcendent horizons are being
revived across cultural barriers. There is a new wind sweeping through the
crevices in the seeming consistency of the pragmatic attempt to deconstruct
the core of essential wisdom; new insights surge and new perspectives emerge
that take advantage of the evolutive acquisitions of human progress.

We seem, indeed, to be entering into a New Enlightenment in which full-
fledged human reason is undertaking a full critique of life’s ontopoiesis and
liberating itself from the chains of pragmatic preconceptions, as the full logos
of life, the everlasting Logos, opens the horn of plenty.

The present collection of essays manifests vivid interest in the issues that
have animated the minds of great thinkers through the centuries. Our authors
focus on the major questions that dominate the discussions of those thinkers,
but not out of mere historical interest or to compare ideas and delineate their
filiation. Nay, it appears that their probings are motivated by the urgency
of present day concerns. They see today’s questions as having been fore-
traced/formulated in classic Islamic thought – and seek the contemporary
relevance of the answers then given. However, in addition to this rekindling
of the great Islamic formulations of humanity’s innermost insights, spurred by
the urgency of the present day existential concerns, these scholars also leave
the territory of their tradition to carry on, as did their forebears in the Middle
Ages, a reflective encounter with various Christian/Occidental frameworks of
thought. Participating in the today’s universal intermingling of cultures, our
authors converse with Occidental authors in a dialogical spirit of sharing in
wisdom and truth.

The spirit awakening in our Islamic research participates in the New Enlight-
enment that is contributing to a revival of full human existence. We begin with a
crucial question of theology, that of the justification of knowledge of the divine,
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in a controversy over the parts external cognition and immediate (inner) aware-
ness play, a question so crucial for Islamic as well as Christian theistic belief.
Upon that question several of our authors focus (Baldwin, Yazdani). These
reflections have the inheritance of Islamic theory at their heart but open a space
for dialogue with contemporary Occidental thinkers.

Historic Islamic debates over free will versus the absolute ordination of God,
which find resonance in the debates of contemporary Occidental philosophers
like Searle and Ryle, are reviewed by Muhtaroglu, who proposes a personal
solution in human responsibility. Ground for the reconciliation of revelation
and reason, a great and vastly ramified issue for Islam and Christianity, is herein
found in a comparison made between Ibn Arabi and Leibniz (Vannatta). Lud-
wig Wittenstein’s theory of the self enlightens the concept of the “privacy”
of the self in a discussion by Ahsen. A medieval Islamic debate over the dis-
tinction between the “God of the philosophers” and the “God of religion” –
one taken up again by the present Roman Catholic pontiff – is illuminated by
Wittgenstein’s contemporary theory of language (Sidiropoulou). Nursi, a con-
temporary Turkish theologian, opens a new theological approach to theodicy
that is grounded in the Islamic “Divine Names Theology” (Coban), a contem-
porary reflection on the timeless preoccupation with human suffering and the
sources of good and evil.

Oliver Leaman offers us a penetrating perspective on poetry and aesthet-
ics, upholding its cognitive role even though the emotional, uniquely personal
import of aesthetics differs from the logical thrust of ideas, which have uni-
versal significance in Islamic Falsafa and the Divine message of God to the
Prophet about the world and life. Hence we move to a meditation on the expe-
rience of catharsis that sees it not as being uniquely proper to art but as founded
by moral value and its realization in action (Turker).

Our final essay of the collection is a rethinking of the acutely actual issue of
gender and its role in culture at large by Kennedy-Day, who re-examines the
feminine role of women in a multi-gendered society.
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A N I N T E R NA L I S T M O D E L O F I M M E D I AT E

AWA R E N E S S O F G O D F RO M A N I S L A M I C

P H I L O S O P H Y P E R S P E C T I V E

Abstract: The purpose of this chapter is to argue that we human beings can have
immediate and direct awareness of God through knowledge by presence.
This sort of immediate and direct knowledge can provide justification
for belief in God. I shall show how knowledge by presence works in
this regard, and how important the role of knowledge by presence is in
a religious epistemology. I shall offer an internalist model of immediate
knowledge of God through knowledge by presence from an Islamic phi-
losophy perspective. Then I shall deal with some important criticisms of
the possibility of this sort of immediate knowledge of God.

Key words: Externalist theories of knowledge, epistemic justification, knowledge by
presence, knowledge by representation, internalist model, belief in God,
immediate awareness of God, Islamic philosophy

1. I N T R O D U C T I O N

In recent decades externalist theories of knowledge and justification have been
developed by Anglo-American philosophers. Some philosophers have offered
an externalist approach to immediate natural knowledge of God. What are so
significant in a theory of justification, particularly in epistemic justification,
are the facts that qualify as justifiers of belief. These facts must exist in such
a way that the agents can readily know how to obtain or not to obtain them.
The main concern in an externalist theory of justification is that a cognitive
agent might not be in a position to know the external facts, whereas internal
facts are facts that cognitive agents can know readily. However, the role of
external facts is not deniable at any rate. So, they can be the right sort of facts
for justification. I shall offer an internalist model of immediate knowledge of
God through knowledge by presence from an Islamic philosophy perspective.

3
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2. K N O W L E D G E B Y P R E S E N C E A S A N I N T E R N A L I S T A P P R O A C H

T O T R U T H

Some epistemologists hold that epistemic justification is internal and imme-
diate, and justifier facts must be directly knowable by the cognitive agent.
Chisholm, for instance, said:

The concept of epistemic justification is . . . internal and immediate in that one can find out directly,
by reflection, what one is justified in believing at any time.1

Obviously, the approach to epistemic justification should be based upon
something like the directness qualification to be convincing. I will show that
this directness qualification could be knowledge by presence. Consequently,
the fact that the agent can readily know through knowledge by presence
could be counted as a justifiers of belief. This knowledge is a priori and not
based on any empirical factors from the external world; we are aware of this
sort of knowledge by considering our conscious state of mind. Some Islamic
philosophers have attempted to employ knowledge by presence to acquire truth
in philosophy, particularly in epistemology. Although, some thinkers before
Mulla Sadra2 utilised this sort of knowledge, Sadra was the first philoso-
pher who tried to establish a philosophical system for this approach to truth.
Sadra holds that the most complete knowledge is knowledge by presence. He
remarked “. . . knowledge of [the reality] is either by presentational observation
(mushahada huduri) or by reasoning to it through its effects and implications,
but then it is not apprehended except weakly.”3

I concur with Sadra that the reality of knowledge is nothing but existence.
He says “knowledge is not something negative like abstraction from matter,
nor is it a reciprocal relation, rather it is an existential fact . . . it is a pure
actual being unmixed with nothingness. Insofar as knowledge is purified from
mixing with nothingness, it is all the more knowledge.”4 So contrary to Avi-
cenna’s theory5 that knowledge is to be considered as a process of abstraction
from the material, Sadra maintains that the acquisition of knowledge would
be possible only when an object is present for our mind. The existential rela-
tion between objects and the faculty of imagination entails mental forms of
objects. Without this presentational relation no knowledge will be acquired.
Since knowledge is a presentational fact, the value of any knowledge is based
upon knowledge by presence. However, an account of “presentational knowl-
edge” (al- ’ilm al-huduri) appeared for the first time in the history of the
Islamic tradition in Suhrawardi’s illuminative philosophy. Suhrawardi6 has
based the illuminative philosophy upon the dimension of human knowledge
that is identical with the very ontological status of being human. Suhrawardi’s
main question in this regard was: what is the objective reference of “I” when we
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say “I think,” “I have done it,” and the like. Suhrawardi’s doctrine of knowledge
by presence is based on the hypothesis of self-awareness. He maintained that
the self must be absolutely aware of itself without any representation. That is to
say, consciousness is the knowledge of one’s own existence. Everyone knows
himself or herself immediately and consciously. Nobody can doubt their own
existence; even the materialists do not deny this kind of knowledge, because it
is self-evident for everyone. Accordingly, it seems that Descartes’s argument
Cogito ergo sum, namely, I think thus I exist, is not correct, because one’s own
existence is more evident than thinking, thinking is the result of one’s own
existence; and we need nothing to know our own existence, because there is
a kind of privileged access to our own states of consciousness. As Chisholm
contended, self-presenting propositions are directly evident.

If seeming to have a headache is a state of affairs that is self-presenting for S at the present moment,
then S does now seem to have a headache and, moreover, it is evident to him that he seems to have
a headache.7

3. K N O W L E D G E B Y P R E S E N C E A N D T H E S U B J E C T– O B J E C T

R E L AT I O N

Since all differences between knowledge by presence and knowledge by rep-
resentation go back to the subject–object relation, it is time to move on to
this issue to examine how this relationship works. The notion of knowledge
involves at least two elements: a subject capable of knowing, and an object
that can possibly be known. Cognition is the result of a relation between the
subject and object of knowledge. In the tradition of Islamic philosophy, partic-
ularly Sadra’s philosophy, knowledge is divided into two kinds: knowledge by
presence (immediate knowledge), and knowledge by representation (mediate
knowledge). Knowledge by presence can be attained without any mediation
between subject and object, the object is present for the subject immedi-
ately. By contrast, knowledge by representation needs mediation to make a
connection between subject and object that is called mental form.

In other words, knowledge by representation is where the concept and form
of the object is present before the subject, like knowledge of external objects,
such as tree, sky, car, human etc. Knowledge by presence is where the exis-
tential reality of the object is present for the subject, as with knowledge of the
self or the mental status of the self. In knowledge by presence the existence
of subject and the existence of object are united. In fact there is one thing that
is subject and at the same time object, whereas, in knowledge by represen-
tation there are three things, subject, object, and mental forms as mediation
between the subject and the object. In knowledge by representation, the first
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thing which the subject finds is the very concept and mental form. These con-
cepts and mental forms have special characteristics that represent the external
objects.

Knowledge by presence has all its relations within the framework of itself,
without any external objective reference. The subjective object is united with
the objective object. In other words, in the case of knowledge by presence
the objective object and the subjective object are one and the same. In con-
trast, in knowing by correspondence, the subjective object is different from the
objective object; there is a correspondence relation between these two objects.
Contrary to knowledge by presence, the external object plays a major role in
knowing by correspondence. In fact, the subjective object is an essential object,
while the objective object is an accidental object. Now to clarify what essential
objects and accidental objects are let me explain the components of knowledge
in more detail. If we consider the proposition “S knows P,” in analyzing the
components of knowledge, three components can be understood:
a. S is the subject who knows P.
b. P is the object which is known by S.
c. The act of knowing p has been operated by S.
Sadra remarked:

The forms of things are of two kinds, one is the material form, the existence of which is associated
with matter and position and is spatiotemporal. With respect to its material condition placed beyond
our mental powers, this kind of form cannot possibly be “actually [and immanently] intelligent,”
nor for that matter “actually [and immediately] sensible” except by “accident.” And the other is
a form which is free and separate from matter, from position, and from space and location. The
separation is by a complete abstraction, like an “actual intelligible,” or by an incomplete abstraction
such as an “actual imaginable” and an “actual sensible objects.”8

According to Sadra’s philosophy, an object can be essential only if it is exis-
tentially united with, and present in the mind. Therefore, there is a difference
between immanent and transitive objects. The relation of these two distinct
objects is through correspondence, and not identity. The immanent object is
without any sensible or imaginable matter and depends on the degree of our
mental power of apprehension. The transitive object is an external, material or
immaterial form of the object, which is existentially independent of the state
of our mentality. One can only communicate with the transitive object through
representations in one’s mind. Therefore, since the object is nothing but the
immanent and essential, the meaning of the objectivity is the manifestation of
the very constitution of knowledge. The transitive object, on the other hand, is
constitutive only when the knowledge of the external object is in question. We
may call this latter knowledge “knowledge by correspondence.”
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4. S O M E K E Y C H A R A C T E R I S T I C S O F K N O W L E D G E

B Y P R E S E N C E

Now I will deal with some characteristics of knowledge by presence. One of the
main characteristics of knowledge by presence is its freedom from the dualism
of truth and falsehood, because there is no correspondence between the knower
and external object. In fact, there is no external object in the case of knowledge
by presence. The principle of correspondence that has been widely accepted
as the criterion for truth can be applied only in the case of knowledge by cor-
respondence. The dualism of truth and falsehood requires the correspondence
relation between the subjective-essential object and the objective accidental
object, whereas there is no application for such a dualism in knowledge by
presence, thus there is no mediation in this sort of knowledge.

But in the case of knowledge by correspondence, as mentioned earlier, there
is a twofold sense of objectivity; one is a subjective object, and the other is
an objective object. In this sort of knowledge the subjective object represents,
by means of conceptualizing, the reality of the external object. Since the cor-
respondence relation is accidental, our knowledge may or may not correspond
with external reality, according to the logical dualism of truth and falsity. If
our subjective object truly corresponds to the objective object, our knowledge
of the external world holds true and is valid, but if the condition of corre-
spondence has not been obtained, the truth of our knowledge will never come
about. Therefore, knowledge by presence is incorrigible, whereas knowledge
by representation is corrigible. That is to say, one of the divisions which has
been widely accepted by the Islamic epistemologists is the distinction between
“subject” and “object,” the knower and the thing which is known. Again one of
the logical consequences of this distinction was the distinction between “sub-
jective object” – mental object – and “objective object” – external object. The
term “subject” refers to the mind that performs the act of knowledge and the
term “object” refers to the thing or the proposition that is known by that sub-
ject. The term object has two different senses, one is immediate and dependent
on the existence of the knower; and the other is mediate and independent of the
existence of the knower.

Another characteristic of knowledge by presence is that this knowledge is
not subject to the distinction between knowledge by conception and knowledge
by affirmation. Avicenna has made this distinction in his Kitab al-Najat:

Every piece of knowledge and apprehension is either by conception (tasawwur) or affirmation
(tasdiq). Knowledge by “conception” is the primary knowledge which can be attained by definition
or whatever functions as definition. This is as if by definition we understand the essence of human
beings. Knowledge by “affirmation” on the other hand is that which can be acquired by way of
“inference.” This is as if we believe the proposition that “for the whole world there is a beginning.”9
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If one say knowledge by presence can be expressed in the form of proposi-
tional knowledge, as I am aware of myself (knowledge by presence). I can form
the concept of my ego, “I” (conceptual knowledge) and express it by saying
that I exist (propositional knowledge) I would say that to say that knowledge
by presence can be expressed by propositional knowledge is not to say that
it is subject to distinction between knowledge by conception and knowledge
by affirmation, because conception and affirmation are two characteristics of
conceptualism which belong to meaning and representation. But the alleged
reality of knowledge by presence does not involve any sense of conceptualism
and representation.

Knowing by presence is personal, but this is not to say that it is private,
for all humans are able to have such knowledge although in a great diversity
of levels. Knowing by presence is non-transferable. This is to say that I can-
not have your awareness and you cannot have mine. However, we may have
similar awareness which we can describe to one another. Knowing by pres-
ence admits of degrees and development. This is illustrated in that it makes
sense to speak of knowing something or someone better. Many people may
have a minimal knowledge of metaphysical objects presentationally, but the
maximum level of this sort of knowledge can be acquired by those who have
special insight and practice. The Mystics have maximal knowledge of God by
presence, for instance; they might see God’s hand in their lives, and might see
God’s presence everywhere in the universe.

In knowledge by representation, the reality of knowledge is different from
the reality of object; when we have knowledge of a certain building, for
instance, the reality of knowledge is the mental form of that building, while
the reality of object is the reality which exists in the external world indepen-
dently from our existence. But in knowledge by presence, the reality of object
is the same as the reality of knowledge; the existence of the object is the same
as the existence of knowledge.

5. K N O W L E D G E B Y P R E S E N C E A S T H E O R I G I N

O F A L L K N O W L E D G E

Knowledge by presence is the origin of all knowledge. That is to say, there is a
faculty in human beings whose function is to take a picture of external objects.
All of our mental forms which are recorded in our memory have been taken
by this faculty so that we may call it the faculty of imagination. Since this fac-
ulty has no independent existence, and is a part of the human soul, it can make
a link to the external object and take a picture providing that the human soul
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makes an existential relation with that external object. Accordingly, the chief
condition to create the mental form is its presentational relation to the reality
of the soul. This presentational link causes the soul to know the reality through
knowledge by presence. In fact, the faculty of imagination converts the knowl-
edge by presence to knowledge by representation. In other words, when the
soul finds the object presently, the faculty of imagination creates a mental form
of it (knowledge by presence) and transfers it to the memory. Therefore, the
origin of all knowledge is knowledge by presence. Moreover, our knowledge
of mental forms is knowledge by presence, not knowledge by representation.
There is no mediation between subject and mental form; otherwise there would
be a fallacious regress. That is to say, if our knowledge of mental form needs
another mental form, and the second mental form needs another one, then the
third mental form needs another one, ad infinitum. As a result, we could not
reach any knowledge.

5.1. The Truth of Knowledge by Presence Through Illuminative Relation
(al-idafat al-ishraqiyya)

As mentioned earlier, knowledge by presence is based on the hypothesis of self-
awareness. In fact, one of the best arguments to show the truth of knowledge
by presence is through self-awareness. If we consider the awareness of the self,
we would know that we have immediate knowledge by means of the awareness
of the self. When I consider myself, I will find that I am truly aware of myself
in such a way that I can never miss myself. This state of self-certainty indicates
that it is the very performance of “I” as the subject in the reality of myself
who knows myself. If the subject “I” is known to itself, and it is the knowing
subject who knows itself immediately, then the knowing subject knows itself
by presence. This point entails that knowledge by presence has creative priority
over knowledge by correspondence.

Descartes also remarks that “cogito ergo sum” (I think therefore I am) in
rejecting scepticism, he said, “I am really doubting; whatever else may be
doubtful, the fact that I doubt is indubitable.”10 By this Descartes means that
the existence of the self is knowledge by presence. Before Descartes, Sadra
was aware of this issue; he held that the awareness of the existence of the self
is prior to the existence of any phenomenal state of mind; in his al-Hikmat
al-Muta‘aliyya he said:

No particular sense-perception or phenomenal state of mind, even though in the form “I” can
ever bear witness to the truth value of the existence of myself. This is because any phenomenal
event which I attribute to myself, such as my feeling cold, warmth, or pain etc., must be, and is
presupposed by an underlying awareness of myself, with this underlying awareness alone can I
appropriate cold, warmth, pain, pleasure, etc, to myself. If I suffer from severe cold weather, or
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escape from the flame of a burning fire, it is only because I already am aware of something which,
in one way or another, belongs to myself.11

As we may understand from Sadra’s view here, we can argue for personal
identity through knowledge by presence. Accordingly, to know the existence of
the self we need no representation of the self such as doubt, feeling, or knowl-
edge of others; rather we are aware of the existence of the self immediately
through knowledge by presence without any mediation. Sadra also argues:

Were it the case that I, through my own action, whether it is intellectual or physical, could become
aware of myself, it would be as if I should bring forth from myself evidence to bear witness to
myself. It would obviously be a vicious circle in which the knowledge of my action functions as a
cause of my knowledge of myself which is itself already implied in, and serves as the cause of the
knowledge of my own action.12

5.2. The Truth of Knowledge by Presence Through Empirical Awareness and
Empirical Sensations

Another argument to show the truth of knowledge by presence is empirical
awareness. Awareness of one’s sensation and feelings is an example of one’s
empirical awareness. One knows by presence that he is in pain. This awareness
gives one a high degree of sense-certainty; when I am aware that I am in pain
there is no way to doubt this awareness. This knowledge is free from the dual-
ism of truth and falsehood, as Russell remarked in his theory of knowledge by
acquaintance:

Thus in the presence of my table I am acquainted with the sense-data that make up the appear-
ance of my table, its colour, shape, hardness, smoothness, etc., all these are things of which I am
immediately conscious when I am seeing and touching my table . . .13

Suhrawardi argued for knowledge by presence through an empirical illustra-
tion and contended that “we do have some kinds of apprehension which need
not take any form of representation.” He says:

One of the things that supports our opinion that we do have some kind of apprehension (idrakat)
which need not take a form of representation (sura) other than the presence of the reality (dhat) of
the thing apprehended (mudrak), is when a man is in pain from a cut or from damage to one of his
organs. He then has a feeling of this damage. But this feeling or apprehension is never in such a
way that that damage leaves in the same organ of the body or in another a form of representation
of itself besides the reality of itself. Rather, the thing apprehended is but that damage itself.14

Suhrawardi holds that the pain is absolutely present in the mind or in some
of the mental powers without any representation or sense-data. Of course, I can
see and touch my broken leg, for instance, and get acquainted with the sense-
data but this sort of acquaintance is different from the knowledge I have already
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had with my pain itself. Therefore, according to Suhrawardi’s approach, we
do have some kind of apprehension or knowledge that is not attained by any
representation or sense-data, rather it is through presence.

Consequently, as I have argued we have some kind of knowledge that is
immediate and direct with a high degree of justification and a high degree of
incorrigibility. This sort of knowledge, that is knowledge by presence, is the
most complete knowledge and the origin of all knowledge. This knowledge is
a priori and not based on any empirical factors from the external world; we are
aware of this sort of knowledge by considering our conscious states of mind.

6. I M M E D I AT E K N O W L E D G E O F G O D B Y P R E S E N C E

The God whom I mean here is the God of the main world religions, that is
a person with necessary being, who is immaterial and eternal, is omniscient,
omnipotent, perfectly good, and the creator of the universe. We human beings
can have innate and immediate knowledge of God. This immediate knowl-
edge and our awareness of such immediate knowledge is through knowledge
by presence which is infallible. As we have knowledge of the self, of our
conscious states, and of our actions presently and consciously and there is
no room to doubt, we can also have knowledge of the Transcendent Being,
that is, God presently and consciously; this knowledge is incorrigible and cer-
tain. In responding to the question of “can belief in God be self-evident?” we
may argue that belief in God is self-evident, even with respect to the classical
foundationalist criterion we may take belief in God as self-evident.

As mentioned earlier, one of the best arguments to show the truth of knowl-
edge by presence is the argument through self-awareness and conscious states
of mind. This conscious awareness is the origin of conscious propositions that
are self-evident propositions, like “I exist,” “I feel pain in my hand,” “I am
aware of God.” These propositions originate from knowledge by presence.
Accordingly, knowledge of God by presence in the form of “I am aware of
God,” or “I perceive God” is self-evident. We need no further evidence and
argument for its truth. Since this belief originates from a conscious proposi-
tion that is one of the self-evident propositions, it would be contended that
belief in God is based upon a self-evident and basic belief, and self-evident
belief is itself evidence, the most confident and most certain to show the truth
of the belief. Therefore, we have immediate knowledge of God’s presence;
however, this knowledge does not include the character of God’s existence or
God’s essence. Since this knowledge is accessible to human nature, the belief
in God based on such presentational knowledge in appropriate circumstances
would be justified. In fact, our presentational knowledge of God is immediate
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and direct, and this immediacy can provide justification for belief in God. The
object in this direct presentation is immediately present to the subject and even
more direct than directly seeing or hearing external objects. Alston remarked
in his Perceiving God: “our own states of consciousness are given to us with
maximum immediacy, not given to us through anything.”15 One can reach the
high levels of knowledge of God by presence by purifying his or her soul and
avoiding sins. An appropriate environment, practical commitment and spiritual
practice could help one to reach the target properly, as religious experiences
can help believers to have better spiritual life with better purified insight. At the
highest level of this knowledge, one feels that there is no distinction between
subject and object in immediate and direct awareness of God. Indeed, there
is no duality in immediate awareness at all, as William James quoted from
Gulshan-Raz:

Even man whose heart is no longer shaken by any doubt, knows with certainty that there is no
being save only One . . . in his divine majesty the me, and we, the thou, are not found, for in the
one there can be no distinction. Every being who is annulled and entirely separated from himself,
hears resound outside of him this voice and this echo: I am God. He has an eternal way of existing,
and is no longer subject to death.16

Indeed, this level is the highest level of knowledge of God by presence, and
that is worth researching, but I have no place to discuss it here. So an imme-
diate knowledge of God can be grounded in the direct non-sensory perceptual
awareness of God, that is, knowledge by presence. This immediate knowledge
is not only basic, because it does not come from other beliefs or sources, but it
is also properly basic, because it is acquired in a basic way, and it is accessible
to human nature. Thus, if S believes P based on his innate tendencies and he
is aware of these tendencies through knowledge by presence and his natural
cognitive system is functioning properly, consequently, his belief is rationally
justified. However, one might be ignorant of this presentational knowledge
due to inappropriate circumstances or inappropriate mental states. Therefore,
if there are some people in some societies either in the past or present that
do not have such presentational knowledge of God, then this is due to obsta-
cles and inappropriate circumstances. In other words, the innateness of such
presentational knowledge does not necessitate that everybody has this knowl-
edge actually when he is born; rather it means that human beings have this
knowledge potentially and are able to actuate it in appropriate circumstances.

One may object: how do you know the universality of this immediate knowl-
edge? If all human beings have the knowledge of God by presence naturally
why do many people doubt such knowledge? I would say that the contention
is not that all human beings have this knowledge actually, however, they have
this knowledge potentially; the contention is the possibility of actual knowl-
edge of God by presence. Those people whose innate knowledge has not been
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actualised may deny presentational knowledge of God. So, we do not need to
argue for universality of this knowledge, as non-universality of this knowledge
does not affect negatively the possibility of this kind of knowledge.

This model of immediacy is capable of being presented to any community
and culture; it is not restricted to a certain religious community, because the
basis of the model is the epistemic analysis of presentational knowledge of
human nature. Accordingly, belief in God is properly basic and could be ratio-
nally justified without any philosophical argumentation; however, the argument
and evidence is useful in some circumstances to convince others or to respond
to the objections. It has to be noted that belief in God should not be based upon
the philosophical argumentation, because philosophical arguments are subject
to flaw, objection and corrigibility, whereas faith ought not to be based upon
fallible foundations.

7. C R I T I C I S M S O F T H E P O S S I B I L I T Y O F I M M E D I AT E

K N O W L E D G E O F G O D

There might be a number of objections to the possibility of immediate knowl-
edge of God, most of them based on the supposition that knowledge is always
represented; knowledge by presence differs from representation. It should be
noted that although there are good rejoinders for the criticisms of immediate
knowledge of God by presence, I do not contend that there is no outstanding
sceptical criticism of this model of immediate knowledge, or there are public
philosophical arguments for the model to convince any philosophers, atheist or
theist with any attitude. However, my contention is that this model is one of the
best explanations of how an immediate knowledge of God can be justified epis-
temically. This model seems more effective epistemically with fewer problems
than other accounts for the rationality of belief in God.

One may ask: what is the reason that one does really have presentational
knowledge of God. The view of the possibility of immediate knowledge of God
depends on what we mean by reason. Reason is not restricted to metaphysical
and propositional arguments for the existence and nature of God. As we do
not seek metaphysical and propositional argument for sense perception to be
justified, we do not seek metaphysical arguments for presentational knowledge
of God to be justified. As we have immediate knowledge of an external phys-
ical object, we have immediate knowledge of God’s presence. Immediacy of
this knowledge is self-justifying, and so it is basic; no further evidence and
argument is needed.

One may say that there are many people who fail to have presentational
knowledge of God. In other words, this fact that only some have such knowl-
edge suggests that awareness of God is very different from other sorts of
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knowledge. This difference indicates that there is no stable innate knowledge
of God for human beings. We may say that differences in the ability of perceiv-
ing God does not require differences in human nature. Differences in religious
awareness are thereby cast in terms of differences in the development of certain
skills or of practices as they depend upon environments and obstacles.

8. I S P R E S E N TAT I O N A L K N O W L E D G E O F G O D S U B J E C T I V E ?

In responding to the question, one may say that in order for knowledge of God
to qualify as objective, it is necessary that it admits of the veridical-unveridical
distinction. Since in this sort of knowledge of God the object is supernatural,
there is no way to determine who will have such a knowledge and under what
conditions. So immediate knowledge of God is not even a candidate for being
a source of justification for beliefs about any objective reality, because there is
no physical body for God so that we can identify Him.

One of the differences between knowledge of physical objects and knowl-
edge of God that shows the disanalogy between these two sorts of knowledge
is that in sense perception we encounter physical objects, whereas when the
religious believer claims he knows God by presence, it does not mean he has
encountered God’s body, because God does not have a body. So because of
this difference some conclude that immediate knowledge of physical objects
is contrasted with knowledge of God. We can use Alston’s view here that “the
identification of objects of sense perception does not typically involve the sen-
sory presentation of features that uniquely identify the object. Instead we use
background knowledge (belief) to connect what is presented with what we
take the object to be . . . I suggest that we use analogous background knowl-
edge (belief) to identify God on the basis of relatively sketchy experiential
presentations.”17 However, we may say that the criterion of knowledge by pres-
ence is not having a physical body, rather it is the presence of the object for the
subject immediately, and this is the same in both cases.

This sort of knowledge is subjective, because in order to have immediate
knowledge of God it is necessary and sufficient to have a state of conscious-
ness presenting itself to the subject. The view that for knowledge to be truly
knowledge it must be objective is not correct. There are many epistemological
problems with objectivity in knowledge, but I have no place here to discuss
them. However, the discussion of justification of belief in God as a religious
belief is concerned with the existence of subjects, not objects, and what it is to
be a subject can be studied subjectively, not objectively. It is true that the reli-
gious environment is an objective phenomenon, and it is an objective aspect of
human life, but what we consider as religious beliefs are interpretations of this
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objective aspect of human life. These interpretations of religious phenomena
are subjective. In other words, our sources to understand and interpret reli-
gion are human subjective factors. Even in an external objective analysis we
need subjective factors. We come to understand religious beliefs only when we
experience them in our own subjectivity as states of our subjectivity. In this
approach, we may perceive God through the content of certain conscious states
rather than from the activity of God in the human and non-human environment
in which we live. It seems to me that the evidence for the rationality of belief
in God should be convincing evidence subjectively, even if it might be inade-
quate evidence objectively. It has to be mentioned that an epistemologist can
only talk about the subjective evidence with which one reaches truths, whether
it fits with the objective truth or not, as Kant distinguished between grounds
for belief as subjective evidence and objective evidence. From Kant’s point of
view, knowledge is a cognitive attitude that is both subjectively and objectively
certain: the knower knows that the grounds of his knowledge are adequate. But
belief or faith is based on grounds that are subjectively convincing.18

One may object that the subjectivity of religious beliefs requires merely the
private confession of the feeling, attitudes, and ideas without having univer-
sal validity. In other words, the inner states of consciousness have no general
validity; they are not subject to evaluation. So, there is no possibility of under-
standing the data of private subjectivity. In responding to this objection, we
may say that an epistemological analysis of the nature and structure of human
subjectivity can provide such an evaluation. Islamic philosophers like Sadra
attempted to show such a general mechanism of consciousness in human nature
through the analysis of knowledge by presence which I dealt with in this
chapter. The minimum level of this consciousness is obtainable for everybody
through self-knowledge which has self-justification. As I mentioned earlier,
although this approach is personal, it is not private, for all humans are able to
have such knowledge, however, in a great variety of levels.

One may say that knowledge by presence cannot be counted as reliable evi-
dence, for it is best regarded as feelings or sensations that do not allow one
to draw any such substantial conclusion. If we might reach a conclusion about
the sensations it is because we have a secure, justified view about how our sen-
sations, for instance, are shaped by external objects. We have no such reliable
referential content for presentational knowledge. It will be answered that the
awareness of God’s presence is itself a reliable reference, as our awareness of
self is a reliable reference. We take such awareness seriously as part of our cog-
nitive faculties until we have good reason against it, as Swinburne remarked:
“It is a principle of rationality that (in the absence of special considerations) if
it seems (epistemically) to a subject that x is present, then probably x is present;
what one seems to perceive is probably so.”19
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One may say that there are still some differences between knowledge of
God and knowledge of physical objects in ways that make different standards
appropriate. Sense experience is universally shared and yields richly detailed
results. Immediate knowledge of God, by contrast, is not universally shared:
the output of this knowledge is even relative for its devotees. In responding
to this objection we may say that undoubtedly there are some important dif-
ferences between knowledge of God and knowledge of physical objects, but
these differences do not require the invalidation of presentational knowledge
of God, because there is no reason that “a cognitive access enjoyed only by a
part of the population is less likely to be reliable than one that is universally
distributed.”20 Why should we suppose that a source that yields less detailed
and less fully understood beliefs is more suspect than a richer source? More-
over, as mentioned, this sort of knowledge is not private, because the minimal
level is accessible for all human beings.

9. C O N C L U S I O N

In conclusion, the internalist model of immediate knowledge of God through
knowledge by presence can justify the rationality of belief in God. This imme-
diate knowledge of God is not only basic, because it does not come from other
beliefs or sources, but it is also properly basic, because it is acquired in a
basic way, and it is accessible to human nature. Thus, if S believes P based on
his innate tendencies and he is aware of these tendencies through knowledge
by presence and his natural cognitive system is functioning properly, conse-
quently, his belief is rationally justified. The internalist model of immediacy is
capable of being presented to any community and culture; it is not restricted to
a certain religious community, because the basis of the model is the epistemic
analysis of presentational knowledge of human nature. As we have seen, most
of the objections to the immediate knowledge of God are based on the sup-
position that knowledge is represented; knowledge by presence differs from
representation. In spite of the criticisms of the internal model of immediate
knowledge, this model is one of the best explanations of the possibility of
immediate knowledge of God, and seems more effective epistemically.

Zanjan University, Iran
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O N T H E P RO S P E C T S O F A N I S L A M I C E X T E R NA L I S T

AC C O U N T O F WA R R A N T

Abstract: Alvin Plantinga’s externalist religious epistemology, which incorporates
a proper function account of warrant, forms the basis for his standard
and extended Aquinas/Calvin models. Respectively, these models show
how it could be that Theistic Belief and Christian Belief could be war-
ranted for believers in a properly basic manner. Christianity and Islam
share fundamental theses that underlie the plausibility of Plantinga’s
models: the Dependency Thesis, the Design Thesis, and the Immedi-
acy Thesis. Accordingly, an Islamic worldview can endorse the truth of
the standard A/C model but recommend a uniquely Islamic extension.
Thus, there are multiple viable extensions of the standard A/C model.
That there are Multiple Viable Extensions of the standard A/C model
grounds the Multiple Viable Extensions Objection (MVE): given the
truth of the standard A/C model, it is more likely than not that a given
extension of it is probably incorrect, thus those who accept some exten-
sion of the standard A/C model have a reason to think that model they
affirm is incorrect. After considering the plausibility of second-order
knowledge states and responding to objections, I conclude that because
a uniquely Islamic extension of the standard A/C model advocates a lim-
ited second-order awareness condition on knowledge, it is plausible to
think that an Islamic model of warrant (and its corresponding Islamic
extension) suggests ways in which a satisfactory response to the MVE
objection might be formulated.

Key words: Basic Belief: immediate belief, internalism, externalism, Rational-
ity: internal, external, evidentialism, object-level knowledge, object-
level awareness, testimony, second-order awareness, Second-Order
Knowledge: meta-level knowledge knowing that one knows, true
and genuine knowledge, warrant, proper functionalism, (second-order)
awareness requirement on knowledge, limited awareness requirement,
Aquinas/Calvin model (A/C model): standard and extended, Islamic
model of warrant, Theistic Belief, Islamic Belief, Christian Belief,
Sensus Divinitatus, design plan, The Dependency Thesis, The Design
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Thesis, The Immediacy Thesis, doubt, reason, testimonial knowledge,
multiple viable extensions objection (and defeater)

Alvin Plantinga argues that if God made our cognitive faculties such that
they function properly in accordance with a design plan successfully aimed
at truth, then belief in theism, and even the core elements of the Christian faith,
could have warrant (that property of a belief enough of which, together with
truth, is sufficient for knowledge) in an epistemically basic manner – i.e., non-
inferentially, immediately, and not on the basis of evidence or argument.1 As
such, Plantinga is an externalist about warrant; he affirms that one need not be
aware of what makes one’s beliefs warranted in order for them to be warranted.
In contrast, internalists affirm that in order for one’s beliefs to be warranted,
at least some of them must be internally accessible (at least in principle).2

Whether to accept internalism or externalism about warrant (or justification or
knowledge) is controversial, but it is not my purpose to engage in that debate
here.3 Rather, I contend that Plantinga’s externalist epistemology is equally “at
home” within the worldview of Islam as it is within the Christian one.4

Among other things, according to a uniquely Islamic externalist epistemol-
ogy, if one’s cognitive faculties are functioning properly, then one ought to
come to accept the Islamic understanding of God in an epistemically basic
way. Yet, historically, Islamic scholars and philosophers apparently advocate
(at least implicitly) internalist and evidentialist theories of knowledge. That this
is so seems to undermine the notion that it is possible to formulate an Islamic
and externalist theory of knowledge. However, as I will show, the character-
istically internalist aspects of traditional Islamic theories of knowledge can
be coherently and plausibly incorporated into the framework of an externalist
theory of warrant.

Somewhat ironically, however, to successfully articulate an externalist,
Islamic theory of warrant supports a strong objection to the plausibility of
Plantinga’s religious epistemology in general. In a previously published arti-
cle, I argued that because Islam, Judaism, and Hinduism antecedently accept
its core elements, there are multiple ways of extending Plantinga’s standard
Aquinas/Calvin model (or A/C model for short).5 It is worthwhile to briefly
summarize my argument before continuing. First, note that Plantinga writes
that, “To give a model of a proposition or state of affairs S is to show how it
could be that S is true or actual. The model itself will be another proposition
or state of affairs, one such that it is clear (1) that it is not merely logically
true but epistemically possible and (2) that if it is true, then so is the tar-
get proposition.”6 According to the standard A/C model, God designed our
cognitive faculties such that when they function properly, we naturally and
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spontaneously come to believe its target propositions in appropriate circum-
stances. But God would want us to have access to more detailed and specific
revelation of himself and his purposes as well. Accordingly, Plantinga extends
the standard A/C model to cover uniquely Christian beliefs about God. But
the standard A/C model may be extended to cover non-Christian beliefs about
God, too. Given that each extension of the standard A/C model makes exclu-
sive claims about the nature and purposes of God, at most only one extension
could be fully correct. Thus, one who affirms some extension of the standard
A/C model is more likely than not to affirm an incorrect extension. (Specifi-
cally, the probability that a given extension is true is 1/x where x equals the
number of viable extensions of the Standard A/C model.) Consequently, odds
are that it is more likely than not that one’s specific beliefs about God – the very
beliefs that are supposed to be warranted given the extension of the A/C model
that one accepts – are not produced in the way that one supposed and thus lack
warrant.7 Therefore, Plantingans who are aware of the fact that there are mul-
tiple viable extensions of the standard A/C model must have some reason or
evidence for thinking that the extension of the standard A/C model he or she
affirms is correct. At the very least, one must have a non-question begging rea-
son for thinking that the other extensions are probably incorrect. But, clearly, if
one relies on reasons or evidences at this juncture, although one’s beliefs about
God might be warranted they, would not be properly basic.8 Accordingly, I
concluded, Plantinga’s A/C models (at least his formulation of them) do not
provide a fully satisfactory account of how belief in God could also be basic
and warranted.9

In this chapter, I call the above argument the Multiple Viable Extensions
Argument (or MVE). I now maintain that awareness of the MVE defeater
defeats the warrant that one’s extension-specific beliefs about God might oth-
erwise have. And so the MVE argument generates what I call the MVE
defeater.

Interestingly, the Islamic extension of the standard A/C model I will artic-
ulate suggests a promising response to the MVE defeater. Briefly, an Islamic
extension of the standard A/C model maintains that God created humans such
that they are able to have second-order awareness that their first-order beliefs
about God are true. In effect, the suggestion is that to have appropriate second-
order awareness of one’s first-order mental states is to have (or have access to)
sufficient reasons for thinking that the target propositions of the Islamic exten-
sion of the standard A/C model are true. Before pressing on, it is crucial to
make a few initial clarifying points about this proposal.

First, note that a second-order awareness requirement on knowledge is not
necessarily inconsistent with Plantinga’s proposed necessary conditions on
warrant. That is, to posit an additional necessary condition on warrant does
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not rule out the other necessary conditions that Plantinga proposes. Second,
according to the Islamic extension of the standard A/C model, God created
humans with cognitive faculties the proper function of which is to make it pos-
sible for us to know that we know God. I will at times refer to this second-order
knowledge as “true and genuine” knowledge. Not just any second-order knowl-
edge rightly counts as true and genuine, however. For example, the iteration
of conditional knowledge statements doesn’t provide for a deeper knowledge
of p, but rather amounts to trivial knowledge of hypothetical and logical
entailments.10 Rather, true and genuine second-order knowledge involves a
qualitatively rich awareness of the reality of the truth of the proposition that
is not possible at the first-order level of knowing. It provides one with bet-
ter and more epistemically secure reasons or epistemic grounds for thinking
that one’s beliefs at the first-order level of knowing really do count as genuine
instances of knowledge.

An illustration is in order. The difference between first-order, object-level
knowledge and nontrivial, second-order knowledge is analogous to the differ-
ence between (a) knowing non-reflectively and without consciously attending
to the fact that a distant object in your visual field is probably a Fuji apple and
(b) knowing that an object at hand is a Fuji apple because you are an expert Fuji
apple inspector who is focusing intently on the fact that you are now eating one
for lunch. While proper function is essential in both cases, in the second case,
the grounds for believing the object in question to be a Fuji apple are stronger,
more secure, and less susceptible to doubt. Other things being equal, it would
be better to be in the second epistemic situation than in the first. Essentially, I
will argue that Islam maintains that God saw fit to create humans in accord with
a design plan that enables us to acquire a deep, reflective mode of knowledge
of God.

I can now concisely state the goals of this paper. My first aim is to explain the
core elements of Plantinga’s externalist religious epistemology, in particular,
his standard and extended A/C models. I then articulate the version of Islamic
externalism I have in mind and to show how it qualifies as a viable extension
of the standard A/C model. Third, I consider the prospects of this version of
Islamic externalism, focusing on how it suggests a successful response to the
MVE defeater, and offer my overall conclusions.

1. P L A N T I N G A’ S E X T E R N A L I S T A C C O U N T O F WA R R A N T

According to Plantinga, a belief is warranted if and only if it is internally
and externally rational. Internal rationality involves making inferences, deduc-
tions, and connections between the many and varied beliefs that one holds,
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seeking evidence of truth when appropriate, being open to and responding to
the criticism of others, as well as a willingness to be corrected when wrong.
In short, we may say that internal rationally involves believing that which is
plausible or appropriate to believe given one’s epistemic point of view. Exter-
nal rationality consists in forming or holding those beliefs that one ought to
form (normatively) in virtue of one’s cognitive faculties functioning properly
in an epistemic environment sufficiently similar to the one for which they were
designed (by evolution and/or God) to operate.11 More precisely, Plantinga
maintains that a belief B is warranted for some epistemic agent S if and
only if:
(1) The cognitive faculties involved in the production of S’s belief B are

functioning properly,
(2) S’s cognitive environment is sufficiently similar to the one for which S’s

cognitive faculties were designed,
(3) The purpose of S’s design plan governing the production of B is the

production of true beliefs,12

(4) S’s design plan is a good one in that there is a high statistical or objective
probability that a belief produced in accordance with the relevant segment
of the design plan in that sort of environment is true.13

I refer to (1)–(4) as “proper functionalism.”14

In Warranted Christian Belief (WCB), Plantinga builds on proper func-
tionalism by introducing the standard and extended Aquinas/Calvin models.15

Plantinga contends that the standard A/C model shows how it could be that
Theistic Belief (or TB) could be warranted in an epistemically basic manner
for theists. The content of TB is that God is an intellectual, affective, and
intentional agent, a person who is all-loving, perfectly good, all-knowing, and
all-powerful.16 The extended A/C model shows how it could be that Christian
Belief (or CB) could be warranted in an epistemically basic way for Christians.
The content of CB includes the central teachings of Christianity as expressed
in the intersection of the Christian creeds, including the view that humans are
sinners and that God graciously provides forgiveness of sins through Jesus’s
atoning work on the cross.17

According to Plantinga, knowledge of God is “natural” in that humans are
able to know God (and know things about God) by means of a sort of cogni-
tive belief forming faculty or process that begins with a sort of perception or
experience and culminates in the formation of an appropriate doxastic response
rooted or grounded in that perception or experience. On this view belief in God
is produced immediately and non-inferentially (similar to the way in which
visual or auditory perceptions furnish us with properly basic beliefs about our
environment). In these matters, Plantinga follows John Calvin, who writes,
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“There is within the human mind, and indeed by natural instinct, an aware-
ness of deity” and “Men of sound judgment will always be sure that a sense
of divinity (sensus divinitatus) which can never be effaced is engraved upon
men’s minds.”18 Plantinga defines the sensus divinitatus (or SD) as, “. . . a dis-
position or set of dispositions to form theistic beliefs in various circumstances,
in response to the sorts of conditions or stimuli that trigger the working of this
sense of divinity.”19

While Plantinga’s view is naturalized or naturalistic, clearly, it does not
require or presuppose metaphysical naturalism. And so Plantinga’s external-
ism is to be contrasted with versions of externalism offered by the likes of
D. M. Armstrong and Alvin Goldman. Consider Armstrong’s characterization
of externalism:

According to “Externalist” accounts of non-inferential knowledge, what makes a true non-
inferential belief a case of knowledge is some natural relation between the belief-state . . . and the
situation which makes the belief true. It is a matter of a certain relation holding between the believer
and the world.20

While Plantinga thinks there is a “natural relation” here, he does not think
that it obtains independently of the existence and activity of God. Rather, he
affirms that God created us such that when our cognitive faculties are stim-
ulated by specific perceptual inputs, we naturally form an appropriate belief
response. Moreover, God determines the underlying forces and natural laws
that make it possible for the relation between our cognitive input processes
and their corresponding doxastic outputs to obtain. Consequently, Plantinga’s
proper functionalism is consistent with the Islamic view (classically expressed
by al-Ghazali in The Incoherence of the Philosophers, 17th discussion) that
God maintains the relation between cognitive inputs and belief outputs. Let
us now consider in more detail how humans come to have knowledge of God
according to Plantinga’s extended A/C model.21

According to the extended A/C model, Christian Belief is produced by
means of a three-tiered cognitive process: the internal instigation of the Holy
Spirit (or the IIHS), scripture, and faith. The IIHS is a belief forming pro-
cess the purpose of which is to produce specifically Christian beliefs about the
nature of God, salvation, forgiveness of sins, eternal life, and the like.22 Scrip-
ture is verbal or written testimony from God and is identified with the Christian
Bible. Plantinga defines faith as, “a firm and certain knowledge of God’s benev-
olence toward us . . . revealed to our minds and sealed upon our hearts.”23 Faith
is produced in circumstances or situations that are conducive to its production.
Faith may be produced in a wide variety of situations. For example, faith may
be produced when one attends such as while attending worship services, while
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listening to sermons and religious teachings, though the reading of scripture,
or by considering God’s handiwork as it is displayed in nature.

It is important to recognize that Plantinga does not think that his models
provide an argument for the truth of either Theistic Belief or Christian Belief.
Rather, Plantinga’s conclusion is that (i) if Christians are able to deal ade-
quately with objections to the truth and coherence of CB and have been in
general epistemically responsible in both the formation and maintenance of
their beliefs about God and (ii) if the standard and extended A/C models (or
something very much like them) are true, then CB (and TB) is properly basic
and warranted for Christians in a properly basic manner.24 Now that we have
an adequate understanding of Plantinga’s A/C models, in the next section I
articulate a uniquely Islamic extension of the standard A/C model.

2. T H E C O M PAT I B I L I T Y O F P L A N T I N G A’ S E P I S T E M O L O G Y A N D

I S L A M I C E P I S T E M O L O G Y

A major obstacle to the acceptability of Plantinga’s epistemology from an
Islamic perspective must immediately be addressed. Following the Qur’an,
Islamic theology (kalam) maintains that one must be aware of the reason-
evidence relations that make one’s beliefs about God count as genuine knowl-
edge. That is, from an Islamic perspective, while it is unproblematic to accept
the necessary conditions on warrant posited by Plantinga’s proper functional-
ism, this cannot be the whole story. As noted above, an adequate Islamic model
of warranted belief in God must include a second-order awareness condition on
knowledge.25 However, one might object that if we suitably modify Plantinga’s
conditions on warrant, while the end result is consistent with Islam, it would be
incompatible with externalism. Moreover, externalists such as Plantinga explic-
itly deny that an awareness requirement of this sort is necessary. For example,
Michael Bergmann argues that awareness requirements generate a problematic
dilemma: either an infinite justificatory or conceptual regress ensues. If skep-
ticism is to be avoided, we must accept that at least some of our beliefs are
justified in a manner that is not cognitively accessible to us. Therefore, aware-
ness requirements on justification are implausible and unmotivated.26 The same
conclusion holds, mutatis mutandis, about awareness conditions on warrant
and knowledge. So, the objection goes, one cannot formulate an Islamic and
externalist account of warrant (at least not a consistent or coherent one).

Recall that Islam maintains that in order for one to have true and genuine
knowledge of God, one must be aware of reasons or evidences that are suffi-
cient to ground one’s claim to know that Islamic belief is true. And so it seems
that Islam is inconsistent with externalism. I think this inconsistency is only
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apparent. It is possible for God to create us such that we may come to believe
in God in a basic way, one that is consistent with externalist requirements on
knowledge, and yet also intend that, as we mature in our understanding and
after sufficient reflection, we ought to become aware of evidence and reasons
that support or confirm the truth of our initial, first-order beliefs about God.
Granted, it is in no way necessary that God should create us at all, let alone that
He should create us with a capacity for true and genuine knowledge of Him-
self. However, on the hypothesis that God’s design plan for us does include this
capacity, it is necessary to acknowledge some sort of awareness condition on
knowledge of God. Because the applicability of an awareness requirement is
not full-stop, and since the capacity for true and genuine knowledge is a con-
tingent feature of the human design plan, I call the kind of awareness at issue
here “limited awareness.” If God created us with a capacity for true and gen-
uine, second-order knowledge of Him, our knowing that fact would provide
us with a sufficiently strong motive to accept a limited awareness require-
ment on knowledge. Consequently, while externalism is inconsistent with an
unqualified awareness requirement, it is consistent with the limited awareness
requirement. Islam does not require an unqualified awareness requirement and
is consistent with the truth of a limited awareness requirement. Thus, it is
possible to formulate an Islamic and externalist theory of knowledge.

Granting that limited awareness is consistent with Islam and with Plantinga’s
externalist account of warrant, it is important that I do give the impression that
one may haphazardly conjoin Islamic belief with Plantingan externalism in an
ad hoc fashion. It is only because Islam and Christianity are relevantly sim-
ilar in many respects that Plantinga’s religious epistemology is applicable in
an Islamic world-view. Moreover, it is possible to formulate and motivate an
externalist religious epistemology even if we consider only the conceptual and
philosophical resources of Muslim philosophers and theologians writing from
within an Islamic world-view. If I am right, the core insights of Plantinga’s
religious epistemology ought to be intellectually compelling to contempo-
rary Islamic philosophers and theologians, especially those whose goal is to
Islamize the theory of knowledge. Ibrahim Ragab writes that to Islamize the
theory of knowledge is, “. . . to recast knowledge as Islam relates to it, i.e., to
redefine and reorder the data, to re-evaluate the conclusions, to reproject the
goals – and to do so in such a way so as to make the disciplines enrich the
vision and serve the cause of Islam.”27 While various contemporary theories
of knowledge and warrant might be “Islamized” in different ways, Plantinga’s
religious epistemology offers one particularly promising way of doing so.

In the remainder of this section, I articulate three theses that encapsulate the
core elements of Plantinga’s religious epistemology and show the way in which
Islam accepts the truth of each thesis. These theses are:
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(I) The Dependency Thesis: Humans are ontologically and epistemologically
dependent on and created by God.

(II) The Design Thesis: Humans are created in accord with a design plan that
is aimed at the production of true belief.

(III) The Immediacy Thesis: God endows humans with special cognitive fac-
ulties or belief forming processes through which God can be known in an
epistemically immediate and basic manner.

I maintain that the Dependency Thesis, the Design Thesis, and the
Immediacy Thesis are internal to the Islamic world-view. Because Muslims
antecedently accept the core elements of Plantinga’s externalist epistemology,
they may rightly claim both it and the standard A/C model as “their own”
but then proceed to accept a uniquely Islamic extension of the standard A/C
model instead of Plantinga’s Christian extension. Let us look at each thesis
in turn.

2.1. The Dependency Thesis

The Dependency Thesis, that humans are ontologically and epistemically
dependent on and created by God, is internal to the Islamic philosophical
and religious world-view. In the Qur’an, we read, “Allah is He Who raised
the heavens . . . subjected the sun and the moon . . . He doth regulate all affairs.
It is He Who spread out the earth, and set thereon mountains standing firm
(13:2–3).”28 And in verses (32:5–7) we read, “He directs the affairs from the
heavens to the Earth . . . He is the Knower of all things, hidden and open, the
Exalted (in power), the Merciful. He who created all things in the best way.” On
these themes, M. M. Sharif writes, “The Ultimate Being or Reality is God. God,
as described by the Qur’an for the understanding of man, is the sole-subsisting,
all-pervading, eternal and Absolute Reality”29 and “God is omnipotent. To Him
is due the primal origin of everything. It is He, the Creator, who began the pro-
cess of creation and adds to creation as He pleases . . . He created the heavens
and the earth.”30

Islamic philosophers and theologians take into account these and related
Qur’anic passages when articulating philosophical accounts of God’s creation
of the world. Al-Ghazali believes that God created the world “by decree” and
“from out of nothing.”31 Al-Kindi maintains that “God is one, God is creator”
and as such is “the source of all things.”32 Rather than accept creation ex nihilo,
some Islamic philosophers, such as al-Farabi and Ibn Rushd, think that the
world is an eternally temporal or everlasting emanation from God. Neverthe-
less, all Muslims agree that God is the ontological source of all things. God
not only creates humans and epistemically God makes it possible for humans
to know anything at all. This, we are ontologically dependent on God.33
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Moreover, from the thesis that God is the metaphysical ground of all created
things, and given that only God has perfect knowledge, it follows that all cre-
ated things can only have imperfect or derivative knowledge. On the Islamic
world-view, God’s creative and sustaining activity sets in place the conditions
that make it possible for created beings such as humans to be able to know
anything at all. And so we see that Islam affirms the Dependency Thesis.

2.2. The Design Thesis

The second core thesis of Plantinga’s epistemology is the Design Thesis. Recall
that the Design Thesis states that humans are created in accord with a design
plan that is aimed at the production of true belief. If God is the creator of
the world and everything in it, it follows that we have the various cognitive
belief-forming faculties we do because God designed us in that way.34

The Design Thesis is internal to the Islamic world-view, too. In verse (32:9)
we read, “He gave you (the faculties of) hearing, and sight, and understanding.”
Note again that verse (32:7) states that God “created all things in the best way.”
Here, the Qur’an seems to imply that God creates all things in a way that is
in perfect accord with his purposes and plans, as well as the notion that each
kind of thing that God creates displays a degree of perfection appropriate to
its kind. Clearly, our cognitive faculties are not perfect without qualification
because only God is absolutely perfect. But although our cognitive faculties
are not perfect, they are sufficiently reliable and provide us with what we need
to know a great many things about the world and our place in it.

When articulating Islamic theories of knowledge, Islamic philosophers have
acknowledged (at least implicitly) the Design Thesis. This is evident in the
fact that Islamic philosophers have a great deal to say about the details of the
human cognitive design plan. For example, M. M. Sharif offers a classification
of knowledge into three types according to their source: knowledge by infer-
ence, knowledge by perception and reported perception or observation (i.e.,
testimony), and knowledge by personal experience or intuition.35 Similarly,
Absar Ahmad writes that Muslims believe that God has equipped man with
an inherent light of nature, senses for observation, and reason for deduction
and ratiocination.36 Mohamed Yasien maintains that humans are endowed with
three levels of perception. At each level of perception there is a corresponding
perceptual process and an appropriate faculty. Consider the following table:37

At the level of sensory perception are faculties of cognition such as memory
and sensory perception. Through these faculties we have sensory contact with
objects in the external world. At the level of rational perception, we are able to
comprehend and reason in accord with first principles, including mathematical
and logical truths and relations. The operative cognitive faculty at this level
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Level of
perception

Perceptual process Faculty

1. Sensory
perception

Sight, hearing, smell,
etc.

Eyes, ears, nose, etc.

2. Rational
perception

(i) Cognition,
reasoning, and insight;
also

‘aq11 (mind)

(ii) Self-consciousness
and conscious
meta-level thinking

‘aql2 (mind)

3. Spiritual
perception

Intuition, intellection,
and inspiration

qalb (heart)

is ‘aql, or mind. Note that ‘aql is used to refer to the capacities of cognition,
reasoning and insight in or of the mind as well as to self-consciousness and con-
scious or meta-level thinking activity of the mind. As indicated by the chart,
I refer to the former function of mind as ‘aql1 and to the later as ‘aql2. The
faculty of spiritual perception is the heart, or qalb. It involves, Yasien writes,
“experience of spiritual realities, e.g., elevation of the self, or attaining the pres-
ence of Allah.”38 Yasien argues that while revelation is necessary for humans
to attain the highest knowledge of God, it is by means of spiritual perception
that humans can have immediate (i.e., epistemically basic) knowledge of God.
Yasien writes, “Through the organ of the heart, its faculty of intellect, and the
guidance of Divine Revelation, man is able to attain all levels of perception,
even the knowledge of Allah in a direct and immediate way.”39

Let us now introduce another human cognitive capacity, the capacity for
doubt. While qalb may inform one about spiritual realities or God, there is
always some measure of doubt about this information. The proper function of
‘aql2 (meta-level consciousness), is to judge the veracity of spiritual perception
in the presence of doubts. On the Islamic view of the human design plan, we
are not merely to passively receive the deliverances of spiritual perception, nor
is it appropriate to accept its deliverances provided that we have no doubts or
are aware of no defeaters for them. The idea is that, in accord with God’s design
plan for humans, people simply will have doubts about the veracity of spiritual
perception if they are functioning properly. Doubt has an important function in
the human cognitive design plan: it motivates one to seek God and to cultivate
a deeper understanding of spiritual realities.
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In short, the Islamic model of warrant developed here states that the deliver-
ances of spiritual perception ought to be evaluated by ‘aql2 so that one may see
for one’s self that the deliverances of qalb are true. And so we see that positing
a faculty the proper function of which is to produce belief in God immedi-
ately and in a basic way (a faculty that Plantinga calls the sensus divinitatis
and Muslims call qalb) is not by itself sufficient for an adequate Islamic model
of warrant. Rather, one must exercise ‘aql in both of its senses if one is to
have knowledge (at least knowledge of spiritual realities such as God). While
God intends that we believe in Him, He wants us to have a particular kind of
knowledge of Him, one that requires considerable time, growth, commitment,
and reflection in order to cultivate and appreciate. While God is merciful and
forgiving, true and genuine knowledge of Him is not “easy knowledge,” but
requires a certain measure of obedience and faith.

Two further conclusions are to be drawn about the Design Thesis as it
appears in Islam. First, note that for our cognitive faculties function properly,
both individually and collectively, is a necessary but not a sufficient condition
for knowledge. Specifically, while one’s faculties of sensory, rational, and spir-
itual perception may function perfectly well, only by actively exercising one’s
second-order faculty of rational perception (‘aql2) can one see for oneself that
spiritual perception (or qalb) really does furnish one with knowledge of God.
This is because doubts about qalb cannot be dealt with adequately at the first-
order level, the level at which ‘aql1 operates. By way of illustration, it is not as
if our faculties of doubt and spiritual perception are engaged in a sort of behind
the scenes tug of war and whichever force is stronger automatically wins our
passive assent and approval. Rather, doubts are properly resolved when we
self-consciously consider and judge correctly what initially seems true (at the
object level) is known as true (at the mota-level).

In his Deliverance from Error, al-Ghazali writes that God “casts a light that
enlarges ones heart.” Having this light makes it possible for one to “withdraw
from the mansion of deception.” He writes,

It was about this light that Muhammad (peace be upon him) said, “God created the creatures in
darkness, and then sprinkled upon them some of His light.” From that light must be sought an
intuitive understanding of things Divine. That light at certain times gushes from the spring of
Divine generosity . . .40

Following al-Ghazali, and according to the Islamic model of warrant devel-
oped here, one component of God’s design plan for humans is that He uses
“the darkness of doubt” as an occasion to bring people to true and genuine
knowledge of him. From the Islamic perspective, the human design plan is such
that humans are endowed with the capacity to exercise a faculty of second-
order rational perception (‘aql2) in order to deal with doubts that inevitably
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arise. If these conditions are not met, then one’s Islamic beliefs about God will
lack warrant. It follows that doubt is not bad or to be avoided at all costs, but
rather provides an opportunity for one’s knowledge of God to be increased and
deepened.41

Second, Islam affirms that God maintains the reliability of all of our cogni-
tive capacities, including those by which we become aware of the reliability of
our cognitive faculties. Thus, an Islamic extension of the standard A/C model
must include the view that God makes it possible for us to have the second-
order knowledge that He intends us to have. To fully articulate the importance
of this point, it is helpful to frame it as a response to Bergmann’s objection to
the acceptability of awareness requirements. Contra Bergmann, it is possible
for there to be a motivating reason to accept a limited awareness requirement.
According to an Islamic perspective of the matter, because God desires that we
should have access to knowledge that goes beyond unreflective, object level
knowledge, He enables us to acquire the sort of second-order knowledge I have
described.42 Again, such knowledge cannot be acquired simply in virtue of our
cognitive faculties functioning properly.

Not only is the Design Thesis internal to the Islamic world-view, certain
details of the Islamic understanding of the human design plan indicate that it
offers a promising way of overcoming Bergmann’s objections against positing
an awareness requirements on knowledge (and it would seem that it is possible
to modify the argument so that it holds for warrant or justification as well).43

I will return to this point in my closing section.

2.3. The Immediacy Thesis

The third core thesis of Plantinga’s religious epistemology is the Immediacy
Thesis, that God endows humans with special cognitive faculties or belief
forming processes through which God can be known in an epistemically
immediate and basic manner. In light of the above discussion of spiritual per-
ception and doubt, we must make important qualifications to the Immediacy
Thesis.

In verses (2:192–195), we read that Qur’anic revelation is given in “the
Truthful spirit to thy heart.”44 In Yusuf Ali’s commentary on this Sura, we read
that “the heart” is the “seat of the affections and the seat of the memory and
understanding.”45 On this point Maulana Muhammad Ali writes:

There is an inner light within each man telling him that there is a Higher Being, a God, a Cre-
ator . . . There is in man’s soul something more than mere consciousness of the existence of God;
there is in it a yearning after its Maker – the instinct to turn to God for help . . . it cannot find
complete contentment without God.46
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Ahmad’s thoughts on this matter are particularly interesting. He writes,

The Holy Qur’an appeals to all thoughtful persons . . . to think and ponder over the outer universe of
matter and the inner universe of spirit, as both are replete with unmistakable signs of the Almighty
creator. Simultaneously, it invites them to deliberate over its own signs, i.e., its divinely inspired
verses. Thus the Qur’an, in addition to its own verses, regards both “self” (anfus) and “world”
(afaq) as sources of knowledge. By pondering over the three categories of signs, a man will be
able to perceive a perfect concord between them; and, with the realization of this concord, he will
grasp certain fundamental truths which are borne out by the testimony of his nature.47

Note that what Ahmad says here is consistent with evidentialism, briefly, the
view that “the epistemic justification of a belief is determined by the quality of
the believer’s evidence for the belief.”48 However, he does not seem to identify
signs that indicate the activity or presence of God with evidence for drawing the
conclusion that God exists in that his discussion of the perceiving and grasping
of signs apparently suggests that some of our knowledge of the existence and
activity of God is epistemically basic. But the details are sketchy and need to
be filled in.

One way to develop Ahmad’s view of signs that allows for basic knowledge
of God is as follows. When we read “everyday” signs, such as street signs,
addresses in a phone book, or words in a biology text or on the back of a
cereal box, we do not normally engage in deductive or inductive reasoning.
Unless we are dealing with terms or languages we don’t fully comprehend, we
don’t deliberate about these signs say. Rather, we intellectually comprehend
their meanings immediately in an epistemically basic way. Analogously, we
can intellectually “see” signs of order and design that indicate or testify to
the reality and existence of God. Thus, the interpretation of signs presented
here need not involve evidences or inferential processes of reasoning.49 In a
similar fashion, Plantinga affirms that it is not necessary for us to come to
hold belief in God on the basis of evidence or deliberation. Rather, belief in
God is often triggered in a wide variety of circumstances, similar to the way
in which we “see” the meanings of certain types of signs. These circumstances
include perceiving the beauty of the night sky, the majestic grandeur of the
mountains, and the like.50 In this spirit, Plantinga writes, “there is no spot in
the universe wherein you cannot discern at least some sparks of his [i.e., God’s]
glory.”51

It seems that Ibn Taimiyyah affirmed a view similar to Plantinga’s when he
wrote that Prophet Muhammad received a share of the “revelation common to
all” (al-wahy al-mushtarak), a kind of divine testimony that is made available
to anyone who is sensitive to God and his call to obedience.52 And so it would
seem that “revelation common to all” is like unto a sensation of God’s revela-
tion, which suggests that Islam posits a cognitive faculty similar to the sensus
divinitatis. As we’ve seen, an obvious candidate is qalb. This suggests that God



A N I S L A M I C E X T E R N A L I S T A C C O U N T O F WA R R A N T 33

provides signs of his existence that can, in appropriate contexts, cause one to
accept the main tenets of Islam in an epistemically basic way.

This line of reasoning seems plausible. However, to speak bluntly, acquiring
proper knowledge of God is not relevantly similar to reading the words on
the back of a cereal box. Granted, on the Islamic view, first-order level beliefs
about God may be immediately known in accord with the theory of signs I
suggest above. However, it is sensible to doubt whether or not one has had
a legitimate experience of God. Moreover, it is implausible to maintain that
all such doubts can be dealt with properly in a basic way. Accordingly, for
an Islamic model of warrant, belief in God may be properly basic only until
doubts arise. Moreover only by engaging in reasoning that essentially involves
second-order awareness can these doubts be adequately addressed. That is, the
resolution of serious doubts requires awareness of evidence and/or reasons for
thinking that our beliefs about God are true, and therefore cannot be dealt with
appropriately in a properly basic manner. At best, our beliefs about God will be
partly basic and partly non-basic, in which case they will not be fully basic, as
Plantinga’s proposed conditions on warrant requires them to be. While we must
concede that it deviates in important ways from Plantinga’s own extension, that
this is so does not diminish the legitimacy or negate the viability of an Islamic
extension of the standard A/C model.

Before concluding this section, it is worthwhile to note how the version of
Islamic externalism I articulate deals with testimonial knowledge claims. Let
us focus on a feature of testimony unique to Islam – the view that the Hadith
(the sayings of the Prophet) and the Sunna (the actions of the Prophet) provide
standards by which to gauge proper Islamic faith and practice. On this view,
the words and actions of the Prophet testify to the truth of Islam. Muhammad
Azizullah writes,

[The] Prophet Muhammad . . . occupies a unique position in the chain of prophets. Being the last
of a long line of Divine Messengers he was made by God a perfect specimen of humankind and
sent as a messenger for the whole universe. His personality, therefore, combined all that was best
in morals and manners and he was the very embodiment of all that was preached and enjoined in
the Holy Qur’an. His life . . . was a true picture of the teaching of the Holy Qur’an.53

Muslims accept that God has providentially ordered events so that genuine
testimonial knowledge of matters of faith and practice are passed down to them
in the Sunna and the Hadith. Thus understood, the Sunna and the Hadith pro-
vide basic grounds for specifically Islamic beliefs about God. Note, however,
the fact that someone testifies that God did or said something does not make it
true that God said or did it. So there will be some measure of doubt about
the truthfulness of the Sunna and Hadith. Inasmuch as the proper function
of ‘aql2 is to properly deal with doubts about spiritual perception, it seems
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that we should acknowledge that another of its functions would be to discern
which Sunna and Hadith are true, which ones are spurious, and which ones are
probably true or at least not probably false when doubts about their authentic-
ity arise.54 Similarly, the Qur’an tells people to check for themselves whether
its claims about God are true and even includes arguments for the reality of
God that point to clear signs in nature that testify to the existence of God.55

On an Islamic view, testimony is necessary if we are to know certain things
about God. But it is equally crucial that one have some reason for thinking
that such testimony is reliable, at least when doubts about its reliability arise.
(Note in passing that these points count against the naïve view that an Islamic
epistemology must be either uncritical or dogmatic.)

3. C O N C L U S I O N

I have shown that Islam endorses the three core theses of Plantinga’s religious
epistemology that inform his standard and extended A/C models: The Depen-
dency Thesis, the Design Thesis, and the Immediacy Thesis. I’ve also shown
that the conceptual resources for constructing an Islamic variant of Plantinga’s
A/C religious epistemology are internal to the Islamic world-view. We now
clearly see what an Islamized version of Plantinga’s religious epistemology
looks like and why Muslims might accept it (or something similar to it). In
this closing section, I consider in more detail how this Islamic version of
Plantinga’s religious epistemology suggests a unique way of dealing with the
Multiple Viable Extensions Argument. I also consider and respond to a few
objections.

In order to adequately deal with the MVE argument, one must have some
way of reasonably responding to it. One way of proceeding would be to pro-
cure reasons or evidences that support the truth of one’s religious beliefs about
God. On Plantinga’s view of the matter, evidences are inadmissible at this stage
because then one’s creedal specific beliefs about God would not be epistemi-
cally basic, which is an essential component of the A/C models as Plantinga
articulates them.56 Earlier I conceded that an Islamic extension of the standard
A/C model will reject this constraint and maintain that, in at least some cases,
specifically Islamic beliefs about God are warranted but not in a basic way. But
is this conclusion too quick? Is there a way to formulate an Islamic account of
warranted Islamic belief in God that need not make this modification? I think
that the prospects of doing so are good.

Perhaps an Islamic model of warrant may recognize that belief in God is
basic in one sense but not in another. On this view, initially, belief in God is
immediate and properly basic in virtue of the fact that one’s first-order faculties
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of ‘aql (mind) and qalb (spiritual perception) are functioning properly as they
ought. Doubts about these first-order beliefs are to be resolved as stated in the
above model. Of crucial importance is the fact that although one’s first-order
beliefs about God ought to be confirmed by ‘aql at the second-order level, qalb
(spiritual perception) continues to operate as designed. Consequently, Islamic
Belief is based on multiple supports or grounds, some of which are basic and
others that are not. Note, however, that Islamic Belief continues to be formed
immediately and in a properly basic manner at the first-order level. While there
is a kind of counter-factual dependence relation at work here (by which I mean
that were it not for one’s non-basic beliefs at the second-order level of know-
ing, one’s first-order beliefs about God would not be warranted), so long as
one immediately perceives that one’s beliefs about God are true, one’s beliefs
are warranted in a basic way at the first-order level despite the fact that evi-
dence and/or reasons are required at the second-order level for this to occur.
This slightly modified account of warranted Islamic belief preserves the fun-
damental element of Plantinga’s religious epistemology – that belief in God is
produced immediately in an epistemically basic manner in accord with proper
function.

Let us consider a few objections. Suppose that Islamic beliefs about God are
formed immediately in accord with proper function. Let us grant that in order
to deal with doubts, one has the requisite second-order awareness that pro-
vides evidence or reasons for thinking that one’s object-level beliefs about God
amount to knowledge. Suppose that this adequately deals with doubts about the
first-order reliability of the cognitive faculties responsible for the production
of one’s initial beliefs about God. Now, what if doubts about the reliability of
one’s second-order cognitions arise? It seems that one must acquire additional
evidence and reasons in favor of the reliability of these second-order beliefs
about the first-order reliability of the processes responsible for one’s initial
belief in God. But then even more doubts may arise, and it is not possible for
us to keep going on like this. In order to avoid this problem, one could say that
God sees to it that we are endowed with a cognitive faculty that avoids such an
infinite regress. Unfortunately, this suggestion is not very illuminating or help-
ful, and seems like an ad hoc suggestion. However inchoate or implausible the
initial suggestion is, it does reveal that we need to have a better understanding
of the nature of second-order knowledge. While a fully satisfactory articulation
of the nature of second-order knowledge is beyond the scope of this paper, I
can offer a tentative and approximate characterization.

Consider the difference between one’s knowing that p at the object-level and
one’s knowing that, that is, knowing that one knows that p at the object level
(at a higher-order level of knowing). The difference between being in these
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two states is relevantly analogous to the obvious but difficult to describe differ-
ence between casually eating a Fuji apple and focusing intently on the present
experience of eating one.57 Or, to put it another way, having true and genuine
knowledge of God is like eating a Fuji apple, not at all like dreaming that you
are eating one. Yet our present experiences are not absolutely indubitable. For
instance, we can imagine cases in which things are otherwise than they seem.
On the other hand, certain doubts are rather silly, if you think about it. How-
ever, some doubts, among them certain of our beliefs about God, aren’t silly.
According to the Islamic model of warrant discussed here, if we are to have
true and genuine knowledge of God, we must carefully consider these doubts
and ascertain which one’s are legitimate and which one’s are spurious. Then
we would be in a position to ascertain whether or not it is appropriate to claim
that we know what we think we know. At the end of the day, it seems that the
best we can do is to consider and respond to serious doubts to our beliefs about
God if and when they arise. This is not impossible, but it is not easy either.
However, it would seem that on Plantinga’s view, serious doubts about Theist
and Christian Belief can be resolved in a properly basic manner. I think that this
view is implausible. In my estimation, the right conclusion to draw is not that
the Islamic account of warrant developed here places requirements on true and
genuine knowledge of God that are too difficult to satisfy, but that Plantinga’s
externalist views makes knowledge of God too easy.

I do not mean to imply that only Islamic sources suggest an epistemology
of this sort. For example, one can find sources in Christian, Jewish, and Hindu
thought that suggest epistemologies of this sort as well.58 This leaves open
the possibility that other religious epistemologies could avail themselves of a
second-order limited awareness requirement. Suppose that they can. Does this
generate another version of the MVE argument or undermine the plausibility of
my proposed limited awareness requirement? I think the answer is, “No.” On
the assumption that God creates and sustains our knowledge acquisition pro-
cesses, so long as we continue to reflect on the way that our object-level beliefs
about God are formed, presumably, our beliefs about God could acquire an
increasingly higher degree of positive epistemic status for us. That is to say,
generally, the more that one becomes acquainted with the presence of God,
the greater one’s knowledge of God will be. Having a greater awareness of the
presence of God can only strengthen one’s belief in God. Clearly, such knowl-
edge is of greater epistemic value than merely having the undefeated belief that
one’s beliefs about God are warranted just in case one’s preferred extension of
the A/C model is correct or the dogmatic assertion that one’s undefeated beliefs
about God “just seem true.” Partly because of the problem of religious diver-
sity, we would expect God to enable us to improve on the epistemic merits of
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our beliefs about Him. The Islamic account of warrant developed here shows
us one way that might go.

If we are created such that the main purpose of our cognitive capacities is
to enable us to seek out God with our hearts and minds, and if God made it
possible for us to cognitively grasp Him as our final, appropriate, and “natural”
end, then it is fitting that we should be able to have experiences indicative of
“knowing that one knows.” The sort of “knowing that one knows” endorsed
by the Islamic extension of the A/C model essentially involves second-order
awareness. Thus, if one thinks that it is epistemically possible to know that one
knows in the way that I have described, then one has reason to think that the
limited awareness requirement is true. While it may not be easy to convince
those who disagree, it is not difficult to see why one might be motivated to
accept a limited awareness requirement on knowledge. At any rate, I think it is
easy to see why Muslims have good reasons to accept it.59
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A N O C C A S I O NA L I S T D E F E N C E O F F R E E W I L L

Abstract: The doctrine of occasionalism ascribes all causal power to God. Occa-
sionalists ranging from the Ash‘arites to Malebranche also ascribed
freedom to human beings to account for moral responsibility. How-
ever, human freedom within occasionalistic metaphysics seems to be
problematic at the first glance. This paper aims to open a door for the
plausibility of human will within occasionalistic metaphysics. For this
aim, I mainly rely on Sadr us-Sharia’s view, a theologian in the Sunni
School of Islamic thought, on free will and compare his account of free
will with that of Malebranche and draw similar conclusions from both
on the nature of human will. The main elements of Sadr’s analysis,
especially the categorical distinction between creation and choice, are
similar to some elements in contemporary philosophy. Sadr’s ontologi-
cal assumptions and his application of them to the free will debate seem
to be shared in a certain degree by John Searle and Gilbert Ryle in a dif-
ferent philosophical context. By focusing on Sadr us-Sharia’s solution
to the problem free will, I show how some elements of his metaphysics
illuminate the free will debate as it is understood across many different
traditions.

Key words: Category mistake, free will, occasionalism, determinism, creation,
choice, divine power, omnipotence, brute facts, nominal facts, the theory
of acquisition, Buridan’s ass, consciousness, self, soul, God

Occasionalism is the doctrine which reserves all causal power to God and
maintains that no creature has genuine causal power over anything. It seems
to follow from this, then, that occasionalism precludes human freedom. How-
ever, as I will demonstrate, this inference is a bit hasty and not as strong as it
seems, for upon closer examination, it is clear that occasionalism is, in large
part, compatible with free will. I say “in large part,” for there is one key com-
ponent to the problem that is unclear to philosophers and theologians alike,
namely, the nature of the self or the soul; and it must be conceded that, with-
out clearer insight into this nature, an element of mystery within the free will
debate remains.

Occassionalism was first articulated from within the Ash‘arite tradition of
Islamic Theology (kalam). It was further developed by scholars who followed
in the immediate wake of this tradition; and, on the topic of occasionalism
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and free will, Sadr us-Sharia has the most prominent voice. Accordingly, I will
examine Sadr’s reflections and arguments in detail, for the response that I will
outline below is largely framed by his views on the issue.

The intellectual debt owed to Sadr is great, and the significance of his views
cannot be overstated. In his work, we find what is deemed a “classical” solu-
tion to the problem of free will within the Sunni School of Islamic Theology.
It radiates through the centuries as a principal part of the Ottoman education
system (madrasa) and ultimately becomes dominant within the Sunni-Muslim
community-at-large.1 Moreover, along with its historical importance, Sadr’s
views remain relevant to current philosophical inquiry, as well. For instance,
his thoughts on free will closely parallel those of Malebranche. His categorical
distinction between creation and choice speaks to many issues within contem-
porary philosophy. And the ontological aspects of his solution to the problem
of free will map onto the ruminations of Gilbert Ryle and John Searle. Indeed,
as I will make plain, Sadr’s thoughts on occasionalism and free will withstand
the test of time and cut across many different traditions.

1. I N T R O D U C T I O N

Sadr us-Sharia2 is one of the major scholars of the Maturidi School in the
Sunni tradition. Even though he analyses the problem of free will in the con-
text of theological doctrines, mainly with respect to the themes of the Qur’an,
his methodology is profoundly philosophical. Sadr follows the main points of
the Sunni tradition. He adopts al-Ash‘ari’s theory of acquisition (kasb) and al-
Maturidi’s remarks on the nature of free will. As an original contribution to
the Sunni tradition, he puts forward an ingenious argument which purports to
solve the apparent clash between the Qur’anic verses and the nature of free
will as accepted by the Maturidi School. The key component of this solution
is a distinction that he makes between nominal existence and definite external
existence.

2. W H AT I S T H E P R O B L E M O F F R E E W I L L ?

The problem of free will is significant since free will has traditionally been
accepted as a necessary condition for moral responsibility. If people are judged
by what they do, we should suppose that they perform their actions freely. One
of the most common theories in opposition to freedom of the will is determin-
ism, which asserts that all events are determined to happen and will inevitably
happen. What happens at any future time is the only thing that can then happen,
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given what precedes it. Thus, if determinism is true, then there is no place for
freedom in humans as well as in the other parts of universe.3

Nevertheless, generally in Islamic theology, especially in Sadr us-Sharia’s
position, free will is examined not in terms of its implications with respect
to determinism but with respect to God’s omnipotence and control over the
universe, for the Qur’an clearly rejects determinism by claiming that God has
a free will on which the existence and endurance of the universe depends. The
following verses can be given as an examples supporting this claim: “. . . Allah
does what He wills” (2:253). “. . . There is not a moving creature, but He hath
grasped of its fore-lock . . .” (11:56); “It is Allah who sustains the heavens and
the earth, lest they cease (to function): and if they should fail, there is none – not
one – can sustain them thereafter” (35:41). The following verse is especially
related to human actions: “It is God who creates you and your deeds” (37:96).

Sadr us-Sharia formulates an account of free will which coheres with these
verses of the Qur’an. The emphasis on the continued activity of God on the uni-
verse in the Qur’an is interpreted as occasionalism by the Ash‘arites and this
interpretation is accepted by Sadr. However, these verses might be interpreted
differently as well. Some may appeal to conservationism which maintains that
God sustains the universe constantly via mediate causes or immediately. Some
others might embrace concurrentism which maintains that God and created
substances concur in the production of effects while God’s activity is imme-
diate. However, these alternative metaphysical theories leave the door open
for genuine secondary causality in the universe apart from God, which the
Ash‘arite theology opposes.

According to the Ash‘arite cosmology, the universe can be analyzed in terms
of two main categories of substance-atom and accident. A substance cannot be
found without accidents. Accidents are perishable by nature. No accident can
endure or continue to exist if God does not recreate it in its substance. So noth-
ing other than God can have genuine causal power because everything else
needs His causal power to remain existent.4 Actually, there are some verses
implicitly supporting this point, such as, “Do they associate as partners with
Him those who create nothing and themselves are created” (7:191). At any
rate, it is not my aim to decide whether occasionalism is the correct Qur’anic
metaphysical view or not. Given my purposes in this paper, it is enough to sim-
ply point out that occasionalism is grounded in the Qur’an. Nevertheless, the
basic theological question is still vital: if human beings are constantly created
and controlled by God and do not have genuine causal power, how can they act
freely and where does the freedom of human beings lie?
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3. S A D R U S - S H A R I A’ S A C C O U N T O F F R E E W I L L

3.1. The Theory of Acquisition as the Root of Sadr us-Sharia’s Account

Sadr us-Sharia’s account of free will is based on al-Ash‘ari’s5 theory of
acquisition (kasb).6 This theory is mainly shaped by al-Ash‘ari’s fundamental
principle that God is the sole creator of everything, which reflects his occa-
sionalistic metaphysics. As a result, no action or human inclination can occur
without the power of God. In brief, God continuously recreates every substance
and its accidents.7 An important consequence of this assumption is that natu-
ral laws have no independent existence; they are only names referring to the
manner of creation of God. For example, there exists no law of universal grav-
itation, but God creates objects in a manner that fits the formula of the law
of universal gravitation. Think of a pencil. If you drop it from a high point
above the ground, it falls to the earth. While it falls to the earth, God cre-
ates it in different places at every moment according to a definite order. The
orderly sequence of created things seems to us to be a natural law. It should
be noted that this theory does not admit determinism either because everything
occurs as a result of the free will of God, not as a consequence of determinate
causal laws. The relation between any two consecutive events is not inevitable
as determinism states; on the contrary, it depends on the free will of God. So
an event that occurred under some conditions might not occur under the same
conditions at some other time, if God did not want it to occur.8

Al-Ash‘ari’s strong emphasis on the doctrine that God is the sole creator
originates as a reaction against the Mu‘tazila School’s view on human free-
dom. The Mu‘tazila School tries to justify human freedom by classifying the
universe into two different realms. One realm is the realm created by God.
Everything here is controlled by God. The other is the human realm. The
actions of humans are not created by God. They are created by humans them-
selves. The Mu‘tazilites explain freedom of the will by ascribing to humans
a creative power in their actions. People have a creative power before their
actions in order to perform them. Since this power belongs to humans, they are
free in using it.9 However, al-Ash‘ari rejects this aspect of Mu‘tazilite doctrine
because it ascribes to humans a creative power which can only be ascribed to
God.

Nevertheless, al-Ash‘ari does not reject human free will. If we examine al-
Ash‘ari’s view of human actions, we see that he divides them into two groups:
voluntary and involuntary human actions. Involuntary actions are performed
under compulsion which we intuitively feel, such as trembling for instance.
These actions are created by God and people have no effect on them.10 How-
ever, regarding voluntary human actions, al-Ash‘ari makes a distinction: the
creation of them by God and the acquisition of them by humans. Humans freely
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acquire their actions which are created by God. The biggest problem related to
the theory in question is that al-Ash‘ari does not clearly state how freedom of
the will is explained by the idea of human acquisition.11 There is no explana-
tion in al-Ash‘ari about how we freely acquire our deeds. Later, an interesting
explanation comes from al-Maturidi.12

3.2. An Attempt to Elucidate the Unknown Nature of Free Will

Sadr us-Sharia adopts the theory of acquisition and uses al-Maturidi’s13

remarks on the nature of free will, and employs them in his own thought on
the ontological status of free will. Al-Maturidi accepts the ability to choose
(al-ikhtiyar) as the underlying faculty of acquisition.14 According to him,
human beings are free only in their choices. Free will is the ability to choose.
Conversely, all other faculties and capacities of humans, including thinking,
desiring, etc., are controlled and created by God.15 Generally, the Maturidi
School maintains that the inclination or the inner power of men, which is cre-
ated by God, is used in a certain way by human beings. They are used by the
“ability to choose” (juz-i irada or al-ikhtiyar).16

Let’s try to understand this approach in a simple example: Assume that a
man has a thought of drinking water in his mind and has a strong desire to
drink it. He takes a glass of water and drinks it. We can explain this case as fol-
lows according to the Sadr us-Sharia’s interpretation of free will: the thought
and desire of drinking water is created by God. Our choice between the occur-
rence of the act of drinking water and its non-occurrence belongs to us. Every
part of the act of drinking water, from buying the water, raising the hand, to
swallowing water is also created by God. If this man chooses the alternative of
drinking water, he acquires the act of drinking water. If he chooses the alter-
native of not drinking water, he does not acquire this act. The choice appears
somewhere between the inclination and the action to which it leads.

It should also be noted that the Maturidi perspective on this issue is very
similar to Leibniz’s “inclination without necessitation” approach to the free
will.17 In other words, inclinations do not necessitate actions. We may drink or
may not drink water even though we have strong desires to drink water. Nev-
ertheless, these two accounts are not the same. Leibniz maintains that choice
always has some reasons even though they do not necessitate, but the Sunni
tradition al-Maturidi follows does not admit this requirement. Choice might
have reasons as well as might not.

To be more familiar with the Sunni understanding of will, it would be use-
ful to remember al-Ghazali’s remarks here. Al-Ghazali presents “will” as an
attribute whose character is to distinguish something from its like without the
need of a selectively determining factor. He tries to justify this characterization
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of will through a thought experiment whereby a hungry man chooses between
two indiscernible dates without considering any superior specifying property
between them.18 So our experience of choosing among similar things without
any selectively determining reason indicates that the notion of the will is intel-
ligible and we have such a will. We feel that we are free in choosing similar
things by an inner experience. Al-Maturidi also points out that freedom of our
wills is something we experience in ourselves.19

On the other hand, Ibn Rushd criticizes this understanding of the will. He
regards the assumption that the will makes a choice between like alternatives
as a false supposition. There are always reasons and selectively determining
factors in choosing between similar alternatives. Averroes gives the following
interpretation of al-Ghazali’s date example. The choice of the hungry man in
this case is choice between taking one of the identical dates and not taking the
other, while there is no preference for one over the other.20 So the will chooses
in accordance with the reason of eating one of them. Thus, there is a selectively
determining factor in such a case which is ignored by al-Ghazali. Consequently,
a choice between two identical options without a specific property that moti-
vates the choice is impossible and absurd according to Averroes. This point
was repeated by Buridan in his famous example of an ass starving to death in
front of two stacks of hay of equal size and quality later. The force of this point
is that there are implicit reasons according to which we choose a certain option
even though we are not aware of them. By relying on unknown, implicit and
unconscious reasons, these philosophers argue that a choice between exactly
two equal alternatives is impossible.

Nevertheless, this criticism misses the point of al-Ghazali. Al-Ghazali may
accept that the man has some reason in his choice. He is hungry and wants
to eat one of dates. However, this is not al-Ghazali’s focus. His focus is on
another aspect of the thought experiment whereby the man prefers one identi-
cal date over the other. Averroes simply ignores this aspect and does not give a
convincing argument for his negligience. We can experience a choice between
one thing over the other without any affecting factor of our choice. This is the
aspect of our choice that must be explained. In addition, the implicit reasons or
motivations which are supposed to affect our choices is a misleading point. Any
implicit reason or factor is related to our inclinations rather than our choices.
Consider a man who prefers a red notebook to a white one, without being aware
of the fact that he is more inclined to red objects by his nature. He is sim-
ply more inclined toward red objects. However, the inclination toward the red
notebook did not determine his conscious choice in that case. The point here
is that consciousness is a precondition for responsibility, so choices without
consciousness do not render people responsible. Responsible choice requires
consciousness. Since there is no determining factor between the red and white
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notebook of which the man is aware, the moral character of his choice is not
determined by his inclination in that case. Nevertheless, to illuminate the rela-
tions between the notions of choice, consciousness, and inclination completely
requires a complete grasp of the nature of the soul, and its relation to body.
How much we can know about the soul is a matter of debate and I will return
to this point later.

3.3. The Ontological Background of the “Uncreated Nature of Free Will”

Sadr us-Sharia’s originality within the Maturidi School lies in his observation
that choice is not something to be created and does not create anything.21 In
such a way, he maintains the freedom of the will without contradicting the
assumption that God is the sole creator. He justifies this thesis by clarifying
the ontological status of free will. According to Sadr us-Sharia, free will or
choice does not have a definite external existence with respect to God (wujud-u
khariji). It is only a nominal fact (amr-i i‘tibari).22 Having a definite external
existence outside of God and being a nominal fact are related to different onto-
logical realms. I will try to clarify the difference between these two ontological
areas by means of some examples. Let’s take into account the following words:
“right and left,” “above and under.” Their referents have no definite external
existence. We cannot mention their existence in the same sense as the exis-
tence of concrete entities such as a stone or a tree. They are relational things
and depend solely on the objects that have a definite external existence. If these
objects did not exist, these relational things would not occur. Natural laws are
also examples of this category. Natural laws have no definite external existence
according to occasionalism, as mentioned above. They owe their occurrence
entirely to the created objects. They can be seen as relations between constantly
created objects.

This ontological distinction was pointed out by Pazdawi and Fakhraddin
Razi before Sadr us-Sharia.23 They make a linguistic distinction between the
infinitive “to kill” and the word “a dead man” which are morphologically
related to each other.24 The infinitive “to kill” stands for a nominal fact; its
referent is not in time and has not a definite external existence. However, “a
dead man” refers to an object which is the result of killing and that object has
a definite external existence. Then, Sadr us-Sharia applies this linguistic dis-
tinction to an ontological problem, namely the nature of the free will and he
says that the free will is a nominal fact.25 This ontological distinction resem-
bles Ibn Sina’s distinction between existence external to mind (existence out of
the mind; wujud fi al-‘ayn) and mental existence (existence in the mind; wujud
fi al-adhan)26 but they are not the same, because, according to Sadr us-Sharia,
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mental existence is also a kind of definite external existence from God’s point
of view. Whatever exists in our minds are outside of God.

A similar consideration to the distinction between these two ontological
areas is expressed in a different context by John Searle. The point Sadr us-
Sharia emphasizes is very close to but not quite the same as something John
Searle mentions in his book The Construction of Social Reality. According to
Searle, the world is comprised of facts which can be divided into two groups.
The first group of facts exists independently of what humans think about them
and provides a ground for the other group. The former is the group of “brute
facts” and it is divided into mental facts and physical facts. Brute physical facts
include such things as rivers, trees, and mountains. Brute mental facts include
such things as perceptions, feelings, and judgments. The other group depends
for their existence on brute facts and human thoughts. They are constituted by
human agreement. They are called “social facts.” According to Searle, social
facts may be epistemically objective (in that they are not a matter of individual
preference or opinion) but may be ontologically subjective (in that they depend
for their existence on being agreed upon as facts). Social realities are overlays
on brute (mental and physical) realities, requiring those realities for their own
reality. Brute facts could exist without social facts but not vice versa.27 Take a
five-dollar bill as an example. On the one hand, it is a piece of paper, which has
certain physical properties. This is the brute fact of the five-dollar bill because
it is a reality independent of the human mind or human agreement. On the
other hand, it is money and has a nominal value to buy something. This is the
social fact of the five-dollar bill. Its reality is determined by society, by human
agreement.

If we carry Searle’s view over to our free will debate, we can say that social
facts do not have definite external existence. Searle’s distinction between brute
and social facts does not entirely reflect the point Sadr us-Sharia tries to make
since social realities are determined by arbitrary human agreement. They come
into existence through human construction. However, the nominal relational
facts which Sadr us-Sharia emphasizes are not arbitrarily determined and they
are not products of human construction. For instance, the fact that my house is
on the left of my school is independent of human agreement. Human agreement
or disagreement about these facts cannot affect them. Thus, nominal relational
realities and social realities are similar in the sense that they do not have defi-
nite external existence. Nevertheless, they are different in the sense that while
social realities are determined by arbitrary human agreement, nominal rela-
tional realities are independent of human agreement or disagreement. In this
regard, it should be emphasized that human’s free will belongs to objective
nominal facts, according to Sadr us-Sharia.
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After explaining this ontological distinction we should ask whether choosing
really belongs to the category of nominal facts. Why is it a nominal fact? Sadr
us-Sharia does not clearly answer this question. Justification of the thesis that
choosing is a nominal fact is rather problematic. I will examine this issue in the
6th section of my paper. Now, I will compare Sadr’s account of free will with
that of Malebranche and show that their insights regarding the problem of free
will are fundamentally the same with minor differences in expressing it.

4. M A L E B R A N C H E ’ S A P P R O A C H T O T H E P R O B L E M

O F F R E E W I L L

The doctrine of occasionalism is known mainly through Malebranche in West-
ern philosophy. In fact, it is Malebranche who gave the name “occasionalism”
to this doctrine. He reserves all causal power to God as the Ash‘arites do and
regards the natural causes as the occasions for God’s creation of the effects.
Natural causes do not have creative power, they are themselves created. How-
ever, they are “occasional causes” (a term which he borrowed from Louis de
la Forge) in the sense that they are depicting the uniformity of God’s operation
in the world and providing us with an ordered system of created nature.28 The
term “cause” in this context does not imply any efficient causality. Neverthe-
less, a “true cause” is a genuine efficient cause which necessiatates its effect.
According to Malebranche, only God can be considered to be a true cause.29

Malebranche is certainly aware of the problem of ascribing free will to
human beings in such an occasionalistic framework. He repeats that God is
the sole author of all substances and all their modes in his book Premotion,
but adds that “a mode is that which cannot change without there being some
real or physical change in the substance of which it is the mode.”30 The cru-
cial point here is that God is the sole cause of real changes whether in mind or
bodies,31 but he leaves open a door for non-real changes. Malebranche’s anal-
ysis of freedom of the will is closely related to the idea of non-real changes.
However, Malebranche’s characterization of the “modes” is too inclusive, for
it covers cases which cannot be supposed to be real in the sense Malebranche
asserts. For instance, my pencil’s being on the left of my book is a mode which
is real according to this characterization. The pencil’s being to left of the book
cannot change without a change in the place of the book or the pencil. Nev-
ertheless, “leftness” is not something real and cannot be regarded as a mode.
Malebranche seems to postulate non-real changes just with respect to human
will by ignoring the larger scale of its instances. In addition, I think it is a termi-
nological preference of Malebranche to call modes and substances “real” and
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all else “non-real.” In my opinion, there is no philosophical problem with call-
ing nominal facts “nominal realities” after indicating the ontological difference
between brute and nominal facts.

Malebranche identifies human freedom with the freedom of will.32 Accord-
ing to him, the freedom of will means that we have freedom of choice to assent
or not to assent to a proposition, an idea or some determinate good. He says that
the activity of will, namely the act of consenting or suspending consent with
regard to a particular good does not produce a real being or physical reality.33

Even though we have a true power to assent or withold consent, this power does
not produce new modifications in the mind. By relying on these remarks, Elmar
J. Kremer thinks that there is one more kind of cause in Malebranche’s system.
He suggests that the soul, as the cause of giving or witholding assent, can be
considered to be an “agent cause.” It is different from the true cause in the sense
that it does not produce anything real. That is to say, it is not an efficient cause.
An “agent cause” is also different from an occasional cause because it rather
than God is cause of the activity of giving or witholding assent.34

Nevertheless, there is a tension between some passages on the nature of this
agent cause in different works of Malebranche. On the one hand, in the Search
After Truth, he regards humans as beings who “can determine the impression
God gives them toward Himself toward objects other than Himself,” but he
hesitates to call this impression “power.”35 Conversely, in some later works
cited above, he considers this capacity or impression to be a real power but
adds the requirement that it cannot produce anything real. So then, what is it
that is not real? Is it the activity of choosing between different alternatives or
the exact choice of a certain alternative? Should we understand this activity
of choosing as something different from the “real activities” we observe every
day? If the activity of choosing, namely, giving assent to or witholding assent
from a certain alternative, is not real, then does this imply that the power in
question which sustains this activity is not real either? Is the soul which is
the agent cause (not the efficient cause) of this activity something real? These
questions are important because it seems that whatever is real is under the scope
of divine power, according to Malebranche.

Both Malebrache and Sadr justifies the freedom of the will by considering it
to be a member of an ontologically distinct category from the category to which
divine power is applicable. In the last analysis, they share the same insight that
divine creative power has a certain extension and free will does not fall under
it. However, neither of them is quite clear in expressing the exact nature of
this freedom. Nevertheless, both of them find a way to reconcile occasionalism
with human freedom:-a metaphysical category to which creation or efficient
causality is not applicable. Let me clarify the central idea of the scope of divine
power which stands behind their analysis of free will.
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5. F R E E W I L L A N D O M N I P O T E N C E

What do creation, infinite power, and so on mean? My aim in this paper is not
to analyze these concepts completely but I will indicate the link between them
and free will. According to Sadr us-Sharia, creation is the application of infinite
power to the things in divine knowledge which would gain a definite external
existence after such an application.36 He admits that God is the sole creator. In
addition, he is also aware of the fact that the concept of creation does not apply
to everything. As a logical matter, creation applies to the things which could
have definite external existence, not the nominal facts. So free will is neither
created nor non-created.

Gilbert Ryle’s famous notion of category mistake may clarify this point. A
category mistake37 is a confusion in the attribution of properties or the clas-
sification of things. It arises from fallacious reasoning about different logical
categories. For example, the question “What does blue smell like?” involves
a category mistake. Blue is a color that is sensed by the eye while an odor is
sensed by the nose. Blue belongs to the category of colors while odors belong
to the category of smells. Therefore, blue is not in the category of smell. In
the same way, choosing belongs to the category of nominal facts; not to the
category of definite things. Therefore, divine power is not applicable to it.

If the ontological status of free will is understood in that way, its ascription to
human beings does not contradict the assumption that God is the sole creator. It
follows that “God does not create nominal facts,” but it cannot be said that “God
could not create nominal facts” because the latter sentence presupposes that it
is conceptually possible that God creates nominal facts, while the power He
has could not perform this activity. But this is incorrect. So the assumption that
God’s power is infinite does not contradict the idea that free will is uncreated
because the infinite power is linked to an ontological category which excludes
free will. Divine power is infinite in the sense that it applies to all objects which
are infinitely many, in the legitimate ontological category to which it applies.

Even if the categorical difference is accepted, there is one more problem
to face. How does divine predetermination, which maintains that everything
is predetermined by God, fit to this picture? The difficulty with divine prede-
termination is whether He can determine the realm to which the concept of
creation is not applicable. As a reply to this problem, it can be said that the
ontological status of free will belongs to the realm in which nominal relational
facts are found, according to Sadr us-Sharia. These nominal relational facts
depend on brute physical and mental facts to which the concept of creation is
applicable. Therefore, any manipulation of these fundamental facts results in a
manipulation in the relational facts. So God also has control over the realm to
which the concept of creation is inapplicable. The man drinking water in the
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example mentioned in the Section 3.2. does not have the power to determine
the kind of action or the variety of alternatives before him. He is free only in
choosing one of them. The desires, tendencies, and thoughts that lead to an
action are created things. With this account Sadr us-Sharia could also explain
what the verse “But you could not will except as Allah wills – the Cherisher
of the Worlds” (81:29) means. The human will is constrained by the will of
God because it cannot work without alternatives that are put before it by the
will of God. If there were not any alternatives, humans could not choose. Any
manipulation of alternatives results in different consequences even if humans
freely make a choice between them. In short, Sadr us-Sharia’s account implies
that people are necessarily free in a very restricted sense. They are bound to
make a choice if there are alternatives in front of them. Not making a choice
is also a choice about the alternative which is the non-occurrence of the other
alternatives. Therefore, people necessarily have free will. However, people are
free only in determining the alternative they choose.

Even though human free will is very restricted, we have a role in the determi-
nation of our actions by our choices. Although God could hinder us from doing
what we have chosen, He generally does not block us in this world even if we
choose to perform evil actions, because this world is a place of examination.
According to their deeds in this world, human beings are judged in the other
world. It can be said that the predetermination of God is generally compatible
with people’s determination by their choices. It is always in God’s power to
impede people’s choices.

6. F R E E W I L L A N D T H E R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y O F T H E A G E N T

In order to maintain that people are morally responsible, it should be accepted
that they have free will. Sadr us-Sharia does not explain how free will is related
to his ontological assumptions. It is not clear how far free will is a nominal fact.
The same worry is applicable to Malebranche’s analysis of free will as well.
Their insight might be elaborated in the following way. Being on the right side
of something is purely determined by the things in question. For instance, if a
book is on the right side of a pencil, the book’s being on the right side of the
pencil solely depends on the pencil, book and their positions and nothing else.
That is to say, the book’s being on the right side of the pencil supervenes on
the book and the pencil, which have certain positions at a given time. However,
choosing is not the same as being on the right side of something. When we
choose something, we have some alternatives from which we choose a certain
one. The factor of self enters the picture in choosing as well as the alternatives
which provide with the ground for choice. To have some alternatives is a pre-
condition of choice, but it is the self or soul that performs the activity of choice
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and bears the responsibility of that choice. So if we want to analyse human free-
dom in the framework of an occasionalistic metaphysics as depicted by Sadr
and Malebranche, we need to examine the relationships among the following
factors: self, the activity of choosing, the choice, and the alternatives before the
self.

First of all, the activity of choosing must be distinguished from the choice.
The former refers to the process of trying to come to a decision on a certain
alternative among the ones presented or available to the self. This process takes
time and because of that it is regarded as an activity. But if this activity is con-
sidered to be real in Malebranche’s sense, then it is incorrect to ascribe the
responsibility to the person choosing because whatever is real is created by
God, according to him. That is to say, it is controlled by God. How can it be
regarded as non-real? If we isolate the thinking endeavour from this activity,
just relations between the self and alternatives remain. The supervenience of
these relations on the self and the alternatives can be taken as nominal facts
to which divine power is not applicable. Similarly, the choice which can be
depicted as a “discontinous and essentially inactive event of cognitive crys-
tallisation” as Brian O’Shaughnessy describes decision or deciding-that,38 is
a relation supervening on the self and a certain alternative. In this case, the
choice is an instant of time, it does not take time to occur. Divine power is not
applicable to the choice either. However, the most unclear factor is the self.

Assuming that humans are free in choosing, who is responsible for choos-
ing? The immediate answer is the human being. But what is it in the human
being? Desires, thoughts? Neither of them? In the end, we reach the conclu-
sion that the self is responsible for choosing. Since I assume an occasionalistic
metaphysics here, I do not see any obstacle to identifying the self with the
soul. So then, is the soul created or not? If it is created, how can we say that
the choice occurred freely? In that case, that which chooses is controlled by
God. This means that the choice is entirely in the control of God. Said Nursi
makes a distinction between created and uncreated aspects of the soul to deal
with this problem. In one context, by defining the soul, Nursi says that soul
is a conscious and living law which has come from the World of the Divine
Command (‘alam al-amr), and it has been clothed with definite external exis-
tence by divine power.39 Since it has a definite external existence it is created.
In some other contexts, where he analyses Taftazani’s40 and Muhyiddin Ibn
‘Arabi’s41 claim that soul is uncreated, he says that they could concede that
soul is uncreated in terms of its quiddity. Nursi makes a distinction when he
deals with soul, namely a distinction between existence (wujud) and quiddity
(mahiyya). If soul is examined in terms of its existence, it has a definite exter-
nal existence which is like a cloth and it is created. If it is examined in terms
of its quiddity, it comes from Divine Command and it is not created. So soul in
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terms of its quiddity is not under any compulsion. However, what Nursi means
by “quiddity” is not so clear in the texts. How it is uncreated is also not clear.
Maybe, as the verse “And they ask you about the soul. Say: The soul is one
of the commands of my Lord, and you are not given aught of knowledge but a
little” (17:85) states, the nature of the soul cannot be captured completely. In
the end, then, how humans are free in their choices and so responsible for their
acts remains mysterious as long as the uncreated nature of the soul remains
unknown to us.

Malebranche also points out that our knowledge of the soul is unclear and
confused.42 Because of that, it is impossible for any human being to understand
the exact nature of human freedom.43 Nevertheless, the inner sense by which
we know the soul even in a confused way proves that there is something which
we call “soul” even though we do not know exactly what it is.44 In the last
analysis, it seems to be plausible to say, together with Descartes, that “we can
touch a mountain with our hands but we cannot put our arms around it.”45 The
consideration that what makes us responsible is a nominal fact to which divine
power is not applicable opens a door for the plausibility of human free will
within an occasionalistic metaphysics. Nevertheless, the answer to the question
of how human will is a nominal fact is not something we can completely grasp
given the unclear nature of the soul.

In addition to the difficulty concerning the unclear nature of the uncreated-
ness of the soul in terms of its quiddity, I would like to consider one more
serious criticism directed against Malebranche by Elmar J. Kremer. Kremer
criticizes Malebranche’s depiction of the activity of will by focusing on the
issue of non-real change. He thinks that there must be a real change in some-
thing else even though a change in a thing is not a real change. He gives
some examples from Aquinas and Peter Geach. According to the example of
Aquinas, if an animal moves around a pillar and the pillar comes to be on its
right, then the real change cannot be regarded as it is in the pillar. What is really
changed is the animal in this case. As an example from Geach, if a school
boy admires Socrates, Socrates’s coming to be admired is not a real change
in Socrates but it is a real change in the school boy. Likewise, although, the
change involved in the activity of will is not a real change, a real change must
take place in something else. In an occasionalistic system, the alternative is
God, but it is quite problematic to ascribe real change to God. So Malebranche
faces a dilemma here: Do we ascribe real change to humans or to God?46

If the principle Elmar assumes, that all non-real changes in something imply
real changes in something else is applied to our case, it should be admitted
that changes with respect to nominal facts imply changes with respect to the
grounds on which nominal facts supervene. If the pillar’s being on the right of
the animal changed into its being on the left of the animal while it is standing
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still, we must accept that the animal is moving. Being on the left or right side
in such a case supervenes on the animal and the pillar. If the position of the
pillar does not change, then the animal has been changed under the assumption
that the nominal facts in question have changed. If we apply this idea to human
freedom, we see that a change from one choice to another and the activity of
choosing imply a change in the ground on which choosing supervenes. Either
the alternatives change or the soul changes. If the alternatives remain the same,
then we must assume that the soul is in a different state. Elmar’s principle sug-
gests that the change in soul must be real. However, to account for the human
freedom, it must be accepted that the change in the soul cannot be something
real to which divine power is applicable. Otherwise it would be created and
controlled. Even though we cannot accept any real change with respect to soul,
we can never be sure whether such changes are real or not because the soul has
a mysterious aspect which makes it difficult to judge whether changes relevant
to it are real or not. Because of the unknown nature of the soul, it seems to me
dubious to extend the application of Elmar’s principle to everything including
soul. It is not self-evident that Elmar’s principle is valid for states relevant to
soul. This is the reason why Elmar’s objection is not a forceful objection to the
occasionalist account of human freedom. It is admitted that we do not grasp
completely how human will is free, but the point of this paper is to open a door
to accept occasionalism together with ascribing to humans free will without
contradiction.

Another possible criticism concerns the nature of choice and may claim that
a choice is real rather than nominal by suggesting that choosing affects how
God acts. If a choice directs God’s creation on earth, it should be real, accord-
ing to this criticism. For instance, if I choose to take a drink, God creates in
me the act of drinking. If I choose not to, He would not create this act. So
isn’t my choice a deciding factor? It should be admitted that God usually cre-
ates in accordance with the choices of people. However, there might be special
cases where human choice is not considered in creation. For instance, a sick
person may want to get up from the bed and run but God may not create such
actions for him when he is sick. Cases of miracles are another dimension of
creation where regularity in creation is suspended for a certain time. There are
special reasons behind such cases that are not in accordance with human will
but generally human choice is taken into account in creation. Even though the
action is performed in accordance with the human choice, this does not make
it real or a kind of efficient causal factor. We can remember al-Ghazali’s and
Hume’s worries about deriving causal links from constant conjunctions. We
are not justified to consider constant conjunctions to be causally linked neither
by observation nor by logical inference. The type of the cause here is efficient
causation. According to occasionalism, the human will is not an efficient cause,
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but God is the only efficient cause. However, if the term “cause” is interpreted
so widely that it may mean “reason” as well, it would be a good topic to deal
with the relation between the human free will and God’s action in terms of
the reasons God considers in willing something. In what ways and respects
does God take into account human will in His creation? This question is valu-
able to consider but not so relevant to occasionalism. What occasionalism cares
about is to establish that there is no efficient cause apart from God. However; it
does not reject other types of causes insofar as this is compatible with the idea
that God is the only efficient cause. As a result, even though an occasionalist
may regard human will as a type of cause (for instance, as an occasional cause
in Malebranche’s case), no occasionalist can regard it as an efficient cause.
Thus, according to occasionalism, human will does not affect God if affecting
is interpreted as efficient causation. So it is not necessary that the human will is
an efficient cause and consequently real since God usually takes it into account
in His creation.

7. C O N C L U S I O N

I have tried to present Sadr us-Sharia’s view on free will systematically. I
showed how he made use of al-Ash‘ari’s theory of acquisition, al-Maturidi’s
identification of choice with free will, and Razi and Pazdawi’s ontological
distinction between nominal facts and definite existence external to God in
formulating choice as a nominal fact and the free will of a human being. By
using these elements, he is firmly part of the Sunni tradition. And by applying
this ontological distinction to the problem of free will, he achieves a peculiar
status in this tradition. Later, I pointed out the similarity between Sadr’s and
Malebranche’s analyses of the freedom of the will. I showed that both of them
tried to justify human freedom by regarding human will as something to which
divine power is not applicable. Second, I have examined the implications of
such an account of free will in terms of God’s omnipotence, and the responsi-
bility of the agent. As my contribution to their ideas, I clarified their contention
that free will is uncreated because the power of God does not apply to it by
using Gilbert Ryle’s notion of category mistake. This is the crucial point to
understand how occasionalism is compatible with ascribing free will to human
beings. Finally, I arrived at the point that the nature of freedom and responsibil-
ity in human beings has a mysterious aspect as long as the nature of the self or
soul remains unknown and unclear either in Sadr us-Sharia’s or Malebranche’s
system of thought. Nevertheless, their accounts of human will under my inter-
pretation push us to rethink the common assumption about the incompatibility
of human free will with occasionalism. In any case, these accounts should be
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considered to be a remarkable attempt in terms of opening a rational door to
the consistency between occasionalism and human freedom.47
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R E V E L AT I O N A N D R E A S O N : I B N ‘A R A B I ’ S S U F I S M

A N D G . W. L E I B N I Z ’ S I D E A L I S M

Abstract: In this chapter, I analyze the Sufism of Ibn ‘Arabi using the rational
idealism of G. W. Leibniz as a comparative backdrop. After a brief
overview of the history of Sufism and Ibn ‘Arabi’s biography, I expose
the tenets of the Ibn ‘Arabi’s version of Sufism and analyze his method
in espousing those precepts. I will illustrate Ibn ‘Arabi’s articulation of
the meta-material reality followed by an explanation of how to approach
that reality and how to receive its approach. Leibniz agrees with ‘Arabi’s
claim that, ultimately, reality is unseen and meta-material, while, their
approaches differ. However, if rationalists, friendly to Leibniz’s method,
take heed of the Sufi way, they might create conditions favorable to the
experience of revealed truth. This capacity might curtail their dualistic
tendencies that separate their philosophic and worldly endeavors. Leib-
niz’s and of Ibn ‘Arabi’s philosophy both have an ethical purpose, and
this marks their convergence in philosophical significance.

Key words: Revelation, reason, mysticism, sufism, rationalism, idealism, imma-
nence, imagination, the perfect man, gnostic, manifestation, epiphany,
vassal, divine names, monad, recollection, ontology, axiology, theo-
phany, meditation, photism, logos

Revelation and reason: are these methods two sides of the same coin, or are they
mutually exclusive? Is mysticism a problem for philosophy and is philosophy
a hindrance to religious revelation? Are mystical spiritualism and rational ide-
alism compatible, or are they negatively attracted like two positively charged
magnets? These questions approach the problems of religion and philosophy
at their cognitive and imaginative limits. The philosophy of Ibn ‘Arabi repre-
sents an instance of a tradition amenable to revelation, but his method employs
all the tools of traditional philosophy in order to present a metaphysics of
revelation. Sufism represents a mystical and experiential route to truth. The
rationalism of the Cartesian tradition is emblematic of the discursive path to
truth. The idealism of G. W. Leibniz represents an instance of this tradition,
but its telos demarcates it as amenable to the traditions given to revelation.
When studied from the isolated perspective of epistemology, rational ideal-
ism and mysticism diverge, and appear antithetical. From this perspective, Ibn
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‘Arabi engages in an emancipatory project: he attempts to free writing from the
fetters of ratiocination and to liberate the ineffable Allah from the confining
constructs of traditional theology and metaphysics.1 On the other side of this
coin, Leibniz has often been viewed as a representative figure of so-called “bad
metaphysics,” and one might surmise that Sufism would scorn his systematic
endeavor. However, the general tenets of their metaphysics align, as do some
more enticing and specific points of connection. Both metaphysical idealism
and metaphysical spiritualism reject the ultimate reality of matter as a funda-
mental substratum or substance. In turn, their convergence or mutual exclusion
depends upon the weight each particular philosopher puts on the scale of meta-
physics and epistemology. I posit that epistemology relies on metaphysics, and
by that generalization I draw the main conclusions of this chapter. While the
methods of these schools differ in their acquisition and search for the truth,
their final vision of ultimate reality bears a remarkable resemblance. Both
maintain the unity and immanence of God in a seemingly pluralistic universe.
And for each the fundamental significance of the pursuit of philosophy is the
articulation of its ethical significance, grounded in metaphysics.

This analysis will deal primarily with Sufism in general and Ibn ‘Arabi’s phi-
losophy in particular. Leibniz will provide the comparative backdrop. After a
brief summary of the history of Sufism and Ibn ‘Arabi’s biography, I intend to
expose the tenets of the Ibn ‘Arabi’s version of Sufism and analyze his method
in espousing those tenets. This amounts to an illustration of his metaphysics,
followed by an explanation of his epistemology. Specifically, I will illustrate
Ibn ‘Arabi’s articulation of the meta-material reality followed by an explana-
tion of how to approach that reality and how to receive its approach. Unseen
reality is uncreated and all pervading, and the gnostic on the proper path expe-
riences and realizes this unseen reality in the manifold of symbolic meaning
in the cosmos. The mystic approaches it through an understanding of the self,
the self’s desires, and a subsequent adjustment of one’s desires, all of which
create conditions favorable to meditative revelation. The idealists agree that,
ultimately, reality is unseen and meta-material. Their approach to this reality,
however, centers on rational dialectic, not meditation. Where Sufism is expe-
riential, rational idealism is discursive. However, I contend that although these
schools of thought differ in method, they ultimately agree on the nature of real-
ity. If rationalists, remain open to the truths of mysticism in general and the
Sufi way in particular, they might create conditions favorable to the experience
of revealed truth. This capacity might curtail dualistic tendencies that separate
philosophic and worldly endeavors. That the soul open to revealed truth bears
a better chance at approaching it illustrates the relevance of Ibn ‘Arabi’s mysti-
cism to contemporary philosophy. The ethical end of Leibniz’s and Ibn ‘Arabi’s
philosophy marks their convergence and philosophical significance.
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1. S U F I S M : A B R I E F OV E RV I E W

Sufism is a form of Islamic mysticism. Sufis travel a spiritual journey, at the
heart of which lies the belief that during their life, they may become closer
to God. In fact, they believe that the knowledge and understanding of God
underlies His very act of creation. Based on a hadith qudsi, a sacred sentence
uttered by the Prophet Muhammed, but not in the Qur’an, God created the
world in order to be known. Consequently, there exists a constant attraction or
pull of the believer towards the knowledge of God.

A Sufi believes that through certain spiritual disciplines, one may attain an
understanding of God. An important Sufi doctrine presents itself here. These
spiritual disciplines concern the believer’s self-knowledge. And knowledge of
the self leads to knowledge of God. Ibn ‘Arabi has more to say on this issue
specifically, but Sufis generally adhere to this tenet. Alongside this belief is
the idea, held more or less by various Sufis, that there exists no gulf between
the Being of the Creator and His creation. While God should not be equated
with His creation, the gulf we experience is illusory, a function of our habitual
residence in the sensory world.

Here, the balance struck by the Sufis between the transcendence of God,
traditional to Islam, and His immanence revealed in our self-knowledge is
remarkable. Sufis focus on the unity of being in God. The tawhid, the con-
tention that God’s unity is the fundamental belief of Islamic thought, is a
prevailing theme in Ibn ‘Arabi’s works.2 However, in line with the tradition
of mysticism, we can come to know God; Ibn ‘Arabi exposes the unique fea-
tures of that type of knowledge. In one way, God is beyond our understanding,
but that concealment itself is revealed to us in the modality of our reason. In the
modality of our imagination, we can come to know God through His creation,
scripture, and through our own self-knowledge, the feature I will most focus
on this exposition.3

While a summary of Islamic mystical thought presents itself rather con-
sistently in the literature, an etymology of the word, “Sufi,” eludes us nearly
altogether. Several options present themselves. First, it could be derived from
the Arabic word for wool, suf. Sufis often clothed themselves in simple wool
as a sign of their ascetic vows. Second, it could be derived from the Arabic
sufe, a word referring to ascetics. Third, it could be derived from sufateh, the
Arabic word for a specific, thin plant. Sufis were thin, like the plant, because of
their rigorously self-controlled diet. Fourth, it could be derived from the Greek
word for wisdom, soph. However, this option seems less probable as this type
of wisdom is the dialectical type, which Sufis most often rejected. And it could
be derived from suffe, the platform near the mosque where Muhammed prayed.
In this case Sufis are “people of the suffe.”
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2. I B N ‘A R A B I : L I F E A N D T H O U G H T

Ibn ‘Arabi was born in 1165 to the Moorish culture of Andalesian Spain, but he
traveled throughout the Arabic-speaking world.4 Spain was a cultural hub for
the three dominant western religions, Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. This
multi-cultural center harbored the great literary, scientific, and philosophic
works of Greek antiquity and preserved them through the “Dark Ages” of
Western and Northern Europe. Perhaps Ibn ‘Arabi owes some of his philo-
sophical acumen to this exceptional environment. At the age of thirty he began
to travel through North Africa to Southwest Asia. His first encounters with
Sufism in Almeira are reminiscent of Jesus of Nazareth’s religious situation.
Ibn ‘Arabi was at odds with the legalistic Muslims, known as fuqaha, the doc-
tors of the law. He scorned their ignorance and depravity, much like Jesus
did the Pharisees’. One source claims that he “was enjoined” in a vision to
journey to east, so he traveled to Mecca in 1201, although it has been sur-
mised that his journey was pragmatic, an attempt to flee from the threat of
punishment from the fuqaha.5 While there he met a Persian Sufi whom he
eventually married, and he began his substantial work, The Meccan Revela-
tions (al-Futuhat al-Makkiyah). This encyclopedic work of spiritual knowledge
differentiated among three strands of wisdom – that of tradition, reason, and
mystical insight – a body of work that is especially appropriate to the focus of
this study. He also wrote Fusus al-Hikam, an exposition of the inner meaning
of the wisdom of the prophets of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Moreover,
Ibn ‘Arabi was a renowned poet, writing Diwan and Ashwaf, two works of
poetry in Arabic that reveal his conception of the unity of being.

Like many others in the tradition of Islamic philosophy, Ibn ‘Arabi makes
use of traditional Aristotelian metaphysics. He claims that God, like other sub-
stances has an essence and has attributes. God exists through His essence, yet
in His essence, God is unknowable.6 Ibn ‘Arabi emphasizes the inability to
know God’s essence through logical evidence (dalil) or rational demonstra-
tion (burhan ‘aqli).7 However, God can reveal His attributes to the believer.
As mentioned above, traditional Islam placed an influence on God’s transcen-
dence, “incomparability.” Sufism in forms prior to Ibn ‘Arabi, especially in the
bold pronouncements of al-Bastimi, crossed the threshold into pantheism and
emphasized the immanence and “similarity” of God.8 Ibn ‘Arabi’s genius was
to call attention to the importance of a suitable equilibrium between the two
conceptions of God and their corresponding modes of understanding God, rea-
son and imagination.9 The gnostic, the believer who has knowledge of God,
knows God, but also knows that his knowledge is limited. Furthermore, this
God is a uniquely personal Lord for the believer. In the same way, Ibn ‘Arabi
contends that each religion ponders a limited form of God in a unique way. Ibn



R E V E L AT I O N A N D R E A S O N 67

‘Arabi problematizes this by reference to the “Perfect Man,” who exemplifies
the actualization of all God’s divine Names in their fullness, thereby becoming
the outward form of the inner meaning of Allah Himself.10 However, the Per-
fect Man (insan al-kamil) is the “first in intention, [and] last in actuality.”11 This
means that most do not attain this, but man has been singled out for this pur-
pose, by his unique ability to “disengage” from the “substrata (al-mawadd).”12

This unique ability corresponds to the capacity and preparedness in man to be
ignited by the Breath of God.13

Henry Corbin simplifies this distinction between the unknowable essence
of Allah and the personal knowable referent to Allah’s names by describing
it as the difference in Al-Lah, the God, a universal, and Al-Rabb, the Lord,
a particular attribute of God.14 This distinction weighs heavily on some of the
questions posed above. The gnostic has a one on one relationship with al-Rabb,
his personal Lord. This individual relationship relies on the mystical method
of the Sufis, not on universal logic.15 One might assume that universal logic
approaches Allah, the universal. However, Ibn ‘Arabi would not agree with
this assumption, and consequently, his mysticism maintains the orthodox posi-
tion of the complete transcendence of God. In fact, Corbin goes further, in
this articulation, to state that “discursive reason rejects [the manifestation of
God].”16

Before we enter into a full-blown discussion of the mystical path, let us
continue to expose Ibn ‘Arabi’s vision of God. Al-Rabb, the personal Lord, the
attribute of God, is one of the divine Names. Each of these divine Names can be
thought of as a “bi-unity.” This twofold unity consists of an uncreated Lord and
a created vassal. The uncreated Lord is the angel of the individual’s being, and
the created servant is an epiphanized or revealed form of the uncreated Lord.
As mentioned above the highest epiphany of the divine is the Perfect Man, the
human prototype of Adam. Divinity and humanity, in this regard, correspond
to the hidden and inward and the external or outward, respectively, the latter
created to serve the former.17 However, the two roles of angel and vassal merge
with each other in the spiritual life of the gnostic. The mystic, in the mode of
imagination, can receive the manifestation of the divine Names.

Each divine Name, an attribute of God revealed in the mystical experience
of the gnostic, resides in reciprocal union with all other Names. And al-Lah is
the Name, which encompasses all divine attributes. Allah is not pluralized by
His individuation in each theophanic occasion; God does not fragment Himself
in the revelations of his Names. He is entirely present in each instance. From
the perspective of the believer, Henry Corbin writes that each “devotee” real-
izes the immanence of God in every divine Name because the Names are in
“sympathetic union.”18
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3. I B N ‘A R A B I A N D L E I B N I Z

The relation of the created vassal to the uncreated Lord and the relationship of
the divine Names to one another allow me to introduce the comparative back-
drop of G. W. Leibniz. This “sympathetic union” of the Divine Names is the
first connection between the Sufism of Ibn ‘Arabi and the idealism of Leibniz.
It bears remarkable resemblance to the pre-established harmony of Leibniz’s
monads.19 In Leibniz’s monadology, each monad is a unique and finite perspec-
tive on the totality of its internal relations.20 External relations are illusory: the
apparent chain of causality we witness when two beings, or rational monads,
interact, is really the pre-disposition and pre-existing potency of each being to
act in pre-established harmony. It must be admitted that the important line to be
drawn between these two figures and their respective schools of thought is not
only epistemological. While Leibniz grants substantial reality to each monad
and Ibn ‘Arabi is monistic with regard to substance, the monad is a perspec-
tive, which resembles the entire world and is like a mirror of God. Consider
this passage in the Discourse in light of Ibn ‘Arabi’s philosophic analogies:

The glory of God is multiplied in the same way by as many wholly different representations of his
works. It can be said the every substance bears some sort the character of God’s infinite wisdom
and omnipotence, and imitates him as much as it is able to; for it expresses, although confusedly,
all that happens in the universe . . . deriving thus a certain resemblance to an infinite perception or
power of knowing.21

Now it must be added that perceptions are not attributes or features of God’s
one substance; they are themselves substances each with its own principle of
activity. However, the essence of each finite perspective expresses the divine
essence because of the continual action of God upon them. Leibniz states, “We
may say, therefore, that God is for us the only immediate external object, and
that we see things through him.”22 The confused nature of each monad reflects
and corresponds to confusion that man encounters in the ontological middle
realm of possibility between the sheer Being of God and sheer non-existence.
The confusion of the monad is due to its finitude. The bewilderment man has
in response to Allah’s divine name is not only its finite perspective, but the
illusion and contradiction the intellect enters into when contemplating Allah.23

Although substance monism and pluralism are technically at odds, we see the
metaphysical similarity consisting in the choice of analogy of the mirror. Just
as each monad mirrors the universe, the Perfect Man (insan al-kamil) is a
miniature of Reality, a microcosm, reflecting all the perfect attributes of the
macrocosm.24 The relation of Allah to each self-limited attribute, to each per-
sonal Lord, parallels the relation of God to each monad. Each monad reflects
God; the divine Name reflects the Divine Being. Both of these thinkers, who
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originate from disparate schools of thought, maintain the unity and revelation
of God in a pluralistic universe of finite knowers.

Further inquiry into the mysticism of Ibn ‘Arabi will reveal that although he
reveals the inadequacies of ratiocinative theology, insofar as self-knowledge is
one of the paths to God, he and Leibniz reveal additional similarities. The basic
maxim for the Sufi is “He who knows himself, knows his Lord.”25 God reveals
himself to us through our own self-understanding. As Chittick remarks, “To the
extent that we do come to know ourselves correctly as the divine form, we also
come to know the infinite God in both his incomparability and his similarity.”26

And therefore, our Lord, and for that matter, each of the divine Names, are
relative to the believer who finds Him because the believer finds his Lord in
a unique way. In reality the divine Names have their being in relation to the
gnostic. The believer, in this regard, is not an insignificant afterthought; he is a
major cosmic player, so to speak. And it appears that we and the divine Names
are internally related. Corbin explains further that all individuals actualize as a
result of the divine Names yearning to be revealed. God, as mentioned above,
created the world to be known; in this sense, each of us is a divine revelation.27

While the context and terminology of Leibniz’s metaphysical system are quite
far removed from the world of Sufism, a closer look reveals a higher degree
of convergence. Each monad reflects both the entire universe and God. Per-
ceiving the relations internal to each monad is analogous to the gnostic finding
God through a process of self-understanding. The self, in both systems, is a
microcosmic reflection of the universe and of God.

A further point of comparison concerns the doctrine of remembrance. Of
course, Plato represented elements of recollection as both the necessary con-
dition of our discursive access to knowledge and as mystical as well. Both
Leibniz and Ibn ‘Arabi contain versions of this ancient philosophical doctrine.
Leibniz builds on Plato’s doctrine by amending the definition of an idea. For
Leibniz, an idea is not that which comes into our minds from the outside as
wind comes into our homes through a window (as monads are windowless).
If this were the case, each idea had would be different than others, and we
could not conceive the same idea twice, resulting in nominalism. The idea is
always in us, and we have the power to represent to ourselves any form dur-
ing any occasion for thinking. We are reflecting on our minds because they
contain in them at every moment all the forms for all periods of time because
the mind expresses, albeit confusedly, all that we can and will think clearly.
Leibniz inherits his realism from Plato but asks that the doctrine of recollec-
tion be purged of the error that we are remembering the knowledge from a
previous embodiment of our soul.28 Chittick summarizes this analogue in Ibn
‘Arabi’s Sufism in his discussion of the cosmology of remembrance. The truth
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of the unity of God in the tawhid is a truth that we forget. Our finitude mani-
fests itself in our “forgetfulness.” The prophets’ role of is to remind us of this
eternal truth.29 God reminds through the prophets, and man must remember.
This expresses again the bi-directionality of the gnostic’s relationship to God
discussed above.30 The human condition for both Leibniz and Ibn ‘Arabi is
one of a natural desire toward God; in Leibniz this expresses in remembrance
as the necessary condition for our knowledge and the reality of ideas; in Ibn
‘Arabi this expresses itself in our keeping God in mind, in responding to the
reminder, which are products of the one divine activity which embodies the
good, true, and beautiful.31 Although the emphasis in Leibniz is on the reality
of our ideas and the nature of our access to them, while the emphasis in Ibn
‘Arabi is on the metaphysical truth of the tawhid, each expresses a similarity in
the role of remembrance, and both point to the permanence of God as the fount
of knowledge, whether it be acquired or recollected rationally or in revelation.

Returning to the microcosmic reflection of the universe and God, we ask
what the relationship of the universe to God consists of. The meta-material
reality, emanating from His divine Essence, pervades the world. Corbin wrote,
“[God] flows through the things of the world like the waters of a river.”32 The
import of this statement cuts into the distinction between metaphysics and epis-
temology and enlivens my comparison. Ibn ‘Arabi wrote that the “People of
Reflection, those who occupy themselves with speculation (nazar) and proofs
restricted to the senses and to necessary and self-evident matters,” insist that
those receiving God’s commands must be intelligent, but that much of the
rest of reality is inanimate.33 But the path of the mystic, whose imagination
intends to know the unveiling of God’s attributes, the entire world is intelli-
gent, living, and speaking.34 What is interesting in Ibn ‘Arabi’s distinction is
that Leibniz certainly represents a person of reflection described here; how-
ever, his monadology has given rise to the legacy of pan-psyschism in thinkers
such as Alfred North Whitehead and others. And while not all perspectives on
the universe are intelligent (there are bare monads), each represents a plurality
of relations, the infinite multiplicity in each perspective unity.35 Furthermore
the hierarchy of being for Leibniz parallels Ibn ‘Arabi’s insofar as the capacity
to receive being (through the breath of God) is proportionate to the hierarchy
of its form, from mineral, plant, animal, to man.36 Corbin goes on to describe
the universe: “Everything we call other than God, everything we call the uni-
verse, is related to the Divine Being as the shadow to the person. The world
is God’s shadow.”37 Now this analogy drives deep into the heart of creation
theory. It reveals the relationship of the Creator to the created quite vividly;
the created has an ontological status of dependence upon the Creator. Yet the
revealed Lord is ontologically dependent upon the created shadow. However,
objects lack the self-sufficiency in themselves to cast shadows. Light, emanat-
ing from some other source, is required to create a shadow. What is this light,
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and what is its source, according to Ibn ‘Arabi? Again Corbin provides insight,
“His creation springs, not from nothingness, from something other than Him-
self, from a not-Him, but from His fundamental being, from the potencies and
virtualities latent in His own unrevealed being.”38

God’s longing to be revealed, as this latent potency, appears at first glance to
leave my stance unguarded insofar as this potency does not explicitly present
itself in Leibniz’s formulation. The principle of sufficient reason, that God
created the best of all possible worlds, containing the greatest degree of com-
possible reason and consequent goodness, does not seem to groove with Allah’s
longing to be revealed. However, just as in Leibniz’s system, God’s goodness
and perfection inheres in his unity, resulting in the creation of the best of all
possible world containing infinite monads reflecting his unity, the perfection
of the Allah’s divine creative attribute becomes manifests itself in his creation.
Just as the greatness of an artist manifests itself in her artwork, the greatness
of God manifests itself in His creation. Allah is not dependent upon his desire
to make himself manifest; rather His desire expresses his attribute perfect cre-
ativity. However, one wonders why God sought this manifestation. Could it be
that our most worthy pursuit, our journey to understand God’s nature through
our own self-understanding, demands of us the best life? Could God’s yearn-
ing be a yearning for moral purpose in our lives, which is fundamentally tied
to revelation? Leibniz’s normative prescriptions for the good life also entail an
understanding of God. In Leibniz’s words the good life is the rational life, and
the cultivation of reason is the path to divine knowledge, revelation, if you will.
Traveling this path, Leibniz’s principle of sufficient reason and Allah’s desire
to be known bear more similarity than upon a passing glance.

At this juncture, however, the methods toward an understanding of God,
the world, and the self diverge. An exposition of Ibn ‘Arabi’s mystical path
towards the light of God, when cast on the backdrop of Leibniz’s rational route
to truth, will reveal the dissimilarities inherent in experiential intuition and
cognitive reason. According to Ibn ‘Arabi, when the believer approaches God,
it is not the impersonal self, the ego, who approaches God; it is the true self.
And that believer does not approach “the God of dogmatic definitions.”39 That
dogmatically derived God exists without relation to the believer. The personal
Lord approached exists wholly in relation to the gnostic. In relation to this
Lord, the believer must contemplate his true self and his outer ego, his nafs.
And God uses the believer as a mirror into which He contemplates his Divine
Names. In this way, “We have a reciprocal relationship as between two mirrors
facing one another and reflecting the same image back and forth.”40

This brings us to an important discussion of the normative dimension in Ibn
‘Arabi’s Sufism. We must struggle with our nafs in order to create the possi-
bility of divine revelation in us.41 This struggle is the path of the mystic. It
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originates in the first phrase of the first shahada, “There is no deity, except for
God.” This first phrase is negative, and one must negate the false sense of self in
order to spiritually purchase the affirmative portion of the shahada, “except for
God.” When our nafs dominate our lives, we imagine that God is not present
in our lives. This dangerous thought gives way to grosser effects of the nafs
dominance. We feel the need to gratify our desires: we succumb to anger, lust,
addiction, and to our own mental states of anxiety, tedium, and despair, so that
we feel as if we were impotent prisoners caged within our own atomized (and
tormented) minds. How must the Sufi fight this battle? He must control himself
from acting out of anger and gratifying addictions. He must realize the impossi-
bility of achieving fulfillment through these means. He must negate the feeling
that he cannot escape his self-conscious captivity, and he must relinquish the
thought that God is absent. This generally manifests itself in the attitude of
asceticism, the tradition that posed so many of the possible etymological roots
to the word, Sufism.

Corbin’s discussion of the ethical dimensions of the path of the Sufi mys-
tic highlights Chittick’s discussion of the ethical importance of discerning the
haqq of things. The modern tendency to translate the subjective-objective poles
of our phenomenological experience into a metaphysical description of reality
strips the objects of investigation (the objects, relationships, and concepts) of
their “haqqs, that is, their characteristic of having real relationships with the
Real and of making demands on the subjects who deal with them.”42 Chittick
shows that the Sufi insight is another mode of overturning the tragedy of moder-
nity: that modern science has eviscerated objective knowledge of its value.
However, in Ibn ‘Arabi’s account, ethical norms have as much objectivity as
scientific knowledge, as construed by the moderns. In fact, insofar as the objec-
tivity of things is taken as axiological and ontological at once, these ethical
norms have more, for they are not founded on the mistake of modernity, which
put “Reality on one side and things on the other.” And although Leibniz’s path
to God is a rational one, the idealism of his monadology attempts to dispel the
dichotomies of modernity, as does Sufism. Furthermore, both attempts to do so
reveal the objective ethical dimensions of each philosophy.

The Sufi path, however, emphasizes the ascetic norms, and these provide the
conditions for the affirmation of God’s immanence. The mystical path takes
the ascetic toward God through a private dialogue, a manajat. This prayer is a
two-way street. Thus, Ibn ‘Arabi interprets the passage from the Qur’an, “Have
me present in your heart. I shall have you present to myself” (2:147). We do
not pray to God asking for something; we pray in order to express a mode
of existing, whereby we experience theophany. Divine Compassion is God’s
prayer to be known, to be remembered in dhikr. At its peak, the gnostic expe-
riences a meditative vision of God. Ibn ‘Arabi describes three stages of this
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meditative process. First, the believer must begin a conversation with God.
Next, in an intermediate moment, he must imagine God facing him. And last,
he must attain an “intuitive vision” realizing God in the center of his “sub-
tle organ” the heart, and “simultaneously hear the divine voice vibrating in all
manifest things, so much so that he hears nothing else.”43 At this point, the
faithful achieves, “annihilation or extinction in unity.”44

Corbin describes this “suprasensory” experience with clarity. He writes,
“None of this, [meditation], takes place in the outer sensory world, nor in the
‘imaginary world,’ but only in the mundus imaginalis (‘alam al-mithal), the
imaginative world to which belong organs of the same nature in the human
being, namely the centers of subtle psychology (the latifa).”45 He explains at
length the role of the mystical experience of the spectra of light during medi-
tation. The inner visual experience progresses from an apperception of images
in the sensory world, to a direct perception of persons and essences, finally
towards an experience of colored photisms, of light upon light. These colored
photisms signify the “transmutation of the sensory by the transmutation of the
senses into suprasensory organs.”46

Metaphysics of spirit underlies the process of divine revelation through med-
itation. This metaphysical system of the Sufis gets at the heart of the spiritual
nature of ultimate reality. Ibn ‘Arabi writes that the prophetic Logos is both
the eternal Muhammed through which God reveals Himself, and the creative
principle by and through which God created the world. This suggests that at the
heart of every seemingly material reality there exists spirit, meaning, and divin-
ity. Matter, as unintelligible, is not the ultimate substratum of reality; spirit,
as the lifeblood of divine meaning and intelligibility is. In Ibn ‘Arabi’s meta-
physics, the eternal subsumes the temporal, as the spiritual does the material.47

This ultimate reality of spirit as divine meaning makes possible the process
of meditation, which relies on the suprasensory organs to transform the faith-
ful towards transconsciousness. The Sufi views sensory experience not simply
as illusory, but as cryptic and symbolic as al-Rabb speaks only in symbols.
The process of encountering the Lord is “a hermeneutics of symbols [. . .],
a method of understanding which transmutes sensory data and rational con-
cepts into symbols, [making the symbols effect this process].”48 As I mentioned
above, epistemology rests on the foundation of metaphysics.

Let us return now to the rational idealism of Leibniz. The question remains:
what is the relationship of spirit to reason? Hegel said that Spirit is the syn-
thesis of Idea and its antithesis, Nature. In other words, nature manifests the
idea spiritually, that is socially, historically, and culturally. But in the spirit of
mysticism might it be that language discounts the worth of ultimate meaning?
This was, after all, the problem the Sufis had with philosophy, and it is, of
course, the problem philosophy has with mysticism. Mysticism is experiential.
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It is intuitive and immediate, a genuinely first order discipline. William James
abstracted from a variety of mystical experiences that they were “ineffable.”
Sufi philosophers, adept at putting their experiences into words, might disagree,
and I think Ibn ‘Arabi’s words, (and Chittick’s and Corbin’s words about Ibn
‘Arabi’s thought), are quite illustrative. However, philosophy will always be a
second order discipline. Its use of language implies a gap between the sign and
the signified, between words and meaning. Leibniz’s method and route to truth
employs reason and its handmaiden, language. It partakes in rational discourse
and logical scrutiny. On Leibniz’s journey to his formulation of the monad as
the universal, individuated substance, he applied the “complete concept the-
ory” to Aristotelian predicate logic. The implications of logical analysis led
him to his metaphysical system.

However, our question still demands clarification. Do reason and revelation
need to be dichotomized like so many notions, imprisoned by the dualism of the
Western canon? I think not. Both spiritualism and idealism reject materialism.
Both schools resemble each other in their depiction of God. The Sufis envi-
sion that God limits Himself by making one of his attributes revealed to the
gnostic in the form of his personal Lord. This Lord, this divine Name main-
tains both a sympathetic union with all other divine Names and a unity with
the divine Essence. Leibniz’s monads maintain a pre-established harmony. The
Sufis teach that the path to God is internal, that to know God is to search within
oneself. Leibniz’s rational monads must perceive the totality of relations inter-
nal to the monad in order to understand God, since, in both schools, God is
reflected in the soul of man and man is God’s reflection. The finite perspective
of the Sufi insures that he will experience his Lord, a divine attribute, which
participates in the being of the believer, in his true self. The finite perspective of
the monad is what defines its very being. The Allah of Sufism encompasses all
divine attributes. Similarly, Leibniz’s God perceives the totality of its internal
relations with the perspectival character of the finite monad held in check.

4. C O N C L U S I O N

However, they do differ in terms of method. The former relies on meditation,
the latter reason. But this method tends toward the same goal: an understand-
ing of the divine. While the Sufi battles his nafs in order to create conditions
receptive toward Divine Compassion and dhikr, the rational monad must use
sufficient reason to contemplate the best and most rational course of action.
While many philosophers follow a rational and discursive path to truth, it would
be narrow-minded and dogmatic to fail to realize that our approach is limited.
When confronted with theological questions, we often preface and disclaim our
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responses by adding, “I am not a mystic.” However, this would be as fruitless
as the patient refusing his physician’s promptings to exercise by announcing
that she is not an athlete. Perhaps attempting to create more favorable condi-
tions with which to receive Divine Compassion in meditation would help our
philosophical endeavors. By battling false senses of ego and the prison of self-
consciousness, so many philosophers, who fail to heed their own call, would
curb their dualistic tendencies. In other words, taking the advice of mystics in
general and the Sufis in particular may help bridge the gap between the philo-
sophic and worldly endeavors of the rationalist. Leibniz, the rationalist, and Ibn
‘Arabi, the Islamic mystic, travel divergent paths to the same truth – the unity
and immanence of God in a pluralistic universe.

We began by asking whether revelation and reason were two sides of the
same coin or mutually exclusive? The truth of the matter is that couching the
terms in an excluded middle is an effective rhetorical device, but not all that
helpful if we are to disclose continuities between them. With our compara-
tive analysis completed, we do not find them to be two sides of the same
coin or mutually exclusive. Mysticism has been a problem for philosophical
analysis historically because of philosophy places such gold standard on dis-
cursive thought and language and mysticism reveals truths often “described”
as ineffable. Philosophy can be seen as a hindrance to religious revelation if
we allow our rational capacities and structures to harden into rigid ontolo-
gies. But both of these historical and potential problems, to my mind, reveal
only that bad philosophy and mysticism are mutually exclusive. (1) Allowing
mysticism into one’s philosophy serves two purposes: it stretches the limits
of one’s imagination, thereby recruiting our non-linguistic capacities to our
service. (2) Mysticism reminds us that our philosophy should be a moral enter-
prise from the start. Its truths orient the telos of philosophical inquiries. I hope
my inquiry has revealed this telos and helped us stretch our imaginations by
comparing these two important philosophers who would otherwise be treated
as rigidly distinct if we allowed our excluded middles to legislate the bounds
of philosophy.

Southern Illinois University Carbondale, Carbondale-Illinois
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Abstract: The conception of self enjoys a pivotal position in the philosophy of
Muhammad Iqbal. He rejects the picture of self construed on the analogy
of a thing. Self, for him, is an act not a thing. The appropriate method
of knowing the self, according to him, is through the interpretation of
conscious experience, which reveals that it is a unity in which states of
consciousness melt into one another and form an organic whole. With
this notion, the problem of freedom, the relation between mind and
body, and the issue of immortality are explained in ways that are differ-
ent from the dominant philosophical tradition. Like other philosophers,
however, Iqbal seems to cling to the notion of “privacy” as the essence
of self/mind which leads to some fundamental problems in philosophy
and has been the focus of attention of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy.
The present paper will attempt to examine Iqbal’s conception of self as
he developed it in The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam
and will also examine the issue of privacy in the light of Wittgenstein’s
Philosophical Investigations.

Key words: Muhammed Iqbal, L. Wittgenstein God, self, ego, privacy, consciousness

Muhammad Iqbal’s philosophical system revolves around the notion of self or
ego. For him, God1 is a self or ego, who is absolutely perfect, and whatever
God creates has selfhood. The realization of self is different at different levels.
God is an absolutely perfect ego. Man is a relatively perfect self as he is a self-
conscious being and is capable of having direct contact with ultimate reality
through religious/mystical experience.

Human ego, for Iqbal, is the finite center of all experience.2 Mental states or
experiences form an organic whole by being internally related to each other,
which is called mind.3 The internal relation, which is characteristic of the men-
tal realm, makes it different from the external world. The difference between
them is fully captured in the two conceptions of time that seem to be synony-
mous with Iqbal’s system. Like Bergson, Iqbal distinguishes between serial
time and duration. The former belongs to the external world, while the latter
to the world of consciousness.4 This makes it impossible to study the nature of
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self with the help of scientific methodology, i.e., modern psychology, as scien-
tific methodology operates on the external world of serial time where one deals
with kinds of things and not with their uniqueness. Uniqueness also belongs to
the essence of self. According to Iqbal, “Mental unity is absolutely unique.”5

Not only science but philosophy has also failed to understand the nature
of self because philosophical attempts are conceptual investigations and the
notion of self is so subtle and unique that it cannot be intellectualized.6 More-
over, when intellectualized, the self, like other concepts, becomes something
static and loses both its uniqueness and individuality. What one gets after this
effort is the notion of soul-substance which can also be found in al-Ghazali and
other classical philosophers. According to Iqbal, al-Ghazali’s “ego is a simple,
indivisible, and immutable soul-substance, entirely different from the group of
our mental states and unaffected by the passage of time. Our conscious experi-
ence is a unity, because our mental states are related as so many qualities to this
simple substance which persists unchanged during the flux of its qualities.”7

Iqbal disagrees with the view of soul substance. The following may be noted
in this connection:

i) Like Kant, Iqbal maintains that it is not possible to argue for the ontological
status of soul substances on the basis of any formal condition of thought.
He says that “[t]he ‘I think’ which accompanies every thought is, according
to Kant, a purely formal condition of thought, and the transition from a
purely formal condition of thought to ontological substance is logically
illegitimate.”8

ii) The soul substance does not reveal itself in experience9, and is of no
psychological interest.10

iii) The phenomenon of alternating personality cannot be explained with the
help of soul substance.11

Iqbal is also dissatisfied with the views of interactionism or parallelism of
mind and body, which are characteristic of Cartesian dualism and Spinoza’s
pantheism. He holds that the true nature of self cannot be revealed through any
of these positions. Such a task can only be accomplished through the inter-
pretation of conscious experience. Experience, therefore, is the correct way of
knowing the nature of self. Iqbal finds this approach in William James. Iqbal
of contents:

William James conceives consciousness as “a stream of thought” – a conscious flow of changes
with a felt continuity.12 He finds a kind of gregarious principle working in our experiences which
have, as it were, ‘hooks’ on them, and thereby catch up one another in the flow of mental life.13

The ego consists of the feelings of personal life, and is, as such, part of the system of thought.
Every pulse of thought, present or perishing, is an indivisible unity which knows and recollects.
The appropriation of the passing pulse by the present pulse of thought, and that of the present by
its successor, is the ego.14
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Iqbal is, however, not satisfied with James’s conclusion. The reason for
Iqbal’s dissatisfaction lies in the fact that it “ignores the relatively permanent
element in experience.”15 Iqbal is convinced that, “We appreciate the ego itself
in the act of perceiving, judging, and willing.”16 Thus ego, for him, is not the
finer matter of the Islamic theologians (mutakallimun), nor is there a Cartesian
dualistic picture of soul. It is also different from James’s picture of the self. For
Iqbal, self is an act rather than a thing. This conception of self stems from his
interpretation of the Qur’anic verses.

And they ask thee of the soul. Say: the soul proceedeth from my Lord’s Amr [Command]: but of
knowledge, only a little to you is given.17

To Him belong creation and direction.18

According to Iqbal’s interpretation, God’s creation means the external world,
while His direction means the self. He says:

Thus my real personality is not a thing; it is an act. My experience is only a series of acts, mutually
referring to one another, and held together by the unity of a directive purpose. My whole reality
lies in my directive attitude. You cannot perceive me like a thing in space, or a set of experiences
in temporal order; you must interpret, understand, and appreciate me in my judgments, in my
will-attitudes, aims, and aspirations.19

The human being is not a duality of mind and body but a unity. The soul
is a system of acts and body is a system of events. Both come from God,
the former as directed while the latter as created. According to Iqbal “[t]he
characteristic of the ego is spontaneity; the acts composing the body repeat
themselves. The body is accumulated action or habit of the soul; and as such
undetachable from it.” This analysis not only explains mind-body relation but
also helps in explaining the notion of freedom. The system of events, the world
external to consciousness, is governed by causal laws, hence is mechanistically
determined in serial time. The world of consciousness, being a system of acts,
endures in non-mathematical time where the causal laws do not operate, which
makes it free. Freedom is an essential property of self.

Iqbal identifies two sides of the self, namely the efficient self and the appre-
ciative self, which accord with his distinction between serial time and duration.
The efficient self is the “subject of associationist psychology” as it “enters into
a relation with what we call the world of space.” He explains it as follows:

The self here lives outside itself as it were, and, while retaining its unity as a totality, discloses itself
as nothing more than a series of specific and consequently numerable states. The time in which
the efficient self lives is, therefore, the time of which we predicate long and short. It is hardly
distinguishable from space. We can conceive it only as a straight line composed of spatial points
which are external to one another like so many stages in a journey.20

Appreciative self, on the contrary, endures in pure time or duration. It is the
appreciative self that reveals the true nature of ego. Iqbal argues:
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A deeper analysis of conscious experience reveals to us what I have called the appreciative side of
the self . . . It is only in the moments of profound meditation, when the efficient self is in abeyance,
that we sink into our deeper self and reach the inner centre of experience. In the life-process of
this deeper ego the states of consciousness melt into each other. The unity of the appreciative ego
is like the unity of the germ in which the experiences of its individual ancestors exist, not as a
plurality, but as a unity in which every experience permeates the whole.21

Iqbal holds that the creative act of God is not arbitrary. It has both direction
and meaning. God is a perfect ego or self and whatever He creates contains
selfhood. For Iqbal, nature by being organically related to its creator enjoys
selfhood and displays the habits of the Almighty in its laws and patterns. If we
look around in this universe/nature, we find an inorganic world and an organic
world. The latter involves both the plant kingdom and the animal kingdom.
Selfhood is present in both the inorganic and the organic world. Its realiza-
tion, however, is different at different levels. Since God is the Creator of all
and his Creativity is with a direction and purpose, the realization of selfhood
has evolved according to the direction set by the Almighty. The evolution of
selfhood reached its summit in man. Man is capable of coming in intimate
contact with the Absolutely Perfect Being [God] through prayer, knowledge
or religious experience, and in this way he can achieve perfection in a relative
sense.

Although Iqbal is highly critical of Darwin, he supports a view of evolution
in the manner of Ibn Maskawayh and Jalaluddin Rumi. As to the question of
how did man first emerge, Iqbal quotes with approval the following lines from
Jalaluddin Rumi.

First man appeared in the class of inorganic things,
Then he passed therefrom into that of plants.

For years he lived as one of the plants,
Remembering naught of his inorganic state so different;

And when he passed from the vegetative to the animal state
He had no remembrance of his state as a plant,

Except the inclination he felt to the world of plants,
Especially at the time of spring and sweet flowers.

Like the inclination of infants towards their mothers,
Which know not the cause of their inclination to the breast . . .

Again the great Creator, as you know,
Drew man out of the animal into the human state.

Thus man passed from one order of nature to another,
Till he became wise and knowing and strong as he is now.

Of his first souls he has no remembrance.
And he will be again changed from his present soul.22
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The self, being directed from God, has the capacity to reach ultimate reality
through religious experience or prayer. For Iqbal, prayer is a way to turn away
from the worldly affairs towards the depth of one’s being and to return to the
being from whom the soul is directed. In this experience, the self doesn’t cease
to exist but, rather, it achieves its potential which is perfection in a relative
sense. Here Iqbal seems to reject Pantheism. Human self is real and it does not
lose its reality in coming in contact with the ultimate reality. Far from that, it
realizes its potential. The Man-God relationship is captured in the following
lines in Message From the East.

You created the night (Man is talking to God)
—I lit the lamp;
You created clay—I moulded the cup;
You made the wilderness; I cultivated flower-beds.
I made a mirror from a rock,
and from poison I extracted a sweet beverage (Piyam-i Mashriq)

An important feature of self that has been held by the classical and mod-
ern philosophers is its immortality. Iqbal, however, differs from them on this
issue. Immortality of self, according to him, is not given as a gift but has to
be achieved through living a life directed towards God who is the absolutely
perfect Self. The following may be concluded about the nature of the human
ego from the above discussion:
1. Human self is an act not a thing.
2. It is the center of all experience, so the real nature of self can be understood

only by a conscious interpretation of experience. [It is a unity in which states
of consciousness melt into each other and form an organic whole.]

3. Human ego is relatively perfect and is free.
4. Human beings have evolved according to the direction set forth by God.
5. Immortality of the soul is not given. It has to be achieved. When self

achieves its true potential, it cannot cease to exist.
We see here that Iqbal disagrees with traditional thinkers as well as with the

moderns on important points. He, however, agrees with other philosophers in
maintaining that privacy is the essence of ego.23 This seems to be a mistaken
view and in what follows I shall attempt to examine it critically. The criticism
of this view owes a lot to my reading of the later Wittgenstein.

Iqbal says that an “important characteristic of the unity of the ego is its
essential privacy which reveals the uniqueness of every ego.” According to
this view of privacy, it is logically impossible to know, share and have access
to what goes on in another person’s mental realm. This view leads us to the
problem of other minds. The following may be concluded regarding the privacy
of ego:
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a) Human ego, which as mentioned above, is a single and unique center of
experience, possesses an organic unity of mental states.

b) Privacy of experience is the central feature of human ego.
c) The only way to know the true nature of human ego is to have direct

experience of the same.
d) Direct experience of ego is essentially private.
e) The essential privacy of experience does not leave room for any inter-

subjective category.
In an effort to prove privacy of ego, Iqbal writes:

In order to reach a certain conclusion all the premises of a syllogism must be believed in by one and
the same mind. If I believe in the proposition ‘all men are mortal’, and another mind believes in the
proposition ‘Socrates is a man’, no inference is possible. It is possible only if both the propositions
are believed in by me.24

This line of reasoning is erroneous. It assumes inference to be essentially
psychological rather than logical. Inference, it is often said, is an objective rela-
tion that holds between propositions and not between states of consciousness.
There is no place for psychologism – a view that reduces logic to psychology –
in modern logic.

Iqbal also brings the following argument in order to prove his notion of
privacy of mental states:

Again, my desire for a certain thing is essentially mine. Its satisfaction means my private enjoy-
ment . . . My pleasures, pains, and desires are exclusively mine, forming a part and parcel of my
private ego alone . . . My feelings, hates and loves, judgments and resolutions, are exclusively
mine.25

Iqbal’s reasoning seems to assume two senses of privacy, namely inalien-
able privacy of states of consciousness by the first person alone, and epistemic
privacy.26 States of consciousness are believed to be exclusively owned by the
first person. Again, only the first person can experience them, which is the only
way to know what belongs to one’s mental realm. Since another person cannot
have access to my private realm, he cannot feel or experience what belongs
exclusively to me. And this leads us to conclude that another person cannot
know what I know.

As is evident from Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, both these
senses of privacy are mistaken.27 In the first case, mental states are construed on
the pattern of physical objects-a consequence of taking name-object relation-
ship as the foundation of language. It may be noted here that states of mind are
akin to colors and habits rather than the physical objects. These are identified
by their characteristic expressions and not by their locality. There is no sam-
ple or thing exclusively belonging to one’s private realm on the basis of which
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‘mental conduct vocabulary’ functions, since, in that case the word cannot be
used in our language.

Wittgenstein identifies the problem in the following section of Philosophical
Investigations:

If I say of myself that it is only from my own case that I know what the word “pain” means—must
I not say the same of other people too? And how can I generalize the one case so irresponsibly?

Now someone tells me that he knows what pain is from his own case! –Suppose everyone had
a box with something in it: we call it a “beetle.” No one can look into anyone else’s box, and
everyone says he knows what a beetle is only by looking at his beetle.—Here it would be quite
possible for everyone to have something different in his box. One might even imagine such a thing
constantly changing.—But suppose the word “beetle” had a use in these people’s language? –If so
it would not be used as the name of a thing. The thing in the box has no place in the language-game
at all; not even as something: for the box might even be empty.—No one can “divide through” by
the thing in the box; it cancels out, whatever it is.

That is to say: if we construe the grammar of the expression of sensation on the model of “object
and the name” the object drops out of consideration as something irrelevant.28

The second view of privacy is also mistaken. Here “knowing” is taken to
be logically equivalent to “feeling” or “having an experience.” It is not diffi-
cult to see from here the difference between a first person and a third person
claim about mental states. I know the sensation that I am having by feeling or
experiencing it. Since I cannot have the sensation of others, therefore, I cannot
know what the other person (third person) is experiencing.29 A careful read-
ing of Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations will show that the logic or
grammar of knowing is very different from the logic or grammar of feeling.
They belong to different families of ideas. Whenever there is a knowing claim
it is possible to doubt it. Doubt, however, has no place in the case of felt expe-
riences [like pains and other mental states]; as it makes no sense to say that
“I doubt whether I am in pain.” Again, in the case of knowledge there is a
possibility of learning. As far as mental states are concerned, there is no teach-
ing and learning them. In the case of learning there is, in principle, ignorance
before learning something, whereas the so called epistemic privacy leaves no
place for us to be ignorant of my mental states. Since I cannot be said to be
ignorant of my mental states, it follows, I cannot be said to learn them either.

It is true that one may keep something secret to oneself. This sense of privacy
is different from the one that Iqbal assumes. In this sense, it can be safely said
that nothing can be private unless it is, in principle, publicly accessible. It is
also true that my recognition of something refers to my past experience, but it
does not follow from here that I privately own something in my mind which
could not be shared by anyone else.

Iqbal takes experience, which includes both sensory experience and mysti-
cal experience, to be a source of knowledge. In his system, reason is also a
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source of knowledge. Like the British Empiricists and Continental Rational-
ists of early modern philosophy, he takes knowledge to be a relation between
a knower and the known. This leads to a subject centered position. Knowl-
edge, for both British Empiricists and Continental Rationalists, is ultimately
explained by referring to the contents of mind. Iqbal is right in holding that
there is more than one source of knowledge. He, however, ends up in the same
subjectivist position because of a misconceived notion of knowledge. The pri-
vacy of experience and the privacy of knowledge are both mistaken. There is
no denying the fact that one learns by experience, but it should be taken into
consideration that experience presupposes a background, which is shared. The
privacy of experience model seems to overlook this consideration. In the same
way, the rationalists’ view of indubitable knowledge is subjective. It needs to
be noted that knowledge involves truth, criticism and objectivity, which seems
to be missing in the conception of knowledge adopted by Iqbal.

We have seen here that Iqbal’s conception of self is, in many ways, differ-
ent from that of medieval Muslim thinkers and philosophers from the modern
period. But he shares with them the notion of “privacy” as the essence of self,
which leads to problems in philosophy. The methodology that Iqbal pursues
for knowing the self through the interpretation of conscious experience leads
to a subjectivist account of knowledge as it equates “knowledge” with “subjec-
tive experience.” Knowledge involves truth and objectivity, which is missing
here. As shown by the later Wittgenstein, the reason for this lies in the concep-
tion of language for which the name-object relationship is considered to be the
foundation, and as a consequence meaning lies in the contents of mind. It may
be said that although Iqbal rejects the notion of self which is akin to a thing,
his view of “privacy” is deeply embedded in the conception of language that
locates “meaning” in the “nature of things.” Wittgenstein’s criticism of the pri-
vacy picture suggests that experience presupposes a background that is shared,
and his rejection of object-oriented theory of meaning provide a framework for
avoiding the problems relating to privacy picture. Experience shows that there
is a concrete network of relations that links oneself with others, and it seems to
be the case that self should be understood within this context.
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N O T E S

1 God, according to Iqbal, is an absolutely Perfect Individual, closed off as an ego, peerless
and unique. Creativeness, Knowledge, Omnipotence, and Eternity are other important elements
in the Qur’anic conception of God. The universe according to Iqbal is organically related to God
who is ceaselessly involved in the act of Creation. In Him thought and deed are one. God does
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not only create but also knows His creation. Divine knowledge must be conceived of as a living
creative activity to which the objects that appear to exist in their own right are organically related.
God is immediately aware of the entire sweep of history in a single indivisible act. There is no
before and after for Him (which means that God is Eternal). The future certainly pre-exists in
the organic whole of God’s creative life as an open possibility, not as a fixed order of events
with definite outlines. See Muhammad Iqbal, The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam
(London: Oxford University Press, 1934).
2 He disagrees with F. H. Bradley’s view according to which ego is a mere illusion which is
based on the system of logic within which Bradley operates. Iqbal, however, notes that Bradley
reluctantly admits the reality of ego. He writes, “Yet, in spite of the fact that his [Bradley’s]
ruthless logic has shown the ego to be a mass of confusion, Bradley has to admit that the self must
be ‘in some sense real’, ‘in some sense an indubitable fact’.” See The Reconstruction of Religious
Thought in Islam, p. 78. References that are in parentheses in these end notes are provided by
M. Saeed Sheikh.
3 Ibid., p. 79.
4 Iqbal says, “Again, mental and physical events are both in time, but the time-span of the ego is
fundamentally different to the time-span of the physical event. The duration of the physical event
is stretched out in space as a present fact; the ego’s duration is concentrated within it and linked
with its present and future in a unique manner. The formation of a physical event discloses certain
present marks which show that it has passed through a time-duration; but these marks are merely
emblematic of its time duration; not time-duration itself. True time-duration belongs to the ego
alone,” ibid., p. 79.
5 Ibid., p. 79.
6 Ibid.
7 Ibid., p. 80.
8 Ibid., p. 80 [Critique of Pure Reason, pp. 329–330].
9 Ibid., p. 81.

10 Ibid., p. 81.
11 Iqbal clarifies it as follows: “And it may further be pointed out that in view of the improbability
of different soul-substances controlling the same body at different times, the theory can offer no
adequate explanation of phenomena such as alternating personality, formerly explained by the
temporary possession of the body by evil spirits,” ibid., p. 81.
12 Cf. Principles of Psychology, vol. 1, Chapter ix, p. 340. [provided by M. Saeed Sheikh]
13 Cf. Principles of Psychology, vol. 1, Chapter ix; cf. Critique of Pure Reason, p. 342, note (a)
where Kant gives an illustration of a series of elastic balls in connection with the third paralo-
gism to establish the numerical identity of the ego. Kemp Smith in his Commentary, p. 461, has
rightly observed that William James’s psychological description of self-consciousness is simply
an extension of this illustration. [provided by M. Saeed Sheikh]
14 The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, p. 96 [Cf. Principles of Psychology, vol. 1,
Chapter ix, p. 339.].
15 Ibid., p. 97.
16 Ibid.
17 Ibid., p. 82 [Qur’an, 17:85].
18 Ibid. [Qur’an, 7:54].
19 Ibid., pp. 82–83.
20 Ibid., p. 38.
21 Ibid.
22 Ibid., p. 97 [Masnawi, pp. 216–217].
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23 Ibid., p. 94.
24 Ibid.
25 Ibid., pp. 94–95.
26 Anthony Kenny, Wittgenstein (London: Allen Lane, 1973).
27 For detail, see my paper “Inalienable Private Ownership of Sensation and Sensation Vocabu-
lary in Public Language” in Al-Hikmat, vol. 23 (2003), pp. 25–33.
28 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, ed. G. E. M. Anscombe and R. Rhees, tr.
G. E. M. Anscombe (Oxford: Blackwell, 1963). This work has been cited here as PI. References
are to section in part-i. Section 293 (PI, 293).
29 It is not difficult to see from here the difference between a first person and a third person claims
about mental states. I know the sensation that I am having by feeling it/experiencing it. Since, I
cannot have the sensation of others; therefore, I cannot know what the other person (third person)
is experiencing.
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P H I L O S O P H Y O F R E L I G I O N

Abstract: This chapter revisits al-Ghazali’s classic polemic against the Islamic
falasifa on the one hand, as well as Ibn Rushd’s attempt to refute al-
Ghazali’s position, on the other. The chapter does nor examine the
specifics of this well-known discussion, but focuses on the significance
of al-Ghazali’s charge that the philosophers offer a mere philosoph-
ical construction of God, very different from the God of Islam. It
then addresses the question of whether there is a “God of religion” as
opposed to a “God of the philosophers,” by drawing also on Ibn Rushd’s
position concerning the relation between Scripture and philosophy in his
Decisive Treatise.

Ultimately the chapter offers an examination and evaluation of both
al-Ghazali’s and Ibn Rushd’s concerns in the light of Ludwig Wittgen-
stein’s invocation of ordinary language by exploring how concepts (and
thus religious concepts as well) are used. To this effect the work of
philosophers influenced by Wittgenstein is presented and commented
upon.

Key words: Islamic Aristotelians, Neoplatonism, contemporary philosophy of reli-
gion, relation between philosophy and religion, literal interpretation of
the Qur’an

This chapter revisits the classic debate between al-Ghazali and Ibn Rushd man-
ifest in their treatises entitled the Incoherence of the Philosophers and the
Incoherence of the Incoherence, respectively. Rather than re-examining the
specific arguments and counter-arguments for the eternity of the world, God’s
knowledge of particulars and the nature of resurrection, it introduces a new
focus: the significance of al-Ghazali’s charge that the philosophers offer a mere
philosophical construction of God and of Ibn Rushd’s radical claim that theol-
ogy is a dialectical science and so severely limited even in interpreting the
Scripture. So it argues that al-Ghazali’s accusations raise questions such as:
who is the God of religion? How are we to think of Him? What is the ultimate
authority in such matters?
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The emerging distinction between “the God of religion” and the “God of
philosophy” is then discussed by reference to Ludwig Wittgenstein’s idea that
philosophy should not attempt to substitute philosophical theories for religious
language but to detangle conceptual misunderstandings springing from the lat-
ter’s confused application. The chapter attempts an examination and evaluation
of both al-Ghazali’s and Ibn Rushd’s concerns in the light of this contemporary
perspective.

1. A L - G H A Z A L I ’ S C R I T I Q U E O F T H E P H I L O S O P H E R S : I S T H E

W O R L D E T E R N A L ?

In his famous Incoherence of the Philosophers (Tahafut al-falasifa), al-
Ghazali1 turns against the people he calls “the philosophers” (falasifa) on a
number of grounds. He charges them with heresy on seventeen grounds and
with being unbelievers (kafir) on another three. In his view, they have gone too
far astray in denying the resurrection of bodies and in presenting a God who is
given none of the characteristics He has in the Qur’an; a God who is given no
real agency, no knowledge of particulars, and no ability to perform miracles.

Coming a century later, Ibn Rushd2 would most probably have appeared
even more objectionable to al-Ghazali than these Neoplatonizing Islamic Aris-
totelian philosophers (from now on the “philosophers” or the “falasifa”) of
the 9th and 10th century. In his turn, he denounces the Incoherence of the
Philosophers in defence of philosophical thinking. In his own work, called
the Incoherence of the Incoherence (Tahafut al-Tahafut), Ibn Rushd not only
defends the right of philosophers to talk about God and religion, but goes fur-
ther than this in granting them a special position among the interpreters of the
Qur’an. In an effort to alleviate pressures against philosophy springing from
al-Ghazali’s challenge as well as from juridical circles, he maintains that the
theologian’s claim to be the ultimate authority on religious matters, especially
in the interpretation of Scripture, is invalid. He denies, that is to say, that the
theologian can be the final arbiter as to what constitutes “the authentic Islamic
view according to the Qur’an.” For Ibn Rushd there cannot be a distinction
between a God of religion and a God of the philosophers, as al-Ghazali would
have it.

In the 20th century, Ludwig Wittgenstein put forward a revolutionary view
of language according to which words do not have meaning through referring
to a fixed essence. Their meaning is shaped by the way they are used in specific
contexts intertwined with various human activities. Each one of these activities
has its own characteristics and constitutes a system with its own criteria of
sense. Wittgenstein calls them “language-games.”
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Philosophers following in Wittgenstein’s steps (R. Rhess, P. Winch,
N. Malcolm, D. Z. Phillips, to mention but a few) have attempted to investigate
the relation between religious and secular language by placing the concept of
language-game at the centre of their analysis. They have argued that religion
constitutes a distinct language-game and that religious claims are not to be
evaluated by standards appropriate in other domains, such as science. Further-
more, they have claimed that the notions of verification and falsification are
quite different with respect to the field of religion. Consequently, that philoso-
phy cannot offer a foundation for either religious belief or atheism. In Stephen
Mulhall’s words,

. . . [Wittgenstein] engages in a grammatical investigation of these topics: he attempts to clarify
the nature of religious belief by clarifying the use of expressions of religious beliefs-the place of
religious concepts and religious uses of concepts in the lives of believers and unbelievers.3 (my
italics)

According to Wittgensteinians, such a clarification may reveal that the root
of a philosophical problem lies in a misconception or misunderstanding of ordi-
nary language, an attempt to express something which cannot be expressed
in that particular way. The philosopher has to point this out, but should not
try to replace it with a philosophical construction of his own. Wittgensteini-
ans see the task of philosophy as not prescriptive but descriptive. This is their
avowed approach in philosophy of religion as well. It is a perspective which has
attracted criticism by people who feel that it “waters down” religious terms. In
this sense, it can be seen as the resurfacing of certain questions present in the
al-Gazhali – Ibn Rushd debate.

Al-Ghazali’s Incoherence of the Philosophers is a critique of the Neopla-
tonic Aristotelians of Islam, and most clearly of Ibn Sina.4 First he contests
their belief in the eternity of the world. The philosophers argue that a temporal
world presupposes origination of a temporal will to create from an eternal God.
According to them, this raises the question as to why God willed to create now
rather than at an earlier time:

If it is said to have been due to the absence of will, then one act of will will stand in need of another,
and so on ad infinitum.5

Moreover, the origination of the temporal will from an eternal God is impos-
sible, for this would imply a change in the eternal “in respect of power, or
means, or time, or nature.” Since the eternal is not susceptible to any change,
it is concluded that “the world has been proved (always) to have existed.” For
al-Ghazali this is the most clever argument of the philosophers and the one
which marks their most substantial discussions.6 Generally speaking, this type
of argument relies on the idea that the nature of the divine being undergoes
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alteration through reference to the temporal. It is characteristic of the falasifa’s
Neoplatonic picture of things which is based on eternal emanation out of the
First Being.

Another aspect of the discussion concerning the world’s eternity is the ques-
tion whether the world is created out of pre-existing matter, as Aristotle and
his Neoplatonizing Arab speaking followers would have it, or whether it was
created ex nihilo. Implicitly referring to al-Farabi’s and Ibn Sina’s distinction
between a necessary being and a possible being, al-Ghazali focuses on their
claim that an originated being’s possibility of existence “is a relative attribute
which cannot exist in itself” but needs to be related to a substratum.7 There can-
not be any other substratum than matter. Now, if matter had been originated,
its origination would have required another matter to serve as the substratum
to which the possibility of matter was to be related; since this would lead to an
infinite regress, the falasifa conclude that matter is not originated.

Unlike the falasifa, al-Ghazali believes that when the supposition that some-
thing exists does not contradict reason we call that thing possible without
needing an existent to which our “intellectual judgements” would be related
as attributes. One of his three arguments for this claim runs as follows:

. . . in the case of blackness and whiteness, the intellectual judgment of possibility is made before
their existence. If this possibility were to be related to a body to which they occur (so that one
might say: What the possibility of blackness or whiteness means is that it is possible for this body
to become white or black), then neither white nor black would in itself be possible, and the predicate
of possibility would not be applicable to either of the two, for the possible thing would be the body
to which blackness or whiteness was to be related. Now, we must ask: What about blackness or
whiteness in itself? Is it possible, or necessary, or impossible? The only answer to this question is
that it is possible.8 (my italics)

The paragraph above is a characteristic example of the main charge that
al-Ghazali hurls against the philosophers: that they do not believe in a rad-
ical origin of things, a radical notion of causation which can vindicate God
as a truly omnipotent agent. In the case of whiteness and blackness, al-Ghazali
wants to see what can make them possible, independently of their being embed-
ded in matter and manifested through material objects. He writes against the
philosophers:

As regards the plea that blackness or whiteness has no self or individual essence, it is true if it
means that this is so in Being. But it is not true if it means that this is so for the Intellect as well.
For the Intellect does apprehend universal blackness, judging that it is possible in itself.9

In the lines above al-Ghazali is claiming that whiteness and blackness can
exist as universals in the intellect of God, without them being associated with a
material substratum. The distance between this and the idea that God can bring



W H O I S T H E G O D O F T H E Q U R ’ A N ? 95

whiteness and blackness themselves into existence, through His creative fiat,
does not seem to be very long.

Similarly, the existence of the world does not require the pre-existence of
matter: it is an actuality which by far transcends the Aristotelian notion of actu-
ality: it cannot be accounted for on the basis of the Aristotelian metaphysical
pair of potential matter rendered actual by form.

Further exploring the thorny issue of divine agency, al-Ghazali makes clear
that he considers the philosophers’ position not simply to be theoretically erro-
neous, but also to be intellectually corrupt. In a telling way, he declares that he
shall be talking:

Of their [the philosophers’] dishonesty in saying that God’s the Agent and the Maker of the world
which is His action or product: and the explanation of the fact that these words have only a
metaphorical, not real significance to them.10 (my italics)

In specific reference to the falasifa’s thesis of eternal creation he claims:

. . . we cannot concede the possibility of an eternal action. For that which has not arisen out of non-
existence cannot be called an action- except in a metaphorical sense, having no basis in reality.11

(my italics)

The latter he develops into a more severe charge against their integrity, by
the following verdict:

The only purpose of this problem is to show that you pretend to believe in these names for the sake
of the merit acquired by one who believes in them. But you do not think that in reality anything
corresponds to them. To you, God is not an agent in the real sense of the word; nor is the world
His action in reality. The use of the word ‘action’ in your theories is only a piece of metaphorical
language, having no basis in reality. So our purpose has been achieved inasmuch as this subterfuge
has been exposed.12 (my italics)

He epitomizes this critique by observing in the final part of Section III:

. . . the philosophers cannot find their way to affirming the First Principle; and that, therefore, their
conception of Him is bound to be an arbitrary notion.13 (my italics)

2. G O D ’ S K N O W L E D G E O F PA RT I C U L A R S

The second thesis of the philosophers considered unacceptable by al-Ghazali is
that God has universal, not particular, knowledge of all the beings that emanate
from Him. Al-Ghazali complains that the philosophers have diluted God’s
agency beyond recognition:

. . . they have destroyed all that Glory signifies. They have made His condition comparable to that
of a dead man who has no awareness of what goes on in the world.14 (my italics)
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At this juncture, al-Ghazali’s effort to disqualify the legitimacy of the
philosophers by measuring up their Neoplatonizing claims against his concep-
tion of the Qur’anic God is worth noticing. This is a theme which runs through
the totality of the Incoherence but which (as it will be seen in a while) gets
more of a sharp edge in connection to God’s knowledge of particulars.

Under “Problem XIII,” Ghazali introduces the philosophers’ doctrine con-
cerning God’s knowledge of particulars. He is particularly hostile to their idea
that God, as he puts it,

does not know the particulars which are divisible in accordance with the division of time into “will
be,” “was,” and “is.”15

Referring to Ibn Sina by name he ascribes to him the idea that God’s knowl-
edge is of a universal mode, not subject to temporal qualifications. With good
reasons, he traces the ultimate source of this assumption to the philosophers’
fear that ascribing knowledge of particulars to God entails temporal and spatial
differentiation for Him and so severely compromises His impassibility.16 What
feeds such a fear is their assumption that both knower and knowledge follow
the object of knowledge in its fundamental determinations. In this way, knowl-
edge of particular objects which are specific in space and time imparts not only
upon God’s mode of knowledge, but also upon God Himself, a socio-temporal
character.

In response to this, al-Ghazali points out that the philosophers’ own theory
also entails differentiations in the object of divine knowledge which are by no
means negligible. God’s knowledge of universals involves knowledge of the
difference between the diverse genera and species. According to this, it is again
a kind of knowledge which includes plurality and transition from one object to
the other. So it is always in danger of imparting its changeability and plurality
on to the knower as well. Again, nothing seems to be gained by the substitution
of universal species and genera in the place of temporal divisions of material
objects. To this effect, al-Ghazali concludes rhetorically:

If that difference does not necessitate multiplicity and difference, how can this do so either?17

As al-Ghazali sees it, the philosophers’ position above is based on shaky
philosophical grounds. He talks in the same vein concerning the issue of divine
simplicity. With respect to that, the philosophers exhibit the same attitude: in
their fear of imparting plurality and change to God, they deny that He has
an essence to which properties can be attributed. So they claim that His very
essence is necessary existence. Al-Ghazali’s response is that

we cannot understand unqualified existence which is not related to a definite essence.18
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Moreover, the problem of associating plurality with God is not going to go
away because the concept of necessity itself seems to be an addition to the
concept of existence. As al-Ghazali puts it:

Besides, if necessity is additional to existence, plurality comes in. If it is not additional, how can it
be the quiddity’ Existence is not quiddity.19

These been said, there is an extra dimension in al-Ghazali’s discussion con-
cerning God’s knowledge of particulars. He offers arguments which purport to
show that something very important in the Islamic system of beliefs and ways
of looking at the world will be lost if we deny God knowledge of particulars.
God will not have anything like a decent knowledge of the empirical world for
He will not be in a position to know that a solar eclipse takes place now, or
will be, or has ended. So no knowledge of natural events and processes will be
attributed to Him. Furthermore, He will not know anything beyond a generic
idea of humanity. He will not know particular individuals like Zaid, ‘Amr or
Khalid. The attributes of individual human beings will always be beyond the
scope of his knowledge.20

It is not to be doubted that this has fundamental consequences for Islamic
belief (and for religious faith more generally). It entails direct and tangible
questions for ordinary believers’ life. For, if God does not even know the con-
dition and the way things are within the nature He created, He cannot intervene
in the world, or guide the flow of events in any way. Can such a God listen to a
prayer? Can He intervene to save the sailor from the tempestuous sea, or people
from an earthquake? Can He bless the crops and the farmer with abundance?
Can He heal the sick? And, more importantly, as al-Ghazali himself underlines
here, can He know whether, not generic humanity, but this particular man, Zaid,
or Khalid, is a good and pious man or an infidel? Can He then reward or pun-
ish them on the Day of Judgment? Divine providence and petitionary prayer,
to say nothing of the thorny issue of miracles, are very central to Islam and to
the Muslim faith. Al-Ghazali rightly stresses that Ibn Sina’s perspective seems
to leave precious little room for them. If it is followed through, God cannot
even know the actions of Muhammad himself, and so, not even be aware of his
prophetic mission!21

3. R E S U R R E C T I O N O F B O D I E S

The last major disagreement between al-Ghazali and the philosophers concerns
the latter’s rejection of the resurrection of bodies. Al-Ghazali takes issue with
this thesis in the final chapter of the Incoherence entitled “Refutation of their
denial of the resurrection of bodies.” Again, he traces the root of error in what
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he sees as divergence from the Qur’anic understanding of life after death and
the treatment of Qur’anic language as merely allegorical.

. . . they maintain that these things are symbols mentioned to common men in order to facilitate
their understanding of spiritual reward and punishment which are superior to those of a physical
character. This being opposed to the belief of all the Muslims. . . all those elements which are
opposed to Islam.22

The philosophers construe life after death as everlasting existence of the soul
and the soul as a self-subsisting incorporeal substance. On his part, Al-Ghazali
asserts the “existence of a physical Paradise and Hell”23 and he explicitly
declares that the philosophers’ theory presents us with elements which do come
into conflict with religion.

Such are the denial of the revivification of bodies: the denial of physical pains and pleasures in hell
and paradise, and the denial of the existence of paradise and hell as described in the Qur’an.24

His disinclination to accept non-sensible, intellectual pleasures and pains as
the sole reality in the Hereafter, may appear puzzling: one may have expected
a man of his spiritual status to be very happy with an emphasis on intellectual
and spiritual rewards. However, in the philosophers’ exclusion of bodies and
sensible pleasures al-Ghazali sees a perilous drive towards a non-distinctively
religious understanding of life after death.

The philosophers claim that after the demise of the body, the soul continues
to exist for ever. Its eternal happiness can be achieved by means of perfection
and purity. Perfection is derived from knowledge, and purity from virtuous
action.25 This is certainly reminiscent of the Aristotelian distinction between
intellectual and moral excellence, to which al-Ghazali refers by name.26 What
is the force of the expression “pure and perfect,” though? For the philoso-
phers’ epistemology, knowledge consists in grasping the universal intelligibles
through the rational faculty. Their theory of the Active Intellect (al-‘aql al-
fa‘al), and of the way it illuminates the human reason and enables it to grasp
the universals, is well known. As al-Ghazali rightly sees, this epistemology
shapes the philosophers’ understanding of eschatology as well. Perfect bliss in
the Hereafter is said to depend on the clarity of one’s intellectual vision of the
universals. Moreover, it seems that the philosophers give priority to intellectual
as opposed to moral excellence.27 In their view, intellectual perfection can save
one from the effects of moral corruption, but moral purity will leave one short
of attaining perfect bliss. For al-Ghazali this picture is far away from Qur’ranic
notions of reward and punishment by an omnipotent and just God.

Al-Ghazali then protests that, in treating a text of the Scripture (e.g. the
Qur’anic belief in bodily resurrection) as if it were a mere anthropomorphic
allegory in order to facilitate popular understanding, the philosophers remove
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it from the context where it occurs, and from which it derives its significance.28

He does not reject allegorical interpretation in toto, as, for example, a Hanbali
scholar would have done. What he insists upon is that our mode of thinking
about the afterlife have its foundations in the Qur’an, and remain an essen-
tially religious, rather than an intellectualist discourse. The following lines
recapitulate his point succinctly:

Most of these things are not opposed to religion. We do not deny that the pleasures in the Hereafter
are superior to sensible pleasures. . . . Nor do we deny the immortality of the soul separated from
the body. But we know these things on the authority of religion, as expressed in the Doctrine of
Resurrection . . . we take objection, as we did before, to [the philosophers’] assertion that mere
reason gives them final knowledge of these things.29

4. A L - G H A Z A L I , I B N R U S H D A N D C O N T E M P O R A RY

P H I L O S O P H Y O F R E L I G I O N

Al-Ghazali’s criticism of Arab Neo-Platonism in its turn came under attack
by Ibn Rushd, almost a century later. In his own Incoherence of the Incoher-
ence (Tahafut al Tahafut), Ibn Rushd offers a detailed response to al-Ghazali’s
criticisms of the falasifa. As will be seen in the remainder, a very interesting
symmetry seems to characterize al-Ghazali’s and Ibn Rushd’s respective views.
The former accuses the philosophers not only of straying from the path of the
Scripture, but of being philosophically incoherent as well. The latter takes him-
self to be offering not only a philosophically sound, but also a Qur’anically
sponsored perspective. According to Ibn Rushd, for example, the question of
eternal creation out of pre-existing matter is tightly connected with the question
of literal versus allegorical interpretation of the Qur’an.

The Muslim Neoplatonizing Aristotelian philosophers were accused of pre-
senting not a religious picture but a secular analogue of God. In a similar way,
there are people wondering nowadays as to whether philosophers allow for a
“really existing,” omnipotent God who responds to human prayer, acts provi-
dentially and even performs miracles. D. Z. Phillips and other Wittgensteinian
philosophers of religion are often suspected of attitudes similar to those that al-
Ghazali had charged the falasifa with. Ibn Rushd, on the other hand, is in stark
opposition to al-Ghazali. Given this, an issue worth exploring is Ibn Rushd’s
relation to contemporary philosophy of religion.

5. D . Z . P H I L L I P S ’ S U N D E R S TA N D İ N G O F D I V I N E C AU S A L I T Y,

P R AY E R , A N D I M M O RTA L I T Y

D. Z. Phillips is the most prominent representative of Wittgenstein’s approach
to philosophy of religion in the 20th century. Despite his view that religion does
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not have to measure itself up to alien standards (those of science, for example),
he has often been criticized for failing to do justice to what religious people
“really believe.”

The Concept of Prayer (1965) and Death and Immortality (1970) are two of
Phillips’s most famous and influential works. In them he attempts an analysis of
the grammar, that is to say, the logical structure and ways of using the concepts
of prayer and immortality respectively. In Chapter 6 of the Concept of Prayer,
Phillips discusses petitionary prayer in the context of people who pray to God
to “help them” or “save them.” These may be people who, let us say, pray
to God to save their child from a lethal illness when medical treatment has
failed. In Phillips’s own words, unless such prayers have a consistent place in
a person’s life

they are not characteristic of the religious role of prayer in the life of the believer. These prayers
are far nearer superstition: kissing a rabbit’s foot or touching wood.30

Phillips’s analysis of petitionary prayer points into the following direction:
in isolation from any substantial religious surroundings, words of supplication
are not recognizably religious. People uttering them are being superstitious
because their prayer does not tie up with anything of spiritual significance in
their lives. This seems to be reasonable and well put. However, it is not the
end of the matter, for Phillips’s discussion in the remainder of Chapter 6 seems
to have a more specific target. The parents’ petition for the recovery of their
child is said to be superstitious not because they forget about God once their
hopes for healing are thwarted; but, rather, because such a hope for the child’s
recovery and its expression in prayer are of a clear causal character.

Phillips claims emphatically that prayer is not a piece of theoretical meta-
physics and it does not spring from a philosophical conviction that God exists.31

This is a view that al-Ghazali certainly shares. It does not involve a prediction
about which way things in the world – in our case the child’s recovery – will
develop. Consequently, prayer is not to be associated with causal expectations
concerning God’s intervention in the world in order to bring about healing
or whatever else may be asked from Him. According to Phillips, when such
expectations take the place of total trust in God, whichever way things in the
world may go, prayer cannot be distinguished from superstition.

Again, handing oneself over to God, in total trust, makes perfect sense as a
religious idea. Nevertheless, a problem arises when Phillips takes trust in God
to mean that one cannot and should not entertain any “concrete” causal expec-
tations from God, such as healing or salvation from a shipwreck, or survival in a
battle. Phillips is not willing to examine any such petitionary prayers on an one
by one basis – for him all of them are generally and irrevocably superstitious.
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One may then wonder to what extend Phillips remains loyal to his own
Wittgensteinian convictions. It is well known that in Witgenstein’s view the
task of philosophy is not to construct a superior philosophical language but
to describe and elucidate concepts as these appear in ordinary language.
Still, though, what is to be stressed for our purposes here, is that such
a view of prayer is hardly recognisable by religious believers, the great
majority of whom would not deny that they do have causal expectations
from God.

D. Z. Phillips analyzes the concept of immortality in his 1970 book, enti-
tled Death and Immortality. It has become a classic, but, at the same time, it
constitutes a typical example of a philosophical approach which makes many
believers feel uncomfortable.

At the same time it is a very typical example of exactly those elements which
make many people feel uncomfortable.

Phillips calls the first of the four subdivisions into which the book is divided
“Does Belief in Immortality Rest on a Mistake?” The title is certainly chal-
lenging, for in these pages Phillips claims that belief in immortality is not
part of a theory concerning the nature of reality.32 Moreover, he puts for-
ward an emphatic distinction between survival after death onthe one hand, and
immortality, on the other.

Most philosophers, I think, would say that belief in the possibility of survival after death is a
necessary precondition of any kind of belief in immortality.33

There seems to be little doubt that “immortality” and “survival after death”
are used interchangeably in ordinary language. Phillips’s strategy, however, is
to associate the more plain phrase “survival after death” to a quest for a the-
oretical, quasi-scientific framework of answers. With good reasons, he argues
that such efforts are misconceived and that they can never succeed; he then
concludes that the concept of immortality must be separated from that of
“survival after death” and be analyzed within a very different framework of
assumptions.

Phillips enumerates and examines three different ways in which various
thinkers have tried to argue for the possibility of survival after death. These
are as follows:

1) To say that after we die we get some kind of non-material body and, more generally, to deny that
the dissolution of our physical bodies is as crucial a factor as the denial of immortality supposes it
to be.34

Interestingly, this seems to be very close to the position that al-Ghazali ascribes to the
philosophers and attacks them for.

2) To deny the importance of the body altogether, and to identify the self with the soul. This is
the dualist point of view, put forward by Descartes, according to which, our bodily existence forms
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no part of our identity whatsoever. This raises the notorious problems of Cartesian dualism. For
Phillips the idea of a disembodied self is not simply problematic, but incoherent. He argues against
the conception of introspective pure consciousness and stresses that the notion of the self is not the
notion of a private mental substance but necessarily involves a physical and social aspect as well.35

The third point to which Phillips proceeds is not a new suggestion but an
effort to highlight and come to terms with a remaining, intractable difficulty.
If we grant that a person may survive bodily death in a disembodied existence,
we still need to account for personal identity. We cannot say that disembodied
thoughts are thoughts or memories of X because they once belonged to body
X.36 Not even reincarnation can solve the problem of personal identity because
this would require establishing

that there is a one-one relation between the material bodies involved in the two spans of existence.37

Phillips is in agreement with Peter Geach that unless a man comes back
to life by ressurection he does not live again after death. Both Phillips and
Geach find resurrection very hard to believe. The same goes for the idea that a
disembodied soul survives and preserves the identity of the embodied person,
without ever being reunited with the body it used to “inhabit.” However, they
both accept that, in Geach’s words,

apart from the possibility of resurrection, it seems to me a mere illusion to have any hope for life
after death.38

By “resurrection” Geach here means the recommencement of embodied
existence after one’s death. Geach is not after defending religious faith. He
sees, though, on the basis of complex considerations in philosophy of mind,
that it is impossible to account for human identity and individuality without
any reference to the human body. It is very interesting to observe that al-
Ghazali expresses similar considerations as well. In the last part of the Tahafut
he writes:

it may be said [by the philosophers] that the Matter of the body would remain as dust, and that
resurrection means that this dust will be collected and composed into the figure of a man, wherein
life will be created for the first time. So this is one alternative.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

[The position above] is evidently false, because when life as well as the body has disappeared,
the recreation of it would be the production of something similar to, but not identical with, what
had been. But return, as we understand it, implies the supposition of the continuity of one thing as
well as the emergence of another.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

If there is nothing which continues, and if, on the contrary, there are two similar but numerically
different things between which time intervenes, the conditions prerequisite for the application of
the word ‘return’ will not be complete.39
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Here al-Ghazali seems to be saying that the preservation of the soul as an
immaterial entity cannot in itself furnish a criterion of identity for the person
who will be resurrected. For unless some level of preservation of the person’s
initial body is presupposed, it is very hard to see what will make the attach-
ment of the soul to a material body a return to the person’s previous body and,
consequently, a re-emergence of the same person as before death.

Al-Ghazali certainly has a religious agenda and, in accordance with it,
he rejects this model which the philosophers of his times had endorsed. He
rejects it though, both as an erroneous philosophical view and for clouding
the perspective of the Qur’anic eschatology, with all the rewards and penalties
reserved for a unique individual.

To return to Phillips: after rejecting the idea that immortality can be
explained either as survival in the form of non material body, or a soul,
or through reincarnation or resurrection, Phillips attempts a totally different
approach. He returns to the question whether “belief in immortality rests on a
mistake” and claims that in the light of the difficulties mentioned above, belief
in immortality collapses. Having said this, however, he hastens to add that this
happens only because we assume that incorporeality, reincarnation or resurrec-
tion are necessary presuppositions of a belief in the immortality of the soul.
An account of immortality calls for a new approach. Questions as to whether
people can live after death or whether they are the same person before and after
death, are to be seen not simply as puzzles in philosophy of mind, but as per-
meated by a moral dimension. We have to pay attention to “the moral relations
which do or ought to hold between the life a man lives here and now, and his
existence after death.”40

Phillips develops this insight into a novel conception of immortality,
whereby belief in an immortal soul does not entail survival after death.
This seems to be very far away from what a standard monotheistic believer
would say. Phillips, however, joins Stewart Sutherland in calling for an end to
“literalising” the religious idioms connected to immortality:

The philosopher of religion who centres his discussion of immortality and resurrection upon a
literalising of the idioms of “life after death,” of “this world and the next,” must ask himself whether
or not he is trying to state what should be otherwise communicated.41

The end to “literalising” advocated by Sutherland becomes apparent when
Phillips attempts a clarification of our linguistic idioms concerning the soul.
He argues that the term “soul” is about a person’s moral integrity and that
dimension in his or her life where moral concerns and practices may manifest
themselves or may fail to do so. And so, one may cease to think of the soul as
a thing, as a kind of incorporeal substance, one can be brought to see that in
certain contexts talk about the soul is a way of talking about human beings.42
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Phillips attempts to explore such contexts in human life and thus he
first focuses on the “reality of goodness.” This is a direct influence from
Kierkegaard to whom he explicitly refers.43 According to this, “Eternal life
is the reality of goodness, that in terms of which human life is to be assessed.”
Just like in determing the state of one’s soul, so in the case of one’s regard for
the eternal, “what needs to be examined is the kind of life he is living.”44 Real-
ising though, that such an account of eternal life and immortality of the soul,
is not religiously distinctive.45 Phillips introduces the conception of overcom-
ing death through dying to the self.46 For him overcoming death is a dynamic
aspect of one’s current life on earth and has nothing to do with what he sees
as a “prolongation of existence.” As he puts it, “Eternal life would mean liv-
ing and dying in a way which could not be rendered pointless by death.”47 By
such a life, he means the Kierkegaardian life whose measure is goodness, “life
in God.”

6. I B N R U S H D ’ S H A R M O N I Z AT I O N O F P H I L O S O P H Y

A N D S C R I P T U R E

On his part, Ibn Rushd takes issue with what lies at the heart of his disagree-
ment with al-Ghazali in his Decisive Treatise (Fasl al-Maqal). This concerns
the legitimacy of philosophy to offer its own interpretation of scriptural and,
more generally, religious matters. What permeates Ibn Rushd’s attempt to bring
the Qur’an and philosophy closer together, is the fact that the Qur’an contains
both literal and allegorical meanings.

In paragraphs 8–10 of the Decisive Treatise’s second chapter, Ibn Rushd
claims that there are both external (obvious) and internal meanings in the text
of the Scripture. This is because believers differ in their natural abilities and
their means to receive the truth of Islamic revelation. In paragraph 8 he quotes
the Qur’an itself (sura Imran, 7.) verse:

It is He who has revealed to you the Koran. Some of its verses are precise in meaning – they are
the foundation of the Book – and others ambiguous. Those whose hearts are infected with disbelief
follow the ambiguous part, so as to create dissension by seeking to explain it. But no one knows
its meaning except Allah. Those who are well-grounded in knowledge say: ‘we believe in it: it is
all from our Lord. But only the wise take heed.48

This Qur’anic passage introduces the idea that, along the verses whose
meaning is obvious, there are others which are ambiguous. Now the latter
pose a serious problem: can they and should they be interpreted? If yes, by
whom? This is a crucial question, for any attempt at interpretation by peo-
ple who have doubts may not simply fail to grasp the sense of the ambiguous
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verses: it may have severe social repercussions, such as dissension and strife
among the Muslims.

Ibn Rushd opts for a radical interpretation of the Qur’anic passage above.
He puts forward a novel reading of the Arabic text by placing the full stop just
after the phrase “those who are well-grounded in knowledge.” In this way, the
Arabic text is to be read as “No one knows its meaning except Allah and those
who are well-grounded in knowledge.”49 Such an alternative punctuation then
makes room for the introduction of a class of people who are in a position to
grasp the meaning of the ambiguous verses, and so, even the meaning of the
term “knowledge” included in Al-Imran 7. That is to say, the knowledge they
have constitutes knowledge of knowledge itself. This is an excellent way of
putting it, given Ibn Rushd’s ultimate purpose: to show that the “knowledge”
to which the Qur’an refers in III, 7, is identical with philosophy.

For a great Aristotelian like Ibn Rushd, philosophers are people involved
in demonstrative science. As the people of demonstration (burhan) they can
understand and interpret the ambiguous verses of the Qur’an correctly. Only
by means of Aristotelian logic, which is focused on apodeictical syllogism, can
one solve questions concerning interpretation of the Scripture. Demonstrative
syllogisms can lead to conlusions which are binding, and not just subjective
opinions. For this reason, according to Ibn Rushd, the final authority to decide,
also on matters of relgion, lies with the philosophers, not with the theologians!
In this way, he gives philosophy a place in the very heart of Islamic thinking
and practice. Theology needs the demonstrative reason of philosophy in order
to properly articulate the breadth and deapth of its meanings.50

This being said, it is of paramount importance to stress that according to Ibn
Rushd, the philosopher is not to eliminate the other two kinds of arguments,
the dialectical arguments of the theologians and the rhetorical arguments of the
masses. The latter are “common” to all people.51 As an example of a “common”
argument of the Qur’an, Hourani mentions the bodily representation of the
future life.

In Fasl al-Maqal,52 Ibn Rushd maintains that the parts of the Scripture which
refer to the future life are undecided: demonstrative scholars disagree as to
whether the Qur’anic teaching about the future life is to be taken literally or
allegorically. They are neither verses that must be taken in their literal meaning
by everybody, nor like those verses which must be understood literally by the
masses and allegorically by the scholars of the “demonstrative class.” Let us
note that in his short piece of work called The Future Life (Manahij al-adilla)
Ibn Rushd claims that the superiority of Islam over other religions lies in the
use of corporeal symbolism of the future life. According to this, the revelation
of the Qur’an has a chance to be understood by all people, independently of
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their intellectual level, if different expressive means are used for its presen-
tation. With regard to resurrection, the depiction of the hereafter in physical
terms greatly impresses the masses for whom religion – unlike philosophy –
has to care. This kind of depiction, however, is a stylistic device generated by
pedagogical concerns. It does not, in Ibn Rushd’s view, form an inalienable
part of the Qur’anic teaching about resurrection.

Consequently, life after death does not have to be portrayed in corporeal
terms and resurrection does not have to be thought of as bodily. To deny the
bodily character of resurrection is not illegitimate. What is illegitimate is the
rejection of a truth that all recipients of revelation understand: that an after life
exists. If one were to reject not simply a bodily after life, but the very idea of
an after life itself, this would mean no less than rejection of faith, kufr. Ibn
Rushd’s own personal view, however, which he is very careful not to disclose
explicitly, is this: there is no personal immortality, but a unified cosmic intel-
lect into which the higher inllectual powers of the individal human souls are
assimilated.

7. W H AT D O E S T H I S L E AV E U S W I T H ?

Despite the radically different intellectual paradigms dominant in their respec-
tive eras, there are both similarities and differences between the two medieval
thinkers of Islam and contemporary philosophers of religion like D. Z. Phillips
and other Wittgensteinians.

As we saw, Ibn Rushd defends the legitimacy of philosophical discourse in
matters of Scripture and religion. Practising philosophy the way he understands
it, often entails metaphorical or allegorical reading of the Qur’an’s ambiguous
verses. Such examples are Ibn Rushd’s metaphorical interpretation of the Houd
Sura (11:6) as well as of the Fussilat Sura (41:10). He interprets these verses in
a way which takes smoke and water to be indications of pre-existing matter. He
uses this as an argument for his thesis of the eternity of the world and of pre-
existing matter.53 Worth noting here is that Ibn Rushd takes his interpretation
of the verses above to be a demonstration which only philosphers can offer.
The allegorical interpretation of the theologians clashes with the interpretation
of “a school of philosophers” who accept the apparent meaning of the verses.
The theologians cannot then be met with unanimous agreement; in Ibn Rushd’s
view their disagreement with the philosophers robs their interpretetation of its
validity.

On his part, al-Ghazali argues against the philosophers and accuses them of
reducing clear cut Qur’anic concepts and claims to little more than layers of
metaphor and stylistic devices. Even if he may not see a problem in metaphor
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per se, he finds it difficult to see how the framework and the limits of interpreta-
tion can be so broadened as to involve arguments with non explicitly Qur’anic
premises. If we are to look for the God of the Qur’an, such framework and
limits cannot be open-ended.

In the 20th century, D. Z. Phillips also came under attack for allegedly pre-
senting religious concepts and scriptural language in a way that makes them
unrecognisable to orthodox believers. The charges against him are very rem-
iniscent of al-Ghazali’s allegations against the falasifa.54 What is more, he is
also said to have done so in a way that betrays philosophical arrogance, since
he tries to impose upon believers an “authentic,” “non-superstitious” view of
what their faith is about. Let us see the following question addressed to Phillips:

Wittgensteinians always claim to tell us what we really mean. Why not ask Christians what they
do mean? If the majority says they mean such-and-such, that settles the matter. You can do this
kind of philosophy by Gallup Poll.55

Phillips insists that one cannot do philosophy by “Gallup Poll” and that this
kind of procedure is not advocated in any other philosophical field. He defends
his approach as follows:

A Wittgensteinian is committed, not to the defence of common sense, but to the clarification of
the grammar of the words in which common sense and any other intelligible utterances are given
expression. What provides that clarification in the case of religious belief is not whatever religious
believers are at first inclined to say about themselves – that is philosophical raw material, not its
end-product – but rather how they in fact employ religious concepts in the practices which go to
make up their lives.56

This still leaves believers with the feeling that the philosopher knows bet-
ter than them what they themselves believe. This discomfort is potentially
exacerbated by the fact that Phillips rejects the distinction between literal and
metaphorical in religious discourse. So if one is to protest that his notion of,
say, immortality is a piece of metaphor, Phillips will retort

But what is literal truth in this context? When we say that something is not literally true, we can
compare it with the context where it could be literally true. But we are agreed that this is what
cannot be done in the cases I am considering. . . . So we have no original context of literal truth
which the religious pictures can distort or deviate from.57

In this respect, Phillips is quite unlike Ibn Rushd: the latter considers both
metaphorical interpretation and the distinction between the literal and the
metaphorical itself as legitimate. So he can clearly accept much of the sim-
ple believers’ crude literalism. For Phillips, however, these cannot be more
than products of conceptual confusion. He cannot see them as an easier to
digest literal understanding of something that philosophy formulates in a more
sophisticated way. Ibn Rushd, on his part, is a fine case of a medieval Aris-
totelian realist. He thus has a notion of ontological truth and takes himself to be
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supported by an essentialist picture of the world which is available in Qur’anic
revelation. For Ibn Rushd, there is a clear understanding of what “literal” and
“allegorical” consist in. It is an understanding which takes the Qur’an and the
traditions of Muhammad as the ultimate point of reference and which emerges
within the shared body of Islamic practice and interpretation.

Our contemporaries do not have such an ultimate resource since they them-
selves renounce it. Their understanding of truth is by no means ontological and
so, when their claim to represent ordinary language seems to falter, there is
not much else to turn to. For thinkers like Phillips or Rush Rhess and Peter
Winch, the accusation of putting forward a philosophical construction cut off
from the ordinary believers is particularly bitter: for it is them who set them-
selves the task of bringing religious language back to the stream of ordinary
life, as opposed to that of theoretical metaphysics.

Bogazici University, Turkey
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N U R S I O N T H E O D I C Y: A N E W T H E O L O G I C A L

P E R S P E C T I V E

Abstract: In this chapter, I argue that Said Nursi, a contemporary Turkish the-
ologian, offers a new theological perspective on theodicy centered on
Divine Names Theology. In order to show the novelty of his perspective,
I discuss his ideas on the justification of evils and sufferings as God’s
wise plan with respect to certain critical questions: notably God’s defi-
nition, the nature of evil and its origin, the ontological relation between
evil and non-existence, the nature of free will and its role in evil, the
theological difference between the creation of evil and acqusition of
evil, the meaning of life, the origin of such a world of duality, and the
relationship of worship with evil and sufferings.

Key words: God, evil, good, theodicy, divine names theology, divine names ontol-
ogy, free will, non-existence, existence, creation, acquisition, sufi, satan,
devil, jinn, afterlife, death, free will theodicy, best possible world theod-
icy, examination, struggle, trial, reward, punishment, meaning of life,
wisdom, omnipotence, afterlife theodicy, existential theodicy, positive
worship, negative worship

Throughout the history of philosophy, philosophers have been challenged by
the problem of reconciling the existence of evil with the existence of an omni-
scient, omnipotent, all-good God. We simply call this problem the problem
of evil. Many different perspectives have been offered to reconcile these two
apparently conflicting ideas as well as conclusions rejecting the existence of
God. In this chapter, I aim to analyze a contemporary Turkish theologian Said
Nursi’s view on the justification of evil as God’s wise plan. It is possible to
situate his theological view on theodicy within the tradition that appeals to the
Divine Names as an explanatory principle in metaphysical speculation. How-
ever, as I will show, his approach introduces new perspectives and approaches
on the problem of evil.
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1. I N T R O D U C T I O N

With regard to the problem of evil, there are some philosophers who have
claimed the incompatibility of the existence of evil in the world with the exis-
tence of God, paving the way for atheism. For instance, Epicurus (d. 270 BC),
Ibn al-Rawandi (d. 911), Abu ‘Ala al-Ma’arri (d. 1057), and David Hume
(d. 1776) can be regarded within this camp. On the other side, philosophers
such as Augustine (d. 430), Ibn Sina (d. 1037), al-Ghazali (d. 1111), Mai-
monides (d. 1204), and Leibniz (d. 1716) have asserted that the existence of
evil is compatible with the existence of God. In other words, a person who
accepts the reality of evil can still believe in God at the same time.

Most critics who claim the inconsistency of the existence of evil in the world
with the premise that an omnipotent and good God exists put forward argu-
ments from evil1 so as to prove their belief that God does not exist. In the last
century, they have formalized these arguments in logical forms with a struc-
ture, some logical propositions, and a conclusion. The most basic logical form
of the argument from evil is as follows2:
(1) “God exists”;
(2) “God is all-powerful”;
(3) “God is all-good”;
(4) “God is all-knowing”;
(5) “Evil exists”.

In their opinion, a theist must accept propositions 1–4 as a result of the posi-
tion that he holds as a theologian or theist, and additionally, he must accept 5
as a concrete reality observed everywhere in the world. On the assumption that
all five statements are essential propositions of most theological positions, it
seems that a theist can propose all five, albeit inconsistently,3 or that, at least, it
is improbable that these propositions are all true.4

On the other hand, there are two main responses to these arguments from
evil, namely defense and theodicy. The defense aims to explain why argu-
ments of evil proposed by critics are not successful on their own terms, whereas
theodicy seeks to give persuasive reasons for the existence of evil in the world.5

Manichaeists attempted to solve the problem with a dualistic religious system
based on the separation of matter and spirit and of the separation of good and
evil. Some, like Plotinus (d. 270), explain the reason for the existence of evil
by describing matter as evil in and of itself. Similar to Augustine, others have
asserted that evil is a privation and absence of good (The Privative Theory of
Evil). The advocates of process philosophy, like Charles Hartshorne (d. 2000),
have generated the concept of a limited God as a solution to the problem of
evil such that, in their opinion, God has neither enough power nor knowledge
to prevent evil.
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This problem has been discussed in the history of Islamic thought as well.
The students and followers of al-Farabi (d. 950) did not describe matter as the
source of evil, but, inspired by Aristotle’s (d. 322 BC) metaphysical distinction
between matter and form, as well as between actuality and potentiality, they
stated that matter is limited and restricted in the matter of its potential. In this
view, a small amount of evil comes from the nature of matter. To put it differ-
ently, matter has no power or capacity to fully reflect the order of the World’s
Planner (Munazzim al-ard). Therefore, ontologically a certain amount of evil
is unavoidable. Consequently, there is no contradiction between Divine Justice
and evil.6

The followers of Islamic Sufism, stating “Whatever God does, it is good,”
have denied the ontological status of evil in compliance with their religious-
mystical experiences. In respect of this philosophical problem, al-Ghazali, one
of the most influential thinkers in the history of Islamic thought, formalized
his idea in the following words: “Laysa fi al-imkan abda‘u min ma kana,”
which means, “There is not in possibility anything more wonderful than what
it is.” After him, the famous German philosopher Leibniz introduced a simi-
lar formula to the Western philosophy of religion. For Leibniz, despite all the
different sorts of evil, divine justice is manifested in the world, and this is the
meaning of theodicy.7 Now, I will move on to Said Nursi’s ideas on theodicy.
Before I analyze his ideas in detail, I will introduce his epistemology in a most
general way, and the fundamentals of his theodicy.

2. N U R S I ’ S E P I S T E M O L O G Y A N D T H E F U N D A M E N TA L S

O F H I S T H E O D I C Y

Bediuzzaman Said Nursi (1878–1960) was one of the most important thinkers
of the twentieth century and the initiator of a new movement of ideas in the
Islamic world. Today, his ideas arouse great interest not only among Muslim
scholars, but also among Western ones. But, there are certain difficulties that
scholars with interest in the study of Nursi’s ideas meet. First of all, he wrote
a six-thousand page commentary on the Qur’an called The Risale-i Nur Col-
lection, which is related to almost all subjects of Islamic disciplines, ranging
from Qur’anic exegesis, hadith methodology, theology, philosophy, to Sufism.
In addition, he did not interpret the Qur’an systematically as have interpreters
more familiar to us done, so we may easily understand his exegeses upon the
relevant Qur’anic verses relating to any issue. Also, his ideas concerning a cer-
tain issue are scattered throughout every part of the Risale-i Nur Collection.
Furthermore, since Nursi’s language is literary Ottoman Turkish, which has
been imbued with Arabic and Persian words and phrases, it is not immediately
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understandable to a speaker of modern Turkish. In this sense, this research
can be considered as the production of a long-term reflection and of deeply
analytical readings of the whole collection.

It may be useful to shortly mention Nursi’s epistemology in order to bet-
ter understand the key points in his ideas of theodicy. In his epistemology,
the Qur’an and the authentic narrations of the Prophet Muhammad (Hadith)
occupy a central role. When we think carefully over his ideas on theodicy,
we will see with certainty that he was deeply inspired by the Qur’an and the
Sayings of the Prophet (Hadith). That is to say, his ideas are actually an inter-
pretation of the relevant Qur’anic verses and the sayings and actions of the
Prophet Muhammad. The basic question that he seeks to answer in the whole
Risale-i Nur Collection is, in my opinion, how Muslims should understand the
Qur’an and Hadith in modern times. I think, his answer to this crucial question
in accordance with his epistemology can be characterized not only as criticism
of Modernism that departed significantly from traditional values, but also a
reconstruction of Islamic thought in accordance with Qur’anic teaching. In his
work Muhakemat, he gives us a number of hermeneutical principles as to how
to solve this methodological issue. He insists that the Qur’an mainly needs to
be interpreted by itself. A person must search for the meaning of the Qur’an in
the Qur’an, in its own content, its sentences, its expressions, and its wording.8

In other words, its meanings are hidden under itself. On the other hand, the
Qur’an includes expressions and statements which are general (‘amm), particu-
lar (khass), limited (muqayyad), comparative (mutashabih), absolute (mutlaq),
synoptic (mujmal), clear (mu’awwil), allegorical, and metaphorical (majazi),
so they all need to be expounded in every century depending upon conditions
of that century in which Muslims live in order to fit their own needs. As a result,
time is, Nursi states, a great interpreter.9 In this way, he attaches attention to
time as one of the most significant hermeneutical factors in understanding the
Qur’anic verses.

I regard Nursi’s responses to the arguments from evil as both a defense and
theodicy. However, his main concern is to propose rational reasons for why
evil exists in such a relatively imperfect, transient world against the unbeliev-
ers who criticize the existence of evil in terms of God’s goodness. He clearly
asserts that the existence of evil is consistent with the existence of an omnipo-
tent, omniscient, and benevolent God. He discusses this theological issue in
the light of his responses to the following questions: What is God? What is
the nature of evil? Whence does it come? Is there an ontological connection
between non-existence and evil? Who creates evil? Why does God permit evils
to exist? Is the creation of evil, or the inclination to do evil, evil? Who is eth-
ically responsible for evil: human beings or God? What is the nature of free
will? What is the origin of such a world of duality? Why did God create such a
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relatively imperfect transient world rather than the more perfect one? What
is the metaphysical meaning of life?, and “What is the relationship of evil
with worship which is expressed as the purpose of life in the Qur’an?”. In
this chapter, I will analyze Nursi’s responses to these critical questions in order
to reconstruct his theological approach to theodicy.

In explaining his theodicy, Nursi appeals to he following metaphysical
principles which, I think, constitute the essence of his idea of theodicy:

• Evils are the manifestations of divine glory, and come from God.
• Divine beauty manifests all good things, so they originate from God.
• Existence requires an existent cause. This means it is based upon a cause

which has an actual reality. Whereas, non-existence is dependent upon non-
existential things

• The non-existence of a thing may take place through the non-existence of
only one of all its conditions and causes.

• To abandon a good thing for a minor evil becomes a greater evil.
• Evil has an external reality.
• Free will has no actual existence.
• Evil is non-existential, and arises from non-existence.
• The creation of evil is not evil; rather the desire for evil is evil.
• Non-existence is pure evil, whereas existence is pure good.
• There is no such thing as absolute evil in the universe.
• There is no absolute non-existence in the universe.
• Destruction is easy.
• Evils are like good with regard to their results.
• Satanic spirits are the representatives of evils of the universe.
• Angels represent and supervise the laws of the good matters in the universe.

As it is clear from the main title, I claim the originality of his theologi-
cal perspective on theodicy from many aspects. Primarily, Nursi explains the
absolute origin of evil in the light of Divine Names, which will be seen later.
Even though it seems possible to trace the fundamentals of Divine Names The-
ology10 to which Nursi turns for building his ideas back to the famous Muslim
theologian al-Ghazali (d. 1111), who for the first time introduced it in general
in his book Al-Maqsad al-Asna fi Sharh Asma’ Allah al-Husna (The Noblest
Aims in the explication of Beautiful Divine Names), Nursi’s approach has
much broader dimensions. In his work al-Ghazali simply seeks to explain the
ninety-nine Divine names in accordance with the basic theological principles
of Islam. However, as he himself clearly points out, and which is indirectly
implied by the book’s title, the absolute goal of his explications of Divine
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Names is to illustrate how a person can be characterized by the characteris-
tics of God Most High.11 In this way, the pure theological perspective with
which we have been familiar in the pre-Ghazalian theological tradition gives
way to a religious-mystical interest in his view. As for Nursi, he systematically
explains almost every theological issue, including the absolute origin of evil,
in the light of Divine Names which I term this methodological approach as
Divine Names Theology. In addition to the saying of the Prophet designating
Ninety-Nine Names of God, Nursi attaches much importance to the unparal-
leled prayer book consisting of one hundred parts, each part containing ten of
God’s attributes and names, al-Jawshan al-Kabir (The Big Shield) despite the
fact that it has been narrated by Shi‘ite lines of the Hadith transmission.

Secondly, Nursi follows the Ghazalian view of Best of All Possible Worlds,
however, theodicy, by seeking to find solutions to relevant theological issues
such as the meaning of life, God’s purpose in creation, the wisdom in Adam’s
being removed from Paradise, the absolute origin of the variety in creatures,
and the theological meaning of such a transient and relatively imperfect world
in comparison to paradise. Although he accepts the existence of some elements
of imperfectness in the world, Nursi eventually claims the perfection of the
universe in principle in terms of creation. Further, Nursi believes that this world
is not the exact place where absolute perfection will be manifested. In order to
show the difference in value between the world and afterlife, he creates new
theological terms such as place of wisdom, field of omnipotence, field of trial
and examination, place of obligation and struggle, and place of reward and
punishment in accordance with the Qur’anic understanding.

Upon his reflection on the wisdom in the creation and combining of oppo-
sites, pain within pleasure, darkness within light, ugliness in beauty, and evil in
good, Nursi develops a new ontology in the light of the Divine Names, which
I call Divine Names Ontology. Especially, the close relation between evil and
non-existence, and good and existence has a special place in Nursi’s ontology.
He holds the claim that the ultimate source of evil is God himself, however,
what causes the creation of evil is man and jinn’s incapabilities and actions
such as destruction, the failure to perform duties, and lack of ability, which are
all non-existential.

Nursi’s philosophical explanation of free will is consistent with Islam’s pure
monotheistic belief that God creates everything in the whole universe, includ-
ing human acts. Also, it is in harmony with his metaphysical premise that evil
originates from non-existence. Nursi describes free will as a single theoreti-
cal matter12 (amr-i i‘tibari), an instance of non-existence, and an acquisition
(kasb), which possesses no ability to create. Neither human beings nor Jinn13

have freedom of action, but ability to choose. As a result, in his eyes, evil results
from a non-existential matter like free will.
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Nursi can be regarded as the founder of a new theodicy, which has been
termed Existential Theodicy in the last decades. This theodicy suggests prac-
tical solutions to evil and suffering rather than searching for abstract justifi-
cations for all evils as a part of a divine plan.14 Unlike existential theodicies,
Nursi does not reject rational reflection on God and evils. Rather, he validates
the theoretical justification of evils and sufferings based on Islamic scriptures.
Additionally, he offers practical solutions to sufferings and evil for every layer
of society in the shape of Qur’anic verses and the sayings of the Prophet. More-
over, he tries to demonstrate the certainty of afterlife in the light of Divine
Names theology with the purpose of showing the eschatological aspect of the
problem.

Nursi approaches the issue from a different aspect that seems inventive in
philosophical discussions of the problem of evil. He analyzes the problem in
relation to worship. In order to show this relationship, he creates a new the-
ological concept: negative worship. First, Nursi discusses the relationship in
the light of Divine Names. Then, he touches on the anthropologic aspect of
the problem and draws attention to man’s impotent and poor nature. In other
words, since, according to him, the existence of evil reinforces the spiritual
relation between God and man, God permits sufferings and evil.

Beyond all these, Nursi’s wisdom-centric approach to evil striking as
compared to previous Islamic theologians. Nursi strives to find reasonable solu-
tions to evil that comply with God’s wisdom. Simultaneously, he emphasizes
divine power and will as well. Whereas, the tradition rather gave priority to
omnipotence-centric explanations. If he had been asked why God created such
a world of duality, that is, relatively imperfect rather than a more perfect one,
I think Nursi simply would answer that it is the divine wisdom who required
the world to be created in this way rather than in another way, but there should
be many reasons for it, with only some of which we are familiar. In contrast to
the emphasis of the Ash‘arites on divine omnipotence and will and their expli-
cation of the talisman in God’s creation without enough emphasis on God’s
wisdom, Nursi seeks to explain why evil exists in this world of duality in accor-
dance with the Qur’anic wisdom. For example, whereas some verses are used
as textual evidence by the Ash‘arites to explain why God sends suffering by
emphasizing punishment for the servants’ faults, Nursi, in detail, explains the
wisdom for such suffering. It is as though he has stated that God is not unjust,
and that, he does not find pleasure in the creation of evil, on the contrary he has
a wise plan for the creation of such an imperfect world, and additionally, many
reasons for the creation of evil, some of which are still unknown to us. Now,
let me analyze Nursi’s approach to evil in detail.
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3. T H E C O N C E P T O F G O D

One of the ultimately significant questions that every philosopher who takes
interest in the problem of evil needs to answer is: What is God? because, as
described in the basic form of the argument from evil, the concept of God has
great bearing on the problem, especially when speaking on a theistic ground.
Speaking from the very beginning, the existence of God is not a problematic
issue to Nursi, so much so that he sees the existence of God as more definite
than that of the universe. However, he puts forward hundreds of arguments
for the necessary existence of God’s divine attributes in order to show that his
belief has been founded upon an epistemological base.

As the initiator of a new Sufi path, Nursi, at every occasion, mentions the
knowledge of God (ma‘rifatullah). Though, on the one side, he clearly asserts
the unknowability of God’s essence (Mawjud-i Majhul) as inspired by a state-
ment of the Prophet Muhammad: “Do not seek to investigate the Essence of
God, but think about Allah’s blessings.” Whereas, on the other side he claims
that God is, in fact, knowable. To put it differently, we can know Him through
the following four universal proofs as well as their particular instances (juz’i
mu‘arrif ). According to Nursi, the four great and universal instructors (kulli
mu‘arrif ) which make known to us the Sustainer of all things are as follows:

1) The mighty book of the universe, which is macro-cosmos or macro-human
2) The Prophet Muhammad, which is the greatest of God’s signs in the book of the universe
3) The Qur’an of Mighty Stature, which is the interpreter of the book of the universe15

4) The conscience as man’s conscious nature, which is one of the most important senses as it has
the capacity to recognize God.16

In addition to textual evidence such as the Qur’an and the authentic say-
ings of the Prophet, Nursi frequently cites simple observations on the whole
universe and human nature in order to show a truth indisputable in his eyes,
which is God’s existence. Even though his reading of the universe is thought to
have been derived from his simple observations, in his opinion, the truths taken
from these observations as well as logical reasoning are ultimately derived from
the Qur’an.17 In other words, his observations make sense only when they are
consistent with the relevant Qur’anic verses. In this way, he has theologically
legitimized the validity of such a reading of the book of the universe.

Following the Islamic theological tradition, especially the Ash‘ari scholar-
ship, and his reading of the universe based upon simple observations, Nursi
describes God as the necessarily existent One with seven attributes.18 Three of
them, divine omnipotence, knowledge, and will, have been considered impor-
tant in expressing God’s creativeness among theologians and philosophers. As
a theologian, he also feels the need to emphasize them in addition to God’s
justice in relation to the problem of theodicy.
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The hundreds of a priori and a posteriori arguments19 Nursi has proposed,
concerning divine knowledge, divine power, divine will, and divine justice,
can be seen as though they are put forward as responses to those who find the
inconsistency of the reality of evil in the world with the existence of an all-
powerful, all-knowing, all-good God. Provided that they are philosophically
accepted as valid and sound,20 it can be inferred from all these arguments that
the first four propositions listed above21 are certain and definite that such an
inconsistency between “God exists” and “evil exists” cannot be claimed. Even
the existence of God and his attributes, whose acts are seen in every part of the
universe, is more definite and certain than the existence of the universe.22 Inas-
much as there is no doubt about the existence of God and his eternal attributes,
what Nursi eventually needed to accomplish is to give reasons for the existence
of evil.

4. D I V I N E N A M E S T H E O L O G Y A N D E V I L

As mentioned above, in the light of Divine Names Nursi seeks to provide a
reasonable solution for the problem of evil as well as some other theological
questions such as the existence of God, the necessity of Prophethood, and the
coming of the resurrection. Nursi argues the problem as it relates to the follow-
ing questions: Where do dualities in the universe stem from? and Whence does
evil come?

I think not only the study of the Qur’an and the sayings of the Prophet,
but also his simple observation led him to claim that God has two kinds of
attributes and names: names and attributes of beauty (Jamal) and of glory
(Jalal).23 He is The Beneficent (al- Rahman), The Merciful (al-Rahim), The
Loving (al-Wadud), The Beatiful (al-Jamil), The All Forgiving (al-Ghafur)
and The Compassionate (al-Ra’uf ). On the other side, He is The Compeller
(al-Jabbar), The Sublime One (al-Jalil), The Great One (al-Azim), and The
All-Compelling (al-Qahhar). As textual evidence for such a division of divine
names and attributes into two, we can show the following Qur’anic verse:
“Know that God is severe in punishment, but that He also is Oft-Forgiving,
Most Merciful.” (5:98)

Furthermore, according to Nursi, when a person carefully observes the natu-
ral events in the universe, he can see the same ontological distinction between
the names of glory and those of beauty. At the end of his simple observations, it
will be realized with certainty that there are two elements that have spread into
every part of the universe and which have become rooted like good and evil,
beauty and ugliness, benefit and harm, perfection and defect, light and dark-
ness, guidance and misguidance, light and fire, love and fear, and summer and
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winter. Nursi enthusiastically puts his ideas into words, as seen in the excerpt
below, in order to explain how these two opposite elements observed in the
universe will separate from each other at the end, and which will be manifested
in the form of paradise and hell:

. . . They are constantly manifested through change and transformation. Their wheels turn like the
workshop of the crops of some other world. Of a certainty, the branches and results, which are
opposites, of these two elements will continue into eternity; they will become concentrated and
separate from one another. Then they will be manifested in the form of Paradise and hell. Since it
is out of this transient world that the permanent world will be made, its fundamental elements will
certainly go to eternity and permanence.24

As a result, Nursi claims that evil is the manifestation of God’s glory, just
as His beauty manifests good. This claim includes two metaphysical premises
Nursi points out: the first one is that evil is an undeniable fact observed over
the world, the second one is that evil comes from God, for Divine Names, in
his opinion, require that their manifestations have a reality. In other words,
the denial of reality of evil comes to the meaning that God’s manifestations of
glory do not exist. Additionally, he is very clear in asserting that God is the
only cause and creator in the universe. In order to prove it, he wrote a treatise
on nature all by itself. To summarize it, there are, according to Nursi, only two
options it can be offered about the creation: God creates everything in the whole
nature or it is created by nature, or chance, or its own self. However, the whole
universe reflects the seal of unity as each part shows the seal of oneness. There
remains only one option which is that one God creates everything, including
both good and evil.25 In this way, Nursi rejects not only the privative theory of
evil, but also the Manichaean dualism of God and Satan.

5. T H E S O U R C E O F E V I L A N D C E RTA I N

M E TA P H Y S I C A L P R I N C I P L E S

When elucidating his theological perspective on evil, Nursi uses several meta-
physical principles. Through these principles, he explains the non-existential
sources of evil, the close relationship between non-existence and evil, which is
also described as pertaining to non-existence, the perfection of existence and
imperfection of non-existence, the non-creative role of Satan and free will in
the creation of evil, and the theological distinction between the creation of evil
(khalq-i sharr) and the acquisition of evil (kasb-i sharr).

Primarily, Nursi accepts the reality of evil. For him, all things, including evil,
come from God. This is clearly stated in the Qur’an in the following verses as
well:
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Yet if a happy thing befalls them they say: This is from Allah; and if an evil thing befalls them they
say: this is from thee (O prophet). Say (unto them): All is from Allah. What is amiss with these
people that they come not nigh to understand a happening? (4:78)

Allah is the Creator of all things. (39:62)
When Allah hath created you and what you do? (37:96)
Who creates death and life that He may try you, which of you is the best in conduct. (67:2)

Even if we analyze the lexical meaning of the term create (kha-la-qa), which
is quoted in the preceding verses, we can come to the conclusion that evil
exists in the world. As a result of such a semantic analysis, we can define
anything created (makhluq) as something that passes from the sphere of divine
knowledge (dairah al-‘ilm) and descends into the visible world (dairah al-
khalq/‘alam al-shahadah). He alludes to this meaning in different places of
the Risale-i Nur Collection. Furthermore, he clearly states this reality when
interpreting verse 67:2 by pointing out that death, which is a kind of evil, like
life, comes from God, and additionally that it is made implicitly understood as
a bounty.26

However, Nursi sometimes describes evil as pertaining to non-existence
(‘adami)27 as he defines good as existential (wujudi). The basis of all evils,
like misguidance, calamities, and sin, is non-existence; in other words, all
evils arise from non-existence,28 whereas, all perfections and good virtues are
based on existence, and related to it. He elucidates the fundamental sources of
non-existence, and how evil exists in the world, saying:

. . . For all faults arise from non-existence, or lack of ability, or destruction, or the failure to perform
duties, which are all non-existence and acts which are not existent and pertain to non-existence.29

Only through the existence of all its conditions and causes the existence
of a thing is possible, but its non-existence may take place through the non-
existence of only one condition. For example, if one employee of a ship
neglects a small duty, he can be the cause of all the efforts of the other employ-
ees counting for nothing.30 As a result, evil has resulted from his negative and
non-existent act. Another source of evil is destruction. In Nursi’s opinion, evil
easily occurs in this world by means of destruction. Just by simply lighting a
match, one person can suddenly destroy a building that took twenty men a long
time to complete.31 In addition, lack of ability results in evil as well. For exam-
ple, the non-ability of the nature of such a transient world to accept absolute
goodness causes evil. Finally, failure to perform one’s duties and an attitude of
laziness may cause evil to happen.

When asked why Satan’s party often triumphs over the people of truth, Nursi
explains the wisdom in it. He -again- emphasizes the easiness and power of
destruction in social life against its construction and repairing.32 Due to the
principle that destruction is easy, Satans from among the jinn and men easily



122 I Z Z E T C O B A N

deviate people from the right path. It is for this reason that the Qur’an, as Nursi
points out, repeatedly and insistently prevents believers from sin and encour-
ages them to do good. And they should seek forgiveness from God throughout
our life and take refuge in God’s mercy.33

Furthermore, by exchanging the places of the idea expressed in the predi-
cate of the proposition “Evil is non-existential,” with that of the subject, along
with their derivations and qualities, Nursi identifies non-existence with pure
evil and existence with pure good, in order to draw attention to certain meta-
physical ideas, namely the perfection of existence, which is an established truth
in his philosophy. It is the two former propositions which state that evil is non-
existential (‘adami), and conversely, that good is existential (wujudi). The two
latter propositions claim that non-existence is pure evil,34 and that existence is
pure good.35 It can be inferred from the above four propositions that since the
whole universe has been composed of all things that exist, everything within
it, directly or indirectly, has the quality of goodness. As mentioned before,
although the source of all evils is non-existence, evil is a reality,36 and therefore,
evil certifies universal goodness manifested in the universe in many regards.
Additionally, evils can be regarded as good in respect to their results as I will
discuss later. Therefore, there is no such thing as absolute evil, but maybe rel-
ative evil which eventually results in goodness. Furthermore, Nursi considers
evil as a dominant principle for human perfection as will be seen under the title
Worship and Evil. Moreover, evils are the manifestations of divine glory. Lastly,
according to Nursi, as all the worlds of existence give all praise to God, all the
worlds of non-existence ascribe all glory to him.37 In this respect, the reality
of evil has an exceptional importance for his Divine Names theology.38 Since
Divine Names have a reality, their places of manifestations have an external
reality as well.39

Nursi often mentions the non-creative role of free will40 in the creation of
evil, stating that evil, disbelief, and rebellion, each considered innumerable
instances of non-existence, may result from a single theoretical matter (amr-i
i‘tibari) and from a single instance of non-existence.41 He describes free will
as a single theoretical matter, which is non-existent. Thus evil comes from such
a non-existent matter which has no actual reality.

Additionally, as a follower of the Ash‘ari tradition, Nursi draws a clear dis-
tinction between the creation of evil and the acquisition of evil. They are two
completely different matters. Whereas he describes God as the creator of evil,
he calls human beings, Jinn, and even Satan as the acquirers of evil. In his opin-
ion, the creation of evil is not evil; it is rather the acquisition (kasb, iktisab) of
evil. To state the matter differently, the tendency42 for one to do evil is evil,
because God’s creation absolutely looks to the universal results of evils. Since
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the existence of one instance of evil is an commencement to achieve numer-
ous good results, the creation of that evil becomes good in terms of these good
results, and is like good. For example, fire has a hundred good results, but
certain people, through using it for its destructive results, make fire evil for
themselves by abusing their free will. These people have no right to say, the
creation of evil is evil, because, they were the ones who did evil to themselves
due to their own inclination.43

Finally, I want to briefly talk about the role of Satan in terms of evil. Nursi
considers evil and satanic spirits as the representatives (mumaththil) and ushers
(mubashir) of evil matters and as the means of the laws of such matters. Nursi
arrives at this conclusion as a result of analogical reasoning, based on Qur’anic
verses. For him, all religions, even though they are expressed in different ways,
agree that angels represent and supervise the laws of the good matters in the
universe. Likewise, wisdom requires that the existence of satanic spirits act as
the representatives of the evils of the universe and as a screen to God’s wise
acts. In addition, the inner faculty which exists in a corner of the human heart
and which is the means through which the diabolical suggestions are commu-
nicated to humans, called al-lummah al-shaytaniyyah by Muslim Sufis, also
requires the existence of an external evil individual called Satan (shaytan).44

Using all the previous principles which he put forward for the non-creative
role of free will in the creation of evil, he explicates the awesome destruction
in the universe being made by the devils from among the jinn and men as
well. According to Nursi, Satan cannot take a hand in the creation of evils. In
order to prove it, Nursi uses two philosophical arguments. First, for a thing to
exist, it demands an existent cause which has an actual reality, whereas non-
existence of that thing is dependent upon non-existential things. Second, the
non-existence of something may, in Nursi’s philosophy, take place through the
non-existence of only one of its conditions. In that case, Satans cannot create
evils through their own free will which is a hint of non-existence, but they do
evils through forbidding good to be done and acquiring the ears of people. As
a result, they have no power to interfere a bit in Divine creation. Further, Nursi
claims that the imaginary god of evil which the Zoroastrians called Ahriman
was Satan.45

6. F R E E W I L L , D I V I N E D E T E R M I N I N G , A N D E V I L

Even though I draw attention to his answer to What does it mean to be free?
above, it may be useful to give further explanations. In his book The Words,
Nursi defines the essence of power of choice as a kind of inclination (mayalan)
or a disposal (tasarruf ) within inclination. In both cases, it is a theoretical (amr-
i i‘tibari) and relative (amr-i nisbi) matter lacking a definite external existence
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(wujud-i khariji) and may be attributed to God’s servant.46 In Nursi’s opin-
ion, the power of choice has no actual existence. It is like hypothetical lines
in geometry.47 It appears only when a person is inclined to do something. In
order to clarify this idea, he makes a linguistic analysis. According to Arabic
grammar, the active participle (fa‘il) is derived from the basic form of a verb,
the infinitive (masdar), which is a relative matter, not from the verbal noun
(al-hasil bil-masdar), which is an actual matter. An infinitive like murder is a
person’s acquisition. It is for this reason that he is called murderer. Whereas, a
verbal noun, like death, is God’s creature.48

Nursi’s interpretation of free will is consistent with the Qur’anic world
view. The Qur’an, on the one side, states that everything is created only by
God.49 On the other side, it gives responsibility to man.50 In order to recon-
cile these two Qur’anic propositions with one another, Nursi has excluded free
will from everything mentioned in the verse, however. To Nursi, since free will
has no actual being, it does not need to be included in the semantic scope of
everything.51 This is because Nursi ascribes free will to God’s servant. In short,
man wishes to do evil or good and God creates what he desires to do. In other
words, he has not freedom of action, but freedom of will which has not been
determined by God.

It might be useful to discuss briefly Nursi’s view of the consistency between
divine determining and free will. In his opinion, divine determining is a kind
of knowledge of God. Furthermore, to a famous principle that previous the-
ologians also used to answer this question of consistency, divine knowledge
is dependent on the thing known (ma’lum). That means divine determining
confirms our decisions and choices.52

In conclusion, freedom of choice appears only when a rational person tends
to do something. In other words, it gains kind of a mental entity with the con-
dition that his choices have been put in motion, however, it has no actual being
other times. On the other hand, Nursi, describing evil as non-existential, relates
free will with evil. He concludes from these two premises that evils arise from
free will of a non-existential nature.

7. T H E M E A N I N G O F L I F E A N D B E S T P O S S I B L E

W O R L D T H E O D I C Y

Nursi discusses Best Possible World Theodicy with regard to the question of
the meaning of life. His starting point is, again, Divine Names. In relation to
this question, there are certain issues that he feels the need to explain such as
the wisdom in the expelling of Adam from Paradise, the origin of the variety in
creatures, and the theological meaning of this world of duality, and so on. As
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a result of his responses to these crucial issues, Nursi holds the idea that this
world is the best of all possible worlds, despite the reality of the existence of a
small amount of evil.

According to Nursi, divine names of beauty and glory require to see and
be seen. That is, they want to behold themselves in two ways: eternally con-
templating themselves in different mirrors and contemplating themselves by
means of the astounded admirers and spectators’ transient contemplation.53

In his interpretation of God’s purpose in creating the universe, Nursi seems
inspired by the following sacred tradition (al-Hadith al-Qudsi): “I was a hidden
treasure, and I desired to be known; therefore I created the creation in order that
I might be known.” In this sense, Nursi’s interpretation can be characterized as
mystical.

Unlike Christian theologians, Nursi considers Adam and Eve’s being cast out
of Paradise as a result of neither their sin nor God’s punishment. So, what was
the main reason underlying the occurrence of this abstruse event? In Nursi’s
opinion, the main reason is the charging of duties (taklif ). Adam was charged
with such a duty that caused divine purposes to take place, for example, the
unfolding of all mankind’s spiritual progress, the manifestations of the divine
names, the revealing of all mankind’s potentialities, and man’s essential nature
being a comprehensive mirror of all Divine Names. If Adam had remained
in Paradise, man’s rank would have been fixed like that of the angels and his
potentialities would not have unfolded. In any case, the angels, whose ranks are
unchanging, are numerous. Then, there would be no need for man to perform
such worship that angels had already sought to accomplish.54 Consequently,
God has many reasons why the creation of the world is subject to a small
amount of evil, only some of which Nursi has makes reference to above.

Nursi argues that God has placed opposites together in the universe. In his
opinion, there is a great wisdom in combing opposites in creation; ugliness
in beauty, pain within pleasure, evil in good, and darkness within light. As a
result of the variety of the manifestations of beauty and glory, the variety in
creatures arises. In other words, these names show their decrees through differ-
ent manifestations. Further, by bringing opposites face to face, God has given
them aggressive and defensive positions in a wise contest. He brought con-
flict, striving, competition, and change into being,55 and eventually, has made
the universe bound by the law of change and transformation, and the princi-
ples of advancement and progress. As a result of the creation of the relative
matters like evil and good, the infinite degrees of progress and decline in the
world of humanity arised, starting from Nimrod’s spiritual degree to that of the
prophets. If evil had not been created, the spirit of Abu Bakr56 as the highest of
the high would be equal to that of Abu Jahl57 at the lowest of the low. To put
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it differently, evil and good together have caused the door of competition and
examination to be opened in the world for humanity and Jinns.58

Above all, like the great Muslim philosopher al-Ghazali, Nursi also main-
tains the idea of “Laysa fi al-imkan abda‘u min ma kana,” which means “There
is not in possibility anything more wonderful than what it is,” though their
perspectives are different. Nursi, as a child of the Modern age, seeks to draw
attention to the perfection of the world from the perspectives of different sci-
ences, which is implied in different ways in the Qur’an. He describes the world
as “an exceedingly perfect vast pharmacy, a perfectly ordered chemist’s shop,
a totally faultless factory, an infinitely productive and well-ordered garden, an
extremely well-set-out exhibition, an exceedingly well ordered warehouse, a
dominical kitchen and cauldron of the Most Merciful.”59

In spite of his claim of the perfection of the universe in principle, Nursi notes
the existence of a small amount of evil in such a world of examination and com-
petition. But, this is not contrary to the idea of the world’s perfection because,
these minor evils are necessary as a result of the universal laws in order that
universal benefits may be gained. He describes natural evils and calamities as
the occasional results of the universal laws which are called ‘adat al-Allah.60

However, he considers this small amount of evil as an indirect instance of good-
ness in respect to its results, for beneath the veil of natural evils the immaterial
beauties are hidden. He states this with great enthusiasm:

Beneath the veil of stormy rains and muddy soil in the season of spring are hidden the smiles of
innumerable beautiful flowers and well-ordered plants. And behind the veils of the harsh destruc-
tion and mournful separations of autumn is the discharge from the duties of their lives of the
amiable small animals, the friends of the coy flowers, so as to preserve them from the blows and
torments of the events of winter, which are manifestations of Divine Might and Glory, and under
the veil of which the way is prepared for the new and beautiful spring. Beneath the veil of events
like storms, earthquakes, and plague, is the unfolding of numerous hidden immaterial flowers.
The seeds of many potentialities which have not developed sprout and grow beautiful on account
of events which are apparently ugly. As though general upheavals and universal change are all
immaterial rain.61

As seen from the above excerpt, Nursi often emphasizes the aesthetic dimen-
sion of the world influenced by the Qur’an’s enthusiastic language. It is
likely to see the same language in the classical Sufi literature, and, especially,
al-Ghazali’s works.62

In order to further certify the idea of the necessity of evil, Nursi employs the
following principle: “to abandon an instance of good for a minor evil becomes
a greater evil, or the lesser evil is acceptable for the greater good.” According
to him, a minor evil becomes like good based on the conditions. For example,
a lazy person received damage from rain, which actually includes numerous
good results. He has no right to question the Divine acts observed in the world,
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saying: “Why did God make it rain?” and “Rain is not mercy,” for, if God had
stopped the rain, he would do a greater evil, because rain comprises lots of
instances of good, such as nurturing crops and delivering the essence of all life
to earth.63

Nursi occasionally describes the world as a field of trial and examination
and as a place of obligation and struggle in conformity with his Divine Names-
embedded ontology. As is seen above, the concepts of examination, struggle,
competition, and obligation require that opposites, including good and evil,
exist within this world. It is due to the necessary existence of both sides of any
pair of opposites in the world that God has created evil. Without the existence
of one pole of a pair of opposites, the other pole cannot be known. Likewise,
without evil, good cannot be known or understood. In addition, Nursi believes
that it is because of the principles of examination and struggle that worldly
calamities afflict not only the oppressors, but also the oppressed. However, in
respect to their heavenly results, they are good, even though they are considered
to be bad when it is looked at them superficially, because, the property of the
innocent person becomes like alms and gains permanence in the hereafter, and
additionally, he exchanges his transience for a permanent life as a result of his
death.64

Additionally, Nursi defines this world as a place of wisdom (dar al-hikmah)
and the afterlife as a field of omnipotence (dar al-qudrah). In this world God’s
wisdom, for the most part, reveals itself more than divine omnipotence does;
divine omnipotence manifests itself in this world mostly beneath the veil of
wisdom. In afterlife, the reverse will be the case. His power will be manifested
more than His wisdom. In his book The Rays Collection, Nursi expresses this
idea:

. . . Since this world is the realm of wisdom and the hereafter the realm of power, numerous Divine
Names like All-Wise, Arranger, Disposer, and Nurturer, as well as dominical wisdom, require that
the creation of things in this world is gradual and in the course of time. In the hereafter, however,
power and mercy will be manifested more than wisdom, and there being no need for matter, time,
and waiting, things will be made instantaneously. Alluding to the fact that things which are made
here in a day or in a year will be made in the hereafter in an instant or a flash, the Qur’an of
Miraculous Exposition states: The command of the Hour will be like the glance of the eye, or
briefer. (16:77)65

It is because of this principle that God allows evil to occur in this world,
which is not perfect in the desired form, but transient and relatively imperfect
for many reasons.

Nursi touches on the subject’s anthropologic aspect in terms of Best Possi-
ble theodicy. He establishes the close relation between the existence of evil in
the earth and human choices. In reality, disasters and calamities, Nursi states
according to the Qur’anic instructions,66 result from man’s wrongdoing. In
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other words, God sends suffering as a punishment for their sins. This may be
either the sin of the individual or of his society.67

Finally, Nursi analyzes the problem psychologically, and seeks to answer
why some people become unbelievers by being influenced with the idea of
the inconsistency between evil and the existence of God. Nursi explains their
pessimistic psychology and negative attitudes in the face of the aesthetic picture
of the universe:

But because man is both enamored of the apparent and is self-centered, he considers only the
externals and pronounces them ugly. Since he is self-centered, he reasons according to the result
which looks to himself and judges it to be ugly.68

Therefore, things and events have not merely one, but more than one aspect.
Something, which appears to be evil from one aspect, may be very good from
another.69 In a sense, Nursi emphasizes the relativity of evil.

8. B E L I E F I N A F T E R L I F E A N D E V I L

In addition to rational arguments for the justification of evils and sufferings as
part of a divine plan, Nursi also advocates practical solutions. Unlike many of
existential theodicies which reject theocentric rational theodicies and replace
them with anthropocentric practical solutions, he suggests both theoretical
responses, albeit having a practical value, and anthropocentric theodicy. In this
context, he, on the one hand, underlines the significance of the belief of afterlife
in human life based on the religious texts and considers it as an essential princi-
ple for believers to cope with the world’s evils and suffering. On the other hand,
by seeking to certify the certainty of afterlife in the light of Divine Names, he
often invites suffering men and individuals in fear of death to struggle and be
hopeful in hard times.

Primarily, Nursi argues the certainty of the hereafter in view of Divine
Names in order to comfort those who feel hopeless in life due to their power-
lessness in the face of sufferings and evil. In his opinion, eternal divine beauty
and glory require that astounded admirers and spectators will be made immor-
tal. Likewise, in addition to all other divine attributes and names divine justice
demands that their rights be preserved and the oppressors be punished.70 As a
result of his extensive analyses of Divine Names, he claims that even Divine
Names give good tidings to all suffering men and oppressed people.

According to Nursi, in overcoming suffering and evils, belief in the here-
after has a remarkable influence. It is only through the thought of paradise that
children can endure all the instances of death around them:

My little brother or friend has died and become a bird in Paradise. He is flying around Paradise
and living more happily than us.71
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In addition, it is only with the belief in the hereafter that elderly people can
put up with their proximity to death. Only after their spirits are equipped with
the implications of this belief they can calm themselves before the fact that
their lives will be extinguished and their fine worlds will come to an end.
They can bear grievous despair only by means of this thought. Moreover, it
is only through the belief of punishment that one can restrain youth from
aggression, oppression, and destruction. Further, it is only the thought of an
everlasting world and eternal life that the members of a family will have an
abiding companionship and friendship.72

Finally, when asked why God sends natural evils such as Tsunami and
earthquakes to Muslims and causes them to suffer, he touches on the escha-
tological dimension of the problem in comply with two of the sayings of the
compliance:73

Just as the requital for big mistakes and crimes is postponed and made in big centers, and the
requital for small crimes is made quickly in small centers, as a consequence of an important
instance of wisdom, the recompense of the greater part of the unbelievers’ crimes is postponed
to the Last Judgment, while the punishment for the believers’ faults is in part given in this world.74

Lastly, Nursi explains his metaphysical perspective on the nature of death in
order to comfort not only suffering indiviuals, but also those in fear of death.
Based upon his deep reflection on the following verse: “Who creates death
and life that He may try you, which of you is the best in conduct.” (67:2) he
maintains that death, like life, is created, and is additionally made a bounty,
even though it appears to be dissolution, non-existence, decay, the extinction
of life, and the annihilator of pleasures, if a superficial analysis of the nature of
death is made. Accordingly, he describes death as a discharge from the duties
of life, a kind of rest, a change of residence, a change of existence, an invitation
to an eternal life, and the introduction to an immortal life. In remembering the
perfection of creation, he holds the idea that just as life comes into the world
through a creation and determining, so too departure from the world is through
a creation and determining, and through a wise and purposeful direction. As
the death of the seed is the start of life of the shoot, it is like life itself.75

9. W O R S H I P A N D E V I L

According to the Qur’an, God created humans only that they may know and
worship him.76 The verse (51:56) is like the basis of the Supreme Sign (Ayah
al-Kubra), one of the most striking parts of The Risale-i Nur Collection. His
introduction to this work starts with this verse:77

According to the meaning of this mighty verse, the purpose for the sending of man to this world
and the wisdom implicit in it, consists of recognizing the creator of all beings and believing in
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Him and worshiping Him. The primordial duty of man and the obligation incumbent upon him
are to know God and believe in Him, to assent to His being and unity in submission and perfect
certainty.78

In his opinion, worship is a servant’s realization of divine dominicality,
divine mercy, and eternal power, seeing his weakness, poverty and all his
faults.79 It can be inferred from this definition that the main purpose of wor-
ship is to turn minds toward God.80 In order to support his definition, he uses
the argument that man is sent to this world in a most weak and impotent way,81

so that he may perfect himself through learning and proclaim his worship of
God and servitude to him through supplication.82

Nursi often establishes a close relation between evil and worship. According
to him, there are two forms of worshipping God. The servant is able to realize
God’s divine dominicality either in a positive or negative way. The first one
is the well-known worship called positive worship (muthbat ‘ibadah) such as
the five daily prayers and one’s supplication to God. The second one manifests
itself through the negative form called negative worship (manfi ‘ibadah) like ill-
ness and disasters. By means of illness and disasters, those afflicted realize their
inherent impotence and weakness. They beseech their All-Compassionate Cre-
ator and take refuge in Him. They manifest worship in a sincere way without
hypocrisy.83

This time, Nursi analyzes the relationship of evil to worship in regard to
Divine Names. According to him, beneficial matters, manifestations of Names
of Beauty, like good health and all kinds of pleasure cause a person to give
thanks in the forms of the five daily prayers and supplication, so that the human
machine becomes like a factory producing thanks. On the other hand, through
evil matters, manifestations of Names of Glory, like illness, pain, and disas-
ters, are put in motion. As a result, a person in such a difficult situation seeks
refuge in him not only with a single tongue, but with the tongue of each of his
members.84

Nursi again argues for the connection between evil and worship by placing
human nature at the center of the issue. To him, in order to show his infinite
power and endless mercy, God has placed infinite impotence and endless want
inside human nature.85 Human being in infinite impotence and weakness is
always in search for a point of support in the face of his innumerable enemies.
Immediately, his conscious resorts to an omnipotent One. In the face of his
numberless aims he perpetually searches for a point of assistance through the
language of his unlimited poverty and need. This time, his conscience turns to
an All-Compassionate One. At the end, he opens his hands in supplication to
him.86

In this way, Nursi claims that not only the essence of worship, but also the
creation of man in infinite weakness and poverty necessitates the existence of
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evil. As a matter of fact, almost all religions, directly or indirectly, hold the
same ideas. They see prayer in the sense of supplication (du‘a’) as the essence
of worship. Prayer is meaningless without suffering. Specifically, why would
people pray to God if they did not suffer? So, what does it mean to pray? In my
opinion, it means that a person suffers, and therefore, he prays, in other words,
that he needs something considered necessary for his living or wants to be
protected from all his enemies, and he opens his hands in supplication to God
for these reasons enthusiastically. As a result, both the essence of prayer and
the elements of impotence and poverty in human nature require the existence
of evil.

Furthermore, inspired by a weakly transmitted saying of the Prophet
Muhammad, Nursi might hold the idea that the best of matters are the most
difficult (al-‘Ajluni, Kashf al-Khafa, 1:55).87 The Qur’anic verses (94:6–8)
also support this idea.88 In general, easiness is hidden behind difficult matters.
That means difficulties prepare people for the future; they also mature them.
Likewise, disasters and evils gain spiritual perfection in those who reacted to
them patiently. It is remarkable that Nursi could still offer thanks in patience,
and also, see these difficulties as a Divine bounty through which he might
gain greater merit, despite the fact that he suffered unimaginable torments in
prison.89 Such a religious attitude in the face of distressful sufferings echoes
the principle of difficulty which Muslim Sufis followed in their own spiritual
lives. They suffered intentionally, in order that they could reach the terminus
of the spiritual station, the Annihilation in God (Fana Fillah). In their opinion,
those who suffer most in the way of God are the best of people.90

10. C O N C L U S I O N

In this chapter, I hold the claim that Nursi proposes a new theological perspec-
tive on theodicy in response to the main question whether there is consistency
between the existence of evil in the world and the existence of an all-powerful,
all-knowing, all-good God.

With this chapter, in terms of Nursi’s ideas I intended to contribute to
theological and philosophical discussions of the problem of evil. As far as
I see, Nursi theologically offers new insights on the problem. Initially, the
analysis of the problem in the view of Divine Names seems to be a new
approach in theology. Even though a similar approach in general terms has been
also encountered in al-Ghazali’s ideas, his main interest is mainly religious-
mystical. Whereas, Nursi applies Divine Names Theology to almost every
theological issue in order to explain them insomuch that he systematically puts
this theology at the center of his philosophy. Additionally, Nursi developed
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a number of metaphysical principles in order to propose his ideas systemati-
cally. Starting from these principles, it seems possible to draw a map of his
philosophical thoughts. Further, intellectually, his ideas on Free Will Theodicy,
Best Possible World Theodicy, Afterlife Theodicy and Existential Theodicy
has potentiality to inject fresh blood into theological discussions. Moreover, it
is striking that Nursi sets up a close relation between Divine Names and human
impotent and poor nature in terms of evils and sufferings as mentioned in the
last part of the chapter. From this aspect, the followers of all other religions can
also take advantage of Nursi’s practical responses to evils.

Independent Scholar, Indiana
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P O E T RY A N D T H E E M OT I O N S

I N I S L A M I C P H I L O S O P H Y

Abstract: A question in aesthetics that has been discussed for a long time is how
far can our aesthetic reactions be taken to be cognitive. That is, we
feel certain emotions perhaps when we confront examples of art, and
then wonder whether those are just subjective and personal reactions,
or do they fall into some rule-governed pattern based upon the nature
of the objects themselves and our nature? Sufism tends to regard aes-
thetic responses as objective, as insights into a deeper level of reality
where only one sort of reaction is appropriate, while the Peripatetic
philosophers rather argue that although poetry in particular has a log-
ical structure, it does not result in a conclusion that has to be generally
accepted. The latter are often criticized for making poetry fit into a logi-
cal straitjacket which is inappropriately rigid, but there are good reasons
for thinking that the Peripatetic thinkers in the Islamic world are far
better at analyzing the role of emotions in poetry than are the Sufis.

Key words: Emotions, aesthetics, poetry, syllogism, demonstration, illuminationist
thought, sufi(sm), peripatetic

According to Nelson Goodman, “In aesthetic experience the emotions func-
tion cognitively.”1 This certainly seems to be the case, in the sense that we
use our emotions to understand what we read or hear, and the text itself
often makes reference to the emotions also. This was a point that was well-
understood in classical Islamic philosophy, and is often regarded as an aspect
of the rather rigid attitude that the falasifa had towards Aristotle and the prin-
ciple of syllogism.2 That is, they took seriously the idea of an organon in the
Aristotelian sense, of a structure of knowledge which can be characterized in
terms of different kinds of syllogism. So at the apex of the system there exists
the very best sort of knowledge which is organized in terms of demonstrative
argument, the strongest form of argument possible, where the premises are
universal and the conclusions that are derived from them are similarly entirely
general and follow necessarily from what precedes them. Then there is a hier-
archy of different kinds of syllogism, not in the sense that the structure of the
syllogism varies, since it invariably follows the same Aristotelian pattern, but
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the premises differ in their strength, and so the conclusions also vary in what
they can be taken to show.

1. P O E T RY A N D T H E S Y L L O G I S M

In poetry this works in a specific way. An idea is produced as a premise, and
then we work out the implications of that premise. Finally we arrive at some
proposition, or an emotion (the falasifa differed on this issue) that represents a
reasonable conclusion. What is it a conclusion to? It is a conclusion to the ideas
that were set in motion, as it were, by the poem, and it can represent our sense
that we now grasp the various links between those ideas and have pulled them
altogether. It could also be an emotion, something that has been inspired in us
by the poem. Even if the conclusion is not an emotion but rather a statement,
emotion still comes into it, since it would be argued that in order to understand
the poem and how it works one would need a grasp of what the appropriate
emotions are along the way.

This gives us an idea of how the emotions operate cognitively, they are here
either conclusions of a reasoning, or they illustrate how the reasoning itself
is taken to work. It is certainly true that the attempt to push a poem into the
straitjacket of a syllogism often looks artificial, and we are today rightly scep-
tical of the precise project that the falasifa set themselves, to use the syllogism
as a way of classifying and understanding every kind of writing. On the other
hand, the principle behind that project is far from implausible, that there is a
reasoning process involved in poetry, and indeed in art in general, since words
are not being tossed out at random. Words have meanings, and meanings are
what we often react to emotionally, and one might even go so far as to claim
that unless one had knowledge of what the right emotions are that go with
particular words, poetry would be a mystery.

2. W O R D S A N D C O N C E P T S

It is worth here mentioning a longstanding debate in the Islamic world on the
nature of language. Is understanding language more a matter of grasping the
meanings (ma‘na) behind the linguistic expressions, or is it rather knowing
what the linguistic expressions (lafz) themselves mean? This debate came to the
fore when Islamic philosophy first got going seriously and its enemies charged
it with importing a level of analysis of meanings that sought to bypass ordinary
language in an objectionable way. After all, it was argued, to understand the
sentence “The cat is on the mat” all one needs to know is the language in
which the sentence is written, including of course its grammar. Nothing deeper
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is required, and so there is no room for logic to be given the job of analyzing
such propositions. Logic, based as it was on the Greek language, would in
fact not do a good job, since it has a different language and culture in mind.
The philosophers argued by contrast that there is a level of meaning which
lies behind language and which deals with the structure of the statement in
any language, and so explains how it operates in a deeper way than does mere
linguistic grammar.3

We could use this debate to construct a similar dichotomy about the role of
the emotions in poetry. Are they part of the language, or are they deeper? If
emotions are part of language, then all we need to understand a poem are the
words themselves. That is how poetry works, after all, with language and we
know what sorts of emotions normally go with what linguistic expressions. It
is not as though we need to have a cacophony of emotions going through our
minds while reading or listening to a poem. On the other hand, if we do not feel
the right emotions, surely the poem will be mysterious to us. This comes out
nicely in Borges’s short essay on Averroes and art, where he describes as tragic
the attempt by Averroes to understand Aristotle’s writings on aesthetics when
Averroes had himself no knowledge of Greek art.4 So much of what Averroes
(Ibn Rushd) was reading must have been a mystery to him. Or must it? Could
he not from understanding the principles of reasoning that lie behind art have
grasped what he needed to know? To a writer like Borges no doubt wedded to
the idea that a specific language is very important in understanding literature
such an orientation towards the meanings that the text presupposes is objec-
tionable, but not to Ibn Rushd. As an Islamic philosopher, he was committed to
the idea that behind ordinary language there is a level of reasoning and indeed
even emotions that can only be properly grasped logically.5

3. T H E Q U R ’ A N A P O E M ?

There is another aspect of the debate in Islam which needs to be mentioned, and
that is the status of the Qur’an as literature. The Qur’an is often very beautiful,
yet denies that it is poetry.6 This is for at least two reasons. One is that poetry
was very much the enthusiastic leisure activity of the Arabs in the region of
Mecca, who we are told used to compete poetically with each other when the
different tribes met up on special occasions. The Qur’an does not want to rep-
resent itself as just one of those sorts of activities. Also, poetry is very much
identified at the time of the Qur’an with a rather frivolous activity that pro-
duces material which has no particular connection with the truth. So to say that
the Qur’an was poetry would be to claim that it was not necessarily true, but
quite the reverse. On the other hand, the Qur’an often boasts about what fine
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literature it is, indeed, so good that anyone reading it or listening to it would
have to conclude that it could only have divine origins. The Qur’an sets out
this challenge (tahaddi) to its detractors, to produce anything as good as it, or
even a few verses that are as good. The same debate about meaning that we
outlined earlier was applied to this idea in Islamic culture, whether the mirac-
ulous nature of the Qur’an reposes in its language, the meanings behind that
language, or in some combination of the two.7 It is worth mentioning the issue
of the miraculous nature of the Qur’an because it brings out how significant
in Islamic culture the interpretation of literature was, and indeed remains still
today, and also the rather questionable nature of poetry. The Qur’an addressed
the Arabs using fine language since it knew that the Arabs appreciated fine lan-
guage and so this was the appropriate way to address them. On the other hand,
fine language can mislead and language can be very fine and point us in false
directions at the same time. This is why Goodman’s claim about the emotions
may seem strange, in that we often think of emotions as comprising attitudes
and feelings that we just have, while thoughts are what we work up to after
a process of consideration. How can they be linked with each other, even in
aesthetics? When the Qur’an denies that it is poetry, surely it is saying that it
consists of thoughts primarily, as compared with emotions.

4. T H R E E A P P R O A C H E S T O P O E T RY I N I S L A M I C P H I L O S O P H Y

Poetry is clearly a rational process. Language is organized in a variety of ways
in poetry, and plays on our emotions, but not in an arbitrary manner. It is only if
the word order, the words themselves and the rest of the structure is appropriate
that the necessary link with our emotions will be established, and of course the
ways in which this is done is complex. But our emotions do not have to be
elicited by a poem, it is up to us to decide if we are going to be affected by
it and how. So poetry then looks like a subjective process, since any sort of
response is feasible to a poem. The falasifa may have it wrong, then, when
they insist that poetry follows a syllogistic form, for surely if it did and the
syllogism was valid, we would have to accept the conclusion, here perhaps
equivalent to having the appropriate emotion, if we are rational. Yet they are
not wrong, since they correctly point out the link between the organization of
language in a poem and our emotions, and the entire point of communication
does have to be linked to the audience and its needs and interests. People do
vary in their reactions to things, though, however well framed, and they would
not be making a mistake in reasoning if a poem fails to evoke in them the
emotion the poet intended, or the emotion that most people feel.

That is the position in what we tend to call mashsha’i or Peripatetic Islamic
philosophy, and it would be useful to contrast this with the views of the other
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two major varieties, Sufi and ishraqi thought. For the Sufis aesthetics is objec-
tive. This is because the structure of the world, its origins in God and our
reactions to it all fit into a tight and interconnected pattern. There are many
kinds of Sufism, of course, but let me just outline what I take to be the most
general principles shared by them all. The notion of beauty is a reflection of
something real, and of divine origin, so that the sorts of things we rightly find
beautiful fit into some schema that is invariable and fixed. What this is pre-
cisely there can be argument about, but the idea is that there is such a principle
and it grounds our ideas of beauty in something solid, a real connection with
how things are, and how they ought to be. For the Sufis God’s influence on the
world did not just start when he created it, but is constantly entering the world
by sustaining its continuing existence, and it is the role of art to replicate that,
to a degree. So in the visual arts we get in Islamic painting and decoration these
recurring and repeating patterns, a sense of the unity of everything, the unend-
ing nature of God’s presence and a tendency to develop ideas in abstraction. As
far as poetry is concerned, we would expect a successful poem to do much the
same sort of thing, and not only in poetry which is directly dealing with Sufi or
religious themes. Even a poem about an entirely secular topic would, if it were
successful, relate in some way to issues like divine unity (tawhid) by perhaps
bringing together a particular experience with something much larger, so that
the reader is drawn to put the topic of the poem within a broader metaphysical
context. That does not mean that they have to understand what that context is
precisely, but they need to appreciate that what they are reading is not just the
description of something of no significance, but links up with far wider issues
and so is worthy of attention and indeed appreciation. It is not difficult to argue
that, of course, since we do expect a poem that describes something very banal
to yield much more significant material when it is put within a wider context,
and that is the reason for classifying it as a poem rather than as a piece of
ordinary writing.

The Sufi approach to poetry has the advantage of using determinate criteria
in its approach to poetry. We are not left in the sort of vague doubt about what
precisely to say about a poem as can happen in the Peripatetic case. Some
poetry could easily be condemned for not managing to make that leap from the
particular to the general in the sort of elevating way that the Sufis insist on. For
example, a poem might well be regarded as not taking us anywhere we ought
to go, if it only mentioned ordinary things. On the other hand, if it mentions
them in such a way as to link them with wider issues, even just by implication
via the style of the language, this would fit in nicely with Sufi aesthetics. This
actually results in Sufism not being especially objective about aesthetics at all,
since the judgement about whether a poem raises these broader issues is itself
very much a personal one. For example, a poem may include violent language
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and deal with an unsavoury topic, and may disgust one reader, while another
may find the attention paid to such unpleasant phenomena can be revealing of
the role of the sordid in our lives and its relationship to what is higher.

The third major school of Islamic philosophy is ishraqi or illuminationist
thought, and this is based on the view that the basic criterion of reality is light
and its effect on the world. The more we know something, the more lit up the
object of knowledge is, as it were, and the way we know we know is the feeling
of radiance that accompanies our thought of it. Some knowledge is immedi-
ate and incontrovertible, and other knowledge is acquired in more painstaking
ways and involves concepts that do raise issues of truth and falsity. It is not
clear what kind of knowledge aesthetics falls into in ishraqi thought. It does
not escape subjectivity if it is conceptual, since we can then disagree about
precisely what concepts to apply to it. On the other hand, if it is immediate
then we cannot question it at all, There certainly are flashes of recognition, as
it were, in aesthetic experience, but it is difficult to know how to translate this
into the language of aesthetic judgement, with its arguing and balancing of dif-
ferent approaches to the same object. The thing about the ishraqi idea of the
sudden grasp of the truth of something is its capturing nicely of the experience
of seeing something from a particular point of view, which does occur rather
like a flash of light. Suddenly one sees things differently, perhaps connections
are established for the first time and once we can see an aspect it is difficult
to understand how we could not earlier. It just appears to be so obvious. Yet
working up to that point often involves the use of concepts and even argument,
so it is difficult to see it as immediate knowledge until the very last moment, as
it were, which in ishraqi thought is to serve as the foundation of further knowl-
edge claims. Here again we have a problem in ishraqi thought in that it is far
from clear what sort of basis an aesthetic judgement is to anything further, it
seems rather to stand by itself as a reflection of what is in front of us. Yet there
is something very valuable in this idea of an aspect being rather like someone
putting the light on, after which nothing is quite the same again. With an aspect
once the light is turned on it can never be turned off again, since it becomes
difficult to drop that aspect once it has impinged on one’s consciousness.

5. P O E T RY A N D R E A S O N

There is a very important feature of seeing as, something that interested
Wittgenstein.8 When you see an aspect, you employ a set of concepts, but when
you see it from a different aspect, you employ a different set of concepts, and
you cannot use both sets at the same time, since that would vitiate the aspect
entirely. On the other hand, you can appreciate when you see it from one point
of view that there is another point of view available to you, just not right now.
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The thing worth noting about seeing an aspect is that one can use reason
to get to that position, but reason is often not enough. An argument can help
you see the aspect, and once one has grasped it, the aspect is readily available
after that, but it may take a long time to apply the concept that is involved
in seeing the aspect, and it may never happen. This is where the Sufi and the
ishraqi views are helpful, in that they describe nicely the sensation of “getting
it,” seeing the aspect as a sort of flash, and one where you feel that you are
seeing something that is true, not just another way of seeing a thing. The idea
that one is seeing one thing in a variety of different ways, as different aspects,
is interpreted otherwise by the Sufis and the ishraqis, as seeing more of what
is true, since the fact that one thing may be variously identified strikes them as
a remarkable metaphysical fact, more about the world than about us. The idea
that it is voluntary to see it in all these ways strikes them as problematic, in that
it is not a matter of chance that one thing can be seen in different ways, but a
matter of how the world is. To say it is voluntary suggests that one might or
might not grasp the aspect and wish to hold onto it, which for them is a bit like
understanding a mathematical proof and then refusing to accept it.

Yet the voluntary aspect of aesthetic interpretation is very important if we are
to regard issues of beauty as matters of debate. We are familiar with the dis-
agreement of apparently sensible people over the appropriate interpretation of a
poem, and it is not clear that someone is making a mistake. In the end someone
just cannot see it in a particular way, while someone else finds it difficult not
to see it in that way, and seeing as is clearly crucial in the interpretation of art
of any kind. Argument cannot always resolve the issue, but as the falasifa sug-
gested, that does not mean that argument is irrelevant. What we always have to
bear in mind when art is at issue is the huge role played by our emotions, which
is one reason that poetry was placed way down the scale of powerful argument
forms. Art itself is a representation of the truth for those who are incapable of
coming face to face with it through reason, and that is why religions often use
imagery and subtle artistic devices. A religion wants to appeal to the greatest
number of people and represent the same truth as does philosophy, but in a way
that resonates with the widest possible audience. This is a thesis that is shared
by most of the falasifa, since at least the time of al-Farabi. It argues that there is
nothing wrong with poetry apart from the fact that it is a bit more indirect in its
approach to the truth as compared with other forms of reasoning, but situating
it in its appropriate religious context will bring the ordinary person into contact
with what he really needs to know, in an evocative and imaginative manner.

This brings us to a closer understanding of what it means for seeing an aspect
to be voluntary, since surely the thesis cannot be that one may accept the reli-
gious truth behind the impressive language or that one may not. We are not
talking about liking a movie here, but understanding the form of reality and
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our role in it, including most importantly our duties. Can we really regard not
stealing and believing in the afterlife as voluntary? It is not these beliefs that
are voluntary but how we arrive at them. We may arrive at them by working
them out ourselves, or listening to other people, or putting our moral system on
some sort of rational basis, but on the other hand we could be impressed by the
fine language of the Qur’an and act in order with what it says, or what we think
it says. What is voluntary is the way we get to the truth, not the truth itself, or
our acceptance of it. The imaginative language of religion gets us to the truth
eventually, in a more indirect manner than the language of logic, for instance,
but it gets us to the same place in the end.

6. E M O T I O N S A N D A E S T H E T I C S

We can quite easily see the link between emotions and aesthetic judgement
in that for some people their emotions get in the way of such judgements,
or help them along. For example, someone who has a close relationship with
agriculture may find examples and imagery that relate to nature resonates with
her more readily as compared with someone who has no knowledge or liking
for the natural world. The successful religion is one that manages to express
itself in a wide variety of ways so that everyone is given a formulation that
can move them in the right direction, and some theologians refer to the Qur’an
expressing itself in 35, 40 or even 200 different ways with this aim in mind.9

God after all knows well the thinking processes of the creatures he created, and
can easily design a representation of the message that should work for each
type of sensibility.

This makes the voluntary nature of aesthetic interpretation a bit dubious,
since if God expects us to accept a certain interpretation, it seems rather impo-
lite to deny it. The Qur’an keeps on urging its audience to think, consider and
reason about what they are told, and much of the language is beautiful and
evocative, calling on our rational faculties but also our emotions, as al-Farabi
often argued, summoning everyone regardless of his or her own abilities to
find a route to the truth. Someone who was not persuaded either intellectually
or aesthetically, though, a particular stubborn individual, looks on this account
as though he is being perverse. It is like someone who is hungry, someone
offers him food, and he rejects it (incidentally, one of the suras of the Qur’an
is called al-ma’ida – the replete table). It looks very much like we should go
back to the analysis offered by the Sufis or the ishraqis, an analysis that makes
the aesthetic assent inevitable, once one understands all aspects of the text one
is considering and its links with what is higher than it. One can perhaps make
too much of the significance of the voluntary in religion, and the Qur’an does
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make quite a few references to faith not as something we choose but something
that God may, if He wishes, instil in us.

7. T H E FA L A S I FA V I N D I C AT E D

One might have expected the falasifa to take an Aristotelian line on aesthetic
appreciation which goes rather like this. Being the sort of creature we are, and
having the sorts of ends we naturally do, it is in our interests to see the world
in a particular sort of way, and to find beauty in certain sorts of pattern and
unity. Someone who did not accept this normal view of beauty would offend
against who he is and what is necessary for who he is to flourish. One could not
rule this out entirely, but it should be clear from following this sort of approach
what is wrong with that person’s choice. Then someone who does not choose
the right judgement on the poem would be rightly regarded as perverse and
lacking in a kind of rationality, although not a logical rationality.

Yet the falasifa do not follow such an approach, and it is important to work
out why. It could well be because they were convinced of the significance of
the wide gap between poetry and other forms of argument. Poetry is certainly
logically organized, they suggested, in that it has a rational structure and we
can work out what it means by following that structure and the sorts of ideas
and emotions that it evinces in us. But who is this “us”? It is surely the average
person, and if it is reasonable to think that the average person would react to a
poem in a particular way, why cannot we say that he ought to react in that way,
or even more strongly, that unless he reacts in that way there is something awry
with him? Going this far would be to go too far, since it would fail to acknowl-
edge a very important feature of imagination in the falsafa tradition, its link
with us as physical creatures and hence its embeddedness in our particularity.
This is what is wrong with imagination from a philosophical point of view, it
does not give us scope to generalize. The trouble with linking ideas closely
to bodies is that those ideas are then contaminated, as it were, by the individ-
ual features and experiences of a particular physical being, and so essentially
limited in scope. This is very clear in poetry, where the words point us in the
direction of what is universal and general, while the experiences that go along
with the words have a unique resonance for each particular reader.

This is not just an issue about aesthetics, but is central to the understanding
of Islam by the falasifa. The message that the Prophet received was a message
to a particular person, and he was often accused of inventing it, or having an
overactive imagination. Yet Islam presents itself not as just the views of an
individual but as a divine guide to how to live and how the world is, i.e. in
entirely general terms. It is important to get this distinction between the views
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of the individual and the impersonal and universal truth straight. Even if one
does not accept a religion, it is not difficult to tell that the religion is trying
to do something different from reporting on just one person’s experience, even
though the religion may spend a lot of time talking about such experiences. The
Qur’an is no exception, it tells us a lot about the prophets and their stories, and
one of the guides that Muslims have to how to live is the hadith, the Traditions
that report on the sayings of the Prophet and those close to him, and also the
sunna or practice of the Prophet. These are all reports on individuals, but they
are taken to have much wider implications. If the Prophet was the perfect man
(insan al-kamil) as the Sufis say, then clearly his life has useful information for
us also.

Learning from a story about the life of the Prophet and learning from a poem
are different. The life of the Prophet presents an exemplar and we can follow
that, or at least consider it as a candidate for imitation. A poem could inspire us
and even change our lives, but there is no reason why it should in the sense that
we make a mistake by not taking it in that way. To give an example, some peo-
ple are very moved by accounts of the natural world, and poetry using natural
imagery is effective for them. It is less effective for people who are uninterested
in that world, they might still be impressed with the structure of the poem but
unmoved by its basic content. The commentators on the Qur’an commented
on how many different ways the Book presents and represents its message in
order to attract the maximum conceivable audience, reflecting precisely this
point that the way a message is presented is only effective if it latches onto
the individual interests and experiences of as many people as possible in the
audience. The aim is to get people to understand some entirely general infor-
mation. But with poetry such general information is often lacking, the poet is
using her imagination to present a view of the world which may be entirely
personal and make very little reference to the reader’s life, yet because it is
beautifully written it could find a warm response from the reader. Or it could
not. This distinction between poetry and prophecy is very important in Islam,
even where the latter is illustrated by the former, and even where the former
takes on the appearance of the latter.

The distinction between poetry and prophecy is important in Islam, but this
does not mean that poetry is without cognitive value, and here we return to the
way that poetry is effective in helping us learn about ourselves and the world, It
is not just a way of expressing our feelings and emotions, or about motivating
us to action. A poem develops an idea, and that idea does as the falasifa suggest
have a connection with an emotion. We may use poetry to explore our emo-
tions, to see how far we can push them in a certain direction, how far we may
extend them. This is the strength of using the form of the syllogism to analyze
poetry, we get to use the idea of a structure and argument form within which
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an emotion is interrogated, as it were, and here we get away from the subjec-
tive/objective issue that bedevils aesthetics. It does not really matter whether a
reader of a poem thinks that the poem is accurate in its portrayal of something,
what matters is that the poem provides a treatment that is considered and then
perhaps rejected, but it is part of a rational process of assessment, and if the
poem is felt to be successful it takes us further along in our understanding of
something. Perhaps what we can understand is something that previously was
difficult to understand, something connected to the emotions. But even if we
are not convinced by the poem we still learn from it, in the sense that it takes us
along a line of argument that we eventually do not accept, but even following
that process in itself is helpful in showing us what forms of approach to the
emotion do not work, or at least do not work for us. That is useful informa-
tion since the thing about the emotions that does make an essential demand on
the subjective/objective dichotomy is the fact that we have an individual atti-
tude to things via our emotions. We like different things, are frightened and
impressed in distinct ways, and all this comes into our understanding of emo-
tions in general. That is not to say that we cannot, or should not, make the
effort to understand what it is about something that other people have a par-
ticular attitude towards, but it is an effort, and for most people perhaps there
is no effort at all to be made in this direction, since they just naturally share a
common emotion.

The ishraqi account of the emotions also makes sense on the account I am
providing here, since the idea of a flash or sudden knowledge about what some-
thing means is a common aspect of reading poetry, and also grasping what we
come to feel about something. An emotion is then explored through a process
whereby it is acquired and elucidated, and then experienced in a direct way.
This is something that Mulla Sadra discusses in great detail in his Afshar, the
different processes at work in improving our understanding of particular issues,
and the way in which our knowledge may be elevated through art is expressed
in a way that stresses the role of art as not a representative of reality, but as real
itself.10 The art object is itself a part of reality, as is what it discusses, and we
can learn from it. A problem with the ishraqi approach is that a lot of experi-
ence is regarded as incorrigible which we do not normally understand in this
way, and the idea that something can be so vivid to us that we cannot doubt
it is difficult to accept at face value, with respect to the emotions as well as to
anything else.

The Sufi approach really fails to make much of the issue, which is surprising
given its close link with the mechanics of the creation of art itself. The problem
with Sufism is its dogmatism, its insistence that poetry represents something
real and incontrovertible about the essence of things, and this means that the
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emotions can only be understood in one way. The neat ways in which the dif-
ferent parts of a poem are seen as representing specific aspects of reality just
does not do justice to our experience of poetry, although it could were we to be
irretrievably committed to a spiritual way of looking at the world. Perhaps we
should, but it is a weakness in an account of aesthetics if it is dependent on a
view of the world that is circular in the sense of presupposing that the world is
spiritual and then insisting that we observe spiritual aspects in it via aesthetic
experience.

Commentators tend to be rather scathing about the Peripatetic approach to
aesthetics. It is too rigid, it does not make sense of the varieties of aesthetic
experience and output, we are told, and it was constructed by thinkers who
did not have any experience of the sort of art that it was originally designed
to describe. Despite these problems, and they are problems, it has been argued
here that the mashsha’i approach does provide us with some decent conceptual
tools to understand many of the aesthetic issues that arise in poetry, and are an
advance on the alternative approaches in Islamic philosophy.

University of Kentucky, Lexington-Kentucky

N O T E S

1 N. Goodman, Languages of Art: An Approach to a Theory of Symbols (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1969), p. 248.
2 D. Black, Logic and Aristotle’s “ Rhetoric“ and “ Poetics“ in medieval Arabic philosophy
(Leiden: Brill, 1990); V. Cantarino, Arabic Poetics in the Golden Age (Leiden: Brill, 1975);
S. Kemal, “Aesthetics” in S. Nasr and O. Leaman (eds.) History of Islamic Philosophy (HIP)
(London: Routledge, 1996), Chapter 56, pp. 969–978; S. Kemal, The Poetics of Alfarabi and
Avicenna (Leiden: Brill, 1991); O. Leaman, Islamic Aesthetics: An Introduction (Notre Dame:
Notre Dame University Press, 2004).
3 S. Abed, “Language”, HIP op. cit., pp. 898–925.
4 J. Borges, “Averroes’ search” trans. J. Irby, Labyrinths: Selected Stories and Other Writings,
ed. D. Yates and J. Irby (New York: New Directions, 1964) pp. 148–155.
5 This is discussed in O. Leaman, Averroes and his Philosophy (London: Routledge, 1997);
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O F A E S T H E T I C VA L U E

Abstract: This chapter intends to be a contemporary interpretation of the aesthetic
views of Ibn Sina and Aristotle on the basis of aesthetic value. In the first
half of the chapter, I compared and discussed mainly the aesthetic views
of Ibn Sina and those of Aristotle. In the second half of the chapter, I
focused on the problem of catharsis in Aristotle. The aesthetic views of
Ibn Sina and Aristotle move on the central of the theory of mimesis.
Additionally, Ibn Sina emphasizes that artistic creativity is an imagina-
tive creativity. I argued for that catharsis in both Aristotle and Ibn Sina
is neither an experience which makes art an ethical activity nor an intel-
lectual clarification or therapeutic experience. On the contrary, catharsis
is an aesthetic experience that is founded by moral value and its realistic
effect. Catharsis is the existential meaning of the art.

Key words: Catharsis, aesthetic value, tragic value, Hellenistic, logic, poetic,
rhetoric value, moral or ethical value, tragedy, assent, imagination,
mimesis, imitation, aesthetic experience, aesthetic taste, imaginative
speech, aesthetic subject, aesthetic object

Ibn Sina deals with poetry in the corpus of logic in Kitab al-Shifa’, an encyclo-
pedia of philosophy in the peripatetic tradition. I think we should understand
the poetics of both Ibn Sina and Aristotle as a philosophy of art in general
rather than poetry alone. The ideas they put forward are generally about art,
while some of their points are directly related to poetry in particular. Although
aesthetics is a very new term, it had been established with all of its fundamental
problems by Plato. While the aesthetics of Plato can be considered to be both
a metaphysics of beauty and a philosophy of art, the poetics of Aristotle and
Ibn Sina should be regarded as a philosophy of art rather than a metaphysics
of beauty. Some scholars such as Salim Kemal and Ismail Dahiyat made com-
prehensive studies on the poetics of Ibn Sina. In this chapter, I will attempt to
discuss the aesthetic views of Ibn Sina and Aristotle on the basis of aesthetic
value. In other words, this chapter is a contemporary interpretation of the aes-
thetic views of Ibn Sina and Aristotle – it intends to discover what they tried to
say in their poetics. Therefore, some of the views I will put forward may not
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have been explicitly stated by the mentioned philosophers. In the first half of
the chapter, I will analyze mainly the aesthetic views of Ibn Sina and those of
Aristotle by means of Ibn Sina. Al-Fann al-Shi‘r (The Poetics) of Ibn Sina is
not only a commentary and explanation of the Poetics of Aristotle; it also con-
tains his own original theory and comments; especially Chapter 1, where he
presents his original theory of poetry. Ibn Sina underlines the subjective side of
art and the importance of the aesthetic subject in the formation of the work of
art. Therefore, aesthetic values play an important role in his philosophy of art.
Moreover, the origin of art, the relation between logic and poetics, poetic imi-
tation, and aesthetic experience are essential subject matters on which Ibn Sina
contributed. Nevertheless, we shall indicate the relation of Ibn Sina’s poetics to
Aristotle’s poetic when necessary. In the second half of the chapter, the prob-
lem of catharsis in Aristotle shall be our main topic. Cathartic experience was
interpreted historically in different ways. Interestingly enough, the prominent
interpretations have argued that Aristotle did not consider catharsis to be an
aesthetic experience. Contrary to these interpretations, I shall claim that cathar-
sis is an aesthetic experience in both Aristotle and Ibn Sina. In this context, the
relation between aesthetic and ethical values is very crucial in understanding
the experience of catharsis.

1. W H AT I S A RT ?

According to Ibn Sina art is imitative (mimesis/muhakat), just as it is in Aristo-
tle’s poetics. It is well known that Plato introduced the theory of mimesis, but
he did not describe it as a creative activity, although it appears as a fundamental
cultural activity in some of his dialogues. It seems that Plato made many aes-
thetic problems more problematic without resolving them. Imitation obtained
its current meaning as an aesthetic activity in the poetics of Aristotle. As a
matter of fact, Aristotle and Ibn Sina state that the essence of art is imitation.
Imitation in Aristotelian aesthetics is different from Plato’s understanding of
mimesis. In the works of Aristotle and Ibn Sina, imitation is a creative activity
of human beings, not mere copying. In the beginning of the Poetics, Aristotle
says that the arts can be distinguished from each other by way of their respec-
tive mimetic mediums, objects and manners. Some arts imitate through the
medium of color and form, some through the medium of rhythm, harmony and
language.1

In the poetics of Ibn Sina, the essence of art is made clearer than it is in
Aristotle’s. Ibn Sina emphasizes that artistic creativity is an imaginative cre-
ativity. He stresses that the imaginative nature in artistic creativity excludes all
other kinds of creative activity from artistic creativity. He first underlines that
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a human being is an imitating or mimetic animal. So humans are distinguished
from other animals by their supreme talent for imitation. Imitation is, for the
human being, the medium of cultural activity and cultural work. Mimesis as
enactment is not simple simile or copy; since while something is represented
as a poem, story, or any variety of art, it is not given in its mode of facticity.
Rather, it is given as an object to be creatively altered through the imaginative
faculty (in metaphor, composition etc.). Art is the product of this process.2

Ibn Sina says that the essence of imitation consists of simile, metaphor and
composition; and with imitation one aims at beautification, uglification (aes-
thetic denigration) or correspondence.3 The difference that is made with respect
to the essence of imitation shows that art is a creative and imaginative activity.
An object in a portrait is depicted either more beautifully or more ugly than
that object itself. Ibn Sina emphasized the contribution of the artist to the art
object. Art as an activity of the subject, whether it involves beautification, or
uglification, or correspondence, reflects in all of its products the sight and the
comprehension of the subject and reveals the values of the subject. All of these
subjective contributions of the artist take shape in the manner in which the per-
cipient of art comprehends them. The source of the relativity of the aesthetic
judgment lies here as well. Ibn Sina points to this subjective side in the aes-
thetic object by paying attention to the imaginative or imaginary side of the
imitation.4 According to Ibn Sina, the artist elevates the aesthetic object over
crude reality by adding her or his own values and thereby promotes it to a
different and higher ontological level.

Ibn Sina’s comments on poetry can be applied to aesthetics in general. Ibn
Sina defines poetry as an imaginative speech (kalam mutakhayyal) that consists
of equal metrical speeches.5 The vital point in this definition is his characteri-
zation of poetry as an imaginative speech. Although modern poetry generally
abandons the formulaic demand for meter and rhyme, imaginative speech con-
tinues to be the nature of poetry. Ibn Sina also defines tales and stories as types
of imaginative speech. In this case, the unique difference between tale and
poem is that poems are metric.6 While this claim may be regarded as unac-
ceptable today, as we also distinguish poems that lack meter from tales, it does
conform to ancient poetry. As a matter of fact when many great works of antiq-
uity are rendered as prose, they lose almost all of their uniquely poetic qualities
and turn into mere stories. Literary species like the tale, story, tragedies, etc.
are types of imaginative speech, but the intensity of the imagination is different
in them. The poetic imagination is more intense and obscure than the imagina-
tion in the tale, the story, and the novel; the manner of their poetic imagination
is different. This case can be seen very clearly in the so-called epic poems of
unsuccessful poets. For epic poems have a story in nature and unsuccessful
poets write stories that lack the poetic imagination of genuine epic poems. As
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a matter of fact, Ibn Sina’s awareness of this difference demonstrates that the
genuine distinctive quality of poetry is imagination. Metrical speeches that do
not have imagination are not poetry, although they look like poetry. Ibn Sina
exemplifies this with an example taken from Aristotle: what Empedocles wrote
is not poetry, although he wrote metrical verses. Therefore, Empedocles is not
a poet, but a physicist. Yet Homer wrote poems. Thus we properly call Homer a
poet. Homer and Empedocles have nothing in common, but the verse (meter).7

The reason for this is very obvious: while poetry is an imaginative or imaginary
art, philosophy or science is not.

Al-Shifa’ is one of the most important encyclopedias in the history of phi-
losophy. The Poetics (al-Fann al-Shi‘r) takes place in this encyclopedia as a
sub-discipline of logic following the Hellenistic tradition (it is well known that
the Poetics was added to the logic by the Hellenistic commentators after Aris-
totle). Ibn Sina says that the logician studies poetry only insofar as it is an
imaginative speech. If, however, we consider this work in terms of the asthetic
problems Ibn Sina discusses, we can easily see that Ibn Sina is cognizant that
logic and poetics (aesthetics) are different disciplines from each other. Some
imaginative (poetic) utterances may declare a judgment, namely, poetic utter-
ances may be a type of syllogism and, only in this respect, logic could be related
to poetics.8 According to Ibn Sina,

poetical syllogisms are composed of imagined propositions, inasmuch as their imagined aspect
is considered, be they true or false. In short, they are composed of premises, inasmuch as these
premises have a certain disposition and composition, which the soul receives by virtue of their
resemblance or by virtue of their truth. (That is, as long as) there is nothing to prevent this
(reception).9

Yet, the relation Ibn Sina sees between logic and aesthetics is not essential
because some poetic speeches may declare a judgment.

Alexander Baumgarten, who is regarded as the philosopher that gave us our
modern understanding of aesthetics, regards aesthetics as the logic of sen-
sual knowledge. Accordingly, logic gives clear and evident knowledge, yet
aesthetics yields unclear and imprecise knowledge. Therefore, knowledge of
aesthetics is inferior and lower than that of logic. I think the relation Baum-
garten sees between logic and aesthetics is an essential relation, despite the
fact that he indicates aesthetic pleasure, for it seems that logic and aesthetics
are considered by Baumgarten to be a means of gaining knowledge. But for
Ibn Sina, poetics is not a kind of logic or not a device to gain clear or unclear
knowledge. The reason why Ibn Sina gives a place to poetics in the corpus of
logic is that he wanted to follow the Hellenistic classification of the sciences.
Therefore, I think, it would not be true to say that Ibn Sina regards aesthetics or
poetics as a branch or kind of logic, despite the fact that it appears in the corpus
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of logic. In addition, although some poetical utterances can bear logical struc-
ture or exemplify the structure of a syllogism, this is not sufficient to disregard
them as poetical expressions, nor does it imply that poetics is a sub-discipline
of logic.

Art is a phenomenological act in itself because the artistic activity is inten-
tional and the artist objectifies what appears in her consciousness or perception.
In other words, the accomplishment of the artist is to make the artistic object
appear in itself. The intentional relation of the subject exists within the origin
of art. As far as we know, Aristotle is the first philosopher that indicates the
intentional property of art and the work of art. He said that poetry in general
(i.e., poetry understood as art) has sprung from two instinctive causes in our
nature: Imitation and the pleasure arising from imitation.10 Ibn Sina stated this
intentional relation in a similar fashion. According to him, poetry (or art) arises
from two powers in the human subject: the pleasure from the imitation and
the natural love of harmonic works and melodies. He believed that there were
appropriate meters for various melodies and that, afterwards, human beings
invented them by intending these melodies.11 In this way, Ibn Sina explains the
origin of art or the formation of the work of art as an intentional relation with
the artist.

Ibn Sina emphasizes that the unique aim of art is the pleasure of the sub-
ject, and that is why we create objects of art – this is related to the essence
and the existence of art. Additionally, Ibn Sina indicates that art has some
social functions that have not arisen from the essence of the art. He terms these
functions as civil purposes. For instance, the art can be a tool of friendship
or hatred. Rhetoric plays a special role in poetry at this point. Yet, Ibn Sina
states that rhetoric uses assent (tasdiq), poetry uses the imagination (takhyil).12

When rhetoric as a declamation joins with the imaginative power of the poetry,
it is a more effective means to direct the masses and demoralize the enemy.
Moreover, for Ibn Sina, art is not disinterested in social problems.13 Although
art is not a tool for social communication and information, it can reflect social
sensibility and utter the social issues in an aesthetic form. In fact, Ibn Sina
emphasizes that poetry is classified with certain social purposes, and meter is
often chosen with respect to their social purposes.14

For example, tragedy is determined by its subject matter. It has a tasteful
meter in which human virtue and goodness are treated. Afterwards all these
features were ascribed to the main character and the poem was recited before
the king. In the case of the death of the king the tunes were added. Dithyramb
is like tragedy; the difference between them is that the praise in dithyramb was
not made only for one human or one nation, but for a certain good. Comedy
treats wickedness, scandals and the objects for satire. The tunes were added in
this kind of the poetry too in order to cite the evil deeds of animals and humans.
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Ibn Sina cites different kinds of Greek poetry by indicating their place in the
social life.15

2. A E S T H E T I C O B J E C T A N D A E S T H E T I C VA L U E

We have already said that the poetics of Ibn Sina indicate his views on aesthet-
ics, because he speaks generally about the essence of art and painting, sculpture
etc. alongside poetry. We can easily understand from The Poetics that Ibn Sina
would have artistic works in mind when he refers to the aesthetic object. Then
aesthetic object is the individual artistic product. According to the metaphysics
of Ibn Sina, every being is a composite of form and matter through the act
of active intellect. Accordingly, aesthetic objectification is an act of giving a
higher form to the matter that has a form through the imagination of the artist.
Artistic beauty has a difference from the natural beauty. Artistic beauty differs
from natural beauty in that the former aims to create a pleasurable taste; that
is, the aesthetic object is directed to the pleasure of the aesthetic subject. Thus
it appears that for Ibn Sina the aesthetic object is an intentional object.16

What attracts our attention to the aesthetic object is the aesthetic value which
is also the source of the aesthetic pleasure. The most comprehensive concept of
the aesthetic value is the concept of beauty. How does Ibn Sina define beauty as
a value concept? Unlike Plato, Ibn Sina does not have a metaphysics of beauty
in the poetics; rather, he adapts the definition of beauty given by Aristotle.
Accordingly, a beautiful object, whether it is a living organism or inorganic
object, whether it is a work of art or natural object, must have an orderly
arrangement of the parts and a certain magnitude; that is, beauty depends on
magnitude and order. Since we cannot perceive very small organisms, they can-
not be beautiful; an object which has vast size cannot be beautiful because our
eyes cannot take it all in immediately; the unity and sense of the whole is lost
for us.17

According to Ibn Sina, mimesis is an ontological category of art because art
is a mimetic act of human being. But this kind of mimesis is an imaginative
one.18 It appears that imagination is the ontological difference between art and
other kinds of mimesis. In addition, aesthetic values appear in the creation of
imaginations; these values differentiate true works of art from the kitsch ones.

Ibn Sina states that there are three elements of the imagination and imitation
in poetry: melody (lahn), meter and speech. These are the structural elements
of poetry; in other words, they are the fundamental forms of poetry. The artist
uses these forms in the manner befitting the intended object or quality: dig-
nified, dolorous etc.19; and what makes a speech imaginative is meter (wazn),
the sound of the speech, its meaning (ma‘na), and what is related to the sound,
the meaning and whatever is between them.20 What Ibn Sina means by this sen-
tence is that poetry is essentially an imaginative speech. Yet this does not imply
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that imagination is only a mental or an imaginary and fictive thing, but it also
has a harmonic or melodious voice. In brief, poetry has music for our ears and
meaning which can affect and convince us for something. For instance, poetry
could convince us that death is beautiful, which is actually direful and fear-
some. However, this would be possible when the elements mentioned above
get together. This is what Ibn Sina calls “imagination in general.” Poetry takes
its power sometimes from its meaning and its being concise (wajiz), sometimes
from its music. So the hesitation between focusing on the music and the mean-
ing in poetry is one of the properties of imagination, according to Ibn Sina. This
shows that Ibn Sina regards imagination as a very comprehensive and exten-
sive concept. The meaning and the sound (what is understood and heard) of the
poetic speech can give pleasure to us in two ways. First, we can get pleasure
through the properties of the words such as lucidity, correctness, and clarity
(fasih), and being without artifice (hile) or through the properties of meaning
such as strangeness, and being exotic (gharib). But this strangeness (ghara-
bet) is different from the gharabet of the imitation and imagination (takhyil).
Second, we can get pleasure through an artifice (hile), which has sprung from
the word, meaning, simplicity, or from the composition (tarkib) of the word.
A composite hile in the word can be obtained through the rhyme, the sim-
ilarity of meter, embellishment or the turning of a letter into another letter
(qalb).21

For Ibn Sina hile is one of the categories of aesthetic value in poetry, which
occurs on the word and its meaning. Every hile appears with respect to the rela-
tion between the parts. This relation involves either similarity or diversity. The
similarity and dissimilarity are either complete or incomplete. All of these con-
sist either in word or in their meaning. The similarity and diversity with respect
to the word are in the words that have incomplete denotation or in the words
that have no denotation such as letter, preposition or in simple words that have
a denotation and in composite words. Concerning the similarity and diversity
in relation to meaning, these are either simple or composite meanings.22 Flower
is an example of simple meaning, whereas human being as a rational animal is
an example of composite meaning. Ibn Sina treats these in al-Fann al-Shi‘r in
detail. Hile is actually not an individual aesthetic value, it is rather an artistic
activity which makes various aesthetic values appear so that they give pleasure
to us in this way.

We have already indicated that according to Ibn Sina mimesis is not an act
of crude copying. On the contrary, as being an enactment, it has various cre-
ative functions. Metaphor and istiare are also mimetic aesthetic values because
metaphor, istiare and the composition of them are components of imitation.23

Ibn Sina also points out that imitation and simile are intentional activities
because one can intend through these not only concrete objects, but also feel-
ings and experiences. He says that the painters paint the angels in a beautiful
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manner and the devil in an ugly manner. As a matter of fact, Manicheans
painted the situation of anger as ugly and that of mercy beautifully.24

Another value Ibn Sina found in poetry is its rhetorical value. Poetry has
gradually moved away from rhetoric through the contingent processes of his-
torical transformation. In modern poetry, rhetoric or rhetorical values are seen
as unpleasant elements. Above all else, poetry is not eloquence. However, we
have to take an important point into consideration here. The fact that rhetorical
elements dominate a poem is different from the fact that rhetorical values are
used in a poem.

Indeed, rhetorical values are vital values in poetry. In other words, they
are values and effects that give vitality to the aesthetic object and rescue it
from being boring. Vital values are the source of superficial effects in the aes-
thetic subject. Doubtlessly, rhetorical value and effect or vital value and effect
would be an aesthetic element or value if it appears with deep value and effect
together.25 Otherwise, a work in which rhetorical values are dominated would
be exploited for the superficial and un-aesthetic experiences. That is, it would
not be regarded as aesthetically valuable.26

As Ibn Sina treats tragedy, he gives special attention to tragic value. Tragic
value is one which appears in tragedy through the demise and downfall of eth-
ical values. It has the strongest effect on the aesthetic subject as to produce a
cathartic experience. Ibn Sina points out that for the appearance of the tragic
value and the production of the tragic effect, the story (mythos/ khurafa) in
tragedy must turn not from happiness to happiness, but from the happiness to
calamity, and the characters must experience calamities.27

Tragic value has a special relationship with ethical value because the down-
fall of the ethical value is the precondition of the appearance of the tragic value.
Unless the characters underwent an undeserved calamity, tragic value would
not appear and the tragic effect would not be sensed. Of course, we must have
a sense of ethical value in order to feel this effect. In short, a tragic value is not
some ethical value but an aesthetic value that has a special relationship with an
ethical value. Ibn Sina pays special attention to this side of tragic value. I will
discuss tragic value further as I deal with the problem of catharsis.

3. A E S T H E T I C S U B J E C T A N D A E S T H E T I C E X P E R I E N C E

The aesthetic subject is that for which an aesthetic object is created. In other
words, he is the intending being. He attends to the aesthetic object with a cer-
tain attitude and has some expectations from the aesthetic object. He cannot
approached to the aesthetic object similarly as he approached to the nor-
mal objects of perception. When a natural object with which he is disgusted
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becomes a work of art, it is not disgusting any more for the aesthetic sub-
ject. For, the aesthetic effect is not an effect of perceptual reality. The aesthetic
subject enjoys the imitation, but alongside this, in the source of his aesthetic
experience is the imagination of the work of art. For example, imaginative
speech in poetry is the source of the aesthetic experience or the aesthetic taste.
Imaginative speech relieves and embarrasses, pleases and saddens the aes-
thetic subject without choice or reflective pondering. Thus, with respect to Ibn
Sina there is no intellectuality in the essence of aesthetic experience. This is
because imaginative speech (imaginative figures, colors, melodies etc., namely
any imagination in all the arts) creates an internal, non-intellectual, impression
on the aesthetic subject.28

This idea is essentially true, but when we want to understand and judge a
work of art, it is impossible to exclude intellectuality in our experience. A
genuine aesthetic attitude must also be intellectual. But this attitude is rather
the attitude of an expert or critic because the intellectuality has a disturbing
effect for the aesthetic experience of the masses.

In addition, Ibn Sina states that one cannot evaluate the imaginative speech
at the source of the aesthetic experience in poetry as it is in the case of logic.
Imaginative speech or imagination (takhyil) creates an effect on the subject
which is different from the one that is created by assents (tasdiqat). This impact
is internal, intimate and essentially different from the effect that is made by
the assented speech (al-qawl al-musaddaq). Because, the effect of assented
speech is an effect of perceptual reality. Imagination (takhyil) can still pro-
duce an effect when one does not assent to it. For instance, when we say “the
rose is sucking the blood of nightingale” we would feel pain, although we did
not assent to it. Therefore, it does not matter whether imaginative speech is
assented (musaddaq) or not. As a matter of fact, most of the speeches or things
that create an aesthetic effect are not assented; even falsity (kidhb) exists in the
essence of the imagination itself. What makes the aesthetic subject obey inter-
nally is the imagination rather than assent (tasdiq). For the aesthetic subject
dislikes assents (tasdiqat) and escapes from them. This is because imitation
has attraction or pleasure (ta‘cib) whereas truth does not. The known truth is
empty, and the unknown truth does not arouse an interest, whereas there is
something in imitation, which catches on the human being and which is not in
the assent. This is the lineament or the characteristic of aesthetic reality.29

Nevertheless, Ibn Sina says that if the true speech departs from tradition and
if something with which the subject could be acquainted (breaking in) is added
to the true speech, it can express assent (tasdiq) and imagination (takhyil); but
the imagination can prevent somebody from accessing to the assent or from
becoming conscious of it. According to him, both imagination (takhyil) and
assent (tasdiq) are a compliance or an obedience (idh‘an). Assent is obedience
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in the sense of accepting something as it is said; but the imagination is obedi-
ence in the sense that the aesthetic subject would feel pleasure and would be
pleased by that pleasure. The source of the pleasure is the speech (qawl) itself.
This is because imagination is made by the speech itself, whereas the assent
is made by something about which it is spoken. In other words, in assent one
takes the situation of the thing in which it is spoken into consideration, in imag-
ination one considers merely the speech (qawl) itself. The assent is to obey the
acceptance of something as it is said.30

The difference between aesthetic and unaesthetic pleasure is that the latter
does not arise from aesthetic values, but from the topic, special interests etc.
in the work of art. This would be clearer, if each one of the mimetic objects
had been made into an aesthetic object. For instance, when each one of the
unpleasant and disgusting animal carcasses becomes a picture or takes place
in the verses of a poet, it gives pleasure to us. Since the effect of an aesthetic
object is not an effect of a normal object of perception. If the aesthetic effect
were an effect of reality, the objects we dislike in reality would make the same
effect when they become a work of art but this is not the case. As a matter of
fact, Ibn Sina says clearly that what creates pleasure in us is not what is pictured
itself (the real object), but the mimetic object, namely the picture itself.31

There are comments of some scholars on the Poetics of Aristotle according
to which pleasure analyzed in that work is not aesthetic pleasure but pleasure
felt from learning. By the same reason, one can have doubts about the nature of
pleasure in Ibn Sina’s work. What we have demonstrated up to this point is that
the pleasure from the aesthetic object is definitely an aesthetic pleasure; aes-
thetic and non-aesthetic pleasures are not confused with each other in Ibn Sina.
What we said above is enough to prove this. But the experience and pleasure
of the aesthetic object, especially the problem of catharsis, are very controver-
sial in Aristotle. Let us now examine the views of both Aristotle and Ibn Sina
relative to this problem.

4. T R A G E DY A N D C AT H A R S I S A S A N A E S T H E T I C E X P E R I E N C E

I N A R I S T O T L E A N D I B N S I N A

The type of poetry that holds the largest place in the Poetics of Aristotle is
tragedy. Ibn Sina allocates most of the sections for tragedy in al-Fann al-Shi‘r
following Aristotle. He defines tragedy as the imitation of every kind of action
that exemplifies high virtue and wholeness through proper speech. This imita-
tion is not the imitation of ability, but of action.32 For, the aesthetic value which
would appear in tragedy is possible with the imitation of the action, not of the
ability. What is aimed at in tragedy is not the imitation of human beings or high
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virtues, or characters, but the actions of the humans, the life that passed from
happiness to calamity, for when one imitates the actions, virtue and character
are introduced. Action and mythos are necessary because they are the back-
bones of the tragedy. One cannot create a tragedy by describing a character or
virtue. In this regard, tragedy is the imitation of actions in which high virtues
are exemplified.33

Ibn Sina, just as Aristotle, puts tragedy before all other kinds of poetry. For
the tragedy is an art in which the ability of imitation is realized perfectly. The
mythos or plot, characters, language, thoughts, decoration and music are the
elements that form the tragedy. From this point of view, tragedy is an art that
is formed by multiple arts together. Nevertheless, both Aristotle and Ibn Sina
stress that decoration and music are not essential to tragedy, since the tragic
effect can be felt without them.34 It is obvious that an art that is superior aes-
thetically to other varieties of poetry would be superior to the other kinds of
poetry on the side of its aesthetic effect.

Aristotle calls the experience of tragedy “catharsis.” Ibn Sina clarifies this
experience in detail. Well, what does catharsis express in Aristotelian aesthet-
ics? What is the essence of catharsis?35 Up to now three explanations of the
meaning of catharsis have been suggested. According to the first, catharsis is a
form of moral purification that is achieved by inciting the emotion of fear and
pity in the audience. Alongside this, catharsis is understood as the purging of
pity and fear, and the purging of the mind of distress, affliction, disease etc.
This purgation theory of catharsis appears in the sixteenth century; we find the
first statements related to this theory in De Poeta of A. S. Minturno in 1559.
In this work, Minturno maintains that the principles of the homeopathic theory
of medicine are applicable to mental afflictions, and in Arte Poetica in 1563 he
connects the purgation reached by tragedy to medical treatment of disease in
the body.36

We see that Tyrwhitt defends the theory of purgation in the nineteenth cen-
tury; in an edition of Poetics he published in 1806, he claims that the main task
of tragedy is to purge the feelings of pity and fear from the audience. In 1847,
H. Weil asserted a connection between the process of tragic catharsis and that
of medical purgation using Aristotle’s discussion of music in Politics as evi-
dence. But this approach became prevalent through Zwei Abhandlungen über
die Aristotelische Theorie des Dramas (1857) of J. Bernays.37

In brief, with respect to the notion that catharsis is a moral purgation and
therapeutic discharge, fear and pity are disturbing feelings in many respects.
Therefore, they have to be eliminated. When one beholds tragedy, these ten-
dencies (feelings) would turn into higher forms of the feelings. When these
tendencies are becalmed, one would be rescued from the diseased elements. In
other words, as the tragic action goes forward, if the excitement and chaos of
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the mind are fueled, and then becalmed, the lower forms of the emotion turn
into the higher and the more purified forms.38

Many writings that mention catharsis maintain that it is an experience which
gives a moral purification from the passions to the audience, for the aim of
the art is the catharsis. Art is determined not for aesthetic pleasure, but for
ethical pleasure. This ethical pleasure is produced through the discharge and
purification of our soul. Therefore, Aristotle is unable to differentiate artistic
activity from ethical activity and aesthetic experience from ethical experience.
The prominent indication of this is that catharsis is put forward as having an
ethical purpose.39

The second explanation is that “catharsis is a form of structural purification
in which the development of the plot purifies the tragic deed of its moral pollu-
tion and thus allows the audience to experience the emotions of pity and fear.”40

This explanation is not so different from the former, since what appears finally
is the ethical value and the experience is ethical experience.

According to the third approach, “catharsis is a form of intellectual clarifi-
cation in which the concepts of the pity and fear are clarified by the artistic
representation of them.”41 These three explanations have been independently
defended by S. O. Haupt,42 Leon Golden43 and H. D. F. Kitto.44 With respect
to Golden, only the etymological argument among other arguments of Haupt
is rigorous and persuasive enough to defend an intellectual interpretation of
catharsis. Haupt establishes an etymological relationship between “kathar-
sis” and “katharos.” This etymological relationship justifies the translation of
catharsis as Aufklaerung.45

Golden’s own argument is grounded mainly on an analysis of the internal
structure of Aristotle’s own argument in the Poetics. He pays attention to the
fact that Aristotle addressed all components of the definition of tragedy outside
of catharsis in the five chapters of the Poetics. For Aristotle holds the posi-
tion that catharsis represents the climax of the definition and the final cause
of tragedy. Therefore, Golden wants us to attempt to see if Aristotle gave any
indication about what the goal or final cause of tragedy is in the Poetics except
the definition of tragedy itself. As we have known, for Aristotle all of kinds of
poetry are forms of mimesis; but Golden calls attention especially to the fact
that Aristotle points out the importance of mimesis for human beings because
it also involves an experience of learning. Golden claims that according to
Aristotle the main pleasure which one derives from mimesis is the pleasure
of learning; and learning involves a movement from particular to universal and
reaches its climax through insight or by inference.46

In attempting to defend the view that poetry is an experience of learning,
Golden cites the following from Chapter 9 of Aristotle’s Poetics: “the poetry
narrates the universal and the history narrates the particular.” Aristotle says
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in the Chapter 14 of Poetics that “one must not expect every pleasure from
tragedy, but just that which is proper to it.” However, for Golden, the pleasure
of poetry in general consists in learning (moving from particular to universal).
Thus, the pleasure of tragedy must also consist in learning. Aristotle says in
Chapters 6 and 14 that tragedy is related to pleasure derived from fear and
pity.47 He writes:

Since tragedy as a species of poetry and thus of mimesis must involve learning; and since tragedy
is specifically associated with pity and fear, it is clear that tragedy must involve learning about
fear and pity. Thus tragedy must involve a learning process consisting of a movement from the
particular to universal in regard to pitiful and fearful situations and leading to the clarifying insight
or inference which we associate with the learning process. This, then, is the goal or end of tragedy
as it is defined by Aristotle in the argument of Poetics outside of the formal definition of tragedy.48

This is so because “under the traditional interpretations of catharsis there
is no relationship between the goal set for tragedy in the formal definition of
tragedy and the goal set for it in the general argument of Poetics.”49 In brief,
Golden makes his argumentation over the concept of mimesis and claims that
catharsis is an intellectual clarification, an experience of learning.

The argumentation of Kitto, which is known by Golden, is also etymological.
He begins with the etymological closeness between “katharsis” and “katharos”
just as Haupt does. According to him, the adverb katharos that stems from the
same root with katharsis carries an intellectual sense. Epicurus and Philode-
mus used catharsis in the meaning of clarification.50 He wrote, “If we interpret
catharsis to mean ‘intellectual clarification,’ we see that it conforms exactly
to the goal of learning and inferring what each thing is which Aristotle set
in Chapter 4 of the Poetics. Moreover, this interpretation of catharsis brings
the concept into close articulation with the emphasis on the universality of
poetry in Chapter 9 and the discussion of the particular pleasure of tragedy in
Chapter 14 of Poetics.”51

Then according to the argument of Golden, catharsis can legitimately carry
the nuance of intellectual clarification and when it is interpreted in this way,
it does not articulate purgation or purification. Briefly, the interpretation of the
intellectual clarification of catharsis is based on two points: first, there is an
etymological justification to interpret catharsis in an intellectual sense. Second,
Aristotle’s view of mimesis as a process of learning is connected to a correct
understanding of the nature of catharsis.52

Similarly, O. B. Hardison understands catharsis as a clarification and asso-
ciates a word of Aristotle with the pleasure we derived from the learning.
According to him, this enlightenment in tragedy is relevant both to our clarifi-
cation and to our discovery of the relationship between incidents and universals
and to our ascertainment of how things happen.53 “J. Gassner thinks catharsis
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is an emotional purgation and the characters in a drama act as our proxies,
but he also believes that it is the moral and intellectual clarification we experi-
ence while watching a tragedy which separates this form from melodrama and
enables the catharsis to take place.”54

Another view, put forth by Noreen Kruse, regards catharsis as the integra-
tion of clarification, cleansing and the restoration of emotional equilibrium.55

She writes, “Catharsis, then, is a combination of scripted proofs which clarify
situations and enlighten the audience so that the plotted actions first evoke and
then modify the spectator’s emotional responses.”56 Kruse’s explanation is an
accommodation and modification of several of the views we dealt with above;
therefore, it is an eclectic explanation, which consequently does not constitute
a novel contribution to our understanding of catharsis.

Aristotle’s treatment of poetike (his term for the science of artistic creation)
is not similar to his treatment of theorike and praktike. He gives a philosophy of
art in the Poetics and makes use of the concept of imitation rather than the con-
cept of creation. We should consider why Aristotle deals with the concept of
imitation, instead of the concept of creation, and why he did not develop a the-
ory of creation later. The answer will give us a possible response to those who
interpret catharsis as an intellectual clarification and clear-cut learning which
emanates out of mimesis. The scholars mentioned above approached the con-
cept of imitation just from one aspect and incompletely. Imitation in Aristotle
is not just the activity of learning, but also a basic concept that expresses all
cultural activities of the human subject, of which learning is but one. Imitation
in the context of art, as I have already said, is a creative activity and a theory of
creation in Aristotle. That is why Aristotle did not need to develop a theory of
creation or poetike beside mimesis.

In addition, catharsis cannot be intellectual clarification because imitation
or mimesis is specifically the most important ability with which human beings
create works of art as well as the medium in which we can be cultured in
general by speaking, learning, and developing new behavior patterns etc. The
fact that human beings are mimetic subjects allows them to create artistically.
Thus, one cannot restrict the concept of mimesis to learning and it should not be
interpreted by taking learning as its central feature. The etymological analysis
does not always bring us to the correct result. For example, while “mimesis”
means a simple or naïve imitation etymologically, as a concept it expresses a
creative activity. I think the best way to understand this concept is, again, to be
found in Aristotle’s own work, the Poetics.

Pleasure was a fundamental instinct Aristotle found in us. He takes up plea-
sure in the sense of aesthetic pleasure and liking. The explanations of Ibn Sina
show this. The views above mentioned suggest that Aristotle could not have
found aesthetic pleasure correctly. In addition, the following words of Aristotle
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about the cause of our pleasure derived from the artistic object were criti-
cized and shown as a proof of that Aristotle could not found aesthetic pleasure
correctly57:

When an object becomes an artistic work, while contemplating, we derive pleasure from it because
of learning something. For example, while looking at a picture we learn what it tells us and whose
picture it is, and because of that, we contemplate it deriving pleasure. But if the object to which the
picture is related happened not to be seen beforehand, the pleasure that is derived from the mimetic
object will be due not to the imitation as such, but to technical perfection, color or some such other
cause.58

If we evaluate the words of Aristotle as a whole, we see that Aristotle refers
to the first kind of pleasure in the context of ordinary life and he does not con-
sider it to be the cause of aesthetic pleasure. His view that the work evokes in us
pleasure because of technical perfection, color or some such other cause must
be understood as an emphasis on aesthetic pleasure. Aristotle claims that if
the objects we contemplate with great admiration in nature did not conform to
the principles of the art, we would not find them as beautiful. Aristotle defines
the border: the cause of our pleasure derived from an artistic work is not our
seeing, knowing it beforehand, but in that it was created in accordance with
the principles and techniques of art. The pleasure is because of seeing, know-
ing the object before is un-aesthetic pleasure and not related to the principles
and techniques of art; it is only because of interest and curiosity. These are not
confused with each other in Aristotle. Ibn Sina also interprets the mentioned
pleasure in the aesthetic sense and says that it is produced by the quality of the
picture.59

I think the catharsis in Aristotle can be interpreted differently than the inter-
pretations of the above commentators. By “catharsis” Aristotle meant a deep
experience that shakes the aesthetic subject existentially. In Aristotle, aesthet-
ics was not dominated by ethics through the experience of catharsis. Rather,
Aristotle conceptualized the climax of aesthetic experience and became prob-
ably the first philosopher that expressed the existential meaning of art in the
history of philosophy:

Any feeling which comes strongly to some souls exists in all others to a greater or less degree –
pity and fear, for example, but also excitement. This is a kind of agitation by which some people
are liable to be possessed; it may be arise out of religious melodies, and in this case it is observable
that when they haven been listening to melodies that have an orgiastic effect on the soul they are
restored as if they had undergone a curative and purifying treatment. Those who are given to feeling
pity or fear or another emotion must be affected in precisely this way and so must other people
too, to the extent that some such emotion comes upon each. To them all inevitably comes a sort of
pleasant purgation and relief. In the same way active melodies bring men an elation which is not
at all harmful.60
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In this passage, Aristotle refers to the structural change in the aesthetic sub-
ject, which was made by a work of art. In this experience, the self of the human
being is appalled and undergoes an amendment or a structural change. By open-
ing all his doors, he ascends to a noble sphere. This state of pure pleasure is the
existential effect of the art and catharsis. Such an experience is the existential
meaning of the art. The experience here produces a purification or purgation
(catharsis) in the aesthetic subject. But this purification means purging of the
aesthetic subject from un-aesthetics experiences. As a result of this experience,
the subject can experience a deep discharge, relief or an aesthetic passion.61

Here Aristotle gives the first aspect of catharsis; Ibn Sina indicates both of
them.62

Another point is that ethical value and ethical effect fulfill a function of
foundation or establishment (Grundlagung) for the aesthetic value and aes-
thetic experience because aesthetic value or aesthetic experience sometimes
arises through a proper and true sensing of ethical value. For example, genuine
dramatic expression in drama could not be sensed without a sense of ethical
value. In this context, ethical value is a precondition for the appearance of the
aesthetic value. But when the aesthetic values appear, the ethical values do not
necessarily appear with them again. They need not be a part of aesthetic values.
What appears is only aesthetic value.63

Aristotle says that the melodies, or verses, which yield purification (cathar-
sis), give a pure pleasure to us. It is obvious that this pleasure is not ethical
pleasure, but aesthetic, existential pleasure and experience. Aristotle’s attitude
must not be confused with that of Plato’s. Since, Plato does not speak about
the existential meaning of art; he reaches an entirely ethical purpose moving
from an entirely ethical ground. But Aristotle reaches an aesthetic experience
and the existential meaning of the art moving from an aesthetic experience that
is founded by an ethical value.

Thus, catharsis in Aristotle is the existential meaning of the art. It is neither
an ethical, therapeutic, experience nor an intellectual clarification. Catharsis is
a genuine aesthetic experience that is founded by the sense of ethical value.
That the basis of the experience is ethical sense but it does not make it an
ethical experience; instead, it transforms this experience to a higher and more
elevated aesthetic experience. Cathartic experience elevates the self of a human
to a higher stratum. Aristotle means by this experience the existential meaning
of art for humans.

It may be asked whether Ibn Sina understood catharsis in this sense; namely,
did Ibn Sina understand catharsis as an ethical experience or aesthetic expe-
rience? I definitely hold that it was an “aesthetic experience” that Ibn Sina
understood. As I have indicated above, Ibn Sina truly comprehended ethical
and aesthetic values as well as the experience of them by the subject. We clearly
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see that he stresses some ethical virtues in tragedy in order to supply or to real-
ize a deeper aesthetic experience. He shows this experience as the cause of
making use of high virtues and more artistic language and meter in tragedy.
As a result of this experience, Ibn Sina says that the aesthetic subject experi-
ences a deep fear and pity, turns from one state into another state and gains a
tenderness, compassion and subtlety in his soul. It is impossible to have such
experience for one who is not open to the values that mentioned in tragedy.
He says also that music would sharpen this experience, although it is not an
essential part of tragedy.64 That Ibn Sina indicates an artistic meter, language
and music beside this subject shows clearly that he understands catharsis as an
aesthetic experience.

Another justification that Ibn Sina did not regard tragedy as an art that has
an ethical purpose involves what he said about the essence of tragic value
and its tragic effect. Ibn Sina says that in order to produce a tragic effect, the
story (mythos/khurafa) in tragedy must turn not from happiness to happiness,
but from happiness to calamity and the characters must experience calamities.
What appears in tragedy is the tragic value. But tragic value appears through
the defeat and downfall of ethical value. If both Aristotle and Ibn Sina have
expected a moral value (to have a noble virtue) or task (to be purified from
moral pollution, unwanted feelings, thoughts etc.) from tragedy, they would
have said that the good must not be defeated, the characters must not be
afflicted with the calamities they do not deserve. On the contrary, both of them
state that for the appearance of tragic value and the tragic effect, the good must
be defeated and the characters must undergo calamities.

Consequently, catharsis in both Aristotle and Ibn Sina is neither an expe-
rience which makes art an ethical activity nor intellectual clarification and
therapeutic experience. Catharsis is an aesthetic experience that is founded by
moral value and effect. This experience, that is, to be appalled by the deep
aesthetic effect and then to be spiritually purified is the existential meaning of
the art according to both of them. The tragic value which is the source of such
experience is an aesthetic value.65
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57 See İsmail Tunalı, Grek Estetiki, p. 96 et seq.
58 Aristotle, Poetika, 1448b.
59 See Ibn Sina, Al-Shifa’ al-Shi‘r, p. 38.
60 Aristotle, Politics, trans. by S. A. Sinclair (England: Penguin Books, 1992), pp. 73–74.
61 Phanomenologist philosopher Moritz Geiger gives analyses on the aesthetic experience and
speaks on the existential meaning of the art in Zugang zur Aesthetik; yet he does not mention
catharsis related to this matter. For Geiger existential effect of art gives only happiness; but it is an
insufficient explanation. Existential effect of art gives both an aesthetic passion and happiness.
62 See Ibn Sina, Al-Shifa’ al-Shi‘r, pp. 56–59.
63 Nicolai Hartmann, Aesthetik (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter & Co., Verlag, 1966), p. 349.
64 Ibn Sina, Al-Shifa’ al-Shi‘r, p. 44.
65 I would like to thank Seth Vannatta and Adam Labecki for their valuable comments and
suggestions for this paper.



K I K I K E N N E DY- D AY

T R A N S L AT I N G M A L E - O R I E N T E D P H I L O S O P H I C A L

W O R K S F O R A M U LT I - G E N D E R S O C I E T Y

Abstract: This chapter takes the position that the point of translating texts is to
open up works from the past and make them accessible to people today.
In considering the accessibility of texts, we should also consider the gen-
der of the pronouns we use, without neutering them from their original
meaning. In his essay on the Afterlife (al-Adhawiyya fi al-ma‘ad), Ibn
Sina considers where a person (insan) believes her essence resides. This
chapter uses huwa, the masculine singular pronoun to indicate humans
in general. Grammatically speaking the indefinite pronoun huwa which
Ibn Sina uses is masculine singular. Arabic grammar requires him to
use marked speech in all verbs and pronouns. If Ibn Sina’s purpose is
to investigate the reality of being human – why a human is human –
then his project in contemporary translation should reflect the inclusion
of female persons as well as male persons. We may take a cue from
the Qur’an itself which specifically addresses both believing male Mus-
lims and believing female Muslims (S. 33.35) after women objected to
being lumped with men grammatically. It is a common and unexam-
ined assumption among practitioners of philosophy that there is only
one possible correct translation into English of classical Arabic philoso-
phy. Rather, I argue translation from classical Arabic into English is not
a one-to-one proposition and the translator is justified in alternating the
gender of the indefinite pronouns as part of her interpretive work.

Key words: Afterlife, Arabic language, human being, Latin language, feminine
pronouns, masculine pronouns

Does the translator have to continue historically relentless sexism in rendering
a classical text to produce a legitimate translation? Or, to put it another way,
is the male orientation of Ibn Sina and his predecessors an essential part of his
philosophy?

These are the questions that will drive my discussion of gender and the
translation of pronouns in the fourth chapter of Ibn Sina’s al-Adhawiyya fi al-
ma‘ad.1 These questions were not the starting point in my thought process, but
in translating the chapter, “The lasting essence of the human being,” it struck
me as inequitable to render the Arabic third person masculine singular pronoun
huwa as he when Ibn Sina was discussing the essence of persons, not of male
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persons. While the use of a masculine pronoun might be the sole alternative in
11th century Central Asian court society – it is not in ours. Because I recognize
the debilitating effect of masculine-only pronouns, I am unwilling to translate
them literally and to exile the discussion of this question to a footnote. In clas-
sical Arabic grammar, the masculine singular pronoun is used for the indefinite
pronoun. However, a contemporary English translation that used only he would
sound deliberately sexist.

Sebastian Brock,2 among others, discusses not just the difference between
word-for-word translation and sense-for-sense translation. He connects word-
for-word translation with Biblical translation where the order of words is
included in aspects of the text which are important to reproduce, owing to the
divine nature of the text.3 Such reverence for the text spilled over from Scrip-
tures to all translations. Brock begins his argument explaining that initially
the literary translator (by sense) was considered to operate at a higher level
than a “fidus interpres, the hack translator”4 who translated legal documents
word-for-word. In observing most literal translations from Arabic to English
we see that style and form are ignored in the eagerness to provide an accurate
word-for-word account; this leads to many unfortunately stilted translations of
Arabic-language philosophy.

The question of gender issues in translation is submerged, a hidden field
usually not dealt with. Therefore the purpose of this chapter is to investigate
the proper translation of huwa, the masculine singular pronoun in an Arabic
text that considers the final disposition of human souls based on understanding
their composition and behavior. The above-mentioned text is al-Adhawiyya fi
al-ma‘ad, the Adha treatise on the Afterlife, a text discussing these questions,
written by Ibn Sina. The Adhawiyya is a text where Ibn Sina investigates vari-
ous aspects of the Afterlife in an organized manner: he discusses how different
religions treat the question of life after death, the question of reincarnation,
and the punishment or reward for humans. He also analyzes where the essence
of a human resides. As you might imagine, he is considering humans in the
most non-specific terms. Ibn Sina was an 11th century Islamic philosopher and
is known as Avicenna in the West. Among issues for consideration is that our
21st century view of humans is specifically inclusive, in contrast to the general-
ized vagueness and exclusiveness of the 11th century. If this text is to have any
authentic resonance for us, part of the translation process will be to change the
philosophical he, inherited from Hellenic philosophy as a vague unmarked ref-
erent to a gender inclusive usage. Huwa, for he, may sound general in Arabic,
but he in English now calls attention to itself as a male-dominating pronoun. It
makes us focus on the unexpressed feminine.

What is the purpose of translation? To give an audience access to a writer
they cannot read, because it is written in a language they do not read, and to
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make the writer accessible to a large number of people. If the source language
is Arabic, it has to be translated into comprehensible terms. In translating Ara-
bic we already make transitions based on culture, not grammar: we typically
replace the stop sign/conjunction wa with periods or commas; in addition to
and – the base meaning of wa – it may be translated as but. Sometimes a trans-
lator (Gutas, Marmura) will recast a very long sentence into two sentences, or
even reverse the order of two clauses in the translation. Since an Arabic trea-
tise begins and keeps going with neither sentence nor paragraph breaks, people
generally split it up, including the editors of modern printed editions.

It is a common unexamined assumption among practitioners of philosophy
that there is one correct translation into English of classical Arabic philos-
ophy. This translation appears to them to exist on the celestial plane, along
with Plato’s Forms. Rather, I would argue translation from classical Arabic
into contemporary English is not a simple one-to-one proposition; therefore
the translator is justified in simultaneously adjusting the gender of the indef-
inite pronouns, as part of her interpretive work. In deciding how to translate
huwa, we may ask again: What is the purpose of translation? Is it to render a
one-to-one meaning of one text into a second (target) language?5 By this, I do
not mean to domesticate the texts, neutering them from their original meaning.
While I agree with resistant translation in keeping as much cultural meaning
as possible, the question remains: how will some particular factors affect the
target community? We can see a related case below in the translator’s choice
of pronouns for God in translation from the Latin.

I argue that Ibn Sina’s use of the masculine was reflexive and unmediated and
that in our times we are free to translate the significant passages alternating the
masculine and feminine pronouns. These issues appear with the most clarity in
Chapter 4 “On the essence of the human being” in his treatise on the Afterlife.
Here is Ibn Sina on why a person (insan) considers herself a human: “When
for the human being it becomes obvious to her that she is contemplating the
thing for which they call her ‘she’ and she calls herself ‘I’, she imagines that
this [is] her physical body.”6

The idea Ibn Sina is expressing here is of an unmarked human, which we
know as he uses insan, the vaguest of terms to indicate a human being, includ-
ing masculine and feminine, singular and plural.7 However, Arabic requires
him to use marked gendered speech in both verbs and pronouns. Change of
pronouns is another change on a similar level to changing wa to commas or
paragraphs. Other languages also elicit changes in pronoun gender, as we will
see below. Words for God which are feminine in Latin are changed to all mas-
culine in English. To convey meaning in English, the ubiquitous use of “he” as
the unmarked descriptor is fading. It is becoming a marker for a male being. To
translate Ibn Sina’s chapter on humanity is to risk specifically positing that only
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men are the humans under consideration. Perhaps only men read the treatise in
the 11th century, but this is not the case today. In parallel cases, in philosophi-
cal texts specifically, there are other non-gendered uses of formally masculine
terms including ma huwa, huwiyyah (the nisbah), and huwa as a copulative
verb. Ma huwa commonly used to refer to the quiddity, the what-it-isness in
philosophy, is not appropriately translated as what he is, as the huwa in this
phrase is philosophically vague. The strategy of using both gendered pronouns
in English is part of making the feminine visible as part of the world, refusing
to see females as subsumed in the concept of males.

While grammatically speaking the indefinite pronoun huwa Ibn Sina uses
throughout this chapter is masculine singular, Ibn Sina is investigating the
reality of being human, not of being a male human or a gendered human.
Therefore, to show the inclusion of both female and male persons, I trans-
late alternate paragraphs using she and he. As evidence for the belief that
women are intended for inclusion, we may refer to the Qur’an which, like
the Bible, addresses its message to female believers and male believers. Verse
33:35 begins, “Verily men and women who have come to submission . . .”8 In
agreement with von Flotow and others, I can no longer accept the notion that
the masculine pronoun in academic English is inclusive.9 If one considers Ibn
Sina to be speaking only of male human beings, this is a different problem. If
one translates this sentence with only the masculine singular pronoun, then it
makes Ibn Sina speak only to males.

In a related case, Jennifer Hockenberry discusses the problem of translat-
ing St. Augustine’s masculine and feminine Latin words for God into English.
Since Augustine used grammatically feminine as well as masculine words
for God, such as Wisdom and Truth, the accurate translation could read
“. . . because She made me . . .; whoever knows the truth, knows Her . . .” among
other examples. But Hockenberry says to translate the Latin feminine with she
“sounds shocking in English” as English readers are used to a masculine pro-
noun for God.10 She adds that it might throw too much emphasis on the gender
of the pronoun. However, many translators switch to He since the masculine
singular pronoun is expected by English-speakers. Hockenberry observes that
the advantage of Augustine’s multi-gendered language is it indicates Augus-
tine does not consider God “physically masculine.”11 She says that a literal
translation of pronouns would demonstrate Augustine’s inclusiveness in his
description of God’s attributes. After all, this is only the shock of resistant
translation, seeking to preserve qualities of the source language.12 Hockenberry
asserts the issue of Augustine’s metaphorical language is philosophical, rather
than philological. The same can be said of Ibn Sina’s discussion of the human
being. The frame is philological but the issue is philosophical. Likewise Hock-
enberry’s discussion makes clear she and other interpreters of Augustine think
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he still has something to say to us. I think we have to decide if Ibn Sina’s treatise
is a quaint risala only of interest historically or a still-interesting speculation
on the destiny of humans and inform our translation based on our response.

Similarly, there appears to be a movement toward using the feminine sin-
gular she for the indefinite pronoun in English these days, rather than the
masculine singular. This usage can be observed in the New York Times and
the New Yorker among others. In a recent article the reporter says, “Why, after
all, should someone who knows that she is going to move after just a few
years have no choice but to take out a 30-year fixed-rate mortgage?”13 Pico
Iyer writes in a recent review of The Religious Case against Belief of James
Carse’s use of italics “while they [italicized emphases] effectively convey a
tone of voice, they also sometimes seem to push a reader to a conclusion that
she’s not yet in a position to accept.”14 Iyer uses the feminine pronoun for the
indefinite reader throughout this review.

In the same way, I would translate the indefinite Arabic pronoun huwa
(he) as she in addition to he. This pronoun usage has the additional benefit
of reminding the readers they are reading a translation, of jarring them a bit
out of domesticated translation. Lawrence Venuti argues for making transla-
tion obvious by alienating the domestic language; he wants to subvert total
fluency.15 In general terms, I would agree with him: too many translators of
classical Arabic look for what they consider accuracy in the words of transla-
tion, at which point they often lose the elegance and simplicity of the original.
In English he or she may cover the same territory, as a reference to common
humanity. Either pronoun could cover the whole non-specific group, consid-
ering an (unspecified) individual as a universal exemplar. She, as much as he,
refers to an unnamed individual. Using the feminine pronoun has the advantage
of making the readers aware they are reading a translation.

It has been popular for some time now to translate Arabic philosophy as if
it were the bastard child of ancient Greek and contemporary analytic philoso-
phy. In the (Arabic) original the language is generally simple and uncluttered.
Usually the translator is required to fill in words or phrases to give an intelli-
gible reading of the treatise. However, any translation is one person’s reading,
and reviewers should cease behaving like they have the only direct line to the
philosopher’s meaning. There is no legitimate reason to translate clear Arabic
words – perhaps with obscure meaning – with polysyllabic, hoity-toity words.
If one subscribes at all to the idea of resistant translation, simple elegance
would be far superior. Even the philosophers’ Arabic neologisms tend to be
self-evident participles in the 5th or 6th form, like Ibn Sina’s mutakammama,
which means quantified.16 In the chapter under consideration, Ibn Sina’s dis-
cussion investigating what feature the essence of a human being resides in is
quite specific.



176 K I K I K E N N E DY- D AY

In considering that the meanings of a text are indeterminate and translation
necessarily must force a determinate meaning, we might reconsider the appro-
priateness of translating huwa as he in English. By using “he,” we indicate
the intent to refer to male human beings. However, the evidence is that Ibn
Sina was referring to all human beings, as we will discuss below. If we think
Ibn Sina is talking about all human beings, then we are justified in includ-
ing females, by some grammatical device. As Dorit Bar-On mentions there is
“more than one best available translation.”17 She also objects to unrealistically
strict standards.18 One of the prisms I would like the reader to consider this
through is the idea that “implicit canons” are used to rank the accuracy of trans-
lations and these lack objective status, as discussed in Dorit Bar-On’s article.19

The academic group mostly associated with translating Islamic philosophy has
a set of implicit or unexamined assumptions including: a perfect translation
exists, Arabic philosophy follows Greek philosophy, general ignoring of the
Islamic matrix and a one-to-one word for word translation of technical terms
and important words is both possible and desirable. In my reading the Islamic
philosophers are often elegant and terse in their style, but cramming them into
a translated straight jacket is not necessarily felicitous. And since this is a very
small field, there has been little examination of the parameters of translation
except in highly critical review essays, which may also be idiosyncratic relying
on an authoritarian rather than an authoritative voice.

If we consider the text has a plurality of meanings in the source language,
while its original meaning is necessarily limited in the target language, we can
see the indeterminacy of translation. Mostafa Ouajjani is among those mak-
ing the case that while translation obviously makes texts available “translation
reduces the plurality of the literary text to a singularity.”20 In many aspects
philosophy texts resemble literary narratives, the particular subject of Ouaj-
jani’s article. Furthermore, Ouajjani objects to translators’ “determining the
indeterminate,” which is similar to Jonathan Rée’s calls for maintaining obscu-
rity, for not clarifying beyond the author’s horizons.21 Bar-On also chimes
in on the question of ambiguity. She calls a translation which does not pre-
serve ambiguity “deficient.”22 Does this also mean one should preserve the
incomprehensibility of corrupt ms. texts? In her discussion of idiosyncratic
features which render exact translation difficult, Bar-On mentions a “linguis-
tic mismatch”23 where although all the elements of an idea are present in both
linguistic communities, they are compressed in one name in one, but not the
other. Ma‘ad, from the title of Ibn Sina’s treatise exemplifies this mismatch.
The Arabic words means a place one returns to, from the root ‘aud, to return.
Authors use ma‘ad to include, the resurrection of the body for the Last Judg-
ment of souls at the end of time and the punishment or reward of the person.
Thus although “Afterlife” is not the exact translation, it appears to be the most
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accurate for English speakers; the term incorporates many of the ideas. The
Arabic concept is very thick however, where Afterlife is a result of the return.
The return also includes and echoes the Qur’anic idea of the soul returning to
God.24 In recognizing this problem, the Latin translator Alpago transliterated
ma‘ad phonetically as mahad, since Latin has no ‘ayn. And he dropped all ref-
erence to Adhawiyya from the title. Although we do not have one word as rich
as ma‘ad, the concepts can be communicated in the notes, since we are familiar
with the relevant concepts.

The word Ibn Sina uses here translated as human being is insan, a word
meaning human being or person at the most non-specific level. It includes both
male and female genders in the term according to Lane.25 The pronoun huwa
(he, masculine singular), follows the rule of classic Arabic grammar that in a
group of entities with mixed genders, the feminine is subsumed to the mascu-
line. Thus the default indefinite pronoun is the masculine. This does not imply
that all members of the group are masculine. However, in English, we no longer
consider the masculine singular he to be the default position. In this particu-
lar case, Ibn Sina visualizes the individual speculating in the mind and the
common dodge of using a plural – they – will not do. The use of the plural
is further refuted in this passage because the person holds an interior mono-
logue, and meanwhile, the readers are introduced to the outside audience –
“they say” – reinforcing the fact that the person holding the monologue is,
above all, singular. (We could hardly say, “. . . it becomes obvious to one that
one is contemplating the things for which they call them ‘they’ and they call
themselves ‘I’, they imagine . . .” etc.) In English, one is too distant for an inner
dialogue, and at least in American English, one is too formal; the Arabic is on
the level of letting the readers eavesdrop on an unselfconscious human being’s
internal thought processes. Although we are unobserved, we are full witnesses.
She or he at least puts us on the same plane as the observed human. (In Ibn
Sina’s day the court he addressed was composed of males, but this is not the
case today.)

What was the intention of Ibn Sina’s reference in the Adhawiyya, especially
in chapter 4?26 Perhaps if we follow his exploration of the essence of a human,
we can better understand what his methodology is. His first answer to the ques-
tion what makes a person human? is the body, that is the physical body. So let
us look at the aspects of the body as he defines it in his speculation: hand, foot,
the ribs and other visible organs. Or, if not the external body, he says, perhaps
it is the brain, the heart, and the liver, described as the main organs. These
options are all rejected. None of these initially-suggested answers indicates a
search for any gender-related characteristics. In fact, the limbs and organs of
the body mentioned are notable for being present in both sexes. Ibn Sina has
already dispatched the idea of reincarnation as unworthy of consideration. So
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unless we want to think gender resides in the mind or the soul for Ibn Sina, it
does not appear to have any bearing on the question at hand. While Ibn Sina is
working beyond the physical, his methodology of rejection is to review body
parts found in all humans, not sexual characteristics. The essence here for Ibn
Sina is not the observable body, but he assumes it to be something deeper,
inner, unseeable. Therefore the quality that makes a person a human cannot
be a gendered quality, since we may observe the physical manifestations of
gender.

Next, let us look at the word he uses for human. Insan is a vague descriptor
according to Lisan al-arab, the famous dictionary of Ibn Manzur (d. 1311-2).
He says, “insan [the word] is also said [in reference] to women, and insana
is not said.”27 To translate the meaning: the ta marbuta feminine ending is not
used to make insan feminine, because the same word in the singular may be
used for either gender. Lisan is usually considered the ultimate authority for
classical Arabic. Ibn Sina did not use rajul, the gendered word for man (a male
human being), which is unequivocally masculine. He chose insan, implying
that he is not considering gender. Once he chose to use the term insan, a mas-
culine noun by form, he was led to use huwa for its pronoun as the formal
solution.

While it appears likely that Ibn Sina was writing for the men in his day that
would not necessarily bear on his analysis. Today our audience we presume
to be evenly distributed between male and female, and no doubt both groups
would like to see themselves represented in the translation. Thus we see the
value of an inclusive translation, with an alternation of the feminine singular
and the masculine singular pronoun. By using the feminine to give a marked
gender in English, as well as the masculine I hope to include the full spectrum
of human beings understood by insan.

What kind of translation we embrace depends on whether we are translating
this text as an artifact, or like a text of contemporary interest, as an open text,
in which case an inclusive pronoun is preferred.

Just because the Greeks were purveyors of male supremacy do we have to
follow them in this to be real philosophers? While our philosophical tradi-
tion comes through the Scholastics, such as Thomas Aquinas, and the Islamic
philosophers from the Greeks, surely there is no need to continue Aristotle’s
masculine-centric language. In Muhammad’s day, the women’s strong objec-
tions to grammatical addresses which placed them in an undifferentiated set
with men can be seen in the Qur’an. Verses 24:30–31 is generally thought to
be revealed after the early women Muslims complained about being left out
of revelation. The verses read in part: “Tell the believing men to lower their
eyes . . . Tell the believing women to lower their eyes . . .” Here the feminine
form of believers – muminat is used in contrast with the masculine form in the
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preceding verse. One commentator (Maulana Muhammad ‘Ali), referring to
the verse cited above states “this verse repeats ten times that women” achieve
the same spiritual qualities as men and therefore both sexes are on the same
spiritual level.28 We may recall here that Ibn Sina was a hafiz – he had mem-
orized the Qur’an. The notable point is that women, either as muminat or as
muslimat were addressed with specifically feminine plural nouns after they
complained about their lack of recognition in the new community. This was so
even though all the rules of grammar maintain that women are included in the
masculine plural. The early Muslim women were not told to be quiet, nor were
they informed they were grammatically included in muslimuna – the masculine
plural. They were addressed with a gender-specific noun.

Arabic, like Latin, has different words for humans and men. Insan refers
to all humans in a non-gendered way; rajul refers to men as male human
beings. Likewise, Latin uses homo in a non-gendered way and vir for males.29

In English we have less choice for vagueness. In the 11th c. huwa may have
been more inclusive than the 21st c. he.

I would also like to draw the audience s attention to Jonathan Rée’s article,
“The Translation of Philosophy.” He makes two points applicable here. First,
he objects to the rigid form of translation currently in vogue, forcing translators
to treat every text as Holy Scripture.30 This has led to the unfortunate result of
texts that may be rigidly accurate on a textbook level, but have had all the life
sucked out of them as actual living, breathing works.

Second, he argued for preserving the ambiguity of the original.31 Although
his example is the translation of Kant’s obscure German the point applies
equally well to the telegraphic Arabic of the 11th century. The texts of philoso-
phers such as Ibn Sina were transmitted in a manuscript tradition. Such a chain
of transmission allows numerous mistakes known as corruption of the text
to slip in. Generally the translator searches for references in Aristotle or the
commentaries (as appropriate) and smooths out the jagged edges as much as
possible. The assumption is that one is recreating the missing text, but there
is no way to know. So the idea of keeping the obscurity is an interesting new
form of honesty. This is also a concept to consider in view of the other general
attitudes to the text. And, although Rée discusses the translation from French to
English as being a very hazardous one, the same can also be said of the journey
from Arabic to English.

If you say, why we should care about how masculine singular pronouns are
translated in texts written hundreds of years ago, my claim is that it is essential
to welcome all prospective readers of Ibn Sina, especially those who might
not have been welcomed in Ibn Sina’s own day. Islamic philosophy is a tiny
field. Given most people are likely to meet Ibn Sina in translation initially; it
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is ridiculous to insist on translations likely to alienate half the possible readers
on an immediate basis.

If the meaning of huwa must include all human beings as the referent of
insan (human) there is no point in insisting that the expression must follow
the Arabic form. One might say that while the accidents of readers change,
the essence of humanity they explore in the Adhawiyya remains constant. This
focus should be considered in the translation.

Independent Scholar, New York
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