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GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
TO 

THE LIBRARY OF LIVING PHILOSOPHERS 

Since its founding in 1938 by Paul Arthur Schilpp, the Library of Living 
Philosophers has been devoted to critical analysis and discussion of some of 
the world's greatest living philosophers. The format for the series provides 
for setting up in each volume a dialogue between the critics and the great 
philosopher. The aim is not refutation or confrontation but rather fruitful 
joining of issues and improved understanding of the positions and issues 
involved. That is, the goal is not overcoming those who differ from us 
philosophically but interacting creatively with them. 

The basic idea for the series, according to Professor Schilpp's general 
introduction to the earlier volumes, came from the late F.C.S. Schiller, who 
declared in his essay on "Must Philosophers Disagree?" (in Must Philoso
phers Disagree? London: Macmillan, 1934) that the greatest obstacle to 
fruitful discussion in philosophy is "the curious etiquette which apparently 
taboos the asking of questions about a philosopher's meaning while he is 
alive." The "interminable controversies which fill the histories of philoso
phy," in Schiller's opinion, "could have been ended at once by asking the 
living philosophers a few searching questions." And while he may have been 
overly optimistic about ending "interminable controversies" in this Way, it 
seems clear that directing searching questions to great philosophers about 
what they really mean or how they think certain difficulties in their 
philosophies can be resolved while they are still alive can produce far greater 
clarity of understanding and more fruitful philosophizing than might 
otherwise be had. 

And to Paul Arthur Schilpp' s undying credit, he acted on this basic 
thought in launching the Library of Living Philosophers. It is planned that 
each volume in the Library of Living Philosophers include an intellectual 
autobiography by the principal philosopher or an authorized biography, a 
bibliography of that thinker's publications, a series of ~~pository and critical 
essays written by leading exponents and opponefiis' of the philosopher's 
thought, and the philosopher's replies to the interpretations and queries in 
these articles. The intellectual autobiographies usually shed a great deal of 
light on both how the philosophies of the great thinkers developed and the 



viii GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

major philosophical movements and issues of their time; and many of our 
great philosophers seek to orient their outlook not merely to their contempo
raries but also to what they find most important in earlier philosophers. The 
bibliography will help provide ready access to the featured scholar's writings 
and thought. 

With this format in mind, the Library expects to publish at more or less 
regular intervals a volume on one of the world's greater living philosophers. 

In accordance with past practice, the editors have deemed it desirable to 
secure the services of an Advisory Board of philosophers as aids in the 
selection of subjects of future volumes. The names of eight prominent 
American philosophers who have agreed to serve appear on the page 
following the Founder's General Introduction. To each of them the editors 
are most grateful. 

Future volumes in this series will appear in as rapid succession as is 
feasible in view of the scholarly nature of this library. The next volume in 
the series will be devoted to the philosophy of Marjorie Grene. 

Throughout its career, since its founding in 1938, the library of living 
Philosophers, because of its scholarly nature, has never been self-supporting. 
We acknowledge gratefully that the generosity of the Edward C. Hegeler 
Foundation has made possible the publication of many volumes, but for 
support of future volumes additional funds are needed. On 20 February 1979 
the Board of Trustees of Southern Illinois University contractually assumed 
sponsorship of the Library, which is therefore no longer separately incorpo
rated. Gifts specifically designated for the Library, however, may be made 
through the Southern Illinois University Foundation, and inasmuch as the 
latter is a tax-exempt institution, such gifts are tax-deductible. 

DEPARTMENT OF PHILOSOPHY 

SOUTHERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY AT CARBONDALE 

LEWIS E. HAHN 
RANDALL E. AUXIER 



FOUNDER'S GENERAL INTRODUCTION* 
TO 

THE LIBRARY OF LIVING PHILOSOPHERS 

According to the late F.C.S. Schiller, the greatest obstacle to fruitful 
discussion in philosophy is "the curious etiquette which apparently taboos 
the asking of questions about a philosopher's meaning while he is alive." 
The "interminable controversies which fill the histories of philosophy," he 
goes on to say, "could have been ended at once by asking the living 
philosophers a few searching questions." 

The confident optimism of this last remark undoubtedly goes too far. 
Living thinkers have often been asked "a few searching questions," but their 
answers have not stopped "interminable controversies" about their real 
meaning. It is nonetheless true that there would be far greater clarity of 
understanding than is now often the case if more such searching questions 
had been directed to great thinkers while they were still alive. 

This, at any rate, is the basic thought behind the present undertaking. The 
volumes of the Library of Living Philosophers can in no sense take the place 
of the major writings of great and original thinkers. Students who would 
know the philosophies of such men as John Dewey, George Santayana, 
Alfred North Whitehead, G.E. Moore, Bertrand Russell, Ernst Cassirer, Karl 
Jaspers, Rudolf Camap, Martin Buber, et al., will still need to read the 
writings of these men. There is no substitute for first-hand contact with the 
original thought of the philosopher himself. Least of all does this Library 
pretend to be such a substitute. The Library in fact will spare neither effort 
nor expense in offering to the student the best possible guide io the 
published writings of a given thinker. We shall attempt to meet this aim by 
providing at the end of each volume in our series as nearly complete a 
bibliography of the published work of the philosopher in question as 
possible. Nor should one overlook the fact that essays in each volume cannot 
but finally lead to this same goal. The interpretive and critical discussions of 
the various phases of a great thinker's work and, most of all, the reply of the 
thinker himself, are bound to lead the reader to the works of the philosopher 
himself. 

*This General Introduction sets forth in the founder's words the under~ying' 
conception of the Library. L.E.H. ' 
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At the same time, there is no denying that different experts find different 
ideas in the writings of the same philosopher. This is as true of the apprecia
tive interpreter and grateful disciple as it is of the critical opponent. Nor can 
it be denied that such differences of reading and of interpretation on the part 
of other experts often leave the neophyte aghast before the whole maze of 
widely varying and even opposing interpretations. Who is right and whose 
interpretation shall he accept? When the doctors disagree among themselves, 
what is the poor student to do? If, in desperation, he decides that all of the 
interpreters are probably wrong and that the only thing for him to do is to go 
back to the original writings of the philosopher himself and then make his 
own decision-uninfluenced (as if this were possible) by the interpretation 
of anyone else-the result is not that he has actually come to the meaning of 
the original philosopher himself, but rather that he has set up one more 
interpretation, which may differ to a greater or lesser degree from the 
interpretations already existing. It is clear that in this direction lies chaos, 
just the kind of chaos which Schiller has so graphically and inimitably 
described. 1 

It is curious that until now no way of escaping this difficulty has been 
seriously considered. It has not occurred to students of philosophy that one 
effective way of meeting the problem at least partially is to put these varying 
interpretations and critiques before the philosopher while he is still alive and 
to ask him to act at one and the same time as both defendant and judge. If the 
world's greatest living philosophers can be induced to cooperate in an 
enterprise whereby their own work can, at least to some extent, be saved 
from becoming merely "desiccated lecture-fodder," which on the one hand 
"provides innocuous sustenance for ruminant professors," and on the other 
hand gives an opportunity to such ruminants and their understudies to 
"speculate safely, endlessly, and fruitlessly, about what a philosopher must 
have meant" (Schiller), they will have taken a long step toward making their 
intentions more clearly comprehensible. 

With this in mind, the Library of Living Philosophers expects to publish 
at more or less regular intervals a volume on each of the greater among the 
world's living philosophers. In each case it will be the purpose of the editor 
of the Library to bring together in the volume the interpretations and 

1. In his essay "Must Philosophers Disagree?" in the volume of the same title (London: 
Macmillan, 1934), from which the above quotations we,re taken. 
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criticisms of a wide range of that particular thinker's scholarly contemporar
ies, each of whom will be given a free hand to discuss the specific phase of 
the thinker's work that has been assigned to him. All contributed essays will 
finally be submitted to the philosopher with whose work and thought they 
are concerned, for his careful perusal and reply. And, although it would be 
expecting too much to imagine that the philosopher's reply will be able to 
stop all differences of interpretation and of critique, this should at least serve 
the purpose of stopping certain of the grosser and more general kinds of 
misinterpretations. If no further gain than this were to come from the present 
and projected volumes of this Library, it would seem to be fully justified. 

In carrying out this principal purpose of the Library, the editor announces 
that (as far as is humanly possible) each volume will contain the following 
elements: 

First, an intellectual autobiography of the thinker whenever this can be 
secured; in any case an authoritative and authorized biography; 

Second, a series of expository and critical articles written by the leading 
exponents and opponents of the philosopher's thought; 

Third, the reply to the critics and commentators by the philosopher 
himself;and 

Fourth, a bibliography of writings of the philosopher to provide a ready 
instrument to give access to his writings and thought. 
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PREFACE 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr, currently University Professor of Islamic Studies at 
George Washington University, is not only the first Muslim philosopher in our 
series, but also the first traditionalist since our volume on Martin Buber. Some 
mainstream philosophers are unaware that traditionalist philosophy still 
persists in the world, and still more would be hard pressed to say what exactly 
traditionalist philosophy is. This is regrettable, given the popularity and 
breadth of traditionalist views beyond the narrower world of Anglo-American 
and European academies. Professor Nasr, standing as he does at the head of a 
handsome group of traditionalists, boldly challenges the assumptions and 
values of the modem world, and of modem scientistic philosophy. Yet, this 
challenge has been issued forth not as a pure reaction against modernity, but 
as an informed engagement with modernity. Indeed, some of the most 
"modem" ideas, such as the movement towards religious dialogue in the 
discipline of religious studies, tum out on close examination to rest upon 
values and ideas that are traditional-ideas long understood by those who 
study and practice the major world traditions seriously. 

The present volume, therefore, stands as a contribution to cross-cultural 
dialogue, and to dialogue across traditions. Among Professor Nasr' s enguring 
achievements we may count an on-going and successful effort spanning over 
four decades to bring the world's living traditions into a kind of exchange that 
leaves intact the autonomy and viewpoint of each, but also creates a space for 
mutual understanding and the reinforcement of the forms of life that are 
nourished by all genuine traditions. Professor Nasr has tirelessly argued that 
the attempt to live outside of all tradition leads to rootlessness, degradation of 
the natural world and human beings, and the kinds of madness that are so well 
characterized by the recently ended bloodiest century in human history. These 
traditionalist views are very controversial, and Professor Nasr' s critics have not 
spared him the very objections that many first-time readers will want to voice. 

Professor Nasr's philosophical achievements are stunningly broad, 
spanning the globe and numerous languages. Readers unfamiliar with his 
writings will find this volume a serviceable introduction to his thought, and to 
the wider world of Islamic philosophy generally. Readers who are more 
familiar with Nasr and his views will find this volume a very stimulating 
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engagement of those ideas at a high level. We are proud to present a slate of 
critics from so many places and traditions, and of such prominence, but this 
far-reaching project has created special challenges in producing this volume. 
Being obliged, as we have been, to work with so many untranslatable terms, 
with transliterations, with authors whose first language is not English, and in 
such an extensive volume as this, it is inevitable that some errors and 
inconsistencies of usage will have slipped by us. These are not the responsibil
ity of any of the contributors or of Professor Nasr. The errors belong to the 
editors, and we hope that they have not been terribly numerous. In this context 
the editors would like to draw special attention to the essay of Professor A. K. 
Saran, "A Nasr Sentence: Some Comments," 429-39. Owing to communica
tions difficulties, including a postal strike in India, this book went to press 
before Professor Saran had approved the final version ofhis essay. Here we 
express our regret over the situation. 

We are grateful to Professor Nasr and his diverse set of able critics for 
making this volume possible, and we are proud to add this volume to the 
series. We are happy to acknowledge once more the warm support, encour
agement, and cooperation of our publisher, Open Court Publishing Company, 
especially M. Blouke Carns, David R. Steele, Kerri Mommer, and Jennifer 
Asmuth. And we also very much appreciate continued support, understanding, 
and encouragement from the administration of Southern Illinois University. As 
always, moreover, we are grateful for the friendly and unfailing help in a 
variety of ways from the staff of Morris Library at SIUC. It is invaluable for 
our work and that of our fellow scholars. 

Our warm gratitude also goes to Christina Martin and the Philosophy 
Department secretariat for help with numerous projects; to Sharon Langrand, 
retired secretary who was on staff at the beginning of this project, for help with 
manuscripts, proofs, and correspondence; and especially to Frances Stanley for 
continuing the work and for electronic typesetting on this volume. We would 
also like to thank Darrell Russell, graduate assistant, for his help with proofs 
and attention to detail. 

Finally, for warm support, stimulation, and friendly counsel we are most 
grateful to our able and resourceful pluralistic colleagues who from diverse 
perspectives make common cause for philosophy. 

DEPARTMENT OF PHILOSOPHY 
SOUTHERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY AT CARBONDALE 
MARCH2001 

LEWIS EDWIN HAHN 
RANDALL E. AUXIER 

LUCIAN W. STONE, JR. 
EDITORS 
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Seyyed Hossein Nasr 

AN INTELLECTUAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY 

FAMILY BACKGROUND 

There is a well-known saying of'All ibn Abi 'falib, the cousin and son-in
law of the Prophet of Islam and representative par excellence of Islamic 

esoterism and metaphysics, according to which one should pay attention to 
what is said and not who has said it. This teaching has been close to my heart 
since my youth and rarely have I accepted to write something of an 
autobiographical nature. But the Library of Living Philosophers requires a 
work of such a nature from the person with whose thought a particular 
volume is concerned. Therefore, with some reticence I tum to this task. Once 
having decided to do so, however, I find it necessary to delve in some detail 
into my family background and upbringing which provided the environment 
in which I was nurtured and which created the living space marked by the 
peace of childhood, but also by the tension between Eastern and Western 
cultures and tradition and modernity, a space in which my intellectual and 
philosophical worldview received its earliest development and the founda
tion upon which it later expanded and crystallized. 

I was born into a family of well-known scholars and physicians in 
Tehran in 1933. My paternal and maternal families represented different 
strands of Persian culture. My paternal grandfather hailed from a family of 
seyyeds (sadat) (descendants of the Prophet of Islam). His ancestor Mulla 
Majed I:Iossein, having been a famous religious scholar (mujtahid) in Najaf, 
the seat of Shi'ite learning in Iraq, was invited by the Persian king Nadir 
Shah to come to Persia in the eighteenth century. But he died on the way and 
his family settled in Kashan. My grandfather AJ;unad was born and raised in 
that city where as the oldest son of a famous religious scholar, Seyyed 
Na~rallah, he enjoyed much respect. At a young age A~ad came to Tehran 
to study medicine. Here he soon became a celebrated physician, serving for 
some time as court physician during the Qajar period. He received from the 
king the title Na~r al-atibba' (meaning literally "victory of physicians") from 
which comes my family name Na~r. His wife Begum was related to the Saba 
family of Kashan, an old family related to the Barmakids who were viziers 
in the ninth century. This family had produced the well-known Qajar poet 
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laureate of Persia, Malik al-Shu'ara' Fat~ 'All Khan ~aha, and many other 
famous poets and artists. Although having received only the ordinary 
traditional education for women of her day, she knew thousands of verses of 
classical Persian poetry by heart and also composed poems herself. Some of 
the first verses of Persian poetry that I memorized as a child came from her 
lips, while much of the folklore that I learned came in the form of stories told 
to me by her and her daughters, my paternal aunts, who were also well 
versed in poetry and folklore. Both my paternal grandparents, as well as their 
five sons and two daughters, were pious Muslims. Moreover, my grandfa
ther's family had been involved with Sufism (Islamic mysticism) for several 
generations. One of his ancestors, Mulla Seyyed Mo~ammad Taq1 Posht
mashhad1, was a famous saint of Kashan, and his mausoleum, which is 
located next to the tomb of the Safavid king Shah 'Abbas, is still visited by 
pilgrims to this day. My grandfather continued this interest and was a 
disciple of the famous nineteenth-century Sufi master ~fi 'All Shah and his 
successor ~ara 'All Shah (Zah1r al-Dawlah). My father was to pursue his 
example and was also connected to these masters. 

My father, Seyyed Vallallah, was thus brought up in a highly educated 
and religious family. Born also in Kashan, he was brought at an early age to 
Tehran where he continued his education in both classical Islamic and 
Persian subjects and medicine, graduating from Persia's only medical school 
of the day, the Dar al-Funiin, while also learning traditional Islamic medicine 
going back to Ibn Sina (A vicenna). While he became, like his father, a 
celebrated physician, he showed much greater interest in philosophy, 
literature, and education. Soon he left the formal practice of medicine 
(although having also become royal physician), limiting his practice to close 
friends and relatives, and turned to the field of education. In fact he became 
the head of Persia's educational system from the end of the Qajar dynasty 
into the Pahlavi period and ran the ministry of education for decades as its 
head, general secretary, and later acting minister. He nevertheless tried to 
resist becoming entangled in politics after his involvement in the drafting of 
the Constitution and the first parliament after the Constitutional Revolution 
of 1906 when he was elected to the parliament as a representative of Tehran. 
His attitude toward politics was to remain indelibly marked upon my mind. 

My father was both a professor and an educational administrator. He 
became rector of the Teachers' College and dean of several faculties of 
Tehran University and is considered as one of the founders of the modern 
educational system in what had now become known officially as Iran. He 
was a master teacher for two generations of many of the leading figures in 
Persia and was also my first teacher both morally and intellectually. He was 
an outstanding philosopher, especially in the field of ethics, and the author 
of a well-known work in Persian entitled Danish wa akh/aq ("Knowledge 
and Ethics"). Not only did he possess great mastery of Arabic and Persian, 
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in which he was considered one of the greatest authorities of his day, but he 
also possessed perfect knowledge of French and knew some Latin and 
English. He had an imposing library of several thousand volumes including 
numerous tomes in French. It was in this library that I first saw the names of 
Michel Montaigne and Charles-Louis Montesquieu, Rene Descartes and 
Blaise Pascal, Fran9ois Voltaire and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, as well as Plato 
and Aristotle. He was also a methodical teacher of both the mind and the 
soul who, while deeply immersed in the Islamic tradition, was also very 
knowledgeable in the Western philosophical and scientific traditions as well 
as in other religions and philosophies. As a result of his influence, I was 
brought up in an atmosphere which, while being deeply Persian, was also 
open to both Western ideas and religions and intellectual ideas of other 
traditions. Universalism in its most positive sense permeated the atmosphere 
in which I was nurtured without in any way weakening the foundations of 
traditional Persian culture in which I was brought up. 

My mother hailed from a different type of background and yet one with 
the same keen interest in the intellectual and religious aspects of life. Her 
grandfather Shaykh Fa<;IlalHih Niiri, one of the most famous politico
religious figures of modem Persian history, was the leading Shi'ite religious 
authority ( 'alim) of his day, but having opposed the Constitutional Revolu
tion of 1906 was arrested and put to death by the government of the day. A 
person who was visited in his house by the Shah and who was one of the 
most powerful men of his time was thus removed from the scene in an 
unprecedented manner. This left a deep scar upon the psyche of all his 
immediate descendants, many of whom turned from the most conservative 
religious position to extreme forms of modernism. One of his grandsons in 
fact became the secretary general of Iran's Communist Party (the Tudeh). 

One of his sons, my grandfather, was studying in Najaf in Iraq"'in the 
great seat of Shi'ite learning when my mother was born. Her mother was 
also from a distinguished family of religious scholars named Taba!aba 'I. 
When my mother was seven years old, they returned to Tehran where, as a 
result of his father's violent death, my grandfather decided to abandon the 
career of becoming a religious scholar ('a lim) in the technical sense and 
instead turned to the field of law, becoming a well-known judge. But he also 
adopted a modernist stand on many issues and was especially interested in 
the education of his daughters. 

My mother, Ashraf, who was the oldest daughter, was put in the only 
institution of intermediary and higher learning for women at that time and 
was one of its first graduates. She was therefore among Iran's first modem 
educated women and combined her Islamic piety with certain inclinations to 
participate in activities for women's rights and social institutions serving 
women's causes to which she devoted much of her time once I and my 
younger brother, the only two children in the family, had grown up. But she 
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was also devoted to Persian literature and, like my grandmother, knew and 
in fact still knows numerous Persian and even Arabic poems by heart. It is 
she who took me to the great centers of pilgrimage such as Qom and I:Ia~rat
i 'Abd al-' A~im near Tehran when I was a child, making possible an 
experience of the sacred which has remained indelibly etched in my memory 
to this day. It was also she, rather than my father, who later taught me the 
rituals of Islam, especially the daily prayers. 

EARLY CHILDHOOD 

My father married my mother when he was in his fifties and was already not 
only the head of the extensive Nasr family, but also one of Persia's best 
known and respected public figures. I was the first born and in fact the oldest 
son of the oldest son of the oldest son of my family, a fact which paradoxi
cally resulted in the literary treasury which our family had accumulated over 
several generations being lost during the Iranian Revolution of 1979 when 
my library, which contained the family heritage of rare books, was plun
dered. But also by virtue of being the oldest son, the greatest care was taken 
in my education in a home in which there was constant talk of cultural and 
religious matters and where poetry flowed freely like the morning breeze. I 
was tutored from the earliest age by both parents who spent many hours a 
week teaching me verses of the Quran, Persian poetry, and even history, 
especially sacred history even when I was at the pre-schooling stage. Being 
a precocious child, I was already beginning to read and write when I was 
three years old. 

Our house during the first seven years of my life was in one of the more 
traditional quarters of the city near the mausoleum of the Sufi master ~afi 
'Ali Shah. Our house consisted of an outer courtyard and rooms ( birilni) 
where my father would receive people and an inner courtyard and rooms 
( andariini) where we lived and where the intimate life of the family took 
place away from public scrutiny. The architecture still reflected the ideals of 
Islamic domestic architecture and the spaces were interiorized. Our street 
was a narrow one, like the streets of medieval European cities, and next to 
the house there was a small mosque so that we could hear the incessant 
punctuation of the flow of time by the Islamic call to prayer (adhan). When 
we went to the rooftop of our house, we could walk for hours from one 
rooftop to another and could see minarets and cupolas extending far into the 
horizon. We could also see the majestic presence ofMt. Damavand, western 
Asia's highest peak, in the east which always reminded me of the majesty of 
creation. It was at the foothills of this peak in the village ofDamavand where 
we would spend the summers of my early childhood that I first encountered 
virgin nature in her awesome majesty and developed an intense love for her 
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which has accompanied me throughout my life. 
Although Tehran was becoming gradually modernized, we still lived in 

a more or less "medieval" Islamic town. The early experience of our house, 
the narrow streets leading to it, the small mosque, the religiously decorated 
water fountain (saqqa-khanah) nearby, the kind and pious neighbors, the 
sounds of the Quran and the chants of vendors passing by are all indelibly 
marked in my memory and represent in a concrete manner the experience of 
the pre-modem world which I was to rediscover later intellectually. I shall 
never forget that, during my early years in this house, we had only oil lamps 
and that it was there that I experienced for the first time light generated by 
electricity soon to be followed by the radio. 

Those early years were, however, even more important from a cultural 
point of view. Both of my parents encouraged me to memorize poetry, 
especially those of the poets Firdawsl, Ni?3ml, Sa'dl, Riimi, and }:ffifi~, and 
to participate in sessions of exchange of poems by heart called musha'arah. 
As a result, at a young age I had memorized numerous poems by the greatest 
masters of Persian poetry. Although long years spent in America for further 
education caused me to forget many of them, I still recall a large number to 
this day. Also my father participated in a literary session once or twice a 
month with some of Persia's greatest men of letters, some of whom were 
also major political figures, such as Mu~ammad 'All Furiighl, several times 
prime minister and a noted philosopher who translated Descartes's Dis
course on Method into excellent Persian, the poet laureate of the Pahlavi 
period, Malik al-Shu'ara' Bahar, Shukiih al-Mulk, the chiefofReza Shah's 
special bureau, and several others. I was often taken to these gatherings, 
some in our home and some in the homes of the others, gatherings in which 
the participants would read just a few verses of poetry, usually from I:Hifi~, 
and then spend hours discussing and meditating upon their spiritua'l and 
philosophical meanings, the discussions sometimes including ideas drawn 
from European philosophy. It might be said in fact that these sessions were 
my first exposure at a tender age to philosophical discourse embedded of 
Sufi and didactic literature. 

I began my formal education at the age of five in the second grade at a 
nearby school next to Shahabad A venue. Two years later we moved to a new 
house in the northern and modern part ofthe city near Shahreza Avenue and 
my school changed as did my immediate ambience. I was put in a Zoroas
trian school, Jamshid-i jam, known for its high quality of education and later 
Flriizkiihl where I finished the sixth grade having received the highest marks 
in the national examinations. It was also here that I witnessed the invasion 
of Persia by the Allied Forces with all the traumas that followed. Our own 
family was fairly well protected from the extreme effects of this occupation, 
including poverty and the outbreak of epidemics, but the sense of humilia
tion experienced by having to submit to the dictate of foreign powers was 
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deeply felt even by a young boy like myself. 
Our new house was also frequented by numerous people who came to 

pay respect to my parents and especially to carry out intellectual discourse 
with my father. These guests ranged from young Iranians who were now 
returning from their studies in Europe-especially France and Germany
according to a government sponsored program in which my father himself, 
who refused to travel outside of Persia, played a major role, to traditional 
scholars. They included traditional figures as well as nationalists, rabid 
modernists, and even leftists ranging from some of Persia's leading political 
figures from prime ministers and ministers such as Qawam al-Saltanah, 
Man?Ur al-Mulk, and Seyyed I:Jasan Taqizadeh to Fereidoun Keshavarz, Iraj 
Eskandarl, and Niir al-Din Kia Niirl who were to become well-known 
Communist figures later. 

Visitors also included such masters oftraditional philosophy, Sufism, 
and gnosis as Sayyid Mu~mmad Ka~m 'Assar, to whom I shall tum later, 
and Hadi I:Ia'irl, considered by many to have been the greatest authority on 
Riim1's Mathnawiin his day, and who taught me much about Sufism in later 
years. Also a stream of professors from the newly founded Tehran University 
frequented our house including 'Ali A~ghar I:Iekrnat, who became minister 
of education and foreign affairs, 'Ali Akbar Siasi, also a minister and the 
rector of Tehran University, 'Ali Akbar Dehkhoda, the celebrated encyclo
pedist, Badi' al-Zaman Furiizanfar and Jalal Huma 'I, the leading authorities 
in Persian literature in their day, Ma~iid Shahabi and Sharl'at-i Sangilaji, 
well-known religious and legal scholars, and numerous younger scholars of 
Persian literature such as Parviz Khanlarl, who became one of Iran's greatest 
scholars of the next generation. 

Living in such an ambience left a profound effect upon my mind. By the 
age often I not only had met the greatest Persian scholars of the day, but 
heard debates, often on a highly philosophical level, about certitude and 
doubt, tradition and modernism, the scientific worldview and religious 
cosmology and many other serious subjects. Alongside the names of Ibn 
Sina and Riimi, the names of not only Descartes, Pascal, and Voltaire but 
also Immanuel Kant and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel and even Karl 
Marx became known to me, even if I did not understand their ideas. 

The age often marked the beginning of my philosophical awakening and 
my mind became engaged in thinking about such issues as causality, the 
finitude or infinitude of space, the immortality of the soul or its perishing 
with the death of the body, and so on. My faith in God remained firm while 
my mind continued to be engaged in philosophical issues as well as in the 
cultural tension between East and West, which at that tender age I perceived 
in the contrast between following traditional norms in both action and art, 
and becoming attracted to alien norms which incited the mind more to 
rebellion. I began to study, in addition to works dealing with Persian culture, 
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some popular Western philosophical works translated into Persian such as 
those of the Belgian philosopher Maurice Maetterlinck. I also began to read 
European literature in translation including many plays of Michel Racine 
and Moliere translated by my uncle Seyyed 'All Na~r, who was one of the 
founders of the modern theater in Iran, French historical novels of Alexandre 
Dumas and Victor Hugo, again some of them translated by family members, 
and even some of the plays of William Shakespeare and stories of Leo 
Tolstoy. All of these, read parallel with Persian classics, helped me to 
develop a global vision of culture at this young age. 

Another element of importance in these early years was that I breathed 
in an ambience permeated not only by the perfume of Sufism and traditional 
Persian culture open to the West, but also of the great civilizations east of 
Persia of whose presence I began to become fully aware at that time. A year 
before my birth my father had been the host of Rabindranath Tagore when 
the Bengali poet visited Persia and my father spoke often of him to me. 
Tagore' s poetry was well known in our household. As far as the Indian 
subcontinent is concerned, it should also be mentioned that some years later 
my uncle was to become Iran's first ambassador to Pakistan with which I 
was to have so much contact later in life. This same uncle, Seyyed 'Ali Na~r, 
had been our ambassador to China at the beginning of the rule ofChiang-Kai 
Chek and also to Japan, and spoke to us constantly of the life of the Far East. 
Moreover, he had brought back a treasure of Chinese and Japanese art some 
of which found a place in our home. My father always encouraged me to 
respect these Eastern cultures, whether Indian or Far Eastern, and was 
especially anxious for me to thumb through a two-volume illustrated work 
he had in French on the Russo-Japanese War of 1904 which he felt marked 
the first stage in the rise of Asia before the onslaught of eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century European powers. ... 

My education in these early years, when we lived on Shahreza Avenue 
or in a couple of other houses nearby to which we moved during the next 
few years, was intense indeed and included, in addition to the usual Persian 
curriculum at school, extra concentration in Islamic and Persian subjects at 
home as well as tutorial in French. But most importantly it was the long 
hours of discussion with my father, mostly on philosophical and theological 
issues, complemented by both reading and reaction to the discourses carried 
on by those who came to our house to seek my father's wisdom or 
sometimes to challenge him, that constituted an essential aspect of my 
philosophical education at an early age. From the age of ten onward there 
was never a time in my life when I was not interested in philosophical 
questions in the traditional sense of this term. 

A number of tragedies were to upset the pattern of my life in a short 
period. My father was hit by a bicycle which threw him in a ditch resulting 
in the breaking of his pelvic bone. Because of the War, he could not be 



10 SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR 

brought to Europe to have an operation and could not be treated satisfacto
rily in Iran. He thus became bedridden and this led to pneumonia, the 
weakening ofhis heart, and finally his death a couple of years later in 1946. 
While he was ill, my youngest maternal aunt, who lived in our home, died 
very suddenly of meningitis. This event, following upon the wake of the 
death of my maternal grandfather, left a deep scar upon my soul and brought 
forth the reality of death in a vivid manner that was never to be forgotten. 

Meanwhile as my father grew weaker, the family felt that it would be 
better for me not to be near him at the moment of his death because of my 
very close attachment to him. A maternal uncle, 'Emad Kia, was our counsel 
in New York and therefore plans were made to send me to America to be 
under his care and to continue my studies. I felt a great sense of adventure 
to go that far away to an unknown land in pursuit of knowledge and began 
to study elementary English; but when the moment of departure came in 
October of 1945, when I was in the eighth grade at the SharafHigh School, 
the pain of separation from my family and Iran became nearly unbearable. 
At the moment of departure my father looked me in the eyes and with a 
gentle smile said that he would never see me again in this world, but that his 
spirit would hover in the heavens over me and that he would be constantly 
watching me from the beyond. His last advice to n1e was to be self
disciplined and to value the pursuit of knowledge above all else. 

And so the earliest and most formative period of my life came to an end 
as I left my country of birth for the long journey to America. What that 
period crystallized in me, thanks most of all to the influence of my father, 
was a love of knowledge, self-discipline, and a desire to search incessantly 
for the truth of things whether religious, philosophical, or scientific. I had in 
fact displayed an insatiable thirst to discover how things worked and was 
even able to take a large radio apart and put it back together at a very young 
age, not because of my attraction to modem technology, against which I was 
to develop an ever greater aversion later in America, but because I was 
constantly in quest of understanding the nature of things. My early training 
also instilled in me respect for various cultures and religions of the world 
and made me aware of the reality of the tensions between East and West, as 
well as tradition and modernism. My mind was very active, constantly 
challenging those much older than myself in debates that were often 
philosophical. I was also attracted to mathematics in which I did very well 
at school, as well as literature, poetry, and music to which I was very 
sensitive from a very tender age. These traits Wt?re to remain within my mind 
and soul throughout my years of study in the West and have in fact persisted 
as major elements of my intellectual character throughout my life even when 
I was to leave the field of the modem sciences for the study of metaphysics, 
philosophy, and the history of science. As my philosophical perspective 
became crystallized, I became much less argumentative, but the attraction to 
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the rigor oflogic on the one hand and the light of mystical illumination and 
warmth of Divine Love on the other persisted as did the awareness of the 
multiplicity of cultural worlds and the profound tension between tradition 
and modernism, a tension which has been a constant factor in the intellectual 
universe of all those thinkers of the traditional civilizations of the Orient who 
have also become exposed in one way or another to the theses of modernism 
and the conditions created by the advent of modernity. 

THE JOURNEY TO AMERICA 

The journey to America, which was to take place by boat from Alexandria, 
was far from an easy one. Coming at the end ofthe Second World War, it 
was full of unforeseen obstacles which would have been difficult to 
surmount by a much older traveler. In October 1945 I bade a tearful farewell 
to my family, especially my father whom I knew I would not see again, and 
left for the Tehran airport to fly to Baghdad in a small one-engine plane. My 
father could not move but the rest of my family accompanied me to the 
plane. The departure was therefore a physical as well as psychological 
experience of being plucked out of the soil which had nurtured me until then 
and of departing from the embrace of a closely knit Oriental family. 

In Baghdad I was warmly received by our ambassador who was a 
relative and I stayed at the house ofMu~sin ~adr, a maternal relative who 
had been Iraq's viceroy and president of the senate. There I experienced 
something of the old Baghdad which was to disappear soon. This was also 
my first experience of the Arab world with which so much of my intellectual 
life was to be concerned in my later years. 

From Baghdad a ticket was obtained for me to take the special overnight 
bus, belonging to a British company, which traveled through the forbidding 
desert between Iraq and Syria. When we arrived in Damascus a Persian 
friend took me to his house where I spent a few days in preparation for a car 
ride through the still undivided Palestine of that time. A suitable car was 
finally found and with a few passengers, including a Persian friend, we 
traveled to Palestine, passing through beautiful orchards and pastures whose 
greenery surprised me. Then in Jaffa we took the train which brought us to 
Cairo. 

The city of Cairo was at that time much more modem than Tehran and 
the stay of over a month in the famous old Shepheard's Hotel, which was 
later burned to the ground during the Nasserite Revolution of 1952, marked 
my first direct acquaintance with many aspects of the modem world. It was 
here in Cairo that, while waiting for a ship to take me to America, I was able 
to visit a zoo and a department store for the first time. Again our ambassador 
showed much kindness but I was really on my own. One day when I was 
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eating alone at the dining room of the Shepheard's, an aristocratic Egyptian, 
who turned out to be a minister in the government, became fascinated by the 
sight of a young foreign boy eating by himself, came to my table and asked 
about me. In broken French I explained my situation to him. He became so 
interested that he said to me as long as I was in Cairo he would treat me like 
his own son. He took me to many places including the pyramids and it was 
finally he who arranged for me a hard to find reservation on the Swedish 
ship, the Gripsholm, which was sailing from Alexandria to New York. 

My experience of Cairo was also to include to some extent the incompa
rable Islamic monuments of the city as well as its ancient monuments, but 
it was especially the modem ambience of the Shepheard's Hotel and the new 
quarters of Cairo that made a special impression upon me because it was like 
an introduction to the Western world that I was about to enter. The 
Shepheard's was occupied mostly by Europeans and within it one felt as if 
one were in a high class European hotel. But there were also Egyptian and 
Islamic elements present. The dress of all the workers was still traditional 
Egyptian and most of them were Nubians with a gentle nature. King Farouq 
would usually visit the hotel on Thursday evenings while on Friday he would 
go in his carriage to the public prayers. I could already see before my eyes, 
more so than in Tehran, that tension between tradition and modernity as well 
as East and West with which I have been concerned all my life. The sacred 
sites of Cairo were, however, to reveal their full presence to me only during 
later journeys. During the years of exile in the West, Cairo has become my 
major spiritual home in the Islamic world, but the first seed of love for the 
spiritual presence of that city was sown in my heart during that fall of 1945 
when I spent those weeks in that city which was soon to undergo major 
political, social, and urban transformations. 

The sea voyage was long and difficult. We crossed the Mediterranean 
to Thessalonica, then sailed West to Naples, then Marseilles and finally on 
through the Strait of Gibraltar to New York. The danger of mines, strong 
storms, especially in the Atlantic, and the first experience of the sea all 
served to create many anxious moments for me. But this month-long journey 
also helped strengthen my self-reliance and self-confidence which I had to 
develop in order to undertake such a journey successfully. By the time we 
arrived on December 17, 1945 in New York, I was transformed from the 
young boy totally attached to his family and cultural ambience to a person 
who was now independent, isolated, and on his own. But the challenge of 
studying in America was an appealing one and it was with great joy and 
expectation that I left the ship to be received at the docks by my uncle 'Emad 
Kia and cousin Taghi Na~r, then our trade representative in New York, later 
to become Iran's finance minister and their wives one of whom, the wife of 
Taghi Na~r, named Bib!, was also my cousin with whom I was to pass many 
of my vacations in coming years. A new period had begun which marked an 
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abrupt discontinuity with what I had experienced until that moment in my 
life. 

THE YEARS OF STUDY IN AMERICA 

Peddie 

My entry into America happened to coincide with the holiday season which 
I spent in New York where I was to observe to my great amazement my first 
Christmas and New Year celebrations in the West, including seeing what 
appeared to me as extremely unruly and wild celebrations that usher in the 
New Year at Times Square. New York appeared both fascinating and 
fearsome, strange and hypnotic, enticing and forbidding. In order not to fall 
behind in my studies, my uncle contacted through a Persian friend the 
president of Lafayette College, Dr. Hutchinson. He was in New York and a 
meeting was arranged in which he counseled my uncle to send me to the 
Peddie School in Hightstown, New Jersey. Acceptance came rapidly and I 
started in January in the eighth grade to continue my work of that same 
academic year which had begun in Iran, but which had been interrupted for 
three months. 

I was to spend the next four and a half years at Peddie from which I 
graduated in 1950. These years were both traumatic and very constructive. 
With only an intensive summer course or two of English, I had to master the 
language fast enough to be able to succeed academically in one of the best 
preparatory schools on the East Coast. It was also here that I felt for the first 
time my full dislocation culturally as well as emotionally. Despite my uncle 
Emad Kia' s great kindness and his taking the trouble to visit me once·every 
week from New York, I felt a deep sense of loneliness and was painfully 
aware of my need to be able to stand on my own feet. My father died of a 
heart attack shortly after I began Peddie and this news only added to the 
pains of separation from home. My mother and brother came to America for 
a while but were forced to return home because of financial difficulties. My 
family bonds with my uncle and the cousins nearby remained strong, but I 
became more and more engrossed in cultivating American friends and 
learning the American way of life whose popular aspect, especially as 
manifested in the rebellion and violence of some of the young, repelled me 
completely. 

I succeeded in mastering English rapidly and in fact developed a love for 
English poetry and the poetic quality of the language. By the ninth grade I 
was an honors student receiving very high grades in the sciences but also 
honors grades in English. I also began to study French again, strengthening 
my command of a language with which I have been involved to this day. My 
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grades in mathematics were especially outstanding and I received some of 
the highest scores ever received on various national tests given on the 
subject, which led all my teachers and advisors to believe that I should 
pursue my studies in physics or mathematics. And it was their advice along 
with my deep yearning to "understand the nature of things" that brought me 
to the decision to pursue these fields in college. 

The Peddie years were combined with ever greater success academically 
and otherwise. I became a high honors student and the valedictorian of my 
class resulting in my having to deliver my first public lecture during the 
commencement exercises. But I also played several varsity sports, especially 
squash and tennis which I was to continue at MIT where I even became the 
captain of the MIT squash team. I also won the Wycliffe Award at Peddie 
given to the most outstanding all-round student and which is considered as 
the school's highest honor. All ofthis gave me both great self-confidence in 
being able to achieve what I would set out to do, and also placed great 
responsibility upon my shoulders to be academically successful at college. 

Peddie was a Baptist school and from 1945 to 1950, while attending that 
school, I was required to be present in Sunday morning church service even 
though I was a Muslim. My childhood upbringing had already created in me 
respect for other religions, especially Christianity, and I had known by heart 
some poems of I:Iafi~, Riimi, and other Sufi poets in praise of Christ as well 
as stories about him and the Virgin Mary as revealed in the Quran. Those 
years of attending Protestant service helped to acquaint me directly with 
Christian practices including rites, preaching, singing of hymns as well as 
ethics, not to speak of my experience of the palpable presence of Christie 
grace. My long engagement in dialogue with Christianity has one of its 
sources in the years of contact with Protestantism at Peddie. Later this 
experience was to be complemented by my close contact with Catholicism 
on the level of theology, but I never had such continuous liturgical experi
ence of Catholicism as I had ofProtestantism during my Peddie years. This 
experience also created an acquaintance with the Bible, especially the 
Psalms and the Gospels whose rendering in the King James Version still 
echoes in my ears. 

If the Peddie years were crucial in my gaining knowledge of English, 
Western culture, American history, and Christianity as well as the sciences, 
it was also the period of my longest alienation from Persian culture and 
separation from the manifestations of Islam. Save for holidays, only some of 
which were spent in the company ofthe few members of my family in New 
York and the rest at camps in various p1aces including one year in the Sierra 
Nevadas of California, I hardly ever spoke Persian. Therefore, although my 
level of Persian was much higher than a typical eighth grade student when 
I left Iran, I began to forget many of the poems that I had memorized and 
even my writing became somewhat rusty. When my mother came to America 
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in 1950 and we decided that we should live in a house with a Persian 
ambience, I began to speak Persian on a daily basis again and re-read the 
great classics in order to become once again a master of my own mother 
tongue. 

Usually the valedictorians of Peddie went to nearby Princeton and I was 
expected to do the same. Several times in fact I was taken with a few other 
students to visit the university, the School of Advanced Studies, the physics 
laboratories, the house of Einstein, and other notable sites and persons, but 
for some reason I was not interested in going to Princeton. The mystique of 
MIT and its fame for being very difficult appealed to me as a challenge 
which I simply had to undertake. I therefore applied to that school as well as 
to Cal Tech and Cornell. I was accepted in all three with scholarship offers 
of which the lowest was MIT's. Nevertheless, I chose MIT without hesi
tation and at the end of the summer of 1950 moved to the Boston area to 
begin a new and crucial phase of my life. As a seventeen-year-old Persian 
who had been completely successful in terminating his secondary education 
in one of the best secondary schools, I felt confident in being able to achieve 
the goals that lay ahead. But deep down it was neither desire for worldly 
success and wealth nor even academic achievement that attracted or excited 
me. It was the possibility of gaining knowledge about the "nature of things," 
at least on the level of physical reality, that was foremost in my mind. And 
so I set out for a new city and a new ambience with intellectual thirst but 
little prescience of the shock that I was soon to receive concerning the real 
nature of the subject which I had chosen to study, that is, physics. 

MIT and Harvard 

In the fall of 1950 I began my studies at MIT, the first Iranian student-to do 
so, and a period that was to keep me in Cambridge for the next eight years. 
Instead of living in a dormitory, I lived in the house that my mother had 
purchased in Arlington Heights outside of Cambridge upon her coming to 
America with my younger brother Mehran, who was also to attend Harvard 
later and who became a specialist in petroleum geology. The ambience of the 
Persian home she created there was to have an important role in my return 
to the bosom of Persian culture and ultimately in my decision to return to 
Iran. I began my study at MIT in the physics department, or what was called 
Course Eight, with some of the most gifted students in the country. We 
considered ourselves as members of the elite department in the university 
and I took great pride in my studies. We had outstanding teachers of physics 
many of whom such as Charles Friedman and Bruno Rossi had been 
immediate associates of Robert Oppenheimer and Enrico Fermi and were 
involved with the project to build the atomic bomb whose horrors were still 
very fresh in everyone's memory at that time. 



16 SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR 

Although at MIT I was at the top of my class with high honors at the end 
of the freshman year, I was already beginning to feel oppressed in an 
atmosphere which seemed overbearingly scientific at the expense of the 
humanities. I liked purely theoretical physics and mathematics but disliked 
laboratories and suffered from the lack of beauty in that ambience. But it was 
not until my second year that I felt a full-blown spiritual and intellectual 
crisis in my life. The occasional lectures of Oppenheimer, tormented by his 
wartime activities which he described while quoting Hindu texts, troubled 
me greatly. But it was especially the implicit positivism of the atmosphere 
that was troublesome. I wondered why many metaphysical questions that had 
concerned me for years were not being asked much less answered and I was 
even beginning to doubt if physics was going to lead me to the understand
ing of "the nature of physical reality." I recall clearly that in a small group 
discussion with Bertrand Russell following one of his lectures, we posed a 
question to him concerning the nature of physics and he replied that physics 
did not concern itself with the nature of physical reality per se but with 
mathematical structures related to pointer readings. This answer by one of 
the leading philosophers of the West, speaking against any possibility of 
"ontological realism" in the domain of physics, was like the straw that broke 
the camel's back. It made me decide there and then to leave the field of 
physics. I wanted in fact to leave school altogether in quest of the truth and 
even depart from the West, but the strong discipline given to me by my 
father prevented me from doing so. I was to remain in the physics depart
ment for another three years and graduate from MIT with honors, but my 
heart was no longer in physics. Some of my teachers expressed regret that I 
wanted to leave physics but one of them said that perhaps other fields were 
more in need of my talents and wished me well. 

In addition to physics courses I also took a large number of courses in 
mathematics beyond the requirements of the physics department. These 
courses included one on the Fourier series taught at times by Norbert Wiener 
who was then developing his theory of cybernetics, but who was also deeply 
interested in languages and cultures. Although he was difficult to approach, 
I benefited from both his courses and private conversations. I was also drawn 
to the elegance of advanced mathematics and theoretical physics and 
although philosophically opposed to Pierre Simon de Laplace, enjoyed a 
course on celestial mechanics dealing mostly with his work. But I now took 
all of these courses not as a potential physicist but as a potential philosopher 
who wanted to know modem science well before dealing with it philo
sophically. 

The spiritual and intellectual crisis which overtook me in my eighteenth 
year and which was to affect the direction of the rest of my life did not 
terminate with my decision to leave physics, but became only accentuated 
now that I had definitely decided that I did not want to devote the rest of my 
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life to the physical sciences. The crisis did not destroy my belief in God but 
shook all the other elements of my worldview including what I had 
perceived as the meaning of life, the significance of knowledge, and the 
means to find the truth. I spoke to many professors, such as Victor Weiskoff, 
and a few of my close friends in the physics department, especially Philippe 
Dennery, a Frenchman, and Peter Felsenthal, an American, who like myself 
were very much interested in general intellectual and cultural pursuits. The 
three of us formed in fact a kind of intellectual fraternity and discussed many 
philosophical questions which arose from our studies. 

But the quest for the truth must be carried out by each person individu
ally. It is like breathing, something which no one else can do for us. And so, 
I began to take as many courses in the humanities as possible and to read 
avidly. At that time President James Killian had sought to strengthen the 
humanities at MIT, elevating it above the status of recreation as it was 
perceived to hold by many professors and students. A number of distin
guished professors were brought to the Institute and many courses were 
offered in both the humanities and the arts including philosophy, the history 
of science, and literature. Soon I fell under the sway of the professor who 
exercised the greatest influence upon me at MIT. He was Giorgio de 
Santillana, the well-known Italian philosopher and historian of science, who 
had settled in America after teaching for many years in Europe. He had been 
a collaborator with Emile Meyerson in the effort to combat logical positivism 
with a philosophy of science based not upon the "saving of the phenomena" 
associated with Henri Poincare with whom Meyerson had carried out 
extensive debates, but on a "realism" which saw in physics a means of 
attaining a knowledge which relates to some aspect of the ontological reality 
of things on the physical level. But de Santillana was also a profound critical 
student ofWestem philosophy and science as well as an unparalleled master 
of the several levels of meaning of the Divine Comedy of Dante. 

I took many courses and seminars with him, much more than our 
program required and viewed through his critical eyes the thought of 
Descartes, Kant, and Hegel as well as the founders of modem science, 
especially Galileo Galilei, whom he knew well indeed and about whom he 
was later to write a major book. But de Santillana also introduced me to 
Pythagorean philosophy, the Platonic dialogues, Aristotelian metaphysics, 
and the Enneads of Plotinus as well as medieval European philosophy, 
especially the works of Etienne Gilson, whom I was to come to know 
personally soon. For a whole year he taught a few of us a seminar on Dante 
providing an unforgettable opening into the deepest aspects of Christian 
philosophy and symbolism. It was also he who introduced me to Jacques 
Maritain and the neo-Thomism which had been revived at that time. But de 
Santillana also warned me about becoming enmeshed in that movement. 

Although from a Catholic background, de Santillana was not a typical 
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Catholic intellectual. But he was also not a typical skeptical European 
intellectual. On the contrary he was deeply interested in traditional 
metaphysics and mystical philosophy and regretted their eclipse in the 
modem West. He was also seriously interested in Hinduism and Islamic 
thought, his father David de Santillana having been one of the foremost 
Islamicists of Italy. Giorgio de Santillana's greatest influence upon my 
education was in fact related to the field of Hinduism as well as to his 
critique of modem Western thought. As far as Hinduism was concerned, 
when I and a few other students asked him if he would teach us a course in 
"Indian philosophy," he said that he would provided we accepted "to hear 
it from the horse's mouth" by which he meant from the works of Rene 
Guenon. It was he who in this way first introduced me to Guenon' s An 
Introduction to the Study of Hindu Doctrines and Man and His Becoming 
According to the Vedanta which were to have a determining role in the 
crystallization of my worldview for the rest of my life. 

Extensive reading took me not only through the major classics of 
Western philosophy from Descartes to Alfred North Whitehead, nearly all 
of whose philosophical works I read and studied carefully, but more and 
more in the direction of Indian thought. Both in conjunction with the courses 
of de Santillana and independent of them, I plunged myself into the study of 
Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, whom I was to come to know personally later 
when he was president of India, Surendranath Dasgupta, and others. But it 
was especially Ananda K. Coomaraswamy who was to become my guide in 
this field along with Guenon. Coomaraswamy, the celebrated Singalese 
metaphysician, historian of art, and foremost propagator in America of the 
perennial philosophy and tradition in the Guenonian sense of the term, had 
died near Boston only three years before my coming to Cambridge. But 
some of his students were still around and soon they introduced me to his 
wife Dona Luisa Coomaraswamy, who was then living in a large apartment 
in Cambridge near Harvard Square preparing editions of her husband's 
works which were to be published by the Bollingen Foundation, a project 
that was never realized because of her death. Her apartment contained 
Coomaraswamy's library whose richness in the realm of traditional 
philosophy and art can hardly be described. Here one could find almost 
everything essential that one could seek in Indian (both Hindu and Bud
dhist), Islamic, Chinese, Platonic, and medieval European traditional thought 
as well as art and symbolism. The apartment was also strewn with the finest 
works of traditional art, mostly Indian but also Persian, Chinese, and 
Japanese. One could furthermore find all the works of the traditionalists 
from Guenon himself to Frithjof Schuon, Titus Burckhardt, Marco Pallis, 
Martin Lings, and others not to speak of all the works of Coomaraswamy 
himself which I helped his widow to catalogue. Once within the library, one 
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felt physically in a traditional milieu removed from the tensions and 
dispersions of the modem world. 

I spent many long hours, including weekends and nights, in this library 
and read almost everything I could find in traditional studies in both French 
and English including the other works of Guenon and for the first time the 
writings of Schuon and Burckhardt. The discovery of traditional metaphysics 
and the philosophia perennis through the works of these figures settled the 
crisis that had caused such a deep upheaval in my inner life. I gained an 
intellectual certitude which has never left me since then and which has only 
grown stronger. One can speak symbolically of journeying from the vision 
of certainty to its existential experience or to use the Islamic terminology 
based upon the Quran from the science of certainty ( 'ilm al-yaqin) to the 
vision of certainty ( 'ayn al-yaqin) to the truth of certainty (~aqq al-yaqin), 
from gaining a theoretical knowledge of fire, to seeing fire, to being 
consumed by fire, a journey which characterizes the trajectory of my life. 

Henceforth I knew with certitude that there was such a thing as the Truth 
and that it could be attained through knowledge gained by means of the 
heart-intellect and also through revelation. My childhood love for the 
attainment of knowledge now returned on a new plane related to the very 
meaning of existence and the soteriological function of knowledge as 
traditionally understood. The traditional writings, especially those ofSchuon 
which emphasized the need for the practice of a spiritual discipline as well 
as theoretical knowledge, were crucial in determining the course of my life 
from that time when I was nineteen years old onward. I had discovered the 
perennial philosophy, as understood by the traditionalist writers and not 
someone like Aldous Huxley, and knew that it was the truth. The question 
was now how to realize that truth operatively as well as to know it theoreti
cally. My studies were to take me from the Indian, Platonic and medieval 
European intellectual worlds to Lao-Tze and Chuang-Tzu and from there to 
Islam and Sufism. The circle was therefore in a sense completed and I 
returned to my intellectual and spiritual homeland but only after having 
traversed both the modem Western world and the other major traditions 
outside ofboth the Western and the Islamic worlds. 

This major turning point during my undergraduate years in my 
intellectual life, which established my intellectual framework once and for 
all, did not mean that I would leave my academic pursuits aside. On the 
contrary, in addition to my courses in the sciences, I embarked upon an 
intensive study of German and also learned some Greek, Latin, and Italian. 
I also began to attend courses and lectures at Harvard during both my junior 
and senior years at MIT. Many of these courses were in the field of Oriental 
art taught at that time by one of Coomaraswamy' s students and great 
admirers, Benjamin Rowland, whose courses in Hindu and Buddhist art 
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were in a way an extension ofthe teachings ofCoomaraswamy. One ofthe 
great contrasts for me was going from a dreary laboratory at MIT up 
Massachusetts Avenue to the Fogg Museum at Harvard to view slides of the 
greatest works of Oriental sacred art. The difference between the traditional 
and modem worlds became palpable in this way beyond any theoretical and 
philosophical considerations. I also pursued avidly the lectures ofDaisetz T. 
Suzuki on Zen Buddhism at Harvard and of Alexandre Koyre at both MIT 
and Harvard on Giordano Bruno, Galileo, Johannes Kepler, and Isaac 
Newton and the philosophical underpinnings of the Scientific Revolution. 
Although years later, I came to disagree with Koyre's assessment of 
Galileo's supposed Platonism, I owe much to my understanding of the 
deeper philosophical and methodological factors involved in the Scientific 
Revolution to the many lectures and private discussions with Koyre who was 
a scholar of unusual philosophical as well as historical acumen. 

Before leaving the MIT years behind, it is necessary for me to mention 
the significance of the influence of Ernst Levy upon me at that time. As 
mentioned earlier, I was deeply attracted to classical Persian music since my 
childhood. At Peddie I became interested in Western classical music and 
while at MIT worked for several years in the music library. This job allowed 
me to listen to a great deal ofWestem classical music, my taste turning from 
the nineteenth-century Romantic music of even the greatest masters such as 
Beethoven and Brahms to the classical period of Mozart and Hayden, and 
then back to Johann Sebastian Bach, Handel, and Vivaldi and still further 
back to Vittoria and Palestrina, reaching finally into Gregorian Chant which 
was becoming gradually known to the public at large at that time. I had a 
season's ticket to the Boston Symphony for nearly all my student years at 
Cambridge and heard numerous concerts conducted by Serge Koussevitsky, 
Pierre Monteux, and Charles Munch. I would also travel often to New York 
to hear Arturo Toscanini and Bruno Walter and was in general deeply 
immersed in Western classical music on many levels. I felt a spiritual and 
theological element which seemed to have taken refuge in the classical music 
of the post-Renaissance period when other Western arts had become so 
secularized and externalized. 

I had also studied Western musicology to some extent. Great interest in 
Western classical music caused me to meet Ernst Levy, then professor of 
music at MIT and a master interpreter of the Beethoven piano sonatas as 
well as a theoretician of music. Levy took a liking to me and soon began to 
teach me the Pythagorean philosophy of music which had been revived by 
Hans Keyser and others in Germany before 'the Second World War. Levy 
was a real master of this subject and influenced many people including 
Ernest McClain, the author of several works on Pythagorean and Platonic 
harmonic theory such as The Myth of Invariance. Paul Hindemith, who was 
then at Yale, would also occasionally come to see Levy to learn more about 
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harmonic·s which Levy considered as the principle of cosmic reality and not 
only music. Levy would often say that traditional architecture was based on 
harmonics and that the saying of Goethe that "architecture is frozen music" 
is literally true. One summer we traveled together to France and measured 
the dimensions of the two towers of the Chartres Cathedral as well as the 
main body of the edifice itself and sure enough the ratios were in harmonic 
proportions. Our measurements appeared as an appendix to Otto von 
Simpson's work, The Gothic Cathedral. 

The influence of Levy caused me to delve into this branch of traditional 
philosophy which is also related to certain branches of science and during 
later years I was to continue this study in the context of Islamic sources. My 
many years of engagement with the question of the relation between religion, 
philosophy, and science have been intertwined with this deeply rooted 
Pythagorean/Platonic theory of harmonics while my interest in the classical 
music of the West, especially of earlier periods, has continued unabated 
along with my love for not only Persian music but also Arabic, Turkish, 
Indian, and in fact nearly all traditional forms of music including Flamenco 
and Celtic music. For inner reasons I discontinued my practice of the piano 
and the Persian santur, but I have continued to listen intently to classical 
music of various traditions over the years while preparing myself above all 
else to be able to hear the "silent music" to which Plato alluded. 

The transition from MIT to Harvard during my undergraduate years was 
an easy one since I had already been attending many courses and lectures at 
Harvard during my MIT years. I chose for my graduate study the field of 
geology and geophysics still somewhat uncertain as to whether I would 
continue to study a science other than physics or tum fully to the history of 
science and philosophy. In any case I wanted to acquaint myself with a 
descriptive science such as geology as I had with a mathematical one such 
as physics. I therefore embarked fully upon graduate studies in geology and 
geophysics studying with such famous authorities in the field as Marland 
Billings and Francis Birch whose assistant I became for two years. I also 
studied crystallography and oceanography which revealed to me on another 
level the beauty of nature to which I had been so sensitive since my 
childhood. A full year course was also devoted to paleontology which was 
in many ways intellectually annoying to me because the discontinuities in the 
palentological record were glossed over by our teacher by appealing to vague 
transformist and evolutionary hypotheses which were never allowed to be 
questioned or discussed in class as one would be able to question the theory 
of thermodynamics. I soon discovered firsthand that Darwinism was more 
a pseudo-religion than a scientific theory open to questioning and demanding 
scientific verification. The study of such subjects complemented, however, 
my earlier immersion in physics while it also provided greater incentive for 
me to turn fully to the history of science and philosophy. 
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My interest in the history of science and philosophy was not simply to 
join in praise of the glories of present day science by going over the history 
of the errors of the ages gone by. It was to understand other types of sciences 
of nature and also to seek the reason as to why modem science had 
developed as it had. I had learned something about modem science but had 
escaped completely the clutches of scientism and scientific positivism. 
Rather, as already mentioned, my philosophical perspective had become 
already crystallized by the discovery of the perennial philosophy and 
traditional metaphysics. And so I began to take courses in the history of 
science with I. Bernard Cohen even while being in the geology department. 
In 1956 upon receiving my master's degree in geology and geophysics I 
transferred to the history of science and learning department which had been 
founded by George Sarton, who was now retired but who still had his office 
in the Widener Library from which he published the journal of the History 
of Science Society, Isis. I spent much time with Sarton who was a great 
authority on Islamic science and I wanted to write my doctoral thesis under 
his direction despite his positivistic interpretation of the history of science 
which I did not accept. His incredible scholarship in the field, however, was 
sufficient to attract me to him. Before I embarked on the project of my 
doctoral work, however, Sarton died and my work came to be carried out 
mostly under the direction of I. Bernard Cohen, Hamilton A. R. Gibb, and 
Harry A. Wolfson. Much of it was also done through my own studies in 
which I took full advantage of the incomparable Widener Library with many 
of whose stacks I came to be as intimately acquainted as with my own 
bedroom. 

The history of science department was a small one but the students were 
all outstanding and most of them, such as Allen Debus, Everett Mendelsohn, 
Shigeru Nakayama, and George Basalla, went on to become well-known 
scholars in their fields of specialization. We had very differing points of 
view concerning the philosophy of science and the methodology to study the 
history of science. I was the only one concentrating on Islamic science for 
which there was no specialist at Harvard after the death of Sarton. He had in 
fact trained only one other Muslim scholar in the field before, namely, Aydin 
Sayili, the famous Turkish historian of Islamic astronomy who was sent by 
the Turkish government before the Second World War to Harvard specifi
cally to study with the famous historian of science. He, however, had had the 
fortune ofbeing able to complete his studies under Sarton whereas I had to 
draw from different sources in order to do so. I studied the general history 
of science with Cohen, Islamic philosophy and theology with Wolfson, and 
general Islamic civilization and history with Gibb. I also continued my study 
of modem philosophy and in fact chose Hegel as one of the four fields 
required for the doctoral exam. 

The Harvard philosophy department at that time had already changed 
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completely from the days of Whitehead and William Hocking. Positivism 
was beginning to hold sway over the department and many even wanted to 
have the statue of Ralph Waldo Emerson removed from inside the philoso
phy building which bears his name. Several professors in fact would say 
openly that philosophy began with Kant and that there was nothing of interest 
in philosophy before him. This was hardly what I was looking for and yet I did 
take a couple of courses on modem European philosophy at the philosophy 
department, but most of my courses there involved Plato and Aristotle. 

Wolfson, who combined incredible linguistic ability, especially as far as 
philosophical languages of the classical world including Greek, Arabic, 
Hebrew, and Latin were concerned, with philosophical and theological 
acumen, was my strongest link with the philosophy department. I attended 
his courses on Philo, the Church Fathers, and Spinoza, and spent a great deal 
of time with him since he was one of the main advisors of my thesis. The 
subject of my thesis being the Islamic conception ofnature, Wolfson was 
able to help me in an active way for many parts of it, especially the sections 
dealing with Ibn Sina (Avicenna). For Wolfson the four philosophical 
traditions, Greek, Islamic, Jewish, and medieval Christian, were not only 
serious philosophy but the only authentic philosophy from which modem 
European philosophies grew either as rivulets flowing from a mighty lake or 
as rebellions brought about by lack of understanding. He was to teach me 
much, not only about the traditional philosophies of the Mediterranean 
world, but also about scholarly methods of studying them in such a way as 
to be true to their nature and at the same in accordance with Western criteria 
of scholarship. He was also quite critical of the tum that the study of 
philosophy was taking in the philosophy department and supported me fully 
in my attitude to much that was passing there. 

Bernard Cohen was a major scholar of Newton, Benjamin Franklin, and 
the Scientific Revolution but took much interest in Islamic science. Besides 
teaching me a systematic approach to the study of the general history of 
science in the West which complemented the brilliant philosophical analyses 
of de Santillana at MIT, Cohen, then the head of the department of the 
history of science, also opened the archives of Sarton and the vast biblio
graphical resources on Islamic science assembled by him to me. He was, 
moreover, personally opposed to the philosophical positivism prevalent 
among many philosophers and historians of science of the day and would 
encourage me to try to study the history of Islamic science from its own point 
of view. 

As for the third major figure under whom I studied at that time, namely 
H.A.R. Gibb, he was a British Islamicist whom many consider the greatest 
Islamicist that the English-speaking world has ever produced. Gibb had 
come to Harvard from Oxford after the debacle of the British and French 
invasion of the Suez Canal which he had opposed. He had brought with him 



24 SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR 

a number of doctoral students from Oxford and many others joined him 
when he came to Cambridge. Thanks to him, Harvard came to have the best 
program of Islamic studies in America and Gibb' s seminars attracted 
numerous students who were later to become well-known scholars of Islamic 
studies, such men as Leonard Binder, William Polk, Ira Lapidus, Malcolm 
Kerr, Robert Haddad, Stuart Carey Welsh, Sadr al-Din Aga Khan, Caesar 
Farah, Marshal Hodgson, Menahem Milson, James Kritzeck, 'Abd al-~ayy 
Sha'ban, Yiisuf Ibish, and many others. Few, however, were interested in 
Islamic philosophy or science. Most worked in the fields of Islamic history 
and institutions on which Gibb gave seminars of great depth. He represented 
the best of Western Orientalism, speaking always with scholarly authority 
but also sympathy. We did have some arguments over important issues 
especially the significance of Sufism in Islamic history, a subject on which 
I believe I was able to change his views as seen in the introduction he 
himself asked to write to my An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological 
Doctrines, a revised text of my thesis which was published by Harvard 
University Press in 1964. But I was also to learn much from him about 
Western methods of scholarship concerning Islam and also certain notable 
observations of the dynamics of Islamic history. 

Gibb was also a veritable master of classical Arabic. At Harvard I began 
to study Arabic again after the long hiatus going back to my childhood. Gibb 
taught an advanced seminar on Ibn Khaldiin' s Muqaddimah and Arabic 
poetry which was a pleasure to attend. I remain grateful to him in this 
domain although specifically philosophical Arabic remained a field with 
which I had to struggle alone at Harvard, sometimes receiving aid from 
Wolfson. Upon returning to Persia, I continued to study with traditional 
masters until I was able to gain serious command of philosophical Arabic. 

There were a number of other Harvard professors who exercised 
influence upon my intellectual development and whom I need to mention. 
There was Werner Jaeger whose idea of paediea as the essence of Greek 
culture and his views on early Christian thought were of much interest to me. 
And then there was the somewhat eccentric Arthur D. Nock, professor of 
Hellenistic thought, who was a specialist in Hermeticism and an excellent 
scholar of Greek with whom I took some courses and who was one of my 
examiners for the doctoral exam. As for Benjamin Rowland, who was still 
giving his illuminating courses on Oriental art at the Fogg Museum, by now 
we had become good friends, a friendship which was to last even after I 
returned to Persia. 

I was naturally closely associated with a-ll those related to the field of 
Iranian studies. Foremost among them was Richard N. Frye, who was a 
friend even before I came to Harvard. I never took courses with him but I 
was his teaching assistant for some time and carried out a great deal of 
intellectual discourse with him. I became his teaching assistant in 1955, the 
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date which began my teaching career that continues to this day. I also 
became tutor at Kirkland House for the rest of my Harvard years. I remained 
friends with Frye and met him often in Persia when he became director of 
Arthur Upham Pope's Asia Institute in Shiraz. There was also the independ
ent scholar Eric Schroeder who was associated with the Islamic art collection 
at the Fogg Museum and who was himself an authority on Islamic art and 
civilization. He remained an intimate friend until his death and introduced 
me directly or indirectly to other scholars in the field such as Richard 
Ettinghausen. 

A word must also be said about Henry Kissinger who was professor of 
government at Harvard at that time. I was not interested in the intellectual 
message ofhis courses, none of which I attended because of my indifference 
to political thought at that time. But he directed a summer program, which 
brought well-known foreign writers, teachers, and social and political 
activists for the sununer to the Harvard campus, and I became his assistant 
in running the program for two summers. During this time I became closely 
associated with him and carried out many discussions with him on the East
West intellectual and cultural debate. When he became National Security 
Advisor and later Secretary of State I had already returned to Iran. I kept 
aloof from him when he visited the country because I did not want to 
become embroiled in political debates, but during his many visits we did 
meet once and continued our old intellectual discussions. 

This summer program also allowed me to meet many figures from 
abroad including philosophers. Some of these figures were to gain fame later 
including Jalal Al-i AQm.ad from Iran, the seed of whose well-known book, 
Gharb-zadagl ("Westoxication,") so influential among radicals and revo
lutionaries in Iran in the '70s because it dealt with cultural and philosophical 
tensions between the Islamic world and the West, was sown at the Harvard 
summer program. Influenced by Marxist philosophical categories, he 
differed from me in his appraisal of the major issues involved in the East
West cultural and philosophical discourse, but we nevertheless exchanged 
many views some of which are reflected in his book. 

Finally there were the short encounters at Harvard with outstanding 
figures in various fields which left an impact upon me. These included 
Walter Gropius, the founder of the Bauhaus who was residing in Cambridge 
at that time, with whom I carried out many discussions on the philosophy of 
architecture and the meaning of "abstraction" in Islamic art in contrast to 
modem art. There was also the Japanese Zen master Shinishi Hisamatsu 
whose lectures on Zen brought back memories of those of D. T. Suzuki in 
this domain and who helped to deepen the little knowledge I had of this all 
important branch of Japanese Buddhism which was attracting many Western 
intellectuals at that time. 

My Harvard days were also marked by close association with and 
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interest in Catholic thought which had begun at MIT and my encounter with 
Jacques Maritain. I took the full year course on medieval European history 
and civilization given by Charles Holt Taylor and read avidly in the field, 
especially in medieval philosophy, including works by Maurice DeWulf, 
Fernand van Steenberghen, Maritain himself, and especially Etienne Gilson 
with whom I was to become friends later, especially when I became chosen 
as a member of the executive board of the Congress for Medieval Philoso
phy. He combined a mastery of the philosophical text with a rootedness in 
a philosophical tradition similar to Islamic philosophy. He lived in the world 
of faith rather than doubt, and his great success in reviving Thomistic 
philosophy in a contemporary setting helped me in many ways in my later 
attempt to revive Islamic philosophy in a contemporary language while 
remaining faithful to its traditional character. 

The noted Catholic historian Christopher Dawson was also at Harvard 
at that time and helped me to achieve a better understanding of the European 
Middle Ages. My contact with Catholic thinkers, however, went beyond the 
Harvard ambience. I began to read the works of Eric Gill and made contact 
with those in Great Britain who like him were attempting to revive the 
Christian philosophy of art and work, a contact which has continued to this 
day. Also in 1957 I attended a conference in Tioumliline in Morocco in a 
Catholic monastery on relations between Islam and Christianity. It was here 
that I met for the first time both Louis Massignon and Louis Gardet, major 
Catholic thinkers who were also among France's greatest Islamicists. My 
relation with both men continued until their death and especially Gardet 
continued to hold philosophical and theological discussions with me on 
various issues, particularly comparative philosophy and mysticism, for many 
years. The conference in Tioumliline was the first I was to attend on 
religious dialogue with whose philosophical and theological dimensions I 
have been concerned during the past forty years. At Tioumliline I was also 
to meet the famous Yale philosopher Filmer S. C. Northrop whose dis
cussions of philosophy in East and West brought home to me the basic 
philosophical issues involved when one tries to discuss philosophy on a 
global scale. 

Considering my early acquaintance with French culture and my 
knowledge of the language, it was not accidental that most of my contact 
with the continental European intellectual world involved France and the 
Francophone world of Switzerland, and North Africa. During my Harvard 
years I spent some time traveling in Europe, especially in Spain, Italy, Great 
Britain, Switzerland, and France, but my' intellectual contacts remained 
especially strong with France where I would often visit the Sorbonne to 
occasionally attend lectures and meet with philosophers and scholars, 
including in later years: Massignon whom I met in Paris at the peak of the 
Algerian war of independence, and shortly before his death, Henry Corbin, 
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to whom I shall turn shortly, Gaston Berger, Gaston Bachelard, Gabriel 
Marcel, Gaston Wiet, Charles Puech, and numerous other major intellectual 
and scholarly figures especially those in the field of Islamic and Iranian 
studies such as Jean Pierre de Menasce, Emile Benveniste, Roger Arnaldez, 
Claude Cahen, and Gilbert Lazard. 

More important than these meetings in France were my direct meetings 
from 1957 onward in Europe with the outstanding representatives of the 
perennial philosophy and tradition in Europe at that time, including first and 
foremost the incomparable metaphysician Frithjof Schuon, with whom I 
remained intimately associated until his death in 1998, Titus Burckhardt, 
who influenced my thought in numerous ways especially in the fields of 
traditional cosmology and the traditional philosophy of art, Marco Pallis, 
who introduced me to the metaphysics of Tibetan Buddhism, and Martin 
Lings, one of the main expositors of traditional Islam and Sufism in the West 
with whom I have been in close relationship during the past forty years. I can 
hardly overemphasize the influence of these figures along with Rene Guenon 
and A. K. Coomaraswamy on my intellectual formation. 

I also spent much of the summer of 1957 and 1958 in Morocco. Those 
years were crucial to my whole intellectual and spiritual life. It was at this 
time that my intellectual and philosophical orientation received its final and 
enduring formation and I embraced Sufism not only intellectually but also 
existentially in a form linked to the Maghrib and more particularly to the 
spiritual lineage ofthe great Algerian master Shaykh A\nnad al-'Alawi and 
Shaykh 'Isa Niir al-Din Al).mad. These intellectual and existential experi
ences not only rooted my mind and soul for the rest of my life in the world 
of tradition, intellectual certitude, and faith, but also led to the discovery of 
inner illumination, the harmonious wedding of"logic and transcendence," 
to use the title of one of the works of Schuon, and intellectual lucidity and 
rigor combined with love for truth and beauty. These years also set my gaze 
more fully upon the horizon of universal and global truth in the traditional 
sense of the word, embracing not only the Islamic tradition which was my 
own, but also the Western, both Graeco-Alexandrian and Christian, Hindu, 
Buddhist, Far Eastern and primal, and also including esoteric Judaism 
associated with the Kabbala, and Zoroastrianism and other Iranian religions. 

It was, moreover, at this time that the major philosophical themes and 
investigations that were to be developed and pursued in my later life became 
strongly apparent. These included the following subjects and issues: to delve 
more deeply into the various dimensions of traditional metaphysics; to know 
other sciences of nature and cosmologies than modem science; to discover 
ways of studying the history of science other than the prevalent method 
based upon positivism (drawing here from many of the works of Pierre 
Duhem) and to create especially what I hold to be an authentic methodology 
to study both Islamic science and Islamic philosophy from within; to 
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resuscitate the whole of the Islamic intellectual tradition including Sufism, 
philosophy, the arts, and the sciences in the contemporary setting; to pursue 
the study of Western philosophy from the point of view of the Islamic 
intellectual tradition; and to deal intellectually and philosophically in the 
deepest sense of the term with the tensions between East and West and 
tradition and modernism. My writings during the past four decades have 
been humble efforts to deal with these themes and issues all of which were 
already crystallized in my mind during those Harvard years. 

There is one other major philosophical occupation of my life, that is, my 
interest in the environmental crisis, whose beginnings also go back to those 
Harvard years. From my childhood, when as I mentioned, we spent our 
summer holidays in the foothills of the majestic Mt. Damavand outside of 
Tehran, I had a special love for nature in her many forms, from mountain 
peaks, which have always exercised a special magical power upon me, to the 
vast starry nights of the Iranian Plateau where heaven seems to descend to 
the earthly realm, to flowers, trees and animals, to running streams, placid 
lakes, sandy beaches, and even rocks and earth. The immediate experience 
of virgin nature, not spoiled by human intrusion, has always been for me a 
foretaste of paradisal beatitude, while from my early days I have been 
immersed in reading nature poetry in Persian and later English, Arabic, 
French, and German. My interest in traditional philosophies of nature and 
cosmologies was also directly related to this innate love for nature. 

When I came to America, many summers spent in camps as both camper 
and counselor in natural areas as different as those of Pennsylvania, 
Connecticut, Maine, Colorado, and California only intensified this love for 
nature. I came to know many of the breathtaking sites of the American West 
including the Sierra Nevada ranges and especially Yosemite in California, 
the Rocky Mountains in Colorado where I spent much of the summer of 
1954 in the company of Roger Williams, a professor and friend from MIT, 
and later Yellowstone, the Grand Canyon. and other natural wonders ofthe 
American Southwest. As far as this latter area is concerned, I visited it twice 
in 1956 and 1957 with the explicit goal of meeting Joseph Epes Brown, now 
a life-long friend, who introduced me for the first time to the Native 
American traditions and the teachings of Black Elk which he had made 
known in the early 1950s through his well-known book, The Sacred Pipe. 
It was moreover high up in the Rocky Mountains in a cave behind a waterfall 
which rushed into an untouched lake, some four hours of hiking from the 
nearest mountain road, that in the summer of 1954 I decided to reread the 
Quran and ponder over the future course of m.y life. It was in such an idyllic 
ambience that I made the important decision to return to Persia for a visit 
after so many years of being away from home, a visit which took place in 
1955. 

While living outside of Boston in Arlington Heights, I would spend 
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much time in the natural scenery nearby, including Walden Pond where 
Thoreau had spent so many memorable moments a century before. I would 
also visit Concord and then move farther afield into the Berkshires, New 
Hampshire, and Vermont whose fall colors are still engraved in my memory. 
I was aware of the gradual degradation of the natural environment and had 
even read Rachel Carson's Silent Spring. But it was the building in the mid-
1950s of Route 128, the beltway around Boston, that brought home to me 
the imminence of an environmental crisis. In just a short span of time our 
area in Arlington Heights became suddenly severed in a deep ecological 
sense from the natural hinterland and animals were no longer able to travel 
from the forests of Concord and the countryside beyond to our area. I began 
to ponder the rapidity with which man was destroying the natural environ
ment on the basis of a science rooted in power and domination over nature, 
as well as on a conception of man based on greed and of human society 
evaluated solely in terms of what is called economic progress. 

For me it was obvious that not only was an environmental crisis of major 
proportions around the comer, but that also the cause of this crisis was 
spiritual and religious and not simply the result of bad engineering and faulty 
economic planning. I began to speak of those matters even during my 
Harvard years and formulated them later in the Rockefeller series of lectures 
which I delivered at the University of Chicago in 1966 under the title of The 
Encounter of Man and Nature. This concern for the environment has 
remained with me for all the years that have followed. I have participated in 
numerous conferences on this subject all over the world and came back to 
it intellectually in my 1994 Cadbury Lectures at the University ofBirming
ham in Great Britain which appeared as Religion and the Order of Nature. 
This work contains my most extensive discussion on the subject including 
the role of Western philosophy in the environmental crisis. My writings on 
this subject have also exercised much influence in the Islamic world where 
until recently few showed any serious interest in this crucial question. It was 
in this context that I delivered the keynote speech at Harvard at the 1998 
conference on Islam and Ecology. 

The die was cast concerning my future. Although I could have become 
a junior fellow at Harvard if I had decided to stay longer and although I was 
offered a teaching position as assistant professor at MIT, upon the comple
tion of my doctorate in 1958 at Harvard, I decided to return permanently to 
Tehran. But before leaving the Harvard years behind, it is necessary to say 
a few words about my doctoral thesis which was entitled "Conceptions of 
Nature in Islamic Thought" and another work on the history of Islamic 
science which was written then but which was to appear after my departure 
from Cambridge. When I realized that modem physics could not provide 
ultimate knowledge of the physical world, philosophically speaking, the 
question came to my mind, if not modem physics, then what kind of science 
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could provide such an answer? I turned to traditional cosmologies from the 
Pythagorean and Platonic, associated especially with the Timaeus, to Aris
totelian physics, to the Sarilkhya in Hinduism, to Chinese philosophies of 
nature found in Taoism and Neo-Confucianism, and finally to Islam. My 
thesis, which was published later as An Introduction to Islamic Cosmologi
cal Doctrines, was a step in this quest for traditional knowledge of a 
cosmological order. 

Also during my last year at Harvard, de Santillana saddled me with 
another task related to this subject. He was editing at that time a series for 
Mentor Books ofthe New American Library on the history of science and 
wanted me to write the volume on medieval science in collaboration with 
Alistair Crombie of Oxford University. He would write the part on Latin 
science and I the section on Islamic science. Despite having to complete my 
thesis, I worked very hard to write my half of the volume which I handed to 
de Santillana before my departure for Persia. Later, it was decided that a 
separate volume should be devoted completely to Islamic science and 
therefore, while in Tehran, I added several chapters to complete the text 
which was published years later in 1968 by Harvard and the New American 
Library as Science and Civilization in Islam. This work was in fact my first 
book, at least part of which was completed even before the termination of 
my thesis. 

In any case, in the early summer of 1958, I left Harvard, as the first 
Iranian to have received a Ph.D. from that university, to return to Persia, thus 
bringing to an end the long years of formal education and training in 
America. That summer ushered in a new phase of my life. After a summer 
spent in Europe, Morocco, Turkey, and Iraq, I returned to Persia in the fall 
of 1958 and began my duties as associate professor of philosophy and the 
history of science at the Faculty of Letters of Tehran University. 

BACK HOME 

The return to Iran after nearly thirteen years in the West was in many ways 
challenging since my intellectual orientation was diametrically opposed to 
the modernistic currents which were strong among the modem educated 
classes that included most of my own family and friends. My intellectual and 
spiritual training was, however, strong enough to withstand the pull of any 
currents which might come along. What I needed to do first of all, however, 
was to gain personal independence from the grid of the extended family 
system which provided many advantages but which could also be inhibiting 
in the tasks that lay ahead for me. I needed much time to be alone outside 
ordinary family and social settings for spiritual reasons as well as intellectual 
ones. I therefore decided to become married as soon as possible to gain 
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greater independence from the extended family structure. 
Having avoided a Western style marriage based on long personal 

acquaintance (although I had come close to such a marriage) and being a 
firm believer in the traditional family structure including arranged marriages, 
I submitted myself like a simple traditional Persian man to my mother and 
other members of my own family and asked them to find a suitable wife for 
me, knowing that even in the somewhat modernized ambience of my 
surroundings, it was still not two individuals but two families that become 
married in the East. A young woman from a respected family whose 
members had been close friends of my own family was proposed and the 
proposal met with my firm approval. Her name was Soussan Daneshvary; 
her father was a celebrated physician who had studied in the West and was 
himself the son of one of the religious scholars ofNaishapur in Khurasan, 
and her mother was a daughter of one of the country's well-known merchant 
figures of the early Pahlavi period. Half modernized and half traditional like 
members of my own family, my wife-to-be had studied for several years in 
England and America, had come back to Iran, and was about to leave for 
France for further studies when we became married. Her family was in fact 
quite conservative and retained many of the traditional values which I 
sought. Our backgrounds were therefore similar and in the fall of 1958 just 
a few months after returning to Tehran we became married. Our marriage 
was strong and most often a happy one, although there were often tensions 
caused by the bigger extended family and my own assertion of traditional 
values amidst an ever greater movement in the upper classes of society 
towards modernization. 

My wife did not share in my intellectual activities, something which I 
had not sought in any case, but supported me in a life most of which was 
given to intellectual and spiritual pursuits including many hours sp·ent at 
home in my study in meditation, writing, and studying. We were to have a 
son and a daughter, Seyyed Vali Reza and Laili, the son being now a 
professor of political thought at the University of San Diego and the 
daughter an art historian at the National Gallery of Art in Washington. 

I began my career as professor of philosophy and the history of science 
at the Faculty of Letters at Tehran University, shortly after my arrival in 
Tehran in the fall of 1958 and continued to hold that position until the 
Iranian Revolution of 1979. The dean ofthe Faculty at that time was 'Ali 
Akbar Siasi, one of Iran's foremost educators, who had been one of my 
father's proteges and colleagues as were many of the leading professors of 
the Faculty. This fact, added to my own educational career in America, 
caused the members of the Faculty to give me a warm welcome, and despite 
my philosophical opposition to much that transpired academicallyat the 
Faculty, I was held in respect and honor by nearly all my colleagues. As a 
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result of the influence of not only Siasi and other important professors who 
were nearly all educated in France and were intellectually deeply influenced 
by French philosophy and humanities (or les sciences humaines) as 
conceived in French intellectual circles, but also the general educational 
policies of the early Pahlavi period, ideas of French origin dominated most 
departments of the Faculty from psychology to history. 

This trait was especially evident in the philosophy department where 
Rene Descartes and Auguste Compte still reigned supreme. Y altya Mahdavi, 
the head of the department, was a noble scholar from a patrician family with 
great love for the Persian language. He was trained in France and in a sense 
continued the current of the last part of the last century when Western 
philosophy was first introduced to the Persian-speaking world through the 
translations of Descartes's Discourse on Method. The second translation of 
this work in lucid Persian by Mul).ammad 'All Furiighi as well as this 
author's Sayr-i ~ikmat dar uriipa ("The History of Philosophy in Europe") 
were still the main staples for courses on Western philosophy and even later 
studies of Western philosophy and its history were seen mostly through the 
eyes of French scholars such as Emile Brehier. Some attention was, 
however, also paid to the German philosophers of the classical period 
especially Kant and Hegel and the German historiography of philosophy, 
although not tw~ntieth-century German philosophy itself. Another influential 
professor of the department, Ghulam I:Jusayn $adiqi, who had studied 
sociology at the Sorbonne in the '30s, was also like Mahdavi a great sup
porter of the Persian language and its use for contemporary philosophical 
discourse. Moreover, he was a patriot and sometime political figure assoc
iated with the National Front, having served as Mul).ammad Mossadegh's 
interior minister. Although in later years he became professor of a separate 
Faculty of Sociology, in 1958 and the years that followed immediately, he 
was still a member of the Faculty of Letters and taught in our philosophy 
department on the basis of a positivism which definitely possessed a 
Comptian origin. 

As a young associate professor, the rank with which I began, I was not 
only assigned to teach the history of science but also Aristotle and sometimes 
Plato, as well as English philosophical texts such as Alfred E. Taylor's 
Metaphysics. Before long, I consolidated my position in the department and 
began to gain much influence in the Faculty, becoming at the age of thirty 
the youngest person to become a full professor at Tehran University. I sought 
to use this influence to transform the teaching of philosophy in several ways. 
First of all I wanted to strengthen the teaching of Islamic philosophy as a 
foundation on whose basis other philosophies, especially those of the West, 
should be studied rather than studying Western philosophy as if Persians 
belonged to the European tradition. Already when I came to the department, 
one course on Islamic philosophy was being taught by Sayyid Mul).ammad 
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Ka~im 'A~~ar, and after his retirement by Abu'l-I:Iasan Sha'rani As a result 
of my insistence, this part of the program was expanded to include a required 
general course on Islamic philosophy and culture which I gave myself and 
a doctoral seminar on Islamic thought given jointly by Henry Corbin and 
myself. But my attempt was also to expand the scope of the study ofWestern 
philosophy itself to include more recent German and also Anglo-American 
schools of thought such as logical positivism and analytic philosophy. 
Supported by Ya~ya Mahdav1, I succeeded in this task especially during the 
years when I was dean of the Faculty and could allot new positions to the 
department. We brought A~ad Fard1d, a gifted philosopher who wrote little 
but was an exciting teacher and who had studied in Germany, to teach 
Martin Heidegger, German phenomenology, and even later schools of 
thought such as that of Frankfurt. We also were able to create courses on 
Anglo-Saxon philosophy from empiricism to logical positivism taught 
mostly by Maniichehr Bozorgmehr who translated in a masterly fashion 
several works of this school for the first time into Persian. 

But the world did not consist simply of Iran and the West. I carried out 
a crusade in every way possible to create greater awareness of the philoso
phies oflands east of Iran, especially, of course, India. We began the teach
ing of Sanskrit at the Faculty and years later were even able to teach Indian 
philosophy at the department when my friend Dariush Shayegan, who had 
studied Sanskrit and later completed his doctorate at the Sorbonne under 
Corbin, joined the department. The impact of these changes in the study of 
philosophy was to be extensive even beyond the confines of Tehran 
University, especially since our department was the only one at that time in 
Iran to give a doctorate in philosophy and influenced philosophical studies 
throughout the country. My attempt to have Persian students study other 
schools and traditions of philosophy from the point of view of theft own 
tradition rather than studying their tradition from the perspective of Western 
thought was in fact to have an enduring and ever increasing influence which 
continues to this day, propagated by a large number of earlier students, many 
my own, who are now professors and scholars of philosophy in Iran. Among 
my best students in these domains I can mention Reza Davari, Gholam Reza 
A 'van!, Gholam Reza I:Iaddad 'Adel, Na~rollah Pourjavad1, Mo~sen 
Jahang1ri, and Mo~affar Bakhtiyar all, of whom are famous scholars and 
thinkers in Iran today. 

My philosophical activities in Iran were not confined to Tehran 
University. Almost from the beginning of my return, I began to lecture on 
philosophy-Islamic, comparative, sometimes Greek, and later Western-in 
other institutions of learning and even occasionally on the radio and 
television. I was chosen as a member of almost all the important government 
and academic councils and societies which were influential in the domain of 
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philosophy and the human sciences. This included the Supreme Cultural 
Council which determined most of the cultural policies of the country on the 
national level. Membership in this Council for some sixteen years provided 
many opportunities for me to help organize national conferences and 
seminars on various traditional philosophers as well as issues of philosophi
cal interest arising from the confrontation between tradition and modernism. 
I helped to propagate what is now known as civilizational dialogue long 
before it became fashionable and carried out many discussions with the 
French philosopher Roger Garaudy who was trying to establish a network of 
centers "for the dialogue of civilizations" throughout the world in the '70s. 
A branch of this network was established in Tehran under the auspices of the 
Shahbanou of Iran (the Empress Farah) and directed by Dariush Shayegan, 
a center which functioned until the Revolution of 1979. 

These philosophical activities concerned not only the modem educated 
segments of society but the traditional elements as well. Long philosophical 
discussions were held with many traditional philosophers such as Murta<;ffi 
Mutahhari and Sayyid Jalal al-Oin Ashtiyani, both close personal friends. I 
also carried out philosophical discussions with religious figures with a 
modem bent such as 'Ali Shari' ati who was trying to introduce a modernized 
and revolutionary form of Islam into Iran at that time, influenced greatly by 
leftist French sociologists and philosophers. The new religious center in 
Tehran known as I:Jusayniyya-yi Irshad was where we would often meet. But 
Mutahhari and I resigned when we realized the political nature of the 
activities ofthe center and the tenure of some ofthe discourses by Shari'ati 
which were opposed to traditional Islamic intellectuality that was precisely 
what interested Mutahhari and I most of all. 

Nor were my activities only in the realms of teaching and lecturing. The 
period from 1958 to 1979 was also a very active one as far as writing was 
concerned. I began to write extensively both in Persian and English with an 
occasional article or text in French or Arabic. My Persian writings were in 
several categories: Islamic philosophy, science and Sufism, perennial 
philosophy which included the introduction of the writings of the traditional 
school of A. K. Coomaraswamy, R. Guenon, F. Schuon, T. Burckhardt, and 
others to the Persian-speaking world, critique of modernism, comparative 
philosophy and religion, the edition of classical texts of Islamic philosophy, 
and occasionally translations in the field of metaphysics and traditional 
philosophy from English or French. Besides a large number of essays in 
these fields, a number of my books appeared' in Persian during this period, 
including the Persian modified version of my doctoral thesis at Harvard on 
Islamic cosmology entitled Na~ar-i mutafakkiran-i is/ami dar bara-yi 
(abi'at, ("The Concept of Nature in Islamic Thought") which won the royal 
book award, and Ma 'arif-i is/ami dar jahan-i mu 'a!jir ("Islamic Culture in 
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the Contemporary World"). A number of books were also edited by me 
including the Mullii $adrii Commemoration Volume and Melanges offerts 
a Henry Corbin which was multilingual. My critical edition of philosophical 
texts, which seems like a thankless task to many today but which is 
foundational for the serious study of any philosophy, included the complete 
Persian works of Suhrawardi, the Persian treatise Si a$1 of $adr al-Din 
Shirazi, and the Arabic text of the al-As 'ilah wa '1-ajwibah, a series of 
questions and answers exchanged between Ibn Sina (Avicenna) and al
Biriini, this latter text having been edited in conjunction with Mehdi 
Mo~aghegh. 

Since my student days with Sarton at Harvard, I had hoped to write a 
comprehensive study of Islamic science using the methodology employed in 
my Science and Civilization in Islam. To this end I began to compile a 
complete bibliography of the Islamic sciences, one set in European and 
another in Islamic languages. It was my hope that upon their completion, 
someone or a group of like-minded scholars could collect all these works, 
study them, and on the basis of the knowledge contained therein and in the 
matrix of the conception of Islamic science which I had developed, produce 
a collective work like Joseph Needham's Science and Civilization in China 
for Islamic science, but with the major difference that this study would be 
based on the Islamic understanding of philosophy and science rather than on 
the Marxism and positivism which dominates the remarkable documentation 
ofNeedham and his associates. At the time of the Iranian Revolution I had 
completed, with the collaboration of a number of young scholars, especially 
William Chittick, three volumes of which two appeared before the Revolu
tion and one afterwards, all under the title of An Annotated Bibliography of 
Islamic Science, with Persian and English annotations. I do not expect to be 
able to complete this project but hope that others will do so and at lasl bring 
out the other four volumes, using the data which I had prepared and recorded 
and which remain in the Academy of Philosophy in Tehran to this day. 

During this period I also wrote extensively in English, writings which 
included a number of books that were quickly translated into many 
languages including Persian itself. In this case I had to go over the transla
tions and supervise them. I was fortunate in this domain in that one of the 
greatest scholars and translators of Iran, A~mad Aram, translated three of 
these books, Three Muslim Sages, Science and Civilization in Islam and 
Islamic Science-An Illustrated Study into Persian in cooperation with 
myself. All of these books have been reprinted numerous times in Tehran 
and are textbooks for several courses in Islamic philosophy and science in 
various Iranian universities. 

Besides my work on cosmology and Science and Civilization in Islam, 
which were written before my return to Persia and to which I put finishing 
touches before they were published by the Harvard University Press in 1964 
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and 1968, respectively, the first new book in English to be written and the 
first to appear was Three Muslim Sages. This work, which seeks to present 
the whole of the Islamic intellectual tradition from within, grew out of three 
lectures given at the Center for the Study of World Religions at Harvard 
University where I was the first visiting professor in 1962. These were in 
fact the first series of public lectures at the Center and the book which was 
also published by the Harvard University Press, the first book in the Center's 
series of publications. It was Harry Wolfson, present during all the lectures, 
who prevailed upon me to present their text as a book to Harvard. Following 
his suggestion I completed the text by the summer of 1962 before my return 
to Persia. 

Other books were to appear in English, one after another during the 
years of living in Persia (and for a year in Lebanon), including Ideals and 
Realities of Islam, consisting of the text of the first six of fifteen lectures 
which I prepared and delivered at the American University of Beirut as the 
Aga Khan professor of Islamic Studies in 1964-65 under the title "Dimen
sions of Islam." Because of certain difficulties with a local publisher, this 
title was not used for my book but it did appear later as the title of an 
important collection of essays on Islamic metaphysics by Frithjof Schuon, 
published in London with my preface. Ideals and Realities of Islam became 
my most widely sold work. It has been reprinted numerous times and, along 
with Three Muslim Sages, has been the most widely translated of my works 
into both European and Islamic languages. 

Some of my intellectual energy was being directed during this period to 
an ever greater degree to the question of the environmental crisis. Therefore 
when invited to deliver the Rockefeller lectures at the University of Chicago 
by the Divinity School and more specifically by Dean Brauer, along with 
John Rust and Mircea Eliade on some aspect of the relation between 
religion, philosophy, and the environmental crisis, I accepted the challenge 
gladly and wrote Man and Nature-The Spiritual Crisis of Modern Man 
which appeared a couple of years after I delivered the lectures in Chicago in 
1966. This book, dealing with the philosophical and spiritual roots of the 
question, was one of the first to predict the coming of the environmental 
crisis which was then called the ecological crisis. The book soon gained 
much notoriety and, as already mentioned, was translated into several 
European languages including French, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, and 
Bosnian. The Islamic world itself did not show much interest in it until much 
later, except for in Turkey where this work became the first of some twenty 
of my books to be translated into Turkish. This' work also put me on the front 
line of the debate and discussion concerning the deeper philosophical and 
religious factors involved in the environmental crisis. Besides addressing this 
issue when I delivered the Cadbury Lectures at the University of Birming
ham in 1994, I have given many courses and major lectures on the subject 
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over the years in the universities where I have taught as well as at the 
Temenos Academy in London, Middlebury College, Cornell University, 
Harvard University, and many other sites as far away as Kuala Lumpur in 
Malaysia. I even participated with the Dalai Lama, Rabbi Ismar Schorsch, 
Sallie McFague, and others in an award-winning television documentary 
with Bill Moyers entitled Spirit and Nature based on the conference 
arranged by Stephen Rockefeller at Middlebury College with the same title. 
This question continues to occupy much of my attention to this day. 

My other books in English during the period when I lived in Persia 
included several titles dealing with various aspects of Islamic studies in 
which I always devoted sections to philosophy but which I do not need to 
discuss separately here. There were, however, other works bearing more 
directly on philosophical concerns which need to be mentioned separately. 
This category includes Islam and the Plight of Modern Man which contains 
sections devoted to comparative philosophy and the future of the study of 
philosophy in the Islamic world, and Sufi Essays, which has also become 
well known in its Italian, French, and Spanish translations and which 
includes a number of chapters on the metaphysical dimensions of Sufism. I 
should also mention The Transcendent Theosophy of $adr al-Dln Shirazi 
which in reality constitutes the first of a planned two-part study of which the 
second part was left incomplete by the Revolution. The parts of the second 
volume that had been written were incorporated into the recent second 
edition of the work. During this period in Iran I studied Mulla ~addi avidly 
and wrote much about him, being the first person to introduce him to the 
English speaking world. This work was in fact a synthesis of many other 
studies, some of which had already appeared in article form in English and 
Persian. 

A word also needs to be said about my activities as an educator during 
these years in Persia because these activities were very much related to my 
philosophical perspective and the philosophy of education which I sought to 
have implemented. From my earliest days in the Faculty of Letters of Tehran 
University I was also left in charge of the doctoral program in Persian 
language and literature which was especially devised for those whose mother 
tongue was not Persian. I sought to strengthen the philosophical component 
of this program in which a number of future scholars of Islamic philosophy 
and Sufism, such as William Chittick, Sachiko Murata, ~alal;l al-Sawi, 
Mu~mmad 'Abd al-J:Iaqq, Latifah Peerwani, Rusmir Mahmutcehajic, along 
with a large number of scholars of Persian literature, especially from 
Pakistan and India, were trained. I also cooperated intellectually on several 
projects with some of these scholars such as William Chittick, who 
collaborated with me in the Annotated Bibliography of Islamic Science 
project as well as A Shi 'ite Anthology and ~alal;l al-Sawi, a notable Arab 
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poet, with whom I participated in the Arabic translation of Schuon's 
Understanding Islam (lfatta najham al-islam ). Also, for ten years I was the 
director of the Faculty's library during which time we built the best 
collection of philosophical works in European languages in the country. 
From 1968 to 1972 I served as the dean of the Faculty, and for a while as 
Tehran University's academic vice chancellor, positions which afforded me 
the opportunity to strengthen the programs in the humanities in general and 
philosophy in particular. My constant criticism of the blind emulation of 
Western scientism and the desire for wholesale adoption of Western 
technology prevalent in Iran at that time, led in 1972 to my being chosen as 
the president of Aryamehr University, which was Iran's leading scientific 
and technical university at that time. Its patron, the Shah, asked me to mold 
the University into an institution similar to MIT, but with strong roots in 
Persian culture. During the three years of my tenure (cut short by an illness 
in 1975 which led to my resignation), I sought to create a strong humanities 
program, not in the same way as President Killian had sought to achieve one 
at MIT during my own student days there, but by establishing a program in 
Islamic thought and culture with an emphasis upon a philosophy of science 
drawn from the Islamic philosophical tradition rather than positivism in one 
form or another. This program was to continue after my departure and has 
led during the last decade to the creation of one of the first graduate 
programs in the Islamic world in the philosophy of science based upon the 
Islamic philosophy of science. Furthermore, in 1973 I set out to found the 
Iranian Academy of Philosophy, an undertaking to which I shall tum shortly. 

My educational activities also involved the organization of a number of 
conferences which were to have an enduring influence. These included the 
first Congress of Iranian Studies which I organized in the '70s with my 
friend and colleague Iraj Afshar and of which I was the first president. The 
congress continues to this day as the major event of its kind in Iran and has 
a section devoted to philosophy. Also in the '70s I proposed to the 
Shahbanou, Empress Farah, to hold an international conference on 
traditional architecture and its philosophy with the goal of resuscitating the 
traditional philosophy of art, a goal which I had pursued avidly through the 
translation of works ofCoomaraswamy, Schuon, and Burckhardt, as well as 
my own lectures and writings. Consequently, a major conference was held 
in Isfahan to which we invited not only Persian architects but also foreign 
ones including the great Egyptian architect I:Iasan Fat~y who had been 
somewhat neglected in his homeland until then. We arranged for the publi
cation in America ofhis Building for the Poor, an event which contributed 
to the sudden spread ofhis fame during the twilight of his life. The revival 
of interest in the traditional arts and architecture and their philosophy 
throughout the Islamic world received a major impetus from this event. 

Another conference, organized by me and also inaugurated by the 
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Shahbanou, but this time in Shiraz, concerned traditional medicine. Long 
before the rise of interest in holistic and alternative medicine which we 
observe today, I had been concerned with the philosophy of traditional 
medicine about which I had already written as far as Islamic medicine was 
concerned. I had not heeded the advice of my father to become a physician 
(~akim) like himself but I was certainly attracted to the other meaning in 
Islamic civilization of f:zakim as philosopher as well as to the worldview and 
practice of the traditionall}akims (as physicians). I organized this conference 
with full awareness of the strong opposition which would come from modern 
educated physicians as well as modern pharmacists and pharmaceutical 
firms. Fortunately, however, with the Shahbanou's support and my own 
influence in educational circles we were able to hold a very successful 
conference to which many practitioners of various schools of traditional 
medicine were invited including several experts in Chinese medicine. 
Special attention was paid, however, to physicians from Pakistan and India 
where not only Ayurvedic but also Islamic medicine has survived to this day, 
revived in fact by such figures as I:Iakim 'Abd al-I:Iamid in India and his 
brother, I:Iaklm Mu~ammad Sa'Id, from Pakistan who was a major figure in 
the conference. The treatment of the subject in the conference made a great 
impact in Iran to the extent that even after the Revolution of 1979, when for 
some time my writings in Persian were either not published or printed 
without my name, the proceedings of the conference were brought out in 
Tehran and included the text of my introductory speech. Since then interest 
in traditional Islamic medicine has continued to grow in Iran as well as in 
several other Islamic countries parallel with the rise of interest in alternative 
and holistic medicine in the West. 

Also of enduring importance was the first International Conference on 
Muslim Education held in Mecca in 1977. For several years I had worked on 
this project with 'AbpalUih Naseef, then the president of King Abdulaziz 
University in Jeddah, Syed 'Ali Ashraf, a well-known Muslim educator from 
Bangladesh, and a number of other Muslim educational experts, and when 
the conference was held I presented a position paper on the teaching of 
philosophy, Islamic, Western, and both non-Islamic and non-Western, which 
appeared as the opening chapter of the book I edited later as Philosophy, 
Literature and Fine Arts in the Islamic Education Series. This conference 
was to lead to the establishment of several Islamic universities from 
Malaysia to Nigeria and also to several later conferences in which the 
"Islamization" of various disciplines were discussed, and my position paper 
became the basis for much continued discussion about the teaching of 
philosophy in the Islamic world. The conference also brought forth the idea 
of the Islamization of knowledge, an idea associated from the early 1980s 
onward with the name of my colleague at Temple University, Isma'Il al
Fariiqi, and later the International Institute of Islamic Thought. I had in fact 
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spoken of the necessity to integrate knowledge cultivated in the modern 
West into the Islamic perspective from the 1950s onward but had not used 
the term "Islamization" ofknowledge. Moreover, what Syed 'Ali Ashraf and 
I had proposed at the Mecca Conference was precisely the integration of all 
forms of knowledge into the Islamic perspective and the creation of an 
educational curriculum which was based on the Islamic worldview. My 
special goal was to delineate precisely that world view as .crystallized in the 
central discipline of philosophy and to develop a program for the study of 
philosophy and the humanities from the Islamic perspective. The goals set 
by the Mecca Conference were not fully reached, but the impact of the 
conference was great and the question of the "Islamization of Knowledge" 
continues to be one of the central intellectual concerns of the Islamic world 
today. 

Before concluding this discussion about conferences, a word must be 
said about the two Festivals of the World of Islam, organized by Paul Keeler 
in London in 1971 and 1976. I played an active role in both events including 
giving major lectures in Islamic thought. But it was especially the 1976 
festival, held on a much grander scale than the first one, that took much of 
my energy. Besides publishing Islam and the Plight of Modern Man and 
editing Islam and the Perennial Philosophy by Frithjof Schuon for that 
occasion, I supervised the first exhibition ever held of Islamic science in the 
Science Museum in London. The exhibition, inaugurated by the Shahbanou, 
sought to demonstrate how Islamic science, far from being only the historical 
antecedent of modern Western science (although it certainly played a major 
historical role in its foundation) was based on another philosophy of nature 
and was a "sacred science," as I was to discuss this concept in my later 
works. Meanwhile, it was for the occasion of this festival that I wrote Islamic 
Science-An Illustrated Study (with the remarkable photographs taken by 
Roland Michaud under my direction), a work which continues to attract 
many readers not only in its English version but also in its Persian, Arabic, 
and Turkish ones. It was also for the 1976 festival that I, together with Titus 
Burckhardt, to whom I owed so much of my understanding of traditional 
cosmology and art, and Yiisuf Ibish, a friend and colleague, supervised the 
six-part BBC film series, "The Traditional World of Islam," a series which 
continues to be used in schools and universities to this day. 

So far I have spoken of my philosophical activities in Iran but now I 
must return to 1958 and discuss my own re-education in Islamic philosophy 
which began upon my return to my homeland'in that year. Years of study of 
Islamic and European medieval philosophy in the West, my direct encounter 
with the great expositors of traditional doctrines such as Schuon and 
Burckhardt, and my childhood experiences had all added up to convince me 
that there was an oral tradition of wisdom (l}ikmah) that could only be 
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learned at the feet of traditional masters. Islamic philosophy became 
intertwined in later centuries with gnosis, but what was still distinctly 
philosophy and not theology or mysticism in the sense understood in the 
West, still survived in Persia. Therefore, I set out soon after returning home 
to discover the still living traditional masters of ~ikmah in order to benefit 
directly from their oral teachings. Strangely enough, this quest was 
facilitated and doors opened for me by my late father, for one of his closest 
friends, Sayyid Mul}ammad Ka~im 'A~~ar, who was one of the greatest 
teachers of traditional philosophy at that time, was still alive. Soon after my 
arrival I went to visit him and because of my father, he received me with 
open arms. Soon he took me with him to the house of a well-known lawyer, 
Dhu'l-Majd Tabataba'I, where three afternoons a week the master taught 
traditional texts of philosophy and metaphysics or gnosis ( 'irfan) to a small 
group. Not only did I begin to attend these courses, but it was there that I 
was to meet other major masters of traditional philosophy and gnosis. It was 
through Dhu'l-Majd that I met 'Allamah Sayyid Mul}ammad I:Iusayn 
Tabataba '1 and we also visited other traditional philosophers/theosophers or 
~akims such as Sayyid Abu'l-J:Iasan Qazw1n1 and Mahdi Ilahi Qumsha'i. 
Soon, in fact, I met nearly all the well-known ~akims of Persia including 
Jawad Mu~lil;, Mal}miid Shahabi, and Abu'l-J:Iasan Sha'rani, as well as 
nearly all the well-known Sufi teachers and masters of the various orders 
such as J:lajj Maleknia, Jawad Niirbakhsh, Mulla J:lubb-i J:laydar, and, of 
course, my teacher of Sufi literature Hadi J:la'iri, who was like a second 
father to me. Here, I need only to say a few words about those who were my 
direct teachers, who influenced my intellectual views, and who taught me 
Islamic philosophy and gnosis from the traditional perspective, providing 
knowledge which I was able to integrate into the metaphysical perspective 
based upon traditional doctrines and the philosophia perennis as expounded 
by Guenon and Schuon, doctrines that those teachings fortified and con
firmed in every way. 

Like my other traditional teachers, Sayyid Mul}ammad Ka~im 'A~~ar 
was a member of the class of religious scholars or 'ulama and wore the 
traditional Islamic dress with a black turban, marking his descent from the 
Prophet of Islam, and an 'abayah. His father had also been a religious 
scholar but the young son had set out to study in France and after studying 
philosophy and mathematics there had returned to Najaf in Iraq to pursue his 
Islamic studies and finally settled in Tehran where he was celebrated as an 
authority on the law as well as on Islamic philosophy. He was also a master 
of gnosis and the esoteric sciences and a true philosopher in the traditional 
sense who lived the life of virtue. Detached from the dissipative influences 
of the world, he possessed a remarkable sense of humor and laughed at the 
world of relativity in the manner of a Taoist sage in realization of the 
transience of all that is other than the Absolute and therefore by nature 
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relative. He never ceased to smile while making dismissive remarks about 
the intellectual and cultural claims of the modernized classes. He was the 
first traditionally trained Islamic philosopher who also knew Western 
thought firsthand, but rarely did he delve into comparative philosophy. 
Rather, at both Tehran University and the SepahsaHir madrasah (or 
traditional school of learning), which was a major center of Islamic 
education in Tehran, he taught primarily Islamic philosophy. 

As early as 1958, I began to attend his classes at the Sepahsalar school 
on the Shar~-i man~iimah of I:Iajji Mulla Hadi Sabziwarl, a nineteenth
century text of Islamic philosophy which is very popular in Persia. At the 
house of Dhu'l-Majd Tabataba'i we began our thrice weekly session 
studying theoretical Sufism or gnosis with the master, the text chosen being 
the As hi' 'at al-lama 'at by the fifteenth-century Sufi metaphysician 'Abd al
Ra~an Jami. It took several years to complete just the introduction to this 
work, but through this exercise I had learned how to read (the Latin lecture), 
in the traditional sense, a text of this kind accompanied always with precious 
commentaries. 'A~r, who was then in his eighties, would teach for nearly 
two hours with incredible joy and spontaneity requiring of us only our 
attention, not expecting nor willing to accept remuneration of any kind. He 
followed the traditional Islamic ideal that ~ikmah or philosophy should be 
taught freely. That is why historically the Islamic philosophers had been 
physicians, such as Ibn Sina and Ibn Tufayl, jurists such as Ibn Rushd and 
Mir Damad, or scientists such as Tiisi, because it was from these professions 
that they provided for their livelihood. Even 'A~r taught Islamic law along 
with philosophy in the institutions where he taught in order to gain a living. 
But the "lesson outside the school" (dars-i kharij), where philosophy has 
always been taught in Persia, remained a gift of the mind and spirit given to 
those in quest of that type of knowledge. In my humble way I have tried to 
continue this tradition to the extent possible in the contemporary context. 
'A~~ar died in his early nineties in 1974, living until his last days in 
meditation, reading Ibn Sina, Suhrawardi, Mulla Sadra, and other traditional 
authorities, and receiving students. I used to visit him on a weekly basis even 
when he was ill and confined to his house in order to ask philosophical as 
well as personal questions, for he was for me not only a major teacher in the 
Islamic sciences, especially metaphysics, but also a second father whom I 
had known since my earliest childhood. 

In the fall of 1958, shortly after meeting Dhu'l-Majd Tabataba'i, I was 
invited by him to come to his beautiful Persian garden in northern Tehran, 
where our classes with Sayyid Mu~ammad Ka?im 'A~~r were held, to meet 
another of the major intellectual luminaries of that day, 'Allamah Sayyid 
Mu~ammad J:Iusayn Tabataba'i, with whom an immediate relationship 
developed for the next twenty years. I was to study with him various texts of 
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Islamic philosophy and Sufism as well as comparative philosophy which 
meant dealing with works of other traditions including the Tao Te Ching and 
the Upani~ads. 'AIHimah Tabataba '1 hailed from a well-known family of 
religious scholars from Tabriz and like many other scholars had studied in 
Najaf. The communist takeover of Iranian Azerbaijan during the Second 
World War had driven him to Qom, the religious center of Iran, where he 
settled and where he died in his early eighties in 1982. This venerable 
teacher was a person of great saintly presence who exuded a sense of silence 
and an air of inwardness in his immediate surroundings. He had not only 
studied philosophy and gnosis in his youth, but also spent years in spiritual 
practice which included long periods during which he observed silence. True 
to the Platonic ideal of the philosopher, he had for long practiced dying and 
was in fact already a dead person walking, dead to all the passions of the 
soul. He spoke little and rarely raised his head. And yet he was one of the 
greatest philosophers and religious scholars of his day. He revived Islamic 
philosophy in Qom and trained a number of younger philosophers some of 
whom were to gain great eminence later. After the Second World War, when 
the Marxists exercised much influence in Iran, he challenged the Marxists 
to an intellectual debate and wrote his major philosophic opus Falsafah wa 
rawish-i ri 'a/ism ("Philosophy and the Method of Realism"), as an in-depth 
critique of dialectical materialism from the point of view of Islamic 
philosophy and especially the school of Mulla ~adra with which he 
identified himself. This unique work, including the commentaries of the 
most famous of his traditional students, Murtada Mutahharl, has had 
considerable philosophical influence since its ~ompo~ition. 'Allamah 
Tabataba '1 also wrote the most extensive Quranic commentary of this 
century, Tafsir al-mizan ("The Commentary of the Balance") and edited 
with his own commentary the new edition ofMulla ~adra's monumental al
Asfar al-arba 'ah ("The Four Journeys"), which I studied with him for years. 

The 'Allamah would come to Tehran every other weekend and we had 
our classes with him on Thursday evenings and Friday mornings. Occasion
ally I would go to Qom to study and discuss philosophical matters with him. 
His summers were often spent in Darakah, a village at the foot of the 
mountains north of Tehran. During one summer I studied alone with him 
some of the ghazals of}:ffifi~ whose esoteric significance he would reveal in 
such profundity that it seemed that the walls of his humble house were 
speaking in unison with him. Altogether I was to learn much about 
philosophy and spirituality from him and I participated in many projects with 
him. Foremost among these were the many years of intellectual discourse 
between him and Henry Corbin in which I was the main translator in both 
an intellectual and a linguistic sense. 

Each fall Corbin would come to Tehran for three months during which 
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we would have sessions of intellectual discourse with the 'Allamah at the 
house ofDhu'l-Majd. Corbin would usually pose some pertinent philosophi
cal questions which had been discussed at the Eranos meetings in Switzer
land or in philosophical circles in Paris the year before. Then a major 
discussion would ensue for which I usually translated from French into 
Persian and vice versa, often adding my own commentary. This task was also 
performed sometimes by 'Isa Sepahbodi, professor of aesthetics and French 
literature at Tehran University, and also by Dariush Shayegan, Indologist, 
philosopher, and friend, who joined our circle early in the '60s. Many other 
outstanding thinkers participated in these private gatherings, including 
Mu~ahhari, and also from time to time the eminent authority on Sufism, 
Badi' al-Zaman Furiizanfar. Certainly no intellectual exchange had taken 
place on such a high philosophical level between the West and the Islamic 
World since the Middle Ages. These twenty years of intellectual exchange 
were to result in several publications as well as in the spread of serious 
interest in comparative philosophy in Persia to which 'Allamah Tabataba 'i 
himself was much attracted. That is why after the departure of Corbin to 
France, we would often choose a text of Eastern or Western metaphysics and 
make it a basis of comparative discourse with the 'Allamah. One year in fact 
Shayegan and I translated most of the Tao Te Ching into Persian for this 
purpose, a translation which was later lost as a result of the destruction of 
Shayegan's library in a fire. 

When Kenneth Cragg established the center for the global study of 
religion at Colgate University in America and helped in the founding of the 
Center for the Study of World Religions at Harvard University, with which 
I have been connected since its founding, he sought to commission authentic 
works on various religions of the world and to this end came to Iran to seek 
my help in preparing three works on Shi'ism. I accepted the invitation and 
went to 'Allamah Tabataba'i for help. The result of this cooperation was the 
book Shi'ah dar islam (edited and translated by myself into English from the 
original Persian as Shi 'ite Islam) which appeared in 1975 and which remains 
to this day one of the most popular works on Shi'ism in both Persian and 
English. As part of this project the 'Allamah also wrote Qur'an dar islam 
("The Quran in Islam") which has also appeared with my introduction in 
English and Persian, and made a selection of the sayings of the Shi'ite 
Imams which were to be rendered into English by William Chittick as A 
Shi 'ite Anthology again with an introduction by me. This trilogy was to make 
'All amah Tabataba 'i known in Western circles concerned with Islamic 
thought a~d al~o in many other Islamic countries. In the mid-'70s I 
suggested to 'Allamah Tabataba 'i that he should write a new work on 
Islamic philosophy to be used as a text for the teaching of the subject in 
traditional circles. After much insistence on my part, he accepted the task 
and composed the two short but masterly texts: Bidayat al-~ikmah ("The 
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Beginning of Philosophy/Wisdom") and Nihiihat al-~ikmah ("The End of 
Philosophy/Wisdom") which continue to enjoy great popularity in Iran to 
this day. 

I saw 'AlHimah Tabataba 'i for the last time in Tehran in the turbulent 
days of the fall of 1978. I shall never forget his profound gaze at the moment 
of our farewell. Later after the Revolution, while he was being much 
celebrated in Iran (a university was even named after him), he sent me a 
message saying how happy he was that I was outside the country away from 
the prevading turmoil. On his deathbed he called one of my friends and 
asked him to tell me to keep the torch of traditional philosophy burning 
while I was in that far away land of America. 

The third of my main traditional teachers in Islamic philosophy and 
gnosis was Sayyid Abu'l-I:Iasan Qazwini who was a venerable man in his 
late seventies when I first met him in the early '60s in Tehran. He had a 
more official and formal religious function than either 'A~~r or Tabataba 'i 
and was in fact a "grand iiyatolliih" at a time when few scholars in Iran 
possessed even the title of iiyatolliih. Early in his life he started teaching in 
Qom and could count among his students Ayatollah Khomeini himself. 
Although a formidable authority in Islamic Law, his great love was the so
called intellectual sciences (a!- 'uliim a!- 'aqliyyah) at the heart of which 
stands philosophy. An expert in traditional mathematics and astronomy, he 
spent most ofhis teaching efforts in the domain of the philosophy ofMulla 
~adra which he taught in a thorough and incomparably detailed fashion 
during the fall season in Tehran and the rest of the year, at least off and on, 
in Qazwin, a city some one hundred miles northwest of the capital. For five 
years I studied the Asfiir al-arba 'ah ("The Four Journeys") with him in 
Tehran and also made numerous journeys to Qazwin often with one of his 
choice students, Sayyid Jalal al-Din Ashtiyani, who is one of the leading 
philosophers of Iran today, as well as with other scholars. I have met no one 
who was as good a systematic teacher of the text of the Asfiir as he. I owe 
much to him for clarifying some of the most difficult aspects of ~adrian 
metaphysics and epistemology especially those concerning the question of 
God's knowledge of creation. 

Sayyid Abu' I I:Jasan Qazwini wrote little and spent nearly all of his time 
teaching as well as addressing the religious needs of the community. He had 
an aura of majesty and exuded a sense of great intellectual power which 
reminded me often of what I had read about Nasir al-Din Tiisi, who was also 
an outstanding mathematician as well as a philosopher.' The master from 
Qazwin, who usually bore a severe countenance, took a liking to me and 
agreed to write a few short treatises for me on specific questions of 
philosophy that I would pose to him. During each journey to Qazwin I would 
pose a specific question and then he would write the answer in a notebook 
which he then gave to me during our next visit. In this manner a number of 
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short treatises were collected, all written in exquisite Persian and dealing in 
simple language with some of the most complicated issues of traditional 
philosophy. Fortunately before the Revolution I lent this notebook to the 
well-known scholar Mo~mmad Taghl Daneshpazhiih of the Central Library 
of Tehran University who made a photocopy of it for their collection, 
because with the loss of my library during the Revolution in 1979, this 
precious notebook was also lost at least to me. I was pleasantly surprised to 
see these treatises edited and published in later years by important philo
sophical figures including one of the foremost authorities in traditional 
philosophy in Iran today, Seyyed I:Iasan I:Iasanzadeh Amuli. Ayatollah 
Qazwini himself died in the mid-'70s. 

Besides these three main figures with whom I studied traditional 
philosophy for two decades, there are a few others whom I need to mention 
with whom I either studied briefly or carried out philosophical exchange. 
One of these figures, a venerable teacher, poet, and saintly figure, was 
Mahdi Ilahi Qumsha'I, who taught Islamic philosophy at the Faculty of 
Theology of Tehran University and was the author of a well-known two
volume work on philosophy, lfikmat-i ilahi kha~ ~ wa 'amm ("Divine 
Wisdom/philosophy [or theosophy in its original sense] General and 
Particular"). Besides studying this work with him for some time, I also 
studied al-Insan al-kamil ("Universal Man"), the famous text of Sufi 
metaphysics by 'Abd al-Karim al-nll, with this gentle master who would 
tum to the themes of Divine Love and union no matter with what text he 
would begin. 

In contrast to him Jawad Mu~lil)., also professor at the same Faculty of 
Theology and from the school of Shiraz, was given to rigorous logical and 
philosophical discourse and had a highly logical and analytical mind. He had 
become known for his fine translations into Persian of sections of Mulla 
~adra' s Asfar and other works of the Safavid master especially al-Shawahid 
al-rilbubiyyah ("Divine Witnesses") which was published after the 
Revolution when he migrated to America. I studied with him not Mulla 
~adra but rather sections of Shar~ al-isharat ("The Commentary Upon the 
Book of Directives and Remarks [of Ibn Sina]") by Na~Ir al-Oin Tusi. This 
is one of the most logically rigorous texts of Islamic philosophy which 
played the major role in the resuscitation of the Peripatetic philosophy oflbn 
Sina after its criticism by the Ash'arite theologians such as al-Ghazzall and 
especially Fakhr al-Oin al-Razi, for whose criticisms of Ibn Sina Tiisi 
provides a sentence-by-sentence reply in this work. 

There were also a number of younger traditional Islamic philosophers 
with whom I carried out philosophical discussion. Among this group I must 
mention first of all Murta~ Mu!ahhari, a close friend, who had been the 
choice student of' Allamah Taba!aba 'I and who was also a professor at the 
Faculty of Theology at Tehran University. Mu!ahhari, while being a 
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religious activist, was also a gifted thinker much interested in providing 
answers drawn from Islamic philosophy to questions posed by modem 
Western philosophy. Unfortunately he did not know any European languages 
well enough to be able to make use of Western philosophical writings 
directly and so he relied on translation of works of European philosophy in 
Persian and Arabic, much of which is very faulty. He would therefore often 
spend time with me discussing various theses of Western thought and we 
also cooperated together on a few scholarly projects as well as educational 
activities, which included our joint participation in and subsequent 
resignation from the famous religious center J:Iusayniyya-yi Irshad. I also 
consulted Mu~hhari when the Academy of Philosophy was established, and 
he remained one of its advisors to the end. When the Revolution came, he 
joined it wholeheartedly, having been a student of Ayatollah Khomeini years 
before in Qom, and became in fact the head of the Revolutionary Council. 
In the short period that he held that position he tried to protect educational 
and intellectual elements as much as possible, but soon after the Revolution 
he was assassinated, leaving unfinished a notable intellectual and philosophi
cal career. 

Another figure with whom I had a close friendship and shared philo
sophical interests was Sayyid Jalal al-Din Ashtiyani, a classmate of Mu~h
harl in Qom, who became professor of Islamic philosophy at Mashhad 
University in Khorasan where he still teaches. A prolific author and editor, 
he has revived numerous major texts of Islamic philosophy usually with his 
own commentary and substantial introductions which have clarified many 
chapters of the history of the philosophical tradition of Persia. At my 
suggestion he participated with Corbin in the preparation of a seven-volume 
anthology of Islamic philosophy in Persia from the Safavid period to the 
present day. Four volumes of this vast work entitled Anthologie des plillo
sophes iraniens depuis le XV!le siecle jz;,squ 'a nos jours appeared before 
Corbin's death in 1978 put an end to this joint effort with which I was 
involved at nearly every stage. I usually wrote English but occasionally both 
English and Persian introductions to the numerous works that Ashtiyani 
edited and published. If I were to put these introductions together they would 
constitute a small volume in themselves. I travelled to Mashhad often to plan 
with Ashtiyani various projects involving Islamic philosophy and also sent 
him many students, not only Persian and Arab, but also Western and 
Japanese, many of whom have become authorities in the field of Islamic 
philosophy and gnosis. 

Finally, among the philosophers who belonged to the generation 
following that of my own traditional masters of Islamic thought, I must 
mention Mahdi J:Ia'iri Yazdi From a famous family ofShi'ite scholars, this 
venerable thinker studied first in Qom and, after becoming a recognized 
authority in both Islamic Law and philosophy, set out for the West where he 
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studied analytical philosophy for fifteen years, attaining his doctorate in 
Western philosophy. He also taught for some time at Oxford, Harvard, the 
University ofToronto, Georgetown University, and elsewhere. After Sayyid 
Mul).ammad Ka:{:im 'A~~ar, he was the first person from the class of the 
'ulama' to have had training in both traditional Islamic philosophy and 
Western philosophy and the first to have turned his attention to analytic 
philosophy. He is the author of a number of important works dealing with 
the confrontation of Islamic philosophy and Western analytic philosophy. 
We have been close friends for many years and I have always been interested 
in having his works become known in Western philosophical circles. He 
resided in the suburbs of Washington, DC for many years after the Revolu
tion and it was here that after many discussions I embarked in consultation 
with him upon the editing of one of his major works, which had been already 
rendered into English, but which needed to be seriously edited in order to be 
published by a reputable press in the West. The result of this effort was his 
book The Principles of Epistemology in Islamic Philosophy with my 
foreword which has been well received among a number of American 
philosophers. J:Ia' ir1 Y azd1, suffering from Parkinson's disease, has now 
returned to Iran, but he continues to write and teach a new generation of 
students interested in Islamic philosophy in its relation to various strands of 
Western philosophical thought, especially analytic philosophy, and the 
challenge it poses for traditional Islamic philosophy. J:Ia'iri Yazdi is in fact 
one of the pioneers in the opening of a new chapter in the tradition oflslamic 
philosophy, and it is precisely in this effort that we have collaborated 
together for many years even if we do not necessarily agree on the interpreta
tion of all philosophical issues and on the significance of analytic philosophy 
itself. 

While discussing the period between my return to Iran in 1958 and the 
Revolution of 1979 when I left the country, it is necessary to mention two 
major intellectual figures who were not Persians but whom I met and with 
whom I had close philosophical association in Persia, these men being Henry 
Corbin and Toshihiko Izutsu. I had already read many of the celebrated 
French philosopher and Islamicist' s works while at Harvard, especially his 
Avicenna and the Visionary Recital whose interpretation of A vicenna' s 
mystical philosophy I followed closely in my doctoral thesis. Soon upon 
returning to Tehran in 1958, I met Corbin and his wife Stella, who has done 
so much since his death to make the works of her husband available 
publicly. In the '50s, besides being a professor at the Sorbonne and holder 
of the chair of Islamic studies of Louis Massignon at the Ecole des Haute 
Etudes, Corbin was also director of the section on Iranian Studies or 
iranologie, at the Institut Franco-iranien in Tehran and therefore would 
spend every fall season in Iran. 
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A very close association was created between us immediately, one which 
would last until his death in 1978. We taught together a doctoral seminar in 
philosophy at Tehran University for some fifteen years and participated in 
the bi-weekly philosophical sessions with 'Allamah Taba!aba'l for almost 
two decades. We carried out major scholarly projects together including the 
writing of His to ire de Ia philosophie islamique which became very popular 
and which has been translated into almost every major European and Islamic 
language. Furthermore, it was as a result of Corbin's insistence on bringing 
out a third volume to complement his two-volume edition of Suhrawardl's 
Opera Metaphysica et Mystica that I spent some eight years in editing 
Suhrawardi' s Persian works to which Corbin wrote a long French 
prolegomena. The list of the fruits of our philosophical and scholarly 
collaboration is too long to cite here. Suffice it to say that it continued even 
after Corbin's retirement from the Sorbonne which coincided with my 
founding of the Iranian Academy ofPhilosophy. I invited Corbin to teach at 
the Academy and continue his philosophical research and teaching under its 
auspices. He accepted the invitation and was with us until the illness which 
led to his death. 

I also met Corbin often in France where he acquainted me with his 
philosophical friends who ranged from Cardinal Jean Danielou and Gabriel 
Marcel to Gaston Bachelard and Gaston Berger. Through Corbin I was also 
able to meet and have philosophical discussions with the younger generation 
of French philosophers who came to be known as the nouveau philosophes, 
including such men as Christian Jambet and Philippe Nemo. I lectured at the 
Sorbonne from time to time through Corbin's invitation and participated 
occasionally in conferences with him, one of the most interesting being the 
first conference ever organized on Shi'ism in Europe, a colloquium held in 
the University of Strasbourg in 1966. 

Corbin was the first person to translate Heidegger into French, including 
his Was ist das Metaphysik? In fact Jean-Paul Sartre has expressed his debt 
to Corbin for introducing him to the thought of Heidegger. Later, upon 
discovering Islamic philosophy, especially the later schools which had 
developed an elaborate ontology, Corbin turned his interests from the 
Existenz Philosophie to the metaphysics of Being of a figure such as Mulla 
Sadra. In his French introduction to Mulla Sadra's Kitiib al-mashii'ir which 
he had translated as Le Livre des penetrati~ns metaphysiques, Corbin dealt 
brilliantly with the divergence of the paths ofWestern and Islamic philoso
phies as far as the understanding ofwujiid/esse was concerned. 

During the Strasbourg colloquium, one day Corbin and I took a walk to 
Mont St. Odile, the church and mausoleum of the tenth-century saint who 
had brought Christianity to that region of northern Europe. We stood on the 
hill where the mausoleum is located, behind us France and before us the 
Black Forest and Germany. Corbin put his arms around my shoulders and 



50 SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR 

said that when he was young he had descended from the trail stretching now 
before us to go to Fribourg to meet Heidegger. Then he added with a smile, 
"Now that I have a Shi'ite philosopher standing by my side, I do not need to 
descend on that path again." 

Corbin was the first major philosopher in modem Europe to have been 
also an Islamicist and his works are of major philosophical as well as 
scholarly importance. We shared together intense interest in esoterism and 
gnosis (in its original sense of illuminative knowledge and not the theologi
cal heresy associated with gnosticism), in Islamic philosophy and Sufism, in 
pre-Islamic Persian thought, in Platonism, Hermeticism, and alchemy, in the 
Western esoteric tradition, and in general philosophies which have been 
concerned with the world of the Spirit. We both had a disdain for historicism 
(and of course not history or the "historial") and I always repeated to Corbin 
my complete agreement with him that the time had come to write the "anti
history of anti-philosophy" in the West. 

But we also had important philosophical differences. I was and remain 
a traditionalist whereas, while Corbin like myself defended the philosophia 
perennis, he had an aversion to the teachings of the main representatives of 
the traditionalist school, especially Guenon. He appreciated the writings of 
Schuon more and was especially happy about the latter's severe criticism of 
Teilhard de Chardin who had become popular in certain Catholic circles in 
the '60s. In a sense Corbin was a great defender of many aspects of 
traditional teachings without being a traditionalist strictly speaking. 

This difference between us came out especially when we discussed Carl 
Gustav Jung. For years Corbin attended the Eranos annual conferences held 
in Ascona, Switzerland and attended by many eminent scholars from Louis 
Massignon to Ernst Benz and Gershom Scholem. Originally, however, the 
meetings were arranged around Jung and were especially concerned with his 
work. Like other traditionalists, I believe that Jung did not at all understand 
the transcendent and spiritual nature of myths and symbols which he 
"psychologized," substituting the "collective unconcious" for the "Divine 
Treasury" which is the source of all veritable symbols. Corbin, on the 
contrary, kept insisting that although outwardly Jung had spoken of the 
collective unconscious, privately he shared the traditional perspective. In any 
case Corbin and I continued to have important divergences of views 
considering Jung and many other modem figures and ideas. 

Altogether my long association with Corbin played an important role in 
my philosophical life, not in determining its framework and foundation 
which remained in traditional metaphysics' and the perennial philosophy, but 
in addressing certain specific issues and in carrying out particular projects 
of a scholarly and philosophical nature. I always considered Corbin's 
writings to be of importance not only as a means for the rediscovering of 
important elements of the Islamic philosophical tradition, but also for 
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contemporary Western philosophy as well as comparative philosophy. That 
is why I edited a major Festschrift for him and also asked him to prepare a 
work on comparative philosophy for our Academy. The book entitled 
Philosophie iranienne et philosophie comparee was published by the 
Academy in 1977 and was to be one of the last of his works to see the light 
of day during his own lifetime. 

Strangely enough, Corbin was also to exercise considerable influence in 
the revival of interest in Islamic philosophy in Iran itself while turning the 
attention of Persians to the non-rationalistic and non-positivistic currents of 
Western philosophy. Since among modernized Orientals, including my 
countrymen, there is often an inferiority complex vis-a-vis the West, and 
they are mesmerized by whatever they hear from Western sources, Corbin 
served an important function as an antidote to this illness and was a major 
aid to me in Iran in my attempt to revive Islamic philosophy on the one hand 
and to expand the horizons of the students of philosophy in understanding 
Western philosophy on the other. For two decades we were able to 
collaborate closely together, each facilitating the work of the other despite 
divergent views on certain fundamental issues. We were able to resuscitate 
interest in traditional philosophy in Persia and Islamic thought in the West 
to a much greater degree by working together on so many projects than we 
could have had we worked separately. 

Once I asked Corbin how he would describe himself philosophically. He 
said, "I am a phenomenologist but I use this term in the traditional sense of 
one who carries out the process of kashf al-ma~jiib." This well-known 
Arabic term means literally "removing the veil of that which is veiled." 
Corbin was a spiritual hermeneut who saw the role of the true philosopher 
as having the ability to bring out the inner or hidden meaning of things. He 
devoted his life to this task, especially to the understanding of the inward 
meaning of the imaginal and angelic worlds, and produced a vast corpus of 
writings which deal with the deepest teachings of the Islamic and Western 
philosophical traditions with which my own philosophical life has been also 
concerned to a large extent. And like myself, Corbin always saw the real 
philosopher as the person who combines theoretical and experiential 
knowledge, the perfection of mental and intellectual faculties and purifica
tion of one's being, the philosopher whom one of Corbin's and my own 
intellectual mentors, Shaykh al-ishraq Shihab al-Din Suhrawardi, was to 
describe so luminously in his many writings to which we both devoted so 
many years of our lives. 

My relationship with Izutsu, the unparalleled Japanese Islamicist and 
philosopher, was not as extensive as that which I had with Corbin but was 
nevertheless significant. Like Corbin, Izutsu was at once a philosopher and 
an outstanding Islamicist but from a Zen Buddhist rather than Western 
Christian background. Izutsu was a remarkable linguist, a master of not only 
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Chinese and Japanese, Sanskrit, Arabic, and Persian, but also many of the 
Western languages both classical and modern. His first interests in Islamic 
studies were in fact linguistic and he made outstanding studies of the 
linguistic structure of the Quran and the language of Islamic theology which 
first brought him to the attention of the scholarly public outside of Japan. 
After our first meeting at McGill University in 1962 where he was teaching 
at the time and his attendance at my lecture on Mulla ~adra, he decided to 
tum his attention to Islamic philosophy and gnosis. He subsequently devoted 
the rest of his life mostly to their study, although he did also write on Taoism 
and Zen Buddhism. He wrote a number of outstanding works on Islamic 
thought including a comparative study of Lao-Tzu and Ibn 'Arabi in his 
Taosim and Sufism and Creation and the Timeless Order of Things 
comprised of a number of essays on metaphysics, some based on our 
extensive discussions. He also edited a number of important Islamic 
philosophical texts with the Persian scholar of philosophy and theology, 
Mehdi Mo~aghegh. 

I remained closely associated with Izutsu from 1962 until the Iranian 
Revolution of 1979 and visited him in Japan. We also attended many 
international conferences together. Furthermore, he introduced my work to 
the Japanese audience by arranging for the translation of my Three Muslim 
Sages into Japanese and its publication by the famous publisher Iwanami 
which had also published so many of his works on Islamic studies in 
Japanese and which also published in 1997 his Festschrift entitled Con
sciousness and Reality for which I wrote the preface as well as contributed 
an essay on Mulla ~adra. 

When the Academy of Philosophy was established, I invited him to join 
its faculty, an invitation which he accepted happily. Here he taught both 
Islamic and Far Eastern philosophy and, upon my insistence, wrote an 
outstanding work on Zen "philosophy." He told me that although Zen was 
opposed to ordinary philosophical speculation, it nevertheless possessed a 
philosophy in the deeper sense of the term and therefore entitled his book 
Toward a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism. Also in the '70s upon the discovery 
of the old manuscript of the Tao-Te Ching in an imperial archaeological site 
in China, Izutsu suggested that we translate this work into Persian together. 
For over a year he and I would sit together in the beautiful garden of the 
Academy to translate the newly discovered text into Persian. He would first 
translate the text from Chinese to English. Then I would translate the 
English into Persian. Finally I would read tht? Persian and he would compare 
it with the original Chinese and together we would make whatever final 
corrections were necessary. In this way we not only produced a Persian 
translation but also an English one as a side product. I also took into full 
consideration his commentaries in making my Persian translation. When I 
left Iran in January of 1979, ostensibly for a couple of weeks but in reality 
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not to return again, this text was the only one of my works in progress that 
I took with me because I thought I could work on it on the plane and other 
occasions during the journey in order to prepare it for publication. I therefore 
still have the text although it has not as yet seen the light of day. 

I learned much about Far Eastern philosophies as well as the aesthetics 
associated with Japanese culture from Izutsu. I still recall his wonderful 
lecture to me on Buddhist aesthetics as we walked in the beautiful gardens 
of Kamakura in 1970 when I had gone to Japan to lecture on the occasion of 
the Osaka World Fair. I also benefited from his life long meditations upon 
the relation between language and meaning or semantics in general 
especially as it concerned religious and philosophical texts. In as much as the 
state of the knowing subject has an effect upon one's manner of knowledge 
according to the famous dictum of Aristotle, "knowledge is according to the 
mode of the knower," Izutsu's coming from a Zen rather than Western 
religious and philosophical background and yet dealing with the same 
Islamic philosophical texts as dealt with by Western scholars was of much 
interest to me and taught me a great deal about the parameters and modes of 
comparative philosophy in which Izutsu was certainly one of the masters of 
his day. 

Finally, before leaving my activities in Iran, it is necessary to give an 
account of the foundation of what was formally known as the Imperial 
Iranian Academy of Philosophy, an institution which was Iran's most 
important center of philosophical activity before the Iranian Revolution and 
which, having survived the Revolution, continues to play that role in today's 
Iran. In 1973 I was elected a member of the lnstitut International de 
Philosophie, a great honor in the realm of philosophy which did not go 
unnoticed among the general Iranian public. Soon thereafter, Raymond 
Klibansky, who is a former president of the Institut, visited Tehran and I 
arranged for him to have an audience with the Shahbanou. During the 
audience he suggested to her that Persia had been a great center of philo
sophical activity throughout history and now that a Persian had been chosen 
as a member of the Institut it would be a good idea to create a center for the 
study and propagation of philosophy under her patronage. She responded 
warmly to this suggestion and I was left in charge of establishing such a 
center. I consulted with many Persians concerned with philosophy as well 
as with Corbin, Klibansky himself, and a few others outside Persia. Ma~iid 
Shahabi, one of Iran's venerable traditional philosophers, suggested that this 
center should be an academy directly under royal patronage and independent 
of any university or government organization. Corbin suggested that the 
academy should be called imperiale and not royale, repeating the German 
kaiser/ich in conjunction with the old academy in Berlin. All these 
suggestions were presented to the Shahbanou as well as to the Shah himself 
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and finally the name anjuman-i shahanshahi-yifalsafa-yi iriin or the Imperial 
Iranian Academy of Philosophy was chosen, its by-laws and regulations 
written and approved, and a generous budget set aside for it. 

Rather than building a new edifice for it, I decided to find an old 
mansion in the middle of the city which could be renovated, thus preserving 
some of the old buildings in the city and providing the Academy with an 
ambience of traditional continuity (and history). After some searching I 
found an old mansion with a beautiful Persian garden that had belonged to 
Luqman al-Mulk Malik, a famous physician and political figure who had 
died a few years earlier. We also purchased some of the surrounding houses. 
I brought traditional craftsmen from Isfahan and Tehran to create a 
completely traditional interior replete with blue tiles and traditionally 
designed furniture. Soon a beautiful complex dedicated to the study of 
philosophy was created in the heart ofTehran. 

A number of eminent Iranians were chosen as members of the governing 
board of the Academy including 'Abdollah Ente~m, Ya~a Mahdavi, Mehdi 
Mo~aghegh, Ma~ud Shahabi, and the traditional philosophers Mutahhari 
and Ashtiyani were among its advisors. The Academy also elected a number 
of foreign fellows including Raymundo Panikkar, T. M.P. Mahadevan, A. 
K. Saran, Carmen Blacker, Andrei Bertels, Huston Smith, Naquib al-Attas, 
and Elemire Zolla. I received a royal edict ifarmiin) as the president of the 
Academy and early in 1974 we began our activities. I chose Hadi Sharifi, a 
very close friend and colleague at Tehran University who was a specialist in 
the philosophy of education, as the deputy director, and together we soon 
organized the administrative staff and began to build a major library which 
would soon become the best library for the field of philosophy, including 
both Islamic and Western, in the country. Thanks to the support of the 
Shahbanou, we were able to receive the funds needed to purchase, along 
with works in Persian and Arabic, nearly all the primary texts of Western 
philosophy as well as a great number of secondary sources especially in 
English and French but also in German. 

My plan for the Academy was to provide an ambience of study and 
research but not a degree program. Rather, we would give a certificate to 
students who either had a doctorate or were about to receive one elsewhere. 
Our regular teaching staff included Corbin, Izutsu, William Chittick, and 
myself as well as a number of traditional philosophers such as Shahabi, 
Mu~li~, and Ha'iri Yazdi. We also invited philosophers and scholars from 
both East and West for seminars or lecture series. We offered fellowships for 
both short-term research and longer periods of study in either Islamic 
philosophy or comparative philosophical studies. We were soon to have 
some thirty advanced students from all over the world, many of whom went 
on to become notable scholars and thinkers. 

The Academy also undertook an ambitious publication program and 
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produced some fifty titles in English as well as Persian and Arabic during the 
five years of its existence before the Revolution. The publications included 
important texts by Corbin, Izutsu, Bruce Lawrence, Peter Wilson, who 
edited the proceedings of the conference in Rothko Chapel (in Houston, 
Texas) on contemplation and action in world religions, and many others. 
Among the outstanding achievements of the Academy in the domain of 
publications were five books on Isma 'Ill thought including the first edition 
of one of the fundamental texts of Isma'lll philosophy, the A 'lam al
nubuwwah ("Peaks of Prophecy"), edited by ~Ia~ al-Sawl, the distinguished 
Egyptian poet and scholar, and an accomplished Persian philosopher, 
Gholam Reza A'vanl, a former student of mine who is now president ofthe 
Academy. 

The Academy also began a multi-language journal, Sophia perennis, 
edited by Hadl Sharifi and Peter Wilson, which in its short four years of 
existence gained international fame and included articles by traditionalists 
and perennialists such as FrithjofSchuon, Marco Pallis, Elemire Zolla, Brian 
Keeble, Leo Schaya, Philip Sherrard, Whitall N. Perry, Ananda K. 
Coomaraswamy, and Jean Canteins, well-known philosophers and scholars 
such as Corbin, Izutsu, Josef von Ess and Michael Lowe, critics of the 
modern world such as Ivan Illich, and poets and literary figures such as 
Kathleen Raine, Jorge Luis Borges, Cristina Campo, Peter Wilson, Peter 
Russell, and Vernon Watkins along with some ofthe most famous Persian 
scholars and philosophers. Sophia perennis became a unique forum for the 
encounter between the philosophies of East and West as well as tradition and 
modernism and nothing has quite filled the void which resulted from its 
demise in 1979. 

Despite the demise of Sophia perennis, the Academy has continued to 
function since the Revolution on the foundation which I laid in the '70s and 
has even expanded its activities in some domains, but it has not been able to 
recreate the international ambience of the earlier years when some of the 
most gifted philosophical minds, both young and old, and from East and 
West were able to investigate, study, and debate the perennial questions and 
answers of philosophy as well as the challenges cast before all thinking 
human beings by the modem world. 

The international character of t®..Academy was brought home to the 
Iranian world when the Institut International de Philosophie met in Iran in 
1975, this being the first time it had ever held its meeting in the Islamic 
world. The Academy was the host and took advantage of this occasion to 
present some of the foremost philosophers of the West as well as of the rest 
of Asia to the Iranian public. Some of those who made the journey and gave 
discourses in the conference, which was held in Mashhad rather than Tehran, 
included M. Mahadevan, Andre Mercier, Juan Antonio Nufio, Femand 
Brunner, Jean Ladriere, Jerzy Pelc, Emmanuel Levinas, Paul Ricoeur, Seizo· 
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Ohe, Raymundo Panikkar, Raymond Klibansky, Richard McKeon, Andreas 
von Melsen, Yvon Belaval, and others. The main theme was the meaning of 
philosophy itself and the use oflogic therein, a subject to which I addressed 
myself both in my opening discourse and in later discussions. This 
conference and the activities of the Academy in general marked a turning 
point in the globalization of the concerns, goals and methods of philosophy 
as understood in the West until recently, a turning point with which I was 
happy to be associated. Having been chosen as a member of the directing 
committee of the Federation Internationale des Societes Philosophiques 
(FISP) in the late '70s and for a whole decade, I was able to pursue the goal 
of enlarging the horizons of philosophy and seeking to return it to its original 
sense of love of wisdom or sophia as this reality has manifested itself in 
diverse traditional climes. This endeavor continued even after my departure 
from Iran and separation from the activities of the Academy, whose founding 
I consider as one of my major achievements during the two decades of 
activity in Iran from 1958 to 1979. 

ACTIVITIES ABROAD WHILE RESIDING IN PERSIA 

During this period ofresidence in Persia, that is, from 1958 to 1979, my 
intellectual activities were of course far from being confined to my home 
country. On the contrary, I cultivated extensive contact with scholars and 
philosophers in many countries, lectured widely on nearly every continent, 
and published works in many lands and languages. My most extensive 
philosophical contacts within the Islamic world were with Pakistan which I 
visited some twenty times in the two decades of my residence in Tehran. 
Shortly after being appointed as professor at Tehran University, I made my 
first scholarly trip abroad and it was to Pakistan where I went to attend the 
Pakistan Philosophical Congress with whose activities I remained closely 
associated for the next decade. I tried and succeeded to some extent to give 
a more Islamic dimension in that country to a philosophical discourse which 
at that time was mostly based on the remnants of early twentieth-century 
British philosophy. 

During these trips I met a number of leading Pakistani philosophers and 
thinkers with whom I remained closely associated over the years. They 
included Mian Mu};lammad Sharif, who was busy at that time editing the 
two-volume A History of Muslim Philosophy to which I was to contribute 
many essays, M. M. A};lmad, professor of philosophy at the University of 
Karachi who was to succeed me as Aga Khan professor of Islamic studies at 
the American University ofBeirut, Allahbakhsh K. Brohi, one of Pakistan's 
leading intellectual and political figures and a close personal friend, 
Ishtiaque I:Iusayn Quraish"i, historian and federal minister of education, C. 
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A. Qadir, the leading expert on analytic philosophy in Pakistan as well as 
nearly all of the philosophers of the younger generation who were to make 
a mark for themselves later, such as Saeed Shaykh, Bashir Dar, and Inti~ar 
al-f:laqq. These contacts and the publication of many of my works in 
Pakistan as well as the Pakistani students who came to Iran to study with me 
caused my ideas to have influence in many circles in that country ranging 
from the philosophical to the scientific, and especially in circles concerned 
with Islamic science such as at the Hamdard University founded by f:lakim 
Mu~mmad Sa'ld with whom I have collaborated in many projects since the 
1960s. From the 1980s onward the Suheyl Academy, directed by Suheyl 
Umar, another close friend who is dedicated to the cause of traditional 
philosophy, has reprinted many of my books in English for the Pakistani 
audience while others have been translated into Urdu. The close link created 
with Pakistani intellectual circles from the late '50s has therefore continued 
to this day, and Pakistan remains one of the Islamic countries in which my 
philosophical ideas have had the greatest impact. The series oflectures given 
in that country during a forty-year period including the Iqbal Lecture, which 
is the most celebrated lecture in Pakistan and which I delivered in 1966, 
have helped to keep alive this close intellectual and philosophical contact. 

As far as the Arab world is concerned, although my most intense 
spiritual contact during the earlier period of my life in that world had been 
with Morocco, during the period from 1958 to 1979 now under consider
ation, my intellectual and philosophical contact was mostly with Lebanon 
and to a lesser degree with Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the Persian Gulf states. 
As far as Saudi Arabia and the Persian Gulf states are concerned, my 
contacts were mostly in the field of education and I provided advice in the 
founding of various centers and institutions of learning. An exception was 
the major international congress on Muslim education to which reference has 
already been made. As for Egypt, because of strained political relations, I 
could not travel there until the mid- '70s but over the years I had kept close 
contact with the leading Egyptian philosophers and scholars of Islamic 
philosophy especially Ibrahim Madkour, 'Abd al-Ra~man Badawi, Abu'l
, Ala' al-Taftazani, and Georges C. Anawati. Occasionally an essay of mine 
would be published in Cairo, but in ge~l my relation with the philosophi
cal world there was not anywhere as significant as it was with a country such 
as Pakistan. 

The case of Lebanon is quite different because I spent the whole 
academic year 1964-1965 as the first Aga Khan professor of Islamic studies 
at the American University of Beirut. The establishment of this chair was a 
daunting challenge and that year was one of the most difficult of my life. 
The university had been originally a Christian missionary school but had 
later become a center for the propagation of Arab nationalism and also 
Western secularism and humanism, which were taught with the same 
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missionary zeal as in the days when Presbyterian missionaries were trying 
to spread the Gospels paradoxically among people who had heard the Good 
News two thousand years ago from Christ himself. Being a Persian and not 
an Arab and taking Islamic studies seriously placed numerous obstacles 
before my path. And yet it was a very fruitful year, intellectually speaking, 
during which I was able to write and complete my Ideals and Realities of 
Islam and Islamic Studies which came out later in the West in an expanded 
edition under the title Islamic Life and Thought. I was also. able to meet and 
carry out intellectual discourse with many interesting figures from Edward 
S. Kennedy, the eminent authority on Islamic science who taught at the 
university, to Charles Malik, Lebanon's most famous philosopher and 
former foreign minister, to Sayyidah Hi~mah Yashrutiyyah, a great woman 
Sufi saint who was visited by lovers of Sufism from near and far. During this 
year I was also able to gain closer knowledge of the intellectual life of 
Lebanon and Syria through long conversations with groups as diverse as 
Catholic philosophers at St. Joseph University and Shi'ite intellectuals from 
southern Lebanon. Throughout the year in Beirut my closest companion was 
Yiisuflbish, who was not only an expert on Islamic political philosophy, but 
also on traditional philosophy in general. 

The most prominent among the members of the category of Shi'ite 
intellectuals was Imam Miisa ~adr, the religious and political leader of the 
Lebanese Shi'ites who was to leave an indelible mark upon the history of 
Lebanon in the '70s. Imam Miisa ~dr was a member of one of those Shi'ite 
families which since the Safavid period, that is the sixteenth century, had 
had their home at once in the Jabal 'Ami I in southern Lebanon and Syria, 
Iraq and Persia. Imam Miisa ~adr was himself a graduate of Tehran 
University and spoke Persian with the same facility as myself while his 
mother tongue was Arabic. He had studied with many of my own traditional 
teachers and was seriously interested in traditional philosophy while 
pursuing an activist agenda as the leader of the Lebanese Shi'ites. We 
became close friends and he would often come to my house both in Beirut 
and later in Tehran. I learned much about the intellectual scene in the Arab 
East from him. How tragic that he was to disappear mysteriously from the 
scene after a journey to Libya at a time when both Lebanon and Iran needed 
him so much. His great fame in the political domain has prevented most 
people from paying attention to his intellectual and philosophical aspects, 
whereas in fact he was the product of the same Shi'ite religious education 
that has always included a strong philosophical dimension. 

During the years I lived in Iran I also made many journeys to Turkey, 
especially in the late '60s when I was the chairman of the governing board 
of a major cultural institute called the RCD (Regional Council for Develop
ment) Cultural Institute established by Iran, Pakistan, and Turkey. During 
this period, however, most of my contact was with Turkish scholars in the 
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fields of history, the history of science, and literature such as Zeki Velidi 
Togan, A~ad Ates, Ta};lsin Yaziji, and Aydin Sayili, along with a number 
of authorities in Sufism foremost among them being 'Abd al-Baqi 
Golpinarli, as well as with the traditionalist Niiri Arlasez. I had, however, 
little contact with academic philosophical circles in Turkey at this time. This 
contact was to come in the '80s and '90s when I had migrated to America 
and after my books began to be translated into Turkish, a process that still 
continues, with over twenty volumes having been already translated. A 
whole group of younger Turkish philosophers and intellectuals have been 
influenced and are now assembled around these and other works dealing 
with the traditional perspective, especially as found in the writings of 
Guenon, Schuon, Burckhardt, and Martin Lings. These days I continue to 
have close association with such intellectual circles in Turkey and pl~y a 
humble role in the philosophical life of the country. I 

Outside ofthe Islamic world but east of Persia most of my philosophical 
activity involved India, Japan, and Australia. Starting in 1961 when I first 
went to India until the Revolution of 1979, I visited India numerous times, 
lectured extensively there including giving the prestigious Azad Memorial 
Lecture in 1975 in Delhi, the text of which was published in India as 
Western Science and Asian Cultures, visited many of its traditional sages, 
both Hindu and Muslim, and participated in several joint programs bearing 
on the subject of philosophy and culture as well as Hindu-Muslim relations. 
Long years of reading Guenon, Coomaraswamy, and Schuon, not to speak 
of Heinrich Zimmer, Alain Danielou, and Mircea Eliade, had laid the 
groundwork for me to understand the metaphysics and art of that land. I was 
able to carry out philosophical and cultural discourse with many figures, 
both Hindu and Muslim. I met and exchanged philosophical views with S. 
Radhakrishnan when he was president of India. I was also close friends with 
well-known Hindu philosophers and scholars such as M. Mahadevan and A. 
K. Saran, who became associated with our Academy, Kotta S. Murty, and 
Kapila Vatsyayan, who later founded the Indira Gandhi Centre for the Arts 
in Delhi, and arranged the major conference on Time in 1995 which I 
attended after many years of absence from India. On the Muslim side I came 
to know almost all the important figures associated with the Islamic 
university known as Jamiah Melliah in Delhi such as Zakir I:Iusain, who also 
became president of India, 'A bid J:Iusayn, Humayiin Kabir, and the well
known Muslim philosopher Mir Vahiduddin. I also cooperated in several 
activities and lectured on Islamic thought in the Hamdard University near 
Delhi founded by J:lakim 'Abd al-J:Iamid, the famous traditional physician 
who is well acquainted with Avicennan medicine, and Syed Aw~f'Ali who 
has devoted many studies to the relation between Islam and Hinduism and 
Islamic culture in the Indian context. 

My philosophical activity in India involved either the exposition of later 



60 SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR 

Islamic philosophy starting with Mulla $adra, the four hundredth anniversary 
of whose birth was celebrated in Calcutta in 1961 with myself giving the 
keynote speech, or comparative philosophy in the light of the philosophia 
perennis and involving not only the Western and Islamic or Hindu philo
sophical traditions but all three. To this end I worked closely with Maha
devan and participated in a major conference devoted to this issue in Madras 
in 1972 in which scholars as far apart as Louis Gardet from France and Tu 
Wei-ming from China were to participate. It was here that I was to meet that 
young Chinese scholar for the first time. He is now a well-known authority 
in Nco-Confucian thought at Harvard and we have worked on several 
projects together in recent years related to the encounter between civiliza
tions in general and the dialogue between Islam and Confucianism and their 
philosophies in particular, a process which continues to this day. 

It was also while I was in Madras that Mahadevan arranged for me to 
meet one of the supreme spiritual figures of Hinduism, the Jagadguru of 
Kanchipuram (a ·town near Madras), a direct spiritual successor of 
Sailkaracharya who, like his predecessor, embodied in his being the eternal 
metaphysical truths of the Vedas, and especially Advaita Vedanta. I 
requested to see him and this request was granted but being outside of caste, 
I could not approach the venerable master closer than a distance of about 
forty feet where I sat on a designated spot on the ground wearing traditional 
Islamic dress. Soon he came into the garden near where I was sitting holding 
his staff in his hand and squatted at the appropriate distance from the carpet. 
He was then observing a fast of silence. He turned his eyes toward me and 
we looked at each other intently for some five or ten minutes which could 
have been a single moment or all eternity. Then he arose and with sign 
language expressed through a person who was with him his joy of seeing me 
and his happiness that through this encounter he saw that the deepest truths 
of the Vedanta and Sufism were the same. I have participated in many 
religious dialogues during the past four decades. None was as satisfactory 
and its positive fruit as clearly evident as that silent discourse through the 
language of unsaying with this supreme master of Hindu metaphysics. My 
contacts with India continued after the Revolution and some of my works 
have come out over the years in special Indian editions, but these contacts 
have not been as frequent and intense as they were when I lived in Tehran, 
when India was simply next door, and when I had numerous Indian students 
and visitors almost every season of the year. 

My contacts with Japan were much more limited and mostly channeled 
through Izutsu. Although I did lecture in Japan in 1970 and have known 
many Japanese scholars and philosophers such as Tomonobu Imamichi, 
Masao Matsumato, Masao Abe, Shojun Bando, Shigeru Nakayama, who was 
a classmate at Harvard, and Yasushi Kosugi, a Japanese scholar of Islam and 
a traditionalist who has translated one of my books into Japanese, I have not 
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had the time to lecture as often in Japan as I would have liked and have had 
to tum down many invitations. I am in fact known primarily in Japan for my 
works on Islamic thought and not for those on more general philosophical 
issues. Although there are a few exceptions, by and large Japanese 
philosophical thinkers in recent times have been most interested in modem 
Western philosophy and even when they have turned their attention to 
comparative philosophy, it has usually excluded Islamic philosophy} Izutsu 
being o.f course an outstanding exception. What I have leame~ about 
traditional Japanese thought, which has been of special interest to me, has 
come through Japanese scholars residing in the West such as Suzuki and 
also, as far as the Kyoto school is concerned, Masao Abe. Also over the 
years I have not trained many Japanese students but one of them at least, 
Sachiko Murata, who studied with me for many years in Iran has become a 
fine scholar of comparative philosophy and mysticism as demonstrated in her 
The Tao of Islam and her pioneering work in the comparison of Islamic and 
Confucian philosophies. 

As for Australia, I spent a month there in 1970 delivering the Charles 
Strong Memorial Lectures throughout the continent from Darwin to Brisbane 
to the main central and southern cities and finally all the way west to Perth. 
During one month I delivered over twenty lectures, besides the Charles 
Strong Lecture itself, which was devoted to Sufism and was published in my 
Sufi Essays, and met many Australian philosophers and scholars of religious 
and Islamic studies. I have not been able to visit that land again but that 
journey followed by the continuation of contacts established at that time has 
preserved my relation with certain intellectual circles in Australia especially 
those interested in traditional metaphysics and the perennial philosophy. 

Turning to the West, most of my intellectual contact while I lived in Iran 
was with America. Besides teaching in 1962 and 1965 at Harvard and 
conducting short seminars at Princeton and the University of Utah, I lectured 
extensively in many other universities from the East Coast to California. My 
closest contact, however, continued to be Harvard where I was involved with 
many aspects of the Middle Eastern program as long as Gibb was alive and 
with the Center for the Study of World Religions from the time of the 
directorship of Robert Slater and Wilfred Cantwell Smit}l-onward. I had little 
contact with the philosophy department, but my contatts were nevertheless 
mostly in the philosophical domain, whether it was Islamic philosophy or the 
philosophy of religion. For example, Paul Tillich was teaching at Harvard 
when I was a visiting professor there in 1962 and having just come back 
from Japan with a new interest in religious diversity engaged me several 
times in discussions on comparative religion involving Christianity and 
Islam as well as the philosophy of religion in general. Also, many of the 
lectures I gave in different universities dealt with these subjects or with the 
question of the environmental crisis as far as its philosophical and spiritual 
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dimensions were concerned, as did, for example, my Rockefeller Series 
Lectures at the University of Chicago mentioned already. 

In America, besides scholars of religion and Islamic studies, there were 
also those concerned directly with philosophy with whom I established close 
contact. Foremost among them was Huston Smith with whom I have had, 
besides a close friendship, a continuous dialogue on the philosophy of 
religion, the philosophy of science, and perennial philosophy for over three 
decades. He remains to this day my closest intellectual companion and 
fellow wayfarer in the American academic world. Many discussions we have 
had together over the years have affected both his and my literary output. 
Also from the early '70s I have known and conversed intensely about 
philosophy and its meaning with Jacob Needleman. Our acquaintance goes 
back to the days when he planned The Sword of Gnosis which includes some 
of my essays. Later I was to lecture in San Francisco at an event sponsored 
by him and have been in continuous rapport with him over the years. I also 
had close relations with a number of Catholic philosophers and theologians 
from Fordham and the Catholic University of America such as Ewert 
Cousins and George McLean, whose invitation I accepted to become a 
member of the International Society for Metaphysics and Council for 
Research in Values and Philosophy. 

During these years in Iran I also concerned myself with the expansion 
of Islamic and Iranian studies in America and my voice was decisive in 
providing financial help from Iran for Iranian studies and related fields to 
many American universities such as Princeton, the University ofUcah, and 
the University of Southern California. But my effort was more intellectual 
than administrative. I helped in the planning of Islamic studies in many 
institutions and was often consulted on new appointments. I also lectured 
often on the subject of Islamic studies in general although most of my 
lectures concerned the philosophical dimensions of the subject as did for 
example, the Kevorkian Lectures on Islamic Art which I delivered in 1977 
at New York University on the philosophy and meaning of Islamic art. The 
notes and text of these lectures were lost during the Iranian Revolution and 
therefore I was never able to publish the book containing the lectures which 
I planned to call The Meaning of Islamic Art. Perhaps one day that task can 
still be realized. 

My contact with Wolfson continued to the end of his life and I even 
proposed to edit and bring out his book on Islamic philosophy but that 
project never materialized. During these years I also met and was in 
correspondence with the famous Jewish philosopher Abraham Heschel, with 
whom I saw eye to eye as to the meaning of philosophy and its role in 
religious life. Although I never met the Catholic mystic and theologian, 
Thomas Merton, we were in contact through our mutual friend Marco Pallis, 
and Merton had begun to read my books on Islam and Sufism toward the end 



AN INTELLECTUAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY 63 

of his life. He was in fact coming to Tehran to spend a month studying 
Sufism and discussing religious and mystical philosophy with me when his 
life came to a tragic end as a result of an accident in Southeast Asia. 

As for the rest of the Americas, during the years of my stay in Iran I 
hardly had any contact with the Latin American world despite a few 1 

exchanges of letters with various philosophers and the translation of my Man / 
and Nature into Portuguese in Brazil and Spanish in Argentina. More 
extensive contact was to come when I migrated to America about which 
more will be said later. But Canada was another matter. Since W. C. Smith, 
a friend and colleague, was the director of the McGill Institute of Islamic 
Studies, I made journeys to the Institute and was instrumental (on the basis 
of a proposal made by my uncle Niir al-Din Kia who was then our ambassa
dor in Canada) in having Tehran University sign an agreement on the basis 
of which Mehdi Mo~aghegh, one of the Faculty of Letters' well-known 
professors and a specialist in Islamic thought, would be able to spend some 
time each year at McGill collaborating with Izutsu who, as already men
tioned, had become intellectually "converted" to Islamic philosophy by the 
'60s. This cooperation led in tum to the establishment of the Tehran branch 
of the McGill Institute which has been responsible for a large number of 
important publications in the field of Islamic philosophy and logic. 

This activity was to continue even after the retirement of Izutsu. To this 
day the McGill Institute in Montreal has a strong program in Islamic 
thought. Moreover, during the past decade the traditional schools in Qom 
have been sending some of their best students, who have spent years in the 
study of Islamic philosophy and theology, to the Institute to study Western 
philosophy and the humanities. This group, several of whose members are 
in touch with me, promises to produce and in fact has already produced 
some of the most gifted Iranian philosophers of the younger generation who 
know well both the Islamic and Western philosophical schools, and who are 
bound to make important contributions to various branches of philosophy as 
well as to comparative philosophy. I am glad to have had something to do 
with the foundation of this program. I did also have many discussions on 
comparative philosophy and what some call "world philosophy" with my old 
friend Klibansky as well as Venant Cauchy and several others among the 
Canadian philosophers. ( 

From 1961 onward, after spending over three years completely in the 
East without wanting to travel to the West, I came nearly every year to 
Europe, sometimes more than once. The country I visited most regularly was 
Switzerland, but the purpose of my journeys there was almost always to visit 
Schuon, Burckhardt, and other expositors of traditional teachings. I also took 
advantage of the opportunity during these trips to climb extensively in the 
Alps which I came to know and to love dearly. I had practically no contact 
with Swiss universities and met with few Swiss professors except the 
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philosopher Fernand Brunner, the Islamicist Fritz Meier, and his student 
Herman Landolt who later went to McGill and who, like his teacher, is an 
expert on Sufism and Islamic mystical philosophy, and Jacques Waarden
berg who is a historian of religion. Upon being chosen a member of the 
Institut International de Philosophie, I also came to know Andre Mercier 
well and held many philosophical conversations with him. 

The two countries in Europe with which I had the greatest intellectual 
contact were Britain and France and this has remained true during my years 
of exile in America. I had traveled to Britain often before returning to Persia 
in 1958, and so kept my contacts and expanded them with various intellec
tual circles there after returning home. I kept a close relationship with one 
of my closest spiritual and intellectual companions, Martin Lings, and also 
with Marco Pallis, Richard Nicholson, and other traditionalist authors and 
friends, and was involved from the beginning with the journal Studies in 
Comparative Religion, founded by C. Clive Ross, which was devoted to 
traditional metaphysics, cosmology, and comparative religion. I wrote often 
for the journal and my collaboration with it lasted until its demise in 1983. 

My philosophical activities also involved many British universities. 
When Radhakrishnan retired from the Spalding Chair of Comparative 
Religion at Oxford, I was asked by the Spalding Trust which had established 
the chair if I were interested in occupying it. It would have been an honor 
and a wonderful opportunity for me to accept, but I did not show any interest 
at that time because I did not want to leave the Persian scene. That is also 
why, when W. C. Smith and Harry Wolfson asked me in 1962 to stay on at 
Harvard on a permanent basis, I turned down the offer despite being so 
closely associated with the university. In any case my relations with Oxford 
remained strong otherwise. I lectured there often, mostly on Islamic 
philosophy and Sufism, and met many times with Richard Walzer to discuss 
the relation between Greek and Islamic philosophy. I also lectured several 
times on Islam at St. Anthony's College and was a good friend of Albert 
Hourani who directed the Middle Eastern program there. This relationship 
was to continue upon my return to America. I gave a series of lectures on the 
present-day revival of Islamic thought on the occasion of the founding of the 
Oxford Center for Islamic Studies in 1987 and at Manchester College on the 
philosophical and religious dimensions of the environmental crisis in 1994. 
I did meet with some ofthe celebrated professors of philosophy from Oxford 
in various international conferences but not at Oxford itself. 

As for Cambridge, I also lectured there often and had friends who shared 
my interest in the perennial philosophy anti comparative studies in the 
Oriental Studies department, foremost among them the Sinologist Michael 
Lowe, and the Shinto specialist Carmen Blacker, who also lectured for us at 
the Academy in Tehran. For years I had also been involved in an intellectual 
debate with Joseph Needham concerning the meaning of"Oriental science." 
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I named my early book on Islamic science Science and Civilization in Islam 
as a humble response to his monumental Science and Civilization in China 
in which he politely took me to task for criticizing his understanding of 
"Oriental science," tinged as it was with Marxist and positivistic interpreta
tions. We planned to have a public debate on this issue at Cambridge and 
later at Uppsala but that did not materialize. 

When Cambridge University planned to bring out the Cambridge 
History of Iran, I played an active role on the Iranian side to provide 
intellectual and financial support and also to see to it that the Iranian view 
of its own history was also respected. I collaborated closely in this project 
with Peter Burbridge, the head of the Cambridge University Press, and also 
wrote extensively for volumes four and six on philosophy and the sciences 
in the early Islamic and Safavid periods. Although my contacts were never 
as extensive with Cambridge as with Oxford, they also continued after my 
exile and I have participated in a couple of important conferences there, 
including one arranged by Myles Bumyeat which dealt with the Biblical 
phrase, "I am that I am," as it has been understood philosophically and 
theologically in the three Abrahamic traditions. It remained for me in this 
conference to give the discourse on Islamic ontology. 

The University of London has been also a point of contact for me over 
the years. I was closely associated with the philosopher Hywell D. Lewis 
from that university and gave several lectures there on philosophical issues 
chaired or arranged by him. Most of my contact, however, was with the 
School of African and Oriental Studies under whose auspices I have give~ 
numerous conferences and participated in many seminars over the years, an"'
involvement which continues to this day, the last event being in 1997 when 
I gave a major talk on philosophy in Safavid Persia. 

Since during the decades of living in Iran I was closely involved.-in the 
discussion in the West of the philosophy underlying comparative religion 
and comparative studies in general, I remained in close contact with scholars 
in this field in Britain as I did with scholars in America, where I had had 
many discussions on the subject with W. C. Smith, Huston Smith, Mircea 
Eliade, Raymundo Pannikar, and others. In Britain I had numerous debates 
and discussions over the philosophical and theological underpinnings of 
comparative religious, philosophical, and culture studies with a number of 
the leading figures in the field such as Robert C. Zaehner, Geoffrey 
Parrinder, Frank Whaling, and in more recent years John Hick with whom 
I have carried out a long debate on the philosophy of religion and the 
question of absoluteness and relativity of religious truth, a debate whose 
summary has been already published. 

During these years in Iran I also shifted the focus of my publishing 
activities in the English language in the West from America to England 
because the British publishers were still much more capable than American 
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ones in the distribution of books in Asia and Africa. After the Harvard 
University Press published my first three books, I began to publish my works 
with Allen Unwin which was later swallowed up by bigger publishers, with 
the process continuing for several years, and also with a number of other 
British publishers such as Thames & Hudson and Longrnans. Unfortunately, 
the small, family publishing firms began to disappear in Britain as they had 
earlier in America, and therefore in the '80s and '90s I have shifted the main 
weight of my publishing activities back to America although I continue to 
publish works in Britain. But during the years up to the Iranian Revolution 
much of my time in England was spent on the various problems connected 
with the publication of my books. 

Like Britain, France was a land which I had visited often before 
returning to Persia in 1958 and have continued to do so since the Revolution. 
I have been involved to some extent in French intellectual life for some four 
decades. Besides lecturing there from time to time, many of my books and 
articles have appeared in French, mostly translated and some written 
originally in that tongue, which was the first European language with which 
I had become acquainted as a child. Besides Corbin and his colleagues and 
students, some of whom I have already mentioned, I met and had many 
philosophical conversations with those philosophers who had some interest 
in traditional philosophies, learned through Corbin or otherwise, such as 
Gilbert Durand, who founded the Centre pour I 'Etude de I 'Imaginaire, 
Antoine Faivre, the first professor at the Sorbonne to teach officially the 
esoteric currents of Western philosophy, and Jean Servier, the anthropologist 
who wrote the remarkable work, L 'Homme et I 'invisible, asserting that the 
truth of the perennial quality of man's essential nature can be confirmed by 
a deeper study of anthropology itself. All of these thinkers are interested in 
the rediscovery of the traditional nature of man, of the anthropos, before he 
became reduced to a purely historical being determined from below by 
material forces and factors and finally reducible to the size of his cranium. 
I was also to have a more official contact with the philosophy section of 
UNESCO and I participated in many of their projects including their major 
colloquium on Aristotle held in Paris in 1978 whose proceedings appeared 
as Penser avec Aristote which contains an essay by me. Most of my 
association with UNESCO, however, has involved Islamic philosophy or it 
has been the case that I have provided the Islamic component on issues dealt 
with globally. 

Of course, the Institut International de Philosophie is located in Paris 
and I also visited it from time to time after becoming a member. But our real 
philosophical activities occurred in our annual meetings elsewhere. Also in 
France I remained in contact with a number of the followers of the school of 
Guenon but never collaborated with the Etudes Traditionnelles, which was 
the main voice for traditional thought in France for many decades. As for 
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other currents interested in tradition and the Orient, I met Jacques Masui and 
contributed to his important French journal Hermes, and also Jean Herbert, 
the famous French philosopher and student of the Orient, especially India, 
who was the editor of the well-known series La spiritualite vivante published 
by Albin Michel. I met him both in Paris and Tehran and he received my 
permission to translate my Sufi Essays himself for that collection. The work 
known as Essais sur le soufisme met with success and has had a long life in 
French, being still in print with the original publisher after some twenty-five 
years. 

My intellectual contacts with Germany were more limited than with 
Britain and France because I journeyed less often to that land whose 
language I had studied at MIT and whose thinkers I had read carefully over 
many years. My contact with German orientalists was extensive and I had 
met most of the well-known ones either outside or inside Germany. Some I 
knew well personally such as Berthold Spuler, Joseph von Ess, Hans 
Roemer, Walter Hintz, and with a few I developed close friendships such as 
Jawad Fala!firi, the philosopher of Persian origin who was residing in 
Germany, and especially Annemarie Schimmel, who like myselfhas been 
intensely interested in Sufism, although not as much attracted to philosophy 
as I have been. She remains a close friend for whom I hold admiration. I also 
came to know a number of German philosophers such as Hans Gadamer and 
Jiirgen Habermas, and theologians such as Hans Kung with whom I carried 
out major debates at Temple and Harvard Universities in America, the texts 
of which have been published. There were a number of German philoso
phers who were seriously interested in non-Western philosophical traditions 
with whom I also had many exchanges, chief among them being Alwin 
Diemer and Franz Joachim von Rintelen. 

Although a number of my works have been translated into German, my 
contact with the German intellectual world has not been extensive and this 
truth also holds for the years after my exile. Nevertheless, during the past 
two decades I have participated in two major conferences in Germany, one 
in Hanover in 1987 on Geist und Natur in which I presented a paper on 
rationalism and its consequences for the relation between man and the 
natural environment and the necessity of developing a metaphysics that can 
encompass the rational without being rationalistic (the text of the paper was 
later published in German), and the second in Berlin in 1996 on the meaning 
of the term "religion" and whether such a concept is only a European 
invention. 

My relations with Italy were intense for several years due mostly to my 
developing friendship with the Italian traditionalist writer Elemire Zolla and 
the Catholic traditionalist Christina Campo who was very active in the Una 
Voce and the attempt to preserve the Latin mass. Zolla was a major 
intellectual figure in Italy and knew all the philosophers who had some 
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i:nterest in traditional philosophy and metaphysics. He introduced me to the 
,._witings of the Italian philosopher Antonio Rosmini and his student Michele 
Federico Sciacca whom I met and with whom I had extensive discussions. 
I did also lmow other Italians more or less in the mainstream of Continental 
philosophy such as Evandro Agazzi, but in Italy most of my serious 
intellectual exchange was with the traditionalist circles of thinkers. 

Although Zolla no longer associated with Julius Evola, he nevertheless 
arranged for me to meet Italy's most famous crypto-traditionalist writer who 
\Vas a very controversial figure because of his espousal of the cause of 
Mussolini during the Second World War. I had already read some of Evola's 
\Vorks, many of which are now being translated into English and are 
attracting some attention in philosophical circles. But based on the image I 
had of him as an expositor of traditional doctrines including Yoga, I was 
surprised to see him, now crippled as a result of a bomb explosion in 1945, 
living in the center of Rome in a large old apartment which was severe and 
fairly dark and without works of traditional art which I had expected to see 
around him. He had piercing eyes and gazed directly at me as we spoke 
about knightly initiation, myths and symbols of ancient Persia, traditional 
alchemy and Hermeticism and similar subjects. While he extolled the ancient 
Romans and their virtues, he spoke pejoratively about his contemporary 
Italians. When I asked him what happened to those Roman virtues, he said 
they traveled north to Gem1any and we were left with Italian waiters singing 
o sole mio! He also seemed to have little knowledge or interest in esoteric 
Christianity and refused to acknowledge the presence of a sapiental current 
in Christianity. It was surprising for me to see an Italian sitting a few miles 
away from the Vatican, with his immense knowledge of various esoteric 
philosophies from the Greek to the Indian, being so impervious to the inner 
realities of the tradition so close to his home. 

The leftist publisher Filtrenelli had already requested to bring out my 
Science and Civilization in Islam in Italian when the book first appeared and 
he did so without much delay. Later Zolla contacted Rusconi and through his 
good offices several of my books were published in Italian by this important 
publisher in the '70s and have continued to be reprinted over the years. I also 
collaborated closely with Zolla in the journal he published under the title 
Conoscenza religiosa to which I sent articles until the termination of 
publication of this rich and valuable review in 1983. 

My other line of contact with Italy was through the Accademie dei 
Lincei whose president Enrico Cerulli I knew well and for which I lectured 
several times, and also through various departments of Oriental, Iranian, and 
Islamic studies in Italian universities. Most of the Italian orientalists were 
well known to me especially those who were concerned with philosophy and 
Oriental thought such as Giusseppi Tucci, Alessandro Bausani, and Pio 
Filippani-Ranconi. Traces of our scholarly and philosophical discussions can 
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be found in the writings of both the Italian Islamicists/Iranists and myself. 
But my most important contact in Italy was with Zolla who was also active 
in our Academy in Tehran. Since the Revolution, all of those contacts have 
come to an end and although I correspond with some Italian traditionalists 
and some of them like Giovanni Monastra collaborate with the journal 
Sophia, which I help to publish in America and to which I shall tum later, 
my direct intellectual contact with Italy came more or less to an end with my 
migration to America in 1979. 

In contrast to Italy, Spain has remained a homeland within the world of 
exile for me since 1979 and during the past two decades I have visited Spain 
numerous times, especially the south which still echoes eight centuries of 
Islamic presence. Before the Revolution I also visited Spain and was 
enraptured by Flamenco music, the arabesques of the Cordova Mosque ,and 
the cool gardens of Alhambra. But my intellectual contact there was rather 
limited, confined to the field of Islamic studies but not including philosophy 
in general. I had known the works of the famous Spanish orientalist Miguel 
Asin Palacios and the historian of science Villas Vallicrosa. I kept some 
contact with their colleagues, students, and successors such as Garcia 
Gomez, Miguel Cruz Hernandez, and Juan Vemet, but my intellectual 
contact had not been extensive. In 1975 when the present King and Queen 
of Spain acceded to the throne, they asked me to inaugurate the new chapter 
in the relation between Spain and the Islamic world by delivering a lecture 
at the National University of Madrid which Queen Sophia herself attended. 
I spoke about cross-cultural studies and the significance of Spain under 
Muslim rule as a unique period when the three Abrahamic religions lived 
side by side and created one of the dazzling periods of human civilization, 
a period rich in spirituality, the arts, the sciences, and philosophy. This 
theme more than any other has determined my intellectual relation ttJ the 
Spanish world. 

In the '80s some of my books were translated into Spanish in Spain 
itself, and in the '90s the translation of some of my poems about Spain by 
the Puerto Rican scholar of comparative literature and dear colleague Luce 
L6pez-Baralt, who has also written the introduction to a collection of my 
poems in English, met with success and now more and more of my essays 
are appearing in traditional journals in Spanish such as Axis Mundi. My main 
contribution intellectually in Spain has been to draw the attention of Spanish 
scholars to later Islamic philosophy, metaphysics, and gnosis, including the 
monumental work of Ibn 'Arabi who is now beginning to become kno\\111 to 
the general Spanish public as the result of a process to which I have made a 
humble contribution. 

As for the rest of Europe, my scholarly contact with the other countries 
was minor save for Sweden and Austria. I visited Sweden several times 
including once in 1972 at the invitation of Maurice Strong, the chairman of 
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Earth Day, which was then being celebrated as a global environmental event, 
to give a major lecture on the environment during the famous international 
conference which was held at that time in Stockholm. I also met at that time 
and also later the Swedish traditionalist writers such as Tage Lindbom. In 
1977 the University of Uppsala awarded me an honorary doctorate on the 
occasion of its five hundredth anniversary in a glittering ceremony before the 
king and other dignitaries. As anti-government sentiment was on the rise in 
Iran, this event itself provided an occasion for leftist Iranian students, many 
of whom had come from Germany, to carry out political demonstrations 
which prevented the intellectual debate that I was to have had with Joseph 
Needham, who was also being honored, from taking place. I have continued 
my contact with Swedish scholars especially in the fields of Islamic studies 
and traditional philosophy but have not had the occasion to travel to Sweden 
again since my leaving Iran in 1979. 

As for Austria, I visited Vienna often mostly in conjunction with 
scholarly and philosophical conferences, the most important of which was 
in 1977 when the Federation Internationales des Societes Philosophiques, of 
which I was then a member of the Comite Directeur, held its meeting in 
Vienna and I was asked to speak about my own philosophical position as 
part of the series entitled Philosophes critiques d 'eux-memes/Philosophische 
Seblstbetrachtungen. This was the only time before writing the present 
intellectual autobiography that I wrote something about myself, in an essay 
under the title of "In Quest of the Eternal Sophia." It was also during this 
occasion that I gave my only public lecture on philosophy in German to a 
distinguished audience of Austrian philosophers as well as members of 
FISP. However, I never traveled to other eastern European countries or the 
then Soviet Union, although I had several students from the Communist 
world of that time in Tehran and also knew several Russian and East 
European philosophers such as Sava Ganovski, Nikolai Iribadzhakov, Jerzy 
Pelc, and Vadin S. Semenov. I met these men in gatherings in the West 
usually related to either FISP or the Institut Intemationale de Philosophie. 

Strangely enough, however, there was some interest in my philosophical 
views in the Communist world, and several articles and books were written 
in the '70s and '80s on my thought in Russian, much of the analysis being 
of course based on the Marxist perspective. As for my students from the 
Soviet Union, most would become seriously interested in Islamic philosophy 
or religious philosophy in general and would not be heard from again in the 
scholarly and philosophical arena after their return home. Yugoslavia was an 
exception to the rule and some of my former students are now well-known 
scholars in Bosnia. In Russia itself only Andrei Bertels, both a philosopher 
and an Islamicist, continued to correspond with me and we met several times 
including in Tehran and Paris in order to have discussions on various modes 
of philosophical interpretations of humanity's philosophical heritage. 
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I also need to say a word about Greece which I visited several times, 
visits which included the Temple of Delphi. Marco Pallis, who was of Greek 
origin, had introduced me to his brother who lived in Athens, and during the 
'60s and '70s I was able to visit him and through him came to know a 
number of literary figures of the country; but I did not meet there any 
specialists in Byzantine and Orthodox thought in which I was very much 
interested and whose representatives such as Archbishop Bloom, Bishop 
Kallistos Ware, and Philip Sherrard I was to meet in Britain rather than in 
Greece. As far as Greek philosophical circles are concerned, I became close 
friends with Evanghelos Moutsopoulos; together we carried out several 
philosophical programs and he was instrumental in my being elected as a 
member of the Greek Academy of Philosophy. 

THE OCCIDENTAL EXILE 

Some travel from one country to another through their free choice. Others 
are forced into exile by circumstances beyond their control. My migration to 
the West in 1979 belongs to the second category and can be characterized in 
a sense as an "occidental exile," to repeat the famous phrase of the founder 
of Illuminationalist philosophy in Islam, Suhrawardi Inwardly, however, I 
have remained in that Center which is of neither East nor West, the inward 
home in which one is never exiled no matter where one lives outwardly as 
long as one remains within the boundaries of that Center. During over two 
decades of intellectual activity in Persia, I had become so deeply rooted once 
again in my homeland and so profoundly involved in its intellectual and 
cultural life, that I could not have imagined even in 1978 that I would ever 
be living anywhere other than in Persia. Little did I know that a year hrter all 
the external elements of my life would change and I would be beginning a 
new cycle of my life in America. This painful transformation and upheaval 
is so important in determining the conditions of the later period of my life, 
that it is necessary to say a few words about the exact causes and factors 
which led to my departure in January of 1979 for what was intended as a 
two-week journey but which has lasted to this day. 

During the last two decades I have refused to write about the political 
and social aspects ofthe Iranian Revolution of 1979; nor do I wish to do so 
now despite the fact that I was involved and present on the scene and in fact 
at the heart ofthe tumultuous changes which were occurring in 1978. But a 
few words need to be said here to clarify my own situation and why I could 
not remain in my homeland after the Revolution. During all the years of 
activity in Persia, I had sought assiduously to keep away from direct political 
involvement. Several times I was offered political positions which included 
the highest positions in government but I had turned them down, preferring 
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instead to devote myself solely to philosophy, scholarly activity, and 
education. All the positions which I had accepted, such as deanship and 
presidency of the University, presidency of the Imperial Academy of 
Philosophy, and cultural ambassador, were of an educational and cultural 
nature. Of course, in countries such as Iran even these positions possessed 
a political dimension, but I could not have remained in Iran and succeeded 
in achieving what I did achieve without accepting such posts which in fact 
never distracted me from either my teaching or my scholarly and philosophi
cal writings. 

In the middle of 1978, however, a polarization began to appear between 
the religious elements in society and the ruling political structure of the 
country. Many of the most respected religious scholars, some of whom were 
later to join the revolutionary forces, wished at that time to create a new 
balance of power between the court and the religious authorities and felt that 
I was one of the very few people who was trusted by both sides and who 
could play an important role in creating a new harmony and avoiding chaos. 
Therefore, when the Shahbanou, Empress Farah, asked me to become the 
head of her special bureau, which oversaw most of the cultural activities of 
the country, I accepted willingly, having previously worked closely with her 
for many years. Soon thereafter the turmoil which led to the Revolution 
began. I had not known at first that the Shah was ill and that in the new 
position, which was one of the most important in the country, I would also 
have to deal with many political matters with which the Shahbanou now had 
to concern herself. As a result, in the next few hectic and very difficult 
months, during which I saw the Shahbanou nearly every day and the Shah 
often, I had to concern myself with many issues of a political and social 
nature. 

It was as the chief of her bureau that I was chosen by her and the Iranian 
government to represent Iran in the opening of a major exhibition of Persian 
art in Tokyo, which was supposed to be inaugurated by her and Prince 
Mikasa, the brother of the then Emperor of Japan, but which she could not 
attend due to the Shah's illness and the turbulent condition in the country. 
With her permission I left Iran on January 6, 1979, a few days before the 
date of the inauguration of the exhibition, with my wife and daughter, going 
first to London to find a school for my daughter and with plans to fly over 
the pole to Tokyo from there. And so we set out with a few suitcases for 
London, but a couple of days later the Japanese government informed me 
that the exhibition had been delayed and a couple of days after that the 
Shahbanou called me from Tehran telling me that she was accompanying the 
Shah for a vacation to Cairo and that I should remain in London for the 
moment and not return to Tehran. By February, the Revolution was 
completed and because of the positions that I had held, especially that of 
head of her special bureau, my house was plundered, and my library and all 
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scholarly notes confiscated and destroyed or at least "removed" along with 
all my belongings. 

Thus it was that at the age of forty-five I was left in London with a wife 
and two children and no means of support. It was the best time to remember 
Plato's definition of philosophy as the practice of death. I had to rebuild my 
external life from the beginning, at a time when my friends among the 
religious classes in Iran did nothing to prevent the confiscation of all my 
belongings and assets, and the vast majority of my Western friends, 
especially those in America with whom I had the closest contact, decided to 
ignore my plight for political expediency. I spent two months in London 
until the little money I had was about to be exhausted. Those were indeed 
difficult days full of uncertainty in every way. The manuscript of my book 
on Islamic philosophy in Persia was lost when my office at the Academy was 
taken over as was the material for the second volume I was preparing on 
MulHi ~addi which was in my library at home along with notes for the 
coming Gifford Lectures I had accepted to deliver and the skeleton text of 
the Kevorkian Lectures on Islamic art. And then there were all my class 
notes and scholarly documents. The loss was even greater since it involved 
my personal as well as family library, altogether several thousand volumes, 
many of which were irreplaceable. 

My thoughts, however, had to tum to the more urgent matters of 
establishing my external life again before worrying about such losses. I 
preferred to remain in Britain but paradoxically enough, while several offers 
were to be made to me later, there was no suitable academic opening at that 
time in that country. And so I wrote to several American universities which 
had sought my services over the years. Only President David Gardner of the 
University of Utah and Khosrow Mostofi, the head of the Middle Eastern 
Center of the university, both of whom were friends, replied and sent me an 
invitation to join the university as distinguished visiting professor. And so 
in March 1979 we moved one step further away from Persia, first to Boston, 
where I left the family temporarily, and then to Salt Lake City where we 
began our new life in the most humble way possible. I was even forced to 
bring my son, who was finishing his A levels before going to Oxford, to 
America because it was simply impossible from a financial point of view to 
keep him there. In this way began that exile which was a return to the land 
in which I had studied for so many years and which was to become my new 
permanent home. 

At the University of Utah I taught a small number of students but wrote 
little because the problems of settling in to my new situation, at a time when 
affairs were so turbulent in Iran, took much of my mental energy. But I did 
continue my intellectual activities to some extent. My old friend from 
Harvard, James Kritzeck, who had attended the conference on Islam and 
Christianity with me at Tioumliline in Morocco in 1957, was professor of 
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Islamic studies at the University at that time. We had many discussions on 
comparative theology together. Also the well-known American philosopher, 
Sterling McMurrin, was active at that time in the philosophy department of 
the university and we spent many hours together discussing world philoso
phy. Later on in 1997 I was to deliver the famous Tanner-McMurrin lecture 
at Westminster College in Salt Lake City named after him and his philoso
pher colleague Obert Tanner. In deference to his interests I spoke at this 
lecture about the meaning of truth in the context of a global philosophy of 
religion, a theme with which I have been much concerned in recent years. 

In the middle of the summer of 1979 my appointment at the University 
of Utah came to an end. I was offered a tenured full professorship there. 
Offers of professorships also came first from the University of Toronto and 
soon thereafter from Temple University in Philadelphia. Before making a 
final decision we moved to Boston to find a school for my son and daughter. 
My son was to go to various schools in the area including Tufts University, 
The Fletcher School of Diplomacy, run by Tufts, and Harvard, and finally 
MIT, from which he received his Ph.D. in political science. My daughter 
started at Boston College, then went to Tufts, and later to Boston University 
to study the history of art. She was to complete her doctoral studies in this 
field at The George Washington University. Since they were to go to school 
in the Boston area, we decided to make our home there, although I accepted 
the offer to teach at Temple. Financially it was impossible to do otherwise 
and as a consequence I commuted for five years between Boston and 
Philadelphia. I did so while struggling to reconstruct my external life as well 
as begin, once again, an active intellectual life which in fact commenced in 
earnest almost immediately but with some change of direction in some of the 
fields in which I was doing research, although the heart of my intellectual 
interests remained unchanged. 

In Persia I was forced to be involved in many local issues which were 
now no longer my concern. Also nearly all administrative chores disappeared 
replaced by every day tasks of running an uprooted household, tasks the likes 
of which had also existed in Iran but which were taken care of by servants, 
drivers, secretaries, and the like. In America I could no more live the life of 
a philosopher in leisure, removed from the concerns of the world than I 
could in Iran although the reasons were very different. Also, the loss of my 
library made it practically impossible for me to do detailed textual research 
and establish critical philosophical texts of later Islamic philosophy as I had 
in Iran despite the presence of the Widener Library at Harvard in which I 
spent a great deal of time and upon which I relied for most of the scholarly 
works that I needed. For some time, therefore, I did little new work on later 
Islamic philosophy although I have come back to this field in the last few 
years. I also discontinued my studies of Ibn 'Arabi whom I had introduced 
to the American public in my Three Muslim Sages because others were now 
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busying themselves with him in a serious manner, especially my former 
student and now colleague, William Chittick, who has produced several 
major works in this field during the past fifteen years, and, to a lesser extent, 
another of my students who is now also a well-known specialist of Ibn 
'Arabi, James Morris. 

In fact, I was now placed in a situation in which I was seen as an Islamic 
philosopher and I had to deal with issues which teaching in an American 
academic setting posed. I was a Muslim intellectual much in demand by both 
academic circles and the Islamic community in the West itself, expected to 
address major intellectual and spiritual issues, not to speak of political ones 
brought forth by the advent of the Iranian Revolution and certain other 
events in the Islamic world. I was, of course, also and before all else a 
traditionalist and expositor of the perennial philosophy and came to be 
recognized soon in academic circles as a major proponent of the traditional
ist and perennialist perspective. The migration to America in 1981 of 
Frithjof Schuon, the premier expositor of the philosophia perennis in the 
West during the second half of this century, added to the already existing 
interest in tradition in this land, although he kept completely aloof and 
distant from academic circles. My editing of the Essential Writings of 
Frithjof Schuon in 1986 was very much connected to this aspect of my 
function in America as the representative of tradition and the philosophia 
perennis in academic circles, and also for many who were interested in these 
matters without belonging to academia. 

This aspect of my intellectual life in America was closely related to my 
activity in the field of comparative religion which had been of concern to me 
since my youth, but which now became more intensified not least of all 
because of the ecumenical interest in the religion department at Temple 
University. As a representative of the traditionalist perspective in the d'"Omain 
of comparative religion and as a Muslim long interested in serious religious 
dialogue, including especially its philosophical and metaphysical dimen
sions, I was to carry out many debates and discussions with eminent 
Christian theologians and philosophers of religion such as Hans Kung and 
John Hick and some Jewish ones including Rabbi Izmar Schorch at the 
Jewish Theological Seminary in New York. This aspect of my activity was 
also stretched to Europe and especially to England. In the 1990s I was to be 
selected as a patron of the Center for the Study of Islam and Christian
Muslim Relations of the Selly Oaks Colleges in Birmingham and played an 
active role in the creation and later activities of the Center for Muslim
Christian Understanding at Georgetown University in Washington. I was 
also to attend numerous conferences on this subject including the famous 
1993 Parliament of World Religions. 

My activities as an Islamic philosopher stretched into many other 
domains including the environmental crisis, the meaning of Islamic art, the 
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challenges of new scientific theories and discoveries, and many other realms 
of philosophical activity. My work in reviving the Islamic intellectual 
tradition also continued in many ways despite the loss of my library and 
notes resulting from over two decades of research. I now wrote for a more 
general audience, partly the Western intelligentsia, partly the Islamic world 
as a whole. Both of these groups were also the audiences which many of my 
works written in Persia had addressed, but now the emphasis shifted more 
toward the global scene. I also wrote now mostly, but not exclusively, in 
English, for I would continue to write an essay or two each year in Persian 
despite the fact that in the early years after the Revolution Persian journals 
in Iran would not publish anything of mine, and even some of my Persian 
books were reprinted without my name. This has changed in the past few 
years and now my Persian works have a large audience and many of my 
books have been reprinted with my name several times in Iran recently. 

To come back more specifically to my years at Temple, the department 
of religion in which I taught had the largest doctoral program in America. 
With the late Isma'il al-Fariiqi and me teaching there, numerous students, 
many from southeast Asia, came to study for their Ph.D.'s at Temple. During 
this period I trained for the first time a number of students from Malaysia, 
some of whom have now become well-established scholars in that country 
taking my philosophical perspective back home with them. One of them, 
Osman Bakar, has recently established the most vibrant program in the 
philosophy of science taught from the perspective of traditional Islamic 
philosophy in the Islamic world. Other former Malay students such as Saleh 
Yaapar and Baharuddin Ahmad have tried to introduce Islamic theories of 
literary criticism to the study of Islamic literature in place of theories 
emanating from France and England. At Temple I also trained a number of 
fine scholars in the fields of Sufism and Islamic philosophy who were 
Americans or who hailed from other lands including a few who were from 
Iran but who have settled in America. One of them, Mehcfi Armnrazavi, who 
still collaborates with me on important philosophical projects, is professor 
of philosophy writing mostly in the field of Islamic and comparative 
philosophy, while another is a professor of Iranian studies at Columbia. 
Some of my students at Temple such as Maysam al-Fariiqi and Gisela Webb 
have concerned themselves to a large extent with comparative philosophy 
and religion and in the case of the latter with Sufism, while others such as 
Grace Braeme have delved into Christian spirituality and mysticism. I also 
had a number of fine Jewish students interested in Islamic philosophy in its 
relation to Jewish philosophy. One of them, Michael Paley, has not written 
much on this subject but has been active in seeking to implement some of 
the ideas we had discussed together in the current educational scene. 

Furthermore, I had a few Arab students, one of whom, Ibrahim Abu 
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Rab1', a Palestinian, has become a well-known scholar of contemporary 
Arabic thought, but has remained in America. Space does not allow me to 
mention the many others who studied with me during this time, hailing from 
many different lands including Nigeria, Pakistan, and Lebanon not to 
mention the countries cited above. Altogether the five years spent at Temple 
in addition to two extra years from 1984 to 1986, when I had moved to 
Washington to teach at The George Washington University but was still 
adjunct professor at Temple, was a rich period in the training of many out
standing students in comparative religion and philosophy and Islamic studies, 
students who are now all scholars and teachers here and abroad. In this sense 
my activities begun at Tehran University continued and were even expanded. 

The department at Temple placed great emphasis upon the philosophy 
of religion and ecumenical religious studies. Such men as Martin van Buren, 
Gerhard Spiegler, Norbert Samuelson, and Thomas Dean provided a fertile 
ground for serious discussion of the philosophy of religion in a comparative 
setting, while such Christian ecumenists as Gerald Sloyan and especially 
Leonard Swindler, who was editor of the journal Ecumenical Studies, 
pushed us all into constant ecumenical discourse concerning the philosophy 
of religion, ethics, and other aspects of religious studies. As a result, the 
aspect of my intellectual life dealing with comparative studies was much 
expanded at this time. 

Commuting between Boston and Philadelphia was very arduous and 
sapped much of my energy. Soon, however, I was able to establish a modus 
vivendi spending the middle part of the week in Philadelphia and from 
Friday to Monday in Boston where I could spend much time in study and 
research at Widener. By 1980 I was beginning to write essays and reviews 
again and soon entered one of the most active periods of my life as far as 
writing is concerned. Shortly before the Revolution of 1979 I had?heen 
invited to deliver the prestigious Gifford Lectures at the University of 
Edinburgh and had accepted this singular honor as the first non-Westerner 
invited to deliver the most famous lecture series in the fields of natural 
theology and the philosophy of religion without knowing what upheavals lay 
ahead in Iran. Now, my notes and the preliminary sketch for the lectures had 
been lost, but not wanting to postpone them I decided to remain faithful to 
the date set for the spring of 1981 which I had proposed originally. I spent 
most of my time in carrying out research for the work at hand and then in the 
winter of 1981, I wrote the complete text of the ten lectures planned with 
complete footnotes in a period of two and half months, producing a chapter 
a week while enduring the incredible strain of commuting between Boston 
and Philadelphia. The actual writing of the text of the lectures entitled 
Knowledge and the Sacred came as a gift from Heaven. The text would in 
a sense "descend" upon me and crystallize clearly in my mind and I was able 
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to write each chapter in a continuous flow like a running river with no need 
for long pauses or hesitation. In the spring of 1981, when I spent three weeks 
delivering the lectures at the University of Edinburgh, the text was com
pletely ready for publication. A few months later it was to appear at the 
University of Edinburgh Press with a simultaneous American edition. None 
of my other books was written with such facility, the pen moving on paper 
as if I were simply writing down a poem already memorized. The book, 
which has also been rendered into German and French, is in a sense my most 
important philosophical work and has had perhaps greater impact outside of 
the circle of scholars of Islamic thought than any of my other writings. 

During 1981 I was also to expand an earlier collection of my essays 
under the new title of Islamic Life and Thought and also increase my 
lecturing at various universities. During the period at Temple, that is, from 
1979 until 1984, both the activities of lecturing and of writing continued 
unabated along with my teaching. I delivered the Wiegand Lecture at the 
University of Toronto in 1983 on the philosophy of religion and helped 
establish the section on Hermeticism and the perennial philosophy at the 
American Academy of Religion with my old and dear friend and colleague 
Huston Smith, with whom I have remained close in carrying out many 
different endeavors for we both represent the same perspective in the study 
of philosophy and religion. And so it was as a result ofhis suggestion that 
I agreed to collaborate in 1982 on the major project of the Encyclopedia of 
World Spirituality whose chief editor was Ewert Cousins. 

A professor of medieval philosophy and specialist in St. Bonaventure 
from Fordham University, Cousins had been asked to become chief editor 
of a major encyclopedia of some twenty-seven volumes devoted to "spiritual
ity," this new category of thought) sentiment, and action which involves 
philosophy, theology, mysticism, and religion without being identical with 
any of them. A group of leading philosophers and scholars of religion were 
assembled for the task including A.H. Armstrong, Joseph Epes Brown, John 
Carman, Eliade, Faivre, Langdon Gilkey, Arthur Green, Bernard McGinn, 
John Meyendorff, Needleman, Panikkar, Jeroslav Pelikan, Krishna 
Sivaraman, Tu Wei-ming, Whaling, and many others in addition to Cousins, 
Smith, and myself. The numerous discussions on the meaning of spirituality 
and the global approach to it implied in this work was of great philosophical 
significance and was carried out on the highest intellectual level. I agreed to 
edit the two volumes on Islam which appeared in 1989 and 1991 but many 
other volumes in the series are yet to be completed. The conceptual scheme 
for the work as a whole was, however, already achieved after much 
deliberation in the mid-'80s and marl<s a major philosophical undertaking 
and achievement in which I played an active role. It was one of the important 
projects that I have undertaken in the past two decades and resulted in a two-
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volume work entitled Islamic Spirituality which remains unique to this day 
in the field of Islamic studies. 

Before leaving this period, I need to mention another major project 
which was begun at that time but which was realized later in Washington. 
During one of the conferences arranged by Cousins on the theme of 
spirituality in preparation for the Encyclopedia, I was approached by a 
woman from the West Coast, Flora Courtois, who had read some of the 
essays in the English journal Studies in Comparative Religion and was so 
impressed by the traditional perspective that she wanted to create a 
foundation to pursue such studies, and after contacting Huston Smith was 
told by him to get in touch with me. We discussed the matter at length and 
finally created the Foundation for Traditional Studies devoted to the 
dissemination oftraditional thought. A board was selected consisting of the 
founder, Huston Smith, Joseph Epes Brown, Rama Coomaraswamy, and 
Alvin Moore with myself as president and Katherine O'Brien as executive 
director. Later the Foundation was established in Washington where since 
1994 it publishes the journal Sophia, edited by Katherine 0 'Brien. Sophia 
is now the leading journal in the English language devoted to traditional 
thought as understood by Guenon, Coomaraswamy, Schuon, Burckhardt, 
Lings, and others. The journal publishes essays by these and other tradition
alist writers and I remain closely associated with it not only writing for it but 
also cooperating closely with O'Brien in its production. The Foundation has 
also published a number of books including Religion of the Heart, the 
Festschrift ofFrithjofSchuon, edited by myself and William Stoddart, and 
In Quest of the Sacred edited by myself and O'Brien. Cooperation with the 
Foundation remains an important part of my intellectual activity in America. 

In 1984 calls came from Yale and The George Washington University 
to become a candidate for the chair of Islamic Studies. Since the position at 
The George Washington University was a university professorship with 
much less administrative responsibility than an ivy league professorial 
appointment would require and the city ofWashington and its suburbs were 
much more congenial for my family than New Haven, many of our old 
Iranian friends having now settled in the Washington area, I accepted The 
George Washington University appointment. We purchased a house in 
Bethesda, Maryland where I still live and I began the phase of my intellec
tual life which continues to this day. I was to join three other university 
professors, Marcus Cunliffe, a famous expert on American history, Amitai 
Etzioni, the celebrated social thinker, and Peter Caws, the well-known 
philosopher whom I had known from my years as member of the directing 
committee of the Federation Intemationale des Societes Philosophiques. 
Most of my contact with the philosophy department at the University has 
been through him, but I also do have a number of philosophy students in my 
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courses as well as students from the religion department with which I have 
been most closely associated. Although University Professor of Islamic 
Studies, I developed courses on the perennial philosophy, religion and 
science, man and the environment, and comparative mysticism which are all 
interdisciplinary and of a philosophical nature. The number of students 
working on their doctorates with me decreased although a few young 
scholars in the field of Islamic philosophy, such as Zailan Moris from 
Malaysia, Ibrahim Kalin from Turkey, and Walld al-An~rl from Egypt have 
done or are doing their doctoral work with me while I have been in 
Washington. Most of my students during these years have been undergradu
ates and masters students many of whom have continued their doctoral work 
elsewhere in either Islamic studies, the philosophy of religion, or compara
tive religion after having received a thorough grounding in traditional 
philosophy. 

The years in Washington have been very active ones intellectually, 
perhaps even more so than those at Temple as far as public lectures and 
public philosophical discourses are concerned. Every year I give a number 
of lectures in America, mostly in universities, and for seven years was the A. 
D. White professor-at-large at Cornell University, during which time I gave 
several seminars on Islamic thought as well as on traditional metaphysics. I 
have also traveled regularly to Europe to lecture, especially to the United 
Kingdom, France, Germany, and Spain, but most of all to Britain. During 
these years I have been involved as a fellow with the activities of the 
Temenos Academy and lectured often as already mentioned at Oxford, the 
University of London, and occasionally at other British universities. I 
delivered the aforementioned Cadbury Lectures in 1994 at the University of 
Birmingham under the title Religion and the Order of Nature, which as 
already stated continued my earlier interest in the philosophical and spiritual 
dimensions of the environmental crisis. The book by the same name is my 
most complete treatment of the subject. I also became associated with such 
British organizations interested in philosophy, science, and religion as 
Friends of the Centre and REEP (The Religious Education and Environmen
tal Programme), and The Scientific and Medical Network, and have 
continued to publish extensively in Britain. Moreover, during these years I 
have collaborated closely with the Prince of Wales Institute of Architecture 
and especially the director of its Islamic art program, Keith Critchlow, a 
specialist on sacred geometry, whom I have known since the 1970s when I 
met him in London and later invited him to collaborate with the gifted 
Iranian architect Nader Ardalan in designing a traditional mosque based on 
Islamic geometrical principles for the Aryamehr University campus in 
Isafahan. 

Also, in the 1980s my old friend Shaykh A~ad Zaki Yaman1 asked me 
to found a major center in England for the study and preservation of Islamic 
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manuscripts and wanted me to move to London for that purpose. Although 
I did not accept that part of the invitation, I did help to found the new al
Furqan Foundation, now located at Wimbledon in a beautifully renovated 
Jacobian house. With Shaykh Yamani's approval I asked one of my closest 
spiritual and intellectual friends, Hadi Sharifi, who had been my deputy at 
the Academy of Philosophy in Tehran, to head the new foundation. For 
nearly a decade, therefore, I traveled several times a year to England to 
supervise and help in the activities of the new institution which is now a 
major center unique in the kind of activity it undertakes. Those journeys 
were themselves also occasions to participate in other intellectual activities 
in Britain and I can say that I have remained over these years as closely 
associated with the British intellectual scene as I had been when living in 
Persia. 

I also travel at least once every year to France where I have kept my 
contact with the old circle associated with Corbin and have occasionally 
lectured at the Sorbonne and other French institutions of learning. I have 
also remained in contact with Faivre and the whole current to revive the 
serious study of Hermetic and esoteric philosophy in France and this 
involvement includes my writing occasionally for their journal Aries. Much 
of my time in France is, however, spent in going over translations of my 
works into French and other matters related to the publication of my books 
which continue to appear in French. I have also continued to be involved in 
a number of UNESCO projects, some philosophical and others cultural. 

I have already mentioned the lectures delivered during these years in 
Germany and Spain but I need to say a few words about the significance of 
Spain for me during these years of exile in the West. There is still much 
Islamic presence in southern Spain and when I visit that area, it is like a 
return to Persia itself. For nearly a decade I have been trying to help fil the 
making of a major documentary television series produced by the Founda
tion for Traditional Studies on Islam and the West, a project which is 
becoming gradually realized. In relation to this project I have made many 
journeys to Spain over the years almost always limiting myself to the 
southern region which the Muslims used to call al-Andalus (Andalusia). 
Although I have also given some lectures in Spain, my main purpose during 
all these journeys was not only academic or intellectual in the ordinary sense 
of the term, but primarily spiritual and artistic. It was also during some of 
these journeys that I composed a number of poems related to Spanish 
themes, poems which are included in the collection of my poetry, Poems of 
the Way. 

During the years since moving to Washington, my journeys to the 
Islamic world have increased from the Temple years and I have also begun 
to travel to India again. In India my major locus of activity has been Delhi 
where I have delivered a number of major philosophical lectures and 
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discourses and have been especially associated with the Indira Gandhi 
Centre for the Arts and its director Kapila Vatsyayan. As for the Islamic 
world, I have become involved to an ever greater degree with the intellectual 
life of Turkey and remain involved with Pakistan, traveling to both countries 
from time to time. Being a member of the Jordanian Royal Society, I remain 
in close touch with a number of key intellectual figures in that country which 
I also visit occasionally. I visit Egypt regularly every year and although I 
have participated in several conferences and lectured there over the years, 
my journeys to Egypt are more than anything else spiritual ones, filling for 
at least a short period each year the void created by my separation from 
Persia. The sanctuary of Ra's al-I:Iusayn in Cairo has become for me a 
spiritual resting place. 

My most intense intellectual contact in the Islamic world in the past 
fifteen years has, however, been with Malaysia and to a lesser extent 
Indonesia. Many of my students are now active in Malaysia and some hold 
positions of influence. My writings and many lectures given there over the 
years have helped to mold the intellectual debate, incite interest in Islamic 
and comparative philosophy, tum attention to the significance of civiliza
tional dialogue, and many other subjects of philosophical importance. It was 
in fact my suggestion to Tu Wei-Ming to begin a Confucian-Islamic dialogue 
that led to our having a small closed conference at Harvard on the subject, 
the first of its kind, and later the major conference on the same theme in 
Kuala Lumpur. I received from Tu Wei-Ming the text of Samuel Hunting
ton's "Clash of Civilizations" before it was even published as an article not 
to speak of as a book while I was in Honolulu on my way to Malaysia in 
1993. Having read this text, it was in Kuala Lumpur in a major public 
lecture that I dealt with this issue for the first time in the Islamic world, 
beginning a debate which continues unabated and which is, of course, of 
philosophical significance. 

As for Persia itself, I have not been able to return there since the 
Revolution but during the past decade communication has become easier. 
Some of my Persian articles are now published there and some of my new 
books written in English have been translated into Persian. I am in contact 
with many professors and students and my writings form a central strand in 
the pattern of philosophical life in Persia today, a life which continues to 
grow in strength from day to day. There is perhaps no other Islamic country 
today with as much interest in philosophy, both Islamic and Western, as 
Persia and I remain very much involved in this new chapter in the intellec
tual life of the country without being physically present on the scene. My 
works and students represent me in the current philosophical and theological 
debates which are bound to be of much significance not only for the future 
of Persia but way beyond her borders. 

Finally, in talking about the Islamic world, I need to say a few words 
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about a country which I have not visited but with whose intellectual life I 
have been closely involved, and that is Bosnia. Before the breakup of 
Yugoslavia, a number of Muslim, Serbian, and Croatian intellectuals found 
in my writings a universalist and "ecumenist" spirit which could bring them 
all together in a common philosophical and intellectual discourse and so 
many of my more philosophical essays were translated into the language 
which some call "Serbo-Croatian" and others "Bosnian." In fact some of the 
early translators were not Muslim but Orthodox and Catholic. I was to visit 
Bosnia to meet the intellectual community when the great tragedies of the 
war and genocide began in 1992. Even during the war, however, my works 
continued to be translated, printed on cheap paper which was the only kind 
available under those conditions. The effort to introduce my works to Bosnia 
as a means of preserving a universalist perspective against parochial 
sectarianism was carried out most of all by a writer whom I have come to 
know well, the famous Bosnian scholar and thinker Enes Karic, who was the 
Bosnian minister of education throughout the war. I have still not been able 
to visit Sarajevo but remain closely involved in the intellectual and 
philosophical life of this small but valiant nation which should be the natural 
bridge between the West and the Islamic world. 

As far as writing is concerned, the years in Washington have also 
continued to be active ones in several fields. My earlier interest in the 
traditional philosophy of art in general and Islamic art in particular have 
continued with my lectures and my first book on art entitled Islamic Art and 
Spirituality, which, on the basis of the earlier work of Titus Burckhardt, 
seeks to bring out the metaphysical and symbolic significance of Islamic art 
including poetry and music. Meanwhile my study of Islam and its civiliza
tion as well as the problem of the relation between Islam and the West, 
which came to the fore in the '80s, has continued through many articles and 
through the books Traditional Islam in the Modern World and A Young 
Muslim's Guide to the Modern World, which also includes a simplified 
version of Western schools of philosophy for Muslim students who confront 
Western cultures and thought. I also have continued to write on Sufism and 
Islamic spirituality, the most extensive work being the two-volume Islamic 
Spirituality which, besides being edited by me, contains many essays by 
myself including an extensive treatment of Islamic philosophy in relation to 
spirituality. 

The most extensive part of my writings in the field of Islamic studies 
during these years has been in fact concerned with Islamic philosophy and 
its application to current issues. With the British philosopher and scholar of 
Islamic and Jewish philosophy Oliver Leaman, I edited the two-volume work 
History of Islamic Philosophy in the Routledge series on the history of 
philosophy and have also participated in their new Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy. During this time a large collection of my essays appeared in 
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book form as the Islamic Intellectual Tradition in Persia, a work which 
replaces to some extent the manuscript on this subject lost during the Iranian 
Revolution. Also, in joint collaboration with Mehdl Aminrazavi, I embarked 
upon the major project An Anthology of Philosophy in Persia, suggested 
originally by the Institut Intemationale de Philosophie before the Revolution. 
At last two of the five projected volumes have been completed and are being 
published by Oxford. This is the first work of its kind in English and reveals 
the richness of a vast philosophical tradition going back two and a half 
millennia and possessing a parallel, but also very different, development 
from Western philosophy, despite many common sources and historical 
interactions. 

My interest in the relation between religion, philosophy, and science has 
also continued not only through courses taught at The George Washington 
University on the subject, but also through many lectures, participation in the 
so-called "Islamicization of Knowledge" debate in the Islamic world, which 
I began in the '50s, and active participation in the religion and science 
program of the Templeton Foundation, but also in writing. In 1993 I 
published The Need for a Sacred Science which follows many of the themes 
of Knowledge and the Sacred, and I am presently assembling a number of 
essays on Islamic science in a new book. Much of my work in this domain 
has been concerned with this issue in a general, global context although, of 
course, work on my specialized field of Islamic science has continued. In 
recent years, however, I have been dealing not so much with the history of 
Islamic science as with general philosophical issues involved in the 
encounter between Islam and modem science. 

Needless to say, all of these studies have been carried out from the 
traditional point of view, but I have also been constantly involved in a more 
specific sense with traditional metaphysics and the perennial philosophy 
which I have also been teaching at the University. Besides supervising the 
activities of the Foundation for Traditional Studies, I have also been 
lecturing and writing on various aspects of traditional thought all over the 
globe. These writings include the editing with introductions to the Essential 
Writings of Frithjof Schuon and In Quest of the Sacred, as well as many 
essays published in America, Europe, and the Islamic world. 

In Washington I was soon to be surrounded by many students with 
general interest in Islam or traditional teachings. A smaller number have 
carried out more advanced studies in these fields under my direction while 
a number have also come to seek oral, e~oteric, and spiritual instruction. 
Once I moved to Washington, the number of my graduate students 
diminished but those in search of spiritual teachings grew and continues to 
grow. My life has in fact fallen into a pattern in which all of these elements, 
teaching carried out both outwardly and inwardly, lecturing, writing, and 
time devoted to meditation and the inner intellectual and spiritual life have 
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become woven and harmonized together. Meanwhile, my love for virgin 
nature and sacred art, including music and poetry with which I am involved 
on many levels, has continued unabated as I have sought to live the 
philosophical life in the Platonic sense ofbeing concerned with noesis, inner 
purification, interiorization, and contemplation of the supernal realities with 
an even greater intensity amidst a most active intellectual and academic life, 
and.irrespective of the forced uprooting of my life at the mid-stream of my 
earthly existence and continuous sense of nostalgia for the homeland from 
which I have become exiled. 

If I were to be asked what has been the central strand of my intellectual 
life, I would say without pause the quest for knowledge. On the principia} 
level I attained in my twenties an intellectual certitude and a vision of the 
nature of reality which have remained with me to this day. But on the level 
of the application of these principles as well as their deepening actualization 
and realization in an "existential" manner, my life has been a long quest for 
ever greater knowledge and my central prayer has been, in the language of 
the traditional Islamic prayer, rabbizidni 'ilman, that is, "0 Lord increase 
me in knowledge." And that quest after a knowledge which liberates and 
delivers us from the fetters and limitations of earthly existence still 
dominates my intellectual life and is central to all my endeavors. 

For many a year our heart sought the Cup of Jamshid 
(the Holy Grail) from us, 

What it possessed by itself, it sought from the stranger. 
(I:Jafi~) 

Bethesda, Maryland 
July 22, 1998 A.D. 
27 Rabi' al-awwal 1419 (A.H. lunar) 
31 Tir 1377 (A.H. solar) 

UNIVERSITY PROFESSOR OF ISLAMIC STUDIES 
GEORGE WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY 
DECEMBER 1998 
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Muhammad Suheyl Umar 

"FROM THE NICHE OF PROPHECY": 
NASR'S POSITION 

ON ISLAMIC PHILOSOPHY 
WITHIN THE ISLAMIC TRADITION 
IN EXCERPTS AND COMMENTARY 

S eyyed Hossein Nasr defies classifications. He is unique among our 
contemporary writers and thinkers in the sense that despite, or perhaps 

because of, his marvellous contributions to a stunning variety of academic 
disciplines it is difficult to place him in the categories of present-day 
academia. As W. C. Chittick has remarked, 

The first meeting with the writings of Seyyed Hossein Nasr may often leave 
one either pleasantly surprised or disconcerted and annoyed. The rel\,son in 
both cases is the same: here we have an intelligent, erudite, articulate and 
impassioned defence of and apologia for religion, or as Nasr might write, for 
"Tradition in its true sense" .... Nasr's educational background is exceptional. 
What is more exceptiomd is that he was able to integrate all of these currents 
and fields into a living and active whole, as if by realising in his own being the 
fundamental Islamic doctrine of Unity (taw~id) a doctrine referred to 
constantly in his works-and thus making all these seemingly disparate 
elements revolve around a single center. The diversity of his writings reflects 
the diversity of his background. 1 

Many people wonder while some even doubt whether Islam has a 
genuine "philosophy." In the West it is common to identify philosophy in 
Islam with the period from the life ofal-Hidib1 to that of Averroes. Against 
this view Nasr has argued that a broader understanding of Islamic philoso
phy is much needed. Nasr's understanding of the role and function of 
philosophy in Islam is rooted in his personal quest for the eternal sophia as 
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he himself described it. In this regard his memoirs provide revealing insights 
about a philosophic quest that crystallised in the formulation of his position 
on Islamic philosophy. Remembering his encounter with the Western 
philosophic mind-set he remarked, 

I was first shocked to discover that many leading Western philosophers did not 
consider the role of science in g~neral and physics in particular to be the 
discovery of the nature of the physical aspect of reality at all. Further studies 
of the philosophy of science and immersion in the debates between such figures 
as E. Meyerson and H. Poincare only confirmed this early sense of bewilder
ment and drew me more and more into the study of philosophy and the history 
of science .... I was fully immersed in the formal study of philosophy and the 
history of science with well-known figures as G. Sarton, Sir Hamilton Gibb, W. 
Jaeger and H. A. Wolfson. Meanwhile, access to the unique Commaraswamy 
library, unbelievably rich in works on various traditions, deepened my 
knowledge of things Oriental, while encounters with such figures as D. T. 
Suzuki and S. H. Hisamatsu only confirmed the pertinence of these living 
traditions of the Orient. ... The writings of Sufi masters and Islamic philoso
phers began to regain the profoundest meaning for me after this long journey 
through various schools of Western philosophy and science. But this newly 
gained meaning was no longer simple imitation or repetition of things 
inherited. It was based upon personal rediscovery after long search and one 
might add suffering, Islamic wisdom became a most intense living reality, not 
because I had happened to be born and educated as a Muslim but because I had 
been guided by the grace of Heaven to the eternal Sophia of which Islamic 
wisdom is one of the most universal and vital embodiments. Henceforth, I was 
set upon the intellectual path which I have followed ever since, ... a period 
during which my quest has been to discover an unknown beyond the world 
within which the hands of destiny have since placed me .... I returned to Persia 
after the termination of my formal education and long years spent in the West 
with a new appreciation of the still living Islamic tradition and also a complete 
awareness of those errors and deviations which comprise the modem world .... 
Persia is one of the very few Islamic countries where still today a living 
tradition of Islamic philosophy flourishes and is in fact being rejuvenated. 2 

Ifl were to summarize my so-called "philosophical position," I would say 
that I am a follower of that philosophia perennis and also universalis, that 
eternal sophia, which has always been and will always be and in whose 
perspective there is but one Reality which can say "I" .... I have tried to 
become transparent before the ray of Truth that shines whenever and wherever 
the veil before it is lifted or rent asunder. Once that process is achieved, the 
understanding, "observation" and explication ofthe manner in which that light 
shines upon problems of contemporary man constitute for me philosophical 
creativity in the deepest sense of the term. Otherwise, philosophy becomes 
sheer mental acrobatics and reason cut off from both the intellect and 
revelation, nothing but a luciferian instrument leading to dispersion and 
ultimately dissolution. It must never be forgotten that according to the 
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teachings of the sophia perennis itself, the discovery of the Truth is essentially 
the discovery of oneself and ultimately of the Self, and that is none other than 
what the father of philosophy in the West, namely Plato, defined as the role of 
philosophy, for he said, "philosophy is the practice of death" (Phaedo 
63e6-64a9). And the Self cannot be discovered except through the death of the 
self and that re-birth which is the goal and entelechy of human life and the aim 
of sophia in all its multiple manifestations within the traditions of the East and 
the West.3 

With this background in mind I have traced the journey of his philo
sophic quest through his published works and collected his views on the 
position of Islamic philosophy within the Islamic tradition. Almost all that 
is detailed in the following pages is based directly on his works. I have tried 
to make few insertions and comments of my own, except where necessary 
for the sake of continuity, in order to offer to the readers of this volume an 
immediate insight into his mind and a taste of the distinctive characteristics 
of his writings. 

Two points deserve mention here. S. H. Nasr has consistently main
tained his position on the question of the status of Islamic philosophy within 
the Islamic tradition for a period of thirty-five years or more. The views he 
expressed in his works more than three decades ago are essentially the same 
as those that he upholds today. Second, his thought has two facets. On the 
one hand it addresses the plethora of settled convictions and received 
opinions; a spectrum of thought that extends from an outright rejection of 
philosophy as an alien and alienating intellectual enterprise-a phenomenon 
manifesting itself within the Islamic Tradition under extraneous influ
ences-to an abject submission to the modern western modes of thinking 
that tries to replace Islamic philosophy with various borrowings from the 
West. On the other hand it analyzes the Western studies of Islam and Islamic 
philosophy and, while acknowledging their positive contributions, refutes 
the erroneous views that are so common in the studies made by the official 
Orientalism. ' 

Amidst a spectrum of conflicting ideas, Nasr's position on Islamic 
philosophy within the Islamic tradition is the most balanced and sane view 
expressed in a contemporary language and serves as a corrective to much 
muddled thinking that prevails in both camps. To substantiate the claim, I 
offer a chronological overview of his enduring position as it emerges from 
his writings. 

Early in his careerS. H. Nasr was instrumental in planning and com
piling the two-volume work on Islamic philosophy that was edited by M. M. 
Sharif.4 His contributions/ though limited to the intellectual history of 
certain sectors of the Islamic tradition and focused on the later phases of 
Islamic philosophy in the eastern lands of Islam, nevertheless provided 
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important insights about his views on the position of Islamic philosophy 
within the Islamic tradition. In these essays he pointed out the richness, 
continuity, and religious character of Islamic philosophy as well as the 
formative influence it exerted upon other disciplines through historical 
interaction~ themes he elaborated and explicated in detail in subsequent 
works. A few representative quotations stating Nasr's views on a selection 
of great figures in the Islamic tradition will provide the first glimpses of his 
thinking. 

In Islam the attack of Sufis and theologians upon the rationalistic aspect of 
Aristotelian philosophy weakened its hold at the very time when that philoso
phy was gaining strength in the Christian West and was replaced in the Muslim 
world by two elements, the doctrinal Sufism ofMul:tyi al-Din ibn 'Arabi and 
the /jikmat al-Ishraq or illuminative wisdom of Shaikh al-Ishraq Shihab al-Din 
Ya~ya ibn ~bash ibn Amirak Suhrawardi, both of which aimed at an effective 
realization of the "truth" and replaced the rationalism of Peripatetic philosophy 
by intellectual intuition (dhauq). 6 

Both metaphysically and historically, ishraqi wisdom means the ancient 
pre-discursive mode of thought which is intuitive (dhauqi) rather than dis
cursive (ba~thi) and which seeks to reach illumination by asceticism and 
purification. In the hands of Suhrawardi it becomes a new school of wisdom 
integrating Platonic and Aristotelian philosophy with Zoroastrian angelology 
and Hermetic ideas and placing the whole structure within the context of 
Sufism.7 

Regarding Fakhr al-Oin Razi Nasr commented, 

His own importance in Muslim theology lies in his success in establishing the 
school of philosophical Kaliim, already begun by Ghazzali, in which both 
intellectual and revelational evidence played important roles. 8 

•.. [H]is great
est philosophical importance lies in the criticisms and doubts cast upon the 
principles of Peripatetic philosophy, which not only left an indelible mark upon 
that school but opened the horizon for the other modes of knowledge like 
ishraqiphilosofhY and gnosis, which were more intimately bound with the 
spirit of Islam. 

Imam Razi's role in Muslim intellectual life, besides establishing the 
school of philosophical Kalam begun by Ghazzali, was to intensify the attack 
against Peripatetic philosophy, thereby preparing the way for the propagation 
of the metaphysical doctrines of the Ishraqis and Sufis who, like Imam Razi, 
opposed the rationalism inherent in Aristotelianism. 10 

Regarding the theosophers he said, "[A ]11 of whom sought to reconstruct 
Muslim intellectual life through a gnostic interpretation of the writings of Ibn 
Sina, Suhrawardl, and the Sufis, and who carried further the attempt already 
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begun by al-Farabi, extended by Ibn Sina in his Quranic commentaries, and 
carried a step further by Suhrawanfi, to correlate faith (iinan) with philosophy." 11 

Regarding Mulla $adra Nasr's views were as follows: 

The particular genius ofMulHi $adra was to synthesise and unify the three 
paths which lead to the Truth, viz., revelation, rational demonstration, and 
purification of the soul, which last in tum leads to illumination. For him gnosis, 
philosophy, and revealed religion were elements of a harmonious ensemble the 
harmony of which he sought to reveal in his own life as well as in his writings. 
He formulated a perspective in which rational demonstration or philosophy, 
although not necessarily limited to that of the Greeks, became closely tied to 
the Quran and the sayings of the Prophet and the Imams, and these in tum 
became unified with the gnostic doctrines which result from the illuminations 
received by a purified soul. That is why Mulla $adra's writings are a combina
tion of logical statements, gnostic intuitions, traditions of the Prophet, and the 
Quranic verses. 12 

Regarded in this way, Mulla $adra must certainly be considered to be one 
of the most significant figures in the intellectual life of Islam. Coming at a 
moment when the intellectual sciences had become weakened, he succeeded in 
reviving them by co-ordinating philosophy as inherited from the Greeks and 
interpreted by the Peripatetics and Illuminationists before him with the 
teachings of Islam in its exoteric and esoteric aspects. He succeeded in putting 
the gnostic doctrines of ibn 'Arabi in a logical dress. He made purification of 
the soul a necessary basis and complement of the study of lfikmat, thereby 
bestowing upon philosophy the practice of ritual and spiritual virtues which it 
had lost in the period of decadence of classical civilization. Finally, he 
succeeded in correlating the wisdom of the ancient Greek and Muslim sages 
and philosophers as interpreted esoterically \vith the inner meaning of the 
Quran. In all these matters he represents the final stage of effort by several 
generations of Muslim sages and may be considered to be the person in whom 
the streams, which had been approaching one another for some centuries 
before, finally united. 13 

The underpinnings of these comments become clear when we approach 
Nasr's next work. In 1964 he spoke ofthe "The Intellectual Dimensions in 
Islam" in his An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines 14 and 
included Islamic philosophy as one of the major perspectives that always 
existed, in varying forms, within the matrix of the "Intellectual Dimensions" 
of the Islamic tradition. In this early text Nasr approached the issue from the 
point of view of the various modes of seeking knowledge that dominated 
different schools or classes of seekers of knowledge. 

The most essential division within Islam is the "vertical" hierarchy of the 
Sacred Law (Shari'ah), the Way (Tariqah) and the Truth (lfaqiqah), the first 
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being the exoteric aspect of the Islamic revelation, divided into the Sunni and 
the Shl'ite interpretations of the tradition, and the latter two the esoteric aspects 
which are usually known under the denomination of Sufism. Or, one might say 
that the Truth is the center, the Way or "ways" the radii and the Sacred Law the 
circumference of a circle the totality of which is Islam. 

Another division of the intellectual perspectives within Islam is the classi
fication of the various intellectual dimensions according to the modes of 
knowledge sought by each school. From this point of view we may enumerate 
the seekers of knowledge in the earlier centuries oflslam as being the Quranic 
scholars and traditionalists, grammarians, historians and geographers, natural 
scientists and mathematicians, the Mu'tazilites and theologians, the Peripatetic 
philosophers, the Neo-Pythagoreans and Hermeticists, and finally the Sufis. 15 

To discover more specifically how these perspectives appear in the 4th Ill th 

and 51h/12'h centuries we tum to the evidence of some of the Muslim authors 
themselves. In his Treatise on Being (Risalat al-wujiid), 'Umar Khayyam, one 
of the most significant figures of the 5'h/12'h century, writes concerning those 
who seek ultimate knowledge, as follows: 
Seekers after knowledge of God, Glorious and Most High, are divided into four 
groups: 
1. The theologians (Mutakallimiin) who became content with disputation and 

satisfying proofs and considered this much knowledge of the Creator 
excellent is His N arne, as sufficient. 

2. The philosophers and metaphysicians [of Greek inspiration (~ukama')] 
who used rational arguments and sought to know the laws of logic and 
were never content with satisfying arguments, but they too could not 
remain faithful to the conditions of logic and with it became helpless. 

3. The Isma'Ilis and Ta 'limiyiin who said that the way of knowledge is none 
other than receiving information from a trustworthy ($adiq) informer, for 
in reasoning about the knowledge of the Creator, His Essence and 
Attributes, there is much difficulty, and the reasoning of the opponents and 
the intelligent is stupefied and helpless before it. Therefore, it is better to 
seek knowledge from the words of a trustworthy person. 

4. The people of ta$awwufwho did not seek knowledge by meditation or 
thinking but by purgation of their inner being and purifying of their 
disposition. They cleansed the rational soul from the impurities of Nature 
and bodily forms until it became a pure substance. It came face to face 
with the spiritual world (malakiit) so that the forms of that world became 
reflected in it in reality without doubt or ambiguity. This is the best of all 
paths because none of the perfections of God are kept away from it, and 
there are not obstacles or veils put before it. 16 

Several centuries later, when the various perspectives had become more 
crystallised, Sayyid Sharif al-Jurjani, the 9thll6'h century Persian ~akim, in his 
glosses upon the Ma{ali' al-Anwar, writes: "To gain a knowledge of the 
beginning and the end of things, there are two ways possible: one the way of 
argument and examination (or observation), and the other they way of 
asceticism and self-purification (mujahadah). 17 
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The point that Nasr wanted to register was that in the Islamic perspective, 
philosophy is one of the several valid paths leading towards veritable 
knowledge. He elaborated upon this point in his next work Three Muslim 
Sages, 18 and, with reference to the various representative figures of Islamic 
philosophy, expounded the view that Islamic philosophy was a perspective 
rooted in the Islamic worldview established by the Islamic revelation. 

[Islamic philosophy per al-Kindi] is a school which, while remaining faithful 
to the inner consistency and logical demands of the disciplines with which it 
deals, also assimilates elements that have a profound connection with the 
intellectual and psychological needs of certain components of the new Islamic 
community. It thereby creates an intellectual perspective which corresponds not 
only to a possibility that must be realized but also to a need that must be 
fulfilled, a perspective that must be created within the total world view of 
Islam. 19 

In the philosophic theory of religion developed by the Islamic philosophers, 

The prophet is thereby distinguished from sages and saints first, because his 
reception of knowledge from the Divine Intellect is complete and perfect and 
theirs partial, and, second, because he brings a law into the world and directs 
the practical lives of men and societies while the sages and saints seek after 
knowledge and inner perfection and have no law-bringing function. They are 
therefore subordinated to prophets, although they are themselves the most 
exalted and worthy of the vast majority of men who are not endowed with the 
extremely rare nature which is that of a prophet. 20 

In Science and Civilization in Islam/' which appeared four years after 
the aforementioned work, Nasr discussed the issue in greater detail and 
explained the status of Islamic philosophy from the point of view of 
"perspectives within the Islamic civilization."22 As in his earlier works, he 
maintained that Islamic philosophy was one of the most important and 
influential perspectives within the Islamic intellectual universe. Apart from 
it he devoted three full chapters to "Philosophy," "Controversies between 
Philosophy and Theology," and "The Gnostic Tradition,"23 wherein he 
explained in detail the need, rise, formulation, interaction, response, and 
function of philosophy in the Islamic tradition. The following quotation 
summarizes his position in a succinct manner. 

Philosophy in the Islamic world began in the third/ninth century, with the 
translation of Greek philosophical texts into Arabic. The first Muslim 
philosopher, any of whose writing has survived-al-Kindl-was also 
celebrated in the Latin West. He was well acquainted with the main tenets of 
Greek philosophy, and even had a translation of a summary version of the 
Enneads made for him. It was he who initiated the process of formulating a 



96 MUHAMMAD SUHEYL UMAR 

technical philosophical vocabulary in Arabic, and of rethinking Greek 
philosophy in terms of Islamic doctrines. In both these respects, he was 
followed by al-Farabl, through whom the basis for Peripatetic philosophy 
became well established in Islam. The philosophers of this school were familiar 
with the Alexandrian and Athenian Neoplatonists and commentators on 
Aristotle, and viewed the philosophy of Aristotle through Neoplatonic eyes. 
Moreover, there are Neopythagorean elements to be seen in al-Kindl, Shl'ite 
political doctrines in al-Farabl, and ideas ofShi'ite inspiration in certain of the 
writings of A vicenna. 

The main tendency of the Peripatetic school, however, which found its 
greatest Islamic exponent in A vicenna, was toward a philosophy based on the 
use of the discursive faculty, and relying essentially on the syllogistic method. 
The rationalistic aspect of this school reached its terminal point with Averroes, 
who became the most purely Aristotelian of the Muslim Peripatetics, and 
rejected, as an explicit aspect of philosophy, those Neoplatonic and Muslim 
elements that had entered into the world view of the Eastern Peripatetics, such 
as A vicenna. 

From the sixth/twelfth century onward, the other major school of Islamic 
philosophy or, more appropriately speaking "theosophy" in its original 
sense-came into being. This school, whose founder was Suhrawardl, became 
known as the Illuminationist (ishraqi) school, as contrasted with the Peripatetic 
(mashshii'i) school. While the Peripatetics leaned most heavily upon the 
syllogistic method of Aristotle, and sought to reach truth by means of 
arguments based on reason, the Illuminationists, who drew their doctrines from 
both the Platonists and the ancient Persians as well as the Islamic revelation 
itself, regarded intellectual intuition and illumination as the basic method to be 
followed, side by side with the use of reason. The rationalist philosophers, 
although they left an indelible mark upon the terminology of later Muslim 
theology, gradually became alienated from the orthodox elements, both 
theological and gnostic, so that, after their "refutation" by al-Ghazzall, they 
exercised little influence upon the main body of Muslim opinion. But the 
Illuminationist school, which combined the method of ratiocination with that 
of intellectual intuition and illumination, came to the fore during that very 
period that is generally-although quite erroneously-regarded as the end of 
Islamic philosophy. In fact along with gnosis it occupied the central position 
in the intellectual life of Islam. At the very moment when, in the West, 
Augustinian Platonism (which regarded knowledge as the fruit of illumination) 
was giving way to Thomistic Aristotelianism (which turned away from this 
very doctrine of illumination), the reverse process was taking place in the 
Islamic world. 

We must, however, make a distinction between the Sunni and Shl'ite 
reactions to philosophy. The Sunni world rejected philosophy almost entirely 
after Averroes, except for logic and the continuing influence of philosophy on 
its methods of argumentation, as well as some cosmological beliefs that have 
remained in the formulations of theology, and certain Sufi doctrines. In the 
Shl'ah world, however, the philosophy of both the Peripatetic and 
Illuminationist school has been taught continuously as a living tradition through 
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the centuries in the religious schools; some of the greatest figures in Islamic 
philosophy, such as MulHi Sadra, who was contemporary with Descartes and 
Leibniz, came long after the period usually regarded as "the productive phase" 
of Islamic philosophy.24 

Later, in 1971 and 1973, Nasr turned to certain specific questions that 
he had touched upon during the course of his earlier writings. These 
pertained to the role and function of philosophy, various responses to it and 
a creative interplay or interaction of philosophy with other perspectives of 
the Islamic Tradition. "Al-lfikmat al-Ilahiyyah and Kalam,"25 deals with the 
struggle and reciprocal influence betweenfalsafah and Kalam in Islam. In 
the history of the struggle and reciprocal influence between philosophy and 
Kalam, Nasr argued, one can distinguish four periods: 

1. The earliest period, from the beginning to the third/ninth century, when the 
Mu'tazilite school was dominant in Kaliim, and Falsafah was passing 
through its period of genesis of early development with such figures as 
Iranshahri and Al-Kindl and his students. This period was one of distinct 
but parallel development of and close association between F alsafah and 
Kaliim in an atmosphere more or less of relative mutual respect, at least in 
the case of Al-Kindl himself, although from the side of Kaliim certain of 
its branches such as the school of Basra opposed Falsafah violently even 
during this early period. 

2. The period from the third/ninth to the fifth/eleventh century, from the rise 
of Ash'arite theology and its elaboration to the beginning of the gradual 
incorporation of certain philosophical arguments into Kaliim by Imam al
I:Iaramayn al-Juwaynl and his student Ghazzall. This was a period of 
intense opposition and often enmity between Falsafah and Kaliim, a 
period whose phases have been so ably studied along with those of the 
first period by many western [sic] scholars . . . .,.. 

3. The period from Juwaynl and Ghazzall to Fakhr al-Din al-Razl, that is 
from about the fifth/eleventh to the seventh/thirteenth centuries when, 
while the opposition between Falsafah and Kaliim continued, each began 
to incorporate into itself more and more of the elements of the other. 
Falsafah began to discuss more than ever before problems such as the 
meaning of the Word of God, the relation between human and Divine will, 
the Divine Attributes, etc., which had always been the central concern of 
Kaliim, while Kaliim became ever more "philosophical," employing both 
ideas and arguments drawn from Falsafah. As a result at the end of this 
period, as already noted by Ibn Khaldiin, men appeared whom it is 
difficult to classify exactly either in the category ofjaylasiifor mutakallim 
and who could be legitimately considered as belonging to either or to both 
groups. 

4. From the seventh/thirteenth century onward, when the school of al-lfikmat 
al-iliihiyyah or lfikmat-i iliihi developed fully and a new type of relation 
came into being based on the trends established during the third period. 
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Since the lfikmat-i ilahi began to develop particularly in Persia where 
Shi' ism was also on the rise, naturally much of the interaction between 
ljikmah and Kalam involved Shi'ite Kalam, although Sunni Kalam must 
not by any means be forgotten, for even if most of the l}akims were Shl'ite, 
they were nevertheless well versed in and fully aware of the arguments of 
Sunni Kalam, to which they often addressed themselves.26 

Nasr concluded his elucidation with the comments of the famous student 
of Mulla ~adra, 'Abd al-Razzaq Lah1j1 quoting from his Gawhar-Murad 27 

and says, 

In this comparison between ljikmat and Kalam, which is at once principia! and 
historical, Lahiji expresses the view of those later ~akims who were also 
mutakallims and above all Gnostics and Sufis. He therefore alludes to 
knowledge transcending both lfikmat and Kalam-that of the muwa~~id
while insisting on the superiority of ljikmat over Kalam on their own proper 
plane. Uihlji was to be followed by many men like Qac;fi Sa'Id Qummi, Mulla 
'All Niirl and I:Iajji Mulla Hadi Sabziwarl who like him were well-versed in 
both ljikmat and Kalam, men who while placing a different emphasis upon 
each discipline all subordinated Kalam to the purer knowledge of things divine 
contained in this theosophy or ljikmat which has come to play such an 
important role in the intellectual and religious life of the eastern lands oflslam 
and especially Persia during the past seven centuries. 28 

One of the most detailed and profound expositions of the question of the 
position of Islamic philosophy within the Islamic tradition that is to be found 
in the works of Nasr is contained in his article "The Meaning and Role of 
Philosophy in Islam. "29 He summarized his earlier insighe0 that "Islam is 
hierarchic in its essential structure and also in the way it has manifested itself 
in history. The Islamic revelation possesses within itself several dimensions 
and has been manifested to mankind on the basic levels of al-islam, al-iman 
and al-i~san and from another perspective as Shari'ah, Tariqah and 
lfaqlqah."31 Afterwards, he emphasised that 

in order to understand the real role of "philosophy" in Islam we must consider 
Islam in all its amplitude and depth, including especially the dimension of al
lfaqiqah, where precisely one will find the point of intersection between 
"traditional philosophy" and metaphysics and that aspect of the Islamic 
perspective into which sapientia in all its forms has been integrated throughout 
Islamic history. Likewise, the whole oflslamic civilization must be considered 
in its width and breadth, not only a single part of dar al-islam, for it is one of 
the characteristics of Islamic civilization that the totality of its life and the 
richness of its arts and sciences can only be gauged by studying all of its parts. 
Only in unison do these parts reveal the complete unity that lies within all the 
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genuine manifestations of Islam. One cannot understand the role of "philoso
phy" or any other intellectual discipline in Islam by selecting only one 
dimension of Islam or one particular geographical area, no matter how 
important that dimension or that area may be in itself. 32 

Having warned us against adopting a truncated vision of the geograph
ical totality of the Islamic civilization, Nasr stressed the need to define the 
term "philosophy" with utmost precision since, in the case of traditional 
civilizations, terms have precise connotations. 

We can use the term "philosophy" as the translation of the Arabic al-falsafah 
and inquire into the meaning of the latter term in Islam and its civilization. Or 
we can seek to discover how the term "philosophy" as used today must be 
understood within the context of Islamic civilization. Or again we can seek to 
find all those Islamic sciences and intellectual disciplines which possess a 
"philosophical" aspect in the sense of dealing with the general world view of 
man and his position in the Universe. For our own part, we must begin by 
making the basic affirmation that if by philosophy we mean profane philosophy 
as currently understood in the West, that is, the attempt of man to reach 
ultimate knowledge of things through the use of his own rational and sensuous 
faculties and cut off completely from both the effusion of grace and the light 
of the Divine Intellect, then such an activity is alien to the Islamic perspective. 
It is a fruit of a humanism that did not manifest itself in Islam except for a very 
few instances of a completely peripheral and unimportant nature. It is what the 
Persian philosophers themselves have called mental acrdbatics or literally 
"weaving" (baftan), in contrast to philosophy as the gaining of certainty, or 
literally the discovery of truth (yaftan). But if by philosophy we mean a 
traditional philosophy based on certainty rather than doubt, where man's mind 
is continuously illuminated by the light of the Divine Intellect and protected 
from error by the grace provided by a traditional world in which man b~;eathes, 
then we certainly do have an Islamic philosophy which possesses illimitable 
horizons and is one of the richest intellectual traditions in the world, a 
philosophy that is always related to religious realities and has been most often 
wedded to illumination (ishraq) and gnosis ( 'irfan). If we view philosophy in 
this light, then the title of "philosopher" cannot be refused to those in Islam 
who are called the faliisifah, ~ukama' and 'urafa' . ... Moreover, if one takes 
the whole of the Islamic world into account, including the Persian and the 
Indian parts of it, one certainly cannot call Islamic philosophy a transient 
phenomenon which had a short lived existence in a civilization whose 
intellectual structure did not permit its survival.33 

For the Islamic ~ukama', ... philosophy was originally a form of revealed 
Truth, closely allied to revelation and connected with the name of Hermes, who 
became identified by them with ldrls, who was entitled "The Father of 
Philosophers" (Abii'/-~ukamii'). The identification of the chain of philosophy 
with an ante-diluvian prophet reveals a profound aspect of the concept of 



100 MUHAMMADSUHEYLUMAR 

philosophy in Islam-far more profound than that any historical criticism could 
claim to negate it. It was a means of confirming the legitimacy of l}ikmah in the 
Islamic intellectual world.34 

Having established the existence of Islamic philosophy as a distinct type 
of traditional philosophy, Nasr probed into the meaning and definition of 
philosophy. 

We must first of all make a distinction between philosophy in the general sense 
as Weltanschauung and philosophy as a distinct intellectual discipline in the 
technical sense. If we think of philosophy in the general sense of Weltanschau
ung, then outside of al-falsafah and al-~ikmah, with which philosophy has 
been identified by most schools, we must search within several other traditional 
Islamic disciplines for "philosophy", these disciplines including kalam or 
theology, u~ iii al-jiqh, or principles of jurisprudence, and especially Sufism, 
in particular its intellectual expression which is also called al- 'irfan or gnosis. 
This fact is especially true of the later period of Islamic history when in most 
of the Arab worldfalsafah as a distinct school disappeared and the intellectual 
needs corresponding to it found their fulfilment in kaliim and Sufism.35 

As for philosophy in the technical sense, it embraces not only Peripatetic 
philosophy in its early phase, known in the West thanks to medieval transla
tions and modem research following the earlier tradition, but also later 
Peripatetic philosophy after Ibn Rushd and beginning with Khawajah Na~Ir al
Din al-Tiisi, the School of Illumination (ishriiq) founded by Suhrawardi, 
metaphysical and gnostic forms of Sufism identified closely with the school of 
Ibn 'Arabi, and the "transcendent theosophy" (al-~ikmat al-muta 'iiliyah) of 
Mulla $adra, not to speak of philosophies with specific religious forms such as 
Isma'III philosophy, which possesses its own long and rich history. 36 

In order to emphasise the diffusion of philosophy as well as the richness of 
the Islamic intellectual tradition Nasr added, "The most profound metaphys
ics in Islam is to be found in the writings of the Sufi masters, especially 
those who have chosen to deal with the theoretical aspects of the spiritual 
way, or with that scientia sacra called gnosis (al- 'irfan). A more general 
treatment of the meaning of philosophy in Islam would have to include 
Sufism, kalam, usill and some of the other Islamic sciences as well."37 

In the next section Nasr made a rather detailed survey of the definitions 
of the terms falsafah or ~ikmah as these terms have been understood by the 
traditional Islamic authorities themselves. His exposition provides insight 
into philosophy's own vision of itself as reflected in the definitions 
formulated by the authorities of Islamic philosophy over the centuries. These 
definitions and the views ofthe authorities of Islamic philosophy reveal that 
there was a gradual increase of close rapport between philosophy and 
religion, and, in the end, philosophy became completely wedded to religion 
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in its deeper aspects. "In fact the whole later tradition of Islamic philosophy 
considered philosophy as veritable philosophy only if it is able to transform 
the being of man and enable him to have a new vision of things made 
possible by this very transformation. As such it is nothing other than a 
particular expression of the esotericism ( al-ba{in) of religion, accessible only 
through spiritual exegesis or hermeneutics (ta 'wil) of the revealed truths 
contained in religious sources."38 A representative piece of writing is given 
in the following quotation from Mulla ~adra's Al-lfikmat al-Muta 'aliyah, 
where he defined falsafah or ~ikmah in a most comprehensive and precise 
manner39 and followed it by arguing that the ~ikmah 40 mentioned in the 
Islamic texts is the "first principles discussed in ~ikmah muta 'aliyah ... " 
and it was what the Holy Prophet had in mind in his prayer to his Lord when 
he said: "0 Lord! Show us things as they really are." 41 Nasr adds that, 

Moreover, [Mulla $adra] gives a spiritual exegesis of the Quranic verse 
"Surely We created man ofthe best stature, then We reduced him to the lowest 
of the low, save those who believe and do good works" (Quran, XCV: 4-6) in 
this way: "of the best stature" refers to the spiritual world and the angelic part 
of the soul, "the lowest of the low" to the material world and the animal part 
of the soul, "those who believe" to theoretical ~ikmah and those who "do good 
works" to practical ~ikmah. Seen in this light ~ikmah, in its two aspects of 
knowledge and action, becomes the means whereby man is saved from his 
wretched state of the lowest of the low and enabled to regain the angelic and 
paradisial state in which he was originally made. lfikmah is, in his view, 
completely wedded to religion and the spiritual life and is far removed from 
purely mental activity connected with the rationalistic conception of philosophy 
that has become prevalent in the West since the post-Renaissance period.'u 

Part of the discussion in this article is devoted to the opposition that 
philosophy had to face from different quarters of the Islamic tradition. Nasr 
reminds us that "opposition," in the context of a traditional civilization is 

very different from the opposition of contending philosophical schools which 
have no principles in common. In Islam there has often been a tension between 
the various components and dimensions of the tradition but a tension that has 
been almost always creative and has never destroyed the unity of Islam and its 
civilization. With this reserve in mind it can be said that "opposition" to 
falsafah in Islam came mainly from three groups, but for different reasons: The 
purely religious scholars dealing with fiqh and U!jiil, the theologians 
(mutakallimiin) especially of the Ash'arite school, and certain of the Sufis.43 

Though he had had occasion to refer to this matter of "opposition" in 
several of his earlier works44 he further elaborated certain of its aspects and 
concluded by saying that, 
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The criticism of falsafah by the mutakallimiin, therefore, was more than 
anything else a creative interplay betweenfalsafah and kalam which left an 
indelible mark upon both of them. Kalam forcedfalsafah, even the Peripatetic 
school, to deal with certain specifically religious issues while falsafah 
influenced ever more the formulation and argumentation of kalam itself, 
starting with Imam al-I:Iaramayn al-Juwayni, continuing with al-Ghazzali and 
al-Razi, and in a sense culminating with 'A<;lud al-Din al-lji and his Kitab al
mawaqif, which is almost as muchfalsafah as k.alam. In Shl'ism also it is 
difficult to distinguish some of the later commentaries upon the Tajrid from 
works onfalsafah. The "opposition" of kalam to falsafah, therefore, far from 
destroyingfalsafah, influenced its later course and in much of the Sunni world 
absorbed it into itself after the 7th/13th century, with the result that, as already 
mentioned, such a figure as Ibn Khaldiin was to call this late kalam a form of 
philosophy. 

As for the criticism offalsafah made by certain Sufis, it too must be taken 
in the light of the nature of Islamic esotericism. Sufi metaphysics could not 
become bound to the "lesser truth" of Aristotelianism against whose inherent 
limitations it reacted and whose limits it criticized. But the criticism against the 
substance of falsafah came, not from the whole of Sufism, but from a particular 
tendency within it. In general one can distinguish two tendencies in Sufi 
spirituality, one which takes the human intellect to be a ladder to the luminous 
world of the spirit and the other which emphasises more the discontinuity 
between the human reason and the Divine Intellect and seeks to reach the world 
of the spirit by breaking completely the power of ratiocination within the mind. 
The final result, which is union with God, is the same in both cases, but the role 
played by reason is somewhat different in the two instances. The first tendency 
can be seen in Ibn 'Arabi, 'Abd al-Karim al-Jili, ~adr al-Din al-Qiinyawi and 
the like, and the second in some of the famous Persian Sufi poets such as 
Sana'i and Mawlana Jalal al-Din Riim1 and in the Arab world in certain early 
Sufi poets .... In fact both tendencies within Sufism have played a critical role 
in the later history offalsafah, one more positive and the other in a sense more 
negative, while both aspects of Sufism have remained the guardians and 
expositors of traditional falsafah or ~ikmah in its profoundest and most 
immutable sense or what in Western parlance is called philosophia perennis. 
Falsafah for its part benefited immensely from this interaction with Sufism and 
gradually became itself the outer courtyard leading those qualified to the inner 
garden of gnosis and beatitude .... The very substance offalsafah was changed 
during later Islamic history from simply a rational system of thought with an 
Islamic form to an ancillary of esoteric ism closely wedded to illumination and 
gnosis. Likewise Islamic philosophy was saved from the deadlock it had 
reached with the type of excessive Aristotelianism of an Ibn Rushd and was 
enabled to channel itself into a new direction, a direction which bestowed upon 
it renewed vigour and made it a major aspect of Islamic intellectual life in the 
Eastern lands of Islam during the eight centuries following the death of the 
Andalusian master of Aristotelianism with whom the earlier chapter oflslamic 
philosophy had drawn to a close.45 
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Speaking of the changing role of philosophy in Islam and Islamic civilization 
N asr alerted us to the fact that 

falsafah performed an important role in the process of the absorption and 
synthesis of the pre-Islamic sciences and the formulation of the Islamic 
sciences. The science of logic, the problem of the classification of the sciences, 
the methodology of the sciences, and their interaction with the rest of Islamic 
culture were all deeply influenced by falsafah and its particular elaboration in 
Islam. Moreover, during this early period most of the great scientists were also 
philosophers, so that we can speak during the early centuries, and even later, 
of a single type of Muslim savant who was both philosopher and scientist and 
whom we have already called philosopher-scientist.46 In any case during early 
Islamic history the cultivation and the development of the sciences would have 
been inconceivable without those offalsafah. The meaning of the term l;akim, 
which denotes at once a physician, scientist and philosopher, is the best proof 
of this close connection. 

Not only didfalsafah aid closely in the development of the intellectual 
sciences, but also it was the major discipline in which tools and instruments of 
analysis, logic and rational inquiry were developed for the transmitted sciences 
and other aspects of Islamic culture as well. The tools of logic developed 
mostly by the faliisifah and in conformity with the particular genius of Islam, 
in which logic plays a positive role and prepares the mind for illumination and 
contemplation, were applied to fields ranging far and wide, from grammar and 
rhetoric to even the classification and categorisation of lfadith, from organising 
economic activity in the bazaar to developing the geometry and arithmetic 
required to construct the great monuments of Islamic architecture. 47 

These and other innumerable proofs 

[a ]11 attest to the important role of falsafah in early Islam in providing the 
appropriate intellectual background for the encounter of Muslims with the arts, 
sciences and philosophies of other civilizations. This role was in fact crucial 
during the early period of Islamic history when Muslims were translating the 
heritage of the great civilizations which had preceded them into their own 
world of thought and were laying the foundations for the rise of the Islamic 
sciences.48 

Finally it must be re-asserted that during this earlier phase of Islamic history 
one of the important and enduring roles offalsafah was its struggle with kaliim 
and the particularly "philosophical" structure it finally bestowed upon ka/iim. 
The difference between the treatises of kaliim of al-Ash'ari himself or his 
student Abu Bakr al-Baqillani and Razi, lji and Sayyid Sharif al-Jurjarn is due 
solely to the long struggle withfa/safah. Through kaliim, therefore,falsafah, 
as an Islamic discipline, left its indelible mark upon the Sunni world.49 

If the post-Ibn Rushdian phase witnessed a different role and function 
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of philosophy in Islam it was due to the impasse that the Peripatetic 
philosophy had reached as well as the firm establishment of various Islamic 
sciences which from then onwards followed their own course of develop
ment. The role and function of philosophy differed in the eastern and 
western lands of Islam as well, due to the situations prevailing in these 
regions. Though philosophy was only pursued sparcely and was not 
cultivated avidly in the western lands of Islam, it nevertheless continued to 
possess a certain mode of life within the matrix of Kalam and Sufism. Nasr 
informed us that, as far as the eastern lands of Islam were concerned, 

Besides ffalsafah 's] function in aiding to sustain the intellectual sciences, 
which continued to be cultivated in Persia and India-and also to a certain 
extent among the Ottomans-up to the 12th/18th century, and besides its role in 
the various aspects of the religious life of the community,falsafah or ~ikmah, 
which by now had come much closer to the heart of the Islamic message and 
had left the limitative confines of Peripatetic philosophy, became the bridge for 
many men to Sufism and Sufi metaphysics. . .. On the one hand ~ikmah 
became profoundly imbued with the gnostic teachings of Ibn 'Arabi and his 
school and was able to present in such cases as Mulla ~adra a more systematic 
and logical interpretation of Sufi metaphysics than found in many of the Sufi 
texts themselves, and on the other hand it became in turn the major point of 
access to the teachings of Sufism for many men of intellectual inclination who 
were engaged in the cultivation of the official religious sciences. 50 

The conclusion that Nasr draws from these points has been summarized in 
the following words. 

[F) alsafah in Islam satisfied a certain need for causality among certain types 
of men, provided the necessary logical and rational tools for the cultivation and 
development of many of the arts and sciences, enabled Muslims to encounter 
and assimilate the learning of many other cultures, in its interactions with 
Kalam left a deep effect upon the latter's future course, and finally became a 
handmaid to illumination and gnosis, thus creating a bridge between the rigour 
oflogic and the ecstasy of spiritual union. 51 

In his article "Post-Avicennian Philosophy and the Study of Being," 
Nasr again drew the attention of his readers toward the significant difference 
of the role and function of philosophy during the course of its later 
development in the Islamic tradition. He said, 

in the Islamic world philosophy drew even doser to the ocean of Being itself 
until finally it became the complement of gnosis and its extension in the 
direction of systematic exposition and analysis .... [I]n the Islamic world also 
philosophy became inseparable from experience. But in this case the experi
ence in question was of a spiritual and inward character, including ultimately 
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the vision of Pure Being, tasting of a reality which is the origin of this sapiental 
wisdom or ~ikmah. 52 

In his Islamic Life and Thought Nasr returned to many of the issues that he 
had dealt with in his earlier works and devoted a large part of the book to the 
study of Islamic intellectual life and, more particularly, to the elucidation of 
various aspects of Islamic philosophy. 53 Two points deserve special mention 
here: continuity ofthe Islamic intellectual tradition and its Islamic/religious 
character. Nasr tried to dispel certain misconceptions that prevailed about 
both of these aspects of Islamic philosophy by reminding his readers: 

Because the Western-educated classes in the Islamic world are on the receiving 
end of general influences from the West, they tend to learn even about Islamic 
philosophy and their own intellectual heritage from orientalists and other 
Occidental sources. Even now in the case of the least prejudiced and most 
sympathetic orientalists-with some honourable exceptions-there is a 
tendency to substitute that period of Islamic intellectual history which 
influenced the West for the whole intellectual history of the Muslim world. 
Thus nearly every branch of the sciences and philosophy terminates, according 
to most of these sources, around the seventh/thirteenth century, the very period 
when intellectual contact between the East and West ceased. As a result, most 
Western-educated Oriental students of Islamic philosophy, who rely upon 
standard Western sources, think that for the past six or seven centuries there 
has been no intellectual life in Islam, and they tend to treat their own intellec
tual tradition as a passing phase in the history of Western civilization. 

There has been a great revival of interest in medieval civilization on the 
part of Western scholars during this century and in respectable academic 
circles one no longer follows the prejudice of the Renaissance and the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in calling the medieval period or its early 
phase the Dark Ages .... These and many other factors which have risetlfrom 
the false view of Islamic intellectual history have made the correct interpreta
tion of the Islamic heritage difficult, although the genuine sources, both written 
and oral, still exist for all who care to explore and study them. 54 

But contrary to what most Western sources have written, the intellectual 
life of Islam did not by any means come to an end merely because of the 
termination of this contact. 55 

There are numerous other traits of the philosophical and metaphysical 
schools in Islam which are worth discussing. Here it is sufficient to mention 
that there has been a continuity of intellectual tradition in Islam from the 
beginning to the present day, and that if this tradition is forgotten it is not 
because it does not exist but rather because we are sleeping over treasures. 56 

In the quotation that follows, Nasr, for the first time, gave the title 
"Prophetic Philosophy" to Islamic philosophy. 
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First of all, Islam is a tradition based wholly upon a distinct revelation, 
consequently, the sense of the transcendent and the revealed is a potent force 
in Islamic society. No philosophy that ignores both revelation and intellectual 
intuition, and thus divorces itself from the twin sources of transcendent 
knowledge, can hope to be anything but a disrupting and dissolving influence 
in Islamic society. Indeed, Islamic philosophy is precisely "prophetic philoso
phy," that is to say a worldview in which the role of revelation, in both the 
macrocosmic and the microcosmic sense, looms large on the horizon. And it 
is in Islam that "prophetic philosophy" finds its most complete and perfect 
expressron. 

Secondly, and closely connected to this point, there is the question of the 
relation between reason and revelation, which occupied the Muslim philoso
phers from the very beginning and which found its most harmonious solution 
in the hands of Mulla ~adra, who like the sages before him expounded that 
Divine Wisdom or sapientia, that gnosis in which faith and reason find their 
common ground. One need hardly mention that, once the function of the 
intellect is reduced to reason and also revelation is limited to its most exoteric 
and outward level of meaning, then faith and reason can never become truly 
harmonised. Every attempt which is then made to bring about a harmony will 
meet with the lack of success that the history of modem times so amply 
illustrates. 

Islamic philosophy also possesses a unified vision of things-that is, a 
view of the interrelation between all realms of knowledge. However dangerous 
the separative tendency (or sclerosis as some call it) of the modem sciences 
may be for the West, it is doubly fatal for Islam, whose sole raison d 'etre is to 
assert the doctrine of unity (al-taw~id) and to apply it to every aspect oflife. 
To be able to create and maintain an interrelation between various fields of 
knowledge is therefore of vital importance for all who are interested in the 
welfare of Islamic society. And here, as in other instances, the Islamic 
intellectual heritage offers ample guidance. 57 

[P]hilosophy turns from the attempt to describe a rational system to 
explaining the structure of reality with the aim of providing a plan of the 
cosmos with the help of which man can escape from this world considered as 
a cosmic crypt. Henceforth, in the East the primary role of philosophy became 
to provide the possibility of a vision of the spiritual universe. Philosophy thus 
became closely wedded to gnosis as we see in the Illuminationist (ishraqi) 
theosophy of Suhrawardi over a century after A vicenna. 58 

Gradually the teachings of Avicenna, Shurawardi and Ibn 'Arabi, as well as 
those of the theologians, became synthesised in vast metaphysical systems 
which reached their peak during the eleventh/seventeenth century with Mir 
Damad and ~adr al-Din Shlrazi. These metapbysicians, who are the contempo
raries of Descartes and Leibniz, developed a metaphysics which was no less 
logical and demonstrative than those of their European contemporaries did and 
yet which included a dimension of gnosis and intuition which the European 
philosophy of the period completely lacked. 59 
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The question of the integration and assimilation of the intellectual 
heritage of Antiquity came up again in the discussions of Islamic science 
and, since it holds good for Islamic philosophy as well, a few comments 
would be appropriate here. 

Islamic science came into being from a wedding between the spirit that issued 
from the Quranic revelation and the existing sciences of various civilizations 
which Islam inherited and which it transmuted through its spiritual power into 
a new substance, at once different from and continuous with what had existed 
before it. The international and cosmopolitan nature of Islamic civilization, 
derived from the universal character of the Islamic revelation and reflected in 
the geographical spread of the Islamic world (dar al-islam), enabled it to create 
the first science of a truly international nature in human history. 

Islam became heir to the intellectual heritage of all the major civilizations 
before it save that of the Far East, and it became a haven within which various 
intellectual traditions found a new lease upon life, albeit transformed within a 
new spiritual universe. This point must be repeated, particularly since so many 
people in the West wrongly believe that Islam acted simply as a bridge over 
which ideas of Antiquity passed to mediaeval Europe. As a matter of fact 
nothing could be further from the truth, for no ideas, theory or doctrine entered 
the citadel oflslamic thought unless it became first Muslimized and integrated 
into the total world view of Islam. Whatever could not make its peace (sal am) 
with Islam was sooner or later dispelled from the arena of Islamic intellectual 
life or relegated completely to the margin of the tapestry of the Islamic 
sciences.60 

The most important source for Islamic alchemy, and in fact a major source 
of inspiration for certain of the other Islamic sciences and schools of thought, 
is, however, a number of treatises attributed to Hermes and known in the West 
as the Corpus Hermeticum. 61 What the mediaeval and even post-mediaeval 
West has known of Hermes comes essentially from Islamic sources rather than 
directly from Alexandrian ones, where, from the Wedding of the Greek god 
Hermes and the Egyptian god Thoth, the figure of Hermes as the founder of a 
alchemy and a whole 'philosophy of nature' come into being. 

In Islamic sources the one Hermes of Alexandrian sources became three, 
hence the term "Hermes Trismegistos" (from the Arabic al-muthallath bi '1-
~ikmah ), which has inspired so many philosophers and poets in the West. The 
three Hermes were considered by Muslims as prophets belonging to the golden 
chain of prophecy stretching from Adam to the Prophet of Islam. Hence 
Hermeticism was considered as a revealed doctrine and was easily integrated 
into the Islamic perspective because it was already 'Islamic' in the wider sense 
of the term as belonging to the chain of prophecy. The first Hermes was 
identified with the ante-diluvian prophet Idris (or Akhnukh). He lived in Egypt 
and built the pyramids. The second was entitled al-Babili, namely "Babylo
nian." He lived in Mesopotamia after the flood and was responsible for 
reviving the sciences. The third lived again in Egypt after the flood and taught 
men many of the sciences and crafts. The Muslims saw the three Hermes not 
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only as founders of alchemy, but also of astronomy and astrology, architecture 
and many of the other arts, and finally of philosophy. The first Hermes is 
entitled by Muslim sources Abii'/-lfukama' (the father of theosophers or 
philosophers).62 

One may wish to question the legitimacy and opportuneness of the 
aforementioned approach, as it is discernible among the theologians, 
theosophers and philosophers of Islam. From the point of view that Nasr has 
adopted it derives its legitimacy from the inherent principles and practice of 
the Islamic Tradition itself. Islamic Tradition, from its vantage point ofbeing 
the summation, incorporated-obviously with alterations, amendments, 
abrogation, and adaptations-the "Judeo-Christian" elements; especially the 
legal (or Shari'ite, in the technical sense ofthe word) aspects ofthe Mosaic 
code and the esoteric elements of the Christian message. These elements 
were brought to perfection in this summation with the addition of specifi
cally Islamic aspects of the new faith in the Islamic revelation. This process, 
as it was accomplished on a purely vertical plane, had the stamp of divine 
sanction on it which distinguished it from any subsequent attempts that the 
Islamic community may have envisaged in the same direction. Nevertheless 
it had the significant role of setting the example for integrating ideas and 
symbols of pre-Islamic origin into the unitary perspective of Islam and its 
general framework. 

As for the opportuneness of such an approach we can do no better than 
to quote Nasr again. This time he has elucidated the point with reference to 
Ibn 'Arabi, but the argument holds good for Islamic philosophy also. 

The importance of Ibn 'Arabi consists, therefore, in his formulation of the 
doctrines of Sufism and in his making them explicit. His advent marks neither 
a "progress" in Sufism by its becoming more articulated and theoretical, nor a 
deterioration from a love of God to a form of pantheism, as has been so often 
asserted against Ibn 'Arabi Actually, the explicit formulation of Sufi doctrines 
by Mu~yi al-Din signifies a need on the part of the milieu to which they were 
addressed for further explanation and greater clarification. Now, the need for 
explanation does not increase with one's knowledge; rather, it becomes 
necessary to the extent that one is ignorant and has lost the immediate grasp of 
things through a dimming of the faculty of intuition and insight. As Islamic 
civilization drew away gradually from its source of revelation, the need for 
explanation increased to the degree that the spiritual insight and the perspicac
ity of men diminished. The early generations needed only a hint or directive 
(isharah) to understand the inner meaning oJ things; men of later centuries 
needed a full-fledged explanation. Through Ibn 'Arabi Islamic esotericism 
provided the doctrines which alone could guarantee the preservation of the 
Tradition among men who were always in danger of being led astray by 
incorrect reasoning and in most of whom the power of intellectual intuition was 



"FROM THE NICHE OF PROPHECY" 109 

not strong enough to reign supreme over other human tendencies and to prevent 
the mind from falling into error. Through Ibn 'Arabi, what had always been the 
inner truth of Sufism was formulated in such a manner that it has dominated the 
spiritual and intellectual life of Islam ever since.63 

This formulation was responsible, apart from other things, for "placing 
in the ascendancy the trend to expound the mystical experience in philo
sophic terminology."64 As such it was one of the various possible means to 
justify and prove the religious teachings concerning God's unity that 
unfolded themselves gradually during the whole of Islamic intellectual 
history.65 Use of philosophic terminology or discussion of philosophic 
positions shall never be equated, however, with the unbridled activity of the 
unaided reason that would imply that the norm for the mind is reasoning 
pure and simple, in the absence, not only of intellection, but also of 
indispensable objective data. This is an expression in a philosophic style and 
terminology of specifical1y Islamic positions and data obtained from mystical 
experience, as well as from unveiling finding as a result of reading and 
meditating upon the Quran and fearing God, that cannot be legitimately 
viewed as bringing philosophic issues within the pale of Sufism. To quote 
Schuon, 

In a certain respect, the difference between philosophy, theology and gnosis is 
total; in another respect, it is relative. It is total when one understands, by 
"philosophy," only rationalism;66 

••• by "theology," only the explanation of 
religious teachings; and by "gnosis," only intuitive and intellective, and thus 
supra-rational, knowledge; but the difference is only relative when one 
understands by "philosophy" the fact of thinking, by "theology" the fact of 
speaking dogmatically of God and religious things and by "gnosis" the fact of 
presenting pure metaphysics, for then the genres interpenetrate. It is impossible 
to deny that the most illustrious Sufis, while being "Gnostics" by definition, 
were at the same time to some extent theologians and to some extent philoso
phers and to some extent philosophers and to some extent gnostics, the last 
word having to be understood in its proper and most sectarian meaning.67 

Chittick has also pointed out that "the mainstream of Islamic intellectuality, 
which in any case was moving more towards philosophy than Kalam. In 
addition, from the 7th/13th century onward Islamic intellectuality tends 
towards synthesis. Many authors contributed to the harmonisation of 
divergent intellectual perspectives .... It was only logical that Sufism should 
play a major role in this harmonisation of different intellectual streams."68 

Islam and the Plight of the Modern Man,69 as the title implies, deals with 
comparative study of the predicament of the modem man in its varied 
aspects. Intellectual life is also the focus ofNasr's attention, and in this work 
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comparative aspects of the issue have received greater attention, though the 
position that Nasr adopted earlier is maintained. Commenting upon the 
situation of philosophy in the West, Nasr said, 

Sapiental doctrines and the appropriate spiritual techniques necessary for their 
realization are hardly accessible in the West, and "philosophy" has become 
totally divorced from experience of a spiritual nature. In the traditional East the 
very opposite holds true. "Philosophy" as a mental play or discipline that does 
not transform one's being is considered meaningless and in fact dangerous. The 
whole of the teachings of such Islamic philosophers as Suhrawardi and Mulla 
~adra and all of Sufism are based on this point, as are all the schools of 
Hinduism and Buddhism, especially Vedanta and Zen. The very separation of 
knowledge from being which lies at the heart of the crisis of modern man is 
avoided in the Oriental traditions, which consider legitimate only that form of 
knowledge that can transform the being of the knower. 70 

[The] term "philosophy" (al-falsafah or al-~ikmah) used in a traditional 
Islamic context must not be confused or equated with the modern use of the 
term, and also that the basic distinction between Oriental metaphysics and 
profane philosophy must be kept in mind. Moreover, the traditional Islamic 
"philosophy" which is usually the subject of comparative studies fills, in fact, 
an intermediate position in the spectrum of Islamic intellectual life between the 
pure metaphysics contained in various forms oflslamic esotericism, especially 
Sufism but also the inner aspect ofShi'ism, and rationalistic philosophy, which 
through its gradual decadence in the West led to the completely profane 
philosophy oftoday.71 

Moreover Islamic philosophy never died. In Nasr' s words, "The situation for 
Islamic philosophy is even more startling, since Islamic philosophy and 
metaphysics have never really decayed at all. "72 

The theme of absorbing the heritage of earlier civilizations comes up 
again here, but from a comparative angle. 

Because of the integrating power of Islam and the fact that it was destined to 
cover the "middle-belt" of the world, it came historically into contact with 
many modes of thought, including the Graeco-Alexandrian, Persian, Indian and 
even, to a certain extent, Far Eastern. The basis of Islamic intellectual life was 
therefore cosmopolitan and international in conformity with the world-wide 
perspective of Islam itself and the universal nature of the fundamental Islamic 
doctrine of Unity (al-taw~id). Moreover, because it was the last revelation and 
therefore the synthesis of the messages of the traditions before it, Islam 
developed an extremely rich intellectual life into which was integrated much 
of the heritage of mankind that had preceded it, a heritage that became 
transformed by the light of Unity and converted into a building block in the 
new edifice of the Islamic arts, sciences and philosophy.73 Islamic philosophy, 
if considered in its totality and not only in terms of the Peripatetic school 
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known in the West, is extremely rich and possesses schools that can be com
pared with most of the intellectual perspectives and traditional philosophies of 
the East, of the ancient Mediterranean world and of mediaeval Europe. 74 

In his Knowledge and the Sacred, S. H. Nasr brought the issue into a 
still broader perspective. "In the intellectual life of a religious civilization 
such as that of Christianity or Islam or for that matter in the Jewish tradition, 
one can detect three and not just two major schools or ways of thinking: 
philosophy, theology, and gnosis or metaphysics (or theosophy) in its 
traditional sense. "75 

Besides the various cosmological sciences, there are, as already noted, three 
modes of knowing dealing with principles which one can distinguish in a 
traditional world, especially those governed by one of the Abrahamic religions: 
these three being philosophy, theology, and gnosis, or in a certain context 
theosophy. The modem world distinguishes only two modes or disciplines: 
philosophy and theology rather than the three existing in the traditional world 
of not only Christianity but also Islam and Judaism. 

In the Islamic tradition after several centuries during which the various 
perspectives were formed, a situation developed which demonstrates fully the 
role and function of philosophy, theology, and metaphysics or gnosis in a 
traditional context. There were schools such as that of the Peripatetics 
(mashsha'i) that could be called philosophical in the traditional sense. There 
were schools of theology (kalam) such as that of the Mu 'tazilites, the 
Ash'arites, the Maturldites, the Isma'IIIs, and the Twelve-Imam Shl'ites. Then 
there was gnosis or metaphysics associated with various schools of Sufism. As 
far as the eastern Islamic world was concerned, there also gradually developed 
a school associated with Suhrawardi and his school of illumination (al-ishraq) 
which was both philosophical and gnostic and which should be called, properly 
speaking, theosophical, while in the western lands of Islam, contemporazy with 
this development, philosophy ceased to exist as a distinct discipline becoming 
wed to theology on the one hand and gnosis on the other. Likewise, medieval 
Judaism could distinguish between the same three kinds of intellectual 
perspectives represented by such figures as Judas Halevy, Maimonides, Ibn 
Gabirol, and Luria. Needless to say, in medieval Christianity one could also 
distinguish between the theology of a Saint Bernard, the philosophy of an 
Albertus Magnus, and the gnosis of a Meister Eckhart, not to speak of a Roger 
Bacon or Raymond Lull, who correspond more to the school of ishraq of 
Suhrawardi than anything else if a comparison is to be made with the Islamic 
tradition. 

All three disciplines have a role and function to play in the intellectual life 
of a traditional world. There is an aspect of "philosophy" which is necessary 
for the exposition of certain theological and gnostic ideas as there are elements 
of theology and gnosis which are present in every authentic expression of 
philosophy worthy of the name. One can, in fact, say that every great 
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philosopher is also to some extent theologian and metaphysician, in the sense 
of gnostic, as every great theologian is to some extent philosopher and gnostic 
and every gnostic to some degree philosopher and theologian as found in the 
case of an Ibn 'Arabi or Meister Eckhart.16 

For them the sages of antiquity such as Pythagoras and Plato were "Unitarians" 
(muwa~~idiin) who expressed the truth which lies at the heart of all religions. 
They, therefore, belonged to the Islamic universe and were not considered alien 
to it. 

The Islamic intellectual tradition in both its gnostic (rna 'rifah or 'irfiin) 
and philosophical and theosophical (jalsafah-~ikmah) aspects saw the source 
of this unique truth which is the "Religion of the Truth" (din a/-~aqq) in the 
teachings of the ancient prophets going back to Adam and considered the 
prophet Idris, whom it identified with Hermes, as the "father of philosophers" 
(Abii'/-~kamii'). Many Sufis called not only Plato "divine" but also associated 
Pythagoras, Empedocles, with whom an important corpus which influenced 
certain schools of Sufism is associated, and others with the primordial wisdom 
associated with prophecy. Even early Peripatetic (mashshii'i) philosophers such 
as al-Farabi saw a relation between philosophy and prophecy and revelation. 
Later figures such as Suhrawardi expanded this perspective to include the 
tradition of pre-Islamic Persia. Suhrawardi spoke often of al-~ikmat al
laduniyyah or Divine Wisdom (literally the wisdom which is near God) in 
terms almost identical with what Sophia and also philosophia perennis mean 
traditionally, including its aspect of realization. A later Islamic figure, the 
eighth/fourteenth (Islamic/Christian) century gnostic and theologian Sayyid 
tJaydar Amuli, made no reservations in pointing to the correspondence existing 
between the "Mul).ammadan" pleroma of seventy-two stars of the Islamic 
universe and the seventy-two stars of the pleroma comprised of those sages 
who had preserved their ~rimordial nature but belong to a world outside of the 
specifically Islamic one. 7 

The belief of the Muslim philosophers that the Greek philosophers had learned 
their doctrines from the prophets, especially Solomon, and that "philosophy 
derives from the niche of prophecy," if not verifiable historically, nevertheless, 
contains a profound truth, namely, the relation of this wisdom to the sacred and 
its origin in revelation, even if this revelation cannot be confined in the strictly 
Abrahamic sense to a particular figure or prophet. 78 

Traditional Islam in the Modern World 79 summarizes the views that 
Nasr expressed in his earlier works but, as before, always with a fresh 
dimension added to its exposition. 

Islam has created one of the richest philosophical traditions, one which 
possesses great spiritual significance for Islam itself and which has survived as 
a continuous tradition to this day. Heir to Pythagoreanism, Platonism, 
Aristotelianism, Neo-pythagoreanism, Hermeticism and Neoplatonism, and 
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aware of many branches of Stoicism and the later schools of Hellenistic 
thought, Islam created a powerful and original philosophy within the intellec
tual universe of Abrahamic monotheism and the Quranic revelation, while 
incorporating those elements of Greek philosophy which conformed to the 
Islamic unitarian perspective. The origin of what is characteristically medieval 
philosophy, whether Jewish or Christian, is to be found in Islamic philosophy. 

Being traditional philosophy based upon the supra-individual intellect 
rather than upon individualistic opinion, Islamic philosophy developed schools 
and perspectives which were followed over the centuries, rather than being 
changed and overthrown by one philosopher after another. Already in the 3rd;9th 
century, Peripatetic (mashsha'i) philosophy, which itself represented a 
synthesis of Plato, Aristotle and Plotinus in the context of the Islamic world
view, was begun by al-Kinc:fi, further developed by al-Farabi, pursued in the 4th/ 
1Oth century by al-' Amirl and Abii Y a' qiib al-Sijistani and reached its peak with 
Ibn Sina, the Latin A vicenna, who became the prototype of the philosopher
scientist for all later Islamic history. Criticized by such theologians as al
Ghazzali, al-Shahrastani and Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, this school was temporarily 
eclipsed in the eastern lands of Islam but enjoyed a period of intense activity 
in Spain with Ibn Bajjah, Ibn Tufayl and Ibn Rushd or Averroes, the foremost 
expositor of this school in the Islamic West (al-Maghrib). As for the East, the 
school of Ibn Sina was resuscitated by Na~Ir al-Din al-Tiisi in the 71hll3th 
century and continued henceforth as an important intellectual tradition during 
the centuries which followed .... 

During later centuries, while in most of the Arab world philosophy as a 
distinct discipline became integrated into either Sufism in its intellectual aspect 
or philosophical theology (kalam), in Persia and the adjacent areas including 
not only India but also Iraq and Turkey, various schools of philosophy 
continued to flourish. At the same time, the different intellectual disciplines, 
such as Peripatetic philosophy, the school of Illumination, theology and Sufi 
metaphysics were drawing closer together. The ground was thus prepared for 
the already-mentioned revival of Islamic philosophy in the Safavid period in 
Persia with Mir Damad, the founder of the "School of Isfahan," and especially 
~adr al-Din Shirazi, his student, who is perhaps the greatest of the later Islamic 
metaphysicians. Even through the gradual decay of the teaching of the 
"intellectual sciences" in the madrasahs, this later school associated with the 
name of ~adr al-Din Shirazi, as well as those of Ibn Sina, Suhrawardi, Ibn 
'Arabi and their commentators, continued to be taught and to produce 
noteworthy figures, some of whom have survived to the present day. 

The Islamic philosophical tradition, although of great diversity and 
riclmess, is characterised by certain features which are of special significance 
both for its understanding and for an appraisal of its import for the world at 
large. This philosophy breathes in a religious universe in which a revealed 
book and prophecy dominate the horizon. It is, therefore, "prophetic philoso
phy"; whatever might be the subject with which it is concerned. 80 Moreover, 
it is a philosophy which, in conformity with the Islamic perspective, is based 
upon the intellect as a supernaturally natural faculty within man which is a 
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sacrament and which, if used correctly, leads to the same truths as revealed 
through prophecy. It is therefore concerned most of all with the One who 
dominates the whole message of Islam. This philosophy is also concerned with 
the basic issues of the harmony between reason and revelation and of 
providing, within the context of a religious universe dominated by monotheism, 
a metaphysics centered around the supreme doctrine of the One. It is also 
concerned with providing keys for the understanding of the manifold in relation 
to the One. It is therefore rich, not only in religious and ethical philosophy, but 
also in philosophies of nature and mathematics ·as well as of art. In fact, as far 
as the Islamic sciences are concerned, they were cultivated in the bosom of 
Islamic philosophy and almost always by men who were not only scientists but 
also philosophers. 81 

The nature of this reality, which man is in his essence, is elucidated by 
traditional Islamic philosophy, for that is wedded at once to intellect and 
revelation and is related to God, the cosmos and human society. Islamic 
philosophy is one of the richest treasures of traditional wisdom that have 
survived to this day and it stands at the center of the battle which traditional 
Islam must wage on the intellectual front in the modern world. 82 

As could be discerned from the foregoing quotations, Nasr is expressing his 
views not only about the past of Islamic philosophy but also about its role 
and function in present-day Islam. 

But few are aware of the fact that, in the context of present-day education and 
the current understanding of philosophy, not only isfalsafah truly philosophy, 
but that there is also "philosophy" in many other Islamic sciences such as tafsir, 
ljadith, kalam, U$iil al-fiqh and ta$awwuf, as well as of course in the natural and 
mathematical sciences, all of which are rooted in principle in the Quran, which 
is of course the fountain of ~ikmah or wisdom .... 

It is true that the Islamic intellectual tradition is too rich and diversified to 
provide just one meaning for the Quranic term al-l}ikmah, but it is also true that 
the several intellectual perspectives that have been cultivated in Islam all 
conform to the doctrine of unity (al-taw~id), and one can therefore come to 
understand the term "philosophy" as implying knowledge of the nature of 
things based upon and leading to al-tawl;id, therefore profoundly Islamic even 
if issuing originally from non-Islamic sources .... The student should be 
encouraged to know something of this rich intellectual background and not be 
presented with a picture of the Islamic intellectual tradition as a monolithic 
structure amenable only to one level of interpretation. Such a perspective only 
deadens the mind and creates a passivity that makes the penetration of foreign 
ideas into the Islamic world so much easier. . . . This interpretation of Islamic 
history was originally the work of orientalists who could accept Islamic 
civilization only as a phase in the development of their own civilization. The 
adoption of this view by certain Muslims is, therefore, even more surprising 
since it does so much injustice to the grandeur oflslamic civilization and, even 
more importantly, is manifestly false. 83 
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The method of reducing philosophy to the history of philosophy is itself 
something completely modem and non-Islamic. Nor in fact does this method 
conform to the perspective of any of the other major traditional civilizations. 
In such civilizations, philosophy is not identified with an individual who gives 
his name to a particular philosophical mode of thought. ... Rather, philosophy 
is identified with an intellectual perspective which lasts over the centuries and 
which, far from being a barrier to creativity, remains a viable means of access 
to the Truth within the particular tradition in question. Men who give their 
names to traditional schools of thought are seen more as "intellectual func
tions" than mere individuals.84 

Islamic intellectual life should be divided into its traditional schools of urill, 
kaliim, mashsha'i(Peripatetic) philosophy, ishriiqi(the School of Illumination), 
ma 'rifah or 'irfon (theoretical and doctrinal Sufims) and, finally, the later 
school of al-~ikmat al-muta 'iiliyah (the Transcendent Theosophy) associated 
with the name of ~adr al-Din Shirazi. Then each of these schools should be 
subdivided according to their traditional divisions, such as Sunni and Shi'ite 
U$ill, Mu'tazilite, Ash'arite, Ithna 'Asharl and Isma'III kalam, eastern and 
western schools of mashshii'i philosophy, etc., ... 

In the same manner, the development of mashshii'i philosophy should not 
stop with Ibn Rushd, as is usually the case, following Western sources for 
which Islamic philosophy ends with him, but include the later Turkish 
criticisms of his Tahiifut al-tahiifut during the Ottoman period, the revival of 
mashshii'iphilosophy in the East by Na~Ir al-Din Tiisi and Qutb al-Din Shlrazi 
and the continuation ofthe school oflbn Sina up to our own times, when major 
philosophical commentaries and analyzes of his work have continued to appear 
in Persia, Pakistan and India. The same could be said of the other schools. 85 

The traditional conflict between the various schools of Islamic thought 
should also be taught as conflicts between so many different perspectives 
converging upon the Truth, conflicts which are of a very different nature from 
those found between contending philosophical schools in the modem· world 
because, in the first case, there are always the transcendent principles of the 
Islamic tradition which ultimately unify, whereas, in the second case, such 
unifying principles are missing. It is true that the Ash'arites opposed the 
Mu'tazilities, that the mutakallimiin in general were against the mashshii'i 
philosophers, that Suhrawardi, the founder of the school of ishriiq, criticized 
Peripatetic logic and metaphysics, that Ibn Taymiyyah wrote against formal 
logic and Sufism, etc. But had these conflicts been like those of modem 
thought, the Islamic tradition would not have survived. There was, however, 
always the unifying principle of al-taw~id, and a sense of hierarchy within the 
Islamic tradition itself which allowed intellectual figures to appear from time 
to time who were at once mutakallim, philosophers and metaphysicians of the 
gnostic school (al-ma 'rifah), and who realized the inner unity of these 
perspectives within their own being. The fact that there were many and not just 
one school of thought should not therefore be taught to students as a sign of 
either chaos or weakness, but as the result of the richness of the Islamic 
tradition, which was able to cater to the needs of different intellectual types and 
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therefore to keep within its fold so many human beings of differing back
grounds and intellectual abilities. The diversity should be taught as the 
consequence of so many applications of the teachings of Islam, some more 
partial and some more complete, yet all formulated so as to prevent men with 
different mental abilities and attitudes from seeking knowledge and the 
quenching of their thirst for answers to certain questions outside the structure 
of the Islamic tradition itself, as was to happen in the Christian West during the 
Renaissance. This profusion and diversity of schools, which were different but 
which all drew from the fountain-head of the Quranic revelation and al-tawl}id, 
was the means whereby Islam succeeded in preserving the sacred character of 
knowledge and different sciences was a necessity.86 

In nearly every branch of philosophy, the Islamic tradition is rich beyond 
belief, if only its sources were made known. This is especially true of 
metaphysics. Here Islamic metaphysics should be presented as the science of 
Ultimate Reality, which is the One (al-A~ad) or Allah, who has revealed 
Himself in the Quran. There has been no Islamic school whose teachings are 
not based on the doctrine of the One who is both Absolute and Infinite. In the 
study of this Sublime Principle, the Muslim sages developed several languages 
of discourse, some based on the consideration of the One as Pure Being with 
an ensuing ontology conforming to that view but always seeing Pure Being, not 
as the first link in the "great chain of being," but as the Source which tran
scends existence altogether. Others saw the One as Light (al-niir) according to 
the Quranic verse, "God is the Light of the Heavens and the earth"
(XXIV:35); and yet others as the Truth (al-/faqq) which transcends even Pure 
Being, as the supra-ontological Principle whose first determination or act is in 
fact Being for God said be (kun) and there was. It is the Western scholars of 
Islamic philosophy who have called Ibn Sina "the first philosopher of being"; 
without any exaggeration or chauvinism, one could say that, in a sense, the 
development of ontology in the West is a commentary or footnote to Ibn Sina, 
but one which moves towards an ever more limited understanding of Being 
until finally it results in either the neglect of ontology or a parody of it. 87 

As we remarked earlier, emphasis on the Islamic contours of Muslim 
philosophy and its religious character becomes more pronounced in Nasr's 
works88 as we approach the present. Islamic Spirituality-Manifestations, 
Volume 1,89 elaborated the point further. Nasr wrote, 

Every integral Religion has within it intellectual dimensions that may be called 
theological, philosophical, and gnostic-if this latter term is understood as 
referring to a knowledge that illuminates and liberates. Islam is no exception 
to this principle and has developed within its bosom all three types of 
intellectual activity, each possessing a millennia} tradition with numerous 
illustrious representatives. The relative significance of each dimension is, 
however, not the same in Islam and Christianity, nor do the categories 
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correspond exactly to schools into which their names are translated in a 
European language such as English. In the Islamic intellectual universe, there 
exists first of all al-ma 'rifah or a/- 'irfiin (gnosis ). Then there is falsafah, which 
is itself derived from the Greek philosophia and corresponds to philosophy in 
the older sense of the term, before it became limited to its positivistic 
definition. This school in turn became transformed for the most part in later 
centuries into al-~ikmat al-ilahiyyah (literally, theo-sophia). Finally, there is 
Kalam, usually translated as theology, whose propagators, the mutakallimiin, 
were referred to by Thomas Aquinas as the loquentes. The significance of these 
intellectual dimensions is not the same as corresponding perspectives in the 
West. This is especially true of Kalam, which does not at all occupy the same 
central role in Islamic thought as theology does in Christianity. Furthermore, 
the Islamic schools have interacted with each other in a totally different manner 
from what one observes in the Christian West. Gnosis has played a more 
central role in the Islamic traditions than it has in the West, and the destiny of 
philosophy has been very different in the two worlds despite their close affinity 
in the European Middle Ages. As for theology, it has continued to harbor over 
the centuries the profoundest religious and spiritual impulses of Christianity, 
whereas in Islam it has always been more peripheral although much that is 
considered to be theology in the West is to be found in Islamic philosophy. 

In Christianity not only has theology attempted to provide a rational 
defense for the faith, but it has also sought to provide access to the highest 
realms of the life of the spirit, as one finds in the mystical theology of 
Dionysius the Areopagite or, in the Protestant context, in the Theologica 
Germanica of Martin Luther. Such has never been the case in Islam, where 
Kalam, which means literally "word," continued to be "the science that bears 
responsibility of solidly establishing religious beliefs by giving proofs and 
dispelling doubts."90 The deepest spiritual and intellectual expressions oflslam 
are not to be found in works of Kalam. Yet this science is important for the 
understanding of certain aspects of Islamic thought and must be treated in any 
work seeking to deal with the manifestations of Islamic spirituality.91~· 

Commenting upon the meaning and significance of the Islamic 
philosophy in the Islamic Tradition he said, 

In the Islamic perspective, the intellect (a/- 'aql) and the spirit (al-rii~) are 
closely related and are two faces of the same reality. Islamic spirituality is 
inseparable from intellectuality as traditionally understood, and those who have 
been concerned with the intellect in the Islamic cultural citadel and those 
concerned with the world of the spirit form a single family with profound 
affinities with each other. This fact is certainly true ofthe Islamic philosophers 
who have been considered by most Western scholars of Islam as well as anti
intellectualist elements within the Islamic world to be peripheral and outside 
of the main current of Islamic intellectual life. In reality, however, Islamic 
philosophy constitutes an important component of the Islamic intellectual 



118 MUHAMMADSUHEYLUMAR 

tradition, and the Islamic philosophers belong to the same spiritual universe as 
the gnostics ( 'urafa') among the Sufis. Furthermore, Islamic philosophy has 
played an important role in the development of Kalam, not to speak of the 
Islamic sciences such as mathematics, astronomy, and medicine, which have 
been inseparable from Islamic philosophy throughout their history. 

To understand the significance oflslamic philosophy, it is necessary to go 
beyond the prevalent Western view, according to which Islamic philosophy 
began with al-Kindi and terminated with Ibn Rushd (the famous Latin 
Averroes) with Ibn Khaldiin representing an interesting postscript. Moreover, 
one must understand this philosophy as Islamic and not Arabic philosophy, for, 
although some of its great representatives such as al-Kindi and Ibn Rushd were 
Arabs, the majority, including such major figures as Ibn Sina, Suhrawardi, and 
Mulla ~dra, were Persian. Especially during the later centuries, the main home 
oflslamic philosophy was Persia and adjacent areas of the Islamic world such 
as Muslim India, which had close links with Persian culture. This philosophy 
is also Islamic not only because different Muslim peoples cultivated it but 
because it is related by its roots, dominating concepts, and determining world 
view to the Islamic revelation, which also molded the mind and soul of those 
intellectual figures who developed this philosophy. 

Some figures within the Islamic world wrote works on philosophy, for 
example, Mu~ammad ibn Zakariyya' al-Razi (d. ca. 320/932), but their 
philosophy was not Islamic in this sense of being related in its principles to the 
Islamic revelation and functioning in a universe in which revelation looms as 
a blinding reality upon the horizon. The main tradition of philosophy from al
Kindi and al-Farabi to Shah Waliallah of Delhi and Sabziwari, however, was 
Islamic in that it was integrally related to the principles of the Islamic 
revelation and an organic part of the Islamic intellectual universe. Moreover, 
this philosophical tradition did not die eight centuries ago with Ibn Rushd but 
has continued as a living tradition to this day. To understand Islamic spiritual
ity fully, one must gain some knowledge of this long philosophical tradition, 
which may be called "prophetic philosophy" ... 92 

The main concern of philosophy was the discovery of the truth wherever 
it might be. In a famous statement of Abii Ya'qiib al-Kindi, that has been 
repeated often over the centuries, all Islamic philosophy is characterised. He 
said: 

We should not be ashamed to acknowledge truth and to assimilate it from 
whatever source it comes to us, even if it is brought to us by former generations 
and foreign peoples. For him who seeks the truth there is nothing of higher 
value than truth itself; it never cheapens or abases him who reaches for it, but 
ennobles and honors him.93 

, 

Regarding this, Nasr comments: 

It was this universal conception of truth that has always characterized Islamic 
philosophy-a truth, however, which is not bound by the limits of reason. 
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Rather, it is the illimitable Truth reached by the intellect which al-Kindi, like 
other Islamic philosophers, distinguished clearly from reason as the analytical 
faculty of the mind. This intellect is like an instrument of inner revelation for 
which the macrocosmic revelation provides an objective cadre. The Islamic 
philosophers considered the call of the truth to be the highest call of philoso
phy, but this did not mean the subservience of revelation to reason, as some 
have contended. Rather, it meant to reach the truth at the heart of revelation 
through the use of the intellect, which, in its macrocosmic manifestation usually 
identified with the archangel of revelation, Gabriel, is the instrument of 
revelation itself.94 

It was the destiny of Islamic philosophy to become finally wed to gnosis 
in the bosom of the revealed truth of Islam. When one studies later Islamic 
philosophers, one realizes immediately this wedding between ratiocination and 
inner illumination, between intellection and spiritual experience, between 
rational thought and sanctity. This final union characterizes the ultimate nature 
and destiny of Islamic philosophy, which, besides its great importance in the 
domains of logic, mathematics, and the natural sciences, has always been 
concerned with the supreme science and that knowledge which is inseparable 
from inner realization. That is why Islamic philosophy has been and remains 
to this day an important element in the vast and multidimensional universe of 
Islamic spirituality.95 

The most profound and direct treatment that the subject of Islamic 
philosophy received from his pen is to be found in Nasr's recent compilation 
on the history of Islamic philosophy.96 He reminds the reader that 

On the one hand what is called philosophy in English must be sought in the 
context of Islamic civilization not only in the various schools of Islamic 
philosophy but also in schools bearing other names, especially Kaliim, 
rna 'rifah, u~ul al-fiqh as well as the awii'il sciences, not to speak of such 
subjects as grammar and history which developed particular branches of 
philosophy. On the other hand each school of thought sought to define what is 
meant by ~ikmah or faisafah according to its own perspective .... The term 
over which there was the greatest debate was ~ikmah, which was claimed by 
the Sufis and mutakallimun as well as the philosophers [on the basis of 
traditional texts] .... The Islamic philosophers meditated upon the old 
definitions offalsafah and identified it with the Quranic term ~ikmah believing 
the origin of ~ikmah to be divine.97 

Pointing to the comprehensive nature of Islamic philosophy Nasr said that 
it emphasised the "relation between the theoretical aspect of philosophy and 
its practical dimension, between thinking philosophically and leading a 
virtuous life. This nexus, which is to be seen in all schools of earlier Islamic 
philosophy, became even more evident from Suhrawardi onward and the 
/:lakim came to be seen throughout Islamic society not as someone who could 
only discuss mental concepts in a clever manner but as one who also lived 
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according to the wisdom which he knew theoretically. "98 Speaking of the 
decadence of philosophy in the West he remarked, " ... the term philosophy 
also suffers from limitations imposed upon it by those who have practised 
it during the past few centuries. If Hobbes, Hume, and Ayer are philoso
phers, then those who Suhrawardi calls ~ukama' are not philosophers, and 
vice versa. "99 That is to say that, for Islamic philosophers, philosophy has to 
"be realized within one's whole being and not only mentally."100 It included 

purification of the soul from its material defilement or what the Islamic 
philosophers call tajarrud or catharsis. Mulla ~adra accepts the meaning of 
f:Ukmah as understood by Suhrawardi and then expands the meaning offalsafah 
to include the dimension of illumination and realization implied by the ishriiqi 
and also Sufi understanding of the term. For him as for his contemporaries, as 
well as most of his successors,falsafah or philosophy was seen as the supreme 
science of ultimately divine origin, derived from "the niche of prophecy" and 
the bukamii' as the most perfect of human beings standing in rank only below 
the prophets and Imams. 101 

The "Islamic definition of philosophy," then, would be "as that reality which 
transforms both the mind and the soul and which is ultimately never 
separated from spiritual purity and ultimately sanctity that the very term 
~ikmah implies in the Islamic context."102 

Having defined Islamic philosophy thus, Nasr turned to the discussion 
of the source of Islamic philosophy that he explained in a new light. 103 

Viewed from the point of view of the Western intellectual tradition, Islamic 
philosophy appears as simply Graeco-Alexandrian philosophy in Arabic dress, 
a philosophy whose sole role was to transmit certain important elements of the 
heritage of antiquity to the medieval West. If seen, however, from its own 
perspective and in the light of the whole of the Islamic philosophical tradition 
which has had a twelve-century-long continuous history and is still alive today, 
it becomes abundantly clear that Islamic philosophy, like everything else 
Islamic, is deeply rooted in the Quran and lfadith. Islamic philosophy is 
Islamic not only by virtue of the fact that it was cultivated in the Islamic world 
and by Muslims but because it derives its principles, inspiration and many of 
the questions with which it has been concerned from the sources of Islamic 
revelation despite the claims of its opponents to the contrary. 104 

The very presence of the Quran and the advent of its revelation was to 
transform radically the universe in which and about which Islamic philosophers 
were to philosophize, leading to a specific kind of philosophy which can be 
justly called "prophetic philosophy" ... a type of philosophy in which a 
revealed book is accepted as the supreme source of knowledge not only of 
religious law but of the very nature of existence and beyond existence of the 
very source of existence. The prophetic consciousness which is the recipient 
of revelation (al-waby) had to remain of the utmost significance for those who 
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sought to know the nature of things. How were the ordinary human means of 
knowing related to such an extraordinary manner of knowing? How was human 
reason related to that intellect which is illuminated by the light of revelation? 
To understand the pertinence of such issues, it is enough to cast even a cursory 
glance at the works of the Islamic philosophers who almost unanimously 
accepted revelation as a source of ultimate knowledge .... 

One might say that the reality of the Islamic revelation and participation 
in this reality transformed the very instrument of philosophising in the Islamic 
world .... The theoretical intellect, which is the epistemological instrument of 
all philosophical activity, is Islamicized in a subtle way that is not always 
detectable through only the analysis of the technical vocabulary involved .... 
The subtle change that took place from the Greek idea of the "intellect" (nous) 
to the Islamic view of the intellect (a/- 'aql) can also be seen much earlier in the 
works of even the Islamic Peripatetics such as Ibn Sina where the Active 
Intellect (a/- 'aql a/fa' ';il) is equated with the Holy Spirit (al-rii~ al-qudus). 105 

Islamic philosophy is related to both the external dimension of the Quranic 
revelation or the Shari'ah and the inner truth or lfaqiqah which is the heart of 
all that is Islamic. Many of the doctors of the Divine Law or Shari'ah have 
stood opposed to Islamic philosophy while others have accepted it. In fact 
some of the outstanding Islamic philosophers such as Ibn Rushd, Mir Damad 
and Shah Waliallah of Delhi have also been authorities in the domain of the 
Sacred Law. The Shar i'ah has, however, provided mostly the social and human 
conditions for the philosophical activity of the Islamic philosophers. It is to the 
lfaqiqah that one has to turn for the inspiration and source of knowledge for 
Islamic philosophy .... Throughout history, many an Islamic philosopher has 
identifiedfalsafah or flikmah, the two main terms used with somewhat different 
meaning for Islamic philosophy, with the lfaqiqah lying at the heart of the 
Quran. Much of Islamic philosophy is in fact a hermeneutic unveiling of the 
two grand books of revelation, the Quran and the cosmos, and in the Islamic 
intellectual universe Islamic philosophy belongs, despite some differences, to 
the same family as that of rna 'rifah or gnosis which issues directly from the 
inner teachings oflslam .... 106 

For the main tradition oflslamic philosophy, especially as it developed in later 
centuries, philosophical activity was inseparable from interiorization of oneself 
and penetration into the inner meaning of the Quran and lfadith .. .. 

The close nexus between the Quran and lfadith, on the one hand, and 
Islamic philosophy, on the other, is to be seen in the understanding of the 
history of philosophy. 107 

••• [Muslims] considered Idrls as the origin of 
philosophy, bestowing upon him the title of Abii'l-lfukama' (the father of 
philosophers) .... Muslims considered prophecy to be the origin of philosophy, 
confirming in an Islamic form the dictum of Oriental Neoplatonism that "Plato 
was Moses in Attic Greek." The famous Arabic saying, "philosophy issues 
from the niche of prophecy" has echoed through the annals of Islamic history 
and indicates clearly how Islamic philosophers themselves envisaged the 
relation between philosophy and revelation .... 

There are certain lfadith which point to God having offered prophecy and 
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philosophy or ~ikmah, and Luqman chose ~ikmah which must not be confused 
simply with medicine or other branches of traditional ~ikmah but refers to pure 
philosophy itself dealing with God and the ultimate causes of things. These 
traditional authorities also point to such Quranic verses as "And He will teach 
him the Book [al-kitab] and Wisdom [al-~ikmah]" ... They believe that this 
conjunction confirms the fact that what God has revealed through revelation He 
had also made available through ~ikmah, which is reached through 'aql, itself 
a microcosmic reflection of the macrocosmic reality which is the instrument of 
revelation .... All of this indicates how closely traditional Islamic philosophy 
identified itself with revelation in general and the Quran in particular. 108 

At this point Nasr draws the attention of his readers to the fact that the 
Islamic philosophers meditated upon the content of the Quran as a whole as 
well as on the particular verses to which the uninterrupted chain of the 
Quranic commentaries testify. 

Then he turns to elucidate the Quranic themes that worked as the source 
of inspiration to Islamic philosophy. 

Certain Quranic themes have dominated Islamic philosophy throughout its long 
history and especially during the later period when this philosophy becomes a 
veritable theosophy in the original and not deviant meaning of the term, 
theosophia corresponding exactly to the Arabic term al-~ikmat al-ilahiyyah. 
The first and the foremost is of course the unity of the Divine Principle and 
ultimately Reality as such or al-taw~id which lies at the heart of the Islamic 
message. The Islamic philosophers were all muwa~~id or followers of taw~id 
and saw authentic philosophy in this light. They called Pythagoras and Plato, 
who had confirmed the unity of the Ultimate Principle, muwa~~id while 
showing singular lack of interest in later forms of Greek and Roman philoso
phy, which were sceptical or agnostic. 

How Islamic philosophers interpreted the doctrine of Unity lies at the heart 
oflslamic philosophy. There continued to exist a tension between the Quranic 
description of Unity and what the Muslims had learned from Greek sources, a 
tension which was turned into a synthesis of the highest intellectual order by 
such later philosophers as Suhrawardi and Mulla $adra. But in all treatments 
of this subject from al-Kindi to Mulla 'Ali Zunuzi and J:Iajji Mulla Hadi 
Sabziwari during the thirteenth/nineteenth century and even later, the Quranic 
doctrine of Unity, so central to Islam, has remained dominant and in a sense 
has determined the agenda of the Islamic philosophers .... The concern of 
Islamic philosophers with ontology is directly related to the Quranic doctrine 
of kun fa-yakiin, as is the very terminology of Islamic philosophy in this 
domain where it understands by wujiid more the verb or act of existence ( esto) 
than the noun or state of existence (esse). If Ibn Sina has been called first and 
foremost a "philosopher of being," and he developed the ontology which came 
to dominate much of medieval philosophy, this is not because of the Quranic 
doctrine of the One in relation to the act of existence. It was as a result of 
meditation upon the Quran in conjunction with Greek thought that Islamic 
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philosophers developed the doctrine of Pure Being which stands above the 
chain of being and is discontinuous with it, while certain other philosophers 
such as a number of Isma 'Ills considered God to be beyond Being and 
identified His act or the Quranic kun with Being, which is then considered as 
the principle of the universe. 

It is also the Quranic doctrine of the creating God and creatio ex nih i/o, 
with all the different levels of meaning which nih i/o possesses, that led Islamic 
philosophers to distinguish sharply between God as Pure Being and the 
existence of the universe, destroying that "block without fissure" which 
constituted Aristotelian ontology. In Islam the universe is always contingent 
(mumkin al-wujiid) while God is necessary (wiijib al-wujiid), to use the well
known distinction of Ibn Sina. No Islamic philosopher has ever posited an 
existential continuity between the existence of creatures and the Being of God, 
and this radical revolution in the understanding of Aristotelian ontology has its 
source in the Islamic doctrine of God and creation as asserted in the Quran and 
lfadith. Moreover, this influence is paramount not only in the case of those 
who asserted the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo in its ordinary theological sense, 
but also for those such as al-Farabi and Ibn Sina who were in favour of the 
theory of emanation but who none the less never negated the fundamental 
distinction between the wujiid (existence) of the world and that of God. 

As for the whole question of "newness" or "eternity" of the world, or 
~udiith and qidam, which has occupied Islamic thinkers for the past twelve 
centuries and which is related to the question of the contingency of the world 
vis-a-vis the Divine Principle, it is inconceivable without the teachings of the 
Qur'an and lfadith. It is of course a fact that before the rise of Islam Christian 
theologians and philosophers such as John Philoponus had written on this issue 
and that Muslims had known some of these writings, especially the treatise of 
Philoponus against the thesis of the eternity of the world. But had it not been 
for the Quranic teachings concerning creation, such Christian writings would 
have played an altogether different role in Islamic thought. Muslims.. were 
interested in the arguments of a Philoponus precisely because of their own 
concern with the question of l;ud iith and qidam, created by the tension between 
the teachings of the Quran and the lfadith, on the one hand, and the Greek 
notion of the non-temporal relation between the world and its Divine Origin, 
on the other. 109 

It was precisely the Islamic insistence upon Divine Omniscience that placed the 
issue of God's knowledge of the world at the center of the concern of Islamic 
philosophy ... 

This issue is also closely allied to the philosophical significance of 
revelation (al-wa~y) itself. Earlier Islamic philosophers such as Ibn Sina 
sought to develop a theory by drawing to some extent, but not exclusively, on 
Greek theories of the intellect and the faculties of the soul. ... While still using 
certain concepts of Greek origin, the later Islamic philosophers such as Mulla 
~adra drew heavily from the Quran and lfadith on this issue. 

Turning to the field of cosmology, again one can detect the constant 
presence ofQuranic themes and certain lfadith . ... Nor must one forget the 
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cosmological significance of the nocturnal ascent of the Prophet (al-mi 'raj) 
which so many Islamic philosophers have treated directly, starting with Ibn 
Sina .... 

In no branch oflslamic philosophy, however, is the influence of the Quran 
and lfadith more evident than in eschatology, the very understanding of which 
in the Abrahamic universe was alien to the philosophical world of antiquity .... 

The Islamic philosophers were fully aware ofthese crucial (eschatological) 
ideas in their philosophising, but the earlier ones were unable to provide 
philosophical proofs for Islamic doctrines which many confessed to accept on 
the basis of faith but could not demonstrate within the context of Peripatetic 
philosophy .... It remained for Mulla ~adra several centuries later to 
demonstrate the reality of bodily resurrection through the principles of the 
"transcendent theosophy" (al-~ikmat al-muta 'aliyah) and to take both Ibn Sina 
and al-Ghazzall to task for the inadequacy of their treatment of the subject. The 
most extensive philosophical treatment of eschatology (al-ma 'ad) in all its 
dimensions is in fact to be found in the Asfar of Mulla ~adra. 110 

In meditating upon the history of Islamic philosophy in its relation to the 
Islamic revelation, one detects a movement toward ever closer association of 
philosophy with the Quran and lfadith asfalsafah became transformed into al
~ikmat al-ilaliyah . ... the trend culminated in the form of the commentaries 
on the text of the Quran or on certain of the lfadith and continued in later cen
turies not only in Persia but also in India and the Ottoman world including Iraq. 

The Quran and lfadith, along with the sayings of the Imams, which are in 
a sense the extension of lfadith in the Shi'ite world, have provided over the 
centuries the framework and matrix for Islamic philosophy and created the 
intellectual and social climate within which Islamic philosophers have 
philosophized. Moreover, they have presented a knowledge of the origin, the 
nature of things, humanity and its final ends and history upon which the Islamic 
philosophers have meditated and from which they have drawn over the ages. 
They have also provided a language of discourse which Islamic philosophers 
have shared with the rest of the Islamic community. Without the Quranic 
revelation, there would of course have been no Islamic civilization, but it is 
important to realize that there would also have been no Islamic philosophy. 
Philosophical activity in the Islamic world is not simply a regurgitation of 
Graeco-Alexandrian philosophy in Arabic, as claimed by many Western 
scholars along with some of their Islamic followers, a philosophy which grew 
despite the presence of the Quran and lfadith. On the contrary, Islamic 
philosophy is what it is precisely because it flowered in a universe whose 
contours are determined by the Quranic revelation. 

As asserted at the beginning of this chapter, Islamic philosophy is 
essentially "prophetic philosophy" based on the hermeneutics of a Sacred Text 
which is the result of a revelation that is inalienably linked to the microcosmic 
intellect and which alone is able to actualize the dormant possibilities of the 
intellect within us. Islamic philosophy, as understood from within that tradition, 
is also an unveiling of the inner meaning of the Sacred Text, a means of access 
to that Haqiqah which lies hidden within the inner dimension of the Quran. 
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Islamic philosophy deals with the One or Pure Being, and universal existence 
and all the grades of the universal hierarchy. It deals with man and his 
entelechy, with the cosmos and the final return of all things to God. This 
interpretation of existence is none other than penetration into the inner meaning 
of the Quran which "is" existence itself, the Book whose meditation provides 
the key for the understanding of those objective and subjective orders of 
existence with which the Islamic philosopher has been concerned over the ages. 

A deeper study of Islamic philosophy over its twelve-hundred-year history 
will reveal the role of the Quran and lfadith in the formulation, exposition and 
problematics of this major philosophical tradition. In the same way that all of 
the Islamic philosophers from al-Kindl onwards knew the Quran and lfadith 
and lived with them, Islamic philosophy has manifested over the centuries its 
inner link with the revealed sources of Islam, a link which has become even 
more manifest as the centuries have unfolded, for Islamic philosophy is 
essentially a philosophical hermeneutics of the Sacred Text while making use 
of the rich philosophical heritage of antiquity. That is why, far from being a 
transitory and foreign phase in the history of Islamic thought, Islamic 
philosophy has remained over the centuries and to this day one of the major 
intellectual perspectives in Islamic civilization with its roots sunk deeply, like 
everything else Islamic, in the Quran and /fadith. 111 

Moreover, Nasr reasserted the point that Islamic philosophy was not only 
important for the Islamic civilization in the past. It is important for the 
present and the future as well. 

Today Islamic philosophy remains a living intellectual tradition, and, because 
of the harmony it has achieved between logic and the spiritual life and because 
of the profound doctrines it contains within the pages of its long and extended 
historical unfolding, it remains of the greatest pertinence for the modem world. 
Furthermore, because of the present encounter of Islam with aq_. alien 
philosophy and sciences-this time from the West-Islamic philosophy must 
be called upon once again to play the role it fulfilled in early Islamic history, 
namely to provide the necessary intellectual instruments and the requisite 
intellectual background with the aid of which Muslims can face various alien 
philosophies and sciences from a position of discrimination and intellectual 
rig our. Islamic falsafah or ~ikmah can fulfil this vital function of providing the 
Muslims themselves with the necessary intellectual background to confront the 
modem West and the world with long forgotten but urgently needed truths 
which Islamic philosophy has been able to preserve within its treasury of 
wisdom over the centuries and which it is able to present in a contemporary 
language to the world today. 

A thorough re-understanding and re-presentation oflslamic philosophy will 
itself "orient" our thought by clarifying the ultimate end of human existence 
and the final goal of man's terrestrial journey. Man is a theomorphic being and 
cannot escape the profound demands of his inner nature. Only that civilisation 
and form of thought can survive which conform to man's entelechy and the 
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ultimate nature of things. There-understanding oflslamic Philosophy will once 
again reveal to us that end towards which man and the cosmos are ultimately 
oriented and towards which all things move. It thus permits us to discover the 
goal of life and thought itself. By revealing to us the truth, it enables us to 
reorient ourselves and our thoughts in its direction, on that high road whose 
end is union with the Truth. The question of the reorientation of Islamic 
philosophy reduces then to are-understanding of it and to the discovery of the 
goal towards which our thoughts and efforts should be directed. Man comes to 
know the truth not by reorienting it but by reorienting himself so that he can 
become worthy of being its recipient. 112 
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REPLY TO MUHAMMAD SUHEYL UMAR 

B eing well versed in Persian and English as well as being an eminent 
scholar of traditional Islamic thought, Suheyl Umar has spent years in 

the study of traditional authors and is very well acquainted with practically 
the whole corpus of my writings. His essay is in a sense a tour de force in 
that he had been able to string along numerous passages drawn from my 
diverse works written in a period of over forty years to express my views 
concerning the role of Islamic philosophy and its relation to Islam as a 
religion, as well as to the general Islamic intellectual tradition. His essay is 
in fact comprised, practically, completely of my own words to which he has 
added only a few lines here and there. It is therefore not an essay to which 
I could respond since it would mean practically responding to myself. 
Therefore, in light of such a carefully chosen selection of my own writings 
on the subject, I will take the opportunity to discuss how I came to hold the 
views expressed in Suheyl Umar's assemblage of my words and to add a few 
more comments on the role of Islamic philosophy in the Islamic world today 
and why I consider this philosophical tradition to be so significant in the 
present-day situation. These words will simply summarize and perhaps also 
clarify further what I have treated extensively in several of my writings, 
some quoted by the author, and others not to be found in his text. 

While I became immersed in Sufi poetry practically with my mother's 
milk-remembering of course that the inner meaning of these verses were 
to be unveiled much later in my life-as a child and as a young man growing 
up in Persia, I learned nothing of the specific content of Islamic philosophy 
except a few general ideas and the names of its greatest masters, although I 
had an intense interest in philosophical questions from those early days. My 
coming to Islamic philosophy was in fact through a long and circuitous 
route. At MIT, upon discovering the tenets of-traditional metaphysics and the 
perennial philosophy as expounded in the works of Guenon, Cooma
raswamy, Schuon, and others, my interest turned first towards what is called 
Indian philosophy parallel with Greek and Western philosophy which I was 
also studying avidly at that time. 
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At the age of twenty I knew more about the major Greek and Western 
philosophers and the Hindu darsanas and even Chinese thought than I did 
about Islamic philosophy as distinct from Sufism, which was occupying 
much of my attention at that time. But interest in traditional philosophies in 
general and an intellectual return to the Islamic tradition in particular turned 
me more and more to the study of Islamic philosophy. I began to read avidly 
Western writers especially Thomistic ones such as E. Gilson and J. Maritain 
who in writing about Latin scholasticism also paid some attention to so
called "Arab philosophy." I also read all the standard texts available on the 
subject of Islamic philosophy written by standard Western scholars such as 
A. Schmolders, S. Munk, G. Dugat, L. Gauthier, T. J. De Boer, B. Carr de 
Vaux, D. B. MacDonald, J. Obermann, E. Wiedemann, S. Pines, G. Quadri, 
H. Wolfson, and R. Walzer. Furthermore, I began to read Muslim authors 
who had written on the subject including such famous Egyptian scholars of 
Islamic philosophy as I. Madkour, A. Badawi, 'U. Amin, 'Abd al-I:Iallm 
Ma~iid (who was also an eminent authority on Sufism and a traditionalist 
in the line of Rene Guenon), and M. Abii Ridah as well as the famous 
philosopher poet Iqbal. The group of Catholic scholars and theologians who 
were at the same time Islamicists and who wrote on Islamic philosophy also 
intrigued me and I studied carefully their works. In this group the most 
important in this phase of my philosophical education were L. Massignon, 
L. Gardet, and A. A. Anawati, all of whom I came to know personally and 
had many occasions to carry out extensive discussions on Islamic philosophy 
with them. 

All this study left me, however, ever more convinced that nearly all of 
these scholars, whether Muslim or Western, were essentially discussing only 
a part, but not the whole of Islamic philosophy. I learned a great deal from 
them about Islamic thought and the Western method of scholarship.,.in the 
field of philosophy, but that knowledge appeared to me to be incomplete 
because from the traditional perspective, it was not possible for a religion to 
survive in an integral manner as Islam had done, while losing its intellectual 
dimension halfway through its historic existence. The brilliant although 
somewhat erratic short work of Iqbal, The Development of Metaphysics in 
Persia, in which he spoke ofthe ishraqior Illuminationist tradition in later 
centuries, only strengthened my view that there must have been a later 
tradition of Islamic philosophy after Ibn Rushd which connected the earlier 
tradition to those friends of my father such as Sayyid Mul,lammad Ka~im 
'A~~ar, whom I had known as a child and who was called an eminent 
philosopher by my father who was his close friend as well as by their mutual 
colleagues. 

It was on the basis of this early phase of study of nearly all Western 
sources on Islamic philosophy that I discovered, while at Harvard, the works 
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of Henry Corbin. This remarkable philosopher cum Islamicist, had not as yet 
discovered, or at least studied and written about Mulla $adra and other major 
late figures of Islamic thought, save for a short treatise on M1r Damad which 
appeared in 1956. But his study on Ibn S1na and Suhraward1 which I read at 
Harvard pointed clearly to the later tradition of Islamic philosophy concen
trated in Persia. Interest in and knowledge of traditional metaphysics and 
epistemology in general, the Western understanding of Islamic philosophy 
including that of Arab writers, many of whom espousing the cause of Arab 
nationalism were now using the term "Arabic philosophy" even in Arabic 
where it had had no historical precedence, my deeper penetration into the 
structure of Islam itself in both its exoteric and esoteric dimensions, as well 
as Corbin's vision of Islamic philosophy, all contributed to the formation in 
my mind of an understanding of Islamic philosophy. These factors also 
helped me to formulate a vision of the rapport among various schools of 
Islamic thought along with the relation of Islamic philosophy to Islamic 
esoterism and theology as well as to the Islamic sciences. My doctoral thesis 
at Harvard, dealing as it did with the Islamic conceptions of nature, was 
already based on this early formulated understanding of the meaning of 
Islamic philosophy and its role and function within the Islamic tradition. 

That view has not changed to this day, but it became much more 
complete and, at least in my mind, more perfected upon my return to Persia 
in 1958. It is true that while at Harvard I had begun to read works of 
contemporary traditional Persian philosophers, but it was not until I was able 
to sit at their feet for long years of study of Islamic philosophy (bothfalsafah 
and J:Ukmah) that I was able to realize the importance of the oral tradition and 
the intellectual and spiritual transmission which only traditional methods of 
teaching make possible. 

Upon returning to Persia I began to study basic philosophical and 
gnostic ( 'irfiini) texts with several masters over a period that lasted for the 
next twenty years. Soon upon my arrival and continuing for a dozen years, 
I studied the Sharb-i man~iimah of Sabziwari, followed by the As hi' 'at al
lama 'at of Jami and sections of the Fu~ii~ al-bikam of Ibn 'Arabi with 
Sayyid Mu};lammad Ka?Jm 'A~~r. For almost twenty years I studied several 
texts including the Sharb-i man~iimah and the Asfiir of Mulla ~adra with 
'Allamah Sayyid Mu\'Jammad J:Iusayn Tabaptba'i For five years I studied the 
first journey or part (safar) of the Asfiir with Sayyid Abu'l-I:Iasan Qazw1n1. 
For some four years I studied the Sharb al-ishiiriit oflbn S1na and Na~1r al
D1n Tiis1 with Jawad Mu~lil;l and on and off for a dozen years al-Insiin al
kiimil of Jill and lfikmat-i iliihi khw~~ wa 'iimm by Mahd1 Ilah1 Qumsha 'i 
(the text including the Fu~ii!f al-bikmah of Farabi) with the master himself. 
This extensive study in the presence of these masters was combined with 
immersion in many later texts of Islamic philosophy and the reading of the 
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earlier texts in light of the continuous living tradition in which I had been 
privileged to participate. 

By the time I went for the first time to Pakistan, met the noble Pakistani 
scholar M. M. Sharif and began extensive collaboration in A History of 
Muslim Philosophy that he was editing, my general understanding of Islamic 
philosophy set forth in my later works and discussed in part by Suheyl Umar 
had already become crystallized. Only further details needed to be filled in 
during the years to come, but the general contour of the mountain range was 
clear before my vision. I tried to convince Sharif to change the outline ofhis 
History in accordance with the view of Islamic philosophy seen in its totality 
and from within but to no avail. At least he agreed to include some chapters 
on later Islamic philosophy for which I accepted the responsibility. 

I sought to expose my own vision of Islamic philosophy as comprised 
of a hierarchy of perspectives leading ultimately to the wedding between 
philosophy and gnosis and the inner unity as well as hierarchic structure of 
knowledge itself, in a series oflectures delivered at the Center for the Study 
ofWorld Religions at Harvard University in 1962. It was Harry Wolfson, my 
old teacher, who insisted that I prepare the manuscript of these lectures for 
publication by the Harvard University Press. I complied with his request and 
before leaving Harvard during that summer handed in the text of the Three 
Muslim Sages, which was my first book in English and also the first opus in 
which my general understanding of the nature and structure of Islamic 
philosophical and metaphysical thought was set forth; although in that 
volume I did not write a separate chapter on Mulla ~adra and late Islamic 
philosophy. The full expression of my vision ofwhat constitutes the various 
components, schools, and periods of Islamic philosophy was to come over 
three decades later in the two-volume work which I edited with Oliver 
Leaman under the title History of Islamic Philosophy. 

I can say that my understanding of the Islamic philosophical tradition is 
the result of the combination of the general view of traditional metaphysics, 
a study of other major intellectual traditions especially Graeco-Alexandrian 
and the Western, the Indian, and the Chinese, close study of Western 
scholarship concerning Islamic philosophy and, most of all, immersion in the 
living Islamic philosophical tradition in Persia for some twenty years. I have 
sought to create an intellectual synthesis that would be situated within the 
Islamic intellectual tradition and be traditionally authentic, a synthesis that 
would be acceptable to my own and other traditional masters in Persia as 
well as be scholarly and philosophically rigorous according to Western 
standards of scholarship. Needless to say, I never expected that secularized 
Western scholars or those interested only in rationalistic philosophy would 
be convinced of the truth of the assertions of Islamic philosophy any more 
than would those in the Islamic world whose minds are closed to the 
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intellectual discourse with which Islamic philosophy is concerned. But I did 
hope that in the West the understanding of both the length and breadth of 
Islamic philosophy would be expanded from the few pages devoted to 
"Arabic philosophy" in, let us say, Bertrand Russell's A History of Western 
Philosophy and that at least some people in the West would begin to look at 
Islamic philosophy with a philosophical eye and not only a philological, 
historic, or archeological one. I also hoped that those in the Islamic world 
endowed with a philosophical mind would at least be attracted to a more 
integral vision of their own philosophical tradition. On all these accounts, 
although not fully successful, I am nevertheless not dissatisfied with the 
results. Today, thanks to the works of not only myself, but especially Corbin, 
and also T. Izutsu and others, the many riches of the long tradition of Islamic 
philosophy are becoming recognized in an ever widening circle in the West 
and taken more seriously as philosophy rather than simply intellectual 
history. As for the Islamic world, except in the Arab world where for 
nationalistic reasons the pull of "Arabic philosophy" ending with Ibn Rushd 
and Ibn Khaldiin is still strong, nearly everywhere, whether it be in Turkey, 
Pakistan, Malaysia, or Indonesia, a whole new generation of younger 
scholars has now come forth who are no longer regurgitating the truncated 
Western views of Islamic philosophy, but who are studying this long 
tradition in both its length and breadth from within the perspective of the 
tradition. As for taking Islamic philosophy seriously as philosophy, this has 
taken place to some extent in France, thanks to the works of Corbin, but 
much less so in Germany and Anglo-~_!On countries; although even in these 
countries there are a few philosophers here and there whose attraction to 
Islamic philosophy is not limited to historical reasons. 

Many years of teaching and studying philosophy in Persia and lecturing 
in other Islamic countries helped further my interest in the relation of Islamic 
philosophy to other dimensions and aspects of the Islamic tradition including 
first and foremost Sufism and gnosis ( 'irfan), but also Sunnism and Shi'ism. 
Many journeys from the '50s to the '70s to the Indo-Pakistani Subcontinent 
and especially Pakistan, in whose philosophical activities I participated 
actively during that period, convinced me that the widely held view that after 
Ibn Rushd Islamic philosophy disappeared in the Sunni world but survived 
only in the climate ofShi'ism had to be modified. The extensive philosophi
cal tradition in Muslim India from the fourteenth century onward was not at 
all exclusively a Shi'ite affair. The texts of Suhrawardi and MulHi $adra 
were taught in Sunni madrasahs as well and many Islamic philosophers of 
India were Sunnis. In order to study this important issue further and to make 
better known the integral Islamic philosophical tradition, I tried to train 
while at Tehran University a number of students from the Subcontinent who, 
after having mastered the principles and development of Islamic philosophy 
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in Persia, could pursue its later development in India. I met with some 
success in this project but not as much as I had hoped for. The detailed 
history of Islamic philosophy in India is still unknown and the same holds 
true for Ottoman Turkey. 

My extensive journeys in the Islamic world also convinced me of the 
importance of introducing Islamic philosophy from its own point of view 
into that world and of overcoming the unfortunate habit in both the 
Subcontinent and Arab countries for students to see their own intellectual 
tradition from the point of view of the West. I was and remain opposed to 
the domination of the English empirical philosophical stance over philoso
phy departments in the Subcontinent for the past century and, likewise, the 
rationalism and later Neo-Marxism so prevalent in philosophy departments 
in the Arab world. The Neo-Averroism so popular in modernized Arab 
circles today is in reality the result of the lack of knowledge of the integral 
Islamic philosophical tradition and the inability to view that tradition from 
within. As far as my own efforts were concerned, they were more successful 
in Pakistan and Southeast Asia than in the Arab world. 

As for Persia itself, during the twenty years of teaching Islamic 
philosophy at Tehran University and especially during the years of being 
dean of the Faculty of Letters and vice-chancellor of that university, I was 
able to bring about important changes in the content and structure of the 
department of philosophy which had been originally established along the 
line of departments in French universities. The rapprochement in Persia 
between the traditional centers of learning (l;awzah) and the universities in 
the field of philosophy during the past two decades is very much based on 
the efforts made during the '60s and '70s. 

Islamic philosophy has been always for me a living tradition to which 
I consider myself to belong. I believe that it is of the utmost importance for 
the Islamic world to nurture and support the study of Islamic philosophy 
from its own perspective and to train a younger generation of philosophers 
who stand firm on the intellectual foundations of Islam and Islamic 
philosophy and who are then able to study and philosophize about Western 
as well as other philosophical traditions, modem science, modem theories 
of the social sciences, and humanities, as well as religious philosophies and 
the many other questions which pose major challenges to Islam; challenges 
which can only be answered Islamically from the Islamic philosophical 
perspective as Islamic philosophy (including ~ikmah) has been understood 
traditionally. Much of my own intellectual energy has been spent during 
more than four decades in seeking to achieve these ends. In accordance with 
what has been described in this response I have used my efforts to realize to 
the extent possible the resuscitation of the Islamic intellectual traditions in 
general and of Islamic philosophy in particular and, in light of that tradition, 
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providing responses to challenges which modem thought poses in so many 
domains for Islam. Suheyl Umar in assembling in a masterly fashion 
quotations from my writings on Islamic philosophy has also afforded me the 
opportunity to clarify further the process whereby I came to study Islamic 
philosophy and to formulate my understanding of it. 

S.H.N. 
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Huston Smith 

NASR'S DEFENSE OF THE 
PERENNIAL PHILOSOPHY 

F:estschrifts are one thing, the Library of Living Philosophers is quite 
another. Since to be included in its distinguished series is itself the 

highest honor a philosopher can receive from his peers, the Library need not 
waste words on further tributes and can tum directly to engaging the 
philosopher under consideration, circling his life's work to wring from him 
maximum clarity and amplification on certain points while he is still active. 
Still, I think it worth noting that Professor Seyyed Hossein Nasr is the only 
person who has received the highest tribute that his colleagues in both 
religious studies and philosophy could confer on him. In 1981 he was itwited 
to deliver the prestigious Gifford Lectures at the University of Edinburgh, 
later published as Knowledge and the Sacred, and with this volume he 
receives the highest accolade that a contemporary philosopher can be 
accorded. 1 

Turning from that biographical point to the engagement that is this 
Library's signature, I find myself in a quandary. Of the contributors to this 
volume, I am the one who is closest to Professor Nasr's philosophical 
position, most importantly his endorsement of the perennial philosophy. In 
fact, I am so fully in agreement with him in that endorsement-he was 
instrumental in bringing me to it-that to question him critically about it 
would be game playing. I would have to manufacture questions I do not 
really have in order to tease from him answers that I already know. The 
Library of Living Philosophers deserves better fare than going through 
motions like that, so I shall adopt a strategy that will be distinctive in this 
volume. I shall describe in my own words what I take to be key points in his 
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philosophical position, pausing along the way to highlight places where 
misunderstandings typically occur, and proceed from there to criticisms of 
his position that the current philosophical climate provokes. My concluding 
section will be given to what I take to be his critique of that climate. My 
hopes for this format are twofold. Where Professor Nasr agrees with my 
formulations, my way of putting things could help to edge his position more 
sharply. And where he corrects me, we shall all learn something. As my title 
indicates, I will focus on the perennial philosophy which is the heart of 
Professor Nasr's position. 

I. WHICH PERENNIAL PHILOSOPHY? 

The phrase "perennial philosophy," deriving from the Latin, philosophia 
perennis, is generally taken as the claim that some sort of continuous theme 
runs through the history ofphilosophy.2 Certain enduring and lasting truths 
are recognizable in the philosophical writings and oral traditions of all 
historical times. Seemingly coeval with the universe itself, the perennial 
philosophy endures. Its truth persists from generation to generation, 
weathering ephemeral philosophical fads and fashions that come and go. 

What precisely, though, is this subterranean watertable which, pressur
ized by truth as its adherents believe, gushes forth wherever and whenever 
the earth is scratched? Charles Schmitt has compiled a list of philosophers 
who have laid claim to it, and it runs the entire philosophic gamut, from 
Thomistic Scholasticism, Scholasticism in general, and Catholic philosophy 
generally; through Platonism, mysticism, Western philosophy, and global 
philosophy; all the way to naturalism and even positivism.3 Its association 
with Scholasticism and subsequent Catholic philosophy is particularly 
strong, as is suggested by the fact that of the nineteen entries for the term in 
The Philosopher's Index, nine occur in the journal, Maritain Studies, and 
one of the remaining ten in the Proceedings of the Catholic Philosophical 
Association. In the modem period (as James Collins points out in the chapter 
entitled "The Problem of a Perennial Philosophy" in his Three Paths in 
Philosophy) philosophers began to use the term in two different ways, some 
reserving it for common conclusions that philosophers reach (as in attempts 
to synthesize the Platonic and Aristotelian trends in philosophy), while 
others used it to target polarities that keep erupting.4 For Karl Jaspers it was 
nothing more than the questions philosophers keep asking. The polyvalence 
of this smear of referents is enough to lead one to dismiss the term as 
useless, yet the range is understandable. Metaphysical positions-and 
everyone in Schmitt's and Collins's lists would agree that the perennial 
philosophy is metaphysical-are by definition unrestricted in scope and 
therefore hold universally, again whenever and wherever. Add to that the 
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presumption that the truth will out, and it seems reasonable to think that 
invariably there have been discerning souls, at least a few, who have seen 
something of what the philosopher in question takes to be true. That every 
metaphysician must believe that his position is true, or at least truer than its 
known alternatives, goes without saying, for one cannot believe what one 
considers false. One can do what one considers wrong, but one cannot 
believe what one considers false. 

What, then, does Professor Nasr take to be the subterranean truth that 
surfaces in different guises everywhere, as if one mind were speaking 
through many minds? To begin with ostensive definitions, within Western 
philosophy (the home of the Library of Living Philosophers) Professor Nasr 
would, I think, accept the general philosophical terrain to which Leibniz 
pointed when he used the term in a frequently quoted letter to Remond in 
1714, as well as the similar landscape the Augustinian monk Agostino 
Steuco (drawing on an already well-developed tradition) targeted two 
centuries earlier. As far as we know, it was Steuco who coined the phrase 
philosophia perennis, but in consolidating the intellectual current that Steuco 
used the phrase to cover, Marsilio Ficino (founder of the Platonic Academy 
of Florence and translator of Plato, Plotinus, and other Neoplatonic 
philosophers) should be mentioned. As I am at this point restricting myself 
to ostensive definitions, I will not describe the philosophical current those 
philosophers identified, but will move to the stream within which Professor 
Nasr places himself. Early in the twentieth century a school of thought arose 
with Rene Guenon and Ananda Coomaraswamy which has been perpetuated 
by Frithjof Schuon, Titus Burckhardt, Martin Lings, and Hossein Nasr 
himself. To distinguish themselves from other claimants to the perennial 
philosophy, members of this school often speak of the sophia perennis or the 
re/igio perennis, theirs being an emphatically religious philosophy. l'hey 
also refer to themselves as Traditionalists, from their opposition to what they 
see as the mistaken directions modem and postmodem philosophy have 
taken. I shall address this polemical aspect ofNasr's position in the final 
section of this essay. 

With this ostensive definition ofNasr's position in place, it would be 
logical to summarize its substance and move on to criticisms of it and then 
to his answers to those criticisms, but I shall forego that route. Instead, I shall 
address the three topics together. As readers of this volume can be assumed 
to know in a general way where Professor Nasr stands, I will presuppose that 
knowledge and target a half-dozen or so points that control his philosophy. 
If the reader draws a mental line through those points, the contours of his 
philosophy should emerge. The points are sure to provoke questions, for they 
are not widely shared today, and as I proceed I will try to say something 
about how I think Nasr would answer those questions. In good part this will 
involve correcting misunderstandings, for I often come away from arguments 
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involving the Traditionalists with the disturbing sense that entirely different 
things are being talked about. Yogi Berra once quipped that he didn't want 
to make the wrong mistake, and I cathect to that. Critics make the right 
mistake when their criticisms ofNasr's philosophy fall short of the mark. 
They make the wrong mistake when they demolish positions that he does not 
hold. 

Using "the perennial philosophy" from here on to denote Professor 
Nasr's version of it, I tum now to decisive points on which it hinges. 

II. PIVOTAL POINTS IN NASR'S PERENNIALISM 

1. Deduction rather than Induction 

The name, "the perennial philosophy," may itself be responsible for what is 
perhaps the most common misunderstanding ofNasr's version of it. Because 
ubiquity is built into that name, people tend to assume that Nasr derives his 
perennialism inductively, from what historians report-as if he commis
sioned social scientists to ransack the world's philosophical heritage and 
derived his perennial philosophy from the metaphysical nugget that turned 
up most pervasively. Steven Katz travels that route negatively to support his 
claim that "there is no philosophia perennis, Huxley and many others 
notwithstanding."5 Using mysticism to illustrate his claim, Katz argues that 
mysticisms have no common essence, for they are controlled without 
remainder by the traditions that house them. I am not concerned here with 
whether at some level of generalization mysticisms do have a common 
theme, for my point is that Nasr's perennial philosophy does not depend on 
the answer to that question. For as I say, it does not derive inductively from 
identifying a module that turns up repeatedly. It derives from the metaphysi
cal intuitions or discernments of the "intellect." As that word denotes for 
Nasr the defining feature of our humanity, it is to be expected that its 
deliverances will surface everywhere, and in this way ubiquity does enter 
Nasr's perennialism. But it is important to understand that ubiquity is a 
product ofperennialism's truth, not its criterion. Its criterion is the intellect. 

2. The Intellect 

Human understanding is woven of two kinds of knowledge, which Nasr 
distinguishes by calling them rational and intellective- "intuitive" roughly 
doubles for the second of these words. Most of what we think of as 
knowledge is rational; it is discursive (in being couched in words) and is 
indirect (in referring to something other than itself). Intellective knowledge 
is otherwise. It derives from a distinctive noetic faculty that St. Thomas and 
the Scholastics called the intellectus, the Greeks called nous, Vedantists call 
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buddhi, Buddhists call prajiia, and Muslims call 'aql. 
Today the difference between reason and intelligence has largely been 

lost. Only a moment's attention is needed, however, to notice that our minds 
have two ways of working that are distinct while being intimately related. 
When I think of myself, for example, I think first of the "I" that got up this 
morning, that is expecting a letter, etc., etc. But if I ask myself who this "I'' 
is; ifl probe beneath objective definitions ofthe sort just given to get at the 
subjective fee/ of who I am, I discover that that "I'' cannot be described. Stop 
for a moment and introspect. Try to sense the origin of your most basic, most 
personal "1," the core of your subjective experience. To the extent that you 
succeed, you will realize that the awareness you have identified is different 
in kind from what it can be aware of This "I" can be aware of anything. It 
cannot be seen because it is the seer that sees, the experiencer who 
experiences. Open in principle to any and all contents, it can itself no more 
be turned into a content than a hand can grasp itself or an eye see itself. Nasr 
takes the intellect to be the fount of all knowing. In this he follows Aristotle 
who called it the Active or Agent Intellect to distinguish it from lesser noetic 
faculties that ride its power. Despite the difficulty of characterizing it, we 
need not stop with thinking of it in its pure, con tentless expression, for we 
glimpse its direct agency every time we know things that cannot be put into 
words, the standard example being the colors of a sunset which cannot be 
described to a blind man. 

3. The Source of the Intellect and its Implications for Truth 

Few things divide modernity from traditional outlooks more than the 
question of how we human beings got here. Traditional peoples everywhere 
assume that, whether by creation or through emanation, we are the,..less 
(creatures) who derive from the more (our Creator of the One), whereas 
Darwinian evolution teaches that we are the more (rational beings) who have 
derived from the less (organisms without reason). According to the latter 
view, the intellect as I have described it is one of a number of noetic talents 
that the human species acquired in the course of its ascent to facilitate its 
adaptive transactions with its environment. For Nasr it is God's presence 
within us. Again Aristotle's Agent Intellect comes to mind for being (as one 
Aristotelian scholar, James Duerlinger, describes it) "the divine activity of 
pure self-knowledge present in our souls, producing in them likenesses of 
itself, these likenesses being our own minds, our organs of awareness."6 

Eckhart too enters here with his assertion that "there is something in the soul 
that is uncreated and uncreatable, namely the Intellect." As God alone is 
uncreated, this joins Aristotle in making the Intellect God's presence in us. 
But more. Not only is it the sine qua non of our knowing; it is the ground of 
our being-that which gives us our existence. Philosophers now separate 
epistemology and ontology and give them different referents, with the result 
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that truth is regarded as a function of propositions, not things. Traditionally 
the two were more or less joined. In Latin, verus means "true"; it also means 
"real," "genuine," and "authentic"-properties that are not restricted to 
statements. The same holds for the key terms in other traditional civiliza
tions. In Sanskrit sat doubles for both "truth" and "reality," as the famous 
triumvirate sat-cit-ananda ("being-awareness-bliss") discloses. Etymologi
cally, the Chinese character chen in its original seal form depicts a loaded 
scale standing on a stool which implies full, real, solid, and therefore has the 
meaning of"true" as opposed to "empty" and "unreal," i.e., chia.7 In Arabic 
al-~aqq, one of the Ninety-nine Beautiful Names of Allah, translates as both 
"the true" and "the real." 

As Nasr is a Traditionalist, it is not surprising to find that knowledge and 
being likewise converge for him, along with other attributes that now have 
different ontological referents. His metaphysical starting point is the Infinite 
which he considers the one unavoidable idea because its alternative, finitude, 
implies a limit, a cutoff point, which the mind cannot accept as final because 
it must instinctively wonder what lies beyond it; thought-wise, an absolute 
boundary would be like a door with only one side, an impossible image. 
Prior to Plotinus, the West considered the absence of finitude a privation, for 
it equated that absence with indefiniteness, the lack of definition and form. 
Nasr sides with the Indian philosophers here, who from the beginning had 
a positive Infinite, seeing it as All-Possibility for including everything that 
could possibly be. As nothing can subrate the Infinite in this fullness sense, 
Nasr refers to it alternatively as the Absolute, and (when knowledge is at 
issue) the Intellect as described above. 8 In us, the Intellect is a ray of the 
Absolute entering the relative, the world of maya. This makes us theo
morphic beings who can know the Real, which is equivalent to saying 
"Truth" with a capital "T." The words that I am capitalizing all have the 
same referent, namely That which is Ultimate, as in the Upani~dic refrain, 
tat tvam asi, "That thou art." 

Few things today are more likely to raise philosophical eyebrows (and 
for many, philosophical hackles as well) than a capitalized "Truth," for 
fallibilism is the order of the day. So Nasr's endorsement of it requires 
exploration. I begin with the importance of the issue. 

In Modernity on Endless Trial, Leszek Kolakowski argues that the 
inclination to claim final and ultimate truth on the one hand, and the 
opposite of that claim-a critical attitude that so undermines all claims to 
truth that it tends toward skepticism, relativism, and even nihilism-is as 
deep and abiding a tension as Western civilization affords. His own concern 
is with the second arm of this tension. Carried all the way, he argues, the 
critical attitude denies limits, and by extension denies a transcendent order 
or a deep structure that imposes them. Religion counters this drift, and in 
doing so (as Kolakowski rather oracularly puts the point) "is man's way of 
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accepting [historical] life as inevitable defeat" for being under the constraint 
of limits that cannot be deconstructed. When a culture loses this sense of 
constraint, which can derive only from an order that is sacred for being more 
ultimate than culture and history, it assumes that people are "endlessly 
flexible" and opens them to every form of intellectual and political 
totalitarianism. 

I believe that Nasr would concur with Kolakowski's analysis, but those 
on the other side point out that totalitarianism is itself one of the cruelest 
forms of absolutism and argue that fallibilism is the surest guard against it. 
This positions absolutism as fallibilism's alternative, whereas Nasr-sub
scribing to the thesis Robert Kane puts forward forcefully in Through the 
Moral Maze-considers it its prerequisite.9 For unless there is a way things 
are, a way they really, realistically are, there is no way that one can be 
mistaken. No Truth, no error. A sensible epistemology will be absolutist in 
assuming that Truth exists and fallibilistic assuming that for the most part we 
don't know what it is. 

Is Nasr's epistemology sensible by this ruling? His notion of the 
infallibility of the Intellect as God knowing in and through us, appears to be 
the exact antithesis of fallibilism, but I think he would protest that that 
reading overlooks his nuancings of that infallibility. Analogies may help 
here. The law of gravity holds inexorably for macro-objects, but it doesn't 
force a thistle to plunge directly to the ground; the wind gets into the act. Or 
again, spray is not the sea, but both are H20. 

Converting these analogies into the thoughts they are intended to spark, 
we can begin by noting that if (as was earlier noted) the one uncircum
ventable idea for Nasr is the Infinite, the one indispensable distinction for 
him is that between the finite and the Infinite, or (what comes to the same 
thing) betw~en the Absolute and the relative. Being unsubratable, the 
Infinite has tb be absolute, and the fact that we humans are here is enough 
to prove that finitude too exists. How are the two related? Nasr relates them 
by noting that because the Infinite is All-possibility, it must include the 
finite; if it didn't, something would exist in addition to itself and it would not 
be infinite. This makes the finite infinite, but not the Infinite in its entirety. 
-To say, as Nasr does, that "God alone exists (transcendence), and everything 
that exists is God (immanence)," puts that point cryptically, but the assertion 
becomes straightforward when we add, "but not God in his entirety." 
Neoplatonism's privative view of evil enters here, with evil covering 
everything that falls short of perfection, including the error that fallibilism 
insists on and this paragraph was constructed to get back to; specifically, 
back to Nasr's concurrence with fallibilism as long as it doesn't throw the 
baby out with the bathwater. As there is no commensurability between the 
finite and the Infinite, the formed and the Unformed, every articulation of 
the Formless can be no more than an approximation. But this does not 
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undercut the distinction between true and false ideas. Nasr's grip on the 
Absolute remains secure; the Absolute subrates ideas by discounting their 
literalism, and at the same time provides the standard for their metaphorical 
accuracy. Ideas are true to the extent that they implicitly suggest aspects of 
the total truth, which is to say Truth itself. They are intellectual keys and 
have no function other than that, when confronted with the Divine Reality 
in Itself, every doctrine is an error. To the extent that it approximates the 
Truth, however, a doctrine may be a providential, indispensable, and salu
tary "error" which contains and communicates the virtuality of Truth. 

This way of holding onto Truth without hedging on human finitude and 
ignorance derives, obviously, from Nasr's distinction between reason (which 
is articulated, referential, and fallible) and the Intellect which transcends 
those attributes. The Intellect is, to restate the matter, infallible in being the 
source and empowering agent of all knowing and being, but in the relative 
world it shows itself in varying degrees according to how deeply it is 
overlaid by ignorance, or ( ontologically expressed) how far it surrenders to 
the attenuations of nothingness. Socrates believed that truth resides within 
us, but he gave his life to midwifing it out of people. The Tipitaka tells us 
that "a fund of omniscience exists eternally in our hearts," but no Buddhist 
would claim to be in command of that omniscience. 

Strictly speaking, the Intellect surfaces in the relative world not just in 
varying degrees but to every possible degree, because (as we have seen) the 
Infinite is All-possibility. This brings me to the Great Chain of Being, which 
Arthur Lovejoy made the object of his minor classic on the subject. 10 

4. The Great Chain of Being 

Two ofNasr's working principles that have been cited need to be kept in 
mind as we take note of his espousal of the Great Chain of Being (hereafter 
GCB). First, it is not itself the perennial philosophy, for articulated 
metaphysical positions are authored by reason and are prey to its limitations. 
To the extent that they approximate the Truth such formulations can be 
useful; functioning in the way icons do, they can awaken intellectual 
intuitions that are unqualifiedly true. But to absolutize them is, as the 
Zennists say, to mistake the finger pointing to the moon for the moon itself 
and to turn icons into idols. The second working principle simply spells out 
the implications of the first. Because the GCB is not in itself the pere~nial 
philosophy, its ubiquity cannot be that philosophy's foundation-this point 
has been covered. Whether a statistical majority of philosophers and 
theologians agree with Nasr is not his concern. 

Even so, the ubiquity of the GCB suggests that among metaphysical 
systems it is in its broad outlines the one that most closely approximates the 
Truth, and this makes it worth documenting. Lovejoy defines the GCB as 
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"the conception of the universe as composed of an immense, or infinite, 
number of links ranging in hierarchical order from the meagerest kind of 
existents through 'every possible' grade up to the ens perfectissimum," and 
notes that "down to the late eighteenth century most educated men [accepted 
it] without question .... In one form or another [he adds] it has been the 
dominant official philosophy of the larger part of civilized mankind through 
most of its history, taught in their several fashions and with differing degrees 
of rigor and thoroughness by the greater number of subtler speculative minds 
and the great religious teachers. " 11 Ernst Cassirer considered "the concept 
and general picture of a graduated cosmos" the most important legacy of 
ancient speculation, 12 and Ken Wilber contends that belief in the GCB has 
been "so overwhelmingly widespread that it is either the single greatest 
intellectual error ever to appear in human history-an error so colossally 
widespread as to literally stagger the mind--or it is the most accurate 
reflection of reality yet to appear." 13 

An infinite number oflinks is unmanageable, so Traditionalists typically 
distinguish four ontological levels that seem to "cut where the joints are" for 
housing clearly distinguishable kinds of things. They resemble the onto
logical levels that Plotinus identified, but as the GCB covers more than 
Neoplatonism, Traditionalists use their own terminology. Reading upward, 
we begin with the terrestrial plane (roughly the spatia-temporal world of 
matter), and proceed from there to the intermediate. This derives its name 
from Plato's to metaxy which (according to Paul Friedlander) "must have 
been of the utmost significance to him. It is the idea or view of 'the 
demonic' as a realm 'intermediate' between the human level and the divine, 
a realm which, because of its intermediate position, 'unites the cosmos with 
itself ."14 Above the intermediate plane, the celestial plane houses a creative 
intelligence that empowers and presides over everything below it and ~opens 
out above itself onto the Infinite. The Infinite differs from the celestial in 
being ineffable. It does not target a different object than the one on the 
celestial plane, but the celestial plane takes account of its surface (and hence 
identifiable) features only, whereas the Infinite denotes its totality. The 
celestial plane is kataphatic in inviting descriptions, whereas the Infinite is 
apophatic for being situated above the cloud of unknowing. Access to the 
celestial plane is gained by the via affirmativa, the Infinite by the via 
negativa. All of this can be compressed into a simple (if somewhat 
oversimplified) schematization. Every religion and most traditional 
philosophies begin by distinguishing between this world and another world, 
which distinction Mircea Eliade built into the title of his best known book 
The Sacred and the Profane. Both of those worlds then subdivide. This 
world divides into its visible and invisible aspects, and the transcendent 
world into its knowable and ineffable regions. In the course of three NEH 
Summer Seminars for College Teachers, I worked out a cross-cultural 
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diagram of these four levels of reality and the way they intersect the human 
self, and I include it as being (I believe) essentially faithful to Nasr's 
metaphysical position. 

CHINESE RELIGIOUS 
JUDAISM 

CHRISTIANITY 

ISLAM 

CHINESE 

THE PERENNIAL PHilOSOPHY'S 
HIERARCHICAL ONTOLOGY 

Graphic layout courtesy of Brad Reynolds 

! 



NASR'S DEFENSE OF THE PERENNIAL PHILOSOPHY 149 

Only a handful of Western philosophers today subscribes to the GCB, 
but there are some: one thinks of John Anton, Baine Harris, founder of the 
Society for Neoplatonic Studies, and Paul Kuntz who was a recent enthusiast 
of the GCB generally. The outlook provides a useful way ofhonoring the 
world's diversity without falling prey to relativism, but as my diagram comes 
down hard on themes that traditional philosophies and religions ring changes 
on, I want to point out that Nasr gives equal weight to the differences they 
present. This point is often lost on his critics who more often than not see his 
perennialism as conflating the historical traditions and blurring their 
respective contours. Nothing could be further from the truth. New Age 
enthusiasts who like Nasr' s affirmation of "the transcendent unity of 
religions"-the title of a landmark book in the Traditionalist school 15 wriie 
him off when they discover the severity with which he insists on keeping the 
boundaries among religions distinct. 16 The mathematical point at which those 
religions converge really is transcendent, and (thus seen) turns on its head 
the theosophical notion of an underlying unity that can be described and 
abstracted from lived religions. Depictions of the transcendent unity in 
sacred texts, art, liturgies, and theologies are invaluable in pointing to the 
place where they finally converge, but each tradition "gestalts" the sacred in 
its own way, and attempts to conflate them scramble their paintings. (Who 
would think of trying to get at beauty by acknowledging its presence in both 
Chartres Cathedral and the Taj Mahal and then trying to abstract it from 
those monuments?) Where expression is involved, Nasr is in complete 
agreement with those who contend that there are no explicit trans-conver
sational criteria to evaluate or commensurate one conversation-read 
religious tradition-in terms of another. 

5. Esoterism 

In claiming conscious access to the noetic faculty that modem philosophy 
has lost hold of-the Intellect-Nasr opens himself to the charge of elitism. 
He admits to the charge as long as the word is used descriptively and not as 
an epithet. Descriptively, "elite" simply denotes that which is superior, and 
as long as one sticks to talents that exist (and doesn't confuse those with 
unearned privileges), to object to them amounts to complaining about the 
kind of world we have, for that world is woven of inequities. Few people are 
born with the physique to be sumo wrestlers. Not everyone can get into MIT. 
Not everyone can dunk basketballs like Michael Jordan, or do double-dutch 
jump rope with the finesse of some inner city children. 

The same holds for metaphysics, which Nasr (using his reason/Intellect 
distinction) distinguishes from philosophy. Having severed its ties to 
theology, philosophy now works exclusively with autonomous reason, 
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whereas metaphysics in Nasr's sense of the word rides intellective discern
ments that provide reason with a rudder. This leads to Nasr's distinction 
between two types of mentality which he calls esoteric and exoteric. The 
consciousness of exoterics works almost exclusively through forms, rational 
and artistic, whereas esoterics can move beyond those to intellective 
intuitions which (to switch from the rudder analogy) serve something of the 
function that stars do for navigators, guiding their calculations and 
maneuvers. For exoterics, if something has no form-is without boundaries 
that demarcate it from other things-its cash value (to use a crude expres
sion) is zero. As far as they can discern it is nothing, whereas for esoterics 
it is everything-literally Everything, for it is Infinite. For exoterics 
"infinite" is an abstraction. For esoterics it is concrete-the only fully 
concrete "thing" there is, all else being samsara and miiya, the shadows on 
the wall of Plato's cave. 

This concludes my inventory of the places where I find frequently 
occurring misunderstandings ofNasr's perennialism. In a way, though, this 
entire section is almost beside the point, for explicit criticisms are not the 
major problem his philosophy faces. The major problem is neglect. With the 
notable and praiseworthy exception of the present volume, not just Nasr's 
perennialism but the perennial philosophy generally is simply shelved today. 
Philosophers see it as so out of step with current philosophical concerns that 
(as the quip goes) they don't even bother to ignore it. Of the seventy-four 
entries for Seyyed Hossein Nasr in The Philosopher's Index, seventy-two 
mention him only as the author of an article, or the author or editor of a 
book. In the two remaining entries, one mentions him in passing and the 
other is by an Aurobindo-ite who protests that he doesn't do justice to that 
Indian philosopher. 

Faced with this situation, I shall devote my next section to pointing out 
some aspects of Nasr's position that make for hard sledding in today's 
philosophical climate, together with his reasons for holding his ground in the 
face of them. 

III. STUMBLING BLOCKS 

1. Metaphysics 

The fact that perennialism of whatever stripe is a metaphysics counts against 
it from the start, for the post-Nietzschean deconstruction of metaphysics has 
taken hold. As early as mid-century, R. G. Collingwood was describing the 
twentieth century as "an age when the very possibility of metaphysics is 
hardly admitted without a struggle," and soon thereafter Iris Murdoch was 
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writing that "modem philosophy is profoundly anti-metaphysical in spirit. 
Its anti-metaphysical character may be summed up in the caveat: There may 
be no deep structure." 

The criticisms of metaphysics have come from many quarters. Some
times a particular metaphysical system is faulted-Plato's, say (usually 
misread, as by Heidegger and Derrida), or Descartes's, or Kaf!fs, or 
Hegel' s-and metaphysics across the board is tarred with the flaws of that 
particular system. At other times, a given approach to system building is 
faulted-foundationalism is the current whipping boy-and again all 
metaphysics is assumed to collapse through its errors. Continental attacks 
come from a characteristically different quarter. End-running epistemology 
and questions of truth, postmodemists seize political cudgels and argue that 
"metanarratives"-their synonym for metaphysics-totalize and in doing so 
marginalize oppressed minorities whose narratives they exclude. Jean
Fran9ois Lyotard cites "incredulity toward metanarratives" as post
modernism's defining feature. 17 

Objections like these-the barest sample-cry out for rejoinders, but 
space does not permit, so I shall try to cut through to how Nasr responds to 
these anti-metaphysical moves. Sooner or later, I think he would say, the 
critics of metaphysics will have to face the fact that metaphysics is 
inevitable. Even Wilfrid Sellars, no fan of the project, had to admit that, 
surely things (however defined) hang together in some sort of way (however 
envisioned), and with that minimalist admission we are into metaphysics. 
Meaning descends from whole to part as much as it ascends from part to 
whole. Gestalt psychologists have demonstrated that what we see focally 
always appears against a subliminal background which affects the 
foreground. This holds for knowing generally, so if we deny the presence 
and influence of backgrounds we are in fact only ignoring them at our"peril. 
Where they are not ignored but argued against, the arguments fall of their 
own self-referential weight. Perspectival ism-in the guise of historicism, 
cultural-linguistic holism, constructivism, or cultural relativism-is currently 
the leading candidate. Taking off from the obvious fact that we observe the 
world from different angles, at different times, and through different 
ontogenetic and cultural lenses, perspectivalism contradicts itself when it 
stops with that opening gambit, for to recognize that perspectives are 
such-that is, to recognize that they are perspectives only and not the full 
picture-requires regarding them from a vantage point that demotes them to 
that status. Without such demotion, each "take" on the world (in film
making parlance) would present itself, not as a perspective, but as the thing 
itself. When human beings get into the picture, Nasr fully agrees with 
Derrida and Rorty that as long as we restrict ourselves to our egos, those 
ponderous "I's," we are indeed "centerless webs of beliefs and desires and 
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are lost behind the unending web of descriptions" (Rorty). But he would add 
what they overlook; namely, that to the extent that we are aware of this truth 
of contingency, we are no longer just egos and are no longer contingent. 
There must be more to the Self than a linguistic construction in order for us 
to know that we are often far less. The notion of illusion is for Nasr a ray of 
the Absolute entering the relative. 

Defending metaphysics against its "cultured despisers," 18 as I have 
devoted a couple of paragraphs to doing, is necessary, for, as Jacques 
Maritain warned, as the anti-metaphysical tide was gaining strength, "a loss 
or weakening of the metaphysical spirit is an incalculable damage for the 
general order of intelligence and human affairs." 19 There is, however, a more 
direct way to get at metaphysics' detractors, and that is to point out that 
contemporary philosophy's claimed dismissal of metaphysics is 
disingenuous, for its major schools are metaphysical to the core. It is only 
worldviews with upper stories that are discounted, again, mostly without 
argument. Those that are limited to basements (materialism) or ground floors 
(naturalism) are solidly in place. On materialism we have Wilfrid Sellars's 
assertion that "science is the measure of all things, of what is that it is, and 
of what is not that it is not;"20 and John Searle's concurrence in writing that 
"most of the professionals in philosophy, psychology, artificial intelligence, 
neurobiology, and cognitive science accept some version of materialism 
because they believe that it is the only philosophy consistent with our 
contemporary scientific world view."21 As for naturalism, in his 1996 
Presidential Address to the Pacific Division of the American Philosophical 
Association, Barry Stroud notes that "most philosophers for at least one 
hundred years have been naturalists. They have taken it for granted that any 
satisfactory account of how human belief and knowledge in general are 
possible will involve only processes and events of the intelligible natural 
world, without the intervention or reassurance of any supernatural agent."22 

2. Hierarchy 

Science's restriction of reality to a single ontological level is reenforced by 
the current political animus against hierarchies. This makes it doubly hard 
for perennialism to get a hearing, for its close ties with the Great Chain of 
Being make it not only a metaphysics but a hierarchical one as well. Surely, 
however (Nasr would insist), the wholesale denunciation of hierarchies that 
we hear today is not thought through, for the charge that hierarchies 
invariably oppress is patently false: they can empower and affirm as well. A 
loving family is a hierarchy dedicated to empowering its children, and a well 
run classroom empowers its students by teaching them things that will help 
them to live effectively. The prototype of an empowering hierarchy is God's 
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relation to the world, to which Clement of Alexandria gave Christian 
expression in his formula that "God became man, that man might become 
God." 

3. Religion 

Nasr's perennialism is clearly a religious philosophy. Actually, It IS 
predisciplinary in the way Plato's Dialogues and most traditional philoso
phies were, presenting an outlook in which philosophy, theology, and 
psychology are fully merged. Now that these have gone their separate ways, 
however, we have to use multiple words to bring them together, and 
religious philosophy is as workable a phrase for Nasr's as any. The prefix in 
the phrase, "religious," creates a third obstacle that Nasr's philosophy faces, 
for the time in which philosophy was the handmaiden of theology still 
rankles in philosophers' memories and they guard their independence 
jealously. Added to this first, there is a second problem that religious 
philosophies must face. In The Soul of the American University, George 
Marsden points out that in five generations the ethos of the American 
university has moved from Protestant establishmentarianism-all the early 
colleges were founded to train Protestant ministers-to the established 
disbelief that dominates campuses today.23 The hermeneutics of suspicion is 
skepticism's prime entry point, and nowhere is it more active than in 

--dismantling religious outlooks. The Society of Christian Philosophers is 
exceptional in standing up to it, but though it is vigorous, it has not changed 
philosophic habits to any significant degree. 

Nasr's reason for holding out against this third obstacle can be deduced 
from what has already been said about his position. As we are theomorphic 
beings, God is the foundation of our existence, first and foremost j_n his 
mode ofknowing. If philosophy does not reflect and give expression to that 
foundation, it betrays its birthright. 

My list could be extended, but I shall mention only one more way in 
which Nasr's philosophy faces an uphill battle today. He is a traditionalist 
in a generation that reproaches its past more than any other of which intel
lectual historians are aware. 

4. Tradition 

Nasr does not romanticize the past, nor reject all the innovations to which 
the present is heir. I have heard him say that his thinking is not modem, but 
that it is contemporary. Modem science understands nature calculatively 
much better than our forebears did, and I would not myself want to go as far 
as Nasr does in defending the social patterns of traditional societies. But 
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when it comes to the final nature of things and how human life can best be 
comported in its context, Nasr sees nothing in modernity or postmodemity 
that rivals the traditional view as impounded in the great enduring wisdom 
traditions. He takes that wisdom to have been revealed, but if it is easier for 
his audience to see it as surfacing from the deepest unconscious of the 
spiritual geniuses of the past, it comes to the same thing, for the final 
component of a theomorphic being is God. 

My stand-ins for Nasr's responses to these four stumbling blocks to his 
perennialism have grown shorter and shorter, partly because they follow so 
obviously from the central points of his philosophy that I have sketched that 
I find it tedious to state them explicitly, but there is a second reason. There 
is a saying in team sports that the best defense is a good offense, and the 
adage rings true here. I suspect that of the philosophies that this Library has 
covered, Nasr's probably seems the most foreign, possibly to the point that 
some may wonder if it belongs in this Library. Given Nasr's upbringing in 
Asia this is not surprising, but I mention it here because if his philosophy 
seems strange to us, it stands to reason that ours might appear strange to him. 
That it does, he told us forthrightly in his already mentioned Gifford 
Lectures, Knowledge and the Sacred, and I shall devote the final section of 
this essay to pointing out that the extent of its peculiarity is his main reason 
for adhering to his traditional position. 

IV. THE BEST DEFENSE 

Before the rise of modem science, when people wanted the Big Picture that 
would show them the ultimate nature of things they turned to their sacred, 
revealed texts, or (if they were unlettered) to the great orienting myths that 
gave their lives meaning and motivation. The West's discovery of the 
controlled experiment-the defining feature of modem science--changed 
that by introducing the possibility of proof. The way this epistemic 
innovation and the scientific method that evolved around it has changed our 
world (and our worldview, which is the part of the story that concerns us 
here) needs no retelling. 

What does need retelling-or rather telling, for it has yet to be told in a 
way that can get through to the public-is, first, that the scientific worldview 
is a huge demotion from the traditional one in the way it works against 
human flourishing; and second, that there are no legitimate reasons for 
thinking that it is more accurate than its' traditional precursor. It is for 
psychological, not logical, reasons that science has become (in Alex 
Comfort's phrase) our "sacral" mode of knowing, and its product (the 
scientific worldview) the reigning orthodoxy of our time. 
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Science's prestige derives from its power to transform the physical world 
through discovering and manipulating its quantifiable, measurable 
properties. It is important to realize that its prestige derives entirely from that 
power, which means that the worldview that gives it its prestige consists of 
numbers and equations only, nothing more. Common sense, though, tells us 
that there is more to the world than numbers, so scientists flesh out their 
worldview by embellishing its numerical spine. Their additions to it-the 
post-its they use to deck out their calculations-begin with what we directly 
experience (sounds, smells, and colors, the secondary qualities of the 
philosophers) which common sense registers but science itself cannot 
deliver. Even those who recognize that the scientific method is limited tend 
to think that it is competent to deal with the corporeal world, but that is not 
the case, for we experience that world in Technicolor whereas strictly 
speaking, science cannot even give it to us in black-and-white, but only in 
numbers, there being no way to get from nature's numerical aspects to the 
way we experience it. 24 

Proceeding from secondary qualities, scientists go on to add other things 
to their worldview until we find it full blown in Carl Sagan's cosmology and 
Stephen Jay Gould's evolutionary biology. What has passed unnoticed in 
this ballooning, Nasr argues, is that with every additional overlay the rightful 
authority of the scientific worldview attenuates. Because that fact has slipped 
by us, the full-blown scientific worldview is accorded the respect that 
properly belongs to its empirically derived calculations only. No harm would 
derive from this mistake if the additions were supplied by common sense, 
but they are not: For the most part they are minted from assumptions that are 
indispensable for science's purposes but which imprison the human spirit 
when they are moved into other spheres. 

Not liking the direction in which this train of thought is headilfg, the 
partisans of science will protest that it rides the narrowest possible definition 
of the project. This is true, but Nasr would argue that for purposes of clear 
thinking and settling the dust, no definition is more useful. The culture war 
between science and religion is still in full swing, and without an agreed on 
reference point, each side will define science to its own advantage. The 
needed reference point is the indubitable fact that science-modem science 
is what is under discussion-is what has changed our world beyond anything 
that peoples who lived before it could ever have dreamed. From that 
incontestable starting point, Nasr's working definition of science, and the 
argument that flows from it, reasonably follow. It is probably worth 
mentioning here that Nasr's undergraduate degree is in physics from MIT 
and his doctorate is in the history of science from Harvard University. 

The merit in Nasr's way of"gestalting" the matter is that it enables us 
to distinguish between what science has a right to ask us to believe, on the 
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one hand-the quantifiable aspects of the corporeal world that it had 
discovered and the regularities (laws) that organize these-and, on the other, 
the overlays in its worldview that are optional. Nasr rejects them, for they 
assume, simply assume, that matter is fundamental, and mind-spirit too, if 
it is allowed-is derivative. Intelligent design (and a purposeful cosmos 
generally are discounted) for, as Jacques Monad points out, "the cornerstone 
of scientific method is the systematic denial of final causes."25 The fossil 
record is taken to show that greater intelligence . derived from lesser 
intelligence through naturalistic causes only; and finally, in the scientific 
worldview there is no intelligence greater than the human, for no such 
intelligence has been spotted (nor can be spotted, Nasr would add) by 
laboratory experiments. 

How far these scientistic (in contradistinction to scientific) assumptions 
have permeated philosophy, Nasr would want me to leave to the reader to 
judge, but the assertions of John Searle and Barry Stroud that I quoted 
suggest that they are solidly ensconced. Cultural critics register the toll they 
have exacted. They have saddled us with a "disenchanted world" (Max 
Weber), a "wasteland" (T. S. Eliot), "a disqualified universe" (Lewis 
Mumford), "one-dimensional man" (Herbert Marcuse), and "the colonization 
of value spheres by science" (Jiirgen Habermas). 

This, I think Seyyed Hossein Nasr would say, is his final defense of 
perennial philosophy. It offers a reasonable alternative to the contemporary 
Western mindset. 
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REPLY TO HUSTON SMITH 

Professor Huston Smith commences his essay by saying that he is, "the 
one who is closest to [my] philosophical position, most importantly his 

endorsement of the perennial philosophy." I am in full agreement with this 
assertion and will only add that among well-known philosophers in America 
I know of no one who stands as close to my philosophical position as he 
does. This response, in contrast to most others, is not therefore so much a 
reply to criticism but an occasion to clarify further certain points made by 
Smith. I wish also to state that the points he mentions as being central to my 
philosophical outlook are completely confirmed by me. What he calls 
"pivotal points in Nasr's perennialism" are indeed pivotal and central to my 
understanding of the perennial philosophy, and I am happy that he has 
brought them out clearly in this fashion. 

A very important point brought out by Smith at the beginning of his 
discussion of "pivotal points in Nasr's perennialism" which I also need to 
emphasize is that neither I nor other traditionalist defenders of perennial ism 
have discovered or come to defend the perennial philosophy inductively. We 
have not begun by scanning the pages of wisdom writings of various 
historical traditions and then discovering similarities from which we have 
"induced" the perennial philosophy. The discovery of the truths which con
stitute the perennial philosophy is the result of the practice of intellection, 
the use of the intellect as I have always understood the term. Once having 
discovered these truths, then we have observed their presence in other times 
and climes and in fact in all the sacred traditions the world over. 

One of the leading proponents of the philosophia perennis of this 
century, A. K. Coomaraswamy, wrote a seminal essay entitled, "Paths that 
Lead to the Same Summit,"1 to demonstrate the truth that the ultimate goal 
of various orthodox religions is the same. If I may be allowed to dwell upon 
the symbol of wayfaring used by Coomaraswamy, I would say that the 
defenders of the perennial philosophy do not climb each path separately and 
then conclude that yes these paths do indeed lead to the same summit. They 
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reach the summit by climbing a single path and from the summit thus 
reached observe that other paths lead to it. "Climbing" in the case of the 
"theoretical" aspect of the perennial philosophy (if this term is understood 
in its original sense as theoria) may be said to be intellectual and by 
participation, whereas in the realized aspect of this wisdom it becomes also 
"existential" and immediately experienced. 

To be sure, there have been rare individuals such as Ramakrishna, who 
lived in the nineteenth century in India, who have actually tried to climb the 
different paths to give experiential proof of these paths leading to the same 
summit, but even in such cases there has been an a priori intellectual certi
tude that the paths did actually do so. In any case the vast majority of the 
sages and philosophers whom defenders of the perennial philosophy such as 
myself consider to be main proponents of that philosophy, from Satikara and 
Nagarjuna to Suhraward1 and Ibn 'Arabi to Plotinus and Meister Eckhart, 
did not even have any appreciable knowledge of other paths associated with 
historical traditions other than their own, and if they did to some extent, as 
we see in the case of a number of Islamic esoterists, this knowledge itself 
was intuitive and intellective and not based simply on the detailed analysis 
of historical texts of other traditions as carried out by modem scholars. 

One of the major errors made by opponents of the perennial philosophy 
can be explained precisely through what Smith has brought out in his 
distinction between induction and deduction of perennial truths. Some 
modem opponents have gone so far as to say that the defense of tradition and 
the perennial philosophy is simply a consequence of the availability of so 
much material of a religious and philosophical nature from diverse traditions 
in European languages which has caused certain minds such as Guenon and 
Coomaraswamy, followed soon by Schuon and others, to posit the existence 
of a body of perennial wisdom underlying the diversity of teachings of these 
traditions. Nothing in fact could be further from the truth, and I am glad that 
Smith brought up this point perspicaciously so as to make clear for those 
who wish to understand the perspective of perennial philosophy, the source 
of this philosophy and the means of access to it. What the presence of so 
much writing from diverse traditions has done is to provide dazzling 
evidence for the truth reached by means of intellection. 

In discussing the intellect, Smith quite rightly makes a clear distinction 
between intellect and reason as I use these terms and mentions that in this 
usage of intellect I follow Aristotle "who called it the Active or Agent 
Intellect." I must only add here that although what is fundamental at first is 
the basic distinction between intellect and reason, there are also levels of the 
intellect or its functioning that must be remembered if one is to explain the 
full traditional doctrine. In the same way that there are grades ofbeing, there 
are grades of intelligence or intellect which were discussed especially exten-
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sively by traditional Islamic as well as Jewish and Christian philosophers. 
Only the full reality of the intellect and its complete actualization are then to 
be identified with what Aristotle referred to as "Active Intellect" and Meister 
Eckhart the "Uncreated Intellect." 

I agree with Smith that today since "fallibilism is the order of the day," 
in academic circles in the West eyebrows are raised whenever someone 
speaks of the Truth, and I would add that outside the natural and 
mathematical sciences this observation even holds for truth without 
capitalization. I am also aware of the political excuses given by the 
relativizers who think that they are even taking the moral high road by 
destroying truth claims and "meta-narratives." But being in the academic 
world like Professor Smith, I also confront everyday the thirst for the Truth 
among students and the dissatisfaction of so many of them with fallibilism. 
The more intelligent among them are in fact able to see behind fallibilism a 
hidden form of absolutism without any reference to the Absolute, for they 
see fallibilism as the "dictatorship of relativism and skepticism" which raises 
relativism and skepticism themselves to an "absolute" category. Every 
philosophical or epistemological claim has an aspect of absolutism in it, 
including claiming that all is relative or that we cannot know everything 
absolutely, for such assertions are themselves "absolutized" by their 
proponents. If we claim that there are no meta-narratives, we are making an 
absolute statement and substituting an idea in place of the meta-narrative 
which itself then functions as meta-narrative even if we do not wish to admit 
its being so. 

I am grateful to Smith for pointing to the opposition to my thought as a 
result of opposition to absolutism. As far as my own intellectual life is 
concerned, however, I do not care very much whether I am criticized 
because of the fashions of the day or not. I believe that there is such a thing 
as truth as well as the Truth and that the goal of all intellectual endeavors is 
to reach the truth and to express it appropriately. In any case it is much better 
to be absolutistic about the Absolute than to substitute the relative for the 
Absolute and to absolutize the relative, which is the order of the day in most 
of what passes for philosophy today. I have always said that only the 
Absolute is absolute and even sacred visions of the Absolute and traditional 
philosophies provided to "explain" the Truth and Its manifestation partake 
of the domain of relativity, hence the diversity of expressions of the 
perennial philosophy. But that does not mean for one moment that one 
should surrender to the cult of pure relativism and fallibilism which would 
forfeit the power of the intellect to know in the ultimate sense. 

Smith himself talks about "every articulation of the Formless [being] no 
more than an approximation." And he adds, "confronted with the Divine 
Reality in Itself, every doctrine is an error." He is pointing to the same thing 



162 SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR 

but from a different angle. But to make matters clearer from the perspective 
of my understanding of things, I would add that articulations of the Formless 
should be considered more as means that prepare the mind for the 
miraculous act of intellection which is able to grasp the essence of things 
with metaphysical precision and not only approximately. As for every 
doctrine being an error in the face of the Divine Reality, such formulation 
has also been used by certain traditional masters to accentuate the chasm that 
exists between the grasp by the mind of the truth and its realization with the 
whole of our being. To quote F. Schuon, whose views are so strongly 
supported by Professor Smith, 

Metaphysical knowledge is one thing; its actualization in the mind quite 
another. All the knowledge which the brain can hold, even if it is immeasurably 
rich from a human point of view, is as nothing in the sight of the Truth. As for 
metaphysical knowledge, it is like a Divine seed in the heart; thoughts represent 
only faint glimmers of it. The imprint of the Divine Light on human darkness, 
the passage from the Infinite to the finite, the contact between the Absolute and 
the contingent-herein lies the whole mystery of intellection, of revelation, and 
of the Avatara. 2 

But I would suggest that in the context of present-day discourse a more 
nuanced language be used and the term "error" not be employed in order to 
avoid miscomprehension. I would say that each doctrine is like a key to be 
used to open a door through which we must pass on our journey to the One. 
The key is indispensable precisely for the opening of the door in question 
and is precious for that very reason, but having used the key and having 
passed through the door, we are no longer in need of it. I insist that we 
refrain from the double error of either absolutizing a particular doctrine or 
formulation as if it were the Absolute itself(although it leads to the Absolute 
and possesses therefore an "absolute" element), or of dismissing doctrine as 
being irrelevant as we see in so many mindless expositions of"spirituality" 
today. 

In discussing the Great Chain of Being Smith associates the celestial 
plane with the kataphatic way and the Infinite with the apophatic, writing 
that, "The celestial plane is accessed by the via afjirmativa, the Infinite by 
the via negativa." Although from a certain point of view this is true, I would 
again see a more nuanced distinction because God as Being (and not 
Beyond-Being) cannot be identified with the celestial. Now, both the 
apophatic and kataphatic ways provide means of access to God as Being. 
For example, in Islam there is the revelation of the Divine Principle or 
Essence, which is beyond Being and is none other than the Infinite, but 
which has for Its first Self-determination Being or God as theologically 
understood in the Divine Names and Qualities, which still belong to the 
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Divine Order and stand above the celestial realm. Now, the Divine Names 
are accessible through the kataphatic way which means that this way cannot 
be associated only with the celestial realm. As for the Essence or Supreme 
Principle Itself, the assertion of Smith is quite correct that It can only be 
"reached" by the via negativa or the apophatic way for It stands above all 
limitations and categories including the condition of standing above all 
categories. 

I congratulate Smith for assembling so much traditional knowledge in 
his diagram. There are, however, certain unavoidable problems therein 
especially in the distinction he makes between soul and Spirit which he 
makes to correspond to rii~ and qalb in Islam whereas of course rii~ means 
spirit in Arabic and not something else. In any case this is a wonderful 
diagram as long as it is seen to represent correspondences and not strict 
equivalences. In this context I am glad that Smith asserts categorically that 
I have always given the weight necessary to the differences which exist 
within different traditions. Those like Professor Liu, who have criticized me 
for not doing so, have not been fully aware of all I have written on this 
subject.3 

In discussing the distinction between esoterism and exoterism, Smith 
quite correctly points to how I distinguish metaphysics as traditionally 
understood from the current understanding of philosophy and points to the 
basic distinction I make between intellect and reason. This distinction is not, 
however, identical with the major distinction I make in the study of religions 
between the exoteric and the esoteric, although there is no doubt that 
esoterism of the sapiental type is always associated with the use of the 
intellect. Exoterism, however, relies first of all upon the faith and only 
secondly upon reason and there are in fact exoteric formulations in all the 
Abrahamic religions which are specifically against ratiocination, formula
tions ranging from those which base themselves upon legalism to those 
which are purely fidei st. As for esoterism, there is also a form of esoterism 
based upon love which turns its back upon the central role of the intellect 
and even appears as being anti-intellectual as one finds especially in certain 
strands of Christian and also Hindu mysticism. It is only sapiental esoterism 
that is based thoroughly upon the intellect and intellectual intuition. To make 
clear my understanding of exoterism and esoterism, it would be necessary to 
take this more nuanced position into consideration. 

In talking about stumbling blocks, Smith discusses quite correctly the 
anti-metaphysical bias of the day which for that reason causes those who 
possess this bias to oppose my ideas and those of other traditionalists. I need 
to add here, however, that the metaphysics that most modem and post
modem philosophers oppose is not even the traditional metaphysics which 
is always related to a means of realization and which has been absent from 
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the mainstream of Western philosophy since the Renaissance and especially 
Descartes. It is essential to make a distinction between my understanding of 
metaphysics as the supreme science of the Real and metaphysics as a branch 
of rationalistic philosophy which has been criticized so much in twentieth
century Western philosophy. It is important for those who criticize my 
thought to grasp this distinction. It is essential to understand that what they 
are criticizing is not what I understand by metaphysics but what they 
understand by it. They are beating a dead horse as far as I am concerned. My 
thought is as critical of Cartesian philosophy and so-called metaphysics in 
modem philosophy as is theirs but of course for very different reasons. I 
mention this point here because it is important in serious philosophical 
discourse to identify clearly first of all the idea with which one is concerned, 
and only then to set out to criticize it. 

The observation of Smith that perennial ism has trouble getting a hearing 
because of its association with hierarchy while there is such an opposition 
to this idea today is again an astute one. Let it be added that the etymology 
of hierarchy (hiero-arche) implies divine origin and that the idea of 
hierarchy is inseparable from every serious philosophy which accepts the 
Divine Origin of things and draws the consequences of such a position. 
Today we live in a world which Guenon associated with "the reign of 
quantity." The tendency is toward quantitative egality, the destruction of 
qualitative differences and the imposition of uniformity which modem 
technology in combination with crass materialism and consumerism are 
spreading all over the world in the name of material development and the 
necessity of living in a global village. But a world of pure quantity could not 
even exist. Quality has to manifest itself and so must hierarchy despite the 
strong tendency to the contrary. The ideas of myself and those like me are 
addressed to those whose inner being still resonates to the hierarchy which 
in reality governs cosmic manifestation whether we are willing to accept it 
or not. For followers of philosophies based on quantity, the leveling of all 
distinction and destruction of all hierarchies carried out often in the name of 
freeing common man from "elite" structures, the perennial philosophy 
certainly has no appeal, as stated by Smith. What is surprising, however, is 
that amidst the culture of reductionism, quantitative equality and disdain for 
qualitative distinction and excellence there are so many minds and souls who 
thirst precisely for the higher reaches of the chain of being and higher 
degrees of perfection and excellence which are onto logically meaningful 
only in a world which accepts the nature of hierarchy. 

Under the section on tradition Smith mentions that I consider myself 
contemporary and not modem. I wish to emphasize the truth of this 
observation. I consider modernism as a philosophy whose very premises and 
assumptions I oppose and against which I have written for over four decades. 
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But the hands of destiny have placed me in this day and age and by virtue of 
that fact I am a contemporary. This distinction is important because it is 
possible to be contemporary without being modern. In fact one of the 
realities of the scene during this past century, marked by the spread of 
modernism, has been opposition to modernism which has taken many forms 
of which the most fundamental is the critique posed by tradition. The 
presence of the perennial or traditional point of view is as much a part of the 
contemporary scene as modernist phenomena and ideas themselves. 

As for my being in accord with the reality of certain innovations, that 
must be considered carefully; for to accept the "reality" of an innovation or 
new idea is one thing and to condone it quite another. As far as modern 
science is considered, I do accept that it has been able to understand an 
aspect of the reality of nature better than the traditional sciences of nature 
which were, however, able to know other aspects of nature, especially its 
spiritual dimension, infinitely better than the quantitative sciences developed 
since the seventeenth century in the West. That is why I cannot accept the 
statement, "modem science understands nature calculatively much better 
than our forbears did," if the term nature is not modified to mean only the 
quantitative aspect of corporeal reality. I have clarified my views on this 
important question in my several works on Islamic science and in a more 
general manner in my The Need for a Sacred Science. 

Perhaps the only point of difference between my perspective and that of 
Smith pertains to the social domain and is summarized in his sentence, "I 
would not want go as far as Nasr does in defending the social patterns in 
traditional societies." Smith tends to regard the imperfections in these 
patterns and I the reflections of archetypes which represent the good despite 
the existence of imperfections. As I stated in my response to Liu, the 
traditional doctrines themselves confirm the great imperfections in the social 
order in the particular cosmic period in which we live, being far removed 
from the Golden Age even at the beginning of what is known as the 
historical period. What traditions do is not to deny evil but on the basis of a 
deep knowledge of the nature of the human state .to maximize the good with 
the aim of making possible to the maximum extent permissible the 
realization of the goal of human life, which is the attainment of salvation for 
the many and deliverance for the few. Modern society on the contrary seeks 
to perfect society by means of social engineering on the basis of ignorance 
of the real nature of man, and the denial of the reality of evil in total 
disrespect for the ultimate goal of human life. Traditional societies 
succeeded in surviving for millennia amidst many imperfections to be sure, 
but they were always able to provide meaning for life and a path for 
salvation beyond the life of this world. Modem societies, while denying the 
centrality of man's spiritual goal in this life and reducing him to a purely 
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earthly creature, are faced with a set of imperfections and evils which are 
certainly no less than what existed in the days of old while facing the 
destruction of the natural environment and the very dissolution of the 
societies which continue to be engineered according to the worst kind of 
hallucinations about the nature of man and his ultimate needs. 

As for the traditional worlds, which as Smith says quite rightly, I prefer 
immeasurably to the modem and the postmodem, I do consider the wisdom 
contained in the traditional worlds to be ultimately revealed in the theologi
cal sense of this term. But I would not "see it [this wisdom] as surfacing 
from the deepest unconscious of spiritual geniuses of the past," to quote 
Smith. First of all, revelation has nothing to do with human genius, spiritual 
or otherwise. To consider Moses, the Prophet of Islam, or for that matter the 
Buddha or Lao-Tze to have been geniuses is really to diminish their status, 
and I certainly would never characterize them as such if I were to call 
Beethoven and Einstein also geniuses. Those to whom revelations were sent 
possessed all that we associate positively with genius but also infinitely 
more. 

Even more problematic for me is the usage of the term "unconscious" 
which reminds the reader of the theories of Jung which I consider to be a 
parody of traditional doctrines. For the traditionalists, even if one uses the 
language of consciousness rather than God to appeal to certain types of 
contemporary readers, the source of wisdom is the supraconscious and not 
the unconscious or the subconscious. It is of the utmost importance to point 
out these distinctions in order to avoid any error in the understanding of 
traditional teachings and their basic distinction from various forms of 
modem psychology including Jungianism. 

In conclusion I want to express my special gratitude to Smith for 
bringing out clearly the main tenets of my thought, so close as he is to my 
way of thinking, and doing it in such a manner that it has provided the 
occasion for me to clarify many basic elements of my thought. If, as Smith 
says, my exposition of the perennial philosophy, like those of notable 
traditionalists to whom I owe so much, has provided "a reasonable alter
native to the contemporary Western mindset," then I am happy to have 
succeeded in doing what I set out to achieve from the beginning of my 
intellectual career, having had in mind always not only Westerners but also 
non-W estemers who have become influenced by the modem "mindset." 
Moreover, I consider this alternative to be not only "reasonable" but also 
intellectually evident, lying as it does in the very nature of things and being 
ingrained in the very substance of our being: 

S.H.N. 
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Robert Cummings Neville 

PERENNIAL PHILOSOPHY IN 
A PUBLIC CONTEXT. 

The perennial philosophy or sacred wisdom so ably expounded and 
defended by Seyyed Hossein Nasr in his Gifford Lectures, published as 

Knowledge and the Sacred, is out of fashion with philosophers in the late 
modem European traditions, including postmodemism. 1 "Out of fashion" is 
a misstatement: they dismiss it with ridicule.2 In the field of religious studies 
perennial philosophy fares much better than in academic Western philoso
phy, partly because of the outstanding contributions to the field by Huston 
Smith, its foremost American advocate, and partly because it constitutes one 
of the paradigmatic answers to the question of the relations among the world 
religions.3 Professor Nasr does not distinguish sharply between philosophy 
and religion, calling his position both "perennial philosophy" and "sacred 
wisdom," and in a theoretical sense he is surely right. There ought not be a 
break between the professional practice of academic philosophy and1iving 
a philosophical life, or between the academic study of religion and its 
practice, or between philosophy and religion as studied or practiced.4 In the 
politics of intellectual culture, however, there is a world of difference 
between philosophy and religion as academic fields. 5 

Both philosophy and religious reflection, or theology, have publics 
constituted by anyone who might have an interest in what is at stake, even 
an interest in rejecting a position as false or unimportant.6 The modem 
despisers of perennial philosophy are as much part of the public within 
which it is expounded and argued as its advocates and fellow travelers. Yet 
Professor Nasr, in Knowledge and the Sacred, gives an account of the 
development of modem European philosophy that delegitimates the 
despisers as much as they would delegitimate the perennial philosophy. He 
describes the modem European tradition as a stupid and perhaps wicked fall, 
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at least a forgetting, without analyzing sympathetically why modern philos
ophers would have taken the tacks they did. 7 Both sides deserve better if the 
integrity of philosophy's public is to be exercised. 

One of the happiest virtues of Professor Nasr's thought is that he is a 
genuine world philosopher.8 He does not define philosophy as limited to the 
inheritance of Socrates, as many of our Western colleagues do. Nor does he 
define himself as an Islamic philosopher, although that is the historical 
tradition from which he derives his main conceptions and expressions. 
Because he does not distinguish sharply between philosophy and religion, 
it is important to say that Professor Nasr identifies with the cultic practice of 
Islam, especially its Sufi branch, from which his philosophy arises.9 But his 
philosophy engages the entire philosophic world, not just the Islamic, from 
the perspective of a position, the perennial philosophy, that finds expressions 
in each. This is all the more reason for his position to be related with more 
intimate respect to late modem Western philosophy, for that is the one 
family of traditions he approaches with an attitude more of blame than 
learning. 

My purpose in this essay is to engage Professor Nasr with the Western 
public by constructing a late modem Western interpretation of how the 
perennial philosophy might philosophically and existentially be meaningful 
and true, and how a version of that is indeed true. To do this I shall first 
sketch a theory of religious symbols that shows how such symbols allow us 
to engage religious dimensions of reality. Moreover, such symbols shape the 
souls of those who gain competence with them so that the religious 
dimensions to which the symbols refer can be engaged. Without an 
appropriately developed soul, people miss or misinterpret those dimensions. 

Then I shall argue that the leading ideas in the perennial philosophy, 
those having to do with "the One and the Many," are a kind of religious 
symbol that engages those who become competent at them with ultimate 
matters. I shall argue that there are two fundamental perennial paradigms. 
One is the ascent of understanding to higher and higher principles of unity; 
this is Professor Nasr's primary affiliation and it emphasizes hierarchy. The 
other is penetration to the ground from which both unity and multiplicity are 
created, emphasizing the immediacy of the act of creation ex nih i/o and of 
the equiprimordial, non-hierarchical partnership of the One and the Many; 
this is my kind of perennial philosophy. I shall then argue that competence 
at the exercise of the perennial symbols of either approach can lead to 
existential sacred wisdom of the sort Professor Nasr advocates. My entire 
argument arises from the theory of signs developed initially by Charles 
Sanders Peirce, the American founder of pragmatism, a more-late-modem
Westem-philosopher-than-whom-cannot-be-conceived.10 Finally, I shall dis
cuss five steps to be taken for the perennial philosophy to engage the 
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contemporary Western academic philosophic tradition. The fourth step 
contains a significant critical evaluation of Professor Nasr's project. 

RELIGIOUS SYMBOLS 

The European tradition of semiotics, from Saussure to Derrida, has taken the 
interpretation of texts as its paradigm case; the earlier interest in Biblical 
hermeneutics was probably the reason for this. The American pragmatic 
tradition, by contrast, has taken the interpretation of nature as its paradigm, 
with signs and interpretive behavior as guides for discovering what is real 
and how to live well. Thus the European tradition could understandably 
conclude that signs have no real reference outside their system of surround
ing signs that define referents and interpretations. But the American can 
insist that the function of signs is to engage us with the world and shape our 
behavior so as to be more realistic and discerning than we would be without 
the signs. Entire sign systems, including the coded relations among signs as 
meanings, referents, and interpretations, are taken as referring to reality 
when we actually employ them in engagement. 

Peirce argued that all signs need to be understood in terms of their 
meanings, their references, and their interpretations. In the case of religious 
signs, which we should call "symbols" in accord with common usage, 
meanings are defined in terms of systems of symbols interconnected in 
meanings. II Moreover, systems of symbols are laid on top of one another, or 
juxtaposed, or set in tension with one another. In Professor Nasr's perennial 
philosophy, for instance, one system of symbols describes reality in a 
hierarchy of levels and another describes the mind's capacities in terms of 
a progressive ascent that is correlatable with the first.I 2 There is another 
system of metaphysical sytnbols describing the creation ofthe world of many 
levels by God, and in this system there is a careful dialectic connecting a 
perfectly good divine nature with a divine will creating a world which is 
wholly good in one way but whose lower levels are mixed with what people 
see as or can tum to evil. The human system for understanding the value
status ofthings properly notes suffering and evil, and the human will cannot 
be understood with exactly the same symbol system employed for divinity. 
To some extent the systems of symbols can be systematized in an encom
passing system; but the attempt to do that thoroughly leads to a diminished 
rationalism. Rather, the several symbol systems correct and resonate with 
one another, engaging reality more profoundly together than any one or 
several systems would by themselves. There is a mystery that is appre
hended-that is, taken in, but not literally represented in the systems of 
ideas. Persons competent at the overlayment of religious symbols are not 
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disturbed by a failure to express flat consistency, but find their certainty in 
the existential interaction of the multiple systems of meanings. 

Symbols refer, according to Peirce, in one or several of three ways: as 
indices pointing to something not otherwise noticed, as icons affirming the 
referent reality is like the symbol in its structure, and as conventions 
whereby the symbols connect their referents with other realities by means of 
systems of symbols. 13 Most religious symbols do all three, and I believe they 
have both a primary and a secondary referent. Their primary referent is to the 
t;eligious object, the divine, the ultimate, or what can be analyzed as a 
/finite/infinite contrast. 14 A finite/infinite contrast is a reference to something 
that can also be identified as finite and determinate but which is taken 
(legitimately, when a valid reference is made) to bear the infinite. Generally, 
finite/infinite contrasts are the boundary points, the liminal elements of what 
constitutes the world. 15 Common examples are the physical existence of the 
world as bearing the activity of the creator, or those things that are grounds 
of meaning and value. Events, such as the Exodus or Hijrah, or structures 
such as the depths of consciousness, and persons, such as Jesus, that found 
the identity of one's people or of one's personal existence are also fi
nite/infinite contrasts. Theology and philosophy integrate the references to 
finite/infinite contrasts according to conceptual symbolic theories. 

The secondary referent in a religious symbol is the cultural condition, 
spiritual maturity, or psychological state of soul of the interpreter. This is to 
say, a given symbol can refer to the primary referent only for those people 
ready for that meaning. For a person who is too immature, or of an 
incomprehending culture, or in an inappropriate psychological state, the 
symbol would not refer to the primary referent it is supposed to, but to 
something else, usually not religous at all. The symbol of the God beyond 
Being, important for Professor Nasr, would not make sense for a child who 
has not reflected on beings and Being and who would spatialize the 
metaphor. The symbols of Being would not refer to the ultimate for East 
Asians whose categories take up primary metaphors of process. The symbol 
of God as Father would not refer accurately for persons sexually abused by 
their father as a child. Although the relativity of symbols derives from the 
interpreter's capacities for interpretation, the relativity consists in a matter 
of doubled reference: a symbol refers to a specific finite/infinite complex for 
people of a certain ready sort; for other people, that symbol refers to 
something else. The importance of recognizing doubled reference is that we 
can understand how symbols are valid in some contexts but invalid or even 
perverse in others. Moreover, we can understand how spiritual pr~ress is 
made by attaining to greater capacities for referring with the more profound 
symbols. 

The interpretation of religious symbols is of course contextual because 
interpretation is an activity. Some contexts are obviously practical, such as 
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the use of symbols in organizing a religious community. Other contexts are 
much more theoretical, as in philosophy and theology of the sort we have 
been discussing. Yet other contexts are devotional in which the use of the 
symbols is not so much to reorganize behavior or to understand more fully 
but to transform the-soul. 16 These contexts are nearly always mixed. Like 
reference~ interpretation is doubled. The primary interpretation consists of 
the symbols that elucidate the meaning of the symbol as referred to the 
referent in some respect. The secondary interpretation, however, is the 
practical implication of the primary interpretation for the interpreter or the 
interpreting community. Sometimes this implication is merely for how 
people ought to think about the referent. Other times it is how they ought to 
behave in more overt senses. Yet other times, or perhaps a bit at all times, 
the secondary interpretation is the transforming of the interpreter's soul so 
as to be able to handle the primary interpretation. 

Now acts of interpretation engage objects-the religious or ultimate 
object in our present discussion-by taking them to be as the interpretation's 
symbol says in a certain respect. The symbol stands for the referent in that 
respect, and in so doing connects the object and interpreter. The object to 
which reference is made is included within the act of interpretation. Even if 
the symbol is mistaken, if the reference is accurate the interpreter and real 
referent are brought together. 

Many modem philosophers would say that what we interpret are only 
representations of real objects, not the realities themselves. Like Descartes's 
image of knowing, we are locked in our minds, they think, and cannot make 
contact with real external things. Nobody quite believes Descartes anymore, 
though his philosophy has crept into European semiotics. Derrida and others 
point out that anything we can specify as the referent of a symbol, or as the 
interpretation of the symbol, no matter how practical and active, iS""·itself 
another sign or symbol, and thus an element in a larger semiotic system. 17 

True enough, to specify a referent or interpretant is to use symbols within the 
system connected to the symbol under discussion. Moreover, the relations 
of referring and interpreting, and standing for objects in certain respects, are 
all elements of semiotic structure, like the grammar of a language. But it is 
a cheap trick to say that because realities are described by signs in a semiotic 
system they themselves are in the semiotic system into which we are locked 
without external reference. 

Descartes's image is not the only one, and Peirce carefully developed an 
alternative, that of engagement. A symbol, and the entire semiotic system 
within which it is defined, can be the medium by which an interpreter acts 
to interpret reality. The relations within the code of a semiotic system are 
extensional, defining the extension of the signs within them and distinguish
ing how they potentially can function in meaning, reference, and interpreta
tion. An act of interpretation, however, is intentional, engaging real objects 
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by means of the discriminations laid out in the symbols and their semiotic 
connections. 18 An act of interpretation takes reality to be roughly iconic to 
the semiotic system employed; we take our culture to be roughly effective in 
discriminating what is real and important. Moreover, an act of interpretation 
takes the specific symbols it employs to engage the objects to which it makes 
reference. When we engage physical objects, we interact with them 
according to the anticipations defined by our symbols for them. When we 
interpret a situation, for instance a political situation, or even the very 
general situation of"modern culture's having lost touch with the deep truths 
of reality," we engage the situation by the imagination embodied in our 
symbol systems and direct our attention to what those systems pick out as 
salient. When we interpret ultimate realities, even though there is no physical 
interaction across a spatio-temporal field, and no learning about a situation 
by modifying elements to see what happens, such as voting for a different 
party or writing a philosophy book, we still engage the ultimate by picking 
out what our symbols discriminate, appreciating what comes across when we 
live and contemplate with those symbols ofultimacy. 

I have spoken of acts of interpretation in ways that emphasize what the 
interpreter does, and this is important. But the question of truth reverses the 
direction of the action. Truth is the carryover of what is valuable and salient 
from the object interpreted into the interpreter. 19 Some Western philoso
phers, following Aristotle, have thought of truth as the repetition of the form 
of the object in the mind of the knower. But then one has to stand outside 
both object and knower to compare forms. Moreover, we know many things 
as having forms different from the forms with which we think about them. 
It is better to say that we know something when we grasp what is valuable 
about it. Of course things are always in contexts, never known in pure 
isolation, and so knowing them well is grasping how they achieve singular 
values, how they integrate their components with intrinsic value, how they 
are valuable for other things and how they function as parts of larger systems 
with value, and so on.20 I believe it can be shown that form itself is a 
function of value rather than the other way around, which is the common 
belief.21 

Carryover is a causal notion, implicit in natural process. Causality is not 
an innocent philosophical notion, to be sure, and most modern notions of 
causality are too linear, temporal, and simple-minded to convey the 
complexity of the process by which physical objects, say, are transformed in 
their interactions with people so as to become the stuff of experience and 
engaged intentionally. But pragmatists and process philosophers such as 
Alfred North Whitehead have developed sufficiently complex notions of 
causality.22 We observe babies growing from simple stimulus-response 
behavior to intentional action and curiosity; so the kind of causation 
involved is surely possible. 
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Professor Nasr has been so exercised by the deficiencies of the popular 
modem Western ideas of causation, with respect to interpreting how people 
naturally can have sapiental knowledge, that he feels obliged to deny 
evolutionary theory, which makes his view seem implausible; his objections 
are subtle and the status of various hypotheses in evolutionary theory is 
under considerable public discussion. But he runs against a considerable 
modem consensus that natural history exhibits how much of the natural 
world has been shaped, and thus unfairly is associated with creationist 
fundamentalists. That objection to evolution is unnecessary, however, and 
counterproductive, if one has a sufficiently subtle causal theory of interpreta
tion that meets three conditions: First, that interpretations can have ultimate 
references and still be true; second, that there can be a directness of 
engagement that sometimes yields certainty; and third, that higher realities 
can be known for what they are without being merely a cumulative 
complexification oflower realities. I shall discuss these conditions in reverse 
order. 

Some early modem empiricists believed that all ideas are built up out of 
simple ones, such as color patches. John Locke, for instance, tried to give an 
account of how we construct the idea of infinity by the addition of finite 
units. 23 This empirical approach makes it difficult to understand how subtler 
and more perfect things can be conceived before the obvious or simpler 
ones, as has been true in the history of religions. The semiotic approach I am 
advocating, however, does not have this difficulty at all. Whether we deal 
with ordinary physical objects, the Decline of the West, or the God beyond 
Being, depends on whether we have the symbols for that. Long before we 
developed symbols for atomic particles and the big bang, we had symbols for 
the ultimate ground of all the physical cosmos, of meaning, and value. 
Professor Nasr is entirely right to point out that the roots of pereunial 
philosophy are thousands of years ol<f, and the reason is that symbols for 
knowing ultimate things were developed very early. Ancient speculative 
geniuses such as the authors of the Upani~ads, and Plotinus, put these 
symbols in good order. In historical perspective, the topics of the perennial 
philosophy are more elementary than astrophysics and molecular biology. 
Although the capacity to symbolize evolved slowly, once the capacity was 
developed the sapiental imagination was competent. 

Professor Nasr rightly points to the certainty that often accompanies 
sapiental knowing. (He also could point to the doubts and struggles of the 
dark night of the soul.) Philosophers have long tried to account for this with 
the claim that there is an immediacy or identity between the finite mind and 
the infinite. But no amount of metaphorical slippage can account for an 
alleged flat-out immediate identity of the finite and infinite. The certainty 
comes not with immediacy but with the directness of engagement in which 
ultimate matters are interpreted with finite symbols. John E. Smith has long 
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argued that the distinction between directness and immediacy is extremely 
important. 24 In the pragmatic tradition of experience as engagement, the 
direct encounter with the divine is mediated by symbols, but no less direct 
for all that. The certainty of sapiental knowledge, even pure mystical 
knowledge, derives from the appreciation ofunity with the ultimate in the 
interpretive contemplation such that the divine worth is transmitted at least 
in part. Few if any contemplatives would claim that their certainty is an 
infallibility regarding their expressions ,~f what they experience. Moreover, 
many regard their early experiences, however certain they might be, as 
preliminary to or superceded by subsequent knowledge. The theory of 
symbols I have advocated here shows both how the unity of engagement can 
give certainty and how subsequent engagement with more discriminating 
and richer symbols can supercede the earlier certainty. 

Finally, the theory of symbols I have advocated shows how ultimate 
things can be symbolized simply by having symbols whose meanings can 
refer to those things. Even Descartes thought that the idea of perfection is 
prior to any idea of finitude or imperfection and, as mentioned above, 
symbols about ultimate principles and grounds developed early in history. 
In the next section I shall explore certain of these symbols in connection 
with the perennial philosophy. As to the truth of the symbols dealing with 
the topics of the perennial philosophy, the tests for truth are extremely 
complicated. On the one hand are the dialectical tests of the sort Plotinus 
loved, showing that his theory was superior to alternatives. On the other 
hand are the long-range pragmatic tests of living with a symbolic theory so 
as to see how it makes sense of all of life, better sense than its alternatives. 
But perhaps more important than the tests among competing theories is the 
fact that symbols can be attained that open up dimensions of reality that 
othetwise would be opaque. Much of Professor Nasr's complaint about 
European modernity is that its symbols fail to register the ultimate dimen
sions that are the direct topic of the perennial philosophy. Moreover, 
modernity's symbols seem to preclude the symbols with which the ultimate 
dimensions can be engaged. That we have symbols that do engage the 
ultimate is more important, at least in the short run, than whether Plotinus, 
Clement, or Origen has the better symbols. 

My claim is that the symbols of the perennial philosophy, engaging the 
ultimate dimensions ofrealitythat are its topic, are difficult to fit into much 
of the modem soul. Modernity needs to transform its soul in order to be 
competent at those symbols, and until it does they cannot refer well: the 
reason they cannot refer well is that modern interpreters are often incapable 
of being the secondary referents. My last section shall deal with this. 
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MODES OF PERENNIAL PHILOSOPHY 

As Professor Nasr indicates, the perennial philosophy has had many 
symbolic expressions, from personifications to abstract dialectical theories. 
The latter are of concern here, and they all have to do with what some 
philosophers have called the problem of the One and the Many. That 
problem has to do with explaining how all the different things in reality are 
sufficiently unified as to belong to one world, how they all are real or have 
being. Or, if one begins with unity, the problem is understanding how the 
unity of being can be expressed in the differences among things. A few 
philosophers have asserted pure multiplicity and refused to ask what things 
have in common such that they can be different; a few others have asserted 
pure unity and denied the existence of multiplicity. But most philosophers 
fall between these extremes and acknowledge both unity and multiplicity. 
Some think that multiplicity is basic and unity mere conjunction making no 
difference to the things unified; none of these atomistic philosophers would 
associate themselves with the perennial philosophy. Some at the other 
extreme believe that unity is basic and that multiplicity is mere appearance, 
or the function of a certain perspectival approach to reality; many of these 
would identify with the perennial philosophy. But in between are many 
possible positions. Perhaps the most penetrating analysis of the problem of 
the One and the Many in contemporary Western philosophy is Paul Weiss's 
Modes of Being.25 Weiss strives to give unity and multiplicity a balanced 
equal weight. 

Although this is not the place for a detailed corfiparison of types, I 
believe that, where dialectical precision is pressed carefully, there are two 
families or types of solution to the problem of the One and the Many, each 
with legitimate claim to association with perennial philosophy. The first and 
most common, and the one advocated by Professor Nasr, takes an epistemo
logical focus-sapiental, Nasr calls it-and seeks to ascend to higher and 
higher principles of intelligibility, accounting for higher and higher levels of 
unity. This is familiar to Western European philosophers through the Neo
Platonic tradition from Plotinus through the Christian Neo-Platonists such 
as Pseudo-Dionysius, Bonaventura, and the Victorines.26 The underlying 
sapiental principle is that if a certain kind of difference is noted, that is 
because cognition stands at a higher level of unity. "Standing at a higher 
level" is not a mere logical matter, however. The mind must be cultivated, 
perhaps through long years of yoga or contemplation under the guidance of 
a teacher, to attain that level. Some describe the cultivation as the recovery 
of pre-existent higher levels of mind; others describe it as the construction 
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of human capacities to grasp pre-existent levels of reality. Either way, 
knowledge of the levels and how to reach them are conveyed by "tradition" 
in the sense that Nasr uses the term. 27 

On the ontological side for this approach, reality is a hierarchy oflevels 
of greater being and unity, as Professor Nasr argues. Moreover, the lower 
depend on the higher. Professor-Nasr describes these ontological or cosmic 
levels as a theophany. 28 The highest level, perhaps not even to be called a 
level, surely beyond Being insofar as Being relates to beings, is pure and 
necessary reality from which all else flows. Furthermore, each level going 
down is a mixture ofbeing with non-being, in progressive negativity, so that, 
at the level of ordinary human living, evil is possible and common. 

The second family of approaches to the problem of the One and the 
Many takes them to be correlative. That is, there is no unity without a 
multiplicity to unify, and no multiplicity without unity. The important 
distinction is between determinate being, which is unified and multiple, and 
absolute nothingness. Anything "prior" to determinate being would have no 
characters to distinguish itself from anything else or from absolute nothing
ness. Like the other family within the perennial philosophy, this one takes 
the realm of determinateness, with unity and multiplicity, to be contingent. 
But it is contingent upon nothing, and the predominant metaphor is creation 
ex nihilo. The "creator" is nothing apart from creating, however, not a 
potentiality to create or anything like that, for those are all determinate 
characteristics requiring to be created. In addition to the creation ex nihilo 
tradition in West Asian religions, this family within the perennial philosophy 
takes its metaphors from mystics such as Meister Eckhart and, in our own 
time, Nicholas Berdyaev.29 

Like the first family within perennial philosophy, the creation ex nihilo 
approach can acknowledge many dimensions of reality, like levels. But 
because creation ex nihilo marks an immediate making that moves directly 
from nothingness to determinate being, the dimensions need not be related 
in a hierarchy according to which some are farther from the creative source 
than others. There might be levels of unity, importance, value, and clarity, 
but none is closer to the source than any other. This approach can agree with 
ancient gnosticism about the importance of cultivated and saving knowledge 
without agreeing with the cosmology that separates the realm of ordinary life 
from the Creator by mediating levels of increasing non-being. In our time 
Paul Tillich has given the most elaborate analysis of dimensions of reality 
relative to being and nothingness.30 

On the cognitive side there is a striking difference between the "higher 
unity" and "creation ex nihilo" families of the perennial philosophy, a 
difference in fundamental intuitions about what constitutes a satisfying 
understanding, vision, or grasp of things. According to the first family of 
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positions, the mind rises to higher explanations in search of a principle from 
which other, lower, things derive. "Principle" does not mean merely the first 
or source, because absolute nothingness is a "principle" in that sense. Rather, 
it means that there is some character of the arche from which the rest of 
things flow, as pure being gives rise to mixed being or pure unity to unified 
multiplicities, and so forth. In philosophical dialectic, this family of positions 
insists on a principle or principles of intelligibility. This is rationalism in a 
profound metaphysical sense, and corresponds theologically with the 
position that the divine nature precedes the divine will; the divine will is 
constrained to exhibit the divine nature. This is Professor Nasr's position.31 

By contrast the heart of understanding for the creation ex nihilo tradition 
is the location of basic creative decision-points at which determinate unity
multiplicity complexes come to be. In ordinary processes we can find many 
such decision-points to which both common sense and science attend. In 
asking about the creation of entire dimensions of reality we need to locate 
where the characteristic components come together. In pushing the 
ontological question of why there is something rather than nothing, we look 
for the ultimate eternal creative act that creates determinateness as such, 
including time, space, sameness, and difference. Abstract philosophical 
dialectic can locate where these decision-points are. But to engage that 
singular divine creative act requires the gnosis of preparation that includes 
a practiced capacity to engage reality with the symbols of creation ex nihilo. 
As Tillich argued in his discussions of ontolog~ reason or logos, the 
underlying ontological structure of the cosmos is a real structure and the 
human mind has an affinity with it that can be brought to exercise.32 For this 
family of positions, only a metaphysically empirical discovery and acknowl
edgment of the creative act is intellectually (and spiritually) satisfying. No 
matter how "high" one's principles might be, the questing intellect can 
always ask how and why those principles got to be the way they are, even a 
single highest principle. 

According to the creation ex nih i/o family of positions, or at least many 
of those positions within the family, the divine nature arises in creation itself. 
Hence this is symbolized theologically in the doctrine that the divine will is 
prior to the divine nature, Duns Scotus over against Thomas Aquinas. Many 
thinkers who assume that only an agent with a nature can act believe the 
position to be paradoxical. But no position within the perennial philosophy 
thinks of God or the highest principle as a being with a nature that functions 
as an agent. The creation ex nihilo approach takes its metaphors for creation, 
not from inertial motion in which things act according to their natures, but 
from moral action in which both deeds and one's moral identity are the 
products of the free actions. 33 

With respect to ultimately satisfying understanding, I confess that there 
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seem to be two kinds of people. Some, associated with the first family of 
perennial philosophies, cannot accept that creation ex nihilo explains any
thing because for them an explanation would have to follow from the nature 
of the cause. Others would say that no explanation that appeals to the nature 
of something can be ultimate because it itself requires an explanation of 
what makes the nature the way it is. The perennial philosophy embraces both 
kinds of mind. 

My point in this section has been to lay out two philosophical families 
of positions that, on the one hand, are recognizable in the contemporary 
Western philosophical community, if not common there, and on the other 
hand are legitimate contemporary expressions of the perennial philosophy. 
They both are realisms with regard to ontological structures, and both deal 
with ultimate origins of multiplicity and determinateness. Moreover, both 
have religious implications although I have expressed them here so far in 
terms of merely philosophical dialectical contrasts. 

SACRED KNOWLEDGE 

Professor Nasr's main point in Knowledge and the Sacred was not to defend 
a particular philosophical tradition but to articulate and defend that tradition 
as a philosophic way of life. In that tradition, philosophy is not mere 
knowledge but sacred knowledge, the knowing of which is saving and 
sanctifying, and the result of coming to participate in a tradition of wisdom 
as well as cultivation of personal capacities for that participation. Moreover, 
the reason the knowledge is saving is that its object is holy and the object 
comes to indwell the knower in the knowing. Reality itself, taken in its 
fullness, even if that fullness is but partially and somewhat inaccurately 
grasped, is holy and ready to be known. 

How is this position, with which I agree according to my version, to be 
made plausible in a philosophical public that includes the late modern West? 
Five steps are necessary. 

1. We must give a plain philosophical defense of the metaphysics 
involved in at least some version of the perennial philosophy. I have 
distinguished two families of versions, those of the hierarchical ascent and 
those of creation ex nih i/o. None of these has been defended in detail in this 
essay against responsible criticism. But I have defended a version of the 
latter in sufficient detail elsewhere for the position to be at least respectable. 
Professor Nasr has defended related versions of hierarchical ascent. And 
looked at in the long view, from the standpoint of the consensus gentium, the 
Neo-Platonic tradition in the West, and the flanking traditions elsewhere that 
Professor Nasr cites, cannot be all wrong. If they are wrong, it is because of 
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overstatement or unguarded generalization, or an inability to admit other 
important truths. None of this proves yet that all late modem Western 
philosophers ought to adopt a metaphysical version of the perennial 
philosophy, only that they should take it seriously without delegitimation. 

2. A respectable theory needs to be provided for how it might be 
possible for the holy religious object, God, or finite/infinite contrasts, to 
enter at least partially into a person through knowledge so as to render the 
person a bit more holy. The theory presented in. the first section here 
accounts precisely for that. A true interpretation of finite/infinite contrasts 
is the carryover of the value of the object into the interpreter in the respects 
the symbols at hand interpret the object. In an Aristotelian vision, we would 
say that a true interpretation informs the soul with the form of the object. In 
the version defended here, value rather than form is carried across. Either 
way, the divine holiness or glory is carried across in the respects involved in 
the symbolic interpretation. There is a directness of engagement, a unity of 
the encounter, in which the divine makes the interpreter holy in the respects 
involved. To be sure, the divine is infinite and no accumulation of finite 
interpretations can carry across the whole glory of God. No person can be 
holy in the infinite way God is. But the more accurate, the richer, the more 
encompassing, the more incisive the symbolic interpretation, the more holy 
the interpreter. As I argued, the process of coming to use the appropriate 
symbols competently transforms the soul so th~eople are better engaged 
with, that is, more conditioned by, the holiness of what they interpret. Most 
theologians would say that the kind of knowledge gained of God through 
directly effective symbols is not a mere condition of the interpreter but 
becomes essential within the interpreter's life. The knowledge of God 
becomes increasingly effective as the principle according to which one 
composes one's own reality; that reality of course includes one's,.. own 
interpretations of God." As the mystics say, a genuine contemplative 
engagement allows the interpreter to drop away so that it is God interpreting 
God. Christian theology models this in the relations among the Trinitarian 
persons. 

3. The dialectic of the perennial philosophy must be correlated with the 
religious category of the sacred. Professor Nasr asserts this correlation with 
little argument in Knowledge and the Sacred. Nevertheless, there are many 
traditions, including many outside of the perennial ones, developing the 
correlation of the most ultimate philosophical categories with the divine in 
its holiness. This is as true for the Dao in East Asia and Brahman in South 
Asia as it is for God in West Asian civilizations. As Anselm argued, the 
principle for identifying categories as indicative of God is that they are 
conceived as whatever greater than which cannot be conceived. It is on the 
grounds of"greatness," dialectically defined, that we sort candidate objects 
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of worship. Here is not the place to enter discussion with anthropologists and 
others who would identify the holy, not with greatness for which a philo
sophical account might be given, but with some mere quality among other 
qualities, such as uncanniness. I have argued that what makes something 
seem uncanny or sacred is its connection, at least according to a culture's 
symbolism, with something that is recognized in that culture as a fi
nite/infinite contrast. 34 Let us suppose for the sake of argument that this step 
can be taken, or at least recognized as reasonable, by later modern Western 
philosophers. 

4. The step penultimate in difficulty is showing that the first three 
steps-the metaphysical theory, the theory of symbols as engaging and 
transforming the symbolizer with the object symbolized, and the connection 
of the philosophical ideas with sacredness in God and human beings--do not 
require the rejection of other things that late modernity has found to be true 
and important. Here, alas, is where Professor Nasr's argument is its own 
worst enemy. He grudgingly admits that modern science might not be false 
if put in its place, but complains that it usually is construed scientistically. 
Fair enough: scientific expertise does not generalize to philosophy or 
theology. But he carries this critique so far as to deny the theory of evolution, 
as if that were incompatible with the metaphysics of the perennial philoso
phy. Whether evolution is true, and in what form, is an empirical scientific 
question, an hypothesis subject to ongoing explication and test. Any 
perennial philosophy worth its salt ought to admit to the creation or 
emanation of any characteristic of the natural world science might find there. 
Whatever is determinate, that is what God has created. 35 

Even worse than the negative attack on science is Professor Nasr's 
positive depiction of the world, of the ordinary dimensions of the world. He 
uses almost exclusively language derivative from the traditional symbologies 
of the perennial philosophies worldwide that seems to deny outright 
important lessons modern culture has learned with pain. Let me call attention 
to several instances. 

He lauds the authority of the great tradition again and again with barely 
a hint that some kinds of traditional authority, and some aspects of authority, 
might be very bad. How can a scholar who fled the Islamic Revolution of 
1979 led by Khomeini laud authority simpliciter? Modernity has learned the 
hermeneutics of suspicion about authority because of its long history of 
enforcing ignorance, not enlightenment, and preserving an oppressive status 
quo. Perennial philosophy in our day needs to do the extremely hard work 
of distinguishing legitimate authority, as might reside in the great tradition, 
from illegitimate senses ofpolitical and intellectual authority. 

The language in which the perennial tradition describes the world 
praises the sacredness of things and the indwelling of the holy in finite 
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things; Professor Nasr calls the world a theophany. Admitting that in perhaps 
the highest and richest perspective the world is a sacred book, history has 
shown that the identification of finite things with the holy is an extremely 
short step from outrageous idolatry and that barely another step from the 
organization of national armies to slaughter their neighbors in the name of 
holiness. Early modem Europe found the tragic bloodshed of religious wars 
to be far worse than whatever religious spirit might be lost when religion is 
privatized. Secularism arose in good measure from the rejection of claims to 
sacredness in the world as justifying violence and oppression. I agree with 
Professor Nasr that it is true in the most profound sense to say that every
thing is holy, but we ought not say that out loud until we have developed and 
committed ourselves to ways to make the point compatible with the wisdom 
of secularism regarding peace, love, and tolerance. Surely an important 
secularist lesson is to be learned from the centuries of bloody, naked 
violence over control of Jerusalem by the three Abrahamic faiths who agree 
in tragic irony that only God is holy, that only God's holiness can make a 
city holy, and that both God's nature and God's command for our behavior 
is love of one another. Perennial philosophy is wholly inadequate in our time 
unless it can make its point while committing itself wholeheartedly to the 
secularist lessons about peace, love, and tolerance. As continued religious 
warring shows, religion is not private and cannot be made to be; so the 
secularist solution by itself is not sufficient. But the Chtical secularist point 
about symbols of the sacred universe that start armies marching must be 
acknowledged. 

Related to uncritical claims for the omnipresence of the sacred in the 
language Professor Nasr cites of the sapiental tradition, are claims for the 
supernatural. It is one thing to understand the supernatural as higher or 
deeper levels and dimensions of reality than appear on the surface of 
ordinary or scientific experience. It is quite another, and unworthy of a 
perennial philosophy for our time, to understand the supernatural as the 
intervention of higher beings or higher levels of reality to change the lower. 
The very genius of the hierarchical conception is to give each level its 
integrity. Yet how often the language of the perennial philosophy cultivates 
an interventionist sensibility! This can pervert religion into a Marxian opiate 
of the people. It can distract people from the disciplined realism required for 
personal and communal spiritual progress. It can even justify the oppression 
of one nation by another because the oppressor believes itself to have a 
supernatural mandate. The very cultures to which Nasr appeals in order to 
rescue the West in its time of secular dissolution have themselves been 
victims of colonialism fueled by claims for supernatural legitimation. Only 
a deluded supernaturalist fool would look at superior guns and see God's 
establishment of a manifest destiny. A cannon is a cannon is a cannon. Until 
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the perennial philosophy can formulate itself in ways that reject the 
supernaturalism rightly criticized by the modem secular West, it needs to be 
quiet about appeals to quaint ancient sources from mythopoeic cultures. 

Professor Nasr himself is no mystagogue, but a sophisticated, urbane, 
world-class scholar of the late twentieth century. As I said at the beginning, 
he is an extraordinary model of a philosopher for the world. Yet there is a 
slippery slope leading from some of the claims to ancient esoteric wisdom 
in his sources to Aleister Crowley and worse. The perennial philosophy, in 
any of its forms, cannot make claim to be taken seriously by those who have 
learned from religion's wickedness until it has internalized a hermeneutics 
of suspicion and applied that to its own sources. In light of the history of and 
current potential for disastrous abuse, the ancient sources of the perennial 
tradition need to be subjected to a critical reconstruction. The stricture 
applies as well to recent interpretations such as Schuon's and Guenon's. In 
this regard, the perennial philosophy can take a good lesson from the critical 
work of Huston Smith. But so far as I can tell, until the critical reconstruc
tion of the sources has been carried out in some detail, and become accepted, 
it is better for those of us who fit philosophically and religiously into the 
perennial tradition to use other language.36 This fourth step is a philosophical 
project of considerable magnitude that has not yet been undertaken. I fear 
that Professor Nasr's strategy in Knowledge and the Sacred of pitting good 
perennial philosophy against bad modem secularism, showing that the good 
has been excluded but now is making a comeback in some esoteric quarters, 
is counterproductive. 

5. The last and most important step in opening perennial philosophy to 
our contemporary public is the undertaking of its practice. If I am right about 
the transformative powers of religious symbols, and about including 
metaphysical dialectic as part of religious symbolic wisdom, then it must be 
practiced to be believed. The divine must be engaged genuinely for sapiental 
certainty to be possible. The typical understanding of this in the European 
West is faith seeking understanding, which usually means belonging to a 
religious community and accepting its beliefs and practices in order to come 
to serious understanding. There are other models of practice, different kinds 
of communities, and different forms of relationships with gurus. Even 
scholarship in the Western sense opens to a piety more profound than its 
"methods" would suggest possible. 

To many Western philosophers this step of actual practice in order to 
transform the soul and thereby be able to check out the claims of the 
perennial philosophy seems simply to be an advocacy of religion. It is. I 
advocate religion not merely in order to engage God, to become more holy, 
and to fulfill the many elements in the religious dimension of life. I advocate 
religious practice as necessary for good philosophy about religious matters. 
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One crucial error of much modern empiricism, carrying down into twentieth
century analytic philosophy, is the belief that philosophical truth and wisdom 
must show up on the plane of simple consciousness common to all. 
Analytical "method" often consists in clearing away confusion so that 
anyone can see what would otherwise be self-evident in consciousness. But 
as John E. Smith has pointed out in the passage cited above, experience has 
very little to do with the flat plane of consciousness per se and much to do 
with the activity of engaging that transforms us as engaged interpreters. Only 
a person with God in the heart can know in the heart what God is. Meta
discussions are only that, meta-discussions of what one would know if one 
were to know. (Like this discussion.) To get beyond meta-knowledge to 
knowledge requires practiced engagement. This point need not be lost even 
on those who choose to avoid the practice. 

In this essay I have tried to reconstruct perennial philosophy, especially 
in the form so brilliantly developed by Professor Nasr, into a viable 
participant in the contemporary philosophical public. For all the cosmopoli
tanism of his philosophy, it seems not to make a philosophical engagment 
with late modem Western philosophy, despite the venue of the Gifford 
Lectures from which Knowledge and the Sacred arose. My strategy has been 
first to sketch something of a theory I have develQped els((where of religious 
symbols that shows that the kind of transformation of soUl claimed for the 
perennial philosophy is what you should expect, and not an anomaly. 
Second, I have phrased the philosophical or conceptual content of perennial 
metaphysics in two families of traditions, both of which are recognized with 
some currency in the contemporary Western discussion. By characterizing 
the second family as part of the perennial tradition, namely, the creation ex 
nihilo position I have myself defended, I have offered this line as an ally to 
Professor Nasr's attempt to recover sacred seriousness for the philosophic 
life. Third, I have discussed the project of involving the perennial philoso
phy in the contemporary discussion as a series of steps. The first three steps 
have already been taken more or less well. The fourth requires a serious 
engagement of the good reasons for secularism, and the hermeneutics of 
suspicion, by the distinguished leaders of perennial philosophy and sacred 
wisdom today, such as Professor Nasr. This step has yet to be taken, I think, 
and if there is a critical edge to this essay concerning Professor Nasr' s 
project, it is here. The fifth step is for an experimental approach to the 
presentation and assessment of the perennial philosophy. I would hope that 
the larger philosophical community, even those secularists who have little 
taste for religious practice or for taking philosophy seriously as a way oflife, 
can appreciate the point of the experiment. If experienced scientists see more 
in a test tube than a novice, if musicians and connoisseurs hear more in 
music than ordinary people, then to move beyond the superficial in religion 
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requires cultivating the soul through gaining competence at engaging reality 
with religion's symbols, and these include the master symbols of the 
tradition of sacred knowledge Professor Nasr exhibits so well. 

In all this, I intend my remarks to honor Professor Nasr's philosophical 
achievements and, even more, the accomplishments of his heart. 

ROBERT CUMMINGS NEVILLE 
PROFESSOR OF PHILOSOPHY, RELIGION, AND THEOLOGY 

SCHOOL OF THEOLOGY 
BOSTON UNIVERSITY 

JUNE 1996 

NOTES 

1. Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Knowledge and the Sacred (New York: Crossroad, 
1981 ). I render thanks to William Chittick, Huston Smith, and Charles Upton for 
very helpful comments on an early draft of this essay; they have vastly improved it 
and where I was not able to follow their suggestions marks the limits of my 
corrigibility. 

2. Perhaps if one says something positive about Plotinus without mentioning 
his connection with perennial philosophy or sacred wisdom, the response will be 
courteous and perhaps curious in an antiquarian way. But even Plotinus is not taken 
seriously by many philosophers who otherwise have no difficulty engaging Plato, 
Aristotle, Marcus Aurelius, or Augustine. This is not a universal situation, of 
course. Plotinus is regularly mentioned if not analyzed in history of philosophy 
courses and there is a Neo-Platonic Society in North America. There also are 
philosophers interested positively in gnosticism. See, for instance, the collection of 
essays culled from the journal Studies in Comparative Religion by Jacob 
Needleman, editor, entitled The Sword of Gnosis: Metaphysics, Cosmology, 
Tradition, Symbolism; Professor Nasr has an article in this volume as do several of 
those he discusses in Knowledge and the Sacred. That Needleman edited that 
volume, however, indicates that the discussion is on the margin rather than at the 
center of the academic philosophic discussion. Needleman was my own teacher as 
aT A in an undergraduate philosophy class, but in his book, The New Religions: The 
Meaning of the Spiritual Revolution and the Teachings of the East (New York: 
Doubleday, 1970), he apologizes for the narrowness of academic philosophy and 
embraces the New Religions, California and all (see chapter 1 ). 

3. See Huston Smith's Forgotten Truth: The Primordial Tradition (San 
Francisco: Harper, 1976); Smith is best known for his The Religions of Man which 
has gone through three editions and is now entitled The World's Religions (San 
Francisco: Harper). On the question of the comparative relations among world 
religions see Frithjof Schuon's The Transcendent Unity of Religions, with an 
introduction by Huston Smith (Wheaton, Ill.: The Theosophical Publishing House, 
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1984) and, for another related point of view, John Hick's An Interpretation of 
Religion (New Haven: Yale, 1989), especially part 4. 

4. The point is that there ought be no break between philosophy and religion, 
between study and practice, although there surely are parts of each that are outside 
parts of the other in all.the distinctions. For a careful discussion that recognizes that 
study and practice cannot be kept apart, see John E. Smith's Reason and God (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1961 ), especially part 2. I have discussed some 
senses in which the academic study of religion itselfbecomes a spiritual practice in 
"The Emergence of Historical Consciousness: A Secular Path to Spiritual Depths," 
in Spirituality and the Secular Quest, edited by Peter H. Van Ness (New York: 
Crossroad, 1996). 

5. The most recent study of some of the boundaries and connections between 
academic philosophy and the study of religion is the special volume, edited by 
Eugene Thomas Long, of the International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 
38/1-3 (December 1995) prepared for the Journal's 25th anniversary, called God, 
Reason and Religions. The volume was simultaneously published as a book with 
Long as editor with the title God, Reason and Religions: New Essays in the 
Philosophy of Religion, in the Kluwer Studies in Philosophy and Religion volume 
18 (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1995). _ 

6. See my "Religious Studies and Theological Studies: The 1992 Presidential 
Address to the American Academy of Religion," in The Journal of the American 
Academy of Religion 61, no. 2 (Summer 1993): 185-200. 

7. Op. cit., chap. 1 and passim. 
8. "World philosopher" means two things. One, relevant to the contemporary 

age particularly but adaptable to previous times, is that the philosopher operates 
knowledgeably in reference to all the main philosophic traditions of the world; there 
are three, the East Asian, the South Asian, and the West Asian with its European 
appendage and American colonies. The American philosophical community is 
nourished by all the traditions and many American philosophers are "world 
philosophers" in this sense. The other is that the philosopher's thought is imt'ortant 
enough to be taken seriously by philosophers in any ofthe world's traditions, as all 
take Plato and Zhuangzi seriously. See, for instance, Kuang-ming Wu's Chuang 
Tzu: World Philosopher at Play (New York: Crossroad, 1982), Prelude; and David 
A. Dilworth's Philosophy in World Perspective: A Comparative Hermeneutic of the 
Major Theories (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989). Nasr is a world 
philosopher in both senses. 

9. For his own interpretation of the range of Islamic philosophy and science, 
see Nasr's Islamic Life and Thought (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
1981 ). For a very helpful introduction to Sufi philosophy, see William C. Chittick's 
The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn a/- 'Arabi's Metaphysics of Imagination {Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1989). For the story of how Neo-Platonism 
entered Islamic philosophy, see Syed Nomanul Haq's Names, Natures and Things: 
The Alchemist Jabir ibn Hayyan and his Kitab al-Ahjar (Book of Stones), volume 
158 of the Boston Studies in the Philosophy of Science (Dordrecht: Kluwer 
Academic Publishers, 1994 ), chapter 2. 
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10. Peirce was a late modem Western philosopher, but not a modernist or 
postmodernist one. Other things than modernism and its dialectical rejection have 
happened in late modernity. See my The Highroad Around Modernism (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1992). Chapter 1 is a general exposition of 
what I take to be especially valuable in Peirce. I doubt Nasr would like the 
connection with Peirce, but that is the problem with his approach to the West. 

11. I have analyzed the structure of religious symbols in some detail in The 
Truth of Broken Symbols (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1996). The 
discussion of Peirce's theory of signs, especially reference, is in the Preface; the 
discussion of systems of meaning is in chapter 3. 

12. Op. cit., chap. 4. 
13. Peirce discussed this in many places, one of the most complete ofwhich is 

The Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, edited by Charles Hartshorne and 
Paul Weiss, volume 2 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1932), 
paragraphs 292-308 (CP 2.292-308). 

14. See The Truth of Broken Symbols, chap. 2. 
15. See Peter Berger's The Sacred Canopy (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 

1967). 
16. See The Truth of Broken Symbols, chaps. 4-5. 
17. See Derrida's OfGrammatology, translated by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 

(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974) or Speech and Phenomena, 
translated by David B. Allison (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1974). 

18. On the important distinction between extensional and intentional reference 
and interpretation, see The Truth of Broken Symbols, chapter 2. 

19. That truth is the carryover of value from objects into the interpretation of 
them is the thesis of my Recovery of the Measure (Albany: State University ofNew 
York Press, 1989). The title means that reality measures our interpretation rather 
than the other way around, which so many philosophers believe today. Although 
that book presents a theory of meaning and intentionality, its main burden is to 
describe nature in such a way as to make intelligible value and its carrying over into 
experience. It deals at length with such topics as identity, being, value, harmony, 
time, eternity, space, motion, and causality. 

20. These different "sites of value" are analyzed at length in my Normative 
Cultures (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995), chapters 2 and 4. 

21. See my Reconstruction of Thinking (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 1981 ), chapters 5-8. 

22. See John Dewey's Experience and Nature, edited by JoAnn Boydston 
(Revised edition; vol. 1 of John Dewey: The Later Works, 1925-1953; Carbondale: 
Southern Illinois University Press, 1981; original edition, 1925) and Whitehead's 
Process and Reality, edited by David Ray Griffin and Donald Sherburne (Corrected 
edition; New York: Free Press, 1978; original edition, 1929). 

23. See his Essay Concerning Human Understanding, any edition, part 2, 
chapter 17. 

24. See his Experience and God (New York: Oxford University Press, 1968), 
pp. 52, 81. 
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25. Paul Weiss, Modes of Being (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University 
Press, 1958). 

26. Nasr traces much of this in detail in op. cit., chap. 1. 
27. Ibid., chap. 2. 
28. Ibid., chap. 6. 
29. I have argued for this position at length in God the Creator (New edition; 

Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992; original edition, 1968) and 
Eternity and Time's Flow (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1993), and 
elsewhere. Like Nasr, I believe that this family of the perennial philosophy has 
found expressions in many world cultures, not just the Western, and have argued 
this in The Tao and the Daimon (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
1982), especially chapter 6. See also my Behind the Masks of God (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1991 ). 

30. See his Systematic Theology, volume 3 (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1963 ). 

31. Op. cit., chap. 4. This approach to intelligibility is also taken by process 
theologians; see my discussion in Creativity and God (New edition: Albany: State 
University ofNew York Press, 1995; original edition 1980), 46--47. 

32. See his Systematic Theology, volume 1 (Chicag-o.;_ University of Chicago 
Press, 1951 ), introduction and part 1. 

33. See the argument for this in Eternity and Time's Flow, part 1. 
34. See The Truth of Broken Symbols, chapter 1. 
35. See my The Tao and the Daimon, chapter 6 or God the Creator, chaps. 

3-4. 
36. My own strategy is to develop contemporary dialectical metaphysical 

arguments, to interpret the symbols of my own Christian religion, and to study 
comparative religions with all the tools that modem secular scholarship can provide, 
including the secular moral perspectives and the hermeneutics of suspicion. This 
essay is the first, I believe, in which I have identifie.q myself with the perennial 
philosophy, although that affinity has been apparent to me since studies ofPiotinus 
in my dissertation in the early 1960s. 



REPLY TO ROBERT CUMMINGS NEVILLE 

Professor Neville is one of the foremost figures in the field of philosophy 
as well as religion in America and his present essay is a major study of 

perennial philosophy in the context of contemporary Western philosophy. To 
provide a home for his interpretation of perennial philosophy in the present
day context, Neville has developed a theory of signs and symbols and a 
methodology for making the project possible. This aspect of the paper is a 
philosophical exposition of his own ideas and therefore I will respond to it 
only where it may help clarify my own position. There are, however, 
substantial parts of the paper which concern my views about the perennial 
philosophy and his critique of them. Naturally my response will be most of 
all related to those sections. 

Neville begins by stating that the perennial philosophy is out of vogue 
and in fact ridiculed in Western philosophical circles. This statement is 
certainly true especially if one considers only the mainstream and more 
"established" and well-known currents of philosophy as associated with 
academic circles. I have no qualms about this assertion but want to add that 
this situation must, out of necessity, be the case considering the fact that the 
whole mainstream of modem Western philosophy down to the contemporary 
period has been based on the forgetting and rejecting of perennial philoso
phy as understood traditionally. When as a young scholar and philosopher 
I began to write in defense of the perennial philosophy and tradition in the 
sense that I use the term, I knew fully well that I was swimming against the 
current and not participating in a popularity contest. During over forty years 
of writing and lecturing on the perennial philosophy in Western languages, 
I have confronted the opposition mentioned by Neville in many ways but the 
situation has not prevented me from continuing to hold the positions which 
I do. Happily I find much more interest in the perennial philosophy today in 
intellectual circles in the West, more so in religious studies than in philoso
phy, than when I began to defend traditional metaphysics. But through this 
long experience it has become ever more clear to me that it is not possible 
to take the main currents of modern philosophy seriously as real philosophy 
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and at the same time have serious concern for the perennial philosophy as 
truth. Let me also add that since I have also written extensively in Persian 
and lectured widely in the East, I have experience of another part of the 
world where the situation is not the same as it is in the West precisely 
because modem Western philosophy has not sunk its roots as deeply there 
as it has in its land of origin. In fact where Western philosophy has taken 
root in the East as in Japan and among certain sectors of Indian educated 
classes, one observes the same lack of interest and opposition to the 
perennial philosophy as one finds in the West. This point itself is further 
indication that contradictory and opposing worldviews and philosophies 
cannot be seriously entertained at the same time. 

In their negating the millennial wisdom of humanity, I have accused 
mainstream Western philosophers of not using their intelligence correctly 
and to the full, but I have never called "the modem European tradition as a 
stupid and perhaps a wicked fall," to quote Neville. I certainly consider 
going from Nicholas ofCusa to Feuerbach a fall but I have never used vul
gar and emotive terms such as "stupid" and "wicked" in my writings about 
philosophy. I believe that as a result of the loss and eclipse of the sapiental 
dimension of religion in the West, combined with the separatimt of 
philosophical intelligence from faith, a fall took place. Consequently/reason 
became divorced from both the Intellect and revelation and thus, philosophy 
in the West, henceforth, developed as the fruit of the use of reason as wed 
to the results of external empirical experience, leading to various philoso
phies which could not but deny the perennial philosophy and the traditional 
metaphysics at its heart which is the fruit of intellection or noesis. 

Neville honors me by calling me a world philosopher for which I am 
grateful and then adds, "Nor does he define himself as an Islamic philoso
pher." Although I have been always concerned with philosophical issues of 
a global order and have studied to the extent possible the several major 
existing philosophical traditions in addition to the "inheritance of Socrates," 
to quote Neville, if I were asked whether I consider myself an Islamic 
philosopher or not, I would definitely give a humble affirmative answer. I do 
not think that the two categories of "world philosopher" and "Islamic 
philosopher" are mutually exclusive. I consider myself a humble member of 
both categories and believe that the traditional Islamic philosophers of old 
such as A vicenna, Averroes, and Suhrawardi were also not only Islamic 
philosophers but also world philosophers in light of the definition that the 
term "world" had for their period of history. Their considerable influence not 
only within Islamic civilization but also in the two worlds west and east of 
the abode of Islam, namely, the Latin West and India, are testimonies to this 
reality. 

In the same paragraph Neville writes that the global nature of my 
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thought is all the more reason for it "to be related with more respect to late 
Western philosophy, for that is the one family of traditions he approaches 
with an attitude more of blame than learning." I do not think that the 
conclusion necessarily follows from the premise. I am interested in global 
philosophical issues which I seek to answer from the point of view of the 
perennial philosophy and tradition as I understand the term, issues ranging 
from the critique of modem science to the environmental crisis, but that does 
not mean being necessarily engaged with every Western philosophical 
current which also deals with these issues. I have engaged certain main 
figures of Western philosophy from Montaigne and Descartes to Kant, 
Hegel, and Whitehead and on a certain level Marxism as far as its histori
cism is concerned, but admittedly not every school of modem philosophy, 
especially the most current ones, although I have made a study and 
occasionally referred to a number of more recent figures such as Jaspers, 
Heidegger, and Marcel. I admit that I am not an expert on every new 
philosophical school, many of which I find to be quickly passing intellectual 
fads with little substance. But wherever I have found contemporary 
philosophers with whom I could share some aspect at least of my philosophi
cal concerns, I have certainly engaged them often in long personal conversa
tions. These figures are as varied as Emmanuel Levinas, Paul Ricoeur, Henry 
Corbin, and Gilbert Durand in France; Federico Sciacca and Elemire Zolla 
in Italy; Ernst Benz and Franz Joachim von Rintlen in Germany; Raymond 
Klibansky, Peter Caws, and Huston Smith in America and many others. It 
is true that I approach modem philosophy with the attitude of blame not for 
what it has achieved but for what it has neglected and by virtue of this 
neglect negated, but this blameworthy attitude has not been based com
pletely on ignorance but on some degree of knowledge, although I admit that 
I do not consider myself deeply versed in modem Western philosophy. 

Neville outlines quite brilliantly C. S. Peirce's theory of signs with 
whose aid he seeks to make the perennial philosophy palatable to current 
schools of philosophy. I will not deal with this exposition in as much as it 
concerns Neville's philosophy and not mine, but this exposition nevertheless 
provides the opportunity to express once again the traditional understanding 
of symbols, which according to Neville's exposition is the name usually 
given to religious signs. In contrast to modem philosophers of semiotics and 
hermeneutics for whom symbols have no "reference outside their system of 
surrounding signs that define referents and interpretations," traditional 
interpreters and followers of the perennial philosophy such as I consider 
symbols to have an ontological status. Symbols are not based on the 
agreement of a human collectivity concerning the meaning of something 
called "sign" but are in the nature of things. The symbol reflects a reality of 
a higher plane by virtue of its very nature and not in an artificial way. 
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Everything in the universe in fact is ultimately symbolic to the extent that it 
is real. Only the Ultimate Reality is not a symbol, for It and It alone is Itself 
and nothing else. Moreover, there are two kinds of symbols: one, natural 
symbols residing in the nature of things such as the sun which is the symbol 
of Divine Intellect, and two, symbols sanctified and given special power and 
significance by a revelation, the example of the latter being, let us say, the 
cross or wine in Christianity. Furthermore, the same symbol can function in 
both ways but in different worlds. While the sun possesses the symbolism 
stated above for Christians, Jews, and Hindus, it possesses also the second 
function in Mithraism and Shintoism. 

In neither of these cases, however, is the meaning of the symbol defined 
simply by human agreement. The reality of the symbol is ontological and in 
the second case its efficacy and meaning come from the Source of all being 
and not from social and human agreement. Traditional philosophers of our 
day are certainly aware that such a vision is not shared by modem man. In 
fact modem man may be said to have lost what F. Schuon called "I' esprit 
symbolist." Even today there are primal people such as the Australian 
Aborigines who see all things as symbols and not facts. There are even 
languages such as Arabic and Persian in which there is no word for "fact." // 
It is true that we live in a world in which the "symbolist spirit" has been for 
the most part lost, but that does not mean that we should forget the real 
nature of the symbol and tum it into signs. It is as if we lived in a community 
where color-blindness had taken over most of the population. Would we 
have then to abandon our knowledge and experience of colors and state that 
colors are simply interpretations of phenomena based on the agreement of 
the community? I know that Professor Neville is developing his sophisti
cated theory of signs/symbols based on the philosophy of Peirce in order to 
make a certain type of presentation of the perennial philosophy acceptable 
to modem philosophy whose mainstream has turned away from the symbolic 
mode of thinking and expression which has at best been called 
"mythopoetic" or "artistic." But I believe that in order to understand the 
language of the perennial philosophy as expressed in many different 
traditions, it is necessary to understand clearly the meaning of symbolism as 
understood traditionally and then to resuscitate this language whose 
knowledge is vital for the understanding of traditional doctrines and not 
simply to reduce symbols to signs in the Peircian sense. Of course, it should 
also be remembered that throughout the past two and a half millennia, the 
perennial philosophy has also had recourse to an abstract language more 
familiar than the language of traditional symbolism to followers of the 
mainstream of post-medieval Western philosophy. 

One of the more interesting developments of twentieth-century Western 
thought is in fact the attempt of many thinkers, who have not even been in 
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the camp of perennial philosophy, to delve deeply into the meaning of 
symbolism, not in the manner of the Saussure and Denida but more or less 
as understood traditionally. One need only remember figures as diverse as 
Susanne Langer, Ernst Cassirer, Henry Corbin, Mircea Eliade, Heinrich 
Zimmer, and Gilbert Durand to realize the widespread interest in this matter. 
In addition one needs to speak of the vast studies on the general meaning of 
symbolism as well as particular religions, metaphysical, cosmological, and 
artistic symbols by the traditionalist expositors of the perennial philosophy 
including especially Guenon, Coomaraswamy, Schuon, Titus Burckhardt, 
and Martin Lings, all of whom have written numerous luminous pages on 
the subject. While reading Neville's development ofPeirce's theory of signs, 
I have found it necessary to restate my understanding of symbols which 
follows that of the traditionalists just cited and which I have summarized in 
my Knowledge and the Sacred. I believe that to remain faithful to the truth 
of the perennial philosophy, it is necessary to understand its symbolic 
language, and to be able to transmit its truths to a world impervious to the 
meaning of symbols in the traditional sense; it is necessary to resuscitate the 
meaning of the language of symbolism in a contemporary fashion without 
betraying its authenticity. In any case, to understand my views on the nature 
of symbol and the symbolic, it is necessary to recall what I have stated 
briefly here and discussed more fully in my other writings. 

Let me also add at the end of this discussion that man can interpret and 
understand symbols by means of the intelligence and the symbolist spirit 
which are innate to the human state, and in the case of religious symbols, 
through the guidance of revelation. When the Bible and the Quran state that 
God taught man the name of all things, it meant, besides other meanings I 
have discussed elsewhere, the ability to see things as symbols and to 
understand by means of this God-given knowledge and intelligence the 
meaning of the symbols observed and known. In fact, in the metaphysical 
sense, the "names of things" are also their nature as symbols. When Neville 
writes, "even if the symbol is mistaken," he shows that he is using the term 
"symbol" in a manner different from me, for according to the traditional 
understanding of symbols, the symbol can never be mistaken. It is like 
saying that salt is mistaken in tasting salty. The mistake always comes from 
the side of the interpreter whose inward intelligence, symbolist spirit and/or 
submission to the guidance of revelation may easily be impeded by various 
factors in the same manner that our taste buds can become impaired in such 
a way that they cannot taste the saltiness o( salt-which of course would not 
make salt any less salty. 

For this reason I am also not favorable towards the substitution by 
Neville of value for truth when he says, "It is better to say that we know 
something when we grasp what is valuable [rather than true] about it." The 
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term "value" is itself metaphysically problematic and tends to substitute 
subjective for objective determination. It is interesting to note in this context 
that while since the nineteenth century many Western philosophers wary of 
the loss of "values" in a world created by scientism sought to formulate a 
"philosophy of values," such a philosophy is totally absent among various 
schools of traditional philosophy in which what we call "values" were part 
and parcel of the abode of existence that had not as yet become shorn of all 
quality a Ia Descartes and Galileo. 

As he continues his exposition of the theory of signs and symbols, 
Neville turns to my critique of the theory of evolution which makes my 
views "seem implausible." First of all let it be said, as I have also mentioned 
elsewhere, that my criticisms of evolutionary theory have to do precisely 
with the theory which has now become an ideology defended by its believers 
with the same fervor as any other ideology and not with simply a scientific 
theory. I have never attacked the findings of the paleontological record or 
any other verified scientific discovery. To say that there are trilobite fossils 
in the Cambrian period is one thing and to claim macroevolution which has 
never been observed or proven is quite another. I do not know why in 
America whoever opposes Darwinian evolution is called a "creationist 
fundamentalist" while there are many more "evolutionary fundamentalists" 
around. Also there are numerous scientists in both Europe and America who 
oppose the whole theory of macroevolution on purely scientific lines, but 
they are hardly given a fair hearing in a world dominated not by biology in 
itself as a science but by the evolutionist ideology. 

Now, Neville tries to provide a subtle enough causal theory of 
interpretation to remove objections to the theory of evolution. But what he 
provides would never be accepted by an honest to goodness Darwinian 
evolutionist. For example, if higher realities are not "merely a cumulative 
complexification of lower realities," then where does that "something" 
which makes the higher more than the sum of its constituent lower realities 
come from? The moment we agree that the higher cannot be reduced to its 
lower constituent parts in a fundamental way, we have removed 
reductionism from the scene and made evolution as scientifically understood, 
and not in its crypto-religious forms combined with theism and the like, 
philosophically meaningless. In any case I belong to those interpreters of the 
perennial philosophy who believe that creation, including man, has 
descended from above without this implying the crude creationism often 
mentioned, and my views stand in contrast to certain modem interpreters of 
perennial wisdom who combine perennial cosmologies with evolutionary 
ideas and believe that man and other forms of life have ascended from 
below. This latter view is associated with many New Age religions and 
modem "esoteric" movements which stand at the antipode of the traditional 
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view of perennial philosophy. I am glad that Neville made this criticism so 
that I could clarify this important point. 

Neville turns again to symbols of the perennial philosophy and mentions 
that they were developed very early by such geniuses as the authors of the 
Upani~ads. Of course on the basis of what I have said about symbols,· I 
would not agree with the word "develop" in this context nor with 
considering the authors of the Upani~ds as geniuses. In the Hindu tradition 
the Upani~ads are considered as sruti or sacred scripture revealed to the 
sages in the forest and not merely the fruit of human genius. As for the 
symbols of the perennial philosophy being "more elementary than astrophys
ics and molecular biology," again according to my understanding of symbols 
these modem sciences do not even possess symbols which could be 
compared to those of the perennial philosophy. The DNA is not a symbol 
like wine in Christianity which symbolizes the blood of Christ. Also I do not 
understand the term "elementary" used by Neville. Does it mean in reference 
to the elements which constitute the very basis of things or more likely 
simple and less advanced? In either case I do not accept such a characteriza
tion even if the modern sciences were to possess their symbols properly 
understood because, even if this were to be the case, the symbols of the 
perennial philosophy could not constitute their basis. And certainly 
traditional symbols are hardly elementary in the sense of being less advanced 
or more rudimentary, for they open the door to the highest form of knowl
edge compared to which all merely rational sciences are elementary and 
rudimentary. 

One of the very positive aspects ofNeville's exposition of the theory of 
signs and symbols is that he realizes that the receiver of symbols must have 
the preparation for such a reception. He writes, "The theory of symbols I 
have advocated here shows both how the unity of engagement can give 
certainty and how subsequent engagement with more discriminating and 
richer symbols can supersede the earlier certainty." I need to add that a 
single symbol without the need of other symbols, reveals levels of meaning 
and one can gain degrees and levels of certainty by ever-greater penetration 
into the meaning of a single symbol. This theory is elaborated in many Sufi 
works on the basis of the text of the Quran which speaks of the levels of 
certainty from the "science of certainty" Cilm al-yaqin) to the "eye of 
certainty" ( 'ayn al-yaqin) to the "truth of certainty" (l}aqq al-yaqin). These 
are compared to hearing the description of fire, seeing fire, and being burned 
by fire. These are all levels of certainty related to a single symbol/reality. 

Neville writes that my main complaint about European modernity is 
"that its symbols fail to register the ultimate dimensions that are the direct 
topic of the perennial philosophy." My complaint is more basic than that. It 
is that modernity has lost traditional metaphysical knowledge and along with 
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it the sense of the true understanding of symbols, and to compensate for this 
loss it has created pseudo-myths, man-made idols, and subjective constructs 
to fill the void it fills instinctively as a result of the loss of sacred symbols 
and the sense of the sacred itself. How right he is when he writes that 
traditional symbols "are difficult to fit into much of the modem soul." 
Difficult yes, but not impossible. My task over the years has been to explain 
these symbols and the traditional doctrines they represent in such a way that, 
at least for those in whose soul there is an opening for such things, they will 
be able to find a place within themselves for the understanding and presence 
of these symbols. And I am not unhappy about the results because even 
amidst rampant modernity there are many who thirst for the very truths 
against which the modem world turned as it set about creating the modem 
and now postmodem mentality. 

In discussing the modes of perennial philosophy, Neville draws attention 
to a cardinal truth about perennial philosophy taken seriously when he writes 
that if one accepts my epistemological approach then there is an ljlnderlying 
sapiental principle according to which to reach the truth: "the mi~d must be 
cultivated, perhaps through long years of yoga or contemplation under the 
guidance of a teacher ... knowledge of the levels and how to reach them are 
conveyed by 'tradition' in the sense that Nasr uses the term." I am in total 
agreement with the need for preparation and training mentioned by Neville, 
but I would not characterize my approach as epistemological. Rather, it is 
metaphysical, although in order to attain metaphysical knowledge it is of 
course necessary to possess the appropriate means of knowing or what is 
technically called "epistemology." 

Neville then turns to a second family of approaches within perennial 
philosophy associated predominantly with the metaphor of creation ex nih i/o 
which he associates with Eckhart and Nicholas Berdyaev among others. He 
adds, "But because creation ex nihilo marks an immediate making that 
moves directly from nothingness to determinate being, the dimensions need 
not be related in a hierarchy according to which some are farther from the 
creative source than others." The relation between this family and the first 
family of approaches based on hierarchy is a profound one whose full 
discussion would need a separate treatise. Here it will suffice if I mention a 
few basic principles as I envisage this relationship. First of all, the two 
families are not necessarily opposed but can be integrated into a single 
metaphysical vision. Each being in the hierarchy of existence is at once 
separated and intimately close to the Source of all existence. Its place in the 
ladder of being does not take away from that mysterious direct link that it has 
with the Creator. Moreover, to accept the creation ex nihilo perspective does 
not necessarily destroy the hierarchy which is in the nature of things. Would 
Meister Eckhart ever say that a sinner and the Apostles, both created ex 
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nihilo, had the same proximity to God? 
It is unfortunate perhaps that Neville does not mention tradition in this 

context as I understand the term. Traditional metaphysics is one, and in fact 
some have preferred to use for that very reason the singular term metaphysic. 
But it is a mansion with many houses and can encompass the basic theses of 
the ex nih i/o position of traditional philosophies as it has the non-dualistic 
doctrine of a Sankara, which for other reasons does not delve into cosmic 
hierarchies while dealing with pure metaphysics (yet this metaphysics does 
not deny various hierarchies on their own level). In Islam also there are 
levels of understanding unity in relation to multiplicity leading ultimately to 
the assertion of "the unity of being" understood as the unity of the One 
which alone is. In any case I find no difficulty in my understanding of the 
perennial philosophy in its ability to encompass both ofNeville's interpreta
tions. The working out of such a task would, however, require a thorough 
study and analysis in the contemporary language proposed by Neville of the 
synthesis already carried out in many traditional versions of the perennial 
philosophy. 

I also need to mention in passing here the esoteric meaning of ex nihilo 
itself and the doctrine of creation in God and not only by God about which 
there is an extensive literature in the sapiental heritage of all the Abrahamic 
religions and which holds one of the keys for solving the problem of creating 
harmony between the two families of perennial philosophy mentioned by 
Neville. As for one family emphasizing the nature and the other the will of 
God, this discussion has had a long history in Islam as well as Judaism and 
Christianity. In the Islamic tradition the Ash'arite theologians emphasized 
the will and the Islamic philosophers the nature of God while most Sufis, 
with a metaphysical bent, sided with the philosophers on this issue. For my 
part I also find myself clearly on the side of the Sufis and philosophers but 
I understand perfectly well the grandeur of the other perspective which is 
also a traditional and valid interpretation of religious teachings. 

In dealing with sacred knowledge Neville mentions many points with 
which I am in agreement and need not answer but then suddenly changes 
direction and takes me to task for rejecting "other things that late modernity 
has found to be true and important." True and important by what criteria? 
Yes, I do reject the modernist project as a whole because of what I consider 
to be its false assumptions, but I have never rejected the number of moons 
of Jupiter discovered by Galileo nor denied that modem thought has 
discovered certain things which were not of concern to traditional thought. 
Neville considers my arguments to be niy own worst enemy, but my 
arguments follow logically from the premises with which I begin and I do 
not sense any enmity from their quarter towards the foundations of my 
worldview. If my arguments cause enmity towards my works from others, it 
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is because the arguments challenge their own worldview. What is important 
for me is the truth and no contingency can in any way alter my attitude 
towards what thorough intellectual certitude I consider as the truth. When I 
criticize modem science, it is not to deny its study of the geological 
structures of the Andes or the species of plants in Africa. It is the creation of 
a worldview based on a purely quantitative science of the cosmos and the 
cutting off of the hands of the Creator from creation which the theory of 
evolution, if interpreted seriously from a scientific point of view and not 
combined with pseudo-theology, implies. It is surprising that a leading 
philosopher and scholar of religion such as Neville should write, "He [Nasr] 
grudgingly admits that modem science might not be false if put in its place, 
but complains that it usually is construed scientistically. Fair enough: 
scientific expertise does not generalize to philosophy and theology." Maybe 
not for Professor Neville but it surely does so for most of the Western 
educated public where the scientist has come to replace the priest as the 
source of authority. One needs only to look at so much of modem Western 
philosophy and even certain strands of theology to realize how rampant 
scientism has become and how so many philosophers and theologians bend 
backwards precisely to placate those possessi~ scientific expertise. Also in 
relation to the quote above the adverb "grudgingly" is not correct as far as 
my writings on modem science are concerned. What I have sought is to open 
an intellectual space in the contemporary world for other modes of knowing 
nature and not to surrender to the monopoly which the quantitative sciences 
of the seventeenth century created for themselves in the mind of Western 
man. To try to destroy a monopolistic hegemony does not mean to accept 
"grudgingly" the existence or even legitimacy of that which one is trying to 
limit in power and claim to dominance. 

Neville considers my denial of "outright important lessons modem 
culture has learned with pain" to be even worse than my critique of modem 
science. And here he repeats the often quoted criticism of the relation of 
religion to violence in traditional societies, the danger of following blindly 
religious authority, the danger of considering everything as holy which could 
lead to religious wars, etc. To call the world holy is considered by Neville to 
be just a short step from outrageous idolatry leading to wars and slaughters. 
This view developed in Europe since the seventeenth century and the long 
religious wars of the period that followed was used for a long time as an 
instrument to attack religion. Neville seems still to believe in this view when 
he contrasts the perspective leading religions to wars "with the wisdom of 
secularism regarding peace, love, and tolerance." I should think that at the 
end of the twentieth century, a century during which more human beings 
have been slaughtered for secular causes from nationalism to Fascism to 
Communism to the imposition of economic power, than in any other period 
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of history, one would no longer speak in such terms. Secularism might have 
succeeded in banishing the Devil from the world but it has certainly not 
succeeded in eradicating evil, to put it mildly. Nor can anyone who has 
encountered a doctrinaire secularist claim that he or she is any more tolerant 
than a religious person. If the "hermeneutics of suspicion" is to be used 
anywhere at all, it should be first of all vis-a-vis the secularist powers which 
are devouring the earth and its resources. 

The perennial philosophy itself has all the criteria necessary to 
understand various levels of authority and also the passions of men in this 
age of darkness as well as the nature of evil and that unfashionable but ever 
present reality, sin. It would never allow the idealization of a worldly power 
in the name of religion at a moment of history when such in fact is not 
possible. It teaches detachment even amidst all the turmoils of the world 
knowing full well that with human nature having become what it is, one 
cannot avoid strife completely but should live at all times according to one's 
moral duty and try to control the passions to the extent possible, an act which 
only religion can accomplish for the many. All of these teachings of the 
perennial philosophy, which also includes discernment concerning all 
worldly power, are beautifully summarized in one of the great masterpieces 
of the literature of the perennial philosophy, the Bhagavad-Gita. 

There are many other points in this criticism which I could answer but 
will leave aside because I have turned to some of them elsewhere in this 
volume. But I need at least to make a comment upon Neville's statement, "A 
cannon is a cannon is a cannon." If you look at history, you will discover that 
that was not in fact the case. When there were traditional societies ruled by 
religion, whether that was medieval China, the Islamic world, ancient Egypt, 
or medieval Europe, "the cannon" was in fact a much more rudimentary arm 
that killed far fewer people. Thanks to the rebellion against religion by 
secularism and the rise of a secular science along with a technology divorced 
from spiritual considerations, the earlier rudimentary arms such as bows and 
arrows, swords, maces, or at worst the Greek fire, became real cannon, first 
relatively limited in power of destruction but improving to the laser-guided 
cannon of today and worse than cannon, the bombs whose memory of 
destruction-whether it was of London, Dresden, Hiroshima, or Nagasaki
the world cannot forget. 

Also the interpenetration of the natural and the supernatural is a reality 
necessitated by the nature of things without this metaphysical truth in any 
way taking away from things their ordinary nature. The perennial philosophy 
is not the same as a type of simple religiosity which relies solely on 
intervention from on high for the foundation of faith and all our rapport with 
the world. Nevertheless, there is according to all traditional metaphysics a 
vertical dimension of reality which relates us at every moment of life to the 
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higher reaches of consciousness and being and in fact defines our being 
human. I do not believe that this intellectual understanding of the interrela
tion of the various levels of existence with each other and with the Source 
of all existence in any way diminishes the possibility of the perennial 
philosophy being taken seriously today. Also Neville writes that some might 
see "a slippery slope leading from some of the claims to ancient esoteric 
wisdom in his [Nasr's] sources to Aleister Crowley and worse." But in 
reality only the perennial philosophy as traditionally understood can prevent 
the esoteric from becoming the occult and is alone able to create a dike 
which could prevent such a slippage from taking place. Why is it that one 
does not have the phenomenon of modem occultism in either medieval 
Christianity or in other religions? Yes, in the old days there was magic and 
also what are called the "occult sciences" such as alchemy, but they were 
quite different from modem occultism since they were guarded within a 
framework defined by the perennial philosophy and authentic esoterism 
within a traditional religion. Modem secularist thought is totally helpless in 
face of the invasion of modem occultism and the like as the contemporary 
scene bears witness. Neville needs not fear the perennial philosophy leading 
to outlandish occultism against which \the traditional interpreters of the 
perennial philosophy have always spoken in the strongest terms. 

Neville is right when he says that, as I have already mentioned, I have 
not engaged late modem Western philosophy on its own terms. My task in 
life has been to present an authentic formulation of the perennial philosophy 
and traditional metaphysics in a contemporary language and in light of many 
basic contemporary issues. I have had to respond to many philosophical 
ideas in order to clear the ground for the establishment of the edifice of 
traditional doctrines following what was accomplished by Gu6non, 
Coomaraswamy, Schuon, and others before me. I have also engaged directly 
in contemporary issues such as the environmental crisis, the challenges of 
modem science, and religious diversity. It will be the task of others to 
discuss points of confrontation or harmony; rejection or acceptance between 
the intellectual edifice traditional authors followed by myself have estab
lished and various currents of late modem Western philosophy with which 
Neville is concerned is up to them. In any case I am grateful to him for his 
critique and I believe that he himself is one of those philosophers best 
qualified to carry out, in the context of later modem Western philosophy, the 
task of making the perennial philosophy better understood and of aiding 
those qualified to do so to engage it on a serious intellectual level. 

S.H.N. 





4 

Sallie B. King 

THE PHILOSOPH/A PERENNIS AND THE 
RELIGIONS OF THE WORLD 

This essay is a response to certain claims regarding the philosophia 
perennis made by Dr. Seyyed Hos5ein Nasr. The claims I have in mind 

are developed most fully in his Knowledge and the Sacred and succinctly 
restated in "The Philosophia Perennis and the Study of Religion. " 1 Let me 
begin by summarizing that part of Dr. Nasr's thesis that I would like to 
examine in this essay. 

According to Nasr, the key to understanding the relationship among the 
world's religions is to look at them from the point of view of Tradition. 
What is Tradition? 

Tradition ... means truths or principles of a divine origin revealed or unveiled 
to mankind and, in fact, a whole cosmic sector through various figures 
envisaged as messengers, prophets, avataras, the Logos or other transmitting 
agencies, along with all the ramifications and applications of these principles 
in different realms including law and social structure, art, symbolism, the 
sciences, and embracing of course Supreme Knowledge along with the means 
for its attainment. 

Tradition implies truths of a supraindividual character rooted in the nature 
of reality as such. . . . It comes from the Source from which everything 
originates and to which everything returns. 

Nasr links the meaning of tradition to 

that perennial wisdom which lies at the heart of every religion and which is 
none other than the Sophia whose possession the sapiental perspective in the 
West as well as the Orient has considered as the crowning achievement of 
human life. This eternal wisdom . . . which constitutes one of the main 
components of the concept of tradition is none other than the sophia perennis 
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of the Western tradition, which the Hindus call the sanatan dharma and the 
Muslims al-~ikmat al-khalidah (orjiividan khirad in Persian).2 

For Nasr, the terms, "philosophia perennis," "Sophia," "sophia 
perennis," "scientia sacra," "sacred knowledge," "metaphysics," "esoteric 
knowledge," and "principia} knowledge" are all closely related terms, 
pointing to the eternal Truth, embodied at the core of religions in "Tradi
tion," and accessible in experience to humankind. 

[T]radition is closely related to the philosophia perennis if this term is 
understood as the Sophia which has always been and will always be and which 
is perpetuated by means of both transmission horizontally and renewal 
vertically through contact with that reality that was "at the beginning" and is 
here and now. 3 

This philosophia perennis can be known by humankind in two ways: by 
means of revelation and the illumination of the Intellect. 

[T]he twin source of this knowledge is revelation and intellection or intellectual 
intuition which involves the illumination of the heart and the mind of man and 
the presence in him of knowledge of an immediate and direct nature which is 
tasted and experienced. 

This is an essentially passive, or receiving, experience. 

The truth descends upon the mind like an eagle landing upon a mountain top 
or it gushes forth and inundates the mind like a deep well which has suddenly 
burst forth into a spring. In either case, the sapiental nature of what the human 
being receives through spiritual experience is not the result of man's mental 
faculty but issues from the nature of that experience itself.4 

As God transcends humankind, so does intellectual illumination transcend 
the merely human products of reason. True knowledge of the Divine is 
issued forth from the Divine Intellect and received by the human mind. 

Chapter 9 of Knowledge and the Sacred, "Principia! Knowledge and the 
Multiplicity of Sacred Forms," deals most directly with the issue to be 
considered in this essay, the relationship between the philosophia perennis 
and the multiple religions of the world. Nasr's thesis, in short, states that the 
world's religions are many manifestations of a single Truth ofDivine Origin, 
the philosophia perennis. Since this is the focal issue for this essay, I quote 
at length. 

Tradition studies religions from the point of view of scientia sacra which 
distinguishes between the Principle and manifestation, Essence and form, 
Substance and accident, the inward and the outward. It places absoluteness at 
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the level of the Absolute, asserting categorically that only the Absolute is 
absolute .... Hence every determination of the Absolute is already in the realm 
of relativity. The unity of religions is to be found first and foremost in this 
Absolute which is at once Truth and Reality and the origin of all revelations 
and of all truth .... Only at the level of the Absolute are the teachings of the 
religions the same. Below that level there are correspondences of the most 
profound order but not identity. The different religions are like so many 
languages speaking of that unique Truth as it manifests itself in different worlds 
according to its inner archetypal possibilities, but the syntax of these languages 
is not the same. Yet, because each religion comes from the Truth, everything 
in the religion in question which is revealed by the Logos is sacred and must 
be respected and cherished while being elucidated rather than being discarded 
and reduced to insignificance in the name of some kind of abstract universality. 

The traditional method of studying religions, while asserting categorically 
the "transcendent unity of religion" and the fao't that "all paths lead to the same 
summit," is deeply respectful of every step on each path, of every signpost 
which makes the journey possible and without which the single summit could 
never be reached. 5 

In order to know this transcendent unity of religions, one must penetrate 
beyond the forms to that inner Truth of which all the forms are manifesta
tions. This esoteric and experiential knowledge of the philosophia perennis 
brings us the correct understanding of the relationship among the world's 
religions. 

To go from the form to the essence, the exterior to the interior, the symbol to 
the reality symbolized ... is itself an esoteric activity and is dependent upon 
esoteric knowledge. To carry out the study of other religions in depth, 
therefore, requires a penetration into the depth of one's own being and an 
interiorizing and penetrating intelligence which is already imbued with the 
sacred.6 

Man cannot penetrate into the inner meaning of a form except through 
inner or esoteric knowledge .... One might say that total religious understand
ing and the complete harmony and unity of religions can be found, to quote 
Schuon, only in the Divine Stratosphere and not in the human atmosphere.7 

The fact that this transcendent unity of religions exists, however, does 
not eliminate the absoluteness of each particular religion. 

[I]f there is one really new and significant dimension to the religious and 
spiritual life of man today, it is this presence of other worlds of sacred form 
and meaning not as archaeological or historical facts and phenomena but as 
religious reality. It is this necessity of living within one solar system and 
abiding by its laws yet knowing that there are other solar systems and even, by 
participation, coming to know something of their rhythms and harmonies, 
thereby gaining a vision of the haunting beauty of each one as a planetary 
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system which is the planetary system for those living within it. It is to be 
illuminated by the Sun of one's own planetary system and still to come to know 
... that each solar system has its own sun, which again is both a sun and the 
Sun, for how can the sun which rises every morning and illuminates our world 
be other than the Sun itself?8 

Principia} knowledge can defend the absolute character which followers 
of each religion see in their beliefs and tenets, without which human beings 
would not follow a particular religion. Yet principia} knowledge continues to 
assert the primordial truth that only the Absolute is absolute and hence what 
appears below the level of the Absolute in a particular tradition as absolute is 
the 'relatively absolute. ' 9 

It seems to me that in Knowledge and the Sacred, Nasr is attempting to 
do three important things: (1) to base religious theory upon the assumption 
of the reality of which religion(s) speak(s); and (2) to locate and articulate 
a place of unity among the various world religions, while (3) preserving the 
integrity of the particularity of each religion. 

I must begin by saying that I respect these objectives. The first objective 
is particularly crucial and I believe that Dr. Nasr's greatest success in 
Knowledge and the Sacred is in his articulate representation of this 
approach. This book invites us to recognize the limitations of methods that 
are incapable of taking seriously the plausibility of the phenomena that they 
study. 

There are times when our disciplines become prisoners of our methodol
ogies. One such instance was during the period in which behaviorism 
dominated psychology, when the observation that scientific method could 
only properly study human behavior and not something called "mind," led 
to a reductionism that concluded, in its popular form, that "mind" and the 
"inner world" of mental life did not exist. 

Another classic instance of this phenomenon is the rendering of the 
universe soulless in the modem mind by science and reason. 10 Clearly, 
reason can neither prove nor disprove the existence of an intelligence at the 
root of all existence. Nevertheless, this inability to demonstrate that such an 
intelligence does exist slid, untidily, into the perception in the modem mind 
that such an intelligence does not exist. The fact that this consequence is 
logically unjustified has not prevented this conclusion from being firmly 
grasped by the modern mind as fully rational. 

One last example: When we tum to what Nasr calls "esoterism" and I 
call "mysticism," it should be obvious that it is essential to bear in mind the 
limitations of all our methods in attempting to understand something that is 
widely described as "ineffable" by those who claim to have direct experience 
of it. Nonetheless, this point is often overlooked. If I may be permitted to 
quote myself on the subject, "It would be better, if necessary, to frankly 
acknowledge that the phenomena of mystical experience are beyond our 
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reach and live with the consequences of that admission than to reduce 
mysticism to less than it is for the sake ofmethod." 11 

Nasr, it seems to me, is quite right in pointing to the unjustifiability of 
the ridding of modem culture by means of reason of all that traditional 
culture held as sacred. Furthermore, as he rightly points out, 12 Western 
religious studies itself is replete with methods that reduce the phenomena 
under study, religious phenomena, to nothing by interpreting them as 
epiphenomena produced by more fundamental, and in that sense more real, 
psychological, sociological, historical, political, and the like phenomena. Yet 
in religious studies we are speaking of matters of which, obviously, the 
whole of human history displays mountains of cralm and counter-claim, 
belief and disbelief, wonder, awe, talk ofunknowable mystery, ineffability, 
and a radical epistemological gap between the human mind and what we 
seek to know. One does not wonder that Nasr appears thoroughly impatient 
with the modern, secular world and its apparently casual dismissal of the 
religious realm. I myself am often appalled by the arrogance of those 
scholars of religion who, with nothing more than the same puny human mind 
with which the rest of us are endowed, feel that they are in a position to write 
off the profoundest mysteries of life. No one has expressed this sentiment 
better than the ancient Taoist philosopher Chuang Tzu who wrote, 
"Calculate what man knows and it cannot compare to what he does not 
know. Calculate the time he is alive and it cannot compare to the time before 
he was born. Yet man takes something so small and tries to exhaust the 
dimensions of something so large!"13 Reason itself, ifused properly, should 
be able to recognize its own strengths and weaknesses, its own potential and 
limitations. There is a limit beyond which reason is incapable of going-a 
limit quite recognizable by reason itself-that ought to be respected by 
reason. Ironically perhaps, postmodern thought is more aware ofthis..than 
modern thought and thus has the potential (as yet unrealized!) to ally itself 
with those who share Nasr's concern to put reason in its rightful place. 

Of course, there is a gap between putting reason in its place and 
acknowledging a transcendent Reality of the kind of which Nasr speaks and 
it is an important gap to investigate. But to keep the focus on Nasr's work, 
let us ask with him: What would happen if we took transcendence seriously? 
What would religious studies, what would human culture look like if our 
first assumption was the reality of the Absolute? Nasr endeavors at all times 
to put God, or the Absolute, first and to base all else on that first premise. 
Granted that reason can neither prove nor disprove the reality of the 
Absolute, it must be equally reasonable to assume its existence as to assume 
its nonexistence. So why not give a respectful hearing to this premise and see 
where it leads? (Of course, a good deal depends upon the precise nature of 
what we are assuming, as we shall see.) 

Accepting this way of proceeding as reasonable, however, does not 
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mean, in my view, that we can do without the "hermeneutics of suspicion." 
There are, and presumably always have been, quite sufficient numbers of 
charlatans and dysfunctional people and societies to make us need the 
analyses of Freud, Nietzsche, and Marx. Here reason has a critical role to 
play even if one accepts Nasr's premise. However, one can arm oneself 
against manipulation and distortion-and, indeed, I would not want to send 
either my children or my students out into the world without providing them 
with some such defense-and still leave vast space for taking religion 
seriously. Indeed, for those who take religion seriously, it is a religious duty 
to distinguish the real from the false in the religious domain. 

This leads to my first question for Dr. Nasr. (1) How does he propose 
that we defend ourselves, and teach our children and students to defend 
themselves, from charlatans and manipulators in the religious domain? What 
are the rules for distinguishing between the genuine and the false in a world 
in which many, but not all, religions are true? What are the characteristics 
of the genuine? Since charlatans can mouth any words and there have been 
many "false prophets," I would assume that not only certain teachings, but 
also certain behaviors would be necessary. 

There is a second question regarding criteria for distinguishing the true 
from the false. I observe in Dr. Nasr's works a hostility towards certain 
religions which he regards as syncretisms. 

It need hardly be pointed out that this vision of the transcendent unity of 
religions stands at the very antipodes of the modem syncretisms and pseudo
spiritualities which have been growing during the past few decades as a result 
of the weakening of tradition in the West. Not only do they not succeed in 
transcending forms but they fall beneath them, opening the door to all kinds of 
evil forces affecting those who are unfortunate enough to be duped by their so
called universalism. 14 

I would like to ask Dr. Nasr whom he has in mind in this description. Does 
he have in mind what is currently called "New Age" religions, in which case 
the concern might be the shallowness and frivolity evident in much of their 
speech and behavior? Or, alternatively, does he have in mind such religions 
as the Baha'i Faith and Unitarian Universalism that, from my perspective, 
seem as respectable as any other religion and indeed seem to me to come 
close to embracing the perspective that he articulates. If this latter group is 
in the group condemned as "modem syncretisms and pseudo-spiritualities," 
then I must ask how their perspective differs from that of the sage and 
scriptures quoted at the beginning of chapter 9 of Knowledge and the 
Sacred: 

Verily, to every people there has been sent a prophet. (Quran) 
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I meditated upon religions, making great effort to understand them, 
And I came to realize that they are a unique Principle with numerous 
ramifications. (J:Iallaj) // 

They worship m~ as One and as many because they see that all is in me. 
(Bhagavad Gita)15 

It seems to me that the Baha'i Faith and Unitarian Universalism accept 
precisely these ideas. Again, Nasr cites with approval Ibn' Arabi's lines, 

My heart has become capable of every form: it is a pasture for gazelles and a 
convent for Christians 
And a temple for idols and the pilgrim's Ka'bah and the tables of the Torah, 
and the book of the Quran. 
I follow the religion of Love: whatever way Love's camels take, that is my 
religion and my faith. 16 

But he disapproves of that approach to the world's religions that, 

sees in all religions the same truth, not of a transcendent order as tradition 
would assert but of an outward and sentimental kind which cannot but reduce 
religions to their least common denominator .... What characterizes this type 
of approach is a kind of sentimentalism which opposes intellectual discernment 
and emphasis upon doctrine as being dogmatic and "anti-spiritual," together 
with a supposed universalism which opposes the particularity of each tradition 
... thereby destroying the sacred on the tangible level in the name of a vague 
and emotional universalism which is in fact a parody of the universalism 
envisaged by tradition. 17 

I must confess that the distinction Nasr is drawing is rather vague to me. 
This, then, is the second question. (2) When is universalism good and when 
is it bad? When is religious unity based on transcendence and when on the 
least common denominator? Can the criteria be stated with some specificity 
that place a given religion or religious expression either in the category of 
"modern syncretisms and pseudo-spiritualities" or in the category of 
Tradition or authentic religion? He mentions "modernized Hinduism" as 
falling into the problematic category. I am quite concerned to know whether 
the Baha'i Faith falls into that same category since from an Islamic 
perspective it is often condemned yet, for this reader at least, it is difficult to 
see how one could avoid accepting it as a religious tradition that embraces 
the transcendent unity of religions. 

Let us skip Nasr's second objective for the time being and consider next 
Nasr's third objective, namely, the intention to preserve the integrity of the 
particularity of each religion despite identifying a realm of transcendent 
unity above them. Here again I wish to underline the importance of this 
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objective. I have observed in many years of interreligious dialogue that 
people who otherwise are very open to interreligious discussion often 
become very angry when faced with a theory coming from outside their 
religion that interprets their religion in a way that they cannot accept from 
within the religion. Thus it is crucial that Nasr emphasizes, as we have seen, 
that 

because each religion comes from the Truth, everything in the religion in 
question which is revealed by the Logos is sacred and must be respected and 
cherished while being elucidated rather than being discarded and reduced to 
insignificance in the name of some kind of abstract universality. 

The traditional method of studying religions, while asserting ... the fact 
that "all paths lead to the same summit," is deeply respectful of every step on 
each path, of every signpost which makes the journey possible and without 
which the single summit could never be reached. 

Without this kind of statement, I am sure that Nasr's ideas would have 
aroused little interest. Jews want to be Jews. Period. Christians want to be 
Christians. Period. This is my observation. I agree with Nasr that this is 
perfectly legitimate. However, this leads me to my third question. While 
Nasr acknowledges that his concept of the "relatively absolute" may appear 
to be "contradictory,"18 I believe he has been successful in demonstrating its 
good sense. However, I do wonder how successful it is religiously. Nasr 
writes, 

If a Christian sees God as the Trinity or Christ as the Logos and holds on to 
this belief in an absolute sense, this is perfectly understandable from the 
religious point of view while, metaphysically speaking, these are seen as the 
relatively absolute since only the Godhead in Its Infinitude and Oneness is 
above all relativity. 19 

This raises the following question. (3) While Meister Eckhart said something 
very much like the above, can the ordinary Christian accept it? Can a 
Christian who wants to understand herself as a Christian accept that 
Christianity is good and true, absolute in a sense, and yet finally only one 
form of Absolute Truth? Does this way of conceiving it-in practice for a 
religious believer, not for a logician-not force upon her an understanding 
of her religion that in effect psychologically undermines its validity and 
practical efficacy for her? Does this view not, then, violate its own objective 
of guarding the integrity of the particular religion? I can see that it perhaps 
should not have this consequence; but I wonder whether for the unsophisti
cated believer it does anyway. This question applies to all religions. 

People give credence to their own religion. Yet, as Nasr states, in much 
of the modem world it is quite impossible to remain ignorant of the fact that 
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there are many religions in addition to one's own, each claiming to possess 
the true way. Dr. Nasr has stated that the way to resolve this dilemma is 
through esoterism. Yet at the same time he acknowledges that the path of 
esoteric knowledge is in practice only truly open to a few. A fourth question 
that I would like to address to Dr. Nasr, then, is this. (4) If esoterism will 
always remain the path of the few, what way does he see to educate the many 
such that they may remain, as he advocates, both faithfully devoted to their 
own religion and capable of respecting the validity of other religions? Does 
Dr. Nasr believe that some kind of popularization of such ideas as are found 
in Frithjof Schuon' s Transcendent Unity of Religions and related works is 
the best way forward? Does he, perhaps, envision the various religions 
themselves, in their educational programs, emphasizing more their own 
sapiental and universalistic elements? Does he envision some other way 
forward? 

Let us now tum to Nasr's second objective, his attempt to locate and 
articulate a place of unity among the various world religions, and devote the 
rest of this discussion to it. Before responding to this objective, I must 
introduce the perspective from which I respond. I am a scholar of Buddhism. 
The perspective from which I view the world is largely shaped by Buddhism. 
One of the things that strikes me upon reading Knowledge and the Sacred 
is the relative infrequency of references to Buddhism in this work, though 
Buddhism is certainly mentioned a number of times. Buddhism does not 
seem to loom large in Nasr's intellectual world. It may be that Dr. Nasr is 
less familiar with Buddhism than other religions. Certainly his greatest 
familiarity and allegiance is with Islam. Hinduism seems to make the second 
greatest claim on his intellectual and religious orientation, followed perhaps 
by the other Abrahamic traditions. Buddhism runs distantly behind all these, 
apparently in last place among the world's major religions, in the amount of 
reference he makes to it. 

Reading from a Buddhist perspective, I am naturally concerned with 
whether Buddhism fits the picture that Nasr has articulated in his vision of 
the place of unity among the various world religions. Reading from this 
perspective, I have had to conclude that it does not. I will mention two ways 
in which this seems to me to be the case. 

First, in Nasr's thesis, revelation plays a key role. "Tradition ... means 
truths or principles of a divine origin revealed or unveiled to mankind and, 
in fact, a whole cosmic sector through various figures envisaged as messen
gers, prophets, avataras, the Logos or other transmitting agencies .... " 
Revelation is essential to Nasr's thesis, both in order to attain the transcen
dent unity that Nasr asserts and in order to be true to his first premise, the 
necessity of putting religion first. Religion only deserves to comes first if it 
comes from a divine source. Religions cannot be unified unless they come 
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from the same, unitive, divine source. Again, Nasr writes, "[E]ach tradition 
is based on a direct message from Heaven .... A prophet or avatar owes 
nothing to anyone save what he receives from the Origin. "20 

Buddhism, however, is quite lacking in any concept of revelation in the 
ordinary sense of the word. Nor is there in Buddhism any divine being 
whose act could cause a revelation. Buddhists have been quite straightfor
ward on this subject over the millennia. There are Buddhist writings that 
argue against the existence of God or any supreme divine being. Buddhists 
at the World's Parliament ofReligions in 1993 adamantly opposed the use 
of any God language in statements to be issued by the Parliament (much to 
the dismay of certain other religious representatives, who felt that any 
statement lacking such language was worthless). 

Nasr, of course, has a broader concept of revelation in mind, as we saw 
above, as "truths or principles of a divine origin revealed or unveiled to 
mankind ... through various figures envisaged as messengers, prophets, 
avataras, the Logos or other transmitting agencies." Thus, Nasr might want 
to interpret the Buddha's enlightenment experience, for example, as a 
revelation in this sense. However, a Theravada Buddhist would never so 
conceive it. Gautama Buddha himself taught that he was a human being who 
discovered a path to escape suffering by "waking up" to the nature of reality 
(a view which may be understood as corresponding to Nasr's other point of 
access to Truth, illumination of the heart and mind). This knowledge was 
gained, according to the Theravada tradition, through the Buddha's arduous 
practice over many lifetimes, absolutely not through the revealing of that 
knowledge to him by a divine being. Of course, it is possible to believe that, 
whether the Buddha realized it or not, that knowledge was revealed to him 
from a divine source-and it is possible that that belief is correct. However, 
this cannot be said to be the Theravada Buddhist understanding of itself. The 
same holds, in the Theravada view, for the Buddhist scriptures. They also 
cannot be considered revealed scripture because they are the word of the 
Buddha, and the Buddha is not a god or a divine messenger, but a man 
-albeit an exceptional one-speaking of his own experience. 

I have spoken of the Theravada view. The same understandings would 
apply to much of the rest of Buddhism. However, there are exceptions. 
Certain forms of Indian Mahayana, for example, expressed ideas which 
might be considered amenable to interpretation as revelation in Nasr' s sense, 
for example, the notions of tathagatagarbha (embryo/womb of all Buddhas) 
and the personifiedprajiiaparamita(perfection ofwisdom). Also in Tibetan 
and East Asian Buddhism there are notions that might be so interpreted. 
Without getting into technicalities inappropriate here, I can only say that I 
think one would have to stretch even those notions to make them fit the 
category of revelatory agents. 
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The important point here, however, is that it is invalid, even if one could 
make the case that the prajiiaparamita or tathagatagarbha was a divine 
source of revelation, to point to those facts and claim on that basis that 
Buddhism has a notion of revelation. One form of Buddhism cannot 
substitute for another. Theravada Buddhism stands on its own. I recognize 
that Dr. Nasr has claimed that because of the variety of ideas and practices 
in any world religion, "to have lived any religion fully is to have lived all 
religions."21 I can only say that a Theravada Buddhist would not accept this. 
Theravada Buddhism does not accept Mahayana beliefs and scriptures. To 
many Theravadins, Mahayana is invalid. Thus one cannot in effect impose 
Mahayana beliefs on Theravadins, saying that it is "all Buddhism." To 
Theravadins, it is not. Nor will Nasr's way of addressing this in Knowledge 
and the Sacred work for Buddhists. To quote him, "[T]he Theravada and 
Mahayana schools of Buddhism ... correspond in their own context to the 
exoteric-esoteric dimensions of tradition."22 This is simply not true. 
Theravada and Mahayana both have exoteric and esoteric dimensions. 
Theravada scripture, preserving the teaching of Gautama Buddha, and its 
monastic tradition could be paradigm examples of esotericism in Nasr's 
sense of the word, that is, the sapiental dimension of religion (the dimension 
that addresses "the spiritual and intellectual needs of those who seek God or 
the Ultimate Reality here and now"), 23 though Theravada Buddhists would 
describe their concern not as God or Ultimate Reality but as experiential 
realization of knowledge which puts an end to suffering and yields 
liberation. Indeed, Nasr is correct when he says, in a different publication, 
that "the major and dominating intellectual traditions of the Orient always 
have been wedded to a direct experience of the spiritual world and 
intellectual intuition in the strictest sense."24 This is correct and fully applies 
to Theravada Buddhism. The problem lies elsewhere, to which we now· tum. 

The second problem that a Buddhist will have with Nasr's point of unity 
among the world religions is the particular cosmology that seems to be 
required by that view. Buddhism's cosmological perspective is fundamen
tally unlike the cosmological perspective identified by Nasr as universal, and 
as an essential element in the perennial philosophy. 

That Nasr' s theory specifies that the perennial philosophy includes a 
particular cosmology is demonstrated by the following quotation. 

Perhaps the most direct way of approaching the meaning of the sacred is to 
relate it to the Immutable, to that Reality which is both the Unmoved Mover 
and the Eternal. That Reality which is immutable and eternal is the Sacred as 
such. . . . Man's sense of the sacred is none other than his sense for the 
Immutable and the Eternal. ... 25 

And again, 
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The knowledge of the Principle which is at once the absolute and infinite 
Reality is the heart of metaphysics while the distinction between levels of 
universal and cosmic existence, including both the macrocosm and the 
microcosm, are like its limbs. 

The Principle is Reality in contrast to all that appears as real but which is 
not reality in the ultimate sense. The Principle is the Absolute compared to 
which all is relative. It is Infinite while all else is finite. The Principle is One 
and Unique while manifestation is multiplicity. It is the Supreme Substance 
compared to which all else is accident. It is the Essence to which all things are 
juxtaposed as form. It is at once Beyond Being and Being while the order of 
multiplicity is comprised of existents. It alone is while all else becomes, for It 
alone is eternal in the ultimate sense while all that is externalized partakes of 
change. It is the Origin but also the End, the alpha and the omega.26 

Buddhism reacted not only against Brahmanic ritualism, as Nasr notes, but 
also against Brahmanic cosmology. Indeed, the above nicely summarizes the 
very Brahmanic cosmology against which Buddhism rebelled. Where the 
Upani~ads declared the existence of the Atman (the Absolute, Infinite, 
monistic Supreme Substance), the Buddha declared Anatman, not-Atman, 
a direct rejection of the notion that such a thing as Atman exists. What did 
he declare in its place? Change, becoming, flux, transience, summed up in 
the doctrine of pratitya-samutpada or dependent origination, without 
anything in any sense understood as the ground or root of this universal flux. 
While this doctrine describes the world of samsara in which we live, the 
negation of sanisara, nirva!Ja, is not, in Theravada Buddhism, in any way 
understandable as the immutable Reality upon which the world of transience 
is based. Such a thing is expressly negated. Buddhism, named the Middle 
Way by the Buddha, is presented as the Middle between two extreme views: 
eternalism, which it identifies with the view that Nasr articulates, and 
nihilism, which it identifies with simple materialism. Buddhism is said by 
the Buddha to be neither of these, but an ineffable Middle between these two 
"extreme views." Whatever that Middle may be, it is clearly not understood 
to be the view advocated by Nasr. 

Nasr does not directly discuss the cosmology ofTheravada Buddhism, 
nor its forms of expression. However, he does consider the Mahayana 
concept of emptiness, or siinyata, as a potential challenge to his view. 
Continuing the quotation we saw above, he writes, "It ["the Principle which 
is at once the absolute and infinite Reality"] is Emptiness if the world is 
envisaged as fullness and Fullness if the relative is perceived in the light of 
its ontological poverty and essential nothingness."27 

Let us examine the Buddhist concept of"emptiness." When we consider 
"emptiness" in its classic formulation by the great Buddhist sage, Nagarjuna, 
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regarded by most Mahayana Buddhists as second only to the Buddha, it is 
clear that "emptiness" cannot in any way be understood as an alternate term 
for Nasr's "Principle which is at once the absolute and infinite Reality," 
expressed as "emptiness" in contradistinction to a "world ... envisaged as 
fullness." For Nagarjuna, the world itself is "empty," since "emptiness" is 
another term for the dependent origination, or pratltya-samutpiida that 
characterizes the world. Nagarjuna writes, "The 'originating dependently' 
[pratltya-samutpada] we call 'emptiness.' This apprehension . . . is the 
understanding of the middle way."28 In other words, "emptiness" refers to 
the principle of causal flux, found in this realm-the only realm there is for 
Nagarjuna-certainly not to a supreme Reality outside of space and time. 
For Nagarjuna, since all is radical, interdependent flux, we must tum away 
from all forms of thinking in terms ofboth being and non-being, fullness and 
nothingness, in favor of the middle way. To quote Nagarjuna, "'It is' is a 
notion of eternity. 'It is not' is a nihilistic view. Therefore, one who is wise 
does not have recourse to 'being' or 'non-being' ."29 Indeed, the central thrust 
of Nagarjuna' s magnum opus is a devastating reductio ad absurdum 
argument against the very idea of any "self-existent thing" or svabhava, 
conceived in any way, including an Absolute or Supreme Substance that 
could be the root of all things. 

What, then, of nirval}a? Nagarjuna writes, "There is nothing whatever 
which differentiates the existence-in-flux (samsara) from nirv8J;a . .. There 
is not the slightest bit of difference between these two." The translator adds, 

NirviilJa, for Nagarjuna, is not a term which darkly reflects an absolute Ultimate 
Reality; it, too, is simply a fabrication of the mind which, if misunderstood as 
referring to a self-sufficient and independent Ultimate Reality, will misguide 
the one who seeks release. Only as a conventional, that is, relative, term can it 
be profitably used to direct the mind from ignorance and greed. The U1timate 
Truth to which the term nirv81Ja points is that it is without any designation; in 
actuality there is no "it" and no designation .... 30 

The observation that there is no "it" is the key point. This is what makes 
Buddhist thought unique. It also makes it not fit Nasr's paradigm. How does 
Nasr handle the subject of nirval}a? 

On the one hand, Nasr writes, 

The Ultimate Reality which is both Supra-Being and Being is at once 
transcendent and immanent. . . . Scientia Sacra can be expounded in the 
language of one as well as the other perspective. It can speak of God or the 
Godhead, Allah, the Tao, or even nirv81Ja as being beyond the world, or forms 
or samsara, while asserting ultimately that nirval}a is samsara, and swnsara, 
nirv81Ja.31 
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And then, on the next page, he writes, "Metaphysics [perennial philosophy] 
does . . . distinguish between the Real and the apparent and Being and 
becoming .... •m The latter passage shows the error in the former. There is 
no issue in Nagarjuna's thought of ontological transcendence and imma
nence; these categories do not exist. There is no distinction in his thought 
between the Real and the apparent or between Being and becoming (though 
there is in Vedantic Hinduism, whose metaphysics Nagarjuna expressly 
refutes). Consequently, what Nasr seems to see as only an apparent problem 
in Buddhist language is a real problem not resolvable by means of the 
observation that Ultimate Reality (which category Nagarjuna negates) can 
be expressed either in the language of transcendence or immanence, or both. 

Nasr addresses the matter of emptiness further in a footnote where he 
states, 

Some contemporary scholars such as R. Panikkar . . . have contrasted the 
Buddhist [Siinyata] and the Christian Pleroma but, metaphysically speaking, 
the concept of Ultimate Reality as emptiness and as fullness complement each 
other like the yin-yang symbol and both manifest themselves in every integral 
tradition. Even in Christianity where the symbolism of Divine Fullness is 
emphasized and developed with remarkable elaboration in Franciscan theology 
... the complementary vision of emptiness appears in the teachings of the 
Dominican Meister Eckhart who speaks of the 'desert of the Godhead.'33 

The problem here again is that, for Nagarjuna, the category of "Ultimate 
Reality," is emptied by emptiness such that there is no category "Ultimate 
Reality" which remains to be empty. That does not make "emptiness" itself 
an Ultimate Reality. Emptiness is only a tool for eliminating error. 

Emptiness is proclaimed by the victorious one as the refutation of all 
viewpoints; 

But those who hold "emptiness" as a viewpoint-[the true perceivers] 
have called those "incurable."34 

I hasten to add that Nagarjuna is not teaching nihilism. He hopes to be 
wielding a tool that aids the disciple to find the Middle Way between 
etemalism (which is how he would see Nasr's theory) and nihilism. Where, 
then, does Nagarjuna leave us? 

Since all dharmas are empty, what is finite? What is infinite? 
What is both finite and infinite? What is neither finite nor infinite? 
Is there anything which is this or som~thing else, which is permanent or 

impermanent, 
Which is both permanent and impermanent, or which is neither? 
The cessation of accepting everything [as real] is a salutary ... cessation 

of phenomenal development ... ; 
No dharma anywhere has been taught by the Buddha ofanything.35 
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We are left in uncompromising via negativa: the Buddha taught not a single 
thing. Emptiness, as used in the Buddhist tradition, is a tool intended to 
eliminate the possibility of all conceptualization whatsoever. This is not to 
say that the religious life bears no fruit. To the contrary, for Nagarjuna and 
those who follow him, this relentless via negativa is the necessary condition 
for fruition in the religious life. This is not nihilism. Nonetheless, it is strictly 
opposed to any idea of any kind of Ultimate Reality whatsoever. Inciden
tally, it is also strictly opposed to any idea of revelation insofar as any kind 
of revelation has to manifest in some kind of(verbal or other) form. 

In short, this is not to say that there is no meeting ground for Buddhist 
sapiental knowledge and that discovered by the mystics of other world 
religions. However, it is to deny that that meeting ground can be expressed 
in the terms used by Nasr, terms of Ultimate Reality, whether Full or Empty, 
no matter how expressed. Such language is quite outside the pale for 
arguably the two most important moments in the establishment of Buddhism: 
the teachings of Gautama Buddha and the thought of the great sage 
Nagarjuna. 

My fifth question for Dr. Nasr, then, is this. (5) Does he see any way to 
reconcile the languages of Gautama Buddha and Nagarjuna, on the one 
hand, with the language he has been using for the meeting ground of the 
religions of the world, on the other? Or does he prefer to articulate this 
meeting ground in some other way, not dependent upon cosmology? In "The 
Philosophia Perennis and the Study of Religion," Nasr writes, 

For the traditional school the Buddhist or Taoist vision of the Void does not at 
all negate the universality of the metaphysics enshrined in the philosophia 
perennis and in fact provides a most powerful expression of this metaphysics 
in a language which is complementary but not contradictory to that o~_let us 
say, Hinduism and Islam.36 

This statement does not encourage me since Taoist metaphysics is quite 
different from the Buddhist metaphysics described above insofar as in 
Taoism there is an "it," the Tao-the fact that it is spoken of in language of 
the Void does not change the fact that it remains an "it," however "dimly 
visible," in the language ofthe Tao Te Ching: 

There is a thing confusedly formed, 
Born before heaven and earth. 
Silent and void 
It stands alone and does not change, 
Goes round and does not weary. 
It is capable ofbeing the mother of the world. 
I know not its name 
So I style it 'the way' [Tao].37 
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This is an empty Something that does indeed fit Nasr's paradigm, not at all 
like what Nagatjuna was talking about. Could Dr. Nasr spell out with some 
specificity the way in which Nagarjuna's language "provides a most 
powerful expression" of the metaphysics of the philosophia perennis? 

This is a critical question due to the nature of the authority from which 
Nasr argues in Knowledge and the Sacred, as well as many other works. The 
authority for his argument cannot, as we have seen, l;>e reason, as reason runs 
a distant third in usefulness for religious knowledge, after revelation and 
intellectual illumination. The authority for his argument rests upon revelation 
and illumination which must, to secure his case, speak with a united voice. 
If there is any break in the unity of Tradition, Dr. Nasr's case is severely 
damaged. Yet defining moments in the Buddhist tradition in its sapiental 
dimension seem to speak a very different language. Can this be demonstrated 
to be an only apparent contradiction? 

Conclusion: I agree with Dr. Nasr that, "every determination of the 
Absolute is already in the realm of relativity"; this must include Nasr's 
determination as well. It seems to me that Nasr's work is an articulation of 
what the "transcendent unity of religions" looks like from an Islamic point 
of view. Beginning, that is, with two primary assumptions, monotheism and 
universal revelation ("Verily to every people there has been sent a prophet," 
states the Quran), a person with Dr. Nasr's intelligence and familiarity with 
the world's religions might well draw the conclusions he advocates in 
Knowledge and the Sacred. Beginning, as a Buddhist would, from different 
starting assumptions, even if he felt on the basis of what Dr. Nasr calls 
esoteric experience that there is a common ground among religions, a 
Buddhist would not articulate that common ground in language of revelation 
or an essentialist cosmology with God or Being at the core. This reader 
concludes that what Nasr has given us is a fine Islamic reconciliation of the 
world's religions, but it is not a truly universalistic reconciliation since it 
does not include Buddhism. This does not, to this reader's mind, negate the 
value of what Dr. Nasr has achieved in Knowledge and the Sacred. To have 
so well articulated an Islamic understanding of the reconciliation of religions 
is no small accomplishment. 

JAMES MADISON UNIVERSITY 
OCTOBER 1998 

SALLIE B. KING 
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REPLY TO SALLIE B. KING 

The essay of Professor King is a challenging one in that it negates the 
universality of the perspective of the perennial philosophy by pointing 

out the cases ofTheravada and Mahayana Buddhism which she interprets in 
such a way that they do not fit into the universal metaphysical doctrines 
which lie at the heart of that philosophy. But before turning to a discussion 
of Buddhism she poses certain other questions and elaborates a number of 
salient points pertaining to religion and the perennial philosophy in general. 
In answering her, therefore, I shall also divide my reply into two parts: the 
first dealing with the various questions and assumptions in the first section 
of her paper and the second with the whole question of Buddhism. 

After summarizing my views about tradition and the perennial philoso
phy, which she interprets correctly, the author alludes to three important 
goals which she believes my Knowledge and the Sacred attempts to achieve. 
While I agree with what she mentions, I want to add that in addition to these 
goals and in fact the main goal of the book was to relate once again 
knowledge to the reality of the sacred and to overcome the chasm created 
between them in the West since the fifteenth century. The three .. goals 
mentioned by King in fact follow from this primary aim of the book. 

I also agree fully with the author in her discussions of the imprisoning 
effect of the methodologies of modern academic disciplines and her assertion 
that the universe has been rendered soulless by modern disciplines and 
rationalism which have led to the general denial by the modern mind of "an 
intelligence at the root of all existence," to quote her directly. I would only 
add that what she describes is precisely the result of the separation of 
knowledge and the sacred through the separation within the knowing agent 
of reason from both the intellect and revelation which belong to the realm of 
the sacred and which bestow upon reason a sacred dimension as long as it 
retains its nexus relative to them. 

Professor King equates my usage of esoterism with mysticism about 
whose ineffable goal she speaks. First of all, in my usage of these terms, I do 
not equate the two. There are domains where they overlap but there are also 
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aspects of esoterism that are not mystical, as this term is ordinarily under
stood and vice versa. Secondly, sapiental esoterism asserts that while we 
cannot know that Ineffable Reality discursively nor discuss or describe it in 
discursive terms, there is within us a divine spark associated with the 
Immanent Intellect which can "know" that Ineffable Reality directly through 
the transcendence of the duality of subject and object, although not all this 
that is thus known can be expressed in human language. Its most perfect 
expression is through that silence which many works of sacred art such as 
the traditional Buddha images convey so powerfully and mysteriously. 

I also wish to confirm strongly the criticism of the author concerning 
religious studies in Western academic circles. She points to reducing religion 
to "epiphenomena produced by more fundamental, and in that sense more 
real, psychological, sociological, historical, political and the like phenom
ena." Needless to say, I have always stood for the primacy of the Sacred, 
present more than anywhere else in religion, over the other categories 
mentioned by her. The perennial philosophy as understood traditionally is 
the strongest safeguard against this type of reductionism which has turned 
religious studies in many places into a tool against religion. Let us hope that 
with greater interest in the perennial philosophy in religious studies the 
pitiful state of affairs mentioned by Professor King can be transformed so 
that the central role of religion in human life becomes clear once again as it 
has always been in traditional societies. 

Having confirmed the necessity "to give a respectful hearing" to those 
who believe in the primacy of the Transcendent, the author turns, as has 
Professor Robert Neville in his essay, to the importance of not dispensing 
with "the hermeneutics of suspicion" in order to be able to deal successfully 
with those whom she describes as "charlatans and dysfunctional people." 
She furthermore enlists the help of Freud, Nietzsche, and Marx to identify 
these charlatans. In reality, such figures are the very last to be able to 
distinguish fake from authentic manifestations of the Spirit and false from 
true religions because such figures, especially Marx and Freud, deny the 
reality of the Spirit and religion as traditionally understood altogether. 

Long before such men were born, traditional societies had clear criteria 
for distinguishing the true from the false in the domain of religion and in life 
itself. In contrast, today in a world molded to a large extent by such figures 
as Freud, Nietzsche, and Marx, there are no longer criteria for distinguishing 
true from false religion. Today all kinds of groups claim for themselves the 
status of a religious body and expect to be treated by society as such, and 
modem society is totally helpless in seeking to separate the wheat from the 
chaff in a world in which orthodoxy as well as heterodoxy, truth as well as 
heresy are no longer fashionable categories. My claim is that in fact only the 
perennial philosophy as traditionally understood can distinguish for modem 



REPLY TO SALLIE B. KING 223 

man, in the chaotic world in which he lives, truth from falsehood and the 
authentic practices of religion from the charlatan as well as authentic religion 
itself from all that passes for religion today:- Christ spoke of"false prophets" 
coming at the end of time. One can only distinguish a false prophet when 
one knows an authentic one. In a world in which prophecy is reduced to a 
psychological complex and religion to a social epiphenomenon, or worse, to 
the Marxist opium of the people, one no longer speaks of truth and therefore 
no error in religious thought and in fact in any other domain outside of the 
sciences. One is left with alternative lifestyles but no sense of the truthful 
and the authentic which alone determine the false and unveil the charlatan's 
claims for what they are. 

The traditional understanding of the perennial philosophy also stands 
opposed to all religious syncretism whether current or belonging to an earlier 
age. When I speak of traditions, I mean the millennia! religions of humanity 
along with their historical confolding which have led to the founding of 
civilizations, schools of sacred art, traditional social structures, and the like. 
According to traditional doctrines, the manifestations of the Logos or 
appearance of plenary revelations such as that ofBuddhism, Zoroastrianism, 
Christianity, and Islam or in another context Hinduism, Taoism, and 
Confucianism came to an end a long time ago in fact with Islam whose 
prophet is described by the revelation itself as the Last Prophet. Moreover, 
history has been witness to the fact that nothing comparable to these major 
revelations has occurred since the advent of Islam. Now, it is possible to 
have religious movements which have often grown from the esoteric 
dimension of the orthodox and traditional religions and which have later 
made themselves independent. Such movements took place in the nineteenth 
century in several parts of the globe and the religions the author mentions all 
belong to this category. Their basic differences with the traditional and 
orthodox religions are quite clear and here the perennial philosophy in its 
traditional sense is once again the best guide for distinguishing one category 
from another as well as distinguishing the orthodox and the traditional 
expressions of a religion from their modernized versions which must not, 
however, be confused with religious movements that have broken away 
completely from existing traditional religions. 

The author considers my distinctions between the inner unity of religion 
and the sentimental universalism so prevalent today to be vague and asks 
"when is universalism good and when is it bad?" In the domain of the study 
of religion and religious diversity universalism is good if it concerns the 
inner, esoteric, supraformal reality of religious forms and doctrines which 
belong to the universal order, metaphysically understood. It is bad when it 
identifies universalism with finding common elements on the formal plane 
of religious doctrine and practice, emphasizing them and rejecting what is 
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not common on the formal plane. The first type of universalism holds the 
utmost respect for all traditional religious doctrines, practices, and forms in 
general on the level of forms and considers them to be sacred and essential 
as vehicles for reaching the universal and transcendent dimension beyond 
forms, and not in the formal order itself. The type of universalism that I 
oppose is willing to sacrifice sacred forms, doctrines, and practices in order 
to achieve a common set of beliefs and views which is then identified as 
being universal. It seeks the unity of religions in what is common among 
them on the formal plane. I hope this makes clear what kind of universalism 
I espouse and what kind I oppose. In fact, the very meaning of the term 
"univeralism" is different in the two cases. 

Dr. King asks a cogent question about ordinary Christians, or for that 
matter followers of other religions, accepting the idea of the "relative 
absoluteness" of their own religion without losing sight of the "sense of the 
absolute" which is necessary for the understanding and practice of religion. 
Ecumenism in depth is essentially an esoteric undertaking and should in 
principle be undertaken only by those who have been able to live fully 
through the forms of their own religion and have then reached the Formless. 
For the ordinary believer, the model of such sages should suffice to accept 
what the Quran says about this matter, namely, that God created different 
peoples with different religions so that they would vie with each other in 
good works and that they should leave their differences in God's Hands. One 
could observe such a situation to a large extent among Muslims and Hindus 
in many areas of India in centuries past and also among Muslims, Christians, 
and Jews in many parts of the world of Islam and during most of the periods 
of Islamic history as seen in example in Islamic Spain. In Anatolia, Jalal al
Din Riimi, the celebrated Sufi poet who wrote much on the inner unity of 
religions, even had Christian as well as Jewish disciples in addition to 
Muslim ones. Now, even among his Muslim disciples not all understood 
fully or were able to follow his advice to journey from the world of forms to 
the Formless in order to see the inner reality of religions. But they trusted the 
great master and held respect not only for Jesus as a Muslim prophet but also 
for Christians while living as very devout Muslims for whom their religion 
was religion as such. This example can be multiplied both within the Islamic 
world and in other religious climates. 

This response already covers some of the queries the author has 
assembled under her fourth question but a few further clarifications are 
needed. The many cannot become esoterists but the universal perspective of 
esoterism can "trickle down" to the level of the many in the form of myths, 
poetry, popularizations, etc. A prime example of this phenomenon can be 
found in Islam where many literary and especially poetic works known to the 
many reflect the esoteric doctrine of the "transcendent unity of religions" in 
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such a way that its general implications can be grasped even for those who 
cannot understand the metaphysical intricacies involved. Even among those 
who know Arabic well, very few can understand Ibn 'Arabi's Fu!j~ al
f:Ukam ("Bezels of Wisdom") dealing with the multiple manifestations of the 
Logos. But many know his poems about his heart having become a temple 
where forms of various religions are present. Likewise, nearly every Persian 
speaker knows some poems ofRiimi and I:Iafi~ alluding to the universality 
of revelation and the fact that the great religions of the world have all come 
from God. Such people have not become any less devout by reading, 
chanting, and memorizing such poems. 

In the West I believe that in the academic teaching of religion "popular
ization of ideas as are formed in Frithjof Schuon's Transcendent Unity of 
Religions and related works," to quote the author, should certainly take place 
provided the principles are not sacrificed. In twenty years of teaching 
religion in America, I have in fact found such an undertaking to be most 
fruitful. I also believe that the various religions themselves should emphasize 
their sapiental and universalist elements as much as possible. This latter task 
is, however, somewhat different in the West and the East. In the West, 
opposition to religion arose from within Western society itself. In the non
Western world, religions (other than Christianity and Judaism) are faced not 
only with the onslaught of modernism which issues from another civiliza
tion, but also with the constant pressure of Christian missionary activity 
drawing from superior financial sources and strong political backing of 
forces outside of the religious world in question. Therefore, the question of 
preservation of the identity of religions and their practices looms large on the 
horizon for them. That is why in non-Western lands modernism and 
missionary activity usually lead to reactions which emphasize more 
exclusivism and exoterism than inclusivism and universalism, as one can see 
in both India and the Islamic world today. But even in these cases I believe 
that it is of the utmost importance to emphasize the sapiental elements and 
universal teachings within each religion. This holds true in fact whether the 
religion in question be of East or West. 

Turning now in the second part of this response to the specific field of 
Buddhism and the questions King poses regarding this tradition, let it be said 
that the challenge she poses is a serious one. She claims that the teachings 
of Buddhism, at least of the Theravada School, do not fit into the universal 
metaphysical perspective of the perennial philosophy. If this claim were to 
be accepted as true, then one would have to accept one of two consequences: 
either the vision of religious reality according to the perennial philosophy is 
not universal, a view chosen by the author, or that the vision in question is 
true but Theravada Buddhism is not actually a religion, but a kind of 
philosophy as claimed by many modern secularists who are drawn to 
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Buddhism precisely because they think that it is not a religion, being without 
the notion of God, revelation, etc., a view which I oppose. I reject also 
King's claim and therefore both conclusions and will try to respond to all her 
objections one by one. 

Before doing so, however, I must admit that, as she claims, I have not 
paid as much attention in my writings to Buddhism as I have to Hinduism 
and the Abrahamic religions. But if she had consulted my Religion and the 
Order of Nature and my review essay on Marco Pallis's, A Buddhist 
Spectrum, she would have realized that there are more references to 
Buddhism in my writings than those she has found in Knowledge and the 
Sacred. Despite having known D.T. Suzuki during my student days, having 
read nearly all his and Coomaraswamy's works on Buddhism followed by 
many later writings on the subject and especially Zen, having known His 
Holiness the Dalai Lama for several decades first through Marco Pallis who 
introduced me to Tibetan Buddhism, and having traveled in Japan and 
known several Buddhist masters from that land, I consider myself only a 
humble student of Buddhism and do not claim expertise on the subject. My 
responses are, however, based on authorities who have known much more 
about the subject than I. 

The author objects first of all that there is no revelation in Buddhism as 
one finds in other religions. Surely this cannot be anything more than 
semantics. The illumination of the Buddha under the Bodhi Tree is surely 
revelation even if not called by that name by some authors. What is it that 
brought about the difference between Siddhartha Gautama and the Buddha? 
Is bodhi anything other than revelation in its deepest sense? What made 
possible the discovery by the Buddha of the eternal law ( akalika dharma)? 
Whatever that something is, that is revelation in the Buddhist context. From 
the point of view of the perennial philosophy the definition of revelation is 
vast enough to include both descent from "above" and the illumination of the 
Buddha from "within." Buddhism is based on revelation, irrespective of 
whether this revelation/illumination is seen in Buddhist texts as coming from 
above or within. It was by virtue of this revelation/illumination that the man 
Siddhartha became the Man the Buddha, a solar being able to guide others. 
The Buddhist text Saddhama Pw:ujarika, XV .I states "The Buddha is a solar 
deity descended from heaven to save both men and gods from all the ill that 
is denoted by the word, 'mortality', the view that his birth and awakening are 
coeval with time. 1" Even if many Theravada texts do not use such a 
language, the reality is the same. Siddhartha became the Buddha and 
discovered the eternal dharma and what made this transformation possible, 
from which flowed the sangha, the treasures, the sacred art of Buddhism and 
a whole civilization is none other than what the perennial philosophy 
considers a form of revelation in the most universal sense of that term. 
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It is interesting in this context to go even a step further and to compare 
the Buddha with Christ and the Prophet of Islam with whom Christianity and 
Islam identify the revelations which are the foundations of their religions. It 
is true that the Buddha does not speak of God as do Christ and the Prophet, 
a point to which we- shall turn shortly, but he does state, "he who sees the 
Dhamma sees me, and he who sees me sees the Dhamma" (Samyutta
Nikaya, III, 120). How similar is this utterance to the saying of Christ, "No 
man cometh to the Father but by me" and the fiadith of the Prophet of Islam, 
"He who has seen me [that is, the Prophet] has seen the Truth [that is God]." 
This saying also reveals the function of the Buddha as the "Logos" or 
"Messenger" in the Buddhist universe, fulfilling a role very similar to those 
of Christ and the Prophet in Christianity and Islam respectively. So not only 
is there revelation in Buddhism, but there is also a function for the Buddha 
vis-a-vis the Eternal Law within the Buddhist Universe which is similar to 
what one finds for the founder of Christianity and Islam vis-a-vis God in the 
Christian and Islamic universes. 

King then criticizes my identification of the Mahayana School with 
esoterism and the Theravada with exoterism. To some extent her criticism 
is justified in that in this case I have been a bit too schematic. I admit that 
there are in fact esoteric elements in Theravada and of course exoteric 
elements in Mahayana. But this having been said, there is no doubt that 
many major esoteric perspectives which flowered later in Mahayana and 
Vajrayana Buddhism were, one might say, in a latent state in the early 
centuries and did not manifest themselves in the Theravada world. That is 
why a number of authors besides myself have tended to identify the 
Mahayana with the esoteric and the Theravada with the exoteric dimensions 
of Buddhism, whereas in reality this is at best an approximation which 
nevertheless points to an important truth. 

The author's reference to Buddhism's opposition of Brahmanic 
cosmology is certainly correct. In fact, Buddhism sees the world as the abode 
of suffering (dukkha) and not as symbol and theophany. Early Buddhism 
was singularly acosmic although later on many schools of Buddhism 
developed elaborate cosmologies. But I agree that the usual cosmological 
hierarchy associated with the "great chain of being" and so central to the 
perennial philosophy cannot be applied to Theravada Buddhism which 
emphasizes practice to become free of the bondage of the world rather than 
the science which would allow us to know the nature of the world. But this 
lack of possibility of the application of the idea of cosmic hierarchy does not 
at all prevent the perennial philosophy from being able to understand the 
perspective of Buddhism and embrace that perspective within the universal 
metaphysics which lies at its heart. This task has in fact been already 
achieved as far as essentials are concerned by Coomaraswamy, Pal lis, and 
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Schuon. It is enough to understand that Buddhism emphasizes the pole of 
the subject and the state of consciousness rather than the pole of the object 
and the state ofbeing to realize that a non-cosmological language is needed 
to do justice to the Buddhist perspective and also to realize that because of 
the nature of things the cosmological dimension was bound to manifest itself 
even within the Buddhist perspective as we see in so many of the later 
schools. 

Another major criticism made by King concerns the doctrine of an3tman 
or anatta in its Pali form which she takes to mean opposition to atman or the 
self, and which emphasizes that there is no self but only change and flux. 
Now, if there were to be no identity at all of the "self," how could there be 
the law of karma and a particular being be responsible for the fruits of his 
or her actions? What the doctrine means most of all is that ordinary creatures 
subject to the "three poisons" of illusion, lust, and pride are devoid of atman. 
Otherwise the Buddha refers often to Atman as the immanent nirva!Jic 
Reality which in the language of theism would be called the immanent God. 
For example, he says "Make the Self your refuge" (Samyutta Nikaya, III, 
143); or "I have made the Self my refuge" (Digha Nikaya, II, 120). 

The Buddhist thinkers did not want to give an objective definition to the 
soul and emphasized that deliverance is precisely freedom from all that is 
transient and changing including what is usually called the "self." But the 
famous and central Buddhist saying: 

Of all things that spring from a cause, 
The cause has been told by him "Thus-come"; 
And their suppression, too, 
The Great Pilgrim has declared 

would make no sense if it meant the denial of the Self as well as the self. In 
that case "Thus-come" would mean nothing and the Great Pilgrim being 
himself but a moment or episode in the sea of change could not declare the 
suppression of the cause of change which is also the cause of suffering. The 
anatta doctrine points more than anything else to the apophatic method 
favored by Buddhism and the emphasis of this religion upon practice rather 
than on any mental conceptualization. For the true devotees of Buddhism 
throughout history the point was not whether atta or anatta is correct, but to 
remember the Bodhi Tree which can be and is in reality everywhere and 
under whose shade one can attain the state of Buddhahood. The great 
dialectical efforts of such Buddhist philosophers as Nagarjuna were to 
prevent any form of objectivization or fixation upon the "self' or any other 
fixed concept in the mind, to prevent man from using all his effort to seek 
anything other than release from the suffering of samsara leading to 
attainment of the nirval}ic state. Needless to say, all of this is perfectly 
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understandable and can be easily interpreted within the perspective of 
perennial philosophy as understood traditionally. 

The heart of King's queries is the metaphysical one dealing with the 
nature of nirv§J:la and siinyata. She insists that nirv8!Ja is not an immutable 
reality and therefore other than what I call Ultimate Reality. If by reality she 
means objective reality, then I agree because Buddhism is based on the pole 
of the subject and not the object. Otherwise nirva!Ja cannot but be 
"immutable reality" if its attainment means cessation of suffering which is 
the result of the constant change and flux of samsaric existence. Nirv8J}a is 
actually the cessation of all that is negative and is itself therefore absolute, 
infinite, and perfect even if not defined objectively as is Brahman in 
Hinduism or Allah in Islam. That is why Buddhism is non-theistic and not 
atheistic. If nirv8J_Ia had no reality, whatsoever, why then follow the path and 
why would the Buddha, who had attained it, be called Tathagata, that is 
"Thus-gone" or "Fully-Arrived"? If a Nagarjuna refuses to define nirva!Ja, 
it is for reasons already mentioned. Otherwise all the qualities that "flow 
from it" including Buddhahood are in perfect accord with descriptions of the 
Divine Reality in other religions and as understood in the universal 
perspective of the perennial philosophy. 

As for siinyata or "the Void," it is none other than nirva!Ja which is, to 
paraphrase Schuon, "God" subjectivized and seen as a state of realization. 
In the Abrahamic traditions, God is the Principle seen objectively while in 
Buddhism the Void is the same Principle envisaged subjectively. That is 
what Buddhist philosophers mean when they insist that the "Void" or 
nirva~Ja is not an "it." I agree with this assertion of King but do not believe 
that the "Void" or nirva~Ja is anything other than the Supreme Reality even 
if envisaged only in a subjectivized manner. That is why I mentioned Taoism 
and Buddhism together wanting to emphasize the non-theistic character of 
each without being unaware of the fact that Taoism envisages the "Void" 
objectively and as "it" while Buddhism refuses to do so. 

From the point of view of the integral metaphysics at the heart of the 
perennial philosophy, the Divine Reality possesses an Impersonal Essence 
as well as the Personal Aspect we ordinarily identify with God. Now most 
religions emphasize this theistic Principle. Yet, within these religions the 
manifestation of the Impersonal Essence occurs in their esoteric dimension 
as we see in the Kabbala, Sufism, and many Christian mystics such as 
Meister Eckhart and Angelus Silesius. The universal law of the manifesta
tion and revelation of religions required that a religion be also revealed on 
the basis of the impersonal aspect of the Divine Reality. Such was to be 
Buddhism. But while within religions in which the personal aspect of the 
Divinity is a central concern the Impersonal Essence appears in various 
esoteric schools, in Buddhism the reverse takes place. In its later history 
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Buddhism was witness to the appearance of theistic modes as one sees for 
example in Amida Buddhism and in fact theistic elements are even present 
in Theravada. But such manifestations remained within the matrix of the 
Buddhist tradition whose spiritual originality is to consider the Divine 
Reality in an acosmic and non-anthropomorphic manner as a supra· 
existential state rather than being, a state which is the Void before the false 
fullness and plenitude of this lower world of corruption and suffering. If the 
Void were not "real," albeit not objectively, how could the Buddha, that 
central reality of Buddhism, be called shunyamurti, that is, the Manifestation 
of the Void? It is enough to look at a well-executed Buddha image, such as 
those remarkable masterpieces of the Nara period in Japan, to realize that the 
Void of which the Buddha is the manifestation could not but be the Divine 
Reality envisaged as a state rather than as an objective reality. 

King also objects to my usage of the term "Ultimate Reality" as being 
able to provide a common ground with Theravada Buddhism. After all I 
have said I think that the answer to this objection is now clear. If we do not 
confine the meaning of reality only to the objective pole, then certainly this 
term can provide the common ground that we seek. Furthermore, let us not 
forget such terms as Dharma, Atman, and Bodhi even in early Buddhism, 
not to speak of Dharmakaya-Buddha, Vairochana-Dharmakaya-Buddha and 
Amitabha Buddha. Even if one says that Mahayana terms denoting Ultimate 
Reality belong to later manifestations of Buddhism, one has to claim either 
that this was a later accretion unrelated to the message of the Buddha, a 
thesis which can hardly be taken seriously, or that that the early message also 
contained seeds of the teachings which flowered in such a way later. In that 
case later concepts pertaining to the Ultimate Reality are certainly Buddhist 
and can be easily correlated with concepts of the Ultimate Reality in other 
religions, while concepts particularly identified with Theravada, such as 
those mentioned above, can also be correlated with the notion of Ultimate 
Reality if, as already mentioned, reality is not confined to its objective mode. 

Professor King asks if I "see any way to reconcile the languages of 
Guatama Buddha and Nagarjuna, on the one hand, with the language [I 
have] been using for the meeting ground of the religions, on the other?" I 
think that from what I have said, it is clear that I believe such a reconciliation 
exists if one does not limit the language of the perennial philosophy only to 
the pole of the object and allows it to be interpreted in a subjectivized 
manner. Moreover, the aim of the Buddha and Nagarjuna was to lead to 
spiritual practice and away from theoretical conceptualizations. What I have 
said about the common ground for the meeting of the religions of the world 
can certainly accommodate an apophatic perspective and the via negativa 
combined with emphasis upon self purification. This meeting ground would 
not have to be based upon cosmology as I have made clear above. But then 
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there is also no need for "some other way," to quote King. The full doctrine 
of the perennial philosophy embraces all traditional and orthodox religions 
including Buddhism in both its Theravada and Mahayana forms. And 
although each religion possesses its own spiritual genius, there are always 
correspondences and resemblances across religious frontiers. Therefore, 
various elements of Buddhist teachings have their correspondences in other 
traditions including madhyama-pritipad or the Middle Way between 
conceptual fixation and nihilism on the one hand, asceticism and self
indulgence on the other; although, of course, the accent given to this and 
other doctrines in Buddhism is unique to that religion as are various 
elements of other religions within the structure of the religions to which the 
elements in question belong. 

My conclusion is that the metaphysical view that I have expressed 
embraces all the traditional religions including Buddhism if the interpreta
tions I have made above are taken into consideration. I am indeed indebted 
to Professor King for having raised the questions which I have sought to 
answer above and for therefore giving me the opportunity to make the 
necessary clarifications. She concludes that my presentation of the perennial 
philosophy provides only an "Islamic understanding of the reconciliation of 
religions." Although being a Muslim, I naturally have my roots in the Islamic 
tradition which I know better than others, my exposition of the perennial 
philosophy is not personal and individualistic and has its roots in an 
anonymous wisdom to be found wherever tradition has flourished. I have 
known many Christian, Jewish, Hindu, and Confucian scholars and thinkers 
of note who have found my exposition to be applicable to their own tradition 
as well, and I have carried out many dialogues on the basis of my under
standing of the perennial philosophy with those belonging to other religious 
traditions. Among them the scholars who have accepted the traditionall)oint 
of view have been able to identify themselves with my perspectives while 
they remain firmly rooted in their own traditions. My hope is therefore that 
my exposition, in addition to being an articulation of the Islamic position, 
also possesses a universal nature based as it is on the truth which lies at the 
heart of all religions and that it can serve as a means of creating reconcilia
tion and better mutual understanding among followers of all traditions. 

S.H.N. 

Note 

1. Quoted by A.K. Coomaraswamy in his Hinduism and Buddhism (New 
York: Philosophical Library, 1943), p. 50. 
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Arvind Sharma 

REVISIONING CLASSICAL HINDUISM 
THROUGH PHILOSOPH/A PERENNIS 

I. INTRODUCTION 

This paper should be read as a response to the call issued by Professor 
Seyyed Hossein Nasr, to those in the academic study of religion, for 

taking the approach of philosophia perennis to the study of religion more 
seriously. 

Some recent movement in this direction can be detected, as has been 
noted by Professor Nasr himself, when he observes: "During the past few 
years not only have some well-known scholars adopted the traditional 
perspective as their own, but to an even greater degree, other notable 
scholars have been attracted to this school as at least one of the schools of 
religious studies to be considered seriously."1 

The swell, however, is by no means a tidal wave. Nevertheless, the fact 
that the tide is not rising more strongly in that direction must occasion some 
surprise. It is still generally true that the academic study of religion fights shy 
of studying religion through the lens of philosophia perennis, despite the 
fact that some of its leading lights, including Professor S. H. Nasr himself, 
have their feet firmly planted in both camps, and, despite the further fact, 
that another leading light, Frithjof Schuon, switched from the former to the 
latter, thereby attesting to the ease of dual citizenship in the matter. All this 
comes by way of saying that if my exercise seems odd in some respect, it 
should not. After all, if Hinduism does have a name for itself, 2 then it is 
sanatana dharma,3 well within a semantic stone's throw of the term 
philosophia perennis itself4 
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II. THREE DIMENSIONS 

As I set about reflecting on the agenda I had set for myself, it struck me that 
it might be more useful to zoom in on some aspects of classical Hinduism 
with the lens of philosophia perennis rather than approach it from a wide 
angle. Perhaps more might be gained by exploring a few issues in depth than 
by merely examining, perhaps superficially, a large number of topics. The 
"depth versus range" issue in discussing a broad theme is something the 
reader is probably not unfamiliar with. Each has its own advantages and 
disadvantages. Whether my decision is right only time will tell, or the reader! 

I have selected three dimensions of classical Hinduism for such 
exploration: (1) its Vedic basis; (2) its caste system; and (3) its reputation for 
tolerance. 

III. VEDIC REVELATION 

The position of Sailk:ara, the famous philosopher, on Vedic revelation may 
be considered paradigmatic for classical Hinduism. He spells out this 
paradigm in the following passage, which has been cited by numerous 
scholars. The passage occurs in his gloss on Brahmasiitra 1.1.2: 

Scriptural text, and the like, are not, in the enquiry into Brahman, the only 
means of knowledge, as they are in the enquiry into active duty (that is, in the 
Piirva Mimamsa), but scriptural texts on the one hand, and intuition, and the 
like, on the other hand, are to be had recourse to according to the occasion: 
firstly, because intuition is the final result of the enquiry into Brahman; 
secondly, because the object of the enquiry is an existing (accomplished) 
substance. If the object of the knowledge of Brahman were something to be 
accomplished, there would be no reference to intuition, and text, and the like, 
would be the only means ofknowledge.5 

I was reminded of this passage while reading the following statement by 
Professor N asr: 

By philosophia perennis-to which should be added the adjective universalis, 
as insisted upon so often by A. K. Coomaraswamy-is meant a knowledge 
which has always been and will always be and which is of universal character 
both in the sense of existing among peoples of different climes and epochs and 
of dealing with universal principles. This lqlowledge which is available to the 
intellect is, moreover, contained at the heart of all religions or traditions, and 
its realization and attainment is possible only through those traditions and by 
means of methods, rites, symbols, images, and other means sanctified by the 
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message from Heaven or the divine which gives birth to each tradition. 
Although theoretically it is possible for man to gain this knowledge, at least on 
a more outward level, by himself because of the nature of the intellect, that 
"supernaturally natural" faculty which is ingrained in the very substance of 
man, the norm is st,1ch that the attainment of this knowledge depends upon the 
grace and the framework which tradition alone provides. If there are 
exceptions, they are there to prove the rule and bear witness to the well-known 
dictum that "the Spirit bloweth where it listeth."6 

The striking point which emerges by comparing the two passages in 
terms of structure (rather than content) is the similarity of the problematique 
and the broad similarity in the pattern of its resolution, despite the fact that 
Professor Nasr is dealing with philosophia perennis et universalis in general 
and Sailkara only with one tradition in particular, namely, the Vedic or 
Hindu. The problem for Sailkara is-if Brahman is the universal reality, why 
must it be known through the Vedas. And if so, must it be known only 
through the Vedas? The problem for philosophia perennis et universalis is: 
if perennial philosophy is universal, why must it be approached through one 
particular tradition. And if so, why must it be known only through it? The 
two problems are akin. 

Sailkara's exact position in this respect is a subject of debate and, in fact, 
is an element in the difference between the two sub-schools to which his 
system gave rise.7 After wrestling with the issue I am inclined to reduce his 
position, as I see it, to three propositions: 

(I) that the Vedas are the "normal" but not the sole means of gaining 
access to Brahman; 
(2) that theoretically Brahman-knowledge can arise spontaneously, as 
it is, after all, an existent reality, but it is practically attained through the 
Vedas; 
(3) Vedas may be necessary but are not indispensable for Brahman
knowledge. 

It seems to me that, pari passu, all the three propositions apply to the 
case of philosophia perennis et universalis in their own way. Thus the first 
proposition connects with the statement: "[T]he norm is such that the 
attainment of this knowledge depends upon the grace and framework which 
tradition alone provides. If there are exceptions they are there to prove the 
rule."8 The second proposition connects with the lines: "Although theoreti
cally it is possible for a man to gain this knowledge, at least on a more 
outward level, by himselfbecause of the nature of the intellect ... the norm 
is that ... "9 The third proposition connects with the statement that "The 
spirit bloweth where it listeth." 10 
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It might interest the reader how Sailkara' s position on the Vedas, as the 
sole authority in matters relating to Brahman, could abide these three 
propositions, a position analogous in our view to that within philosophia 
perennis et universalis that the knowledge which had always been and 
always will be can only be reached through a tradition. In the first case the 
fact that Brahman is an existent reality creates room for direct experience; 
in the second it is like possessing a map to reach a place, although by 
ceaseless search one could stumble on the place because "it is there"; and in 
the third case, even if formal necessity of Vedic knowledge is conceded, it 
may have been acquired in a previous life. 11 

It is clear that the issue underlying both the positions is the same: How 
to justify a particular approach to something which is universal and hence 
inherently approachable. 

This seems to be the right place to introduce a psychological as opposed 
to what might be called a formal approach to the point. It turns on the 
question of fundamentalism. It is relevant here because fundamentalism 
within a tradition relates to the issue of the role of scripture in that tradition 
(the issue addressed by Sailkara), while fundamentalism in relation to other 
religious traditions relates to the exclusive claims made by a single tradition 
in the matter of salvation (an issue addressed by Professor Nasr). Such a 
double understanding of fundamentalism is extremely helpful in the present 
context, as it enables the analogous issues to be addressed simultaneously. 

I would now like to address this common point involved in the 
psychology of fundamentalism which underlies both these manifestations. 
It hinges on the distinction between holding views and clinging to views. 
This distinction is implicit in much of the discussion on these points in the 
context of Hinduism and the philosophia perennis, and is perhaps best 
illustrated by referring to the situation in which the more tense one gets, the 
more tightly one holds on to a thing, as happens in crossing a crevasse while 
hanging from a rope. Indeed, it is not impossible to imagine that someone 
might become so paranoid, as a result of this experience, as to be unwilling 
to let go of the rope even after one has successfully crossed over the 
crevasse! 

The subtle difference between holding on to a rope firmly, without 
clinging to it, is what one seeks in this example. One's tradition, and the 
scripture within one's tradition, constitute the rope, by the utilization of 
which we hope to cross over to the other side, but in either case we must not 
overlook the relative nature of both, while all the time being on our guard 
against succumbing to a facile relativism. , 

Much depends on understanding the word "relative" correctly here. It is 
relative in the sense of "being related to us." While in relation to others it is 
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absolutely relative, the situation in relation to us is relatively absolute. It is 
this metaphysical subtlety which is psychologically reflected in the 
distinction between clinging and holding. 

Professor Nasr has often warned us against conflating traditionalism and 
fundamentalism in the context ofislam. 12 It is clear from what has been said 
that the core issue involved in this distinction is capable ofbeing extended 
to the relationship ofthe Vedas to Hinduism and of individual traditions to 
the "universal religion" of philosophia perennis. 

IV. THE CASTE SYSTEM 

One of the cardinal tenets ofphilosophia perennis is that the "Principle gives 
rise to a universe which is hierarchical."13 And Hinduism is notoriously so. 
In fact, philosophia perennis has itself not escaped the charge of elitism in 
our equalitarian times 14 and Hinduism is perpetually trying to escape it. 

This hierarchical principle operates at several levels-that of reality, of 
approaches to reality, and among the followers of a religion. In this context 
the application of the lens of philosophia perennis to Hinduism produces a 
remarkable result. It leads one to focus on a neglected account of the so
called caste system as found in the Upani~ads. 

Hitherto the account found in the ~g-Veda has held the foreground. It 
runs as follows: 

When they divided the Man, 
into how many parts did they divide him? 

What was his mouth, what was his arms, 
what were his thighs and his feet? 

The brahman was his mouth, 
of his a~s was made the warrior, 

his thighs became the vaisya [peasant] 
of his feet the siidra [serf] was born. 

The moon arose from his mind, 
from his eye was born the sun, 

from his mouth Indra and Agni, 
from his breath the wind was born. 

From his navel came the air, 
from his head there came the sky, 

from his feet the earth, the four quarters from his ear, 
thus they fashioned the worlds. 
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With Sacrifice the gods sacrificed to Sacrifice
these were the first of the sacred laws. 

These mighty beings reached the sky, 
where are the eternal spirits, the gods. 15 

One needs to focus on the second of the five verses cited above. As A. 
L. Basham explains: 

Among the entities produced from the gigantic victim were the four estates of 
the Hindu social order. This is the first appearance of the four, brought together 
in a single system. Since the four classes are numbered with cattle, horses, and 
sheep as products of the body of the giant, it is clear that they are already 
thought of as separate, and no amount of special pleading by a few scholars can 
controvert the obvious fact that they are ranged in hierarchical order. From the 
head of Puru~a came the brahmar:t, the intermediary of the gods and humans, 
and thanks to his knowledge of sacrificial ritual, he keeps the world going. 
From the arms came the riijanya, later called the lcyatriya, the warrior and ruler; 
the trunk of the victim yielded the vai8ya, the peasant and craftsman; while 
from the feet, the humblest and lowest of the limbs, was made the Siidra, the 
non-Aryan serf who had gradually drawn closer to his masters and more and 
more accepted their mythology and ritual, until he achieved a position, albeit 
a very subordinate one, in the Aryan social order. 16 

This picture of the caste system-as a socially iniquitous, exploitative, 
rigidly hierarchical incubus-has been painted in such a deep dye that it has 
virtually become definitive to the point of being almost definitionally 
associated with it. 

If, however, one factors the philosophia perennis concept of hierarchy 
into the equation, the contours change. What I mean by the philosophia 
perennis concept of hierarchy here is the one found in the following passage 
by Nasr: 

In the same way that the rejection of the reality of hierarchy in its metaphysical 
sense by so many modem scholars has affected their worldview and methodol
ogy in every field and domain, the acceptance of this principle constitutes an 
essential feature of the traditionalist school in its study of religion in its 
different aspects. Religion itself is hierarchically constituted and is not 
exhausted by its external and formal reality. Just as the phenomenal world 
necessitates the noumenal-the very word phenomenon implying a reality of 
which the phenomenon is the phenomenon-the formal aspect of religion 
necessitates the essential and the supra-formal. Religion possesses at once an 
external, outward or exoteric dimension concerned with the external and formal 
aspect of human life, but, because it is religion, it is in itself sufficient to enable 
man who follows its tenets and has faith in its truths to lead a fully human life 
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and to gain salvation. But religion also possesses an inner or esoteric 
dimension concerned with the formless and the essential with means to enable 
man to reach the Supernal Essence here and now. Moreover, within the context 
of this most general division, there are further levels within both the exoteric 
and the esoteric, so that altogether there exists within every integral religion a 
hierarchy of levels ·from the most outward to the most inward which is the 
Supreme Center. 17 

The existing version of the caste system clearly constitutes a social, 
external, and formal reality. In the Brhdiiraf}yaka Upani$ad, however, one 
encounters this largely overlooked but equally ancient account of the caste 
system which is archetypal rather than external in nature. It is also worth 
noting how, in the end, the earthly van}lls are described as replications of the 
divine ones. 

11. Verily, in the beginning this (world) was Brahman, one only. That, 
being one, did not flourish. He created further an excellent form, the K~atra 
power, even those who are K~atras (rulers) among the gods, lndra, Varuf!a, 
Soma (Moon), Rudra, Paijanya, Yama, Mrt)'u (Death), Isana. Therefore there 
is nothing higher than K~atra. Therefore at the Rajasiiya sacrifice the 
Brahmat:ta sits below the K~atriya. On K~atrahood alone does he confer this 
honour. But the Brahmana is nevertheless the source of the Ksatra. Therefore, 
even if the king attains s~premacy at the end of it, he resorts to the Brahmat:ta 
as his source. Therefore he who injures the Brahm~ strikes at his own source. 
He becomes more evil as he injures one who is superior. 

12. Yet he did not flourish. He created the vis (the commonality), these 
classes of gods who are designated in groups, the Vasus, Rudras, Adityas, 
Visvedevas and Maruts. 

.,.. 

13. He did not still flourish. He created the Siidra order, as Pii~n. Verily, 
this (earth) is Pii~an (the nourisher), for she nourishes everything that is. 

14. Yet he did not flourish. He created further an excellent form of justice. 
This is the power of the K~triya class, viz. Justice. Therefore there is nothing 
higher than justice. So a weak man hopes (to defeat) a strong man by means of 
justice as one does through a king. Verily, that which is justice is truth. 
Therefore they say of a man who speaks justice that he speaks the truth. Verily, 
both these are the same. 

15. So these (four orders were created). The Brahmat:J.a, the K~atriya, the 
Vaisya and the Siidra. Among the gods that Brahma existed as Fire, among 
men as BrahmaQ.a, as a K~triya by means ofthe (divine) K~triya, as a Vaisya 
by means of the (divine) Vaisya, as a Siidra by means of the (divine) Siidra. 
Therefore people desire a place among the gods through fire only, and among 
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men as the BrahmaJ.Ia, for by these two forms (pre-eminently) Brahma existed. 
If anyone, however, departs from this world without seeing (knowing) his own 
world, it being unknown, does not protect him as the Vedas unrecited or as a 
deed not done do not (protect him). Even if one performs a great and holy 
work, but without knowing this, that work of his is exhausted in the end. One 
should meditate only on the Self as his (true) world. The work of him who 
meditates on the Self alone as his world is not exhausted, for out of that very 
Self he creates whatsoever he desires. 18 

Three aspects of this account invite attention. ( 1) In this account the 
varf}as at the human level are reflections of divine prototypes. This points 
to the pervasiveness of the hierarchical principle. (2) The complementarity 
of the various variJLlS is continually emphasized. Hence exclusiveness should 
not be considered a logical corollary of the varf}a system. (3) The concept 
of dharma herein clearly corresponds to the principle of justice. Hence 
injustice should not be regarded as a logical corollary of the varf}a system. 

Now two points deserve special consideration here from the point of 
view of our present discussion. The first is that the metaphysical context
ualization ofhierarchy has enabled one to retrieve a neglected version of the 
caste system, which offers a very different vision of it than one customarily 
sees. But the second point is perhaps even more significant. I think we need 
to distinguish between two concepts ofhierarchies. For want ofbetter terms 
let one be called a step hierarchy and the other a circular hierarchy. Then 
the scheme of the four varf}as could be presented in the following two 
versions: 

STEP HIERARCHY 

Brahmaf}a 

K~atriya 

Vai.s);a 

Siidra 

CIRCULAR HIERARCHY 

Siidra 

Vaisya 

~ -\QJ 
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It is obvious, I think, that circular hierarchy is less "hierarchical" (in the 
obnoxious sense) from step hierarchy. The sapiental tradition, ever pressing 
towards the core-reality, it seems to me, would favor a circular vision of 
hierarchy. 

The foregoing discussion raises a fascinating question in the context of 
classical Hinduism which can only be mentioned here, and must be pursued 
elsewhere. The Upani~ds are widely credited with having reoriented Hindu 
thought sapientally. Were they also trying to reorient society sapientally? 
This is another point which seems to deserve special consideration if 
Hinduism's caste system is revisioned in the light of philosophia perennis. 

V. HINDU TOLERANCE 

I would like to begin the discussion under this heading by claiming that 
Hinduism is a missionary religion. This very claim is likely to raise a few 
eyebrows, for the scholarly consensus seems to be that classical Hinduism 
is a non-missionary religion. This is not the place to contest this point but to 
point out how, if this proposition is accepted, we face a problem in dealing 
with such an influential text of classical Hinduism as the Manusmrti and 
how a philosophia perennis approach to Hinduism may help solve that 
problem. 

The following verse of the Manusmrti, a verse regularly cited in India 
and consistently overlooked in the West, poses a serious challenge to the 
claim that Hinduism is a non-missionary religion: 

All humans on earth should learn their own individual practices from a priest 
from that country. 19 

This verse in fact poses two problems: a superficial one and a deep one. 
The superficial problem is posed by the fact that the Brahmal).as are called 
upon to be the instructors ofthe whole human race, to becomejagadgurus. 
This may be dismissed as another piece of chauvinistic conceit here to keep 
the essay within bounds. The deeper problem the verse poses is this: how is 
one to take the expression "their own individual practices" (svaf!Z svaf!Z 
caritram): is the referent of the norm here the Brahmin's conduct or the 
(normative) conduct of the people themselves? The double use of svaf!Z, it 
seems to me, slides the meaning in the second direction. Thus the 
Brahmal).as are to instruct the people in their own respective norms. This 
sounds odd to say the least, but this oddness vanishes if one considers the 
philosophia perennis concept of orthodoxy. It is found in a passage from 
Nasr which coincidentally may also help distinguish between the approaches 
of modem and classical Hinduism on this point: 
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The approach of the philosophia perennis to the study of religion, as 
understood in this essay, is none other than the traditional approach as the term 
traditions has been understood and explained by masters and expositors of the 
teachings of what one can call the traditional school, that is, such men as R. 
Guenon, A. K. Coomaraswamy, M. Pallis, T. Burckhart, M. Lings, Lord 
Northboume, L. Schaya, W. N. Perry, H. Smith and especially F. Schuon. The 
point of view of this school should not be identified with either that sentimen
talism that sees all religions as being the same or that neo-Vedantism which 
spread in America after the Second World War and which, despite the passing 
interest of some of its leading figures in the philosophia perennis and tradition, 
should not be confused with the traditional perspective. If there is one principle 
which all the traditional authors in question repeat incessantly, it is orthodoxy 
which they, however, do not limit to the exoteric level but also apply to the 
esoteric. They are orthodox and the great champions of universal orthodoxy. 
This point alone should clarify their radical difference from the neo-Vedantists 
and similar groups with whom they are often identified by opponents who have 
taken little care to examine in depth what the traditionalists have been saying. 20 

The passage from the Manusmrti seems to be championing the cause of 
universal orthodoxy, which truly undergirds Hindu tolerance as manifested 
in classical Hinduism. It will be clear to the reader by now that if we are to 
make sense of the Hindu reality we need to distinguish between missionary 
activity and proselytizing activity and then, on the basis of this distinction, 
turn to Hinduism and describe it as a missionary but a non-proselytizing 
religion. 

In broader terms, this distinction is a particular expression of a more 
general principle, which allows one to combine commitment to one's own 
faith with respect for the faiths of others. This general principle, at its most 
general and hence metaphysical level, finds its clearest articulation, it seems 
to me, in the formulation of the concept of the "relatively absolute" (as 
distinguished from the Absolute) by F. Schuon, to which Professor Nasr has 
drawn repeated attention.21 I think the point is crucial, for it is the intuitive 
grasp of this principle in Hinduism which allows it the double confidence in 
the efficacy of Hinduism for the Hindus, and the efficacy of their own 
religions to the followers of other religions. And this despite the fact that 
Hinduism itself, like philosophia perennis, is capable of claiming that it is 
the primordial tradition22 (and not just an expression of the primordial 
tradition), and despite the fact that its sense of primordiality resonates with 
the youngest of the major religions-namely Islam. As Professor Nasr has 
noted: 

There was, in fact, in Islam a presentiment of the primordial character of 
Hinduism which moved many Muslim authors to identify Brahman with 
Abraham. This connection may seem strange linguistically but it contains a 
deep metaphysical significance. Abraham is, for Islam, the original patriarch 
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identified with the primordial religion (at-din al-~anif) which Islam came to 
reassert and reaffirm. The connection of the name of the barahimah (namely 
Hindus) with Abraham was precisely an assertion of the primordial nature of 
the Hindu tradition in the Muslim mind.23 

That Hinduism should claim to be the primordial tradition contradicts 
the similar claim of philosophia perennis and yet this contradiction is 
resolved by the paradox of its parallel claim to being the primordial tradition 
and yet tolerant at the same time. This is apparent from the teachings, on this 
point, of the celebrated exponent of traditional Hinduism in this century, Sri 
Candra5ekharendra Sarasvati of Kafici: 

A religion can be preserved only if those who profess it follow its tenets and 
practices. The basic, universal religion which still flourishes in India declined 
and disappeared elsewhere. When people in those places did not practice its 
teachings, new religions came into existence in all those places to fill up the 
vacuum due to the efforts of great spiritual leaders like Jesus, Muhammad, and 
others. The Vedic religion, the Acaiya says, has survived in India as a result 
of the practice of bhakti and dhyana-that is, devotion and meditation-which 
leads to the purification of the mind. Since the basic teachings of all religions 
are the same, there is no antagonism between one religion and another. The 
Acarya declares that there is no danger to one religion from another. He says: 
"If your religion is in danger, it is not because of other religions. On the 
contrary, it is due to the lack of religious practices on our side. One gets 
disease when one is weak. Our weakness is the cause of disease."24 

Such a position is also strengthened by the acceptance of the "relatively 
absolute." It is high time that our talismanic invocation of this concept made 
way for its explication. 

The concept has been beautifully explained by Professor Nasr through 
the metaphor of the sun. He writes: 

Within our solar system our sun is the sun, while seen in the perspective of 
galactic space, it is one among many suns. The awareness of other suns made 
possible by means as abnormal to the natural and normal human state as the 
"existential" awareness of several religious universes, does not make our own 
sun cease to be our sun, the center of our solar system, the giver of life to our 
world and the direct symbol of the Divine Intellect for us who are revivified by 
its heat and illuminated by its light. 

In the same way, within each religious universe there is the logos, prophet, 
sacred book, avatara or some other direct manifestation of the Divinity or 
messenger of His Word and a particular message which, along with its "human 
container," whether that be the Arabic language of the Quran or the body of 
Christ, are "absolute" for the religious universe brought into being by the 
revelation in question. Yet only the Absolute is absolute. These manifestations 
are "relatively absolute." Within each religious universe the laws revealed, the 
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symbols sanctified, the doctrines hallowed by traditional authorities, the grace 
which vivifies the religion in question are absolute within the religious world 
for which they were meant without being absolute as such. 25 

Elsewhere, he uses the solar analogy to throw even more light on the 
question, when he explains that when the Absolute manifests itself in "a 
particular religious universe .... It is the sun in the planetary system which 
comprises its religious universe. And yet each sun is in reality a star in a vast 
firmament in which there are also other stars, which, while being stars in the 
firmament, do not cease to be suns in their own planetary system. "26 

The same point is made by resorting to a maternal metaphor in 
Hinduism. Mahatma Gandhi once posed the following question to a 
parliament of religions, which met in Calcutta in 1937: "Are all religions 
equal, as we hold, or is any particular religion in sole possession of truth and 
the rest either untrue or a mixture of truth and error as many believe?" Sir 
Francis Younghusband is reported to have responded as follows: 

To Mahatma Gandhi's question I would add another question: Are all mothers 
equally good? All mothers are not equally good, but each would think his own 
mother as the best in the world. Similarly, each one would regard his own 
religion as the best in the world.27 

A Gandhian present at the conference, Kakasaheb Kalelkar invited Sir 
Francis to realize the full implication ofhis simile, and said: 

"Indeed every one of us regards his own mother as the best, but does he, 
therefore, expect or ask others to give up their own mothers and adopt his 
own?" In other words, just as one's mother is best for oneself, so is every one's 
religion the best, each for himself; just as one's own country is best for oneself, 
every one's religion is best, each for himself. The equality of all religions lies 
in each being adequate or best for its respective adherents.28 

Krister Stendahl has used a similar simile in the context of scriptures. He 
said during the course of a lecture delivered at the Center for the Study of 
World Religions at Harvard University on February 27, 1992: 

These are our texts. Out of our perspectives we interpret them. When a child 
is bom-I guess women can talk better about this-but I would guess that the 
child's, the baby's, world does not consist of much more than itself and the 
mother's breast. That's the whole world and one of the things that happens as 
we grow up is that it dawns upon us th~t other children have sucked other 
breasts. The process of sorting out such facts is called maturation. That's what 
maturation is. 29 

Although the principle of religious tolerance within Hinduism has been 
elaborated above with the help of examples drawn from modern Hinduism, 
the position is not very different in the context of classical Hinduism. There 
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is, first, the general point that it holds good for Indian philosophy in general. 
William Gerber has formulated the "most persistent currents of Indian 
philosophy"30 in eighteen theses. Thesis no. 17 reads as follows: 

(a) The religion ofevery people and every locality reflects a core of universal 
religion. (b) Specific religions should therefore not be dogmatic.31 

As proof he cites the following line of the famous Sanskrit poet and 
dramatist, Kalidasa, (usually assigned to the fifth century) regarding the so
called Hindu Trinity of Brahma, Vi~1_1u, and Siva: 

Of Brahma, Vishnu, Shiv a 
each may be 

First, second, third amid the 
blessed Three. 32 

Sailkara casts the net even wider, when he quotes the following line 
from the Manusmrti in his commentary on the Aitareya Upani~ad: 

Some speak of it as Agni, some as Manu, Prajapati, some as lndra, others as 
Prar:m, yet others as the eternal Brahman. 33 

It could be argued that such tolerance is intrareligious rather than 
interreligious in nature. That is to say, it is confined to within Hinduism. 
However, not just modern but classical Hinduism also felt it "necessary to 
extend the logic which holds good between one sect and another within 
Hinduism to the relation between one religion and another. "34 It is in this 
spirit that the following statement of the famous text, the Bhagavata, is to be 
understood: 

Just as one substance with many qualities becomes manifold through the 
apprehension of the senses working in different ways, even so the one Supreme 
is conceived in different ways through different scriptural traditions. 35 

And indeed was so understood. 

VI. CONCLUSION 

These are some of the ways in which, given the isomorphic nature of 
classical Hinduism and philosophia perennis et universalis, the latter may 
serve to elucidate the former. 36 

MCGILL UNIVERSITY 
NOVEMBER 1998 

ARVIND SHARMA 
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REPLY TO ARVIND SHARMA 

The essay of Professor Arvind Sharma, at once a scholar of comparative 
religion and of Hinduism, is itself an important contribution to the field 

of application of the principles ofthe perennial philosophy to the formal and 
academic study of religion. Sharma's approach is in itself an indication of 
greater interest now being shown by scholars of comparative religion and 
religious diversity in the perennial philosophy and tradition whose cause I 
have always championed. While confirming that "some recent movement in 
this direction [i.e. the perennial philosophy] can be detected," Sharma asserts 
that this trend "is by no means a tidal wave." I agree with him and would not 
expect it to be otherwise since the study of religions across religious 
boundaries possesses a strong theological and philosophical dimension. 
Moreover, with the prevalent philosophical scene in America dominated 
mostly by one form or another of logical and linguistic analysis, the 
appropriate philosophical climate does not exist for greater appreciation of 
the pertinence of the perennial philosophy to the study of religions and 
therefore one could not expect anything based on the perennial philosophy 
to become a tidal wave. This having been said, I believe that the trend 
mentioned by Sharma is bound to continue and to become strengthened in 
the future. The very success of Sharma's treatment in this essay is in itself 
proof of the significance of the perennial philosophy for the study of 
religion. 

As for having dual citizenship in both camps, that is, the academic study 
of religion and the perennial philosophy, while this may be true in my case, 
it is not true in the case of Schuon as Sharma claims. From the beginning 
Schuon based his study of religion on tradition and the perennial philosophy 
and had little interest in the academic treatment of the subject in either 
Europe or America except in individual cases where the academic study 
revealed in an authentic manner aspects of a particular tradition without 
modern philosophical or ideological distortions. 

In applying the perspective of the perennial philosophy to Hinduism, 
Sharma has decided to concentrate on only a few issues, choosing depth over 
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range. I think that in a short essay this certainly was a wise decision, but it 
is necessary to add that outside of the three dimensions of Hinduism chosen 
by Sharma, there are many other realities within Hinduism including 
cosmology, the laws of the flow of time, eschatology, religious symbolism, 
traditional psychology, or, as A.K. Coomaraswamy called it, pneumatology, 
and pure metaphysics itself which could be elucidated and clarified in an 
unparalleled manner with the help of the light of the perennial philosophy, 
in a manner at once authentic and profound which one could not achieve 
otherwise. Already the considerable works of the masters of traditional 
doctrines, R. Guenon, A. K. Coomaraswamy, and F. Schuon, as well as the 
writings of more academically inclined scholars inspired in one way or 
another by them, such as H. Zimmer, M. Eliade, A. Danielou, S. Kramrich, 
and within the Hindu world itself A. K. Saran, have provided a considerable 
body of literature which explains Hinduism in the light of tradition and the 
perennial philosophy. The essay of Sharma not only confirms these earlier 
studies but also points out the extensive field that remains to be investigated 
in such a manner so as to bring out the deepest meaning of various facets of 
Hinduism in a way that would be comprehensible to the Western academic 
world. And at the same time, and most importantly, the investigation should 
be acceptable to the living traditional authorities within Hinduism as 
authentic representations. 

In speaking of the Vedic revelation, Sharma quotes from Sankara's 
Brahmasiitra and compares this quotation with one by me dealing with the 
philosophia perennis in its relation to particular traditions at whose heart lies 
the knowledge identified as the perennial philosophy by traditionalist 
thinkers such as I. After pointing to the striking similarity between the two 
passages, Sharma adds that this similarity exists, "despite the fact that 
Professor Nasr is dealing with philosophia perennis et universalis in general 
and Sankara only with one tradition in particular, namely, the Vedic or 
Hindu." The reason for this similarity is that although Satikara was dealing 
with only one tradition, he was dealing with the dimension of the perennial 
philosophy within that tradition, even though he did not use such a term. He 
was dealing with principles which he did not apply to more than one 
tradition, but he could have done so if necessary as one finds in the case of 
Suhrawardi within the Islamic tradition. Suhrawardi spoke of both sapiental 
principles, which he did in fact associate specifically with the perennial 
philosophy (al-J:Ukmat al-kMlidahljiiwidan khirad), and the application of the 
principles of that philosophy to more than one tradition. The application, 
however, belongs to the domain of contingency. What is essential is the set 
of principles. That is why whether one applies the principles to only one 
tradition as is the case with Satikara or to several as one sees in Suhrawardi, 
the problematique, to use Sharma's term, and its resolution present stark 
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similarities when one compares the minds of traditional masters of wisdom 
with those of the contemporary exponents of tradition and the perennial 
philosophy. 

In discussing Sailkara Professor Sharma turns to the role of scripture 
within tradition and uses the term "fundamentalism" in this context. While 
I understand why he uses this term, seeing that it was originally associated 
with Protestants who hold fast to the literal interpretation of the Bible, I am 
much more careful in the usage of this term which has gained many 
unfortunate connotations during the past few decades. But even if one were 
to put those associations aside and go back to the earlier meaning of the 
term, I would not associate the term "fundamentalism" with figures such as 
Sailkara who provide an esoteric and not only literal and exoteric commen
tary upon sacred scripture to which they are of course as firmly devoted as 
the literalists. This point might be considered as nothing more than 
semantics, but in the present situation in which so much confusion is being 
caused by the usage of such terms as "Hindu fundamentalism" and "Islamic 
fundamentalism" I prefer a more nuanced usage of this oft maligned term. 

I concur with Sharma when he seeks to distinguish between holding and 
clinging and in trying to understand what we mean exactly by "relative" and 
"relativisim" when we study religion across boundaries of various religious 
universes. He comes back to the central significance of the concept of 
"relatively absolute" which I have used often but which owes its origin to the 
writings ofF. Schuon. I also agree fully with Sharma in his understanding 
of the distinction made by me between traditionalism and fundamentalism 
and how this distinction can be applied mutatis mutandis to Hinduism. I 
want to make clear, however, that the usage of "universal religion" in 
relation to the perennial philosophy must be considered very carefully. The 
philosophia perennis, or even what Schuon called the religio perennis, is not 
a religion alongside other religions except that it is of an esoteric character. 
Rather, it is an eternal and universal truth which lies at the heart and is 
identified with the inner dimensions of the orthodox and traditional religions 
which have governed the life of humanity over the ages. There is no 
possibility of access to what Sharma calls "universal religion" identified with 
the perennial philosophy save through attachment to and following of one 
of the orthodox traditions. If there are any exceptions they are there to prove 
the rule. I have written about this crucial question often but need to repeat 
it here precisely because it can give rise to the most dangerous kinds of 
misunderstanding. 

The resuscitation of hierarchy, the comprehension of its profound 
significance for the understanding of the nature of reality and its rekindling 
awareness of manifestations in so many domains of the traditional universe 
are among the basic goals of the perennial philosophy, although hierarchy 
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is not present in a cosmological sense in all traditions, there being some 
exceptions as one sees in Theravada Buddhism to which I have alluded in 
my response to Sallie King's essay in this volume. One of the most 
misunderstood and maligned aspects of traditional societies, especially that 
of Hinduism, is the. stratification of society according to metaphysical 
principles which is identified with the varf}a or caste system in India. 
Professor Sharma's treatment of this subject in light of the perennial 
philosophy reveals how the understanding of the metaphysical principles in 
question, as expounded by the perennial philosophy, can cast new light on 
the subject and remove the cloud of misunderstanding that has covered the 
treatment of the caste system by Western scholars since the nineteenth 
century. We have in mind here the miscomprehension of the principles 
involved and not the understandable criticism of certain social imperfections 
and injustices that are themselves, according to Hindu doctrine, the 
consequences of the confusion between castes, which means basic human 
types, and their social function at this juncture of the Dark Age or Kali 
Yuga. Sharma's application of the teachings of the perennial philosophy 
concerning hierarchy to the varf}a system by considering two types of 
hierarchy, one a step hierarchy and the other a circular hierarchy is 
particularly ingenious and I concur fully with it. 

Turning to the questions of Hindu tolerance, Sharma distinguishes 
between missionary activity and proselytizing activity and calls Hinduism 
a missionary religion but not a proselytizing one. If one accepts this dis
tinction, then one can say, on the basis of the evidence provided by Sharma, 
especially the quotation from the Manusmrti, that missionary activity means 
not propagating necessarily one's own religion, but propagating universal 
orthodoxy, or religious truth as such. Needless to say, this perspective is also 
that ofthe traditional expositors of the perennial philosophy. Like m~, they 
do not proselytize a particular religion but have as their mission the defense 
and propagation of tradition and orthodoxy in whatever form it might be 
found, although they never refer to themselves as missionary. The reason for 
such as refusal is obvious considering the field of meaning associated with 
the term "missionary." But putting semantics aside, there is no doubt that the 
propagation ofuniversal orthodoxy in traditional Hinduism, as expounded 
by Sharma, is in conformity with the perspective of the perennial philosophy. 
But it must be added that such is not the case with neo-Vedantic modernism 
which at the end of the nineteenth century began to adopt methods of 
Christian missionaries to propagate a modernistic version of Hinduism, de
emphasizing the caste system and many other aspects of traditional Hin
duism which were not in accord with the fashions of the day and modernism 
and might be criticized by the Western converts who were being sought by 
the neo-Vedantic organizations in question. 
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Finally, I concur fully with Sharma concerning the application of 
universality within Hinduism to other religions, or going from the 
intrareligious to the interreligious. In other times there did not exist the same 
necessity as one faces today to confront directly the reality of other religions, 
although there were exceptions including the meeting of Hinduism and Islam 
in India. But today in Hinduism as in Islam, or Christianity or any other 
living religion, there is the necessity to apply existing principles within the 
tradition to the present situation where the reality of other religions must be 
faced fully and honestly. One might say that to the quotation given by 
Sharma from Sailkara' s commentary upon Aitareya Upani~ad about the 
name of the Ultimate Principle being sometimes Agni, sometimes Manu, 
sometimes Prajapati or eternal Brahman, one must now also add the Names 
by which the Divine is known in other religions such as "I Am that I Am," 
Yhwh, Deus, Allah, Tao, Tai Ch'i, or even Sunyataand Dharmakiiya. 

Professor Sharma's essay is an important contribution to the study of a 
particular religion in light of the universal principles of the perennial 
philosophy. His treatment of the subjects chosen within Hinduism, in which 
he is both an authority and a believer, reveals in every case how pertinent the 
teachings of the perennial philosophy can be for the deeper understanding 
ofthe subject at hand. But most of all it is in his treatment ofthe question of 
religious tolerance and the acceptance of religious pluralism that he reveals 
the unique contribution that traditional doctrines can make to the understand
ing of religions other than one's own in such a way as to remain faithful to 
the subject at hand, to guard orthodoxy as well as universality, and to be able 
to study religion in depth and with intellectual rigour without destroying the 
religious nature of what one has set out to study. 

S.H.N. 
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Shu-hsien Liu 

REFLECTIONS ON TRADITION AND 
MODERNITY: A RESPONSE TO 

SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR FROM A 
NEO-CONFUCIAN PERSPECTIVE 

First I must confess my lack of knowledge of the Muslim tradition as well 
as of Dr. Nasr's works. My response to him is based on my limited 

understanding of his ideas set forth in his Gifford Lectures1 and a collection 
of essays on the world's religious traditions in honor of Wilfrid Cantwell 
Smith edited by my friend Frank Whaling which included Nasr's article on 
"The Philosophia Perennis and the Study of Religion" and other useful 
materials. 2 However, as there are many significant similarities and differ
ences among the great religious traditions in the world, I feel that I can 
understand the messages he takes pains to spread and am ready to raise 
questions about his thoughts. And I would like to be as frank as possible. I 
shall first discuss problems concerning tradition and then raise questions 
concerning issues of modernity and modernization. 

REFLECTIONS ON TRADITION 

When I first went through Dr. Nasr's Gifford Lectures I could not but be 
struck by his profound understanding of the sacred character and the 
sapiental dimension of knowledge which according to him has been realized 
in the world's religious traditions East and West since ancient times. This is 
rare among our contemporaries, even though he freely admitted that he has 
been indebted to scholars such as Guenon, Coomaraswamy, and especially 
Schuon. Nasr also reminds me of the erudition and the passion for spiritual 
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ideals that my teacher, the late professor Thome H. Fang, who made pene
trating critiques of modem civilization and urged us to revive the wisdom of 
Confucius, Plato, and the Upani~ads, formed about the ancient era, even 
though Fang did not belong to any religious tradition. He would have 
heartily endorsed Nasr's observation in the opening passage of Knowledge 
and the Sacred that "In the beginning Reality was at once being, knowledge, 
and bliss,"3 and it was only at a later stage that 

Knowledge has become separated from being and the bliss or ecstasy which 
characterizes the union of knowledge and being. Knowledge has become nearly 
completely externalized and desacralized, especially among those segments of 
the human race which have become transformed by the process of moderniza
tion, and that bliss which is the fruit of union with the One and an aspect of the 
perfume of the sacred has become well-nigh unattainable and beyond the grasp 
of the vast majority of those who walk upon the earth.4 

In these statements Nasr has provided us the guiding principles he has 
followed to work out a comprehensive picture of the process of the fall of 
man in the modem West up to the present time. He sees a chance to reverse 
the trend by following the lead of the East where somehow the ancient 
traditions are still kept intact and not totally destroyed by the onslaught of 
modem civilization. For our purposes there is certainly no need to go into all 
the details of how Nasr has tried to substantiate his claims; it will suffice to 
spell out some of his presuppositions, to paint a broad picture of how he sees 
the development of human civilization, then to raise questions and criticisms 
about his thought. 

First, Dr. Nasr defines tradition in a rather narrow way. For him, the 
rediscovery of the very heart and essence of tradition is constituted by the 
reassertion of the Truth, and the "formulation of the traditional point of view 
was a response of the Sacred, which is both the alpha and the omega of 
human existence, to the elegy of doom of modem man lost in a world 
depleted of the sacred and therefore, ofmeaning."5 In other words, only the 
so-called Pontifical man is seen as the traditional man who "lives in a world 
which has both an Origin and a Center."6 In contrast, Promethean man is a 
creature of this world who has rebelled against Heaven. "Such a man 
envisages life as a big marketplace in which he is free to roam around and 
choose objects at will. Having lost the sense of the sacred, he is drowned in 
transience and impermanence and becomes a slave of his own lower nature, 
surrender to which he considers to be freedom."7 Under such an interpreta
tion Promethean man can only be seen as the "anti-tradition" man. But such 
a dualistic structure appears to be much too simple to handle the complexity 
of various traditions in the world. As a matter of fact most of us would use 
the term tradition in a rather loose sense; for example, in philosophy I do not 
see why there cannot be a skeptical, humanistic tradition starting from 
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Protagoras, Gorgias, through the Middle Academy to Pyrrho, Aenesidemus, 
Sextus Empiricus, and if you will, one can go on to enlist Montaigne, Bayle, 
and Hume among others. As new traditions keep emerging, I do not see why 
we cannot talk about the traditions of Continental Rationalism, British 
Empiricism, German Idealism, and so on, even though we cannot find 
precedents in the past. Anyhow, Nasr has used the term "tradition" in a very 
restricted and specific sense, as he says, 

Tradition as used in its technical sense in this work as in all our other writings, 
means truths or principles of a divine origin revealed or unveiled to mankind 
and, in fact, a whole cosmic sector through various figures envisaged as 
messengers, prophets, avataras, the Logos or other transmitting agencies, along 
with all the ramifications and applications of these principles in different 
realms including law and social structure, art, symbolism, the sciences, and 
embracing of course Supreme Knowledge along with the means for its 
attainment. 8 

Thus for him, tradition is closely related to religion, but is more than just 
religion. 

Second, Dr. Nasr believes strongly that even though terms used in 
different religions are different, they point to something similar, as he says, 

There are such fundamental terms as the Hindu and Buddhist dharma, the 
Islamic al-din, the Taoist Tao, and the like which are inextricably related to the 
meaning of the term tradition, but not identical with it, although of course the 
worlds or civilizations created by Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, Judaism, 
Christianity, Islam, or for that matter any other authentic religion, is [sic] a 
traditional world. Each of these religions is also the heart or origin of the 
tradition which extends the principles of the religion to different domajns.9 

And he also believes that tradition is "a living presence which leaves its 
imprint but is not reducible to that imprint." 10 It appears that Nasr has not 
shown any hesitation to recognize that the sapiental dimension has been 
present in all the authentic religions in the world. I do appreciate his open 
attitude and also his insistence on the realization of the close ties between 
knowledge and the sacred. However, the kind of knowledge he refers to is 
very different from what we understand as knowledge today. Indeed I find 
that he has used many terms in a way quite different from our common usage 
of these terms. For example, he says, "Intelligence, which is the instrument 
of knowledge within man, is endowed with the possibility of knowing the 
Absolute. It is like a ray which emanates from and returns to the Absolute 
and its miraculous functioning is itself the best proof of that Reality which 
is at once absolute and infinite." 11 The term "intelligence" as understood by 
most of us today would certainly have nothing to do with "the possibility of 
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knowing the Absolute." Intelligence means merely a kind of mental ability 
some believe can be measured by I.Q. tests. Dewey takes it to be a problem
solving ability which can be employed to balance impulse on the one hand 
and routine on the other hand. 12 We would have to admit that empirical 
knowledge and the sapiental dimension of knowledge are on two different 
levels. Emanation was the favorite metaphor used by Plotinus who 
presupposed the existence of the Absolute or Reality which is absolute and 
infinite. In the desacralized world today, however, there cannot be such a 
presupposition, hence the proof actually proves nothing as it is a perfect 
example of circular reasoning. Nasr has repeatedly used the term "proof' in 
such a loose sense in his writings, as he says: 

Consciousness is itself proof of the primacy of the Spirit or Divine Conscious
ness of which human consciousness is a reflection and echo. . . . Human 
consciousness or subjectivity which makes knowledge possible is itself proof 
that Spirit is the Substance compared to which all material manifestation, even 
what appears as the most substantial, is but an accident. It is in the nature and 
destiny of man to know and ultimately to know the absolute and the Infinite 
through an intelligence which is total and objective and which is inseparable 
from the Sacred that is at once its origin and end. 13 

Obviously such a proof proves nothing for those who do not share Nasr's 
view. And the only thing proved by such writings is that Nasr still lives in 
a world of ideas which can only be shared by those who are familiar with 
Greek and medieval philosophy. I am afraid it is impossible to reach a wider 
audience by writing in such a style full of traditional terminology. 

But such terminology is questionable even for those who are sympathetic 
to the general thrust of Nasr's thought. Nasr makes a sharp distinction 
between intellect (intellectus) and reason (ratio). 14 It appears that he has 
retained the use of the term "intellect" in the Neo-Platonic sense, while 
reducing "reason" to a purely human and this-worldly instrument as 
developed in modem Western philosophy. "Intellect" for most of us today, 
however, refers only to the intellectual activities of the mind which do not 
have anything to do with the sapiental dimension of knowledge. Thus I 
myself would prefer to use "depth of reason," a term coined by Paul 
Tillich. 15 Naturally Nasr certainly has the right to keep using the terminology 
of his choice; I only want to point out that it is very difficult to restore the 
sacred character of the intellect as intended by Nasr. 

A much more serious problem is that, by using the kind of terminology 
Nasr has adopted, it seems that some philosophical ideas behind such 
terminology are wrongly presumed to be universally applicable to all the 
authentic religions in the world. Granted that there is the sapiental dimension 
in all these traditions, which may be interpreted as the manifestations of the 
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same tradition, we must not gloss over the differences among such manifes
tations. Even though in principle Nasr would certainly agree that significant 
differences should not be overlooked, still I must point out that one serious 
shortcoming of his Gifford Lectures lies precisely in that they only stress the 
universality of the sapiental dimension and neglect to discuss the differences, 
even conflicts, among these traditions. For example, the Chinese traditions, 
Taoist or Confucian, would never approve that there is the Eternal Being 
beyond change, a Greek idea totally alien to the Chinese culture; again, in 
contrast to the Abrahamic traditions, transcendence for the Chinese could 
only mean a kind of immanent transcendence which is quite different from 
the kind of pure transcendence as envisaged in Christianity; and there is no 
need of a mediator such as Christ or Muhammad for communication 
between Heaven and men. 16 Such differences ~ould prove to be significant, 
as I cannot find a single reference to process theology in Nasr's Gifford 
Lectures, which seems to imply his disapproval of the trend, while Neo
Confucian scholars may find a certain affinity with the approach. 17 

Third, Dr. Nasr urges us to go back to tradition for the recovery of the 
sacred, and he portrays the modem era as a falling off from our origin. As 
a student of philosophy of culture, I see culture not as a finished product but 
rather forever in the making. 18 Apparently Nasr has not paid enough 
attention to the developmental view of culture. He just gives us a strong 
contrast between what is traditional and what is modem, and urges us to 
revive our tradition. But how far back should we go? Nasr does not seem to 
worry about the problem at all as he seems to assume that we would go 
naturally back to the great traditions such as Buddhism, Confucianism, and 
Greek Philosophy formed in the so-called pivotal age as noticed by Jaspers. 19 

But if we go still further, then we would have a problem on our hands. There 
may not be any problems to go back from the Upani~ads to the Vedas, but 
there could be serious problems to go back from Greek philosophy to Greek 
mythology. In the Iliad and the Odyssey, the world of man was portrayed as 
totally dominated by gods. Is that world necessarily better than the world 
developed in Greek philosophy later on? Heroes like Achilles had a rather 
dim moral consciousness; that is precisely why Socrates criticized that world 
as being operated according to the principle that might is right. Skepticism 
about the tradition in the thought of Xenophanes, Protagoras, and Socrates 
is not necessarily a bad thing. If we had to uphold all our traditions, we 
would still have to live in truly dark ages. 

In general, Dr. Nasr discredits the evolutionary theory. Indeed there has 
never been sufficient evidence to prove that one species can evolve into 
another one since Darwin advanced his thesis. But the evolution of ideas is 
a different matter. Cassirer traces the development of language and myth, 
and gives us a picture of the phenomenology ofknowledge.20 There is no 
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need to presuppose a linear progressive view of history, but his study of the 
evolution of ideas points out a direction from the concept of substance 
toward the concept of function. Nasr does not seem to leave any room for 
evolution in any sense. He only cares to lead us to where we can find the 
lights of tradition; this approach shows both his strengths and his weak
nesses. He gives us a sketch of the history of philosophy very different from 
the one we are used to. I have gained many insights from the picture he 
offers us. For example, he points out that in the Greek tradition there is 
unmistakably the sapiental dimension in the Pythagorean-Platonic school 
and that we must not talk about the so-called "Neo-Platonic" in a derogatory 
sense. He flatly denies that there is a dichotomy between the so-called Greek 
"intellectualism" and Hebrew "inspirational ism." In the Christian tradition 
he traces the spiritual current in Christian spirituality from St. Paul through 
Clement, Origen, St. Augustine, Dionysius the Areopagite, Scotus Erigena 
to the syntheses of St. Bonaventure, St. Thomas, and Duns Scotus. But he 
criticizes Aquinas for becoming overrationalistic in imprisoning in.tuitions 
of a metaphysical order in syllogistic categories which hide, more than 
reveal, their (properly speaking) "intellectual" rather than rational character. 
He highly praised Dante's Divine Comedy. And apart from Meister Eckhart, 
Nicholas of Cusa, and Jakob Bohme, he also called our attention to the so
called school of Cambridge Platonists. Then he blamed the spread of 
Aristotelianism and A verroism in the West on St. Thomas who denied the 
possibility of the illumination by the intellect and considered all knowledge 
as having a sensuous origin. Such views inadvertently played a role in the 
desacralization of knowledge. It was unfortunate that Thomas's realism led 
to the nominalism that marked the swan song of medieval Christianity and 
destroyed the harmony which had been established between reason and faith 
in a world dominated by the sacred. 

Nasr's critique of modem European philosophy has also presented a 
very interesting perspective. He pointed out that Descartes's individual was 
not referring to Atman or the divine I, but rather the "illusory" self, which 
was placing its experience and consciousness of thinking as the foundation 
of all epistemology and ontology and the source of certitude. After the 
Humean doubt, Kant taught an agnosticism which in a characteristically 
subjective fashion denied to the intellect the possibility of knowing the 
essence of things. This situation further deteriorated into the Hegelian and 
Marxist dialectics, as they denied that there is anything immutable behind 
the appearance, and this loss of the sense of permanence was characteristic 
of mainstream thought of modem Western philosophy. In the analytic 
philosophy and irrational philosophies that followed, the sacred quality of 
knowledge was completely destroyed. 

Nasr's picture shows the depth of his understanding of the sapiental 



REFLECTIONS ON TRADITION AND MODERNITY 259 

tradition. But his views are not without their problems. It is one thing to say 
that there is the sapiental dimension in Greek philosophy, and I would not 
hesitate to endorse Nasr' s insightful interpretation of that tradition. But to 
say that there are no substantial differences between the Greek and Hebrew 
understanding of the sapiental dimension is a totally different matter. Charles 
Hartshorne finds it unacceptable to interpret the Biblical God as Eternal 
Being, as the God in the Judea-Christian tradition is a god of sympathy, 
definitely not the Unmoved Mover as contemplated by Aristotle.21 There is 
no need for me to endorse Hartshorne's process theology, but Aristotle's 
problems are certainly not limited to his overrationalistic categories, as 
specified by Nasr, but rather that his idea of God as Unmoved Mover was 
too intellectualistic to be understood the same as the Biblical God worshiped 
by millions of people to satisfy their emotional demands. Despite Nasr's 
criticisms of Aristotle, he seems to have inherited a bit too much of the 
thought and terminology of the Aristotelian-Thomistic school to identify 
God as Eternal Being in a metaphysics of substance which must face 
increasingly serious challenges for good reasons. 

Fourth, with his deep understanding of the Islamic tradition, he has 
pointed out that the Latin A verroes was not only more rationalistic than Ibn 
Sina (Avicenna), who put emphasis on illumination of the mind by the angel, 
but was more of a secularized and rationalistic philosopher than the original 
Ibn Rushd when read in Arabic. As Latin Averroism enjoyed much greater 
popularity and influence over Latin A vicennism in the West, the Christian 
world was moving toward a more rationalistic interpretation of the philo
sophic school, while the Islamic world was moving in the other direction to 
reaffirm the primacy of intellection over ratiocination. This A vicennian 
philosophy served as the basis for the restatement of the sacramental 
function of knowledge and intellection by Suhrawardi and the sclrool of 
illumination (al-ishraq) which testified to a new assertion of the sacred 
quality of knowledge and the ultimately "illuminative" character of all 
knowledge in the Islamic intellectual universe. 

Dr. Nasr claims that at the moment the process of secularization seemed 
to be reaching its logical conclusion in removing the presence of the sacred 
altogether from all aspects of human life and thought, as Nietzsche declared 
that God is dead, some contemporary men strove to rediscover the sacred. 
Great poets such as Goethe, Blake, and Emerson sought to return to a more 
holistic view of man and nature against the mechanistic and rationalistic 
conceptions of the world and man represented by Bacon, Newton, and 
Locke. But they could hardly bring tradition back to the soil of the West in 
a total and complete way or revive the scientia sacra which lies at the heart 
of all tradition. The sapiental dimension had become too weakened in the 
West to enable tradition to be revived during this century without authentic 
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contact with the Oriental traditions which had preserved their inner teachings 
intact in both their doctrinal and operative aspects. It remained for the Orient 
itself to bring about the revival of tradition in the West through the men and 
words of those who lived in Europe or wrote in Western languages, men 
who had been transformed intellectually and existentially by the traditional 
worldview. Nasr enlisted as allies scholars such as Rene Guenon, Ananda 
K. Coomaraswamy, and Frithjof Schuon. But even he admitted that they 
have been neglected in academic circles and have only very limited 
influence. And I wonder ifhe has been guilty of putting too much weight on 
the Oriental traditions for reasons to be specified in the following section. 

REFLECTIONS ON MODERNITY AND MODERNIZATION 

As I greatly admire Dr. Nasr's profound understanding of the meaning of 
tradition, I am struck by his nearly total lack of reflection of the meaning of 
modernity and modernization. His "prejudice" against "the modem world" 
is clearly shown in the following quotation: 

One could say that the traditional worlds were essentially good and acciden
tally evil, and the modem world essentially evil and accidentally good. 
Tradition is therefore opposed in principle to modernism. It wishes to slay the 
modem world in order to create a normal one. Its goal is not to destroy what 
is positive but to remove the veil of ignorance which allows the illusory to 
appear as real, the negative as positive and the false as true .... From this point 
of view the history ofWestem man during the past five centuries is an anomaly 
in the long history of the human race in both East and West. In opposing 
modernism in principle and in a categorical manner, those who follow the 
traditional view wish only to enable Western man to join the rest ofthe human 
race.22 

I just wonder if such a statement is an anomaly in itselfl How many people 
today would rather slay the modem world in order to go back to medieval 
ages? And how many scholars, even with their sympathetic understanding 
of tradition, would accept the kind of dualism between the traditional and the 
modem, East and West, underlying such a statement. We must not idealize 
the past just as we must not be dazzled by the so-called modem achieve
ments. Even though I cannot go along with Hegel in declaring that what is 
real is rational, I tend to believe that there are reasons for what actually 
happened. It is no accident that the modem world emerged in the West since 
the Renaissance, and this historical event has implications certainly not 
limited to the West but rather important for mankind. There is no question 
about the portrayal of the modem West as characterized by desacralization. 
What is at stake is its evaluation. Although Nasr pays lip service in saying 
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that the revival of tradition is not intending to destroy what is positive in the 
modem world, yet he never tells us anything about these positive achieve
ments in his Gifford Lectures. I think this is one of the serious shortcomings 
of the Lectures, and practically all my questions are raised along these lines. 
The May Fourth Cultural Movement in 1919 in China identified science and 
democracy as the positive achievements of the modem West. Contemporary 
Neo-Confucian philosophers see great limitations in modem Western 
civilization and reject the approach of wholesale Westernization; they want 
to balance tradition with modernity, but they clearly see the process of 
modernization as something necessary to inject new life and vitality into our 
traditional culture in order to overcome its shortcomings with a view to look 
toward the future. 

First, let us start by reflecting on science and its place in the world of 
knowledge. It is no secret that modem science used a quantitative model to 
develop a mathematical physics, a model which presupposed a mechanistic 
worldview and demonstrated that knowledge is power. It is owing to modem 
science that the West is enabled to outshine the other civilizations; there is 
no way not to acknowledge the scientific achievements of the West. In 
Science and the Modern World Whitehead traced the roots of modem 
science to Greek and medieval origins.23 Ironically, however, the further 
development of science exposed its limitations. To make a long story short, 
Whitehead criticized modem science for committing what he called "the 
fallacy of misplaced concreteness,"24 which erroneously takes what is 
abstract to be what is concrete. For Whitehead the new worldview would be 
an organic one. Whether his own formulation of the worldview is a 
successful one is a different matter. At least he has pointed out a direction 
for the future. His view is in some ways echoed by Joseph Needham whose 
monumental work, Science and Civilisation in China, showed that, t>wing 
to the lack of the mechanistic view, the Chinese missed the breakthrough 
since the Renaissance which helped the West to surpass the level of 
scientific achievements in China; and Needham was also of the opinion that 
the mechanistic model had had its day and the organic model developed in 
China in the twelfth century by Chu Hsi would be revived in the future. 25 

These claims still need to be substantiated. But both Whitehead and 
Needham take science to be something for humankind to which different 
civilizations have made significant contributions. Therefore the problem is 
not to opt for East or West, and we must not confuse the problem of science 
with that of scientism. What is wrong is not science, which is the product of 
abstraction, but rather to take the abstractions as concrete existents, and such 
an erroneous approach is not only philosophically wrong but limits the 
further development of science. There is indeed progress in science; there 
are no convincing reasons to go back to ancient or medieval ages. Romantic 
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nostalgia for the past would not solve our problems. New sciences such as 
ecology take seriously the quality of life. It takes science to overcome 
science. Such a line of thought is regrettably missing in Nasr' s critique of 
modern science. I sincerely believe there are good reasons to treat empirical 
knowledge as knowledge proper, as it is the only branch of knowledge with 
content that can establish a universal confirmation procedure accepted by all, 
while the sapiental dimension of knowledge would have to depend on 
personal realization even if in principle it is open to everybody. And 
empirical knowledge certainly enjoys its autonomy without any need of a 
theological foundation. The only thing wrong with the modern approach is 
that empirical knowledge is taken as the only possible form of knowledge, 
and faith is relegated to something purely subjective to satisfy individual 
emotional needs. Consequently the sapiental dimension is totally banished 
and forgotten. Nasr has every justification to revive this dimension, but he 
is wrong to urge us to return to the medieval ages. 

Second, the modern world has created a new social order which is 
condemned by Dr. Nasr as essentially evil. I do not think his position can be 
supported. I would admit that modern society and the practice of democracy 
have indeed created a lot of problems, but I do not believe that most people 
are living a worse life at the present time than in the medieval ages. True, 
there was a much more stable order then, but a high price had to be paid. For 
example, there were slaves in those days who enjoyed practically no human 
rights, and women's position in society was low. The practice of the so
called theonomy produced a number of tyrants who claimed to have received 
the mandate of Heaven. There has to be a mechanism to check the power of 
the rulers. And I am also convinced that the separation of the church and the 
state is necessary. Traditional Chinese intellectuals all believed in the ideal 
of sage-kings. However, this is an ideal which has never been realized in real 
life. Confucius was the last person who was honored as a sage, but he was 
never given a chance to rule a kingdom. Despotism was the rule since the 
Ming dynasty. This is why contemporary Neo-Confucian philosophers, 
though upholding the spiritual ideals of Confucianism, nevertheless endorse 
Western democracy as a better political system, as they realize that the ideal 
of a government of humanity cannot be actualized within the monarchy 
system practiced over two thousand years in the dynasty days. It does not pay 
to treat politics as an extension of ethics. Upon deep reflection the Neo
Confucian thinkers give up the traditional straightforward approach which 
sees outward kingliness as an extension of inward sageliness; they instead 
adopt the roundabout approach by endorsing the democratic system since it 
offers a better hope for a government of humanity that works in reallife.26 

Naturally new problems will keep emerging in modern society, which is still 
far from a just society, but some of the injustices we find in the traditional 
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society are avoided. But Nasr seems to prefer any traditional social order to 
the modem one as he says, 

tradition determines the structure of society applying immutable principles to 
the social order, resulting in structures outwardly as different as the Hindu 
caste system and the Islamic "democracy of married monks," as some have 
characterized theocratic Islamic society, in which there is nevertheless an 
equality before God and the Divine Law, but of course not in the quantitative 
modem sense.27 

Frankly, I do not see anything immutable that can apply to the social 
structure in this world. I do not condemn the traditional order, as most 
societies pass through the stage of a hierarchical order no matter whether 
they are in the East or in the West. But I do not see any intrinsic reasons for 
some to be kings, others to be subjects or even slaves. The contemporary 
Neo-Confucian thinkers believe that only what is transcendent does not 
change and that nothing else is immune to change. When conditions differ, 
social structures also transform. Furthermore, for one who lives in modern 
society, equality only before God is not enough. Human rights for every 
person must be honored. Our humility is before God or Heaven, not before 
kings or church authorities who are humans, and, like us, are capable of 
abusing powers. Nasr's defense of the traditional hierarchical order leaves 
much to be desired. 

Third, as Nasr pitches East against West, tradition against modernity, he 
falls victim to a dualistic structure which, ironically enough, is shared by an 
atheist like Sartre. We must seriously ask the question whether there could 
be a third alternative besides either traditional theonomy or modern atheism. 
I am not happy with Nasr as he fails to appreciate the fact that culture is 
forever in the making and henceforth refuses to move along with time: I am 
also not happy with Sartre as he believes that the rift between God and 
humans is so total that the transcendent message would no longer play a 
meaningful part in our lives. Both approaches are too one-sided to be 
convincing to us. As a matter of fact, some contemporary thinkers do not feel 
that the trend of secularization is necessarily in contradiction to one's 
religious faith. One striking example was Dietrich Bonhoeffer who 
demonstrated a deep faith in God in an existential sense as he died in a Nazi 
prison during the Second World War.28 He coined the phrase, "man comes 
of age," by which he meant that man has become adult in the sense that he 
refuses to fall prey to any religion that tries to make him dependent upon 
things on which he is, in fact, no longer dependent. Paradoxically, it is God's 
will, revealed in Jesus, that has forced man to recognize the dedivinization 
of the world and its gods and that has called man to an acceptance of his free 
and autonomous responsibility for the world. There can be no more division 
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of the world into two spheres, one sacred and the other secular. In fact the 
sacred and the secular have never been sharply distinguished from one 
another in the Chinese tradition. Without neglecting the message of the 
transcendent, the Confucian philosophers are convinced that Heaven and 
man can be in perfect union, and man has occupied a pivotal position in the 
universe, as Confucius pointed out that it is man who can make the Way 
great, and not the Way that can make man great.29 

Nasr seems to assume that there is divine intervention in the cosmic and 
historical process/0 but such an assumption cannot be substantiated by 
science. At most it can only be regarded as an item of faith popular in 
bygone ages but barely surviving among intellectuals at the present time. 
Once the dualistic structure is abandoned, the so-called desacralization may 
not be all bad as Nasr has intimated. As human civilizations develop, not 
only is it impossible for us to resist the changes, but some changes are 
change for the better, not for the worse. There is the urgent need of 
desacralization of knowledge in the realm of empirical science where the 
quest for certainty is no longer our goal. 31 And there is also the need to 
establish a constitutional democratic government which is based on the 
principle of the separation between the Church and the state. In fact the 
guiding principle was provided by none other than Jesus himself as he 
clearly declared that we should return Caesar's to Caesar. Different levels of 
knowledge need to be differentiated. The sapiental dimension of knowledge 
must not be confused with either formal sciences like mathematics or 
empirical sciences like physics. The only thing needed is the reassertion of 
the sapiental dimension of knowledge in relation to religious faith which 
must not be allowed to degenerate into a fideism that turns away the truth
seekers. But each level of knowledge must be allowed to maintain its 
autonomy without outside interference. And we do need to search for 
modem expressions for philosophia perennis, and look for a balance 
between tradition and modernity, as Confucius urged us to review the past 
in order to look forward to the future. 32 

· 

Fourth, Dr. Geoffrey Parrinder has criticized Dr. Nasr's Gifford Lectures 
by pointing out that his idea of sapience was not clear, his interpretation of 
Islam was dominated by Sufism which derived its monistic and pantheistic 
elements from Hinduism, especially the non-dualist Sailkara, and that in his 
approach, comparison became competition, now of East against West, 
reversing previous trends. 33 As such criticisms come from a leading scholar 
in comparative religion, they do carry a certain weight and should deserve 
our further attention. There is little doubt that Nasr understands tradition 
from a rather special perspective. Not all scholars would subscribe to his 
presuppositions. On the surface level there are problems concerning 
scholarship. For example, Nasr has stressed that there is the sapiental 
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dimension in what he calls the Abrahamic traditions. But he has never once 
addressed the question of whether the main stream of Judaeo-Christian 
tradition was a covenant religion for which we cannot find a parallel in 
Greek culture; mysticism was at best a side stream. I do not have enough 
knowledge to discuss the Islamic tradition, but I suppose Parrinder has 
touched upon a real problem as he sees the tension when non-dualist 
Hinduism is employed to interpret the Mu~ammadan tradition of monothe
ism. There are also philosophical problems. Parrinder has pointed out that 
in his Gifford Lectures the famous historian of philosophy Frederick 
Copleston made the observation that mysterious experiences can be found 
among different civilizations, but he himself as a Jesuit philosopher did not 
have such an experience and they are not enough to prove the existence of 
a transcendent reality, the One. 34 Parrinder much preferred Copleston's 
guarded attitude to Nasr' s romantic mysticism. This does not mean that Nasr 
is necessarily wrong; only he has not been able to provide any convincing 
arguments for the existence of the transcendent Reality or Truth which, as 
he sees it, is beyond even the scope of ontology. This is why I think when he 
keeps using words like "proof' in a rather loose sense, he would not win the 
approval of even those who have sympathy for searching for another level 
of reality beyond the mundane world today. 

Of course, we can always argue that the above criticisms are merely 
external criticisms, while Nasr has explicitly said that the esoteric approach 
is preferable. But then Nasr has no choice but to concede that the sapiental 
dimension of knowledge cannot be confirmed by a procedure accepted by 
all. In other words, only those who can enter into the same hermeneutical 
circle would be able to carry on meaningful discourse with Nasr. And I 
would like to push one step further and argue that internal criticisms are also 
possible for those who share with Nasr the belief that there is one transcen
dent Reality but manifestations are different. The contemporary Neo
Confucian thinkers believe in the urgent need to give new interpretations to 
the dictum: Ii-i-fen-shu (One principle, many manifestations) first formulated 
in the Sung dynasty. This explains why on the one hand I find a sense of 
affinity with Nasr's approach, and yet on the other hand I also find that his 
approach has not been able to work out fully the implications of the 
traditional insight and look for contemporary expressions of the One 
Principle that has found manifestations in different civilizations throughout 
the ages. I would not worry much about the idea of sapience being unclear, 
as this is an area in which univocal expressions do not apply. Over two 
thousand years ago the very first chapter of Tao-te-ching declared that "The 
Tao (the Way) that can be told of is not the eternal Tao."35 And such thought 
has been shared by all the great religious traditions in the world. But we do 
find similarities in expressions in the so-called holy books, so that it is not 
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unreasonable to believe that they are pointing to One Truth. Nasr's faith is 
neither unique nor original, and is clearly based on the testimonies of the 
great masters both from the East and from the West. In China Lu Hsiang
shan (1139-1193) showed the same strong faith as Nasr when he declared 
that mind and principle are one regardless of East and West, ancient and 
modem.36 But when we try to look for a substantial unity of the traditions we 
are bound to fail. Therefore we must give up the hope of searching for such 
a unity and accept the differences of the great religious traditions. The 
abandonment of absolutism, however, does not mean that we have to 
succumb to the other extreme: relativism. There is still room for meaningful 
interreligious dialogue and the search for certain common ground acceptable 
to all. In order to achieve such a purpose new strategies must be employed. 

In 1989 I participated in the Symposium on World Religions and Human 
Rights held in Paris under the sponsorship of UNESCO organized by Hans 
Kung who presented a positional paper: "Kein Weltfriede ohne Religions
friede" (No World Peace without Peace among Religions); and scholars were 
asked to give their response to his views from the perspectives of Islam, 
Judaism, Confucianism, Buddhism, and Hinduism.37 Kung pointed out that 
for religions to seek for mutual understanding, three strategies do not work: 
first, there is the fortress strategy, just holding on tenaciously to one's own 
beliefs; second, there is the defusing strategy, denying that there is any 
problem concerning truth as each religion has its own ways; finally, there is 
the embracing strategy, maintaining that other religions have gotten hold of 
certain partial truths, only one's own religion has the perfect Truth. Kung 
suggests that in order for us to overcome our bias, the best strategy is for 
each to have soul-searching criticisms of its own tradition. I find that this is 
exactly what is lacking in Nasr's approach. Kung starts out with critical 
reflection on Christianity, and his search finds that no transcendent religion 
can afford to be irrelevant to the human world. At first sight humanism 
seems to be in opposition to religious aspiration, but in fact this need not be 
so. The liberation process actually helps to open up new horizons for 
Christianity. Liberty, equality, love, and especially "human dignity" are 
rediscovered to be Christian values, even though they are realized in the 
world under opposition by the Church. In the meantime, the secular world 
also finds that it needs the help of religion to maintain the sacredness of 
certain values rising above classes, races, and nations. Therefore Kung 
suggests that true humanity, or the humanum, is the universal ecumenical 
criterion we are looking for. 

As a Confucian scholar I have no trouble' appreciating Kung's insight, 
and wrote a paper to support Kung on the common quest for world peace. 38 

The East needs soul searching self-criticisms just like the West. I do not see 
how the East enjoys any advantage over the West. If we resist all social 
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changes and defend the medieval social and political hierarchical structures 
in the name ofkeeping the sapiental dimension of knowledge intact, then we 
would play right into the hands of certain fundamentalist fanatics against our 
own intentions. The consequences could be dangerous. Thus my criticism 
ofNasr from an Oriental perspective is that even Nasr still fails to appreciate 
fully the truly rich implications of philosophia perennis as it must seek ever 
new manifestations among all the great religious traditions and in all ages. 
What is perennial is the message of the transcendent, not the worldviews or 
social and political structures. We must adapt to our new environment, 
natural or social. And we must live fully in the here and now, not dream of 
a past golden age. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

My criticisms of Dr. Nasr may sound a bit too harsh, and some of my 
criticisms may be unfounded as the only source I rely upon is his Gifford 
Lectures, and I cannot claim to have any deep understanding of his thought. 
But I may be allowed to play the role of devil' s advocate. I think there are 
good reasons for human society to evolve into a pluralistic one, even though 
the trend may carry a bit too far, and there is the urgent need to balance 
modernity with tradition, and revive the sense of unity among mankind as we 
are forced to live in a global village. But the consensus must be grown from 
the grassroots, not forced upon us from above. In a pluralistic world like 
ours, Nasr's perspective is needed as it keeps alive something valuable 
which may become extinct if we do not make any effort to protect the so
called sapiental dimension of knowledge. But we do need new expressions 
for the dimension and must not set tradition against modernity. To conc1ude, 
I would have to say, it is not only impossible but also undesirable for Nasr's 
thought to become the main stream in the future. 
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REPLY TO SHU-HSIEN LIU 

I t is unfortunate that Professor Liu has not been able to consult some of my 
works other than Knowledge and the Sacred, works in which I discuss the 

question of tradition and modernity. Therefore in responding to his 
criticisms, based as they are on his reading of only two of my writings, I am 
forced to repeat certain ideas mentioned in several of my other essays and 
books. I shall nevertheless try not simply to repeat these ideas but to tailor 
my response specifically to the criticism of Liu made on the basis of the 
particular background from which he hails. Let it also be said at the outset 
that of all the major intellectual traditions of the world I have dealt least of 
all with the Chinese tradition and am happy to have the reaction of a Nee
Confucian Chinese philosopher to the ideas expressed in my writings. 

Liu' s criticism of my use of the term "tradition" fails to understand that 
the very significance of the usage of this term by twentieth-century 
traditionalists, beginning with Rene Guenon, is precisely its specificity and 
distinction from the ordinary usage of the term which means no more than 
the continuity of certain thoughts or actions whatever might be their origin. 
In this latter sense one can of course speak of the "humanist tradition" or the 
"tradition of rationalism, British Empiricism, German Idealism, and so on," 
to quote Liu. For traditionalists such as myself, tradition is ofsacred and 
divine origin and includes the continuity and transmission of that sacred 
message over time. Otherwise, the very concept would be quite trivial and 
insignificant and not able to play the philosophical role that is expected of 
it for those who are defenders of the sacred. The aim of using "tradition" in 
this specific sense is precisely to bring about awareness of the fundamental 
distinction between that reality described by this particular usage of the term 
"tradition" and all that lacks a divine origin but issues from the merely 
human and sometimes the subhuman. To dt<fine "tradition" in the way that 
I and other traditionalists do is itself a major philosophical statement which 
distinguishes tradition from the modern. If this specificity were to be lost or 
discarded, "tradition" would be an innocuous general term meaning custom, 
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habit, or mere historical continuity without any ultimate philosophical 
significance. Liu may disagree with the sharp distinction made between the 
sacred and the non-sacred or profane and their transmission as reflected in 
the distinction I make between tradition and modernism, but he cannot 
criticize why I use the term as I do seeing that I have given a clear definition 
of how I use this term in my Knowledge and the Sacred. Each philosopher 
or philosophical school has the freedom to use its own terminology as long 
as the terms are defined and clearly understood. If the terms are not defined 
with clarity, then that philosophical school ceases to prosper and becomes 
eclipsed or dies out. In the case of"tradition," as used by me, this is hardly 
the case. There is now a vast library of works in English, French, Italian, 
German, and other European languages in which the term "tradition" is used 
in the way I employ it and is understood as such by both those who espouse 
the traditional perspective and those who oppose it. 

As for my use of the terms "knowledge" and "intelligence" which Liu 
criticizes by saying, "I find that he has used many terms in a way quite 
different from our common usage of these terms," again the same argument 
as given above applies. Of course each philosopher uses key terms in 
accordance with the philosophical worldview in which such terms are used 
by him, as can be seen in the use of as central a term as "existence" in 
medieval, seventeenth-century, or twentieth-century European philosophy. 
I must again insist that I have defined technical philosophical terms which 
I used. Moreover, I am not one to have the tendency to invent new terms or 
to give a wholly new connotation to a term as Heidegger and Sartre did for 
the key term "existence." When I use a term with a meaning other than its 
current one, this meaning is always drawn from the wider field of meaning 
associated historically with the term but often eclipsed or forgotten in later 
periods of its usage. 

Liu criticizes my usage of the term "proof' which he seems to use in a 
purely rationalistic way. But there are many levels and kinds of proof. One 
usually says, "where there is smoke, there is fire." But this type of proof is 
based only on probability, which we usually take for certainty, and is 
different from proof of the solution to a problem in Euclidean geometry. And 
then there is proof based on "intellectual intuition" and "supra-rational 
certitude" which is, however, never irrational. A statue of the Buddha from 
eighth-century Japan or a Sung landscape from China provides proof of the 
celestial inspiration which made such works of art possible. Or, for those 
who have faith, the very beauty of the chanting of the Quran or a Byzantine 
icon is proof of the existence of God just as the blue sky and majestic 
mountains are proof of the reality of the Tao for a Far Eastern contemplative. 
Not being a rationalist, I refuse to limit my understanding of"proof' to only 
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the rationalistic level. I use the term "proof' in such a way that it encom
passes many levels of epistemic consent and certitude, including, certainly, 
both the empirical and the rational but not exclusively limited to these levels. 

The author warns that we must "not gloss over the differences among 
such manifestations [of sapiental dimension in various traditions]." I could 
not but agree fully with this assertion and throughout my life have written 
and spoken against a reductionism which would level the various traditions 
to an amorphous least common denominator. My assertion of the essential 
unity of the sapiental traditions concerning the Ultimate Principle and 
profound correspondences on lower levels of reality does not in any way 
imply that there are not differences in various traditions, differences which 
I have always regarded with the utmost respect as manifestations of the 
Sacred Itself. In the field of religion I have discussed many of these 
differences as well as profound correspondences and have not simply tried 
to equate everything as being the same. But there are certain criticisms made 
by Liu concerning this issue which are somewhat puzzling. First he criticizes 
me for believing that all traditions accept an Ultimate Principle which is 
Transcendent and says that the Chinese tradition is an exception. He then 
later in his essay asserts more than once that for Chinese Neo-Confucians 
only the Transcendent is unchanging. He is right that the Far Eastern 
tradition does not use the ontological language of Pure Being, but certainly 
this tradition affirms that Reality to which the Western traditions refer as 
Pure Being or even Beyond-Being. Otherwise how could the Tao Te-Ching 
begin with the phrase "The Tao that can be named is not the Tao?" Is not 
what cannot be named beyond all determination including all temporal and 
spatial conditions? As for there being no need of a mediator in the Far 
Eastern tradition such as Christ or the Prophet of Islam, I agree that the 
function is not identical, but what about the elaborate doctrine of the 
Universal Man in Taoism and the classical Confucian doctrine according to 
which the Emperor in his hieratic function is bridge and mediator between 
Heaven and earth? 

Liu speaks of the development of cultures and accuses me of not paying 
attention to the fact that cultures develop. It is as if I did not know the 
difference between Islamic culture in the Abbasid and the Ottoman periods. 
The traditional point of view, while being rooted in immutable principles, 
also possesses teachings concerning the nature of time and history. Far from 
denying what Liu calls "the developmental view of culture," I view tradi
tional culture as a tree whose root is sunk in the soil of Divinity which 
provides the sap for its trunk and branches.' The tree grows according to its 
nature but also in response to external conditions of heat, cold, moisture, and 
so on. Traditions also provide knowledge ofthe life cycle of the tree itself. 
Nor do they in any way claim that in the period of the cycle of the world in 
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which we live, which includes the last several thousand years embracing the 
world of the Iliad and Odyssey, which Liu mentions, traditional civilizations 
were perfect. Tradition teaches that the serpent was already in paradise, to 
use Christian language, and that from the golden age there is a continuous 
fall interrupted periodically by a new message from Heaven. To defend the 
traditional point of view is not to negate the reality of all kinds of evil in the 
premodern world ranging from wars to philosophical skepticism among the 
Greeks in the dying moments of that civilization. The major difference is 
that in traditional civilizations while there was evil, the sacred was ubiqui
tous and people lived in the world of faith. Today evil continues in many 
more insidious ways while the very meaning of life which is the quest and 
discovery of the sacred is taken away. 

Furthermore, according to the traditional understanding of historical 
cycles, I would not have any difficulty going back still further, before the 
pivotal or axial age of Jaspers, because traditional knowledge expressed in 
symbolic form is to be found no matter how far back one goes, as the 
surviving primal religions of the world bear witness. It is a misunderstanding 
on the part of Liu of what I mean by tradition that makes him assert, "If we 
had to uphold all our traditions, we would still have to live in truly dark 
ages." If the reality of tradition had been understood, one would certainly not 
use the terms "still" and "dark ages" in this sentence but would have realized 
that if the nature of man is to seek and reach the sacred, then we are now 
living in the dark ages based upon metaphysical ignorance, no matter how 
much we illuminate our cities at night with electricity. 

As for my rejection of evolution in "any sense," I reject Darwinian 
evolution and the idea of the transformation of one species into another by 
merely natural causes as described by Darwin. Biologically speaking, I 
oppose macroevolution, not the adaptation of a species to new conditions 
which occurs all the time. But more than that, I oppose the whole ideology 
based on evolution which would derive the greater from the lesser and force 
us to believe in the most illogical and improbable scenarios in order to be 
certain to cut off the Hands of God from His Creation. Liu uses "evolution" 
in a much more general sense as "change or development." I do not of 
course deny the reality of change as I have stated above, but I stand 
categorically opposed to the theory of evolution understood both biologically 
and philosophically. 

As for the distinction between the Hebrew and Greek sapiental 
traditions, there is, of course, a long history going back to some of the Greek 
Fathers of juxtaposing one against the other while others from Origen and 
Clement to Augustine believed in their ultimate harmony. The same dif
ference in interpretation is to be seen in the Jewish and Islamic traditions. 
Needless to say I stand on the side of the Christian Platonists and Muslim 
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philosophers while being fully aware that the Unmoved Mover of Aristotle 
does not give a full description of the Divine Reality revealed in the 
Abrahamic universe, but I would repeat the famous Islamic doctrine that al
taw~idu wii~id, that is, the doctrine of Unity is unique and that the One 
described by Plotinus cannot be other than the One even if certain of Its 
characteristics are not accentuated in the context of the Greek world view 
within which sages such as Plotinus functioned. 

Liu accuses me of "prejudice" against "the modem world." The word 
"prejudice" implies prejudgment. My opposition to the modern world, far 
from being a prejudgment, is based upon and is the consequence of long 
years of the study of its philosophical foundations and first-hand experience 
of its reality on nearly every level. Like other traditionalists, I am opposed 
to the modem world but this is the result of application of first principles to 
the constituents of this world and not any "prejudice." I am not blind to what 
is accidentally good in the modem world but oppose the premises upon 
which it stands and the result that the culture it has created has had upon the 
mind and soul of those affected by it. I attribute both the disintegration of the 
social fabric in modem societies and the destruction of the natural environ
ment to modernism and its false presumptions about the nature of man and 
the world. Liu would be surprised to know that there are many more people 
than he thinks, even in the West, who would slay the modern world if they 
could to reestablish a saner way of life. But they, like me, do not want 
literally to go back to the Middle Ages, which would in any case be 
impossible, but want to reestablish a social and intellectual order on the basis 
of traditional principles and to preserve what they can of the traditional 
world, much of which has been already lost. Liu underestimates the number 
of people in the West drawn to things medieval, from music and poetry to 
heraldry, because they see in them a peace, security, and meaning lost in the 
frenzy of modem life which moves rapidly but towards nowhere. 

The last thing I have ever spoken of is romantic nostalgia for the past. 
My nostalgia has always been for that spiritual reality residing at the center 
ofman's being, that eternal home from which we have become exiled. If I 
defend premodern periods of culture, or what we call traditional cultures, it 
is because they still reflected the light of that Center to which we must all 
ultimately return. Far from being based on romantic nostalgia, this perspec
tive is rooted in the most rigorous form of realism. 

Liu also seeks to defend modem science against my criticisms. He talks 
of ecology taking seriously the value of life and states, "it takes science to 
overcome science." This claim will in fact only take place when another 
science of nature based on traditional principles, or what I have called 
"sacred science," is accepted in the West once again. Otherwise, despite the 
effort of a few scientists here and there, the prevalent reductionism of 
science will continue and scientism will not cease to grow in strength by the 
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day, while the applications of science in the form of technology protrude to 
an ever greater degree into the last bastion of "sacredness" in the West, 
which is the human person, at the same time also accelerating the destruction 
of the globe ecologically. And let us not forget that the empirical sciences 
are based just as much upon a particular philosophy of nature as were the 
traditional Chinese or Islamic sciences. 

I will not deal with Liu' s criticisms of my views about politics and 
society because they reflect much more his own political and social views 
than my philosophical theses. I only need to add that as mentioned above, 
traditional teachings about society have never been fully realized in what the 
Hindus call the Kali Yuga because of the very imperfection of the human 
state, and therefore shallow comparisons between modem and traditional 
social and political institutions are of little value. But seeing that the 
twentieth century has been the most bloody in human history and that the 
new forms of enslavement to various social or material forces are even more 
pervasive than the terrible practice of slavery in many societies in days of 
old, one can only say that in this domain of contingency while modem man 
has gained certain things, he has also lost a great deal more and endangered 
in this process the chain of life of the planet itself. 

Liu, like many modernized Orientals going back to the last century, 
wishes to keep both modernism and tradition by ambiguous definitions of 
both. I belong to that type of Oriental thinker, such as A. K. Coomaraswamy, 
for whom such a position is impossible, and I see myself as defender of 
tradition without in any way denying the challenges that exist and the 
necessity to respond to those challenges. Liu accuses me of refusing "to 
move with the times." As I have written more than once, if we have to keep 
up with the times, then with what do the times have to keep up? Why must 
we be simply passive vis-a-vis what is now called "the times"? Why can we 
not mold our times according to principles? The French philosopher Henry 
Corbin once said that "ordinary people are made by their times. The spiritual 
person is he who makes his times." My conception of tradition is both static 
and dynamic, as in the metaphor of the tree given above, the tree whose roots 
are static and whose branches grow dynamically according to both the nature 
of the tree and external conditions. I am all in favor of Oriental traditions 
facing the challenges posed by modernism and providing appropriate 
answers rather than fleeing from the challenge. But I am not in the least bit 
impressed by "the times" or afraid of falling behind the times, especially 
since the chariot of modem culture is racing ever more rapidly toward the 
precipice. 

It is strange that Liu should quote Geoffrey Parrinder as proof of the 
Vedantic nature of Sufism, going against not only my words but more 
importantly the millennia! tradition of Sufism. Would Liu take an Arab or 
Persian scholar's view of the nature of Western Christian mysticism 
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seriously even if those scholars were very famous? This is an example of the 
inferiority complex from which many of us Orientals still suffer. I knew 
Parrinder personally and respect him as a scholar of Christianity, but what 
he has said about Sufism and its relation to the Vedanta is simply incorrect. 
It is high time that the views of authorities within a tradition be taken 
seriously for their understanding of that tradition, and the idea that since this 
or that Western scholar has been molded by the Enlightenment idea of 
reason and modem scholarship therefore he knows better than a Zen master 
what Zen means or better than Sufis about the origin of their own tradition 
be 'cast aside once and for all. 

Liu criticizes me by saying that "Nasr's faith is neither unique nor 
original." With this statement I agree completely. I have never sought to be 
"original" in the modem sense of the term, nor to be unique. I have only 
tried to be original in the sense of returning to the Origin and I prefer 
anonymity to uniqueness. Only the Ultimate Truth is unique. If what I have 
written were original in the modem sense of being completely other than 
what had been said before, and unique in the sense of differing from the 
wisdom of the ages, I would disown it completely. My task in life has been 
not to be original but to return to the Origin and then to express truths of a 
universal and perennial nature in a contemporary language and in answer to 
new challenges posed by the nature of the world in which we live. I therefore 
am not in agreement with thinkers such as Hans Kung whom Liu mentions, 
and consider not only the Transcendent but also its manifestations in various 
traditions to be sacred and of perennial value as living reality as long as a 
tradition still possesses life here on this earth. 

Finally, unity always descends from above not from consensus from the 
grassroots. It is always the few philosophers and thinkers who provide the 
ideas that move men and societies and not vice versa. There is of course 
always the principle of vox populi vox Dei which must be remembered. But 
in the world of thought, it is the Taoist sage contemplating the Truth who 
brings the fruit of this contemplation to the world. In today's circumstances, 
it is the few endowed with the possibility of knowing their own tradition in 
depth as well as being able to cross religious and cultural frontiers who must 
provide the map for the many. I believe that it is only the light of tradition 
that can provide not only a map of reality to the metaphysical realm, but also 
a map to help us orient ourselves in the chaotic situation of the modem 
world. Traditional truths must be expressed in a contemporary language in 
order to be understood by the men and women oftoday's world, but these 
truths cannot be compromised in a world already drawing rapidly towards 
the phase of total disruption and dissolution. 

S.H.N. 
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Ernest Wolf-Gazo 

NASR AND THE QUEST FOR 
THE SACRED 

PREFACE 

The work of Dr. Seyyed Hossein Nasr is a challenge to any contemporary 
Western professional philosopher. I surveyed Nasr's work, from a philo

sophic point of view, with the intent to do justice to his basic motif: the 
Reenchantment of the Profane World. For the sake ofbrevity, I shall call this 
motif, the Reenchantment Project. This project was launched early in Nasr's 
career, although, at the writing of his classic Science and Civilization in 
Islam, the project had not yet come to fruition and its form had not reached 
the stage of maturity. 1 Yet, by the time he delivered the 1981 Gifford 
Lectures, published as Knowledge and the Sacred, the project was :i.n full 
swing. 2 In order to pinpoint some segments and elements that are relevant in 
their respective treatment of topics, I selected passages and general 
assessments to be found in the works ofNasr and thereby located stations en 
route to the sacred. A full-fledged treatment of these stations is wanting; yet, 
at this writing, I refrain from pointing out all the details and references to be 
found in his work. In that sense the present treatment ofNasr's work is very 
selective. The selectivity proceeds in terms of priorities to a professional 
Western philosopher, with the hope that the Eastern reader will respond 
accordingly. Of course, I hope that this transaction is done in the spirit of 
justice and enlightenment, treating fairly the reader as well as the writer. I 
constructed an ideal type of treatment between the writer, text, and reader 
pursuing methods, contrasts, and context. I treat a serious theme, promoted 
by Nasr's project, that addresses a real need to build a "bridge over troubled 
waters," as the song goes, between the West and the Islamic East. I relied not 
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only on books, articles, and interviews with Nasr, but also on our personal 
conversations, too numerous to be counted, in Washington, D.C. and Cairo, 
and also on lecture notes that I took during the academic year 1989-90, 
while attending numerous courses given by him during the writer's 
sabbatical year. The present contribution is to be understood as a small token 
of appreciation of Nasr's generosity and intellectual fairness towards the 
present writer. 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Aside from identifying Dr. Nasr's Project of Reenchantment, I add the 
following themes, suggestive of eliciting a contrastable response, in terms of 
The Quest. Accordingly, I comment on the sacred order of the Kosmos, in 
Platonic fashion, that includes Newton and Whitehead, not the least Nasr, 
inheriting the Neo-Platonic-Sufi strains from Suhrawardi and Mulla ~adra. 
In addition, I focus on the ecological dimensions of the sacred, which may 
very well tum out to be the centerpiece ofNasr's project, for he was among 
the foremost spokesmen in the late 1960s and early 1970s who sensed the 
danger to our environment, due to the senseless quest for the domination of 
nature by Baconian minds-in the West as well as in the East. I try to come 
to terms with the sacred and the problem of epistemological certainty, 
promoted by Descartes and ushering in the American instrumentalist 
pragmatism of John Dewey. Despite Dewey's critique of Descartes, it is 
fascinating to see how Dewey's ideas of certainty contrast with Nasr's 
"Sacred Certainty," inherited from the l~fahani tradition ofMir Damad and 
his student ~adra. Lastly, I ask Goethe's Gretchenfrage to the debate and 
discourse between the West and East on the legitimacy of the intellectual 
intuition of God since Kant. By using this problematic theme as a foliage, 
against which I x-ray Nasr's Reenchantment Project, I hope to promote an 
honest, critical, and productive discourse between civilizations towards 
which Nasr has contributed much, and which is in dire need of being 
reechoed and reenforced. The well-known theme of the clash of civilizations 
only promotes a black and white picture that cannot be supported by history; 
reality does not unveil itself in such a stark bipolarity. Perhaps, to speak in 
Hegel's and Nasr's language: Reality may tum out to be Sacred Grey. 

II. THE REENCHANTMENT PROJECT: TRADITION AND THE SACRED 

After the devastating First World War, Max Weber concluded his famous 
speech, "Science as a Vocation," in 1918 at the University of Munich before 
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an overcrowded auditorium of students, as follows: "The fate of our times 
is characterized by rationalization and intellectualization and, above all, by 
the 'disenchantment of the world. '"3 By the end of the twentieth century we 
have a better "feel" for that process that Weber called "Entzauberungs
prozess." The question, however, I must pose at this time is: has the world 
turned for the better? Or, have things turned out different than anticipated by 
Weber? These questions remain for the historian to answer. Whatever may 
be the case, the disenchantment process described by Weber has not been as 
successful as anticipated, as the neo-tribal conflicts in the late twentieth 
century have shown. 

Contrary to Weber's analysis, Nasr has proposed a project that may be 
called "The Reenchantment Process of the Sacred." At the center of this 
process is the rediscovery of the sacred as a dynamic element in the modem 
world. The sacred is no longer classified as an old fashioned counterpart to 
the profane, or secular, but treated as a quintessential element that has been 
rediscovered with a new consciousness. Nasr makes the point, "The 
rediscovery of the sacred is ultimately and inextricably related to the revival 
of tradition .... " 4 It was precisely the notion of tradition, in all spheres of 
human endeavor, that was stripped of its enchantment through the process 
of rationalization. The transvaluation of values, as Nietzsche puts it, was the 
single most essential aspect of the loss of tradition. Nasr's project is 
designed to regain the sense of tradition and to reclaim the entitlement of 
enchantment between Man and God, for the sacred must be put at center 
stage in the reenchantment process. However, we should not equate the 
project as a "roll-back" of the rational; rather, we must see the process as a 
reinvestment in man's relationship to the Divine. This rediscovery and 
reinvestment is part of the reenchantment process. Philosophically speaking, 
we may talk about the transcendence of the Unity of Being. 5 It is precisely 
this transcendence that has been lost, at least since Kant. It was this, as 
Weber pointed out, that got lost in the rationalization process of Protestant 
Europe, involving the transformation of a premodern community into a 
modem nation state. The interesting part in Nasr's project is that it derives 
out of the Eastern tradition of Islam and not the notorious Protestant ethic, 
of which Weber spoke. 

The tradition that synthesizes the classical elements of Islam, along with 
the Sufi strains of Eastern Islam and the Shi'ite component in Nasr's project, 
makes this a challenging and new kind of proposal. To date, very few 
professional philosophers in the West, particularly in the academic 
environment, have dealt with or even noticed Nasr's work. That statement 
tells us more about the provincial situation of academic philosophy, 
especially the Anglo-American variety in Western philosophy departments, 
than about Nasr's cosmopolitan approach to the theme at hand.6 
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Nasr understands tradition as a "Lebensform" in terms of"Lebenswelt"; 
a language familiar to anyone acquainted with Dilthey, Husser], with 
phenomenology, or Habermas. This form of life is rooted in the organic 
unity of the very transcendent Unity of Being. The life-world (to use 
Husserl's term as adapted by Habermas) is not a mere "life-style" that comes 
and goes with the fashions and fads of the season. 7 The traditional forms of 
life are in quest of wholeness, of holiness, ofunity, and of the sacred. One 
of the basic reasons why the reenchantment project is not just an exclusive 
quest for the sacred is that the rediscovery of tradition is a prerequisite for 
the reenchantment project. Tradition provides the basic cultural framework 
in which the sacred operates. That is to say, societies without tradition no 
longer can provide the context in which the sacred can manifest itself. 

The virtual world of computer technology is exactly the kind of 
environment in which tradition cannot flourish. The virtual world has no 
value in itself; it is merely a second-hand world that is used, in Kant's lan
guage, as a regulative paradigm, in terms of instrumental reason. 8 The virtual 
world exhibits rationality without life; without the organic component that 
provides the background for the special relationship between man and the 
Sacred. Tradition is treated as something authentic in Nasr's work and not 
as something that is considered historic, ancient, or of merely anthropologi
cal interest. 9 Tradition, in that sense, is not merely treated as belonging in a 
museum or as a tourist attraction. It is understood as something living, uni
tary, and organic. It provides space for man and God to meet. The traditional 
landscape cannot, of course, be recovered. But authentic tradition can be 
rejuvenated in such a way that tradition is, once again, placed in the center 
of man's action. Tradition, at this point, is not the old~ fashioned sentimental 
Biedermeier Romantik that tried to negate the oncoming industrial develop
ment, especially in Germany. 10 Tradition in Nasr's terms means those 
aspects, elements, and practices that have preserved eternal values, in the 
face of hard won historical experience. And that includes the transcendent 
Unity ofBeing in the context of the Divine. Some of the masters of tradition, 
such as Rene Guenon, A. K. Coomaraswamy, Titus Burckhardt, Frithjof 
Shuon, or Martin Lings, have influenced Nasr' s work on tradition. 11 Anyone 
appreciating the unique perspective Nasr offers must be acquainted with the 
works by the masters of traditions mentioned, respectively. Again, tradition 
does not mean anthropological, sociological, or political conceptionalizations 
such as we read in academic textbooks. 12 They may be useful, but miss the 
essential point of authentic tradition. The center of authentic tradition is the 
sacred as a metaphysical element, bonding the transcendence between man 
and God. It is this proto-original bond, Nasr reminds us, that is to be recalled 
and recovered, and which constitutes the center of his reenchantment project. 
Thus, seen in this light we do not use the reenchantment idea as a "going 
back" to Schiller, or Navalis's "Verzauberung der Welt," for this is done in 
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the Disney production The Lion King. 13 

Rather, Nasr reminds us of the original bond between man and God 
defined as" ... the pre-temporal existence of man in relation with God .... " 14 

In view of this perspective it becomes clear that Weber's treatment of 
the secularization theme is handled in a somewhat different perspective than 
in Nasr's work. It is a timely reminder for the West that not all options to 
save the world have been explored. Max Weber is still an inspiration that 
must be reckoned with, but we can see, as time adds a sense of maturity to 
our view, that Weber may have been too imbued with Western historical 
categories to leave room for a rationality in Islamic dress, basically unknown 
to the Western public. 15 

III. ON THE SACRED ORDER OF THE KOSMOS: 
PLATO, NEWTON, WHITEHEAD, AND NASR 

In order to come to terms with Dr. Nasr's Reenchantment Project it is useful 
to recall some of the classical models and their respective structures of the 
Kosmos. I chose Plato, Newton, and Whitehead with a purpose: These 
thinkers are deeply into the sacred, despite their mathematical treatment of 
the structures of the universe, or the Kosmos. 16 The subtle relationship 
between mathematics and the sacred is something Plato, Newton, and 
Whitehead have in common. I should remind those readers not familiar with 
Nasr's academic background that his formal training was initially in 
mathematics, geosciences, and physics. Anyone familiar with his works 
knows that he is not a stranger to the natural sciences. Quite the contrary, in 
Nasr's work we can see an interesting attempt at coming to terms with the 
modem sciences in terms of the Islamic tradition. 17 He reminds us ef the 
great scientific centers of the golden age of Baghdad, Fatimid Cairo, or 
Naishapur, and not the least, of 'Umar Khayyam. 18 Thus, it is a misrepresen
tation, as some may have it, thatmodem science is opposed to the Islamic 
tradition. In fact, it is one ofNasr's achievements to make it clear, especially 
to Western readers ofhis works, not to mention the more enlightened fellow 
Muslims, that science and Islam are not contradictions in terms. 

In any case, we may agree with Nasr's contention that what has been 
forgotten in the West is the sacred nature of the order of the universe 
(Kosmos), of which not only Plato spoke, but also the great Nicholas 
Cusanus, and not the least Copernicus and Kepler. The classical philoso
phers treated the understanding ofthe Kosmos from a mathematical point. 19 

The sacred, in Nasr's project, has always been present, but it had been lost, 
because societies, civilizations, and individuals have gotten out of touch with 
the sacred and the original pretemporal bond. This situation is somewhat 
reminiscent of Heidegger's "Seinsvergessenheit."20 According to Nasr, 
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humankind has "forgotten" about the transcendent Unity of Being and must 
now recover the transcendent bond of Being between man and God. There 
seems to be a subtle analogy between Heidegger's recovery of the authentic 
"Sein" and Nasr's reenchantment of thought, ushering into Sadra's Wisdom 
of the Throne. 21 It is no surprise that the late Henry Corbin, a colleague and 
friend ofNasr, during the Imperial Academy of Philosophy days in Tehran, 
should have been the first translator ofHeidegger's Was heisst Metaphysik 
into French, opening the gate for the French Heidegger reception. 22 In the 
long run, Corbin opted for Suhrawardi and the metaphysics of the 
Illuminationist School of the Islamic East. 23 

Leibniz was the last Western philosopher-mathematician who under
stood this classical theme. In Descartes we register a partial divorce between 
the mathematical and the sacred; by the time Kant spoke of God ( Urheber) 
as a regulative principle of understanding and as the transcendental structure 
of our capacity for understanding ( Verstand), the notion of the sacred 
became lost in the Western conception of the Kosmos. 24 In the great Charles 
S. Peirce, not to mention Dewey, this becomes evident. In twentieth-century 
Western philosophy, as exhibited in Heidegger and Wittgenstein, the demise 
of the traditional sacred is obvious. The former may still speak in a veiled 
language, but the latter put it in a very succinct language, to his twentieth
century readers: the world is all that is the case. The mathematical structure 
of understanding the universe was closely tied to the symmetry of this very 
structure, expressed in the aesthetic language of beauty, and harmony. 
Indeed, in Plato, Newton, and Whitehead, not to mention Nasr, we find the 
essential elements at play: Order, Beauty, Justice.25 It is no surprise that 
Newton and Whitehead did not provide for an exclusive ethics. In fact, their 
mathematical understanding is combined with the aesthetic and identified, 
therefore, as the ethics of the Kosmos. 

In an interesting Sophia article, Nasr distinguished between sacred, 
religious, and traditional art. 26 He did not speak of the difference between 
sacred and profane art, say, between Sultan Ahmed Mosque in Istanbul and 
the Bauhaus in Dessau. A profane architectural entity, such as the Dessau 
Bauhaus, may elicit religious feelings by form~r students and teachers, as is 
the case with many tourists visiting the Pyramids in Giza, Egypt. The 
religious feelings may evoke a sense of grandeur, perfection, and present
ness. The Bauhaus in Dessau may rejuvenate our sense of mathematical 
perfection in terms of a perfect geometrical entity, as was in the mind of 
Gropius. 27 To see in modernity elements of the secular exclusively is 
shortsighted; no doubt, in the upcoming Century we will witness a tum 
towards more sensitivity, and less ideology, as to what is and is not modem. 
The sacred will celebrate a come-back in disguise. In that sense Nasr's 
reenchantment project is timely. 

The sacred and the mathematical, since Pythagoras, have been two sides 
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of the same coin. The Kosmos has always been seen as a sacred entity. 
Likewise, Plato's forms, Newton's forces, and Whitehead's eternal objects, 
can only be understood in a mathematico-geometrical context, underlying 
the sacred order. If we follow Max Weber and hold that the religious, e.g. 
Pharaonic Egypt, and especially the monotheistic religions, are a higher level 
of consciousness, compared to the mythological landscape of Homeric 
Greece, then we can differentiate between the sacred, the religious, the 
traditional, the profane, the modem, the secular, and not to mention, the 
postmodern. 28 

In comparison, Nasr's Kosmos is divinely inspired and intersects with 
the intellectual intuition of God, or the ultimate illumination of the divine 
light, understood in the Ishraqi tradition. 29 This is the Sufi tradition in Nasr' s 
quest of the sacred and his understanding of the Kosmos. Nasr is, of course, 
well aware of the mathematical configurations inherent in Plato's, Newton's, 
and Whitehead's philosophies of nature. Mathematics, in his interpretation 
of the world, may be a divine tool, given to humankind by God to unlock the 
surface of the earth's secret, but it is not the key to the ultimate disclosure of 
the universe. In Descartes's world, mathematics is understood to be a divine 
gift of which he partakes, but his God functions as an insurance agent-just 
in case. He uses God as a footnote, just in case his texts have to verify their 
respective mathematical sources. Of course, in Nasr's universe mathematics 
is a means to explore the world, but not an end in itself. In contrast, the 
Cartesian universe discloses itself in mathematical quantities. It is obvious 
that the state of revelation becomes problematic. Revelation does not take 
center stage in Descartes's world, or in the world of deist philosopher 
scientist~~od' s beauty and grandeur discloses itself in the scientific search 
for knQ\Vl<tdge in the world. The mathematical is the hidden bond through 
which the human mind is capable of comprehending the structures..of the 
universe that are accessible and revelatory. Yet, this process of revelation has 
not yet played out, as far as Nasr is concerned. 

IV. THE SACRED AND CERTAINTY: NASR AND DEWEY 

I want to contrast Nasr's mature version of his quest for the sacred, presented 
in his Gifford Lectures in 1981, with another Gifford Lecturer, namely John 
Dewey, who presented his project ofinstntmental pragmatism in 1929 which 
was entitled, The Quest for Certainty.30 I am convinced that, if we compare 
some aspects ofNasr and Dewey we shall come closer to the basic misunder
standings and antagonisms weighing heavy on the relation between the West 
and the Islamic East. 

A mere comparison is not sufficient, for it does not draw out the specific 
philosophic import embedded in Nasr's and Dewey's perspectives. Thus, we 
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use the Whiteheadian notion of "contrast" as a unit of analysis. Whitehead 
used the term "contrast" in his 1928 Gifford Lectures, subsequently pub
lished as Process and Reality. 31 "Contrast" as understood in Whitehead's 
Gifford Lectures is presented as a category of explanation. This explanation, 
" ... is a datum for a feeling has a unity as felt . .. this unity is a 'contrast' 
of entities. "32 Thus, contrastual assessment, as I use it in this essay, is treated 
as a metaphysical component of a worldview. No doubt, Nasr and Dewey are 
very striking in contrast, but on closer inspection, both are true believers of 
their respective Weltanschauungen. Dewey is as much a messenger of the 
American dream as Nasr is of the message coming from Isfahan, rooted in 
the Quran. The former expounds Western rationality in terms of pragmatic 
instrumentalism, the latter, a transcendent intuition that mirrors not only the 
respective communities, but also exhibits in a variety of ways the respective 
civilizations in which they are born, raised, and nurtured. In Dewey's case 
it is the New England landscape, while Nasr represents the Persian classical 
civilization. Protestant Christianity and Shi'ite Islam provide the bedrock of 
their respective views. 

Dewey presents a reformed Protestant view in terms of the American 
ideals of the Founding Fathers and the experience of immigration. Chicago, 
in Dewey's time, was notorious for immigrants and their respective problems 
of integrating into mainstream America. Dewey addressed his educational 
views to the problem of immigration. In addition to the American experi
ence, it was the European Enlightenment, as well as the scientific
progressive-optimistic-technological worldview, with therapeutic intent, 
releasing the human being from the shackles of bondage and slavery that was 
the underlying motif of Dewey's efforts. Dewey was America's substitute for 
Marx. That is one of the reasons why Marxism never fared well in the 
United States, as compared to Europe or Asia.33 

In contrast, Nasr is the heir to a rich and powerful philosophic-theologi
cal school, centered in the magnificent Safavid capital of Abbas the Great in 
sixteenth century Isfahan, Persia. 34 It was a great period in Persian intellec
tual history, at the time when Descartes won converts for his view in 
northern Europe, centered in Amsterdam and Leyden. Cartesianism was on 
its victorious road in European universities, especialiy in the Netherlands 
and Scandinavian countries, predominantly Protestant in outlook, while the 
Isfahan school, led by Mir Damad and his brilliant pupil Sadr al-Din Shirazi, 
known as Mulla ~adra, worked out his masterpiece, the Asfar, that is, The 
Transcendent Theosophy concerning the Four Intellectual Journeys of the 
Soul. 35 The contrast between Descartes and'Mulla ~adra on the one hand, 
and Dewey and Nasr, on the other hand, is telling. Again, the contrast 
between Cartesianism and the Isfahan! school, between Dewey and Nasr, 
reflects the stark differentiation b.etween worldviews that exhibits a quest for 
the domination of nature in terms of the quest for empirical certainty, as 
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pragmatic instrumentalism-in short, a secular approach to solve human 
problems on earth, and, on the other hand, a sacred road in terms of the 
divination of nature, as a religious essence in human beings, created by the 
Divine.36 

Contrasting the initial statements by Dewey and Nasr we find, at the 
outset, a methodological approach that is revealing. The former points out, 
"Man who lives in a world of hazards is compelled to seek for security."37 

The security that Dewey has in mind is rational certainty in the form of 
mathematics, natural sciences, and technology. Dewey criticizes European 
philosophers, especially Descartes, for being too timid in that he and his 
followers sought epistemological certainty, as security on behalf of theoria 
only. What is missing, according to Dewey, is the emphasis upon praxis, or 
action, and its relation to knowledge. Dewey, in fact, extends the Cartesian 
view and includes the pragmatic maxim of Peirce with a Deweyan slant. The 
instrumentality of theoretical knowledge, in the fonn of applied technology 
is, to say the least, the project that will save human beings from irrationality, 
poverty, ignorance, evil, or what Kant called man's "self-incurred immatu
rity."38 Pure knowledge alone is not enough. Dewey emphasizes action, 
doing, and making. It becomes clear that, from Nasr's point of view, 
6ewey's secular salvation for the ills of this world is a rather one-sided affair 
and self-defeating. Dewey, of course, did not witness the resurgence of the 
ecological consciousness, which Nasr, among the foremost thinkers of his 
generation in lht\Islamic world, had pronounced. Thus, Nasr's project of 
reenchantment,jn the form of the quest for the sacred, can be understood as 
a direct challenge to Dewey's technological praxis, in terms of the transcen
dent Unity of Being, as opposed to instrumental pragmatism. The Western 
European~he North American, and the Islamic Ea~, thus contrasted, are in 
much need of more elaboration and commentary. At ~is point we are Just at 
the beginning of such a project. 39 

V. THE ECOLOGICAL DIMENSION OF THE SACRED AND THE 
" RECALL" OF THE TRANSCENDENT UNITY OF BEING 

Already in the early 1960s, Nasr had warned of an ecological crisis-in the 
West as well as in the Islamic East-at the time when students and 
intellectuals entertained social revolution. 40 The young people in Tehran 
listened to the flamboyant speeches of'All Shari'ati, rather than Nasr.41 The 
sign of the times spelled out social revolution, rather than caring for nature. 
Interesting enough, if some of the intellectual revolutionaries had read their 
Frankfurt School primer on the Dialectic of the Enlightenment (Horkheimer 
and Adorno) more carefully, they would have discovered that the human 
being is also a part of nature, and subject to the laws of nature, at least as far 
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as their bodies are concerned. 42 There was hardly any interest in souls. Thus, 
nature was understood by the 1960s student revolutionaries as it was 
expounded by the early Ludwig Feuerbach and the later Marx. Contrary to 
Nasr, they did not have the environment on their agenda. Nature was not 
considered endangered, but had to be emancipated from the capitalists' 
exploitation. The late Soviet Union and its adherents, and any sort of 
socialism generally, were not considered sinners against nature. In the end, 
when the workers' paradise was achieved, nature would take care of itself, 
or, as the young Marx had in mind, we could all go fishing. Now we are, 
hopefully, a little wiser. Nasr's efforts, in the long run, did bear fruit in that 
he contributed decisively to our consciousness about the oncoming ecolog
ical crises being of a global nature. 

The environmental disasters of Bhopal (India), Chernobyl (Russia), the 
Exxon Valdez (Alaska), the Amazon Rainforest, the depletion of the ozone 
layer, and the Green House effect, are watershed events not only for the 
Western public, but also for our global village. People have become aware 
that our treatment of nature is amiss. Television images and reports heighten 
the empirical awareness of the environmental crisis even among the illiterate. 
What is to be done? The Western response was immediate action: university 
courses on environmental ethics treated their respective man-made 
catastrophes as "case studies." The textbook-approach method and attitude 
is basically social science and technology per se, and not steeped in the more 
spiritual sources of respective traditions found in the West or the East. 

In his lectures from the early 1960s, published as Islam and the Plight 
of Modern Man, Nasr pointed out the following, "The missing dimension of 
the ecological debate is the world and nature of man himself and the spiritual 
transformation he must undergo if he is to solve the crisis he himself has 
precipitated. "43 In the meantime, of course, we have developed an ecological 
discourse that exhibits the heavy underpinning of social, political, and 
economic concerns, but not the serious concerns of humankind in terms of 
religious spirituality. It is in this area that Nasr has contributed pioneering 
insight towards an ecological theomorphism as a forgotten dimension of the 
sacred.« / 

The causes for the ecological crisis are many and are still novel. But the 
essential cause of the crisis, as proposed in Nasr's worldview, is human
kind's forgetfulness of God. The 1960s language, borrowed from the Marx 
of 1844, would have been "man's alienation from man."45 In the context of 
the sacred, man's alienation from man is the result of the alienation of man 
from the Divine. Thus, the recipe for overcoming this forgetfulness, or 
alienation within the context of the sacred, is the rediscovery of the original 
bond between humankind and the Deity. We must recognize again, 
according to Nasr, that our theomorphic nature has to be rediscovered and 
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exercised anew in order to be able to "see" harmony, balance, complemen
tarity, and symmetry in our environment which is, after all, the creation of 
the Deity. A revival of our spiritual heritage, of any respective culture, is a 
positive condition under which the emergence of a new bond with the 
Divinity is possible. Thus, Nasr advocates the religious understanding of the 
order of nature as a prolegomena to any rejuvenation of a sacred bond 
between humankind and God. 46 

Humankind, in analysis, is the sick man of modern times. Modern man 
is in need of healing; especially the heart and the soul must undergo a 
therapy that provides the conditions under which the heart can "feel" again, 
and the' soul can "see" the immanent principle upon which nature is built. In 
Nasr's texts we find a critique, especially of the Western Renaissance period, 
when Western man began to diverge from other civilizations.47 In other 
words, Western civilization, from his point of view, became eccentric in 
comparison to other civilizations. Yet, the precise causes and reasons as to 
why the West turned "eccentric" are still not too clear. Any Western reader 
of a European or American high school textbook remembers that the Italian 
Renaissance got especially high grades for representing the manifestation of 
man'~ celebration of the Glory of God. God was glorified in the sculpture of 
the Italian artists, engineers, and painters. A Giotto, a Michelangelo, a Titian, 
or a Donatello represeJl004 humankind through their respective materials and 
media precisely to wbrship the greatness of God. For, after all, humankind 
was God's creation and not vice versa, as Feuerbach had it. We can well 
imagine that any reader, educated in the classical cu~ulum of a British 
public school, or a German gymnasium, must feel at odds with Nasr's 
perception on that particular point. 48 The West, during the Renaissance and 
the Scientific Revolution, did not forget about God, or Divinity, recalling the 
humiliation Galileo had to endure in the name of sacred truth as interpreted 
by the Vatican, or the way in which Michelangelo celebrated humankind in 
God's image. The discourse on this matter has been well presented in the 
work of the late Hans Blumenberg.49 

That Western science operated with metaphysical presuppositions, so 
well put in the works of Alfred North Whitehead and E. A. Burtt, is by now 
an open secret. 50 These are matters that still have to be sorted out in order to 
come to some kind of balanced assessment of the Renaissance West. I 
maintain, at this point, that the secularization of the understanding of nature 
in the West, especially since Kant, did not necessarily discredit the sacred. 
The heated discussion on Newton's positions within the Anglican Church 
should suffice to make this point. Churchmen like Clarke, Bentley, or 
Whiston, just to name the most prominent, on the discourse on the mechanis
tic universe and the concept of Deity, testify to the intensive discussions, 
private as well as public, in eighteenth-century England. 51 The essential 
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problem was then as it still is now, how do we engage the sacred in light of 
the modern scientific perspective? On this point Nasr's contribution to the 
ecological dimension of the sacred is decisive. 

The German romantics, such as Novalis, or the philosopher Schelling, 
or the North German painter Casper David Friedrich, had tried to suggest 
ways of reenchanting nature with the Divine and the Sacred. 52 Anyone who 
has seen the paintings of Friedrich in the Hamburg Kunsthalle or, recently, 
at the New York Museum of Modern Art, will immediately understand my 
contention. That strand of thought may be very useful for a Western reader 
encountering Nasr's ecological demands. Events were not as linear and 
secularized as many would have us believe. Again, the work of Hans 
Blumenberg should suffice to disclaim any sort of black-white framework 
in the context of the sacred-secular debate. 

And Nasr clarifies his view, saying that "The destruction of the 
environment is the result of modern man's attempt to view the natural 
environment as an onto logically independent order of reality, divorced from 
the Divine Environment without whose liberating grace it becomes stifled 
and dies."53 The method of recovery, that is, Nasr's Reenchantment Project, 
demands a recovery of the bond between spirit and nature, the sacred and 
"the works of the Supreme Artisan." That recovery has a system in the 
reenchantment project: it is what we might call the "Recall" of the transcen
dent Unity of Being. Simple awareness of religious spirituality may be called 
upon by the population at large. A recall, or remembrance of the original 
bond between humankind and God, is expressed in the time-honored 
doctrine, pioneered by Ibn 'Arabi, as the transcendent Unity of Being. The 
methodological recall of the transcendent Unity of Being is, likewise, the 
recovery of the ecological dimension of the sacred. Nasr proposes that a 
sacred science can succeed in filling the present-day void in the religious 
understanding of the order of nature caused by the exclusive technological 
Weltanschauung of modem science: "There is need of ethical action toward 
all natural beings on the basis of a knowledge of the order of nature 
corresponding to an objective reality, a knowledge that is itself ultimately a 
sacred science, a scientia sacra."54 Of course, the basic distinction between 
a sacred science and the modem sciences that deal with environmental issues 
is that the modern sciences record empirical data in order to draw upon 
conclusions reached through induction or deduction, and, at the same time, 
exclude the religious attitude. The originallaboratorium, work and pray, has 
been reduced to action-man then sees experimental activities exclusively 
in terms of labor, as the young Marx pointed out and as reiterated in a more 
mature version by Hannah Arendt.55 Nasr proposes a sacred laboratorium in 
which humankind does, indeed, work with respect towards fellow workers 
and researchers at the task at hand, as reflected in the context of the principle 
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of the Divine. The "sacred laboratorium" operates fundamentally on the 
basis of a metaphysics that Nasr understands as philosophia perennis. It is 
the principle of the philosophia perennis that guides him in the "recall" of 
the transcendent Unity of Being, as a preliminary exercise of the ecological 
dimension of the sacred. Without the recall there cannot be a sacred 
dimension of the ecological landscape. Nasr reiterates, "The philosophia 
perennis sees a unity which underlies the diversity of religious forms and 
practices, a unity which resides within that quintessential truth at the heart 
of religions that is none other than the philosophia perennis itself. "56 In this 
sense Nasr connects the idea of the philosophia perennis with the Sufi 
doctrine of the transcendent Unity of Being as reflected in the work of Ibn 
'Arabi. This subtle relationship between the Sufi understanding of nature 
and contemporary awareness of the necessity of a moral posture towards 
nature has not been explored sufficiently.57 Nasr is a pioneer in this field and 
he often points a finger toward the ecological field that a younger generation 
of Muslim scholars should plow. 

Again, the special concerns about nature and our environment, in light 
of. the revolutionary developments in communication technology and the 
whole gambit of the audio-visual parameter, not to mention the transvalu
ation of values on the global scale, has to be explored in more detail. 58 In 
Nasr' s perspective w~ encounter the. possibility pf offe~ng a comprehensive 
worldvtew that ~ombmes natural philosophy, metaphystcs, the sctences, and 
the religious ditnertsions that provides solutions to our pressing problems. 
The recall of the transcendent Unity of Being is a prerequisite for such a 
worldvie'Y. In that sense a sacred epistemology is a necessity. The valuation 
of ecological concerns and the metaphysical presuppositions are two 
dimensions in which a sacred epistemology must operate. This is a necessity; 
otherwise, we end up with the typical environmental ethics attitudes 
portrayed in various journals and academic papers, whose object it is to offer 
"practical solutions" to ecological problems, which are considered problems 
ofthe social sciences, to be resolved in terms of social engineering. Needless 
to say, the idea of the sacred in this field of endeavor appears as an eccentric 
attitude not to be taken too seriously, at least from the conventional scientific 
attitude of positivism. 

VI. THE LEGITIMACY OF THE INTELLECTUAL INTUITION OF GOD: 
WHY DOES THE WEST, SINCE KANT, HAVE A 

LEGITIMACY PROBLEM OF SACRED EPISTEMOLOGY? 

Concluding my interpretation ofNasr's perspective on these matters I must 
resort to an essential question that is at the heart of the fundamental 
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difference between the Western view of legitimate knowledge, especially 
since Kant, and the Islamic East, perennially concerned with the intellectual 
intuition of the Divine. I want to focus on this specific problem in the 
following section of my paper, and conclude with a preliminary assessment 
of Nasr's quest for the sacred. The epistemological concerns of a sacred 
epistemology and legitimacy of knowledge in terms of the intellectual 
intuition of the Divine are intimately laced into our concerns with the 
ecological dimension of the sacred. The philosophia perennis takes center 
stage in the whole enterprise which I called Nasr's reenchantment project. 
The perennial concern of a theosophy (for example, that of Suhrawardi or 
Mulla ~dra) has functionally ceased to exist in Western consciousness since 
the Scientific Revolution. The chain of thought from Plato and Plotinus to 
Meister Eckhart, Cusanus, the Romantics (Navalis, the Schlegel brothers, 
Schelling) has made some inroads among the more sensitive of the 1960s 
generation, but has not been pursued in a serious manner, such as through 
a sacred epistemology. Yet, the legitimate concerns of an intellectual 
intuition of the Divine were never entirely discarded in the Western Hemi
sphere, as Anneliese Maier, the historian of natural philosophy, and Hans 
Blumenberg have shown.59 Somehow, intellectual intuition has been an 
appendix to the more scientific epistemology that was promoted in the 
process of making science a positivistic enterprise. Newton could still be 
moved by his friend's critique (Richard Bentley) of the apparent discrepancy 
between a mechanistic conception of the universe and conventional Christian 
views. Yet Kant no longer felt that he had to apologize, except in a political 
context. The Kritik der reinen Vernunft was a comprehensive enterprise and 
accordingly took care of the intellectual intuition (intellektuelle Anschauung, 
especially) as a regulative principle, and as part of a secular epistemology. 
The reality of the Divine is transformed into a regulative concept to be 
entertained analogously as a hypothesis in science, for which, however, one 
could never provide sufficient empirical evidence. Humankind has been left 
dangling between earth and heaven ever since. Here the gap between the West 
and the Islamic East turned into the irreconcilable differences that exist to this 
day. I suggest that Nasr's reenchantment project provides us with an initial 
response to our dilemma: reconciling a secular and sacred epistemology. 

The situation is clear: In Nasr's universe of discourse the concepts of 
revelation, unity, origin, source, tradition, perennial wisdom, sophia, and 
intellectual intuition of God are interrelated like a cobweb. There is no doubt 
about the matrix of intuiting the world in its relation to the Absolute. The 
reenchantment project is the basic program that shows the way towards 
regaining, that is, recalling, the fundamental insight of humankind, 
according to Nasr: "Intelligence, which is the instrument of knowledge 
within man, is endowed with the possibility ofknowing the Absolute." 60 But 
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this is precisely what is systematically denied in Western philosophy, since 
Kant. 

Habermas' s idea, going back to Kant, is clear: that reason is a historical 
product ofhumankind's development ushering in "communicative reason" 
in the twentieth century and turning into a" ... binding force ofintersubjec
tive understanding and reciprocal reception." 61 Nasr's idea of a theosophy, 
as we-read the respective passages in his Three Muslim Sages, is worlds 
apart from the Habermasian Weltanschauung. We would have to return to 
Spinoza and Leibniz to be able to "feel" the wotds again pronounced by 
Nasr, "By theosophy we mean that form of wisdom which is neither 
philosophy nor theology-but a knowledge of the Divine mysteries .... "62 

Clearly a fault line developed in this area of intellectual activity between 
the West and the Islamic East. The break can be seen in the seventeenth 
century of the West. Again, only in Spinoza and Leibniz do we find an echo 
of what Nasr is trying to revive through his reenchantment project. Let us 
listen to the words of Leibniz: "I am glad that the most solid part of the 
theology of the mystics is preserved ... what there is true and good in our 
knowledge is still an emanation from the light of God, and that it is in this 
sense that it may be sa~at we see all things in God. "63 These are words 
that the Illumination s~hOol thinkers since Suhrawardi would have under
stood if they had the chance to read and meet Leibniz. On the other hand, 
Leibniz did not know about the I~fahani and Ishraqi schools of the Islamic 
East, although they were contemporaries. Leibniz and the Jesuits had their 
eyes on China. Yet

1 
article 47 of his Monadology, restates the situation 

clearly, "Thus God alone is the primary unity, ... , from which all monads, 
created and derived, are produced, and are born, so to speak, by continual 
fulgurations of the Divinity from moment to moment, limited by the 
receptivity of the created being, which is of its essence limited."~ This 
statement certainly reaches out to the sacred as a divine quest towards the 
Absolute-the primary unity. Yet the monad has an inbuilt characteristic that 
produces contradiction, which reveals the subtle crack developing into a big 
gap between West and East: the human creature is limited in its way of 
knowing God, or the primary unity. Although it is created by the Absolute, 
it is no longer in the position to apprehend its own creation, as an Absolute. 
In Spinoza we find a frantic effort to preserve the original bond of absolute 
unity between God, Man, and Nature, to no avail. Spinoza and Leibniz were 
the last Western thinkers capable of incorporating the Greek legacy, Eastern 
Hermeticism, and a unitary vision, as exhibited in the monotheistic religions. 
They still had a feeling for what Nasr called sacred wisdom, or what the 
Italian Augustinian Agostino Steuco in his De perenni philosophia of 1540 
called " ... one principle of all things, of which there has always been one 
and the same knowledge among all people." 65 
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Precisely what had been lost in the mode of Western thought is the 
feeling for the Divine Mystery. Nasr emphasizes over and over again that the 
original idea of inte/lectus, not reason, is basic to philosophia perennis-that 
intellection in its original understanding, since Plato, and especially since 
Plotinus, got lost on the way to the critique of pure reason, in which reason 
( Vernunft) takes on an analytical function for humankind, rather than serving 
metaphysical speculation. Transcendence is divided into different types of 
transcendentalism with their respective Weltanschauungen (worldviews).lt 
is no surprise that the term Weltanschauung has been accepted generally as 
pertaining to the world exclusively. A Gottesanschauung (contemplation of 
God) is something for mystics, as understood by Western philosophic 
academics. Reason claims, as Habermas put it, the criteria for reasonable 
behaviorofor human beings. To qualify as being recognized as human means 
foremost, in the Kantian-Habermasian lineage, to meet the standards of 
rationality that discursive knowledge dictates.66 In discursive knowledge, 
intuition of an Absolute is neither possible nor desirable. For this is the 
problem: how can we have intuition (intellektuel/e Anschauung) of 
something that cannot be verified empirically or just hypothesized mathe
matically? What kind of evidence is there, aside from the intuitive pro
nouncement of those who maintain that there is such a cognitive experience? 
All this is not easy to fathom. The logical analysis game will not do--for the 
matter at hand is too serious to be handled by mere niceties of logical 
ballet-the problem is paramount.66 

The tension between those who claim knowledge as intellectus, or nous, 
and those recurring to ratio, or reason, is well known. This situation has been 
with us since Plotinus and Spinoza and was brought to life again by that sage 
Goethe, who, it may be said, was the last Western thinker who practiced 
philosophia perennis in earnest. The problem reemerges between the claims 
of the romantics and positivists in the early nineteenth century, and then 
flourished in the 1960s with the student revolt at large. The poet-philosopher 
Novalis still spoke of"innere Schau." This meant a revolt against official 
Cartesian dualism and its consequences. The experience of the Absolute is 
still possible in Schelling, who spoke the kind of language every devout 
Muslim understands: "Not we are in time, ... , but pure eternity is in us." 67 

It is an open secret among Schelling scholars that romantics like Novalis, the 
Schlegel brothers, Fichte, perhaps Holderlin, Schleiermacher, Tieck, and 
Schelling himself, were certainly deeply influenced by the insights of 
Plotinus-the very ideas that the Arabs picked up as the "Theology of 
Aristotle." 68 These curious relations and dimensions await exploration by a 
new generation. 

The mystic ecstasy is the paradigm for intellectual intuition. Aristotle's 
logic is the framework in which discursive logic operates. The problem for 
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the West, since Kant, we find in Plotinus's Ennead, Book Vl.9.7, "On the 
Good and The Qne": Knowledge is non-discursive, it eliminates any 
temporality of otlierness. The Nous is another way of seeing in a non
mediated, non-dialectical mode, since the Divine and the One is in us. We 
are in the One-nature and mind are One. The tension appears for Fichte, 
Kant, and Hegel: if intellectual intuition does not claim objective knowledge, 
non-conceptualization, negating Dasein and replacing it with mystic annihi
lation, how can we arrive at an objective subject? How is intuition as God
intuition ( Gottesanschauung) possible in a finite human being? These are 
some of the relevant problems of the respective topics we find in the German 
idealistic tradition. The relevance to Nasr's quest for the sacred should be 
obvious. It is a major problem in the reenchantment project, as presented by 
Nasr throughout his work. Again, Schelling expressed this matter as 
precisely as possible in his System ofTranscendental Idealism (1800), "Das 
erste Problem der Philosophie lasst sich also auch so ausdriicken: etwas zu 
finden, was schlechterdings nicht als Ding gedacht werden kann .... (The 
first problem of philosophy can also be expressed thus: finding something 
that cannot by any means be thought as a Thing). "69 That is exactly the point: 
The Absolute cannot be thought of as a something, that is, as an entity, or as 
Strawson's Individual inhabiting the space-time dimension. For Kant this 
problem appears as that of the "innere Anschauung" (he speaks of it as 
problematisch).70 If pure reason deals with the system of all principles that 
makes pos~blb the cognition of objects, how can a non-entity possibly be 
cognized? Intuition (Anschauung) per se is not sufficient for Kant. It begs 
the empirical evidence for us to establish it as a legitimate entity. This 
legitimacy problem is important to those who claim that sacred epistemology 
is possible. 

Intuition, as an epistemological category, is a blind spot withtn the 
framework of Western philosophy since the Scientific Revolution and the 
rise of positivism. The very concept of intuition (Anschauung) is a problem
atic issue within Kant's program, as outlined in his first Critique, and in 
modem Western philosophy generally. There is nothing to suggest that the 
mainstream philosophy textbooks, presenting the Rationalists (Descartes, 
Spinoza, Leibniz) and the Empiricists (Locke, Berkeley, Hume) differ on the 
idea of intuition. Already in the eighteenth century the intellectual public in 
London and Paris did not take intuition seriously. Besides, this sort of 
activity is reserved for gifted poets, prophets, seers like Swedenborg, and 
clever salon women. Intuition, as a legitimate category of truth (that is, 
scientific knowledge) was no longer taken seriously or respected. It lost its 
legitimacy. Intuition becomes a linguistic problem for Kant since he uses the 
Latin intuitio in his dissertation and transforms the Latin term, for want of 
an equivalent term in German, into Anschauung. 71 This left the exclusive 
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Anglo-Saxon-American reader somewhat puzzled. English translations of 
the Kantian texts reverted to the Latin term; thus, intuition turns out to be 
Anschauung, although any German reader knows that this is not its 
equivalent. In fact, there is no equivalent term in English to convey the idea 
of Anschauung. In Kant we find different kinds of Anschauungen, from 
formal to sensible ones. What is decisive for our question is, considering the 
difficulty, how can we translate Nasr's reenchantment project into adequate 
language for a Western educated person? 

In the decisive and controversial part of Kant's first Critique entitled 
Transcendental Deduction of Pure Concepts of the Understanding (B 129-
B 131 ), he starts his famous paragraph on the proto-synthetic unity of 
apperception as follows: "Ich denke, muss aile meine Vorstellungen 
begleiten konnen ... ?"(It must be possible for the 'I think' to accompany 
all my representations ... ).72 Kant tries to find the foundation for the 
epistemological subject that can claim to state, "Ich denke." But, there must 
be something that gives the subject a counterpart, namely, an object. In 
short, the epistemological subject can only recognize itself, if at all, as an 
object itself, in a temporal context as "something," and be able to verify, 
empirically, that it possesses individuality, in the mode we find brilliantly 
exhibited by Strawson in his Individuals. 73 

Considering this background, we now can reiterate our problem: How 
can we speak of intellectual intuition of God? This is a serious epistemologi
cal problem since Kant, and has not adequately been resolved in modern 
philosophy. If I, as a person, cannot objectify myself, how can I objectify the 
idea of God? Of course, this type of crude question already presupposes that 
in order to attain the status of subject (epistemologically speaking), one must 
have an object. The story of the subject-object dialectic, since Hegel and 
Marx, is well-known and need not be recounted at present. Kant handles the 
notion of God in a respectful manner and leaves the whole matter in an 
aporetical situation. In this context Kant never uses the term "Gott," but 
"Urheber," that is, a something that gave birth to a foundation in the old 
high German. We know, of course, that he suggests using the concept of 
God as a regulative principle of understanding, in the manner of a hypothesis 
in science. 

Newton exemplifies this Kantian notion, without being aware of it; in 
his Principia Mathematica he claims gravity is a phenomenon, but what it 
is in itself-only God knows (the Pantokrator), according to Newton. Even 
Roger Coates, his brilliant young assistant, made the mistake of ascribing to 
the master that he knew what gravity is. Kant is more radical and points out 
that human beings are not able, due to their respective constitution, if we 
restrict the epistemological subject to a temporal context, of claiming 
absolute certainty about anything, except what is given in the space-time 
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context. Thus, for Kant God is a possibility, but cannot be proven empiri
cally, precisely for the reason that we are limited by the space-time 
continuum. Kant was not a proclaimed atheist, but an agnostic with leanings 
toward believing in a rational Divine Being. That is as far as he would 
commit himself Western philosophy has never recovered from this situation. 

The problem we entertain now is, how can we initiate a meaningful 
dialogue or discourse between Western philosophy and the kind of project 
Nasr is proposing? For intellectual intuition of Divinity is absolutely 
essential in Nasr's worldview. Simply to bypass Kant would not do, since 
Kant is not easily bypassed. Thus, we must find a way to enlist Kant's help 
to make it plausible that intellectual intuition is, in fact, a legitimate category 
of epistemology, especially in the "reenchantment epistemology." For the 
sake of brevity let us call it "sacred epistemology": we can identify Nasr's 
program as a reenchantment project based upon a sacred epistemology. 

If we reconstruct some worldviews, from Plato to Plotinus, to Meister 
Eckhart, Cusanus, and German Romantics (Navalis, Schlegel, Schelling, 
Steffen), no~o mention Spinoza and Goethe, we find that the idea of an 
intellectual iptuttion of G9d is quite legitimate. The reconstruction has to be 
conducted in such a way that we can reconcile the Neo-Platonic tradition 
with the nominalists of late medieval philosophy, from Ockham to the 
analytic schools, from Newton to Whitehead. The union of theology and 
science in terms of the intuition of the world as a unique place among the 
creations of God has been dissipated since the seventeenth century. We are 
now ready, as the gateway of the twenty-first century is opened, for a more 
comprehensive and mature view in which we can continue to labor in the 
experimental fields of science, but make more sense of phenomena that do 
not enter into the big picture of scientific evidence. We know that scientific 
evidence is not comprehensive; there are many odds and ends in the claims 
made by science. Alfred North Whitehead is among those thinkers in the 
twentieth century who tried to formulate a comprehensive picture with no 
pretense of scientific hubris. He was an accomplished mathematician and a 
genius of speculative philosophy, equal to the other genius of Western 
philosophy, Heidegger. Thus, there is a chance to come to terms with Nasr's 
reenchantment project that does justice to ourselves and to the Islamic East. 
Our survival as human beings may depend on it. 74 

VII. CONCLUSION 

I have not traced Nasr's quest for the sacred by investigating every minute 
detail in his work. A full-fledged book would be needed to do that. I merely 
wanted to show how an Islamic thinker, well-versed in the sciences 
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professionally and well-acquainted with the cultural heritage of the West, 
presents a worldview that challenges the present mainstream contentions in 
the West: the road and progress of secularized modernity, with all its 
powerful trappings of power, money, and consumption, may not necessarily 
be the great solution for all humankind to follow. There are serious blind 
spots in the worldview of the West and Nasr's importance in the world of 
thought is precisely to have pointed out these lacunae of the Western 
paradigm. Hopefully, through the Library of Living Philosophers, Nasr will 
be made known to mainstream Western academic philosophy so it can come 
to terms with itself. After all, did not Socrates say, that to know oneself is a 
high virtue, but to know God, is the highest virtue of which humankind is 
capable? 

ERNEST WOLF-GAZO 
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NOTES 

1. See Science and Civilization in Islam (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1968) translated into Persian, Urdu, Malay, Turkish, Italian, 
French, and Arabic. This major work is the first serious approach to the history and 
philosophy of science in the contemporary Islamic world and should be read in 
conjunction with Nasr's An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines 
(London: Thames and Hudson Ltd., 1978, Revised Edition), which emphasizes the 
philosophy of nature conception within the Islamic context. The Need for a Sacred 
Science (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1993) is Nasr's mature 
synthesis of the previous works, which combines philosophy and the history of 
science with the philosophy of nature, enmeshed in the environmental-concern-and
ecological-ethics-issue, unique to the Islamic frame of reference. Also, see Jane I. 
Smith, "Seyyed Hossein Nasr (b. 1933)," in Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Modern 
Islamic World, vol. 3, pp. 230-31; and "S. H. Nasr: Defender of the Sacred and 
Islamic Traditionalism," in The Muslims of America, edited by Yvonne Y. Haddad 
(Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 88-95. 

2. See Knowledge and The Sacred (New York: Crossroad, 1981). Nasr is the 
first Muslim to be honored with delivering the Gifford Lectures since its inception 
in 1888, which includes such luminaries of Western philosophy as Dewey, 
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Whitehead, Bergson, William James, Karl Barth, or Werner Heisenberg, with 
Radhakrishnan being the first Hindu thinker to be honored. See Stanley L. Jaki, 
Lord Gifford and His Lectures (Edinburgh University Press, 1986). 

3. See Max Weber, "Science as a Vocation," in From Max Weber: Essays in 
Sociology, edited with an introduction by H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills; with a 
new preface by Bryan S. Turner (London: Routledge, 1991), p. 155. Relevant 
material in Weber's Wirtschaftsgeschichte-Abriss der universalen sozial-und 
wirtschaftsgeschichte, edited by S. Hellman and M. Palyi (Berlin: 4th edition, 
1981), pp. 232-33 and p. 270. Paradigmatic statement by Weber: "Wo immer aber 
rational empirisches Erkennen die Entzauberung der Welt und deren Verwandlung 
in einen kausalen Mechanismus konsequent vollzogen hat, tritt die Spannung gegen 
die Anspriiche des ethischen Postulates, dass die Welt ein gotterordneter, also 
irgendeine ethisch sinnvoll orientierter Kosmos sei, endgiiltig hervor." In Max 
Weber: Soziologie, Universalgeschichtliche Analysen, Politik, edited by Johannes 
Winckelmann (Stuttgart: Kroner Verlag, 1973, 5th edition), p. 472. 

4. cf. S. H. Na§!, Knowledge and The Sacred, ibid. 
5. This conc{pt pas been entertained in the Islamic World especially by Ibn 

'Arabi and his folloJers. . 
6. It is an open secret of the profession that the most innovative and creative 

philosophic work is done in literature departments, instead of philosophy 
departments, in the Anglo-American world. 

7. Edmund Husserl's life-world as "proto-evident," for example, "Die 
Lebenswelt ist ein Reich urspriinglicher Evidenzen" and "Die paradoxen 
Aufeinandergezogenheiten von 'objektiv wahrer' und 'Lebenswelt' machen die 
Seinsweise beider ratselhaft." This is precisely the problem Habermas comes to 
terms with in his theory of communicative rationality; see respectively, 
Phanomenologie und Lebenswelt. Ausgewahlte Texte II, edited by Klaus Held 
(Stuttgart: Reclam, 1992), pp. 283 and 288; in contrast, see Jilrgen Habermas, Der 
philosophische Diskurs der Moderne (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1988, 
3rd edition 1991), p. 45: "Die Moderne Welt leidet an falschen Identitiiten, weil sie, 
im Alltag wie in der Philosophie, jeweils ein Bedingtes absolute setzt." .,.. 

8. The loss of cultural tradition is supplanted by traditions of habits. The world 
of computer technology has replaced traditional culture with virtual culture 
embodied in the television and audio-visual landscape in the U.S. 

9. In this Nasr also agrees with the Anglo-American poet of modernity, T. S. 
Eliot. The specific problem between Nasr and Eliot is the status of the individuals 
in community. Eliot describes the "individual, what is the peculiar essence of man." 
See his "Tradition and the Individual Talent" in T. S. Eliot, Selected Essays 
(London: Faber and Faber, 1934), p. 14. 

10. Cf. Ronald Taylor, Berlin and its Culture: A Historical Portrait (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1997), pp. 89-113. 

11. These respective authors form the basic support for Nasr's methodology in 
dealing with the Sacred. They are footnoted throughout Nasr's works. 

12. The academic treatment of tradition is symptomatic for twentieth-century 
ethnology. On this, Claude Levi-Strauss had something telling to reveal: "For many 
anthropologists, perhaps, not just myself, the ethnological vocation is a flight from 
civilization, from a century in which one doesn't feel at home." See Conversations 
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with CLS, edited by D. Eribon (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1991), p. 67. 
The same is also true for Clifford Geertz; see his The Interpretation of Culture 
(New York: Basic Books, 1973) and Richard Bernstein, "Anthropologist, Retracing 
Steps After 3 Decades, Is Shocked," in The New York Times Education, May 11, 
1988, B6. 

13. The world success of the video tape The Lion King was due to the fact that 
parents as well as grandparents found meaningful messages in the fairy tale. 

14. Cf. S. H. Nasr, Sufi Essays (London: Allen and Unwin, 1972), p. 35. 
15. Instructive in this regard is Chadwick Owen, The Secularization of the 

European Mind in the 19th Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1990). 

16. Cf. Victor Lowe, A. N. Whitehead: The Man and His Work (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1991,2 Vols.); Ernest Wolf-Gazo, ed., Whitehead: Eine 
Einfuhrung in seine Kosmologie (Freiburg i.Br.: Alber Verlag, 1980); T. M. 
Forsyth, "The New Cosmology in its Historical Aspects: Plato, Newton, White
head," Philosophy VII (1932): 54--61. 

17. Nasr is a rare intellectual in the Islamic East in that he has a sound scientific 
educational background plus a classical heritage education from his family and 
society and, above all, leaves politics and ideology outside the classroom. 

18. The beautifully kept tomb of 'Umar Khayyam near Nishapur, which I visited 
in August 1998, testifies that scientific endeavor, natural beauty, and architectural 
subtlety are not strangers to one another. This can also be said of the nearby tomb 
of' Attar, and the tombs of Ibn Sina at Hamadan and those of Hafiz and Sa'di in 
Shira~: · · 

19. See a first-class account by Walter Kranz, the co-editor of the famous Die 
Vorsokratiker, who was exiled, along with Hellmut Ritter and Erich Auerbach in 
Istanbul, KOSMOS, Archiv for Begriffsgeschichte, Bd. 2, Teil 1 (Bonn: Bouvier 
Verlag, 1955); in the same Archiv, see Claus Haebler, Kosmos-Eine etymologisch
wortgeschichtliche Untersuchung (Archiv, Band XI, Heft 2, 1967), pp. 10 1-18; of 
related interest, see Thomas Lier, "Hellmut Ritter in Istanbull926-1949," Die Welt 
des /slams 38, no. 3 (1998): 334-85. 

20. In fact, Heidegger's project in Sein und Zeit could be called the "retrieval of 
Sein." 

21. See the comparative study by Alparslan Acikgenc, Being and Existence: 
Heidegger and Mull a $adra (Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia: ISTAC, 1997): a disserta
tion written under the guidance of the late Professor Fazlur Rahman at the 
University of Chicago; also, see James Winston Morris, The Wisdom of the Throne: 
An Introduction to the Philosophy of Mulla $adra (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1981 ). 

22. Corbin's translation of Heidegger was instrumental in opening up 
Heidegger's work to the existentialist generation of Paris of the 1950s. 

23. Cf. S. H. Nasr," Henry Corbin: The Life and Works of the Occidental Exile 
in the Quest of the Orient of Light," in Traditional Islam in the Modern World 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1987), pp. 273-90. 

24. The Kantian difference between transcendence and transcendental is basic 
towards grasping Kant's Transzendentalphilosophie. 

25. It is interesting that this fundamental perspective is also followed by the 
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present-day President of the Islamic Republic oflran, Seyyed Muhammad Khatami, 
a former professor of philosophy at Tehran University, and a student of Nasr's 
works. 

26. Cf. S. H. Nasr, "Religious Art, Traditional Art, Sacred Art: Some Reflections 
and Definitions," in Sophia, A Journal of Traditional Studies 2, no. 2, (Winter 
1996): 13-30: "Sacred art is the heart of the traditional art of a particular 
traditional civilization, dealing as it does with rites and spiritual practices associated 
with the rites and the Divine Message governing the tradition in question" (p. 20). 

27. See for a good overview for the English reader Frank Whitford's, Bauhaus 
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1988), and, of course, the standard massive work 
by Hans M. Wingler, The Bauhaus (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1969). 

28. That the religious is a higher level of consciousness is already expressed in 
the work of the young Hegel and his compatriot, the poet Holderlin. In that sense 
Marx agrees with Aristotle's judgment on the religious, while Hegel and Max 
Weber continue the Ne~latonic version of religion, despite the rationalization 
thesis of Hegel and W e~~r .J 

29. This tradition initiated by the hjghly original work by Shihab al-Din Yal)ya 
Suhrawardi had enonnous influence in Persia and the Indian subcontinent. Nasr 
stands in the Ishraqitradition as revised by Mulla ~adra and the l~fahani school. 
See S. H. Nasr, $adr al-Din Shiriizi and His Transcendent Theosophy (Tehran: 
Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies, 1997, New Edition) and Mehdi Arnin 
Razavi, Suhrawardi and the School of Illumination (London: Curzon Press 1997). 

30. Cf. S. H. Nasr, Knowledge and the Sacred (New York: Crossroad, 1981) and 
John Dewey, The Quest for Certainty (New York: Capricorn, 1929). 

31. His Process and Reality (New York: The Free Press, 1978, Corrected 
Edition) is certainly the most speculative attempt by any thinker in the twentieth 
century. Contrasting studies, at this point, yield valuable results as to a proper 
understanding of thought structures and fonns in varieties of cultures, unknown to 
each other, or highly misunderstood, based on misinfonnation and mistrust, as is the 
sad case between the West and Islam. I have treated this in "John Dewey in 
Turkey," Journal of American Studies ofTurkey 3 (1996): 15-42; and my ''Malay 
Identity, Islam, and the Other Language," in English and Islam: Creative 
Encounters, Proceedings of an International Conference at the International Islamic 
University of Malaysia on 20--22 December 1996, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, edited 
by J. U. Khan and A. E. Hare (Kuala Lumpur, Gombak: The Research Center of 
HUM, 1998), pp. 198-208; and in my presentation of "The Transformation of 
Substance in Whitehead and Mulla ~adra" at the World Congress ofMulla ~adra 
held in Tehran, Iran, in May 23-27, 1999; also seeM. H. Zuberi, Aristotle and Al
Ghaza/i (Delhi-11 06: Noor Pub I. House, 1992), and M. A. Abdullah, Ghazali and 
Kant (Ankara: Turkiye Diyanet Vakfi, 1992). 

32. Cf. A. N. Whitehead, Prqcess and Reality, ibid., p. 24. 
33. See the comprehensive George Dykhuizen, The Life and Mind of John Dewey 

(Carbondale: Southern Illinois Press, 1973) and still relevant, RalfDahrendorf, Die 
Angewandte Aujklarung (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Verlag, 1968), and the highly 
instructive, John J. McDennott, The Culture of Experience: Philosophic Essays in 
the American Grain (New York: New York University Press, 1976). 

34. See the relevant entries in the new edition of the Cambridge History of Iran; 
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the excellent work by Heinz Halm, Shia Islam (Munich: Beck Verlag, 1994, 
English translation by Cambridge University Press 1996), S. H. Nasr, The Islamic 
Intellectual Tradition in Persia, edited by M. A. Razavi (London: Curzon Press, 
1998), pp. 239-70, and Mehdi Ha'iri Yazdi, The Principles of Epistemology in 
Islamic Philosophy (Albany: State University Press ofNew York, 1992). 

35. See the works by Max Horten, Fazlur Rahman, and Winston Morris. 
36. This difficulty and antagonism is maintained contemporaneously. See, for 

example, Samuel Huntington, Clashes of Civilization and the Remaking of the 
World Order (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1997), and compare with the 
interview by the Islamic Republic Iranian President Khatami, given to CNN, and 
the opening speech at the U.N. on September 22, 1998. 

37. Dewey, Quest for Certainty, p. 3. 
38. See Kant's well known article entitled "Was ist AufkUirung?" in Was heisst 

Aufklarung? edited by E. Bahr (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1985). 
39. Ideological battles on the cultural front are useless, since they are usually 

fought by cultural illiterates, opportunists, and political exploiters of passions. What 
is needed are teams of the educated of particular cultures to exchange views and 
compare and contrast the structures and forms of their respective traditions, in order 
to get rid of the idols of the cave. This is the reason why comparison and contrast 
studies of cultures are needed to initiate a serious and fruitful discourse among 
cultures. Orientalism or accidentalism serve only the ideologues and are basically 
useless toward a genuine discourse among cultures. See Ernest W olf-Gazo, 
"Postmodernism's Critique of the Enlightenment," Journal of Islamic Research 6, 
no. 1 (Fall 1992): 1-16, and "Contextualizing Averroes within the German 
Hermeneutic Tradition," Averroes and the Rational Legacy in the East and the 
West: ALIF, vol. 16 (1996): pp. 133-63 

40. See L. H. Newton and C. K. Dillingham, editors, Watersheds: Classic Cases 
in Environmental Ethics (Belmont: Wadsworth Co., 1994); S. H. Nasr, Islam and 
the Plight of Modern Man (London: Thames and Hudson, New Edition, 1978); 
Ibrahim Ozdemir, The Ethical Dimension of Human Attitudes Towards Nature 
(Ankara: The Ministry of Environment, originally a Ph.D. thesis from Middle East 
Technical University, Philosophy Department, 1997); and, of course, S. H. Nasr, 
"Prologue: Islam and the Study of Nature," in Introduction to Islamic Cosmological 
Doctrines (London: Thames and Hudson, New Edition, 1978, originally a Harvard 
Dissertation in the History of Science Department), pp. 1-12; also seeS. H. Nasr, 
"Islam and the Environmental Crisis," Journal of Islamic Research 4, no. 3 (July 
1990): 155-74. 

41. See Ali Rahnema, An Islamic Utopian: A Political Biography of 'Ali 
Shari'ati(London: LB. Tauris, 1998); and also relevant are Mehrzad Boroujerdi, 
Iranian Intellectuals and the West (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press); Ali 
Gheissari, Iranian Intellectuals in the Twentieth Century (Austin: University of 
Texas, 1998). 

42. SeeS. E. Bronner and D. M. Kellner, editors, Critical Theory and Society 
(New York: Routledge, 1989); and Peter Gay, Weimar Culture (New York: Harper, 
1975). 

43. S. H. Nasr, Islam and the Plight of Modern Man (New York: Longman, 
1975), p. 13. 
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44. There is great interest in this matter among the younger generation of serious 
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Professor Wolf-Gazo is a German philosopher trained in the German 
philosophical schools and is at the same time a person with deep 

experience of the Islamic world, where he has taught for many years and has 
gained much knowledge of the Islamic philosophical tradition. These traits 
make him an excellent candidate to evaluate my philosophical views in 
relation to the Western and more particularly German philosophical currents. 
And this is precisely what he has sought to carry out in this extensive essay 
which treats many critical philosophical issues dealing not only with my 
thought but also with philosophical discourse between the West and the 
Islamic world in general. Moreover, being a professional philosopher, his 
discourse deals completely with purely philosophical subjects and affords me 
the opportunity to enter into dialogue with a Western philosopher with a 
German philosophical background who is at the same time knowledgeable 
in Islamic thought and desirous of carrying out philosophical dialogue with 
me. His essay and my response taken together constitute, in fact, a valuable 
philosophical dialogue in themselves, although of course limited to the 
issues he has chosen to treat in his essay. 

Wolf-Gazo begins his exposition by calling my basic motif "the 
reenchantment of the profane world." If taken as a poetic description, then 
I would accept such a characterization. But let us remember that the 
dictionary definition of "to enchant" is "to put magic spell upon," "to 
bewitch," "to charm," "to mislead," and "to delude." Needless to say my 
basic motif has nothing to do with any of these actions. To reenchant the 
profane world from my point of view means only to lift the veil which covers 
our own eyes and ears and to realize once again the sacred character of the 
world whose appreciation we have lost. It is the Divine Reality that has 
bestowed a sacred character upon the world and not us. Therefore, we cannot 
bestow that character upon it again. That is beyond our power but it is 
possible for us to rediscover the sacred character of both knowledge and the 
world, and one might say that that has been the basic motif throughout my 
writings. 
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To c'ome back to the term "reenchantment," which I take to mean a 
poetic description for resacralization, there is a deeper sense in which 
enchantment can be associated with the world of nature and considered to 
be another way of describing that world's sacred quality. This deeper sense 
is related to the very etymology of the term. One might say that to be 
enchanted is to be able to hear the chant of God's creatures, which is nothing 
other than their existential prayer and the harmony of their very existence. 
According to Pythagorean doctrines all things are created on the basis of 
harmonic properties, as the German scholars Albert von Thimus and his 
student Hans Keyser rediscovered in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
To hear the chants of things is to become aware of this innate harmony. It is 
to be able to tra;n \).·u· rselves to hear what Plato called the silent music heard 
only by the sag~. Being a strong proponent of the Pythagorean concept of 
mathematics and--harmony, I therefore also accept having my basic motif 
characterized as "the reenchantment of the profane world" in this deeper 
sense. Certainly, as Wolf-Gazo states, my goal is to move in the opposite 
direction than what Max Weber called Entzauberungprozess. I also agree 
with the author in the general contrast he draws between my attempt to 
resacralize, in the sense of discovering again the sacred character of know
ledge and the world, and moving in the opposite direction of what has gone 
on in the mainstream of Western philosophy since the beginning of the 
modem period. 

In section II the author writes, "The tradition that synthesizes the 
classical elements of Islam, along with Sufi strains of Eastern Islam and the 
Shi'ite component ofNasr's project, makes this a challenging and new kind 
of proposal." I need to clarify this statement in two important ways. First of 
all "Eastern Islam," which the author uses throughout his essay, might give 
the illusion that I have not been associated with Western Islam, which is that 
of the Islamic maghrib, or the West, of traditional Islamic geographic texts, 
whereas in my case there has been an especially close association with 
maghribiSufism since my youth. Perhaps by "Eastern" the author means 
simply the Orient in the nineteenth-century sense of the term which included 
North Africa as well. Second, in enumerating the various elements which I 
have synthesized, the author has left out the several schools of Islamic 
philosophy which need to be specifically mentioned in this context. What he 
calls "a new proposal" is "new" in that I have synthesized the different 
currents of traditional Islamic thought, including Sunnism and Shi'ism, 
Sufism, theology, the various schools' of philosophy, and even the sciences 
into a pyramid of knowledge unified by the principle of unity (al-taw~id). 
It is only in its being a synthesis expressed in the contemporary medium of 
discourse and addressing a global audience and global questions that I accept 
the modifier "new" for what I have to say. Otherwise, as an exponent of the 
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perennial philosophy, I am not given to finding new ideas and do not want 
to be praised for being original in the current sense of the term. As I have 
written already in my response to Professor Liu, for me "original" means that 
which is related to the Origin and the truth that is identified with it. 
Moreover, let us not forget the Aristotelian doctrine that there is nothing new 
under the sun. 

I also want to emphasize what Wolf-Gazo says in the same section about 
tradition providing "the basic cultural framework in which the sacred 
operates" but want to add that tradition provides not only the cultural but 
above all the intellectual framework, and that it not only provides the 
framework for the operation of the sacred but is itself the source of all that 
is sacred, if "tradition" be understood in the sense I have always used the 
term. This truth must also be kept in mind in order to stay clear of all the 
pitfalls that face those who would seek to reenchant the world outside of 
tradition as we see in the New Religions. I fully confirm the author's 
assertion about the "reenchantment project" having to take place within the 
cadre of tradition. 

In section III dealing with the "sacred order of the Kosmos," Wolf-Gazo 
writes, "In fact, it is one ofNasr's achievements to make it clear, especially 
to Western readers ofhis works, not to mention the more enlightened fellow 
Muslims, that science and Islam are not contradictions in terms." Later in 
this volume I will deal with this complex issue and do not need to enter into 
it here. But I do need to mention briefly here that Islam cannot, on the one 
hand, simply absorb modem science uncritically as if it were the ·um or 
scientia mentioned in the Quran, nor on the other hand castigate it as being 
kufr or infidelity and forbidden by religious law to study or promulgate. 
There is need of an Islamic critique both intellectual and ethico-social of 
modem science which my own works have undertaken and which I hope will 
be pursued to an even greater degree by others, as we are in fact beginning 
to see already. What is important is to realize what modem science is and 
what it is not but claims to be-or at least the majority of its practitioners 
claim it to be. It is essential to distinguish what science can discover and has 
discovered about the physical world from the philosophical positivism (and 
ideologies associated with it) now dominating the modem cultural scene in 
the form of scientism. 

The rest of the title of section III is "Plato, Newton, Whitehead, and 
Nasr" and the section deals mostly with the relation between mathematics 
and the sacred. There are many profound observations in this section. Others 
are questionable, such as when Wolf-Gazo writes that "the Bauhaus in 
Dessau may rejuvenate our sense of mathematical perfection in terms of a 
perfect geometrical entity, as was in the mind of Gropius," and then adds, 
"To see in modernity elements of the secular exclusively is shortsighted." 
Now, the author himself stated earlier that "tradition is a prerequisite for .the 
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reenchantment project. Tradition provides the basic cultural framework in 
which the sacred operates." As already mentioned, I knew Gropius in Cam
bridge in the '50s and recall one day when standing before the picture of a 
medieval cathedral in his office he said to me how remarkable tradition was 
which allowed several generations of architects to create a single work 
possessing such unity. Then he added how tragic it was that tradition was 
lost in the West. Th'e geometry of the Bauhaus brings out something of the 
purity of geometrical intelligibility, but not the sense of the sacred, because 
it was not based on an understanding of sacred geometry. The ideas ofthe 
Bauhaus led to the cubic and rectangular boxes that now dot the cityscape 
of so many modern cities, while sacred geometry led to the creation of many 
mosques in Isfahan, Istanbul, and elsewhere that Professor Wolf-Gazo has 
himsel~ vi~ ted, not to speak of the great medieval cathedrals of Europe or 
Hindu temples. For the person sensitive to sacred geometry, of course, the 
clear geometric proportions of a building like the Bauhaus have an aesthetic 
and even intellectual appeal, but it is not an evocation of the sacred in its full 
sense. 

I have paused to point to this single example in order to bring out a more 
important general point. I am of course honored in being mentioned with 
Plato, Newton, and Whitehead as far as my understanding of mathematics 
in relation to the sacred is concerned, but there is nevertheless a need for 
clarification. I see Plato as a continuation of Pythagoras and Platonic 
cosmology and mathematics as expressed especially in the Timaeus as being 
essentially Pythagorean. Now, I am in full accord with the philosophy of 
Pythagorean mathematics which I have studied from both Greek and Islamic 
sources. In fact a major part of my doctoral thesis at Harvard, which 
appeared later as An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines, is 
devoted to the Ikhwan al-~aia' who were among the most important 
proponents in Islam of the ideas of Pythagorean mathematics, including of 
course sacred geometry. Over the years I have also been closely associated 
with such figures as the British specialist in sacred geometry Keith Critchlow 
and the Center for the Study of Traditional Arts in the Prince of Wales 
Institute of Architecture in London devoted to the relation between sacred 
geometry and art and architecture. 

On the basis of my studies of Pythagorean mathematics and harmonics 
over the years, I am not convinced that either Newton or Whitehead were 
really interested in or fully understoo,d the meaning of the qualitative and 
sacred mathematics which was the concern of Plato and is also my concern. 
There are of course many elements as far as mathematics is concerned which 
I share with Whitehead and Newton, but there is a basic distinction to be 
made between Pythagorean/Platonic mathematics and mathematics since the 
Renaissance, and especially Descartes, which is what Newton and Whitehead 
were dealing with. I do agree with the author however, that the essential 



308 SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR 

elements at play in my thought are order, beauty, and justice as they are in 
the thought of Plato, Newton, and Whitehead, and I would add that in my 
case the principle of unity must also be included as an absolutely essential 
element of every aspect of my thought. I also need to add that not only do I 
hold Plato in the greatest esteem, but I also sense an affinity for certain 
dimensions of Newton's thought, which I do not hold for a Descartes or a 
Galileo, and also among twentieth century Western philosophers I consider 
Whitehead to be among the greatest. I read him avidly during my student 
days and respect his attempt at creating an intellectual synthesis, although I 
do not accept the premises of the process philosophy and theology associated 
with him. 

At the end of this section Wolf-Gazo writes about mathematics being the 
hidden bond between the human mind and the structures of the universe 
"that are accessible, revelatory." Then he adds, "Yet, this process of 
revelation has not yet played out, as far as Nasr is concerned." This 
statement needs clarification; otherwise it might give a sense opposed to 
what I believe. My position is that revelation in its objective mode came to 
an end with the Islamic revelation and also that the world of nature is itself 
the remnant of that primordial creation which was also a revelation. Inner 
illumination and realization of the truth, which some call revelation, has not 
of course come to an end but continues. As for the process of revelation to 
which the author refers, I can only accept it in the sense of gaining meta
physical insight into the nature of things. From my perspective what has not 
as yet played out fully is the metaphysical understanding of the mathematical 
structure associated with the scientific study of the universe. In contrast to 
all kinds of hypothesis and conjectures which parade as the philosophy of 
science today, there is need for authentic metaphysical knowledge in order 
to be able to understand the significance beyond quantitative science itself 
of what that science has really discovered. For example, there is a metaphysi
cal significance to the collapse of the state vector in quantum mechanics but 
this significance cannot be discovered by quantum mechanics itself. It 
requires metaphysical knowledge to understand the bringing into act of a 
potential state of existence that the collapse of the state vector signifies. This 
truth has been discussed by the scientist Wolfgang Smith in his The 
Quantum Enigma. Smith describes the physical elements as a scientist but 
his interpretation of their significance he discusses as a traditional philoso
pher and theologian, which he also is, in addition to being a respected 
scientist. It is only in this sense that I accept Wolf-Gazo' s assertion about the 
process of revelation not having as yet played itself out. 

In section IV the author compares and contrasts my views with those of 
Dewey and brings out in a very perceptive manner our differences. However, 
he seems to put those differences at the feet of our different backgrounds and 
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upbringings. He has spoken of Dewey as the messenger of the American 
dream and I "of the message coming from Isfahan" which would be accepted 
if interpreted symbolically. Otherwise, I need to assert that I represent a 
message that does not belong to Isfahan alone but to many other loci of 
Islamic intellectual a?d spiritual life as well. But my main criticism of this 
otherwise excellent analysis is that Wolf-Gazo seems to reduce the 
perspectives ofDewey and myself simply to our cultural backgrounds. While 
not by any means denying the importance of the cultural milieu in which one 
is brought up, the way one is educated, the influence of parents, teachers, 
and friends and many other external factors, I believe too much in the 
freedom of the will and the inner independence of intelligence to accept 
these external factors as being completely determining and decisive. There 
have b~~n those among American philosophers who have hailed from the 
same i,ba~ground as Dewey but reached very different philosophical 
conclusions. And the same can be said of other Persian thinkers, even well
versed in the teaching of the School of I~fahani, who have come to hold 
philosophical views different from mine. 

I mention this point in order to clarify my own position concerning 
background and upbringing versus the innate power of intelligence to 
discern, to know, and to philosophize. Otherwise, I am fully in accord with 
the author's excellent study in contrast between Dewey and myself, between 
his pragmatic instrumentalism and my transcendent intuition. There is also 
a point that I need to add about the "divination of nature" about which Wolf
Gazo speaks toward the end of this section. I must make it clear again that 
I consider nature to be sacred and not divine. This nuance is of the utmost 
philosophical and theological importance especially in the context of Islamic 
as well as Christian thought. Nature is sacred without this truth in any way 
detracting from the transcendence as well as immanence of the Divine, 
which alone is divine, or destroying the distinction between the Divine 
Principle or God and creation. I think that I have made this point amply clear 
in my many writings on the relation between religion and the natural 
environment and on traditional cosmology. 

Section V begins with a captivating description of the philosophical 
scene of the '60s, a description with which I am in full agreement. But let 
me add that although I did not politicize philosophy nor speak of revolution 
as did Shari'ati, I had a very wide audience among young people in Tehran 
and elsewhere in the '60s and '70s. Of course my whole approach and goal 
was very different from Shari'ati's and I never sought to gain popularity by 
turning religion into ideology and diluting the traditional philosophy and 
theology which I always defended. Nevertheless, I always faced large 
audiences of young people whether I spoke in Tehran, Mashad, Isfahan, 
Shiraz or elsewhere. It is unfortunate that the intellectual history of Iran 

1/ 
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during the '60s and '70s has until now been written not objectively but with 
ideological goals in mind. 

There are a number of other points in the section on the ecological 
dimensions of the sacred which need further clarification or response. The 
author writes that "the precise cause and reasons as to why the West turned 
'eccentric' are still not too clear." It might not be clear to him but it is very 
clear to me and I have discussed these causes in several of my works, 
especially Knowledge of the Sacred and Religion and the Order of Nature. 
He writes that the Renaissance did glorify God in its art. Yes, this is to some 
extent true. Western man could not discard the millennia! heritage of 
Christianity so quickly. But let us not forget that except for a few inspired 
Renaissance painters such as Fra Angelico and Simone Martini, most 
European artists of the day anthropomorphized the sacred art of Christianity 
and prepared the ground for its demise. The Sistine Chapel, although "great" 
from a humanistic point of view, already marks the death of that sacred art 
which had dominated the West since the inception of Christianity in Europe. 
From that humanized image of God to denial of Him was but a single step. 
It is true that that step was not and could not be taken immediately, and that 
even at the beginning of the Scientific Revolution many people still had 
religious faith. But the seed of that humanism, rationalism, and skepticism 
characteristic of a number of very influential Renaissance figures was 
already sown at that time. Its fruit as ever-greater secularization and finally 
rehumanization of man was to follow in due course, and in fact much sooner 
than many expected. One might say with the author that since Kant the West 
"did not discredit the sacred at least not completely." But it did marginalize 
it and made it irrelevant both to intellectual and practical political and 
economic concerns of Western society. 

In section VI the author makes an important comment about the chain 
of thought from Plato to the German Romantics making "some inroads 
among the more sensitive of the 1960s generation, but not pursued in a 
serious manner, such as through a sacred epistemology." As one who often 
lectured in America in the '60s, I am in full accord with this assessment and 
have mentioned often that what prevented the '60s movement from bringing 
about an in-depth transformation in Western society was its lack of 
intellectual rigor and sapience, on the one hand, and moral and spiritual 
discipline on the other hand. Otherwise much that the so-called "hippies" 
held dear, such as the natural environment, respect for other religions, and 
emphasis upon spiritual practice, was and remains of the utmost importance. 
But like followers of the nineteenth-century Romantic Movement they were 
not able to break the hold of the scientistic paradigm upon the Western mind 
in general. Nevertheless, they created certain openings which have made the 
study of serious metaphysics and spirituality easier in the West today, while 
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they also opened the door to all those parodies of authentic spirituality now 
known as the New Religions. 

Wolf-Gazo adds that the "legitimate concern of an intellectual intuition 
of the Divine has never been entirely discarded in the Western Hemisphere." 
I agree that it was not completely discarded but that is not enough. What I 
and those who think like me claim is that that intuition must be recognized 
for what it is and placed at the center of the paradigm of knowledge rather 
than as a marginal possibility accepted by a philosopher here and a scientist 
there. I think that the author himself realized this truth when he considered 
the consequence of Kant's Kritik der reinen Vernunft to be the creation of 
a situation in which "humankind has been left dangling between earth and 
heaven." Of course, I would not say the whole of humankind, but modem 
?Ian; but I 1~inly. would agree with thi~ assessment as far as those 
mfluenced by the mamstream of Western philosophy are concerned. 

In a revealing discussion of intuition in relation to Anschauung in 
German philosophy, a discussion with which I am in full agreement, the 
author writes, "The mystic ecstasy is the paradigm for intellectual intuition." 
While I agree with what comes before and after this sentence in this section, 
I cannot agree with this sentence itself. Intellection or intellectual intuition 
itself is not experience but knowledge. The experiential dimension or 
mystical ecstasy follows from or accompanies it in most cases but not 
necessarily so. There are those who have intellectual intuition which 
confirms perennial truths but have not experienced mystical ecstasy. And 
there are those who have experienced a mystical ecstasy which does not 
possess any intellectual content. I would agree, however, that on the highest 
level, or what the Hindus call the "Supreme Identity," knowledge and being 
become united in bliss or ecstasy. But even at that supreme level I would not 
call mystical ecstasy the paradigm for intellectual intuition, whileoo·again 
emphasizing that authentic intellectual intuition is often and even usually 
combined with a liberating illumination, a state of peace, and even beatitude, 
which for the contemplative is none other than ecstasy. 

Finally, I must comment upon Wolf-Gazo's statement that "Simply to 
bypass Kant would not do since Kant is not easily bypassed. Thus, we must 
find a way to enlist Kant's help to make it plausible that intellectual intuition 
is, in fact, a legitimate category of epistemology." First of all non-Western 
traditions of philosophy certainly do not have to pass through Kant, whatever 
Westernized students of Kant in Japan, India, and elsewhere may say. 
Traditional epistemology stands opposed to Cartesian bifurcation to start 
with, even before getting to Kant. As for Western thinkers, I cannot see how 
one can bestow upon intelligence once again the power to know the 
noumena, to know the essence of the nature of things, without going beyond 
Kantian agnosticism and passing beyond the limitations of the whole critical 
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approach. Perhaps as a philosopher belonging to the German school, the 
author has a way to beseech Kant's help while seeking to reach serious 
metaphysical understanding and rediscovering the real meaning of intellec
tual intuition. As a follower of the perennial philosophy, I remain critical of 
the Kritik and its approach, and I oppose completely the limiting of the 
power of intelligence to know the essential nature of things and above all to 
know the Sacred as such. 

I am grateful to Professor W olf-Gazo for a most interesting essay of 
philosophical substance which has clarified my position vis-a-vis many 
currents of Western philosophy in matters concerning what he calls quite 
rightly "sacred epistemology." He has afforded me the opportunity to make 
comments on the important issues that he has raised, issues that pertain to 
the domain of pure philosophy as well as to comparative philosophy in 
which both W olf-Gazo and I share a common interest. 

S.H.N. 
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Kenneth K. Inada 

BUDDHIST CREATIVE METAPHYSICS 
AND ISLAMIC THOUGHT 

··~ 
\ 

I n considering the thought ofSeyyed Hossein Nasr, I would like to proceed 
comparatively. First I wish to set out some of the basic principles of 

creative metaphysics in Buddhism, raising a number of fundamental issues 
along the way, such as the nature of perception, time, eternity, being, 
becoming, and nonbeing, and the paths to wisdom and Enlightenment. 
Second, I will begin the comparison and dialogue between Buddhism and 
Islam by examining some of the ideas of Averroes. Finally I will pose to 
Nasr a series of questions for his response. 

It is true that the historical Buddha disdained engagement in the meta
physical analysis of things and admonished those who indulged in it because 
nothing fruitful will come out of it in terms of developing the nature of 
aversion, detachment, cessation, tranquillity, penetrative insight, and 
ultimate nirval).a. In the famous Cii{a-Maluf}kyaputta-sutta, 1 metaphysical 
questions such as the following were raised: whether or not the world is 
contingent or eternal, whether or not the soul is the same or different from 
the body, whether or not the soul persists after death, and whether or not the 
Tathagata (the enlightened Buddha) survives death. To each of these 
questions the Buddha kept his studied silence. Questioned about his silence 
or noncommittal attitude, he finally replied that if he had answered 
positively, the listener would then begin to take an objectively realistic 
approach and, conversely, ifhe had answered negatively, the listener would 
take on an "objectively" nihilistic approach, both ofwhich would have led 
to the extremes that veer off the true perception of things. Indeed, both 
extremes would have immediately prevented the perceiver from ever honing 
in on the truth of existence, that is, the Dharma, which the Buddha referred 
to as the middle way (majjhima-pa(ipada). 

The concept of the middle way as the truth of existence is naturally a 
/ 
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most difficult idea to convey, much less to accept and understand, princi
pally because of past prejudices regarding the terms in use. For example, the 
term "middle" seems innocuous enough and easy to grasp, but presented in 
ordinary rational discourse it lacks the power or force to do justice to this 
basically ontological term. It is after all an existential term that uniquely 
qualifies the "way" by depicting the nonattached, pure nature of existence. 
The term shuns the extremes that the mind seems to thrive upon, that is, 
positivism and negativism or substantialism and nonsubstantialism. But such 
a depiction of the "middle" is usually met with a skeptical eye and invariably 
forces one to renew the search for a more plausible account of the "middle." 
This of course is not to be found since the "middle" is, in the final analysis, 
beyond our accustomed rational reach and cannot be located or found in 
ordinary perception of things. In brief, the concept of the "middle" cannot be 
reified as an epistemic entity that participates in epistemological functions. 

Though an unwilling victim of the prevailing language in use, the 
Buddha nevertheless had to employ it to expound his new theory of the truth 
of existence. In this, he consciously indulged in a form of neologism to give 
new meanings to old terms and to a large extent, in retrospect, he did 
succeed in keeping alive the spirit that preserved the content of his 
enlightenment. Nonetheless, problems in hermeneutics started early on in the 
Buddhist tradition and have continued to the present. We still have to sift the 
common from the uncommon (neologistic) meanings. Though frustrating in 
many respects, due to the fact that we consciously or unconsciously revert 
back to common meanings of terms, nevertheless, we must attempt to 
resolve the problems by seeking out and focusing on the uncommon 
meanings, especially if we are to engage in a dialogue with another system 
of thought. Engendering such dialogue has, of course, been one of the 
primary aims of Nasr's work, and I will end this essay with a series of 
questions that may, I hope, call forth a new chapter in Buddhist-Islamic 
dialogue. 

Prior to any dialogue, the challenge of a dialogue is first of all to clarify 
the language in use and, more importantly, its usage in any particular 
context. Historically, it is alleged that immediately after his nirvanic 
experience, the Buddha was asked to explain his unusually beautiful and 
serene countenance so markedly different from his former yogic days of 
struggles and emaciation. He refused to divulge anything and continued to 
be suffused in his newly gained peace and tranquillity. When asked 
repeatedly, he said in effect that the content of his enlightenment, the true 
nature of relational origination (pa[icca-samuppada), is extremely difficult 
to comprehend, especially for those who cling to things, material as well as 
immaterial, and are fond of their dependence on these things. Thus the 
Buddha put a damper on those who wanted to learn empirically and 
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rationally about his unique experience. Within a few weeks, however, it is 
told that the Buddha finally relented and divulged to his following the nature 
and method of attaining Buddhahood, which is recorded in his famous 
exposition at the Deer Park near Benares (present day Banaras) in the form 
of the Sutra that Turns the Wheel of the Buddhist Doctrine (Dham
macakkappavattana-sutta). 2 

The Sutra, in brief, expoundse the fourfold noble truth of suffering and 
the way out of suffering, that is, r fe~ence to the prescription of the eightfold 
noble path. There is no need to dis ss in detail the noble truth of suffering and 
its cessation but suffice it to say that the Buddha's exposition is a clear case of 
going beyond ordinary metaphysics to one of creative metaphysics. He did not 
condemn outright metaphysics as such but only disdained the use of it in 
epistemic analysis. Why? It is so because ordinary perception is wholly and 
indiscriminately reliant on metaphysical elements which are products of 
metaphysical dichotomization. It should be noted here that the Buddha was the 
first thinker to understand the origins and ill-effects of dichotomization. When 
he asserts that merely to be born into this world is suffering, he is exhibiting 
the fact that a newly born babe is cut off or separated from the mother's womb 
and must immediately fend for its own existence. Fending for one's existence 
entails a biological severance which forces one to fragment, the initial 
metaphysical incision so to speak, and thereby cling to its fragmented reality. 
A fragmented reality may be in the nature of a sense object derived from one 
of the sense faculties or a combination of the faculties, or it may be an imagery 
in the early stage of mind-function. Thus the babe, from an early stage, has all 
the trappings of metaphysical dichotomies although they are yet to appear in 
clear or refined terms. The passion to live (tal}ha) is obvious but within the 
very same passion there exists another subtle dimension that causes one to 
cling or attach to ( upadana) the dichotomized element. This dual nature of 
passion and attachment constitutes the very basis for the origin of suffering 
(dukkha).3 Suffering has a biological basis but it is vitally connected to the 
mind at all times. Thus the bio-mental phenomena of suffering continue 
unrelenting in simple as well as in sophisticated ways. In more developed 
stages they are expressed in ordinary behavioral patterns which are largely 
accepted and even sanctioned by society at large. However, some of the more 
complicated patterns may be the result of psychological deviation or irregulari
ties with respect to the inability to adjust to a normal balanced life. At any rate, 
the origin of suffering seems simple enough and yet it is so difficult to fully 
accept it, much less to concentrate on controlling its rise. Indeed, when the 
child grows up to be an adult, he or she is already a massive phenomenon of 
passion-attachment, a creature very set in his or her ways. 

How do we get out of the passion-attachment bind? The eightfold noble 
path prescribes the process thus: develop right view, right thought, right 
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speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and 
right concentration. The key word here is "right." It qualifies all the eight 
aspects of the noble path. Indeed, the Sutra tells us that the noble path is 
nothing but the middle way. As stated above, the middle way is a neologism. 
It has an uncommon meaning when tied up with the eightfold noble path. 
Again, the term "noble" has not only an auspicious meaning but one that is 
unique and neologistic. 

The middle way as a neologism hearkens us back to the notion of 
Buddhist creative metaphysics in the sense that it goes beyond ordinary 
metaphysics. Going beyond does not mean the abandonment of metaphysics 
as such, but rather it means that there is nonattachment to the dichotomized 
elements. In short, the elements remain as they are but now they do not 
dominate or dictate the nature of perception. Only when we are nonattached 
can we say that creativity occurs. This is an important point that needs to be 
elaborated. 

An ordinary understanding of metaphysics centers on the two pillar 
concepts ofbeing and becoming. In the history ofWestem thought, needless 
to say, Plato opted for being over becoming and thereby set the tone for the 
metaphysical mechanics of things. The search for and grasp of reality must 
be in the nature of permanence and absolutism and not in the impermanence 
and relativism which belong to the realm of becoming. This view fired the 
spirit of inquiry into the method and function of epistemology, engendering 
the never-ending quest for the basic and finite empirical and rational nature 
of things. To make a long story short, all this resulted in the appearance of 
Newtonian physics which stood supreme for several centuries until doubts 
concerning the applicability of concepts of permanence and absolutism 
began to crop up in the various sciences. The consequence was of course the 
ushering in of a totally new Einsteinian physics at the tum of the twentieth 
century. Now reality is no longer seen as steady, reliable, permanent, and 
absolute but is viewed as utterly relative in more ways than one. Nearly a 
century has gone by since Einstein's first pronouncement of a new physics 
and yet, ironically, we still think and act as if we have never left the 
Newtonian world. Indeed, our old habits of perception oriented in Platonic 
metaphysics still dominate our current perception of things. Perhaps, we will 
continue to act on this older view for the foreseeable future since the brute 
forces of empiricism and rationalism, crystallized over the centuries, are 
difficult to modify and change. But modifications and changes will come in 
time because of the very character of nature itself. 

We no longer live strictly in a Western oriented world, although we 
readily admit the present-day dominance of science and technology. Science 
is still science only to the extent that it is in proper human hands and we 
ought to be ever mindful of any sign of the Frankensteinian effect as we 
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engage in it. When we tum our attention to the East, a region relatively 
untouched by the sciences up to the nineteenth century, we will note that 
human existence was still holistic and harmonious with respect to the 
surroundings. Clear signs of all this still persist in the various cultures 
despite the onslaught of science and technology which came about largely 
in this century. An examination of these cultures may prove fruitful in 
offering some insights into the total nature of things. 

In Asiatic metaphysics, the concepts of being and becoming are taken 
for granted, but as in Einsteinian physics the locus of existence is not in 
being but in becoming. Furth1~ore, there is a new component relative to 
becoming, the novel concept qf n'onbeing, which together with being and 
becoming form the vital triadic relationship at all times. 4 

With becoming as the locus of existence, a locus which in human terms 
would be translated into an experiential locus, the two components within 
it will now be being on the one hand and nonbeing on the other. This 
framework of dynamic reality is indeed strange to the uninitiated, but further 
analysis will prove its merits. As intimated earlier, the focus and concentra
tion on being, the Platonic legacy, sustains the metaphysical fragmentation 
of things, unknown to the perceiver especially in the accustomed realms of 
empirical and rational functions. But the focus and concentration are 
delimiting phenomena insofar as the dynamics of reality is concerned. 
Moreover, reality is essentially an open ontology, a windowless phenomenon 
so to speak, which is always moving, fresh, resilient, accommodative, 
adaptive, and changing. How is it possible at all for reality to take on such 
traits? If we tum to the nature of being, it does not supply these traits 
because it is static, permanent, and absolute. 

It is here that the Asiatic synoptic vision of things allowed thinkers to get 
to the bottom of the nature of reality. They came up with the concept of 
nonbeing, a concept not antithetical to being at all but always inclusive and 
supportive of it. This is the great insight which accommodates and underlies 
the total holistic nature-human relationship. In Buddhism, nonbeing appears 
in the form of emptiness (Siinyata) and in Taoism as nothingness (wu). There 
is no space to etaborate on how this unique concept played a vital role in 
developing the respective systems of thought; but it can be emphasized that 
it is the core concept that led to the crystallization of the respective systems, 
in Buddhist nirvaJ;Ia and Taoist ultimate naturalistic existence (ming). It can 
further be asserted that this concept is the singularly most important factor 
for the Buddhist and Taoist alignment that contributed so heavily to the 
Chinese way oflife during the T'ang Dynasty (618-906 CE) and thereafter. 

Nonbeing then is the other neglected but necessary component in the 
becomingness of existence. Although being has its role, nonbeing has a 
greater role to play in terms of providing the flexibility, change, and 

/ 



318 KENNETH K. INADA 

continuity in becomingness. While being cannot accommodate nonbeing 
because of its delimiting or truncating metaphysical nature, non being, on the 
other hand, actually incorporates all activities of being because of its 
adaptive and unbounded nature. Nonbeing is, if you will, the "principle" of 
continuity and extensiveness in process that allows all human endeavors to 
be as great and deep as function allows. Thus the trademark in Buddhist 
ethics is the unbounded nature of friendliness, loving care, and compassion, 
all of which are based on and supported by the meditative capture of 
equanimity, the exquisite grounding for all bodhisattva (enlightened) action. 

Where the concepts of being and becoming have presented us with the 
options of focusing on either being or becoming, each thereby limiting the 
other in mutual ways, now with the introduction of nonbeing as a vital 
component in the triadic relationship, the options are not only inoperative, 
but the ontological realm of existence has widened and completely opened 
up for any dialectical function or movement. This constitutes the essence, 
essential grounds, of creativity as such, at least as seen from the Buddhist 
view ofbecomingness. 

To hold the whole universe in the palm of one's hand is a symbolic 
metaphor for the totality and openness that connects humankind with nature 
itself, an inviolable bond that exists from the beginning to the end in any 
activity. This is the insight (praj fU]) of an open metaphysics which naturally 
translates into an all-consuming, all-embracing compassion (karu1J11) for all 
creatures, big or small, sentient, or insentient. The visualization of the 
various deities, images, and concepts at play is possible because of the 
creative factor in metaphysical perception provided by the presence of the 
component of nonbeing. Thus, whether one is ascending in the visionary 
scale of things that ends in nirvaJ;Ia or descending from it to activate the 
salvific concern for all creatures, all of this owes to the nature of holistic and 
creative metaphysics. Buddhist metaphysics, in short, allows for the 
recrudescence of ordinary human activities in a new light by relieving 
ordinary perception of its occluded nature. So now when the enlightened 
being is both insightful and compassionate-two sides of the same coin of 
moving reality as they constantly penetrate and inform each other-the result 
is a world of harmony, peace, and prosperity. 

Perhaps it is opportune here to speculate upon and explore further one 
more important aspect of the being-nonbeing dynamics in becomingness. 
Each experiential process has its dynamics, but in the Western sector, owing 
much to the dominant Platonic metaphysics, the dynamic is limited and 
focused on the understanding of how being, with all its attributes, is 
accommodated in becomingness. In this accounting, becomingness is left 
alone or even neglected despite the fact that it is the actual ground (locus) in 
which the dynamic takes place. What is missing, consciously or uncon
sciously, is the mutuality of being and becoming, for there is no being 
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without becoming and, vice versa, no becoming without being. This 
mutuality has not been worked out satisfactorily in the Western philosophi
cal tradition, although the scientific tradition in this century with particle 
physics is far ahead on this mat~ 

As stated earlier, in the Asi~~i~_)sector, the introduction of non being as 
a vital component in becomingness has presented a totally new dimension 
to reality. Now, being and nonbeing are equal partners in exhibiting the 
features ofbecomingness. This is a crucial point that needs to be expanded. 

As a way of getting a handle on being-nonbeing dynamics, I will resort 
to two familiar terms, symmetry and asymmetry, to help define their 
respective natures and roles in the dynamics. Symmetry belongs to being 
because being represents best the essence of our ordinary perception of 
things. In other words, ordinary perception is based on and thrives on clarity 
and distinctness. This means that all objects of perception are spatial, 
temporal, finite, particular, quantifiable, causative, and so on, all ofwhich 
are grists for the empirical and rational mill. Thus, needless to say, objects 
of perception are quite effective and we rely on them for building up our 
huge store of knowledge. Yet, as indicated earlier, ordinary perception is 
delimiting because of its inherent dichotomous nature. To remedy this 
condition, we need to acknowledge the presence of nonbeing in perception. 
Nonbeing is the unseen, the intangible, and the nonmanipulable component 
in becoming which supplements and tones down the excesses of a dynamics 
known solely in terms ofbeing. Should it be characterized, nonbeing would 
be nonspatial (aspatial), nontemporal (atemporal), nonquantifiable, infinite, 
universally extensive, noncausative, and so on. The presence of non being, 
paradoxically, can only be inferred by way of the nature and behavior of 
being, so to speak; that is to say, something reveals being's ability to, for 
example, continue, change, evolve, and repeat itself in ordinary perception. 
This is indeed mystifying, to say the least, but that is one of the major 
reasons for our reference to Asiatic mystique but, hopefully, it should pose 
a real challenge to explore it. In this connection, the real mystery of 
existence is not why there is something (being) rather than nothing (ordinary 
connotation here) but, more profoundly, why there is nothing (nonbeing in 
an inordinate sense here) rather than something. With the above dyadic 
nature of dynamics, a whole Asiatic culture evolved, but its analysis will 
have to wait for another occasion. 

Coming then to the question of dialogue, how does this Buddhist 
creative metaphysics fare with Islamic thought? The initial impression seems 
negative since the Islamic theocentrism does not easily lend itself to a 
comparative analysis with Buddhist nontheism. Indeed, perusing the whole 
history of Islamic thought, its philosophers and religious thinkers have 
always given foremost emphasis to God's creation of the world and the 
justificati90 thereof, the main justification of God-world-humankind 
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relationship being the doctrine of emanationism. The doctrine is clear and 
simple enough in terms of everything flowing downward from the Godhead, 
but astute thinkers have debated long on the nature and function of the 
relationship between God and the world, that is, between necessity and 
contingency, to explain the whole scheme of things. Thus, an essential 
element in this debate focuses on the question of God's pre-eternity and the 
temporal origination in the world. I will not go into the details of the debates 
spanning several centuries among such thinkers as al-Kindi (d. 870), al
Hidibi (875-950), Avicenna (980---1037), al-Ghazzali (1058-1111), and 
A verroes ( 1126-1198). What is more important here is to discuss how two 
seemingly divergent systems of thought could meet and perhaps accommo
date each other. 

In Islamic thought, the doctrine of creation has two aspects: (a) creation 
out of nothing and (b) creation out of something. The first aspect, which is 
strictly in the preserve of God, is a popular view held and propagated by 
religious thinkers that God created this world out of nothing. It is highly 
speculative and lacks any demonstrative ·force; indeed its proponents will 
immediately counter by asserting that it does not require any demonstration 
because ofthe very nature of God's ultimacy and supremacy. The accep
tance of this view naturally lies in deep faith regarding God's existence. The 
second aspect, however, subscribed to by philosophers, is much more 
plausible in that it speaks about temporal origination or the rise of contingent 
moments in this world. In human terms, it refers to all contingent moments 
of individuals, that is, singular as well as collective experiences. It is a way 
to examine the whole gamut of relationships experienced by humankind 
throughout the world and even reaching into the realm of the Godhead in the 
case of the true believer. This account falls within the theory of emanation, 
albeit beginning at the lower end of it. 

It should be noted that neither aspect questions the creation of the world 
by God, and within this context there must be a meaningful contact between 
Islam and Buddhism. The focus of course must be on the second aspect, for 
here the matter of plausibility must rest on how consistent the comparative 
analysis is with respect to the contingent nature of things. Buddhist 
metaphysics, on this point, is thoroughly at home with its empirical and 
existential character. The Buddhist, as seen earlier, avoided metaphysical 
flights that have lost touch with empirical grounding. 

To be contingent means involvement in space and time. The Islamic 
thinkers took space to be a necessary ingredient of a contingent being. 
Likewise, Buddhist thinkers accepted space -as a necessary ingredient in all 
experiences but went further to stipulate that space is uncreative ( asmykhata ), 
that is, it does not play an active role in the making of a contingent 
experiential moment. But the difference between Buddhism and Islam is 
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rather light so far as ordinary experiences go. On the matter of time, how
ever, there is much seminal activity seen on both sides. 

For the Islamic thinkers, the overriding question on time and the world 
was, which comes first? Or which is necessary and which is contingent? 
More specifically, we may ask, does the world function in time? If so, then, 
time is prior to the world and is therefore necessary to the existence of the 
world. However, ir~e is created with the world, then is the world 
necessary to the e?Ostence of time? Whether a priority and necessity or a 
posteriority and <f6ntingency belong to the world or to time is an argument 
which can be narl:owed down to simple questions on the nature ofbeginning 
and end as applied to both. In the analysis of beginning and end, the Islamic 
thinkers went back to Aristotle for two principles: ( 1) if there is an end, there 
is a beginning and (2) if there is no beginning, there is no end. These two 
rather simple principles applied to the temporally originated things point to 
the conclusion that both the world and time in their dynamic involvement 
with each other are truly contingent, and they support, all the more, the claim 
that the world was created by an incomparable God ex nihilo. 

The Islamic religious thinkers naturally tended to side with the priority 
(necessity) of the world over time, that is, time is created in virtue of the 
existence of the world. 5 The philosophers, on the other hand, went a step 
further to argue that the world and time are co-creative of each other without 
assigning priority to either one. The champion of this view is A verroes and 
in this respect the Buddhist found an ally.6 As seen earlier, the Buddhist saw 
everything within the context of experiential process and sought to 
accommodate the larger scheme of things (that is, the world) within that 
process. This process is inherently extendable to the larger scheme because 
of the unique metaphysics that involves the nature of emptiness. It would 
seem that Islamic thinkers did not have anything comparable to emptiness 
but presumably they, especially the sufis, indulged in meditation to control 
the empirical (that is, sensory) nature of things. After all, the contiguity of 
the subcontinent India with its long tradition of yoga practice, among other 
systems, and the fact that Buddhism had spread well into Persia would 
suggest strongly that Islamic thinkers and practitioners were not immune or 
unexposed to Indian meditative discipline. What is more, Alexander the 
Great's foray into India along the banks of the Indus River in the third 
century B.C.E. clearly exhibits evidence of early cultural infusion. From the 
Buddhist side, images of the Buddha and other deities show undeniable 
Greek influence. 

The most striking thing about A verroes' s analysis of time is his unique 
compromise position. That is to say, he did not favor either extreme of 
necessity or contingency. 7 He did not, in brief, side with the religious 
thinkers on the contingent nature of time with respect to the world, nor did 
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he side with the philosophers on the contingency of the world on time. He 
was able to do this because he did not conceive of time as linear. Instead, he 
conceived of time as temporally originated (that is, a contingent phenome
non) by what is circular. 8 The cyclic nature of time means in essence that 
time need not have a beginning nor an end, contrary to the two Aristotelian 
principles stated above. Indeed, in one bold stroke, A verroes covered all 
grounds by this compromise, that is, those elements that function by 
necessity or contingency, and by priority or posteriority. From this stand
point it can be stated that time originated from a timeless past (that is, 
eternity, necessity) but at the same time it will continue to be originated in 
the world (that is, contingency). Time is a perpetually circular phenomenon 
because it evolves contingently with the world which is a sphere. 

This concept of time is remarkably similar to the Buddhist notion that 
there is no absolute time as such but only time in the making, that is, time as 
a by-product so to speak of the experiential process. The process, in more 
precise terms, refers to the doctrine of relational origination (pa[icca
samuppiida) where there is no beginning nor end. The process perpetually 
spins, hence the apt phrase, "wheel of life." The Buddhist has conveniently 
segmented the wheel into a twelve-divisioned circle where one may begin 
with ignorance, greed, or desire which propels the wheel to tum and end in 
old-age and death. But short of the ultimate goal of nirvaJ;la, the wheel of life 
continues to spin due to the empirical quests that "taint" ordinary existence.9 

The Buddhist simply says ordinary beings are in samsiira, a term used to 
describe the perpetual turning of the wheel, as contrasted to the quietude or 
tranquillity of nirva:ga. 

Thus we see that the circularity or cyclic nature of time is a singular 
contribution by both Buddhist and Islamic thought. A verroes states 
succinctly: "when time is imagined correctly as a cyclic continuum 
(encircled) within (the movement of) the spheres, it is not necessary for its 
past to have a completion, for if it had a completion, it would (also) have had 
a beginning, whereas that which has no beginning (likewise) has no 
completion. " 10 

We have now seen that one point of contact between Buddhism and 
Islam is most significantly focused on the dynamicity of the individual and 
the world, both of which are coterminous in cyclic origin and perpetuation, 
like the axle spinning in unison with the outer rim of the wheel. Buddhist 
creative metaphysics involving emptiness allows the nature of the spin to 
occur with the particular (that is, contingent element) and the universal (that 
is, necessary element) in an infrastructural'sense, permitting the samsaric 
nature of the wheel to tum but in the hope of eventual nirva:ga. It would 
seem highly probable, on the other hand, that Averroes's introduction of the 
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phenomenon of cyclic time would leave the door open for greater contact 
with Buddhism and even other systems of thought, a challenge and a task for 
future dialogues. --

Seyyed Hossein Nasr has, in his deep reflective writings, presented the 
fundamental framework in which such dialogues are to take place. He goes 
back to the basic tenet ofp_hi~sophy, metaphysics, to focus on and reveal the 
true nature and function ~Iamie spirituality. By metaphysics, he indicates 
a return to the very original meaning as employed by the early Greeks, that 
is, the vision or insight into the true nature of things. This means that the 
subject is the total cosmos. It was what the prophet Mu};lammad had 
envisioned. Nasr has steadfastly maintained the traditional interpretation of 
this metaphysical position in order to expound Islamic philosophy, religion, 
and culture in every conceivable aspect. Without allowing for this metaphys
ical stance, it would not be possible to understand the various sciences, 
including mathematics and medicine, in the total scheme of things. Indeed, 
the metaphysical vision serves to make all disciplines meaningful, effective, 
and valuable. 

At one point Nasr refers to Islam as the "middle people"11 in terms of 
geography and metaphysics. Coming late as civilizations go, Islam certainly 
sat at the opportune middle of the concourse linking the East and West, 
enjoying commerce as well as cultural interchange. He goes on to point out 
that Islamic metaphysics, contrary to ordinary thinking, is closer to the 
Orient than the West. It means that the metaphysical vision of things is, for 
example, germane to Hinduism (Vedanta), Buddhism, and Taoism. Instead 
of a God, these systems have independently advanced their respective 
primordial source in terms of the Brahman, Dharma, and Tao. Each is 
unique, to be sure, but there is much in common in the ultimate ground and 
quest for the metaphysical vision. Here we might ask Nasr, among .. other 
questions soon to follow, for his seasoned reflections on why there had been 
so few direct religious and philosophical dialogues between Islam and these 
Oriental systems. Was there any influence of Indian yoga on the Islamic 
gnostics or Sufis? Historically, we know that Buddhism had a difficult time 
making inroads into the Chinese culture beginning in the first century but 
later, during the T'ang Dynasty (618-907), the Chinese thinkers were able 
to accept and incorporate Buddhist ideas, aided largely by the presence of 
Taoism. Indeed, they did it so well that the process of sinicization of 
Buddhism began to take shape and form and facilitated the establishment of 
new sectarian schools of thought, notably Ch'an (Zen). 

Although the Buddhist Dharma was basically a metaphysical vision of 
the holistic nature of things, the Buddha allowed for the lesser or relative 
"vision" of things. He spoke oftruth in a dual sense: conventional (rational, 
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logical, empirical) andnonconventional (without human contrivance), the 
former is covered truth (samvrti-satya) and the latter supreme and incompa
rable truth (paramartha-satya). The significant point here is that both are 
co-terminous or existing in the selfsame realm of existence and this permits 
the "way out" by uncovering the covered realm by meditative discipline. In 
brief, the rational discriminative faculty (vijnana) can be overcome by the 
penetrative insight (prajfiaj. Granted that Islam does not permit the existence 
of covered nature of truth, we might ask whether Islam does in any way 
provide for this sort of inner action of the faculties in light of Islamic 
hierarchy of knowledge. 

The middle way doctrine of Buddhism shows remarkable resemblance 
to the approach, method, and ultimate realization of the Islamic metaphysical 
vision. The Buddha, it is recalled, admonished those who were etemalists, 
who subscribed to the substantive nature of things, and those who were 
nihilists or annihilationists subscribing to the notion that everything is 
impermanent and thus a void. He went on to assert that by avoiding the 
extremes (eternal ism and nihilism), the enlightened one achieved the middle 
way (majjhima-pa{ipadaj, pointing at a most unique form of"pure ontology." 
He then prescribed the famous eightfold noble path that begins with right 
view and ends in right meditative penetration (samadhi) to achieve nirva~a, 
literally, the state where all desires have been extinguished. This is the 
Buddha's way of capturing the primordiality of existence, the vision of 
things as they really are (yatha-bhiltam ). Thus, we may ask, is Islam a 
"middle way"? 

In another influential work, 12 Nasr has discussed the problem of man's 
relationship with Nature. The word, Nature, is capitalized to follow Nasr's 
own reference to the content of the metaphysical vision of things. The 
problem arises immediately as man tries to manipulate, conquer, or dominate 
Nature. 13 By so doing, the cosmos is disturbed or vitiated. And yet, we know 
that not every scientific endeavor is wrong or misguided. Nasr himself says, 
for example, that Einstein's theory of relativity is not relativism per se but 
indicates a high order of perception of the cosmos. Indeed, physicists such 
as Mendel Sachs have asserted that the theory is in reference to the cosmos 
and applicable to the whole nature ofthings. 14 In addition to this, there are 
other physicists who have in the last fifty years focused their attention on the 
East or Oriental systems to exhibit parallels, similarities, and even correspon
dences with respect to the larger scheme of things. The vacuum or void 
which often comes up in describing the universe is no longer an insipid 
nothingness but a potential ground for the dynamic play of all forms of the 
particle world. 15 In light of all this, would Nasr favor us by reflecting on the 
role that pure science will play in future endeavors to understand man's 
place in the universe? 
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A working philosophy or religion has sustaining power proportional to 
the extent that it harmonizes with the times, however different or difficult the 
conditions may be. In the last few decades of the twentieth century, we have 
witnessed the recession of logical positivism and the rise of a phenomenon 
called multiculturalism. It is a p~nomenon that is destined to grow despite 
countervailing forces of all kinds. Neeclless to say, philosophy and religion 
are principal roots of this phenomenon and, like it or not, they will have to 
be involved in significant ways in the actualization of a kind of global 
culture. What then will be the role of the great systems of the world coping 
with the inclement elements arising from technology and materialism? 

(~ 
DEPARTMENT OF PHILOSOPHY 
STATE UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK AT BUFFALO 
JANUARY 1995 
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Professor Inada is an expert on Buddhism and most of his paper is 
concerned with an exposition ofhis interpretation of Buddhist metaphys

ics especially as it concerns the relation between being, becoming, and non
being and the question of the origination of the world, space, and time. At 
the end lnada turns to a comparative study of time in Buddhism in relation 
to the views of Ibn Rushd (A verroes ). Following this he poses a series of 
questions for dialogue. Since his final two questions (on the role of science 
and technology and multiculturalism) are addressed in responses to other 
essays, I will therefore devote this response to how I envisage the possibility 
of a Buddhist-Islamic dialogue and comparisons ofbasic metaphysical and 
spiritual issues, in light of the first two questions Inada raises. 

It should be mentioned at the outset, however, that Buddhism and Islam 
have had long contacts going back to the first Islamic century and the spread 
of Islam into what is today eastern Afghanistan and Pakistan which had a 
large Buddhist population at that time. In fact Buddhism spread into China 
before the rise of Islam through the eastern regions of the Persian Empire 
and one of the first harbingers of the Buddhist message into Chimr was 
called in Chinese "The Persian." Many stories of the life of the Buddha 
found in the Tripitaka found their way into Arabic literature and one can 
find traces of some Buddhist philosophical ideas such as atomism in certain 
strands of Islamic thought. Moreover, some commentaries consider the 
Quranic prophet Dhu'l-Kifl to be none other than the Buddha whose name 
as Biidh is found in both Arabic and Persian. Also the term nirwan, that is 
nirvaf}a, has become a Persian word well known in the literature of that 
language. Even the life of one of the greatest of the early Sufi saints of 
Khurasan, Ibrahim Adham, resembles that of the Buddha. It is therefore 
unfortunate that in modem scholarship so little attention has been paid to 
Buddhist-Islam dialogue and comparative studies between the two traditions. 

Inada begins his article with the discussion ofthe Buddhist Middle Way 
or majjhitn.8-pa(ipada. Although this term as interpreted by Inada deals with 
a middle WJY between taking an objectively realistic approach and nihilism, 
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the term itself has other meanings and reminds one immediately of the 
Quranic reference to Muslims as the people of the "middle way" (ummah 
wasa[ah ). Although this is usually interpreted to mean avoiding extremes in 
all matters and especially eschewing both this worldliness and completely 
otherworldliness in the sense of excessive asceticism, it has other meanings 
and has also been understood metaphysically as striking a balance between 
the via negativa and the via affirmativa in theology and metaphysics in one's 
approach to the understanding of the Ultimate Reality. Even in discussion 
of the relation of non being and being, being and becoming, the world as veil 
and theophany, and any form of conceptualization of categories pertaining 
to the Divine, the Islamic metaphysicians have sought to charter a course 
which cannot but be called the middle way. In any case there is much to 
discover in a deeper comparative study of the meaning of the middle way in 
the two traditions despite the marked difference between the nontheistic and 
strongly theistic perspectives of Buddhism and Islam, respectively. 

As far as creationism is concerned, in addition to the points mentioned 
by Inada, one must remember another view concerning creation associated 
with Sufi metaphysics especially as expounded among others by 'Ayn al
Qu9at Hamadani and Mal).miid Shabistarl. This view asserts that at every 
moment the world is returned to nonexistence and brought again into 
existence. This doctrine, called the renewal of creation at every instant 
(tajdid al-khalqftkulli anat), has been studied by Toshiko Izutsu, the famous 
Japanese Zen scholar of Islam, who in many discussions with me expressed 
his astonishment at how this view was similar in so many ways to Buddhist 
doctrines. 

Likewise in the discussion of space and time there is a wealth of 
philosophical writings which were not mentioned by Inada and which are 
perhaps unknown to him since they are only now becoming available in 
Western languages. In this context the writings of Mulla ~adra and his 
theory of trans-substantial motion (al-fzarakat al-jawhariyyah) which posits 
a constant becoming and motion in the very subsistence of the universe is 
particularly significant. Henry Corbin referred to this theory in a telling 
manner as "/'inquietude de l'etre," an interpretation which reveals how 
relevant this theory by one of Islam's greatest metaphysicians can be for 
comparison with Buddhist theories. As for the cyclic notion of time which 
Inada mentions in relation to A verroes, there are other schools of Islamic 
thought, especially Isma'Ili philosophy, which would offer even greater 
possibilities for comparison with the Buddhist view. The general Islamic 
view of sacred history itself is also not linear but cyclic punctuated by the 
appearance of a new prophet at the beginning of each cycle. The doctrine of 
the ten Buddhas starting with Dhammadassin and ending with Maitreya at 
the end of this historical period also have a clear correspondence with the 
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cycles of prophecy (da'irat al-nubuwwah), which according to Shi'ite gnosis 
end with the advent of the Mahdi and the return of Christ. 

This concept also opens jhe whole field of comparative studies 
concerning Buddhist and Islami~s.~hatologies. Both religions, along with 
of course such religions as Hinduism, Zoroastrianism, Judaism and 
Christianity, not to speak ofTaoism and the primal religions, expect a divine 
intervention at the end of the present historical cycle. Specific comparison 
between the doctrine of the appearance of the Maitreya Buddha and that of 
the Mahdi and Christ according to Islamic teachings will reveal remarkable 
resemblances to which little attention has been paid in general scholarly 
works on comparative religion. 

Although Islam is opposed to the theory of reincarnation, whose popular 
understanding in Hinduism and Buddhism has been questioned even by 
sages of those traditions, the question of the centrality of the human state 
necessary to gain release from the cycles of rebirth and death, of the reality 
of wandering after death through transmigration in the intermediary worlds, 
and of the significance of correct thought and action in this world in 
determining the state into which one is born after earthly death all have their 
correspondences in Islamic teachings. In Islam, however, eschatological 
doctrines which deal in detail with the meaning of the universal descriptions 
of the Quran with the afterlife and which are in fact explanations and 
expansions of the teachings of the Quran and lfadith, have been always 
considered as esoteric knowledge. They remained mostly oral in the early 
days of Islam and did not find their full explanations until later in Islamic 
history in the writings of such figures as Ibn 'Arabi, MulHi ~adra, Shah 
Waliallah ofDelhi, Mulla 'Ali Zuniizi, and Sabziwari. If one reads carefully 
a text such as the fourth book of the Asfiir al-arba 'ah of Mulla ~adra, one 
will realize that Islam has also produced its "book of the dead" which can be 
profitably compared with the Tibetan Book of the Dead. Such comparisons 
would reveal remarkable parallels despite the two different spiritual 
universes with which they deal. It is also interesting to note in this context 
that in Buddhism also the treatises dealing with eschatological matters were 
put to writing in the later history of the religion as is the case of Islam. In 
both cases, however, such works, far from being later accretions, represent 
crystallizations in written form of doctrines which go back to the origin of 
the religions in question. 

Turning to the spiritual realities which "populate" the spiritual universes 
of Islam and Buddhism, especially in its Mahayana and Vajrayana forms, 
one can point to the various Buddhas and Bodhisattvas and their functions 
in the Buddhist world and the archangels and angels in the Islamic one. 
Although of course there are differences, since we are dealing with two 
different revelations and spiritual archetypes, there are also remarkable 
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resemblances. Islamic art has not produced thankas depicting in the form of 
plastic arts the various celestial and infernal beings of the Buddhist universe. 
But the descriptions contained in even popular works such as the genre 
known as Wonders of Creation ( 'Aja'ib al-makh/iiqat) reveal the remarkable 
analogies and similarities between the visions of the two religions concern
ing the beings which inhabit the multiple levels of existence beyond the 
earthly domain. 

Even the Bodhisattva, this uniquely Buddhist being, has its correspon
dence in the Islamic universe. The mercy associated with the Bodhisattva 
and his/her desire to save all of creation has its correspondence with the 
angelic agencies of Divine Mercy (al-Ra~mah) which fill the Islamic 
universe. Moreover, in both cases mercy does not preclude the reality of 
rigor, justice, judgment, and punishment which are also terribly real for all 
beings granted the precious gift of human existence in both the Buddhist and 
Islamic universes. 

Turning to the operative and practical domain, one can again observe 
many similarities between Buddhism and Islam which offer possibilities for 
comparative studies. One is the relation between the role of knowledge and 
love or devotion in the spiritual life. Within the Mahayana School a clear 
distinction is made between the sapiental and intellectual approach in which 
knowledge is primary and the devotional approach. The first became 
crystallized in several schools of which perhaps the most important is 
Dhyana, Ch 'an or Zen and the second in Sukhivati, Ching-t 'u-tsung or J6do 
which is also known as Amida Buddhism. Each school, however, possesses 
an element of the other. There are devotional elements in Zen and sapiental 
and metaphysical elements in J6do. The same can be said of the Vajrayana 
School which is by nature sapiental and based on knowledge, but possesses 
devotional aspects. 

Now, in Islam the path of spiritual realization associated with Sufism 
also emphasizes both love and devotion (ma~abbah) and knowledge 
(ma 'rifah). Moreover, different Sufi orders are characterized by the 
emphasis of either one or the other element. But where there is emphasis on 
gnosis or sapience, there is present also love and vice versa. The works of 
two of the towering figures of Islamic spirituality, Ibn 'Arabi and Jalal al
Din Riimi, who lived within a generation of each other in the thirteenth 
century, demonstrate this principle clearly. Ibn 'Arabi wrote primarily on 
gnosis and his path was that of knowledge, but he also composed many 
verses of Sufi love poetry and considered love to be very important in the 
attainment of the Divine. As for Riinii, he was the great troubadour of love 
and most of his voluminous poetry deals with the theme of love as being 
central to the spiritual life. And yet, his Mathnawi is considered as the 
"ocean of gnosis" and he is identified with the very essence of gnosis ( 'iifiin 
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in Persian) by those acquainted WithAne inner meanings of his work. It 
seems that in both Buddhism and Islam the role of knowledge and love or 
devotion are like those of yin and yang in the Far Eastern symbol. Each 
element contains something of the other. For that very reason this whole 
field offers rich possibilities for comparative study. 

There are remarkable parallels between the Four Noble Truths and the 
Eightfold Path of Buddhism and Islamic teachings. The Four Noble Truths 
teach the universality of suffering, its cause, its cure and the way to achieve 
it, that is, following the Middle Way and the Eightfold Path. In the language 
of the Quran, commented upon by so many Sufi texts, this world is al-dunya, 
which, being separated from the Divine Reality, is contrasted to al-akhirah 
or the celestial world which is the abode of proximity to that Reality. Now, 
the very nature of al-dunya is separation, vicissitude and pain. Islam does not 
emphasize suffering as much as does Buddhism but its characterization of 
al-dunya is similar to that of Buddhism putting aside the role placed in the 
Islamic perspective in the positive aspect of the cosmos as symbol and 
theophany and the lack of this dimension in Buddhism. To overcome the 
pains and vicissitudes of the world or al-dunya, man must detach himself 
from this world, which means to control one's ego and its desires. The Sufis 
know fully well that the cause of attachment to the world is precisely the 
selfish craving or trishna of which Buddhists speak. And like the Buddhists, 
they propose a means for overcoming this pain and suffering of al-dunya, 
this means being overcoming selfish craving and in fact the ego/self itself 
which is the cause ofthat desire of the worldly. Finally and corresponding 
to the fourth Noble Truth, Islamic esoterism in the form of Sufism possesses 
a path whose main steps present remarkable similarities to the Eightfold Path 
of Buddhism. 

In the Eightfold Path, there is right mind and right intention correspond
ing to wisdom (prajiia); right speech, right conduct, and right livelihood 
corresponding to morality (shila); and right effort, right mindfulness and 
right concentration corresponding to realization (samadhi). One could draw 
a parallel between these stages of the path and the grand division in Islam 
between al-Shari'ah, a/-Tariqah, and al-/faqiqah. The first deals with 
morality, the second with methods and means of spiritual realization, and the 
third with wisdom. Again in the context of two very different types of 
religion, namely Buddhism and Islam, there are to be found remarkable 
morphological resemblances as well as, of course, differences because of the 
non-theistic nature of one and the theistic nature of the other. 

As for the vices which according to Buddhism must be overcome, 
namely the three poisons of illusion, lust, and pride, they also have their 
correspondence in classical texts of Sufi ethics such as the al-Risalat al
qushayriyyah of Imam Abu'l-Qasim al-Qushayri who, while enumerating 
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the virtues, also points to the vices to be overcome. The Prophet of Islam 
prayed to God to be able to see things as they are, that is, to overcome our 
ordinary perception of things which possesses an illusory character. He also 
decried the danger of lust of all kinds which must be controlled by rules of 
the Sharl'ah or Divine Law and considered pride to be the source of all the 
vices in the soul. How interesting it is to compare the understanding of the 
vices or poisons in the two traditions, one emphasizing marriage and 
sacralizing sexuality and the other based on monasticism and sexual 
abstention, one incorporating the whole of society and rejection monasticism 
and the other based on monasticism and the sangha and excluding at the 
beginning at least the rest of society. The treatment of the vices and the 
poisons mentioned in Buddhism and Islam is like the treatment of a physical 
disease according to two different medical traditions, let us say the 
Ayurvedic or acupuncture on the one hand and Islamic on the other. Each 
medical tradition recognizes the disease and each has for its goal its cure. 
The regimen given, however, is not identical, but the trajectories of the 
disease in the two cases and its cure follow a pattern ending finally at the 
same goal which is the cure of the disease in question. 

Among the cures offered for the treatment of the poisons that infect the 
soul, one central to both traditions provides an unusually fecund source for 
profound comparisons, again despite the theistic and nontheistic framework 
of Islam on the one hand and Buddhism on the other. This "cure" is 
quintessential prayer, invocation or remembrance which is the central 
practice of the Pure Land School in Buddhism based on the Buddha's 
"Original Vow" and is central in Islam in the form of dhikr, which also 
means invocation and remembrance in Arabic and which is based on the 
Quran and the practice of the Prophet of Islam. The mantra of the Pure Land 
School, Na-mu O-mit 'a Fu in Chinese and Namu Amida Butsu in Japanese 
means "I take refuge in the Buddha the Infinite Light and Infinite Life." The 
Islamic dhikr always concerns God and one or several of his Names or the 
testimony of Unity, La ilaha ilia 'L/ah, that is, there is no divinity but the 
Divine. The Buddhist form appears from the Islamic perspective to be the 
invocation of the Divine Names, al-Niir (Light) and al-lfayy (Life). There 
are extraordinary parallels in this quintessential practice of prayer across 
various religious frontiers from the Hesychast prayer of the heart in 
Orthodox Christianity, tojapa yoga in Hinduism to the Buddhist and Islamic 
practices in question. This universal practice and its particular significance 
for human situation today has already been amply treated by expounders of 
the traditional doctrines and the perennial philosophy, especially Frithjof 
Schuon. But much remains to be done in a more detailed manner in studying 
comparatively this central practice in Islam and Buddhism. 
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Finally, I wish to return to the question ofthe Void andJlenitude in the 
two traditions, a question which I also treated in my response to Sallie King. 
It is true that the Void is not reified in Buddhism and that in Islam one of 
God's Names is al-$amad which means infinite richness and plenitude. 
There are moreover other Divine Names in Islam conveying the same 
meaning. There are to be sure many differences in the metaphysical 
formulations of the two traditions in question. Yet, there is a profound 
dialogue to be carried out on the question of fullness arid emptiness as well 
as theism and nontheism between Buddhism and Islam. Here again the yin
yang symbols can be used. One religion emphasizes the Void and has within 
it fullness and the other vice versa. One religion emphasizes theism and in 
its esoteric dimension possesses a full doctrine of the Impersonal Divine 
Essence and the other nontheism and yet manifests strong theistic currents. 
That is why when we tum from theoretical considerations to observation of 
actual living realities and practices of Islam and Buddhism, one is con
fronted with so many unexpected parallels. For example, the metaphysical 
doctrine of the Void has its reflection in Japanese art with its emphasis upon 
emptiness of living space which one experiences directly in entering a 
traditional Japanese temple or even private house. But where else in the 
world is emptiness of interior spaces of architecture emphasized as greatly 
as in the Islamic world? The interior spaces of the mosque and also the 
traditional Islamic houses are characterized by their emptiness and the void 
plays a major spiritual function in Islamic art in general. All of these 
considerations point to the rich possibilities of dialogue between Buddhism 
and Islam which for me can only be carried out fruitfully within the matrix 
of the metaphysics of religious diversity which expositors of the perennial 
philosophy have formulated in detail in this century in response to the 
particular needs of present-day humanity. .,.. 

I am grateful to Professor Inada for providing me the opportunity to 
expound my views on further Buddhist-Islamic dialogue to which his paper 
draws attention. Among various domains of comparative religious study, the 
Buddhist-Islamic one has until now not occupied a position of prominence 
as have the Christian-Buddhist and Hindu-Buddhist fields. Let us hope that 
along the line mentioned by Inada and other scholars and proposed by 
myself here in this essay this field can be expounded and deepened in the 
future. The fruits of comparative studies in this field are not only of 
theoretical and philosophical interest but are bound to have practical 
significance for many living in lands such as China, Thailand, Malaysia, 
Burma, Sri Lanka, and the Caucasus where Buddhists and Muslims co-exist 
as living and vibrant religious communities. 

S.H.N. 
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SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR 
ON TIME AND ETERNITY 

The issue of time and eternity brings one to a central modem challenge to 
the religious view oflife. The writings ofSeyyed Hossein Nasr describe 

this well. In the classical view, often everything was seen in terms of eternity 
and there was little sense of change. Permanence was valued; change, of 
which time is the measure, was feared. This is echoed by the ancient Chinese 
wish: "May you live in uninteresting times." Now the opposite prevails. We 
have moved from belief and memory to exploration and discovery, from 
servant of God and monarch to responsible citizen, from an ethics of 
obedience to the management of freedom. 1 

Three responses are possible. The first is resistance, namely, to attempt 
to reject time and change in order to live in fidelity to Divine grace. This 
could be interpreted as implying a rejection of emergent democratic forms 
of freedom. This has come to be called fundamentalism. Though the..term 
may not so easily be transported to Islam, the reality constitutes a major 
present problem for many countries in the Islamic world. 

The second response is to tum entirely toward modernity, that is, toward 
the changing and ephemeral world of things and to abandon the sense of any 
eternal reality and hence of any transcendent or sacred dimension of life. 
This is the reality of the pervasive secularization of modem life. 

If neither of these responses is satisfactory-as most religious and many 
secular persons would agree-then one must confront the challenge of 
neither ignoring nor being swallowed up by time, but finding in eternity its 
real meaning and potentialities. This is a holy quest and one from which 
Nasr does not shrink. Success in this venture is crucial and one follows his 
pursuit of this objective with fascination and hope. 

Nasr's treatment of so important a topic inevitably is reflected broadly 
throughout his work on Islamic science, metaphysics, and religious culture. 
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In two places he has attempted to bring together his thought on time and 
eternity in a focused and ordered manner, namely, in his 1981 Gifford 
Lectures, Knowledge and the Sacred (Chapter VII, "Eternity and the 
Temporal Order," hereafter E)2 and in his The Need for a Sacred Science 
(Chapter II, "Time-The Moving Image of Eternity," hereafter T).3 Here we 
shall focus especially on these two concentrated texts, first to describe 
synthetically his overall vision oftime and eternity, and second to proceed 
analytically to an evaluation of some of its main components. 

WAYS TO Goo AS ETERNAL 

Nasr first approaches the issue of time somewhat phenomenologically, but 
with strong metaphysical intent. He begins not directly in terms of 
being-though he will soon come to that-but rather in terms of the human 
person as an intersection of two axes, one vertical, the other horizontal: the 
former points to eternity, the latter to time (E 221 ). However, even here he 
does not separate the two and make time simply a matter of the measure of 
physical motion, as might be done in Aristotle's science of physics. Instead 
he follows Plato and sees time as more properly the moving image of 
eternity, the ever recurring now. In this sense the vertical dimension not only 
leads to a higher level of reality, but also to higher levels of time. This opens 
the way for a plethora of intermediate realms which, since ancient times, have 
been the context of human aspirations and the path from time to eternity. 

But are there reasons to assert the capacity of the human mind even to 
address such issues? Certainly, it has been the effort of many in modern 
philosophy to deny this and to hold human vision to a merely successive 
flow of moments. Nasr does not hesitate to answer in the positive. If it is 
possible, indeed inevitable, to address the issue of death, then one is already 
engaged in a horizon which goes beyond the empirical data of the senses and 
of the reality manifested thereby (E 222). Further, if it is possible to address 
the issue of time itself, as philosophers always have done, then the human 
mind already has slipped the moorings of time and sails toward realms that 
extend beyond or transcend it. 

This is not only a matter of leaving time behind; rather in the midst of 
time we may be able to find within ourselves something eternal. Tagore 
describes this dramatically in a scene in which he has lost his way in a fog 
and stumbles about in great confusion and anxiety. Suddenly in the midst of 
this wandering, his home breaks through the fog and in great relief a sense 
of peace opens within him.4 Nasr describes in somewhat similar terms the 
deep peace that opens within in contemplating a placid mountain lake (E 
222). In brief, the reality to which the spirit opens transcends the objects and 
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cares of this life. It is immanent in the human heart; it is as much the inner 
key to personal peace asjt is to the outer "Source or goal of all. 

From this phenomenology Nasr shifts to metaphysics proper and speaks 
in more technical terms of being or of what is. The eternal simply and purely 
is; it is the fullness of.being. It is pure truth and luminosity, leaving no room 
for non-existence or even for confusion. As Descartes noted earlier in his 
Third Meditation, it is this that is certain beyond doubt and unquestionable. 5 

If there is any lack of clarity here it is not from the Absolute Being, but from 
the limitations of the human mind (which is not on the same level). Hence, 
what is problematic here is limited being that changes or becomes, not 
Absolute Being which is fullness of existence, unlimited and perfect in 
realization. 

The theological emphasis in Nasr's direct metaphysical approach justi
fies further exposition at this point of his views on the Divine with whom 
eternity abides, according to the Neoplatonic tradition to which he adheres. 
For instance, the Divine principle is characterized as "at once the Absolute, 
the Infinite and the Supreme Good" (T 27). By virtue of its infinity it must 
contain the possibility of its manifestation, that is, of creation, and this 
possibility must be realized for "it is of the very nature of the Good to give 
of itself and radiate" (T 27). This would seem to approach the Plotinian 
sense of emanation, and indeed he does say that eternity "emanates outward 
and manifests many levels of existence" (E 225). But the strong sense of the 
absolute character of the Divine protects Nasr here from any intimation of 
pantheism (not that it would be fair or accurate to label Plotinus a pantheist). 
What is radiated must be projected or separated from God, who remains 
unaffected by His manifestations and ontologically distinct therefrom (as is 
the One in Plotinus) (T 27). 

For the Divine, Nasr uses both "Being" and "beyond-Being" ('F· 27). 
There is a dialectic between these terms in the Hindu scriptures and 
something similar is found in the later Heidegger. When the multiple, 
contrasting, and changing things are called "beings," their unique and 
transcendent source is called "Being." When, however, "Being" becomes a 
familiar term and itself is in danger ofbeing considered the proper name of 
one being among others, the term "beyond-Being" is used to protect us from 
this. The great Iberian born Arab mystical thinker, Ibn 'Arabi (1165-1240), 
whose life and work are much admired by Nasr, almost always used the term 
"beyond-Being" to stand for the highest metaphysical source or principle. 

Nasr notes two further characteristics of the Divine, eternity and 
omnipresence (T 28). To the former he relates the divine transcendence and 
infinitude, which he sees manifested by the majesty and "rigor" of God. To 
the latter he relates divine immanence that he sees manifest in His beauty 
and mercy. 



338 GEORGE F. McLEAN AND RICHARD K. KHURI 

Eternity he contrasts to time, which is characterized by change, 
transformation, and death. Omnipresence he relates to space, which is 
characterized by preservation and permanence. While heuristic, the reason 
for this alignment is not clear. Were Nasr's procedure a posteriori it would 
be clear enough how he would begin from the twin characteristics of the 
physical world, space and time, and move to the perfect reality as that 
whence they derive. But even then the relation of majesty to eternity rather 
than to omnipresence is unclear. If, however, as he says above, there is no 
need of the finite in order to know the infinite, then the reason for this 
alignment becomes still less clear. It may be that Nasr is supposing much 
that he does not articulate here, given, for example, that the study of the 
names of God is a high specialization in Islam with rich traditions. Whatever 
the case may be, as the text stands, the Western reader for whom it is written 
may have difficulty in fathoming the relevance of the foregoing distinctions. 

Nevertheless, though Nasr does not undertake a posteriori reasoning to 
the Divine, he does so indirectly. Indeed, almost a third of his study on 
"Eternity and the Temporal Order" is a massive attack on the contrary 
notion, namely, on evolution and its notion that change can be self
explanatory and does not need an Absolute and unchanging reality (E 
234-44). Nasr reserves his strongest attack for Teilhard de Chardin's 
position that evolution may bespeak an Omega, but not an absolute and self
sufficient Alpha or origin. But Nasr seems to miss the crucial point made by 
Teilhard in The Phenomenon of Man, namely that the Omega and the Alpha 
meet and in some deep sense are one and the same. 6 This does not mean that 
Teilhard's philosophy is entirely congenial to constructive thought about 
time and eternity and other themes of traditional metaphysical or religious 
interest, but how it fails to do so cannot be properly assessed without a 
careful reading of its contents. 

In the course of his vigorous attacks on evolutionism and the thought of 
Teilhard de Chardin, Nasr ends up by providing arguments that are "at once 
metaphysical and cosmological, religious, logical, mathematical, physical, 
and biological including the domain of paleontology," arguments that may 
add up to a kind of updated cosmological proof for the existence of God. But 
Nasr is not really interested in carrying out an a posteriori, inductive 
reasoning process to the divine; he sees no need of the temporal in order to 
know the eternal (T 26). For Nasr, as with Iqbal, awareness of the divine is 
the key characteristic of the human mind, in terms of which alone any 
understanding whatsoever can be obtained. The human mind is the image of 
the divine, without which there would be no'human knowledge at all (T 28). 
For its part, the reality, meaning, and awareness of the divine are not 
problematic. God is the answer, not the question or even questionable. 
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THE KNOWLEDGE OF TIME 

In his epistemological position on time and eternity, Nasr stands in sharp 
contrast to most of his contemporaries, for his ontological approach to the 
notion of time is built on the clarity of the notion of eternity. We know 
eternity directly, absolutely, with intuitive immediacy, whereas our knowl
edge of time is problematic. This is rooted in the difference between 
immutability and change at the deepest metaphysical level. Like Parmenides, 
Nasr holds that whereas the perfect and infinite reality is the completeness 
of being and hence not subject to change, of its essence change entails some 
nonbeing in the sense of no longer being what it was or not yet being what 
it is becoming. By such change or becoming the world is removed from the 
Being from which it derives. Time then, which is characteristic of becoming, 
is rooted in the eternal or unchanging from which becoming derives. In this 
light Nasr sees time in Platonic terms as the moving image of eternity: as an 
image it is a manifestation of the divine, but as pertaining to the world of 
becoming it is precisely a moving image. But that Nasr does not attempt to 
move beyond a primitive notion of immutability is surprising given that 
Plato, Aristotle, and above all Plotinus (and Ibn 'Arabi) long ago saw that 
Being (or beyond-Being) could not literally be immutable. It must transcend 
our notions of motion and rest and have some kind of inner activity that is 
reflected in time and motion as these become known to us. 7 For Aristotle, 
this inner activity is thought and for Plotinus, a more encompassing 
intellectual activity combined with something unnameable but deeper still. 

In an insightful remark, as Nasr considers the converse of the proposi
tion that upholds the priority of the eternal, he notes that to deny the eternal 
is not only to lose the distinction between the absolute and the contingent, 
but thereby to absolutize the world (T 28). This is the real source of. con
temporary consumerism and of the corruption of public life which now 
bedevils the world. 

He draws up a list of many famous names who speak of the difficulty of 
grasping the nature of time, but Nasr himself may experience special 
difficulties. He is clear that he does not want to consider time in the modern 
abstract fashion as a container for human or physical events; rather he sees 
it as a character of material existence (which, as Nasr mentions, has become 
the norm in contemporary scientific thought as a consequence of the theory 
of Relativity). This already limits his approach to the study of time, for it 
excludes the manner in which time spans the abyss between physical motion 
and "the flux of the unlimited" of which Plotinus speaks metaphorically in 
relation to the eternal. It excludes a vast and layered middle ground of 
temporality that opens up human experience towards the eternal in a manner 
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that has been explored to great effect by the likes of Kierkegaard, Bergson, 
Husserl, and Heidegger. We shall have more to say about this presently. 
However, even were we to restrict ourselves to the reduction of our 
perspective to that of the stark contrast between time as a character of 
material existence (which is necessarily prone to change) and eternity (which 
is equated with immutability), an additional problem derives from Nasr's 
failure to approach time in terms proper to material things as in Aristotelian 
physics, which is the study of physical or changing being proper. Rather 
Nasr is intent on understanding all in terms of the Divine. Hence, he speaks 
of it as an image of eternity, albeit a moving image. Aristotle would consider 
changing or moving being to be the basis for a science of physics and treat 
time as well as space in that context. In contrast, Nasr considers time in 
terms of that which is clearest in itself, that is, Absolute being and its 
eternity, of which time is seen as the moving image. 

This has the advantage of opening the mind to the ultimate meaning of 
time. If humans were able to see not only in terms of the Divine, but with the 
very same knowledge as the divine mind, their knowledge of time would be 
perfect, comprehensive and exhaustive. But then, if they possessed properly 
divine knowledge, in fact they would be divine. While the human remains 
human, however, it will be important to use one's human powers to gain as 
adequate an appreciation of time in the corresponding sciences as possible. 
Hence, the multiple human sciences cannot be supplanted, but they need to 
be reinforced and most richly complemented by metaphysics and other 
modes of human wisdom in order that the nature and structure of time be 
more fully understood and its origin, deep meaning, and goal appreciated. 

OBJECTIVE TIME 

Cyclical Time 

Nasr distinguishes between objective and subjective time (T 30; E 224). The 
former is further divided into cyclical and linear time. In nature, time is seen 
as cyclical. This does not mean "circular," for all does not return to the very 
same point; rather, the successive cycles have a cumulative effect, imparting 
a spiral character to the process. Thus in the traditional view of natural 
cyclical time, motion is measured by that of the earth around its axis or of 
the heavens around the earth (in accordance with the reference point chosen, 
a choice once again permitted by the theory of relativity). On each level, four 
phases are typically distinguished: four cos~ic cycles, the four seasons of the 
year, and the four stages of one's life from childhood, through youth and 
maturity, to old age. 

A special quality of the cyclical view of objective time is its openness 
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and inclusiveness. This differs from the linear view of time in which the past 
is gone and done with, the present is the actual, and the future is simply not 
yet. In the cyclical view the past is always also present, as it returns renewed. 

All religions have both cyclical and linear aspects, though in diverse 
proportions depending upon when they arose within the present cosmic 
cycle. (Nasr adopts the Hindu view that sees the life of the universe in terms 
of quaternary cosmic cycles, such that the four phases range from the 
virtually stationary to the apocalyptically rapid, which he believes is our 
present situation [E 228-9] ). The cyclical view as found in early Hinduism 
implies little change, whereas in later Abrahamic religions greater change is 
recognized. Nasr positions Islam between the two. It has a cyclical character 
in its series of prophets, who bring to the world "over and over again" a truth 
that was present from the beginning (E 231 ). But Islam is also located within 
an historical story line, and it views the world of time as the "cultivating 
field" for eternity (E 230). By emphasizing the symbolic over the historical, 
Islam retains a strong sense of the cumulative character of revelation, and 
especially the permanence of the definitive revelation through Mu~mmad. 

Nasr is correct in indicating the development of human character as a 
whole as well as of religion from its archaic period to later times. Jean Piaget 
has helped to codify the sequential character of the cognitive (and corre
spondingly the affective and behavioral) life in the development of the 
child. 8 L. Kohl berg has carried this further through the development of moral 
reasoning.9 J. Fowler has applied this as well to the development of religious 
thought. 10 Nasr's position implies that what obtains in the individual is found 
as well in the different stages of the development of people and societies. 
However, it must be stressed that Nasr consistently denies that those 
developments are evolutionary. It is always the same truth, the self-same 
realm of the sacred, that becomes manifest at different historical stages. 
What is emphasized in the various stages is merely accidental, a result of the 
occurrence of a religiously significant event at one phase or another within 
the quaternary structure that he delineates. 

The priority assigned by Nasr to what endures above all else and his 
derivative view of the cumulative, spiraling nature of cyclical time may have 
important epistemological consequences as well. The categories within 
which he discusses temporality reflect a gradual, hierarchical progression in 
the effort to express not only physical, but metaphysical meaning and 
relations. This does fuller justice to the make-up of the human person as 
spirit and matter. Humanity's two-fold constitution is reflected in the 
structure of human cognitive capabilities, for humans are endowed with both 
external and internal sense, and, over and above both types, with intellect. 
The external senses deal with the physical data received by the senses from 
physical objects. These data, however, must be ordered and coordinated into 
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wholes by internal senses. When this coordination aims at correspondence 
with the external object, the work is attributed to the capacity or faculty 
classically termed "common sense"; where it refers to the past external 
sensations it is attributed to memory; and where it is a free recombination of 
those data it is attributed to the power to form new images or the imagina
tion. In all cases the human intellect as the spiritual power of a physical 
being, even in its purely intellectual operations, is accompanied by a form 
or figure or picture or symbol in the internal senses. 

In truth, what we have just outlined is a standard scheme in need of 
modification. Reality turns out to be far more complex. The contemporary 
natural sciences have vindicated the position taken up by Aristotle and 
Plotinus that no strict separation is possible between mind and matter. For 
instance, Aristotle believed that even simple sense perception and the 
faculties designed for it involve mind to a considerable extent. Today, the 
amazing complexity of our sensory organs is much better understood, 
although the conceptual and experimental framework to which natural 
scientists have become habituated stands between them and the philosophi
cal consequences of what they have so spectacularly brought to light. The 
current factual situation favors a holistic approach like Nasr's, where what 
seem to us like separate categories are in effect tools employed merely to 
distinguish among phenomena successively further removed from the 
Absolute, but never entirely severed therefrom. The problem with Nasr lies 
not in where he is coming from, but in the need for him to say more about 
it. Holism need not mean excessive terseness-or silence. 

The representation of the relation of humankind to God in temporal 
images parallels the complex hierarchy ofhuman cognitive capabilities. It 
is a necessary, but less apt way of expressing what is not a temporal or 
physical, but a spiritual or metaphysical relation to the Divine. Yet if 
executed according to the cumulative nature and connectedness of succes
sive categories, even temporal images are bound to serve their purpose well, 
just as simple sense perception could raise the curtain over further vistas as 
our layered cognitive capabilities are increasingly concentrated on what is 
perceived. After all, sacred art has been around for ages, and Nasr regularly 
acknowledges its excellence as an example of how the sensory and the 
spiritual are gathered into a whole worthy ofwhat it embodies. 11 

But Nasr is unhappy about and sets himself apart from a later develop
ment that originates with the establishment of the mathematical and physical 
sciences. While for centuries these were pursued in a sacred context, so that 
their truths were received and assimilated into a broader world view (as Nasr 
himself narrates in his writings on Islamic science and cosmology), in 
modem times, they have become separated from wisdom and metaphysics. 
The same fate, of course, largely has befallen art, so that all sorts of 
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meaningless, absurd, and bizarrely ironic images fill our world and hover 
above it. While the separation of abstract and rarefied knowledge from the 
full religious content of the human-divine interchange has the benefit of 
clarifying and correcting religious thought, given that it often goes astray, the 
price is far too high if the drastic dilution of that content is entailed. The 
corrective would then be to investigate and attempt more fully to appreciate 
the character and content of religions developed and lived in earlier ages in 
terms perhaps less proper and exact, but more rich. Hence Nasr argues for 
the potential to approach reality by means of a complex hierarchy of cog
nitive capabilities centered around transcendence. 

Especially to our point, what is termed "sacred time" bespeaks a 
permanent presence of our origins and of key acts of prophecy and 
redemption which remain life-giving and normative for the future. The 
creation myths of each culture are such. They not only return on a cyclical 
basis, which is the best that an imaginative intellect bound to temporal terms 
can do in order to express their permanent meaning. But to appreciate that 
permanence more fully the human mind must slip the bonds of time and 
think in terms which are not restricted either to the spiritual, which has no 
time, or to the physical and temporal. In other words, the mind needs to 
develop a metaphysics in order more properly to appreciate such religious 
issues. In the spirit of what we have tried to lay out in this section, such a 
metaphysics would be a product of the full exertion of the complex hierarchy 
of cognitive capabilities with which we are gifted, a whole that seamlessly 
joins transcendence with immanence, a whole in which revelatory moments 
may be seen alternately as such, namely only as moments or, thanks to their 
moral or spiritual force, as eternally present. Eternal presence, as is well 
known, also has a subjective side to which we shall tum shortly. 

Nasr does not provide us with that metaphysics himself, not e..ven in 
outline form, but he does recognize this need and points briefly to the work 
of MulHi ~adra and Riimi as the directions he would take. On the present 
matter, however, he seems to depend largely on the Hindu metaphysical 
tradition, especially as presented by A. K. Coomaraswamy in an anthology 
entitled Time and Eternity. 12 

Linear Time 

Over against cyclical time Nasr sets linear time, which he sees as especially 
characteristic of Christianity. Each religion has its central point in relation 
to which all is read as before or after. This, he claims, has been reinforced 
systematically in the Christian vision by two notions. One is creatio ex 
nihilo, that is the realization of the world entirely by the divine power with 
nothing at all presupposed on the part of the world. This allows for no 
"emanation" or continuity from the divine to the human. 
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The second and central notion is that of the incarnation of the divine into 
this totally distinct, created reality. This so diginified humanity that in time 
it succumbed to the temptation graphically described by Milton in Paradise 
Lost, where a creature claims self-sufficiency. This sacralization of the world 
was matched by a desacralization of the Divine as in a zero sum gain. 

In the scenario drafted by Nasr to underline the dire consequences of the 
dominance of linearity in the modem conception of time, the world, or more 
properly time as measured by ages, claimed absolute status. Humans with 
their limitations and failings began to act not as fallible beings struggling to 
be good, but as absolute beings whose weakness of will defined what was 
good. In this lies the key to modem alienation, articulated systematically in 
the materialisms of both Right and Left. This is reflected as well in the kind 
of evolutionism that has come to pervade the sciences. In this, Nasr sees an 
attempt to bury in absurdly long stretches of time the dependence of all on 
the divine. In the work of Teilhard de Chardin, he fears, there lurks its 
ultimate denouement in a formal divinization of matter and of the world 
process itself or a desacralization of the divine (E 236--45). (Though why 
matter and the world process are not divinized when they are believed to 
emanate from the divine or to be continuous therewith, as in the traditional 
views with which he so strongly identifies, is not made sufficiently clear by 
Nasr.) For instance, in the Phenomenon of Man Teilhard does maintain that 
what unfolds in the world process is throughout sustained by the force of 
what exists as the Alpha point, and also that the Alpha and the Omega meet 
and in a sense are one. 13 This may not be good enough from a traditional 
metaphysical standpoint, but if so, more must be said about how and why. 

Nasr's overall description ofthis modem process of secularization is an 
impassioned reading of our times as a contemporary version of Milton's 
insight. But it is important not to allow the bad to obscure the good, 
especially not the Good, for one thereby engages in the futile effort of the 
bad to overcome the good. With the notion of the Incarnation, human life did 
take on a new and sacred dignity that is now being extended: in personal 
terms to all individuals, in political terms to a dynamic structure that aims to 
better reflect the universal allocation of dignity to individuals (irrespective 
of whether present versions of democracy are adequate to the task or not), 
and in environmental terms to nature as well. These have become insights 
shared by humanity as a whole; they are meant to be the moving forces of 
our times. That market forces usurp this role does not diminish the moral 
priorities that the Incarnation has brought to the fore. The opening challenge 
of this paper was to see how what properly belongs to these temporal factors 
could not only be accommodated, but be promoted by their relation to the 
eternal. This becomes the challenge to sacralize time in dependence upon, 
rather than either in substitution for, or through annihilation in, the Divine 
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Itself. In this, the vision ofTeilhard's Phenomenon of Man and the effort to 
read all as the Divine Milieu 14-to but cite the titles of two of his 
works-and the endeavors of a liberation theology to introduce the temporal 
and historical into the essentials of theology may be regarded as noble and 
worthy, though not entirely definitive efforts. 

SUBJECTIVE TIME 

Professor Nasr's real interest would appear to be subjective time, or time as 
it is appreciated and lived by human beings (T 31, E 226). This corresponds 
to the inner conditions of one's consciousness or spirit. If this is dispersed 
into many concerns and troubled by many conflicts, an objective hour may 
seem like days because we are remote from the eternal. On the other hand; 
ifthe human spirit is in a state of peace and contemplation, then a very long 
time can seem like a moment because we approach the eternal. This, 
however, is a tricky business. Recent studies have shown that time flows 
more quickly for those who are depressed, whereas a powerful and blessed 
moment can appear to stretch into an eternity in the best conceivable sense, 
namely, that the experience is so moving and profound that one would be 
utterly happy for it to be indefinitely prolonged. Some of the most decisive 
moments in our lives are, if anything, all too brief; we wish deeply that they 
would last much longer. 

It is not our intention to deny the accuracy ofNasr's phenomenology, 
but merely to show that there are other possibilities. In particular, our 
subjective encounters with eternity seem to be of two kinds: either we lose 
ourselves in the eternal, so that a long time seems fleeting, as Nasr mentions; 
or we are lifted into eternity for but a moment that seems to be much longer 
precisely because of its transcendence, which makes us regret its rapid 
passing. 

Overall, subjective time has an obvious threefold structure: past, future, 
and present (E 223, T 32). The past contains the sense of origins, the 
meaning of paradise lost, and a sense of faithfulness to tradition. The future 
bespeaks the ideal to be attained and the prolongation of the tradition. This 
is their positive side. From a negative point of view, we may remain mired 
in the past and wallow uselessly in unrealized opportunites, while the future 
may be a source of needless anxiety and the means for escaping the 
application demanded by a present fully lived. Hence, Nasr correctly 
underlines the present as the point of actual life, of existence-in the sense 
stressed by Kierkegaard, for instance, in the Concluding Unscientific 
Postscript 15-and hence of opening to the Absolute Existent, Divine Being. 
It is the meeting point of past and future and the symbol of hope. It is the 
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only point in time where the possibility is always there for an encounter with 
eternity. And so, the present always already has an ecstatic aspect, even 
though we rarely are up to the task of seizing on this. There is always the 
danger that the present might degenerate into a hedonistic fascination with 
sensible pleasures. But its proper realization in terms of faith makes it the 
gateway to the Eternal. 

It is important to note that while Nasr also sees the sacred view of the 
present as the way to save humankind from hedonism, he sees·it not only as 
an ethical issue, especially not in the sense that it is something humankind 
can do of, by, and for itself. On the contrary, precisely because he tries to 
speak for the Sacred, his concern is rather the much deeper issue of how we 
can exist fully, which is treated not by ethics but by metaphysics. It is here 
that the full force of his Islamic vision opposes itself to modern materialism. 

It is characteristic in the Aristotelian, in contrast to the Platonic, tradition 
to begin from the sensible and material. Aristotle's metaphysics is, however, 
a search for the primary notion of being, which search takes him in Book XII 
near the end of his Metaphysics to life divine. 16 In contrast, most modern 
philosophies, including most versions of rationalism, empiricism, analytical 
philosophy, and postmodernism, having rejected metaphysics, are left with 
matter as their prime instance of what is real and in terms of which all is 
evaluated. Hence, the divine is extraneous and of little relevance as a 
foundation for reality, transcendence is foresworn, and humanity is trapped 
inside itself and condemned to its own machination without further guidance 
or appeal. 

In contradistinction to the tragic condition to which much modern 
thought has led humanity, Nasr, with his conservative and Sufi-inspired 
vision, takes the Divine as the prime instance of reality in terms ofwhich all 
else has its being. What it means to be is first of all and most properly divine 
life. Thus human consciousness, participating as moving image of the divine, 
is in its essence most properly openness to the divine. Though limited and 
beclouded, this is its very heart. Our task is to protect and promote this living 
center of the being of consciousness so that it remains open to the gifts of 
divine light and love to avoid the dispersal that distracts from the One and 
instead to relate all back to the Divine Alpha and Omega of all. 

One can only express one's dismay over the impoverishment that has 
bedevilled contemporary thought to such a degree that it is now regarded as 
an act of courage to assert that consciousness exists as such, as something sui 
generis, rather than being merely an epiphenomenon or some other 
appendage of matter. Nasr refuses to waste 'time on such intellectual habits, 
preferences, and imperatives. 

Given the degree to which modernity has managed to lead itself astray, 
we may once more join Nasr in drawing attention to the importance of 
several cornerstones of religion (T 33-36): 
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• Revelation is required (or at any rate helpful) in order for humans to 
overcome the distraction of consciousness characteristic of life in a 
complex and changing world and to live the present moment in the 
Eternal. 

• Rites renew not only the memory of things past, but the openness of the 
human spirit to the sacred, eternal~ and permanent Divine presence. 

• Miracles break through the ordinary physical sequence of time. 
• Prophecy enables the human spirit to remain ever alert to the precious 

moments of divine manifestation. 
• Sacred art, whether as architecture, icon, music, or poetry, not only 

depicts religious objects as do religious paintings, but symbolizes, 
reflects, and expresses in time the divine origin of all. To art th~re 
corresponds beauty as a divine quality, which existentially is the 
presence of the eternal in time, whether through the work of an inspired 
human artist or that of the supreme author of nature. 

To his credit, Nasr repeatedly warns against perfunctory relationships to 
those cornerstones. How we relate to them must not be allowed to deteriorate 
into custom, habit, inherited patterns of thought, and so on. Religious 
tradition is a continuously inspired attempt to express and embody the 
presence of the sacred (E 67-68, 75-76). Awareness of the dynamic 
rootedness of all religious cornerstones in the sacred must constantly be 
renewed lest they should fade into the objects oflistless recitations or, worse, 
tools used by zealots to propel themselves toward tyranny. He does not deny 
the importance of principles, techniques, laws, and other formal articulations 
of the sacred; for these, Nasr often affirms his deep reverence. But they 
ought never be detached from their font, and never be applied with a 
mechanical or legalistic mindset. 

What Nasr curiously leaves out, given his earnest plea to concentrate on 
the authentic rootedness of tradition in the sacred and his undoubted 
awareness that tradition is far removed from mimicry, is the role of the 
subject in the authentication of traditional practice. For it is individual 
human beings who collectively bring a tradition to the fore. It is individuals 
alone who are in a position to ensure that they stand inwardly related to 
tradition. In Islam, it is Mul).ammad and the imams, scholars, sufis, qadis, 
philosophers, writers, poets, artists, and various other lay persons who have 
constituted tradition in openness to the sacred, and it is with the help of a 
revelation that they believe was bestowed upon them early in the seventh 
century of the common era. That a tradition now exists should not submerge 
the individuality of those who have wrought it, as though the individual 
Muslim today need merely ride on its coattails. To demote the role of the 
individual in the sustenance oftradition's authentic rootedness in the sacred 
is to risk the very perfunctoriness against which Nasr so wisely warns. In 
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how one relates to tradition, one ought not let reverence quietly slide into 
diffidence. 

From the foregoing emerges the fundamental discovery about the nature 
and dignity of human life. For Nasr, to be human is to be able to reflect 
eternity in every moment of time (T 34). In our view, this would be more 
appropriate for saints. Ordinary mortals realize their humanity quite well 
should they reflect eternity in time, but not necessarily at every moment. 
Either way, this reflection is done in three modes: truth and beauty, which 
belong to the eternal and illumine being; love, which breaks beyond 
individualism; and action based on goodness, which transcends brute 
survival and self-interest. 

All these come together in prayer and contemplation in which the heart 
returns to its source and resides in the eternal order. For Christians, it is a 
turn to God the Father, the unfathomable, mysterious, barely nameable but 
strangely caring ultimate ground of all that is. In this, Muslims like Nasr may 
recognize Allah. The spiritual person in general realizes his or her place 
between the Alpha and the Omega, the final encounter with the Divine. 
Prayer unites these in a way that transforms the present moment of time into 
the Eternal now. 

At this point, the power and beauty of the view of Seyyed Hossein Nasr, 
both as philosophy and voice of Islam, must itself be heard: 

How fortunate is he who has realized the unity of the present moment with the 
alpha and omega of existence. Such a person has realized the fullness of human 
existence, for to be truly human is to transcend time, to realize the timeless in 
the temporal order and to bear witness to the Eternal in the world of time in 
which destiny has placed us. To be veritably human is to fix one's gaze upon 
Eternity while journeying in time, to travel with the caravan of earthly life 
while harkening to the call of the Beyond. He who lives in time while fully 
aware of the Eternal Order has already transcended time and its withering 
effect. Such a person has not lived in vain. Rather, he has realized what it 
means to be truly human, to be a being plunged into the river oftime but made 
for immortality. (T 39) 

CLOSING CRITICAL REMARKS 

The reader ofSeyyed Hossein Nasr's work is struck by the degree to which 
he refuses to engage himself in the kind of philosophical elucidations and 
processes begun by Plato and Aristotle, and to be found in their own way in 
both ancient India and China. He frequently seems content to cite traditional 
thought and briefly mention established texts in support of a point that he is 
making. For him, it seems, traditional thought is already there. The sacred 
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has already offered itself to those predisposed to embody it in great works. 
We need only tum to readily available sources with the proper state of heart 
and mind. 

There are problems with this that go well beyond the formal question of 
what one is entitled to expect in the work of a philosopher. As we shall 
presently point out, some of these problems have consequences to which 
Nasr would certainly be averse, for they jeopardize the very soul of what he 
so genuinely promotes. They have to do with whether or not we interpret 
"eternity" literally, and whether we might not be more faithful to tradition 
by viewing it as an ongoing project, not because what ultimately sustains it 
is in any conceivable way incomplete, but because our way thereto is ever 
threatened with ossification and must always fall short of perfection. 
Tradition, even if we agreed with Nasr that it is not entirely human, is 
necessarily human, and to this extent must remain in a state of flux. 

When we tum to our chosen theme of time and eternity, one readily 
notices that Nasr all but subsumes time into eternity and otherwise regards 
it as spurious. Eternity is relentlessly emphasized throughout the discussion 
of time without much elaboration of their relationship. In a cultural and 
intellectual milieu that tends to absolutize time, history, and the world, 
Nasr's steadfast and uncompromising stance has its moral and practical 
merits. It may be possible to justify it in the context of theology or religious 
thought. But as philosophers, we are required to expound upon the 
relationship between time and eternity if we happen to take an interest in it, 
which as metaphysicians we must. Many philosophers from Plotinus 
onwards have succeeded in doing so without losing sight of eternity (an 
understatement in the case of Plotinus ). It thus comes as a surprise and 
something of a disappointment that Nasr can be as dismissive of the value 
of such philosophical application as when he writes: 

One can carry out endless discourse about time and Eternity while the flow of 
time draws human life ever closer to the moment oftruth when subjective time 
as experienced on earth comes to an end. But that discourse itself will not lead 
to the Eternal, which is the goal of human life. What is needed is to seize the 
present moment, to live in it and to pierce, with the help of the "eye of the 
heart" the cosmic veils of maya and hence to know and experience that reality 
which is Eternity. (T 32) 

Is there no training for the "eye of the heart" that enables us to live in the 
eternal present? Is there no kind of training for the mind that helps one 
concentrate one's intellect on its transcendent source? Were Plotinus, 
Augustine, Cusanus, Bergson, Proust, Heidegger, and others wasting their 
time in their painstaking efforts to draw others toward whatever it is that 
enabled them to experience the sorts of moments that convince us that we 
are truly alive, that there indeed is contiguity between the temporal and 
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eternal orders? And besides, is it not a thoroughly human disposition to 
exercise one's mind on a noble subject and to experience joy in the process? 
How could the thorough humanity of such joy be reconciled with the 
intimidating language of those who warn that it is a waste of time in the face 
of death? Did not the ancients teach that it is precisely the proper and thus 
joyful application of one's intellectual gifts that gives meaning to life given 
its brevity? 

We know from his other writings that Nasr acknowledges various 
courses of training for the "eye of the heart." After all, the Sufi literature that 
he venerates is replete with such guidelines. But Nasr's negative attitude 
toward philosophy is characteristic. It may derive from the deformations that 
professional philosophy had suffered by the time he journeyed to Harvard 
University. Along with the other humanities, philosophy had been subjected 
to a ruthless regime of secularization, of which some accounts have recently 
begun to appear (by Page Smith, 17 David Hollinger, 18 Alan Kons, 19 and 
others). 

We share Nasr's concern over the impoverishment brought to philosoph
ical discussions of temporality by positivists, radical empiricists, and the 
great majority of analytical philosophers and their so-called postmodem 
opponents. We agree that philosophy still and always means the love of 
wisdom. It would be a grave mistake to be blind to transcendence in crafting 
a philosophical account of time (or any philosophical work that deals with 
art, nature, morals, or metaphysics). But philosophy is also an intellectual 
activity par excellence. It only comes into its own when a sustained and 
well-guided intellectual application reaches a certain plateau. To rise to such 
a plateau should actually further illuminate our awareness of the transcen
dence that sustains it, which in tum may inspire our intellectual activity to 
still greater heights. Again, by "intellectual," we do not only mean "ration
al," certainly not "rational" in the computational sense to which many today 
reduce it, but also "intuitive," "imaginative," and whatever other adjectives 
one may find to express the complex of gifts with which we are graced and 
that broadly fall under the cognitive and even the aesthetic. Philosophy has 
shown often enough that it does indeed lead to the eternal. How Nasr is able 
to deny this fact escapes us. 

We may begin with one of the more general consequences ofNasr's 
demotion of philosophical activity. This would make it possible to commit 
outright errors that one easily avoids in an atmosphere of critical give-and
take. For instance, Nasr makes the mistake of comparing esoteric Islam with 
exoteric Christianity with regard to how they relate respectively to cyclical 
and linear time (E 231 ). The symbolic tradition within Islam that is 
especially dear to Nasr indeed has a more cyclical view of time, for example, 
in the manner in which it stresses the eternal present and sees the very 
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recitation of the Quran in that spirit. It is also true that Christianity places a 
prima facie emphasis on history, especially that which spans the Incarnation 
and the Second Coming, and in this sense projects a linear perspective on 
temporality. Nasr believes that only those whose temporal outlook is 
primarily cyclical are in a position to avoid the deification of history to 
which he thinks Western Christians have succumbed. 

However, to contrast symbolic Islam with prima facie Christianity is to 
confuse categories. A fair and logically sound comparison demands that the 
two comparables be of the same kind, either both symbolic or both, as they 
seem, at the surface. One need not get too esoteric to realize that the very 
idea of the Incarnation not only means divine intervention in history, but the 
ever present possibility of transcending history. Christian thinkers from 
Augustine to Kierkegaard have thought in terms of the eternal present 
precisely because the Incarnation lay before them as a paragon of the 
piercing of time by eternity. On the other hand, it is possible to view time in 
linear terms in Islam, given that Islam sees all that came before it as a dark 
age (jahiliyya ), presents a historical lineage of prophets coming to an end 
with Mul).ammad, and talks ceaselessly about Judgment Day. If one is to 
penetrate to the symbolic intent of these and other Islamic beliefs, then a 
similar effort ought to be made for Christianity before passing to the 
question of which has the better perspective on temporality. 

When we shift to the more properly philosophical problems associated 
with how Nasr treats the relationship between time and eternity, and 
especially with his refusal to treat it philosophically beyond what we have 
mentioned above, the first difficulty comes from Nasr's identification of 
philosophy with the extremely narrow rationalism that has been allowed to 
monopolize it in certain quarters. Nasr's fear of such narrowness, as we have 
agreed above, is quite in order. To insist on deductive, airtight arguments 
stifles synthetic thought and conceals all that really matters, for nothing of 
importance for human beings can be established with exclusive and often 
petulant recourse to methods more appropriate for petty legal feuds. Here, 
one may recall Plato's paean to philosophy in the Theaetetus. 

Mention of Plato compels us to underline the obvious: There are many 
philosophical options, not all of them developed by ancient sages, from 
which Nasr inexplicably excludes himself. In the modem period, phenomen
ology and hermeneutics are two serious endeavors to do justice to all 
phenomena within the human horizon. Hermeneutics acknowledges that one 
must know the whole in some way in order to understand the parts (again an 
awareness shown by Plato in the last section of the Theaetetus). Phenomen
ology is a powerful tool in bridging the gap between metaphysics and 
religion. There is no reason why a contemporary account of time in this spirit 
should fail to be open to eternity and offer those engaged with such a 
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philosophy copious means to grasp the existential implications of the 
relationship between them. A good example is Robert C. Neville's work 
Eternity and Time's Flow.20 

A more specific problem that follows from Nasr's limited philosophical 
engagement afflicts his epistemological views. All he offers is the assertion 
that we have a "principial"21 knowledge of eternity in the same way that we 
have direct intuitive knowledge of ultimate reality and that we have a faculty 
(the intellect) that allows us to know eternity more ~asily than time (E 223). 
Intellect is defined unhelpfully as that by which we know the Absolute and 
as the best evidence we have for it (E 2). It is true that we have a direct, 
immediate grasp of the ground ofwhatever it is about which we are talking, 
and of eternity when time is our concern. Nevertheless, much more needs to 
be said. It is useful to illumine the nature of the relationship between the 
ground and what it grounds, as Plato tried to do in much of his work. The 
effort itself-however elusive to the demands of skeptics and however 
logically inconclusive-can yet attain its objective if it is undertaken with 
the right attitude and articulated well enough. 

Aristotle has more to say about the importance of first principles, the 
many places where they come up, and our ability to intuit them. In the 
Posterior Analytics, he leads us to some striking insights about the 
implications of our ability to explain things. Even a simple syllogism would 
not be possible were we not intuitively able to grasp (a) that it is logically 
sound, and (b) that it indeed explains something. When we begin to 
understand what understanding itself involves, our understanding of first 
principles and how we know them is deepened. Our claims about the 
intellect would then carry much more conviction. It would then be left for us 
to transpose this activity to the question of how we know eternity and how 
it relates to time. The way for this has been cleared in a tractate written by 
Plotinus (Enneads, III:7). 

Finally, we may extend our philosophical inquiry by taking into account 
more recent developments, such as the implications of Godel 's incomplete
ness theorems. These reveal much about our intuitive abilities. The theory 
of relativity has inspired philosophers to take up the question of time and 
eternity once more. Not all are as open as they should be to the transcendent 
dimension; not all appreciate eternity for what it is. But we would do well 
to take at least some of their work into account. Then we would have given 
ourselves the best philosophical opportunity to articulate the temporal in 
relation to the eternal. There is no reason why this should not occasionally 
help lead to the eternal. Certainly it leads'to a more adequate and relevant 
epistemology than that to which Nasr alludes. 

A certain philosophical rigidity also limits Nasr's options in the defini
tion of the eternal. Unwilling to reflect on the philosophical paradoxes and 
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subtleties that arise from the human attempt to find words and phrases that 
are appropriate for transcendence, he is compelled to interpret the meaning 
of "eternity" literally. Among other things, this means that it is literally 
immune to change, literally immutable. Since eternity is all that matters, and 
time in its very nature belongs to the world of change, time is worthless sub 
specie aeternitatis, as must be everything susceptible to change. The 
implications for the uniqueness and dignity of individuals could hardly be 
more drastic. In the passage we have quoted above, it therefore comes as no 
surprise that our lives on earth are reduced to the experience of subjective 
time whose worth is exclusively measured by the degree to which that 
experience leads to the eternal. 

Nasr is not alone in his philosophical rigidity. Religious and metaphysi
cal thought long have suffered from the tendency to hold fast to literal 
concepts of eternity, immutability, infinity, and so on. The problem is at least 
as old as the thought ofParmenides (although even in Parmenides one feels 
witness to a terrific struggle to find expressive means for an insight so 
profound as to have seemed to him almost unbearably awesome). But from 
Anaximander onwards, there has been a parallel tradition full of examples 
of sensitivity to the fact that our ordinary ways of thinking no longer apply 
faced with what is truly infinite (rather than the mathematically infinite, 
which is really nothing more than the indefinite extension of ordinary 
dimensions and sequences known to us). Eternity need not literally mean 
absolute frozenness, the endlessly cold stare that Nietzsche finds in 
Parmenides.22 Dualities such as motion/rest and change/immutability simply 
do not apply to what is metaphysically infinite. Eternity is beyond either rest 
or motion, beyond activity or passivity, so that all that moves is but a dim 
reflection ofhow it is with the nameless One abiding within itself-or so at 
least Plotinus tells us with extraordinary brilliance and force. It is only our 
overzealousness in denying any imperfection to the eternal that creates the 
illusion that it must therefore be utterly changeless. We fail to see that we 
thereby make it seem more like nothingness than what properly is beyond 
being. And we thereby invite thinkers like Nietzsche who are rightly 
intensely grateful for their lives to condemn such stifling religious visions. 
One of the roots of the modem rejection of transcendence lay in how much 
religions had allowed its human expression to become incarcerated within 
narrow conceptual dualities that do not begin to do it justice. 

Perhaps no philosopher was more persistently absorbed in the eternal 
than Plotinus. Yet he clearly saw beyond the limitations of the standard 
dualities into which we try to absorb all things. He did not hesitate to ascribe 
activity to the eternal, which for him is not repose, but has movement 
(111:7 .1 ,2), even though of a kind unknown to us. This movement originates 
in one of the modalities of the One, namely as "life limitless" (111:7.3,5). 
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Time issues forth from the active principle within eternity, from the life of 
the One (111:7.11). It flows ceaselessly because of the necessary perpetuity 
of the movement of the partially realized (relative to the One) towards the 
reflection of the whole (a process that inherently never reaches completion). 
Thus the living world remains "in a constant progress of novelty" (Ibid.). 
Plotinus even provides us with the means to tie the different levels of time 
together, ranging from the outward movement of a walking human being to 
the inner (physiological) movement that underlies it, to the psychological 
movement that underlies this. Our psychological experience of time is not 
quantifiable, yet this is where time begins for us. He then imagines the 
extension of the same structure to the cosmos by analogy, so that time spans 
the outer movement that physicists observe as well as the inner life of the 
whole universe, a reflection of the metaphysical beginnings of time within 
the One. Throughout, time is considered to be indivisible and continuous, 
just like eternity (111:7.13). 

What Plotinus achieves in the tractate to which we have been referring 
exceeds the mere satisfaction of philosophical requirements. This he does 
with an intensity and profundity that may not since have been surpassed. But 
he also dignifies time and human temporality by underlining the continuity 
and unity of time for all its complex and variegated structure, a continuity 
that firmly and organically gathers time into eternity. He shows us how one 
may keep one's sights fixed on eternity without destroying the integrity of 
time. His work implies that subjective time has great worth in itself, so that 
to explore it properly is to expand our awareness of the eternity with which 
it is continuous. 

A contemporary work that also attempts to lay out a dynamic and 
organic relationship between time and eternity is that of Robert Neville 
already mentioned. For instance, whereas Nasr simply lists, Neville actually 
explores the complex interrelationships between past, present, and future. 
The past is related to the present because the continual accretions to the past 
constantly shift its meaning despite its outwardly completed aspect. The past 
is also influenced by the future because its evaluation or understanding 
cannot be actualized until then. The present is when the given patterns of the 
past are changed and new actualities that remain over the horizon are made 
possible. The future is when the potentials and decisions respectively 
contributed by the past and present are integrated according to a form hidden 
within itself (Neville, 86-88). These give us a preliminary idea of how 
Neville elaborates a coherent phenomenology of the dynamics of time's flow 
and structure. He then goes on to link this structure with eternity, relying 
only on the acceptance of creation ex nihilo. The past is linked with the 
source of the determinate world, the present with the act of creation, and the 
future with the product, say the form or transcendental properties of the 
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determinate world (Neville, 154-55). In the same analogical spirit that we 
have just come across in Plotinus, Neville succeeds in grounding the flow of 
time in the first outpouring from eternity. In fact, the very structure of that 
outpouring, from source to act to product, has the character of temporal flow, 
from past to present to future. Time is not just an image of eternity, but is 
there, as it is for Plotinus, in the very movement of the eternal. . 

Nasr then may be too hasty in dismissing philosophy's ability to lead to 
the eternal. His lack of philosophical commitment leads him to overlook 
several important and notable counterexamples to his assertions. It also 
causes him to misrepresent both time and eternity. Time in his work appears 
uniform, with no attention whatsoever given to its modalities. His idea of 
eternity is static and modeled on the past dimension of time, which makes 
it impossible for him adequately to link time's flow with movement within 
and from the eternal. In general, Nasr's philosophical position suffers from 
the lack of consideration of key metaphysical dichotomies, for instance that 
between immutability and change. He thus deprives himself of the concep
tual subtlety that enables a portrayal of the relationship between time and 
eternity to great effect, as Plotinus and Neville have done. 

Most detrimental to Nasr' s aspirations are the theological consequences 
of his philosophical rigidity. Earlier we commended his rejection of per
functorily upholding religious cornerstones, but we also pointed out that the 
only guarantee that these cornerstones be properly related to is for individu
als to be up to the task. To this end, the uniqueness and dignity of individu
als must be affirmed. Moreover, individuals must be encouraged to develop 
the conceptual suppleness that enables them to sustain a dynamic relation
ship to the cornerstones of their religion. To fail them on this count is to urge 
on the dark forces that lurk within every religious tradition, ready to submit 
the joy of living within an infinite horizon to the tyranny of frozen images. 

Just as prophets bring to us the same treasures from the Sacred over and 
over again, and theologians strive to maintain the resonance of those 
revelations across great temporal and geographic divides, so must philoso
phers work their way ever anew toward transcendence. To do otherwise is 
to leave open the way to reduction of transcendent phenomena to formulaic 
assertions that ineluctably lose their inspirational power. 
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This essay by two distinguished Catholic philosophers belonging to two 
different generations is a major philosophical treatment of one of the 

most subtle and difficult issues of philosophy and also theology. I am glad 
that they have chosen the subject of time and Eternity because it affords me 
the opportunity to deal in one place with many questions related to the 
subject at hand. I must admit, however, that a full treatment of all the 
questions raised and criticisms made by them would require a voluminous 
tome. As it happens, until now I have not written a separate book on the 
subject in the manner of Robert Neville, whom they mention, but I have 
dealt with it in several of my writings ofwhich they have chosen two of the 
most pertinent as the source for my ideas on the subject. While I concur with 
them about the importance of these sources, I do wish to state that a number 
of the points brought up by them have been treated either directly or 
indirectly in some of my other works. 

The authors begin by mentioning how in earlier days permanence was 
valued and change feared whereas now the opposite prevails. Let me begin 
my discussion of time in relation to Eternity by pointing out that this 
phenomenon is itself perfectly explainable in light of the traditional doctrine 
of the march of time found in many religions and traditional sciences. To 
turn to an image used before me by Frithjof Schuon to explain the qualitative 
nature of the march of time itself, when we look at the upper chamber of an 
hour glass when it has just been turned over, we hardly realize that the sand 
is falling through to the lower chamber. What seems real is permanence or 
the spatial reality. But as the sand continues to fall through, gradually the 
configuration of the upper chamber begins to change and time becomes an 
ever greater reality. At the end, as the tempo of the change itself increases, 
time and change appear as the only realities and permanence seems to be 
unreal until suddenly the movement comes to an end. The cycle of the 
hourglass may be said to symbolize the flow of time in the cosmic cycle in 
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which we live. As we approach the end of the cycle or the historical period 
in which we find ourselves, change itself becomes ever more accelerated, 
permanence appears as an illusion and temporal change seems to be the only 
reality. In a sense, time devours space leading finally to a sudden collapse as 
a result of which the permanent appears again as the basic reality that it is. 
Modem man is not afraid of change because, having lost the vision of 
permanence, he has in a sense divinized the temporal and the changing while 
seeking to forget the effect of change which brings us to the door of death 
and the end of "our time." 

Three possible responses are mentioned to the question of the relation 
between permanence and change. The first, to quote the authors, "is 
resistance, namely, to attempt to reject time and change in order to live in 
fidelity to Divine grace." They call this response "fundamentalism." As I 
have had occasion to mention in other responses in this volume, I take issue 
with the use of the term "fundamentalism" in this way. For example, those 
who are called Islamic or Hindu fundamentalists certainly do not negate 
change. And even if the authors identify change with modernism, which 
itself is philosophically questionable, many of these so-called fundamental
ists reject modernism on one level while accepting it completely on another. 
A clear example is the attitude of so-called fundamentalists to modem 
science and technology, an attitude which is hardly distinguishable from that 
of rabid modernists. Those who are resistant to modernism are the tradition
alists rather than fundamentalists. But the traditionalists, while opposed to 
modernism in principle, are fully aware of the metaphysical and cosmologi
cal necessity of change albeit within a total reality which for them is 
dominated by permanence. In any case, the facile identification of those who 
emphasize permanence with fundamentalism is very questionable and I 
believe needs to be modified. I certainly do not agree with this simple 
equation although I do agree with the three possible responses which they 
mention. 

In the section entitled "Ways to God as Eternal," McLean and Khuri 
state that I adhere to the Neoplatonic tradition. Although I have the greatest 
admiration for the author of the Enneads and consider Neoplatonic 
metaphysics as a summit of Greek thought, I do not identify myself only 
with Neoplatonism but with the philosophia perennis of which Neoplato
nism is a major expression in the ancient Mediterranean world. But I also 
identify myself with the other expressions of the perennial philosophy in the 
West as well as in, India, the Far East, and of course especially within the 
Islamic world. My reading of Neoplatonism itself is conditioned by my 
understanding of such figures as Suhrawardi, Ibn 'Arabi, Riimi, and MulHi 
~dra in the Islamic world, Sailkara in Hinduism, and the twentieth-century 
Western expositors of traditional metaphysics such as Guenon and Schuon. 
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Awareness of metaphysics in its traditional sense made me aware long ago 
how unfortunate is the reductionistic manner in which the term "Neopla
tonic" is used for so many figures from Dionysius to Suhrawardi, thereby 
making their profound teachings spiritually innocuous and "merely" another 
expression of ordinary philosophy as it is understood by most educated 
people in the West today. I add this long paragraph here to clarify my 
position vis-a-vis Neoplatonism as well as to indicate a reason for my 
aversion to most of the later schools of Western philosophy, for which the 
authors criticize me at the end of their essay and to which I shall tum again 
m my response. 

I am criticized for relating space to Divine Omnipresence. Now, 
everything on the physical plane has its principle in higher levels of reality 
and ultimately in God. When I speak of space as being related to the Divine 
Omnipresence, I am speaking in a symbolic sense. Space by its very reality 
symbolizes that Divine Presence which is everywhere as the Quran asserts, 
"Whithersoever, ye tum there is the Face of God." Once the language of 
symbolism is forfeited for one of conceptual analysis, then the "reason for 
this assignment [referring to my relating of Majesty to Eternity but as well 
to Omnipresence in relation to space] becomes less clear." Throughout my 
discussion of Eternity in relation to time, I have used the traditional language 
of symbolism as well as a discursive one and it is important to remember this 
point when referring to my ideas on the matter. To comprehend the reason 
for relating Eternity to the Divine Transcendence and the Names of Majesty 
(al-Jalal in Islam) and Omnipresence to Immanence and the Names of 
Beauty (al-Jamal), as I have stated, needs some background in traditional 
metaphysics and intellectual intuition in addition of the power of philosophi
cal reasoning. I accept that perhaps I have presumed too much as far as the 
background of the reader is concerned. In the Islamic world, philosophers 
dealing with such issues are well aware of the rich tradition concerning the 
Divine Names, as the authors also state. But even for the Western reader, I 
have encountered many who have found reference to such correspondences 
to be theologically and spiritually very meaningful. 

As for my claim that we do not in principle need the finite in order to 
reach the Infinite, this statement does not mean that there are no human 
beings who need to journey through the finite to the Infinite. In every 
integral tradition there are perspectives based on the traditional cosmological 
sciences which lead one to that which is Infinite and beyond the cosmos as 
we see in the Samkhya school in Hinduism and such perspectives are there 
precisely for those suited to go through the finite to the Infinite. But this 
cannot be the only approach, as we see again in Hinduism in which the finite 
is completely bypassed in certain perspectives in seeking to reach the 
Infinite, that is none other than Atman, as we see in the school of Advaita 
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Vedanta. But even if one does not need the finite to reach the Infinite, 
complete metaphysical knowledge must include seeing the principles of all 
that is finite in that Reality which is at once absolute and infinite. My study 
of time in relation to Eternity must be understood in light of what I have just 
stated. 

Over and over again in various responses in this volume I am forced to 
come back to the question ofTeilhard de Chardin. McLean and Khuri write, 
"Nasr seems to miss the crucial point made by Teilhard in The Phenomenon 
of Man namely that the Omega and the Alpha meet and in some deep sense 
are one and the same." I have hardly missed this crucial point. My whole 
criticism, paralleling in fact the criticism of a number of more traditional 
Catholic theologians and philosophers, concerns this very point and involves 
the idea that for Teilhard de Chardin the Alpha meets the Omega at the end 
of a long evolutionary process in time and is not Omega at the Alpha point. 
When Christ said, "I am the Alpha and Omega" or the Quran states 
concerning God that "He is the Alpha (al-Awwal) and the Omega (al
Akhir)," they did not mean that Christ or God "evolved" to become the 
Omega. They meant that in the beginning there was already that perfect 
Reality, source of all realities, and at the end there will again be that Reality 
which was at the beginning. No amount of casuistry can overcome the chasm 
that separates the traditional view of the Alpha and Omega, whether seen 
from a Christian or Islamic or for that matter Hindu or Buddhist point of 
view, and the views of a Teilhard de Chardin. 

McLean and Khuri are correct when they state that I have not dealt, at 
least in the two works of mine which are their primary sources, with what 
they call "some kind of inner activity [of the Immutable] that is reflected in 
time and motion as these become known to us." I find it therefore necessary 
to summarize my views here. I certainly believe in what one can call ~Life 
Divine" without which there would be no life and becoming in this world, 
but I also believe at the same time that that Life in the Divine Order does not 
in any way affect the immutability of the Supreme Principle and that in 
accepting the principle of cosmic activity and becoming to which Plotinus 
alluded, one does not have to end up with a kind of process theology a Ia 
Whitehead. 

To clarify my position, it is perhaps best to make use of the language of 
Islamic metaphysics. While Islam emphasizes above all else the unity of God 
(al-taw~id), the Quran also speaks eloquently of God's Names and 
Attributes. There is, therefore, a multiplicity introduced into the Divine 
Order but not touching the Unity of the Divine Essence (al-Dhat) which is 
the meta-ontological Principle. It is immutable and beyond not only change 
but also the principle of change in divinis. The first determination of the 
Dhat is the Divine Names (al-asma') and Qualities (~ifiit) which still belong 
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to the Divine Order but already represent the domain of relationality and 
multiplicity within unity. But they are not as yet existentiated. By what 
Islamic metaphysics calls the Most Sacred Effusion (al-faycj al-aqdas) the 
Names become distinct in the Divine Order and they include such Names, 
hence archetypes, as the Living (al-lfayy), the Giver of Life (al-Mu~yi), the 
Speaker of the Word (corresponding to the Logos, al-Mutakallim), and the 
Willer (al-Murid). 

Through a second emanation, called the Sacred Effusion (al-faycj al
muqaddas ), the world is existentiated through the "breathing" of the "Divine 
Breath" called the "Breath ofthe Compassionate" (nafas al-Ra~man) upon 
the Divine Names. Through this "breathing" the whole world is generated, 
everything in the world reflecting through many levels of cosmic existence, 
the Divine Names and Qualities and their interplay. Thus there appears life 
and with it movement. There appears the physical world, which metaphysi
cally speaking is alive, and which also moves, giving rise to what we can 
measure as time, as life itself provides us with the possibility of the ex
perience of subjective time. I certainly accept that becoming itself has its 
principle in Being and that there is "that something unnamable," to quote the 
authors, in the immutable order which is the principle of what appears to us 
as time and change. This "something unnamable" is identified in Sufism 
with the "Breath of the Compassionate," the Compassionate, al-Ra~man, 
being one of the Names of the Divine Essence. The idea of the Divine 
Breath is also found in other traditions, especially the Kabbala, while 
Hinduism speaks of the day and night in the life of Brahma. There is a rich 
tradition in the various expressions of the perennial philosophy concerning 
this very important issue, a tradition to which I adhere fully. If there were to 
be no principle in the immutable order for what we observe as change, 
becoming, life and death and time, these phenomena would never exist. To 
speak of change and immutability as the only two categories is only a first
degree approximation, important for heuristic purposes but not exhaustive 
as far as the metaphysical reality involved is concerned. I thank the authors 
of this essay for posing this question and giving me the opportunity to 
elucidate my views on this crucial subject. 

The authors claim that I myself"may experience special difficulties" in 
grasping the nature of time as compared to some of the modem philosophers 
whom I name in this context. The authors should rest assured that I have no 
difficulty in understanding in my own mind the meaning of time in relation 
both to the phenomenal world and the eternal realm. While I speak of time 
in relation to material existence, I certainly do not limit time to this level of 
reality alone. In fact, not only do I distinguish between objective and 
subjective time, but I believe that for each category of time there are levels 
reaching from the experience of the ordinary human subject to that of the 
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higher levels of consciousness and finally to the experience of the threshold 
of the Eternal, and also from the physical realm to higher orders of cosmic 
reality which participate in one form or another ofbecoming. In some of my 
studies of Sufism I have pointed out these realities. 

In discussing the question of objective time the authors assert that "Nasr 
adopts the Hindu view." While I often mention the Hinduyugas, because the 
doctrine of cyclic time is so extensively developed in Hinduism, I do not 
limit my exposition of this doctrine to Hindu views alone. I have alluded to 
the similar divisions of historic time into ages in Greek thought and other 
divisions of cosmic time as we find in Zoroastrianism and, of course, in 
Islam itself. 

McLean and Khuri also criticize me for mentioning holism but not 
following all the way through as far as its consequences are concerned. They 
say, "Holism need not mean excessive terseness or silence." Now, in my 
many studies of traditional cosmology, especially Islamic, I have demon
strated amply how the holistic principle is applied to particular sciences. As 
for the modem context, my role has been to state the principle and hope that 
others will apply it to fields as far apart as neuroscience and botany. Only an 
expert in a particular science, who at the same time understands the depth 
and breadth of the holistic principle, can apply this principle to a particular 
modem discipline. I know a little about physics and geology among the 
modem sciences and something about the traditional Islamic sciences. 
Within the framework of my knowledge ofthese sciences I have sought not 
to remain silent as far as the meaning of holism is concerned. But outside of 
my field of expertise, I do not find myself qualified to enter into details of 
fields of which I only have a cursory knowledge. There is certainly the need 
to say more about holism as the authors claim, but my reticence must be 
understood in light of the limitations I impose upon myself and does· not 
mean that I do not encourage others to speak in detail about how the 
principle of holism can be applied to the findings of a particular science. In 
any case, I speak of holism as a metaphysician and philosopher whose 
function it is to state and explain principles rather than the details of the 
sciences, as was asserted by Aristotle long ago when he wrote of the 
functions of metaphysics. 

I am also accused of not providing even an outline of the metaphysics 
of"sacred time" but that I have recognized the need to point to the works of 
Mulla ~ddi and Riimi. It is true that I have not provided detailed metaphysi
cal expositions for the understanding of "sacred time" but I believe that I 
have certainly provided the outline in several of my works including 
Knowledge and the Sacred where I speak of the nature of Ultimate Reality 
and of man. I have also dealt with the hierarchy of cognitive capabilities in 
several of my works. As for depending largely on the Hindu metaphysical 
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tradition concerning objective time, as I just mentioned, this is only partly 
true. Although I have benefited greatly from Hindu sources on this question, 
long years of study of Ibn 'Arabi, Riimi, Mulla ~adra and other Muslim 
metaphysicians and philosophers along with the works of Schuon, have 
influenced me more than any other source. I have also benefited from 
Coomaraswamy's Time and Eternity, which, however, is not devoted solely 
to Hinduism. Moreover, it is not an anthology as stated by the authors but 
a profound metaphysical analysis of texts drawn from different traditions 
concerning time and Eternity. 

In discussing linear time, the views of Teilhard de Chardin are men
tioned again and I am asked, "Why matter and the world process are not 
divinized when they are believed to emanate from the divine ... "and I am 
accused of not making this point clear. I have in fact made this point very 
clear in numerous writings. The world of nature is sacred because it is 
created by God or can be said to be the result of the effusion of the rays of 
Being. Seen in either way, the world is not divine precisely because of its 
separation from its Source which alone is divine. All authentic metaphysics 
as well as all orthodox religions are aware of this dual relationship between 
the Principle and Its manifestations, that is, both continuity and discontinu
ity, and they are aware that there is both transcendence and immanence. It 
is remarkable to claim that since the world issues from the Divine, it must 
also be divine, thereby forgetting the ontological hiatus which separates in 
a categorical manner the Origin from Its manifestations, God from the world. 

With all due respect to Christian doctrines, I beg to differ concerning the 
assertion that the doctrine of Incarnation has lead to "a new and sacred 
dignity that is now being extended ... " To point to modem notions of 
individualism and individual freedom independent of any reference to God 
and to consider them to be a result of the doctrine of Incarnation is 
astounding, to say the least. Can one in all honesty claim that in the year 
1300 when Europe was deeply Christian, there was a greater sense of the 
dignity of the human being among the Christians of Spain who believed in 
the Incarnation than among the Jews and Muslims of that land who did not? 
And why did this doctrine have to wait for nearly two thousand years, for a 
time when in most Western countries many nominal Christians do not even 
believe in the traditional theological understanding of the Incarnation, to 
manifest itself on the political and social scene in an extensive manner? As 
for the task of sacralizing time once again, I could not but agree fully with 
it, although I need to state once again that Teilhard's Phenomenon of Man 
and Divine Milieu as well as his other works have the exact opposite effect. 
Rather than sacralize time they temporalize the sacred by reducing realities 
that are permanent and atemporal to simply consequences of temporal 
processes. 
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Turning to subjective time, the authors agree for the most part with my 
theses including the spiritUal and mystical significance of the present 
moment. Then they add, "there is always the danger that the present might 
dissipate into a hedonistic fascination with sensible pleasures." They are 
quite correct, but this deviation needs further elaboration. The sage or 
realized person lives in the present moment, the gate to the Eternal. Ordinary 
profane man is in constant daydreaming about the past or the future, while 
the hedonist also seeks to shun the past and the future and live in the present, 
but only for the sake of pleasure. He is a parody of the sage and in this sense 
it might be said that extremes meet. That is also why a Khayyam, the great 
poet of the "Eternal Now," became so easily misconstrued in Victorian 
England through Fitzgerald's free rendering ofhis quatrains and considered 
to be a hedonist. In the modem West, several centuries of secularism and 
neglect of mysticism pushed the significance of the mystical and spiritual 
meaning of the "Eternal Now" aside. A mental climate developed based on 
the one hand on a historicism which sought to reduce all realities to 
historical events and phenomena, and on the other hand on constant dreams 
of a utopian future marked by the idea of progress. The breakdown of 
modernism came with the opposition of the new generation to both history 
and the idea of progress. We see countless youth today who have no interest 
in the past and little trust in the future and who therefore cling to the present 
through the attraction of pleasure which alone satisfies them. We see how 
significant the word "fun" has become in the American vocabulary. So there 
is now a cultivation of the "now" which is the veritable parody of what 
Meister Eckhart and Angelus Silesius described. Rather than being the gate 
to the Eternal, the "now" has become the gate to lower reaches of the human 
psyche, to the most intense and oft destructive forms of hedonism. Yes, as 
the authors claim the danger of hedonism is always there, but it manifests 
itself only when the spiritual principles of a civilization are weakened or 
destroyed as one also sees in the twilight of both Greek and Roman 
civilizations. In a traditional civilization, hedonism is always kept at bay, 
although it is not, of course, totally absent, and the present "now" remains 
the gate for ascent to the higher states of being rather than descent to the 
infernal states. 

In discussing the cornerstones of religion the authors mention a number 
of cornerstones with which I am in full agreement. But I am surprised when 
they claim without qualification that I leave out "the role of the subject in the 
authentication of traditional practice." I have always said that tradition can 
survive in this world only through individuals who live according to its 
tenets. That is why I have written so much about the traditional doctrine of 
man and spiritual disciplines leading to human perfection. What I have left 
out and opposed is in fact not the individual but individualism according to 
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which the individualdetermines and "authenticates, the truth. In a tradi
tional world the human subject is of course an individual, but he or she is 
also more than that and can transcend the individual domain precisely 
through the means provided by tradition. What tradition opposes, however, 
is individualism which characterizes the modem mentality as such. By 
participating in tradition the individual is able to partake of a reality which 
is universal and beyond the individual realm while encompassing it, while 
in the arena ofhistory the universal truths of tradition are manifested through 
individual beings who have reached such a degree of perfection as to allow 
the universal truths to shine through them without distortion. Of course, the 
very expression of tradition implies adaptation to various conditions of time 
and space but it does not mean surrender to the spatia-temporal conditions 
at hand. Tradition molds its ambience and is not simply passive towards it. 
Tradition is like a living tree which continues to flower and bear new leaves 
every spring as long as it is alive. The leaves and fruit remain distinctly the 
products of that tree whether the winter be harsh or mild or the soil well 
nourished or poor. These factors leave an effect upon the new branches, 
leaves, and fruit of the tree but do not change their nature. 

I consider tradition, or more precisely those traditions which have 
survived to this day, to be like that living tree. The perpetuation of the 
tradition requires naturally members of each new generation to follow its 
tenets and to apply its teachings to the circumstance in which they find 
themselves. It does not mean, however, to surrender to those circumstances, 
especially if conditions were to be those of an anti-traditional world such as 
what we find today, for in such conditions surrender would mean the end of 
the tradition and the drying up of the tree. In this process, I distinguish 
clearly between the individual as an agent acting in history within a 
traditional matrix and individualism which is totally opposed to the 
traditional perspective and which, with the coming of the Renaissance, 
played a major role in the destruction of tradition in the West. Moreover, the 
living of an individual within a tradition, far from being mimicry, implies 
creativity of a high order. It is no more mimicry to emulate and practice 
traditional teachings than it is mimicry for a tree to produce new leaves, 
blossoms, and fruit each spring. 

Tradition is of Divine Origin but is also concerned with the human plane 
which it seeks to integrate into a reality that is beyond the merely human. It 
is immutable in its roots and principles while its branches grow in the world 
of time and space. But it is not simply in flux. Rather, it contains the 
principles which govern flux or change within a human society. In the 
modem world, despite all claims for man's freedom, modem man, in 
rebellion against Heaven, is for the most part passive vis-a-vis the flux and 
change that surround him. He is always called up to live according to the 
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times without ever asking what the forces are that determine the "times" to 
which he is expected to bow in all helplessness. One never asks the question: 
If we have to live according to the times, according to principles, what do the 
times have to function and change? On the contrary traditional man is 
passive vis-a-vis Heaven, or the sacred norms of tradition, but active towards 
the world of change or flux. For him the question is not how to live 
according to the times but how to mold the times in accordance with the 
sacred principles and practices of tradition. 

In their closing critical remarks, McLean and Khuri express their 
disappointment in me for being dismissive of the value of philosophical 
speculation on time and Eternity. They quote from me a statement in which 
I say that one can debate endlessly about time and Eternity while, through 
the effect of time, our lives move ever closer to the moment of death. The 
quotation cited by them in full was written from the operative and spiritual 
point of view in the spirit of some of the Buddha's sermons about the 
preciousness of human life, which should be spent on finding a way of 
escape from the cage of samsara rather than studying the nature of the cage. 
Otherwise, I am certainly not opposed to the philosophical study of time and 
Eternity-as long as we are dealing with a philosophy which is aware of and 
has means of access to the Eternal. I have the deepest respect for a philoso
pher such as Plotinus who has written so profoundly on the subject and in 
fact have spent years studying works on the subject written from the point 
of view of traditional philosophy. When the authors write that my "negative 
attitude toward philosophy is characteristic," this is certainly not true as far 
as various forms of traditional philosophy from Plato to Plotinus to A vicenna 
and Suhrawardi to St. Bonaventure and St. Thomas and many others is 
concerned. My attitude is negative toward those philosophies which 
denigrate metaphysics and traditional wisdom, which reduce philosophy to 
either rationalism or empiricism and now more and more to irrationalism. 
But even in these cases my negative attitude concerns what those philoso
phies leave out and what they claim to be that they are not. Where they have 
a positive bearing upon a particular domain, such as the use of logic for the 
verification of scientific statements or clarifications of logical language, I do 
not have a negative attitude towards them. But to claim that all philosophy 
is only logic or what can be verified in an operational or otherwise rationalis
tically defined manner and nothing else, leads finally to the death of 
philosophy. Once philosophy disassociates itself from wisdom and loses its 
vision, it becomes difficult for it to survive save in a marginal manner. It is 
toward this trend that I hold a negative attitude, especially when philosophies 
divorced completely from the vision of the Immutable and the Eternal seek 
to delve into the issue of the relation between time and Eternity by dismiss
ing the most significant aspects of the subject. I remain a defender of the 
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perennial philosophy and its ramifications in the form of various schools of 
traditional philosophy and hope that as a result of current philosophical 
efforts in the West having reached a dead end for many people, the ground 
will be prepared for greater appreciation of traditional metaphysics and the 
perennial philosophy. 

Turning to the question of the linear or cyclical nature of time, the 
authors write, "Nasr believes that only those whose temporal outlook is 
primarily cyclical are in a position to avoid the deification of history." I do 
not believe in this thesis as stated by McLean and Khuri. In fact, as long as 
Christianity was strong in the West, despite the doctrine of Incarnation, 
history itself was never deified. With the secularization of the West, 
however, the effect of the doctrine of the Incarnation which makes history 
a reality in which the Word of God has entered, was such as to permit many 
thinkers to continue to look upon history as "ultimate reality" without the 
presence of the Son whose incarnation in history, according to Christian 
doctrine, had bestowed so much significance upon the historical process. It 
was this habit of thinking of the significance of history that, once secular
ized, led to the deification of history. Otherwise, traditional Christian 
theologians and philosophers have over the centuries believed in the 
Incarnation without deifying history because they never lost sight of the 
Transcendent, nor did they accept the secularization of the historical process. 

I am accused of comparing esoteric Islamic doctrines of cycles with the 
exoteric Christian doctrine of the Incarnation. This is not at all true. Of 
course in the esoteric dimension in both religions there are profound nuances 
and meanings not found in the exoteric dimension but in both cases the 
cyclic and the linear Incarnationist views belong, respectively, to both the 
exoteric and esoteric dimensions of the two religions in question. In Islam, 
although on the popular level one speaks of the jahiliyyah or Age of 
Ignorance followed by Islam, everyone knows that the jiihiliyyah refers to the 
Arab society immediately preceding Islam and not to all of history before the 
Quranic revelation. The Christians and Jews, not to speak ofthe ~anffs or 
primordial monotheists and heir to the monotheism of Abraham, are not 
considered by any traditional Muslim in the street to be part ofthejiihiliyyah, 
while the cycles of prophecy, that is, one prophet following upon the wake 
of another from Adam down to the Prophet of Islam, is the commonest 
exoteric belief shared by everyone. 

As for the Christian side, can one ask if there are any Christian esoterists 
who do not believe in the Incarnation? The level of meaning is of course 
different among exoteric and esoteric representatives of the tradition, but the 
general doctrine which posits Adam, then Christ the Word as the second 
Adam who is incarnated in time and finally the return of Christ as determin
ing the major points of human history, is, I believe quite prevalent among all 
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Christians. I have not in fact run across any Christian mystics, saints, or 
esoterists who have denied the central role of the Incarnation in Christianity 
and in human history. Nevertheless, this having been said, I believe that the 
differences in the conception of the march of time in Christianity and Islam 
are the result of the emphasis of one element in one tradition and another in 
the second. But since both Christianity and Islam are integral traditions, both 
the linear and cyclical views must manifest themselves in some way and on 
some level in each religion. As I said, the question is one of emphasis. 

In mentioning modern philosophers, Godel' s incompleteness theorems, 
and the theory of relativity, the authors admit that, "Not all are as open as 
they should be to the Transcendent dimension." And yet, they say that we 
should take some of their works into account because this would afford us 
"the philosophical opportunity to articulate the temporal in relation to the 
eternal." I do not share this view. While Godel and Einstein may be very 
interesting for other reasons, they, as well as others whose writings and 
philosophical vision is closed to the Transcendent, cannot be of much help 
in dealing with the question of time and Eternity. Once one denies the 
Transcendent, one is also cut off from the Eternal, which should not be 
confused with the perpetual. I therefore do not believe that philosophies 
which tum their vision away from the Transcendent can be of much interest 
for an in-depth understanding of the relation of time to Eternity, although 
they may be of interest in other ways. One cannot be led to the Eternal by 
turning away from the Transcendent. The fact that I do not commit myself 
to secularist philosophies in dealing with this and other issues does not mean 
that I have "no philosophical commitment" as the authors assert. During all 
of my adult life my commitment has been to the perennial philosophy and 
it is a commitment which includes much more than my mental faculties. 

McLean and Khuri end by saying that "philosophers [must] worktheir 
way ever anew toward transcendence." We might ask why it is that they 
must do so "ever anew," if by that is meant a new way, and that this was not 
required nor can it be observed in traditional civilizations, including that of 
the West? One cannot simply say that those civilizations possessed no 
creativity while we do so. From the point of view of the perennial philoso
phy as far as essentials are concerned, "There is nothing new under the sun" 
to quote Aristotle. But to grasp the truth of traditional teachings is not simply 
to imitate. It is to have a vision, a theoria, of the truth which is the most 
creative of all acts. Originality does not mean simply to be different or do 
something new. It means in the deepest sense exactly what it says, that is, to 
return to the Origin and to bring back a message from that Origin. Yes, in 
each generation philosophers must seek Transcendence anew by searching 
for the truth but that does not mean by rejecting all the wisdom that has 
come before them, seeking to be "original" at all cost. On the contrary, the 
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perennial philosophy contains the visions of the Truth and the wisdom 
issuing from the Transcendent Itself, received and recorded over the ages. 
The real philosopher is the person who can prepare himself or herself to be 
worthy of reaching the truths contained therein, who can prepare his or her 
eyes to gain a theoria of the Truth, and to be able to apply the knowledge 
thus gained to the conditions in which that person finds himself or herself. 
No philosophy is worthy of that name that is not based on that vision or 
theoria of the Truth which is ultimately both Transcendent and Immanent, 
the Truth whose theophanies are never repeated. 

S.H.N. 
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SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR'S 
PHILOSOPHY OF ART 

I 

I f it were not for his acknowledged indebtedness to the twentieth-century 
"traditionalists" Frithjof Schuon, Ananda K. Coomarasamay, and Rene 

Guenon, one might very well get the impression that Seyyed Hossein Nasr 
dropped in on us without warning from another historical-cultural epoch 
quite different from our own. Against the background of his Persian-based 
Islamic tradition, Nasr describes-and celebrates-a perennial philosophy 
which combines a Plotinian-like philosophical mysticism with what he takes 
to be a traditional theosophy. Explicating his notion of a scientia sacra, Nasr 
writes: 

If one were to ask what is metaphysics, the primary answer would be the 
science of the Real or, more specifically, the knowledge by means of which 
man is able to distinguish between the Real and the illusory and to know things 
in their essence or as they are, which means ultimately to know them in divinis. 
The knowledge of the Principle which is at once the absolute and infinite 
Reality is the heart of metaphysics .... 1 

He goes on elsewhere to say: 

Now, in the traditional view of the Universe in general and the Islamic universe 
in particular, reality is multi-structured, that is, it possesses several levels of 
existence. It issues from the Origin or the One, from God, and it consists of 
many levels which ... can be summarized as the angelic, psychic and physical 
worlds.2 
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And then announces: 

The rediscovery of the sacred is ultimately and inextricably related to the 
revival of tradition, and the resuscitation of tradition and the possibility of 
living according to its tenets in the West during this century is the complete and 
final fulfillment of the quest of contemporary man for the rediscovery of the 
sacred.3 

Nasr's reflections on art take place within this metaphysical-traditional 
framework and are informed throughout with his concern for "the resuscita
tion of tradition." He is rather explicit in asserting that the spiritual in art has 
all but disappeared in the West since the late Middle Ages,4 but that many 
of its living vestiges are still to be found in "the Orient. "5 

The primary distinction which Nasr draws in his thinking about art and 
spirituality is between "sacred" (or more broadly "religious") art and 
"traditional" art (the former being a subset of the latter). In his Knowledge 
and the Sacred ( 1989) he states that 

Religious art is considered religious because of the subject or function with 
which it is concerned and not because of its style, manner of execution, 
symbolism, and nonindividual origin. Traditional art, however, is traditional 
not because of its subject matter but because of its conformity to cosmic laws 
of forms, to the laws of symbolism, to the formal genius of the particular 
spiritual universe in which it has been created, its hieratic style, its conformity 
to the nature of the material used, and, finally, its conformity to the truth within 
the particular domain of reality with which it is concerned.6 

According to Nasr, it follows then that, 

All sacred art is traditional art but not all traditional art is sacred art .... Sacred 
art involves the ritual and cultic practices and practical and operative aspects 
of the paths of spiritual realization within the bosom of the. tradition in 
question. "7 

And in his Islamic Art and Spirituality (1990) he elaborates on this distinc
tion in these terms: 

The quality termed "traditional" pertains to all the manifestations of a 
traditional civilization reflecting the spiritual principles of that civilization both 
directly and indirectly. "Sacred," however, especially as used in the case of art, 
must be reserved for those traditional manifestations which are directly 
connected with the spiritual principles in question, hence with religious and 
initiatic rites and acts possessing a sacred subject and symbolism of a spiritual 
character. Opposed to the sacred stands the profane and opposed to the 
traditional, the anti-traditional. 
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Because a tradition embraces all of man's life and activities in a traditional 
society it is possible to have an art that has a quality of apparent "worldliness" 
or "mundaneness" and is yet traditional. But it is not possible to have an 
example of mundane sacred art.8 

Nasr is right, I think, in seeing the profound intimacy that obtained 
between Weltanschauungen and art in traditional societies-"art" which in 
fact was barely identified or distinguished as such, grounded so deeply as it 
was in the "worldview" and pervading as it did so many aspects of daily 
living. One must, however, I think, ask: What is the relevance of all this for 
us today? How can contemporary philosophical aestheticians talk meaning
fully about religious art? And how might artists today retrieve and incorpo
rate something of that spiritual power and significance that we associate with 
the "traditional"? In asking these questions I assume that "we"-the vast 
majority of philosophers, artists, and "educated citizens" today-cannot, 
unlike perhaps Nasr himself, locate ourselves as such in any particular 
traditional cosmos; that we cannot, in short, for political as well as metaphys
ical reasons, become anything like full-fledged members of, or living 
embodiments of, a traditional culture.9 

II 

What is sacred art? Jacques Maritain-and here, apart from his Catholicism, 
a cohort ofNasr-writes: 

Sacred art is in a state of absolute dependence upon theological wisdom. There 
is manifested in the figure it sets before our eyes something far above all our 
human art, divine truth itself, the treasure of light purchased for us by the-blood 
of Christ. For this reason chiefly, because the sovereign interests of the Faith 
are at stake in the matter, the Church exercises its authority and magistracy 
over sacred art. 10 

Allowing, if you will, for the meaningfulness of"spiritual being" and for the 
revelatory capacities of art in that domain of experience, must we not insist 
that art is sacred only insofar as it presents directly, radiates with, is 
expressive of, an intuition of spiritual being? Is it not the case that Maritain 
and Nasr confound a subject-matter notion of religious art with the spiritual 
dimension of art as such and thereby deny the inherent power of (Western 
post-medieval) art to attain expressive insights into spiritual being that are 
not bound as such to any particular theological-metaphysical tradition? 

Albert Hofstadter has written that: 

Religion interprets reality by means of symbols and rituals that depend only in 
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part upon their expressive appearances to communicate their meanings. The 
consecrated wafer does not need to look like the body of God. Its religious 
potency and meaning depend more on representational connections in the 
mind, often quite independent of the symbol, than on its actual aspect. ... 

What art does is to articulate an image which exists as the object of 
intuition and which gives to intuition an immediate grasp of meaning. This 
meaning has as its content an ownness, a fitness and adequacy within itself and 
to the human spirit, on account of which the artistic image can be a living part 
ofthe spirit's life and culture. 11 

Nasr would have the spiritual in art be located only in "traditional" art 
(works that "conform to the cosmic laws of form, of symbolism, and the 
truths of a particular tradition"; traditional art here encompassing as well the 
sacramental, the liturgical), and hence rejects the possibility of an autono
mous spirituality in art. Now for one who seeks to understand that possibility 
it is certainly not necessary to deny the efficacy of much traditional art. Quite 
the contrary; traditional art has surely much to teach us about what may be 
most profound in art. 

The traditional, though, does not necessarily involve a closed, dogmatic 
system. As it is often pointed out (Tillich, Ricoeur), those religious traditions 
that retain the traditional and are most intimately involved with what is 
"Ultimate" are precisely those which do not identify their "truths" as such 
with what is "truly" real and ultimate. Just as any vital philosophical 
tradition remains open to internal criticism and growth (Macintyre, Taylor), 
so spiritually a religious tradition worthy of the name must always transcend 
itself. The aesthetic-spiritual traditions of various non-Western cultures, 
which Nasr finds so congenial, clearly recognized this need for pointing 
beyond themselves; e.g., the classical Indian, with its concept of Sintarasa, 
the peaceful rasa, which discloses the essentiality embodied in the deepest 
aesthetic experience; the Japanese, with its concept of yiigen, which when 
realized in art reaches into the very core of the mystery of all being; the 
Chinese, with its notion of ch 'i-yun sheng-tung, the spirit-resonance, the 
vitality and movement of life, which, when the artist comes into accord with 
it, is manifest directly in his art; and so on. This does not involve so much 
a conformity with cosmic laws as it does a creative attainment that resounds 
directly in the work. As various non-Western traditions themselves show, the 
spiritual in art does not demand that the art be grounded in a world view that 
is hieratic and multi-structured, with angelic and astral orders and the like; 
that it be replete with macro-micro correspondences, archetypes, and so on. 
Even when they were so grounded they oftentimes sought to transcend their 
own formulations and self-imposed limitations. And "we" especially, as I 
have noted, can no longer dwell within such a world. We can nevertheless, 
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I believe, be quite at home in various "rational" orderings of experience 
which may point in the direction of a genuine aesthetic-spiritual creativity. 

III 

Paul Tillich, writing in 1932, pointed out that "Expressionism proper arose 
within a revolutionary consciousness and revolutionary force. The individual 
forms of things were dissolved, not in favor of subjective impressions but in 
favor of objective metaphysical expression." 12 He goes on to say that: 

[With futurism, cubism and constructivism] The dissolution of the natural 
forms of things took on geometric character .... At the same time the planes, 
lines and cubes which were used received an almost mystical transparency. In 
this case as in expressionism in general the self-sufficient form of existence 
was broken through. Not a transcendent world is depicted as in the art of the 
ancients but the transcendental reference in things to that which lies beyond 
them is expressed. 13 

Modem art-Nasr notwithstanding-has in so many ways clearly 
struggled to embody the spiritual in art within the framework of modernity. 
One need only think of artists such as Klee, Redon, Rouault, in painting; 
Mahler, Poulenc, in music; George, Rilke, Eliot, in poetry; to scratch, as it 
were, the surface. 14 We now live, however, we are often told, in a 
"postmodem" cultural space which has little interest indeed in the spiritual. 
We need then to ask: What are the possibilities today for a "post-post
modem" spiritual art? I want to address this question, in keeping with Nasr's 
own interests, with specific reference to architecture-that art form which 
so powerfully relates to where we dwell physically as well as spiritualfy; or 
better, where we dwell simply as human beings in environments of our own 
making. We need thus to point out briefly the claims of modem and 
postmodem architecture and then to present a challenge to Nasr to confront 
creatively the problem of how a new sense of the spiritual in art can be 
attained which is not grounded (in an impossible way for us) in a traditional, 
hieractic universe comprised of"angelic, psychic and physical worlds." 

IV 

A modernist architect (of at least one persuasion, say, a Mies van der Robe, 
with his dictum that "less is more") would insist that form is present in a 
building when a right relationship obtains between the building's structure 
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and its shape: "structure" being the mode and manner of a building's con
struction; the embodied engineering, as it were, that the building utilizes and 
exhibits; "shape" being the material mass and volume of the building in its 
environmental context; its physical gestalt, its spatial relations-interior and 
exterior. All buildings would thus have a structure and a shape, but not all 
buildings would have a form. For instance, when the demand that a building 
have a specific shape (e.g., because of programmatic requirements that call 
for its yielding a certain economic return), with this demand in tum 
determining, to a considerable extent, the building's structure-your typical 
undistinguished office building in cities throughout the world-form is not 
likely to be present. For the modernist, it is when structure and shape are so 
in accord with each other that the relation between them appears to be 
necessary, if not inevitable, that form is present. 

And further, for the modernist, this form should be pure-hence 
structure ohne Ornament. Glass curtains, transparent skeletons, and the rest, 
point, it is believed, to purity of form. An economy of means, especially for 
Mies van der Rohe, as opposed, for instance, to traditional Japanese taste, 
does not exclude the luxuriant in the selection of materials; quite the 
opposite, rich marbles and the like are often used (e.g., the Farnsworth 
house; the Barcelona Pavilion of 1929) which give the buildings a certain 
opulence. 

For the modernist, the absence of the superfluous shows a certain self
sufficiency, an integrity or wholeness that requires nothing outside of itself; 
although the building itself might be said to aspire to, as well as embody, a 
transcendent order of perfection. This Geist which seeks a Hegelian-like 
absolute ordering, demands our complete attentiveness. Like all classical 
aspirations, the achievement of this timeless form invites our admiration, not 
participation. The international modernist building, then, with its standing 
out from the social and historical, its elimination of all that is indeterminate 
and contingent, its striving to be entirely universal, is not-:-it has been 
argued -at home in this world; it resides rather in its own isolated splendor. 

Modem architecture of the sort we are regarding represents, then, what 
might be called the epitome of one possibility of order, a rational order 
which proclaims universality. But like all forms of reasoning that we in the 
West assume to be universal, this rationality allows all too readily for 
formulaic imitation-how many modern buildings, no matter what their 
function or their place, look alike?-that tends to deny the unique particular
ity and nonrepeatability that is called for by every significant work of art. 

A postmodernist architect (a Robert Venturi, with his slogan that "less 
is a bore" 15

) thus argues: 

When it cast out eclecticism, Modem architecture submerged symbolism. 
Instead it promoted expressionism, concentrating on the expression of archi
tectural elements themselves: on the expression of structure and function .... 
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By limiting itself to strident articulation of the pure architectural elements of 
space, structure, and program, Modem architecture's expression has become 
a dry expressiveness, empty and boring-and in the end irresponsible. 16 

With its free play with history, postmodem architecture presumes a 
liberation from all historicity-for, it is believed, anything can be removed 
from its historical matrix, its native soil, and be made "contemporary." 
Although it is modernism that is often accused of taking too literally the very 
meaning ofthe term "modem" (as derived from the Latin modernus, "just 
now") and affirming itself only by negating the past, it is in fact postmodem
ism that announces a self-conscious dissolution of the temporal and pro
motes a radical particularity rather than search for an absolute universality. 

However, and somewhat ironically, when architecture is emancipated so 
completely from its own historicity it loses as well its autonomy-for the 
work ceases to be in its own right a "significant form" and becomes instead 
an encoded thing wanting to be read in indeterminate ways. Postmodem 
architecture, for all its appropriation of the historical, lacks the kind of 
genuine symbolic import which "preserves," as Gadamer says, "its meaning 
in itself." The postmodem building, one might say, de-symbolizes rather 
than brings forth a new unity of form and content. 17 

The escape from historicity allows the postmodem (and avant garde) 
artist in general to employ all sorts of materials and techniques that were 
previously thought unworthy to express spiritual concerns and insights. With 
the overcoming of a hierarchy of the arts in the twentieth century 
(nineteenth-century aesthetics, especially in the German tradition, tended 
still to rank the arts in terms of their expressive-spiritual capabilities, with 
music usually accorded first place in the ranking) there was a corresponding 
denial of there being privileged means (materials) of expression. Perh~ps in 
keeping with Nasr's idea of a traditional "conformity to the nature of the 
material used," anything whatsoever became a potential carrier of meaning 
-from cardboard to throw-aways, as well as the usual marbles and pigments. 

This new-found freedom in the use of materials came, of course, at a 
cost, namely, the failure to develop appropriate standards of excellence. 
When is a building wrapped in plastic done well or poorly? By what 
standards are we to judge "music" constituted largely by an arbitrary 
marking-off of natural and human-made everyday sounds? 

The other side to this, however, might well be the happy breakdown of 
the distinction between "fine art" and "craft work" that has hounded so 
much of the history of Western art. Today with photographs, pots, and 
formalistic driven mixed-media works we seem to be moving, and this 
should please Nasr, in a direction often associated with traditional East 
Asian art traditions where a distinction is drawn not so much between fine 
art and craft work as between professional art and folk art-artists within the 
professional category exercising considerable skill and refinement with what 
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we have long consider~d to be craft materials (e.g., ceramics). The liberation 
of craft materials might thus allow a wide range of new possibilities for 
symbolic expression in the arts in general and, through the use of non
traditional materials, for the opening of new dimensions of meaning in 
building. 

The ( deconstructivist) postmodemist, however, insists that signs refer 
only to other signs and not to some other kind of fundamental-or 
essential-reality. Meaning is thus liberated from any "objective" correla
tion, but it is not liberated in the service of a qualitatively new kind of 
meaning. One might even go so far as to say that the celebration of 
fragmentation, rather than unity; of conflict, rather than harmony; indeed, the 
very quest for a self-referentiality that drowns within itself, is surely a novel 
form of madness. This celebration and quest is entirely without reference to 
the sacred. 

The question then is: What aesthetic motivation would drive a post
modernist to uncover the sacred both in life and art? The only motivation, 
it would seem, would be that of despair, founded on the inherent meaning
lessness of all culture. Despair, however, motivates toward nothing. 

One must surmise, then, that it is only if the play side of the postmodem 
sensibility were itself liberated from its denial of meaning could it then be 
a source for a new approach to the sacred-with sacred art then taking on the 
double-duty ofbeing at once aesthetically right (and therefore autonomous) 
and spiritually efficacious (and thereby mediating between the participant
observer and spiritual being). The possibility of a post-postmodem sacred art 
rests, then, strongly on the need to formulate a new definition of the 
"sacred," namely, one in which the traditional elements associated with it, 
such as radical transcendence founded on a duality of the natural and the 
spiritual and commonly accepted right modes of symbolization, are set aside 
in favor of a commonality between the natural and the spiritual. This 
commonality must be able to provide for a belonging together ofhumankind 
and nature in freedom in such a way that a meaningful, creative play in that 
relationship is brought forth. 

I invite Seyyed Hossein Nasr to accept the task, for which he is in so 
many ways uniquely qualified, of working out this formulation so that he 
may address adequately for us the crisis, as he perceives it, of the spiritual 
in art today. 
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UNIVERSITY OF HAW All AT MANOA 

MAY 1994 

ELIOT DEUTSCH 



SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR'S PHILOSOPHY OF ART 379 

NOTES 

1. Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Knowledge and the Sacred (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1989), p. 133. 

2. Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islamic Art & Spirituality (Delhi: Oxford University 
Press, 1990), p. 65. 

3. Knowledge and the Sacred, p. 94. 
4. "It is not at all accidental," he writes, "that the break up of the unity of the 

Christian tradition in the West coincided with the rise of the Reformation. Nor is it 
accidental that the philosophical and scientific revolts against the medieval 
Christian worldview were contemporary with the nearly complete destruction of 
traditional art and its replacement by a Promethean and humanistic art which soon 
decayed into that unintelligible nightmare ofbaroque and rococo religious art that 
drove many an intelligent believer out of the church .... 

[Traditional art] is the vehicle of an intellectual intuition and a sapiental 
message which transcends both the individual artist and the collective psyche of the 
world to which he belongs. On the contrary, humanistic art is able to convey only 
individualistic inspirations or at best something of the collective psyche to which 
the individual artist belongs, but never an intellectual message .... It can never 
become the fountain of either knowledge or grace because of its divorce from those 
cosmic laws and the spiritual presence which characterize traditional art." (Ibid., pp. 
257-58). 

5. Although Nasr is very much aware of differences that obtain between East 
Asian (Chinese, Japanese, Korean), South Asian (Indian-based) and Middle Eastern 
traditions, he does tend to speak often of "the Orient" as a rather homogeneous 
cultural space. Overlooking both internal differences within individual traditions as 
well as deep external differences, he can say typically without embarrassment that 
"there has always been in the Orient a logical aspect to poetry and a poetic aspect 
to the great expressions of logical thought" (Islamic Art and Spirituality, p. 
88}--which would have been news at least to the Buddhist logician Dignag~, the 
navya-naiyaikas of the classical Indian Nyaya tradition, or the "white horse" 
Chinese dialecticians. 

6. Knowledge and the Sacred, p. 254. 
7. Ibid., p. 275nl. 
8. Islamic Art and Spirituality, pp. 65--66. 
9. I append the "political" here, for it is obvious that the royal, if not feudal, 

ordering of most traditional societies is deeply alien to contemporary Western 
sensibilities and that this ordering clearly had a strong impact on the art of these 
societies-e.g., from the education of craft-artists to the forced abundance of their 
manual labor. 

10. Jacques Maritain, Art and Scholasticism: With Other Essays, trans. J. F. 
Scanlan (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1954), p. 111. 

11. Albert Hofstadter, Agony and Epitaph (New York: George Braziller, 
1977), pp. 57-58. 



380 ELIOT DEUTSCH 

12. Paul Tillich, The Religious Situation, trans. H. Richard Niebuhr (New 
York: Meridian Books, 1956), p. 87. 

13. Ibid., pp. 87-88. 
14. For a good survey and discussion of this see Mark C. Taylor, Disfiguring: 

Art, Architecture, Religion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992). 
15. The term "postmodem," as is usually recognized, has come to mean many 

different things to many different people-some seeing it as a wholesale rejection 
of the modem (especially those of a deconstructivist bent with their tirade against 
"logocentrism"), while others see it as the last phase of the modem and thus in some 
kind of continuity with it. There is, however, considerable agreement that for 
architecture, postmodemism received its earliest and clearest pronouncement in the 
writings of Robert Venturi. Venturi writes that "When simplicity cannot work, 
simpleness results. Blatant simplification means bland architecture. Less is a bore." 
(Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture [New York: The Museum of 
Modem Art, 1966], p. 25). 

16. Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, and Steven Izenour, Learning from 
Las Vegas: The Forgotten Symbolism of Architectural Form (Cambridge and 
London: MIT Press, 1972), pp. 101-3. 

17. What this means for a post-postmodem architecture which strives to be 
irreplaceable in virtue of its uniqueness is the understanding that what contributes 
significantly to that uniqueness is the attainment of an appropriate rootedness of the 
building in nature. The building must become a locus of relationships that has been 
created precisely as an environment which promotes a belonging together of 
humankind and nature, a becoming at home in the world. 



REPLY TO ELIOT DEUTSCH 

Professor Deutsch begins his essay by saying that one could get the 
impression that I had "dropped . . . without warning from another 

historical-cultural epoch." If one were to accept the prevailing modernism 
of the West as the only global reality, then this would be the case. But let us 
remember that modernism, which had its original home in the West and has 
spread to other continents during the past two centuries, is certainly not 
global and in the West itself modernism is not synonymous with the whole 
of Western life and thought where something of tradition still survives and 
where the universal doctrines of tradition have been revived in a majestic 
manner in the twentieth century by the traditional authorities mentioned by 
Deutsch. As for the rest of the globe, including the Islamic world from which 
I hail, the traditional perspective is alive and widespread there and is hardly 
perceived as belonging to another "historical-culture epoch" except by the 
minority W esternizers. In any case, I do speak from the traditional perspec
tive which is by nature meta-historical and perennial and is not t9 be 
identified with a single epoch, although the widespread applications of its 
principles are to be seen in certain eras and areas and not in others. 

As for the metaphysics at the heart of traditional doctrines, the meta
physics which I have also called scientia sacra, it must not be confused with 
a branch of philosophy as this discipline is currently understood in the West, 
nor reduced simply to philosophical mysticism unless the traditional sense 
of philosophy is resurrected. In so much discourse today, the significance of 
traditional metaphysics is denied by simply equating it with an already de
natured Neoplatonism whose character as systemized sacred doctrine has 
long been denied. In this discourse Plotinus is reduced practically to an 
ordinary philosopher teaching in some school like our present-day universi
ties, except that he lived eighteen hundred years ago rather than today. 

Turning to the main subject of this essay, Deutsch points to my primary 
distinctions among "sacred," "religious," and "traditional" art, considering 
traditional art to be a subset of religious art. This, however, is not exactly my 



382 SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR 

view and there is a certain confusion in this description of my perspective 
that needs to be clarified (as I have done fully in an essay with the title of the 
three types of art in question). While I consider sacred art to be at the heart 
of traditional art as reflected in the quotations cited by Deutsch, I make a 
clear distinction between religious and traditional art, a distinction that needs 
to be emphasized. All traditional art has a profoundly religious significance 
even if it be a vessel or a sword which, however, would not be called 
religious art today. Of course, some traditional art, such as a temple or a 
liturgy, would on the contrary be also called religious art in the current 
understanding of the term. The greater problem involves religious art in the 
nontraditional world, an art which deals with religious subjects but not 
according to traditional canons, an art which I, like other traditionalist 
metaphysicians of art such as A. K. Coomaraswamy and T. Burckhardt, 
distinguish rigorously from traditional art. Moreover, for a "sacred art," in 
the serious sense of the term, to exist, traditional art must be present and 
living. Nontraditional religious art, whether it be anthropomorphic, 
humanistic, or surrealistic, cannot produce sacred art. These rigorous 
distinctions are necessary for understanding my views on the philosophy of 
art. 

Deutsch asks how contemporary philosophical aestheticians and artists 
can talk about religious art and regain the spiritual power associated with 
"the traditional" while being unable to belong to a traditional cosmos. This 
is a profound and fundamental question whose full response would need a 
separate treatise but which I can address here at least in a summary fashion. 
To answer this question one must in tum ask why it is that the "we" to whom 
Deutsch refers cannot be a part of a traditional world? If the response is that 
such a world is no longer accessible, then my answer will be that although 
such worlds are not to be found intact as total societies, one can still practice 
the traditional life personally and create a traditional ambience around 
oneself. One may thereby find the possibility both of understanding fully 
traditional doctrines of art in addition to speaking of art as a philosophical 
aesthetician and of drawing from the spiritual power of the symbols in
volved. If, however, the response is that a person prefers to be modem and 
does not want to belong to a tradition, which alone can open our minds and 
souls to the reception of the light and spiritual power of traditional and 
sacred arts and symbols, then there is no reason whatsoever why the spiritual 
power sought by the artist in question should be made accessible to him or 
her. 

Yes, I do deny the possibility of "an autonomous spirituality in art" at 
least if by autonomous we mean being independent of the Divine Reality 
which is the source of all "spirituality," as I understand the term. If we define 



REPLY TO ELIOT DEUTSCH 383 

spirituality, as I do, as that which is related to the world of the Spirit, to the 
Latin spiritus, as an objective reality with an ontological status, then 
spirituality can only be attained through the channels which Heaven has 
provided for our access to that world, channels which are contained within 
the various traditions of divine origin. If, however, by spirituality we mean 
something much vaguer and more associated with sentiments, the psyche 
and the expansive modes of the ego, then we are speaking different 
languages. I think that much of the disagreement of Professor Deutsch and 
myself on this issue is related to different understandings of the term 
spirituality. For example, when he speaks of being "at home in various 
'rational' orderings of experience which may point in the direction of a 
genuine aesthetic-spiritual creativity," he is simply speaking about another 
understanding of the term spiritual. For if spiritual were to mean that which 
is related to spiritus, then it cannot be attained simply by being at home in 
various "rational orderings" which can both ignore and negate the Transcen
dent as well as the Immanent and deny the spiritual in the sense ofbelonging 
to the realm of spiritus whose very existence they are prone to question. 

I certainly agree with Deutsch that the traditional "does not necessarily 
involve a closed, dogmatic system." I would in fact add that tradition is 
never a closed system but a living reality. It is a worldview and set of 
doctrines that is open "vertically" towards the Infinite and leads the mind in 
that direction, in contrast to rationalistic philosophical systems which are 
closed even if they claim not to be dogmatic. Dogma is an extemalization 
and fixation of doctrine while doctrine itself, if metaphysically understood, 
is but a signpost toward that Reality whose realized knowledge is ineffable. 
As for the testimony of Tillich and Ricoeur quoted by Deutsch, they refer to 
another understanding of tradition and traditional than I hold. In the integral 
traditional perspective, the esoteric element is always central and present. All 
formulations of doctrine, although precious and sacred, are seen in that 
perspective to be ultimately keys to open doors before us on the way to 
realized knowledge. This emphasis is particularly pertinent in a discussion 
of art, because sacred and traditional art issue precisely from the inner 
dimension of the tradition, and hence reflect more directly its spiritual 
essence than do theology and philosophy. Traditional art remains deeply 
rooted in its symbolic language and techniques and methods of execution in 
the particular world of forms to which it belongs, and yet traditional art 
points to the Ultimate Reality beyond itself and beyond all forms. It frees us 
invariably from bonds of limitation and allows us, especially in its essential 
form as sacred art, to experience the ecstasy of flying in the unfettered and 
illimitable expanses of the Divine Empyrean. The conformity of traditional 
art to cosmic laws does not in any way diminish the resounding creativity 
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which we witness in all great works of sacred and traditional art. 
As Deutsch asserts, in many ways I am a kindred spirit with Jacques 

Maritain. But while the latter speaks of theological wisdom in relation to 
sacred art, I would speak of esoteric doctrines of metaphysics and cosmol
ogy. But the case of Christianity being what it is, namely the centrality of 
theology in that religion (in contrast, let us say, to Islam and Hinduism) and 
the mixture in some sense of exoteric and esoteric elements, perhaps this 
difference between us is not as great as it would seem. In any case, I am 
much attracted to Maritain's expositions of the Thomistic theory of art and 
of forms, although I find my views close to those of Coomaraswamy who in 
his The Transformation of Nature in Art and Christian and Oriental 
Philosophy of Art expounds the views of Meister Eckhart and St. Thomas 
on art. 

I will not go into the quotations from Tillich which are problematic to 
say the least, but turn instead to the important subject they are meant to 
introduce, namely the struggle in modem art to embody the spiritual and the 
possibility of a "postmodern" spiritual art. Deutsch mentions a number of 
modern artists in different fields to demonstrate that there have been those 
in the modern period who have struggled to embody the spiritual in art. He 
mentions painters and musicians as well as poets. The case of these latter 
forms of art is in fact somewhat different from the plastic arts. In the case of 
poetry, since there is less need of dependence upon extensive patronage, 
external economic, and social factors, and coercion from the outside as a 
result of the dependence of the artist on a particular organization or person 
than one finds in many of the other arts such as architecture, it is possible to 
produce poetry of a traditional and spiritual character in the West even 
today. One sees this type of poetry with spiritual elements in the context of 
tradition in T. S. Eliot who was a Christian poet and also in W. B. Yeats who 
had recourse to the language of symbolism as traditionally understood on a 
universal scale although he was not himself strictly speaking a traditionalist. 
In our own days both Frithjof Schuon and Martin Lings, among leading 
traditionalists, have also produced poems with great spiritual fragrance and 
of a traditional character. It must be added, however, that precisely because 
of the desacralized ambience of modem life, language has lost its symbolic 
power. Thus, traditional poetry is not "popular" in the West today, to say the 
least, even though traditionally inspired poems remain popular in non
Western societies, such as my own original home country of Persia. One 
needs also to mention that poetry itselfhas been eclipsed in the modern West 
to such an extent as to be unprecedented in any known historical period, and 
today it plays a lesser role in public discourse, especially in the English- and 
French-speaking worlds, than at any other time in history. 
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As for music, for a long time as the West became ever more secularized 
and its art more worldly and humanistic, the deeper theological and spiritual 
yearnings of Western man took refuge in music more than in any of the other 
arts. Already in the Renaissance the spiritual quality of the music of a 
Palestrina cannot be compared to the humanistic and worldly plastic arts of 
his day. Nor can one compare the spiritual quality ofthe music of Bach in 
any way with the Baroque and Rococo art and architecture of his age which 
drove many an intelligent person away from the church. Maritain has 
included the B Minor Mass of Bach along with the Divine Comedy of Dante 
and the Chartres Cathedral as the greatest masterpieces of Western art, and 
I understand perfectly why. The music of Bach is still traditional music, and 
his sacred music is sacred not only because it was performed as part of 
church service but because of its innate nature, in total contrast to the church 
architecture of the day. The B Minor Mass can therefore justifiably be 
categorized with the greatest works of Western traditional poetry and 
architecture even though it was produced in the eighteenth century. 

Because of this background, even when the traditional canons of music 
were changed from traditional norms in the West, something of the spiritual 
and cosmic qualities of music survived as we see in many of the composi
tions of a Mozart, Beethoven, or Brahms. Western classical music is not 
traditional music, but it still presents the possibilities of an opening to 
express the cosmic dimension of music or deep spiritual yearning as one sees 
in the later Beethoven quartets. We see this search also in the case of Mahler 
whom Deutsch mentions. Mahler even used a traditional Chinese text for 
one of his most famous works, Das Lied von der Erde, and we see similar 
attempts on behalf of certain other twentieth-century composers. The 
question, however, is not whether such composers were yearning to embody 
the spiritual in their art, but whether they succeeded in doing so. Sin8e their 
search was highly personal and individualistic, while the spiritual belongs 
to the universal order, in most cases their struggle remained just a struggle 
with openings here and there which would permit the light of the spiritual 
world to shine through, at least in the case of some of the more outstanding 
composers, including Mahler himself. For most, however, another path was 
taken which has resulted in the creation of modern Western classical music 
that is more removed from the sacred and also from the general public than 
the classical music of any other period of Western history. Some say that 
older classical music was also not appreciated in its day. But can one 
compare the reception of as "revolutionary" a work as Beethoven's Ninth 
Symphony in its first performance with the reception of the works of 
Schonberg? For the most part modern Western classical music has become 
disconnected from the musical life and spiritual yearnings of both the 
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spiritual "elite" and the general public, while what is called popular music 
is for the most part of a highly anti-spiritual nature, arising from the lower 
realms of the psyche and appealing to the lowest instincts of the audience. 
In music as in poetry, however, there is still the possibility of composing 
works based on traditional principles and possessing an authentic spiritual 
quality, as we see in the case of the British composer John Taverner. 

Let us also not forget the revival in the West of its own traditional folk 
music and the spread of non-Western traditional music-whether it be 
Indian, Japanese, Persian, or Arabic-as well as the renewed interest in the 
highest genre of traditional music in the West in the form of the Gregorian 
Chant. These phenomena themselves point to the thirst of the Western public 
for music with a spiritual content and to the fact that this thirst is not fully 
quenched by modem and postmodem Western music, despite the struggle 
of a Mahler, Poulenc, or Messiaen to incorporate spiritual elements in their 
art. 

However, when one speaks of art in the West, it is usually painting that 
one has in mind. That is because painting has played a central role in 
Western art going back to the iconic nature of Christian art. Such is not of 
course necessarily the case everywhere, as we see in Islamic art. In the 
Occident, because of the centrality of painting, this art form became the 
mirror which reflected before anything else the depth of the soul of Western 
man and also new tendencies as they began to appear in Western society. We 
see the coming of the Renaissance in later Giotto long before the phenome
non of the Renaissance appeared in full force upon the scene. Now modem 
Western art in the form of painting is no exception, going back to classicism, 
romanticism, and impressionism before we reached the twentieth century. 
The breakdown of form in cubism and surrealism took place from below 
rather than from above and corresponded to cracks in the confines of the 
solidified mindset created by centuries of humanism, rationalism, and 
empiricism. These cracks were, however, mostly conduits for the introduc
tion of elements from below, including irrationalism and psychologism. 
Surrealism in art should in fact be called subrealism. This break from below 
opened for the most part the gate not for the shining of the Reality from 
above, the veritable "sur-real," but for the appearance of the lower psychic 
elements and finally that which is inhuman. Each artist sought to express 
"himself," but which "self' is it that he or she was trying to express? Not the 
self which the Hindus call Atman but rather the ego. To be sure, there were 
artists who sought desperately for some spiritual significance in their work 
and life and reflected elements of quality in-their paintings such as we find 
among a number of impressionists, but often they reached a nihilism which 
in a number of cases even resulted in suicide, such as we see in the tragic life 
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of a painter as gifted as Van Gogh or in the equaJly tragic life of Rothko. 
This flight into the bosom of the void in its negative sense and the taking of 
one's life to find "release" itself is, however, nothing but the parody of the 
Hindu mokSa.. Instead of surrendering the ego to the Self or realizing the 
reality of the Void in its metaphysical sense of srJnyata and thereby reaching 
freedom and deliverance, such artists finally sought to annihilate themselves 
through external destruction of their earthly lives, as if one could destroy a 
sacred text by simply throwing it into the fire. 

To be sure, there have been those among modem artists such as 
Kandinsky or Mondrian who have even sought to acquaint themselves with 
traditional doctrines of art, but they have not been able to produce anything 
but an individualistic art which remains subjective and does not embody the 
spiritual in the objective sense. In the nineteenth century in France there 
were even artists associated with esoteric circles who were seeking to 
discover the inner meaning and symbolism of art, and some of them became 
famous. Perhaps the best example is Gauguin who was, however, to seek his 
salvation outside of the modem world. There were also others such as 
Rouault who realized the significance of the loss of tradition and painted 
with full awareness of its absence. Others such as Eric Gill in Britain sought 
to bring about a revivarof Christian art in the field of sculpture and lettering 
and who were fully aware of the spiritual emptiness of the modem art around 
them. 

Certainly many modem artists have struggled to discover the spiritual 
and to express it in their art. In a society dominated by the machine, where 
art has become separated from life and the making of things, where art has 
become divorced from usefulness and reduced to luxury locked up in 
buildings called museums to be visited on Sunday afternoons when one takes 
a vacation from "the realities of life," the modem artist has naturally become 
an alienated being living in the margin of society. Having no center, in the 
traditional sense, from which to operate, he pushes himself to the periphery 
of the circle of his existence with the hope of being creative and original. 
Saddled with the false notion of originality which is identified with innova
tion and creativity shorn of all objective criteria for its evaluation, the artist 
struggles desperately to express himself. He feels that he must be timely, 
fashionable, and up to date while deep in his heart (at least in the case of the 
true artist) he realizes how transient are in fact the fashions of the day and 
how fickle is the art world which causes names to rise and fall, often with 
little relation to the innate worth of the works produced. 

As Deutsch says, in a sense the artist is the friend of the traditionalist in 
that he refuses to surrender to the crass materialism, commercialization, and 
consumerism of the day and also in his quest for the spiritual, but this is 
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where the similarity ends. Most artists become completely enmeshed in their 
own egos and often become submerged to an ever greater degree in the 
lower depths of the psyche, leading lives which are in many cases not 
morally disciplined, whereas the traditional perspective seeks to free us 
through spiritual discipline by ascent to the world of the Spirit and by 
destroying the stranglehold that the lower ego has upon our immortal soul. 
The traditionalist sympathizes with many an artist who seeks spiritual 
realization through art but points out the kind of art which alone makes the 
wedding between spiritual realization and artistic creation possible. In this 
context it is of great interest to study the remarkable contrasts in the lifestyles 
of most modem artists and traditional artists who still survive in non
Western societies. 

Having made these comments, I also want to point out that something 
of traditional art does survive in the modem and even the postmodem 
Western world in the form of the icon of the Orthodox Church, of certain 
folk arts, traditional sculpture, and architecture associated with the still 
vibrant and living forms of traditional Christian art such as the Gothic. On 
the smaller scale of the art of painting there is still the possibility of the 
practice of an art of a traditional character as there is the possibility of 
wedding the arts to the crafts once again as was done in traditional societies. 
One can in fact see something of that in the form of revival of traditional 
crafts at the margin of the technological behemoth which dominates modem 
life. 

Deutsch turns to architecture as an example to answer the question, 
"What are the possibilities today for a 'post-postmodem' spiritual art?" 
Before answering this question I wish to mention a few points concerning 
architecture without dealing with all the issues which he mentions not as 
questions but as part of his exposition of the meaning and significance of 
architecture. The case of architecture is a particularly difficult one because 
of all of the arts, it is the one most affected by all kinds of external con
straints. An Eric Gill could sit in his atelier in London and produce beautiful 
traditional Latin lettering, but if he wanted to build a major edifice he would 
need a patron with understanding, approval of the municipality, availability 
of all kinds of materials, sufficient economic means, and so on, all of which 
would have made the task of building a traditional building much more 
difficult than creating stone sculpture or lettering. Of course, it is possible 
for all these conditions to be met even in the modem West as we see in the 
beautiful Gothic cathedrals of nineteenth- and twentieth-century America, 
such as St. Patrick's Cathedral in New York, the Rockefeller Chapels at 
Princeton University and the University of Chicago, and the Washington 
National Cathedral. This last edifice is a traditional church, and looks like 
one, as opposed to looking like a gas station. 
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The famous architects of the past century, as modem men, have, 
however, usually rejected the traditional worldview, including its cosmology, 
and have sought to be attuned to that mysterious "spirit of the times" or 
Zeitgeist inherited from nineteenth-century European philosophy, in contrast 
to their medieval predecessors who sought to be attuned to the heilige Geist. 
Pushed by their own convictions and also external factors, they have gone 
from one idea and style to another always speaking of"purity of function," 
"simplicity of forms," and the like, as spiritual elements while creating glass
like boxes and inhuman ambiences which are environmentally catastrophic 
and humanly stifling. There are, of course, exceptions to the rule, but they 
remain exceptions. In numerous Western cities the old quarters are kept as 
"museums" in whose confines one still has a human feeling, while the newly 
built parts of the urban environment manifest such brazen inhumanity that 
even champions of the modem world wish to take refuge from them in the 
more human spaces defined by earlier styles of architecture. In many places 
architecture has become the machine in which one lives, as defined by Le 
Corbusier. To be sure, such architects as Frank Lloyd Wright sought to 
preserve something of the spiritual dimension of existence in their works, 
and there are also other notable cases, but the net result in the contemporary 
period has been an architecture which is impersonal-not in the sense of 
transcending the personal and the individual from above but of falling below 
the personal and the human. 

In the 1950s when I was at Harvard, one day Walter Gropius of Bauhaus 
fame, who lived in Cambridge at that time, asked to see me because he 
wanted to discuss the functions of a mosque which he was designing as part 
of the University of Baghdad. Soon we became friends and would discuss 
the philosophy of art together. He once asked why it was that modem 
architecture was focused upon pure geometry as was Islamic art but the two 
types of architecture differed so deeply in their results. I told him that one 
was based in geometry as the science of a purely quantitative space a Ia 
Descartes and the other on sacred geometry based upon qualitative space. He 
was deeply moved by this answer and took me to a room in his office where 
there was hanging on the wall a large picture of a medieval cathedral. He 
said to me, "Look at this cathedral. It was built over the period of several 
generations, yet preserves a perfect organic unity, whereas here in my office, 
if I die tomorrow someone else will come with a wholly different idea and 
a work possessing unity cannot be created if it stretches over the period of 
our two careers." He added that what those medieval architects had was an 
artistic tradition that transcended the individual in contrast to what we have 
today. Gropius also expressed great sadness that such an art was no longer 
available in the West to the mainstream of practicing architects. 

Now, this story reveals that certainly many of the great Western 
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architects of this century were aware of the significance of the spiritual 
dimension of architecture and the meaning of its loss. But how many sought 
to return to principles and to apply them again in the contemporary context? 
As I said, this is particularly difficult for architecture tied as it is to ever 
changing technologies, economic demands, social forces, and a scientific 
worldview, all of which deny the traditionalist vision. But it is not impossi
ble to create traditional architecture, as we see in certain forms of vernacular 
architecture on a smaller scale and even in some religious architecture. In 
any case, there is no way to create on a large-scale in an anti-traditional 
world traditional architecture and urban design with their spiritual accent. 
But one can at least seek to create a more humane architecture and to apply 
spiritual principles when possible. 

All that I have said here applies to the West. In the non-Western world 
where tradition still survives to a much greater degree than in the West, the 
situation is very different. In countries outside the West, traditional 
architecture is also being destroyed in many places. Architectural monstrosi
ties are being created everywhere which have nothing to do with traditional 
architecture but are usually poor copies of some Western models. But the 
reasons for such a phenomenon are very different from what one finds in the 
West. All of my responses to Professor Deutsch, therefore, are concerned 
with the West rather than with the problem of the confrontation of traditional 
and modem art on a global scale, which would require a separate treatment. 

To come back to the question of having a post-postmodem spiritual art, 
the response depends upon what the nature of the post-postmodem world 
will be. Postmodemism has sought to destroy the idols of modernism as well 
as tradition and has denied all absolutes in the name of the relative and the 
transient. If post-postmodem means a negation of the modernist world view 
and a return to First Principles, then under those conditions it would 
certainly be possible to have a spiritual art, as one finds in all traditional 
civilizations of East and West. If, however, post-postmodemism means 
taking present trends to their ultimate conclusions and reaching a nihilism 
which ultimately denies any reality beyond the individual ego on the one 
hand and the external world conceived in purely quantitative terms on the 
other, then there will not be the possibility of a spiritual art-unless we 
abandon the time honored meaning of spiritual and reduce it to the merely 
psychological as many have already done. This is, however, a position with 
which I cannot agree in any way whatsoever. One cannot liberate meaning 
"from any 'objective correlation'," to quote Deutsch and have a spiritual art 
as conceived traditionally, for all traditional art and aesthetics are based on 
the intellection of forms which have an objective nature and which can be 
known through the science of forms. Traditional art is based completely on 
this correlation. 
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Deutsch asks, "What aesthetic motivation would drive a postmodernist 
to uncover the sacred both in life and art?" and answers that it can only be 
despair. He therefore suggests that postmodernism should itselfbe liberated 
from its denial of meaning through a new definition of what is sacred. He 
does not consider the .possibility of liberation from all the errors which 
constitute modern and postmodem aesthetics and worldviews in general, but 
proposes rather to change the meaning of the sacred itself as if the sacred 
were simply a concept and not an objective reality. The sacred is in fact the 
manifestation of the Center in the periphery of the circle of existence in 
which we live, the theophany of the Eternal in the realm of the temporal and 
the transient. No amount of redefinition will change that reality, and 
something does not become sacred just by our calling it so, even though this 
term is used loosely by some in daily discourse. 

What Deutsch proposes is like changing the definition of clean air since 
we are polluting the air and cannot keep it clean. The solution is not to 
change the definition of what is "clean air" but to live our lives in such a 
way that we will not be actually polluting the air that we breathe. Otherwise, 
simply changing the definition of"clean air" will not affect in the least the 
respiratory ailments from which we are apt to suffer while the air surround
ing us is polluted. One ofthe characteristics of modern man is that he wants 
to change everything but himself. Rather than seeking the good and the 
beautiful, he changes the very criteria of good and evil, of beauty and 
ugliness, to deceive himself and to convince himself that he is not commit
ting evil deeds and is not living in an ambience dominated by an ugliness 
that is unprecedented in human history. 

In conclusion, Deutsch invites me to accept the task of working out a 
formulation which would solve the crisis of the spiritual in art today. I am 
honored that he invites me to carry out such a colossal task, and I hop~ to 
have the occasion to respond to that challenge in the future, although it 
cannot of course be carried out in the present context. But a few basic points 
can be mentioned here. The crisis of the spiritual in art is itself the result of 
the crisis of modern Western civilization and the view of man as a purely 
secular and earthly being, a view which lies at its heart, a view which when 
implemented in human life will end in the destruction of man himself. In the 
words of the famous German art historian Hans Sedlmayr, "Logical and 
honest materialists are quite ready to admit that the abolition of God brings 
with it the abolition of art as such. What they will not admit is that such a 
development must inevitably lead to the abolition of man, to the transforma
tion of man into something subhuman, into a machine, a robot." 

Although many contemporary artists seek to fight against this domina
tion by the machine, few are able or willing to challenge and criticize that 
worldview which has reduced art to an unnecessary luxury and the artist to 
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a stranger in the margin of society. The modem worldview has removed 
beauty as a central concern of human life and to an ever greater degree has 
turned art into a product for crass commercialism. The contemporary artist 
interested in the spiritual dimension of reality must first of all seek that 
dimension, which also resides in his own center, and make himself and his 
art subservient to it. He must reexamine the validity of all the idols of the 
modem art scene such as innovation, originality, and creativity which are 
"worshipped" and emphasized at the expense of truth and beauty. He must 
remember that real originality means return to the Origin, to the alpha of 
existence, whose message the "original" artist must then convey to those 
around him through his art and above all through his own being. He must 
eschew the individualism and egotism often combined with that singularly 
modem category of genius-so much sought and yet so ill-defined-and try 
to be humble before the light of the truth and the millennia! heritage of 
traditional art, most of which was not produced by individuals bloated by 
their sense of grandeur and so-called genius, but by anonymous artists who 
humbled themselves before the reality of the Spirit and through their 
transparency were able to reflect the light of the spiritual world in their 
works. Such an artist must also seek those domains of art where more 
traditional modes of expression are still possible and not seek the so-called 
cutting edge, which in the present-day context usually means cutting into a 
lower level of reality at the expense of sacrificing a higher one. 

Ultimately, of course, spiritual and traditional art cannot be created on 
a large scale unless society itself is transformed and regains its spiritual 
mooring. Meanwhile, there is always the possibility of access to the world 
of the Spirit and for the contemporary artist who has sought this world and 
discovered it, by virtue of what he or she has experienced and discovered, 
a light is created which itself dispenses with the darkness within and 
without. This light is able to manifest itself in the artistic activity of the 
person in question and determine the way that an artist will be able to 
introduce a spiritual elemen into his or her art even in the chaotic conditions 
of the postmodem world in which the West and its extension on other 
continents find themselves. 

S.H.N. 
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KNOWLEDGE OF THE SACRED: 
THE MYSTICAL POETRY OF 
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Let my soul be crystalized as a star 
To reside at the proximity of that luminous Sun 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr 

S eyyed Hossein Nasr has disclosed recently that his foremost book, 
Knowledge and the Sacred, "came as a gift from heaven. He was able to 

write the texts of the [Gifford] lectures with great facility and speed and 
within a period of less than three months they were completed ... it was as 
though he was writing from a text he had previously memorized."~. The 
author's reverent admission may come as a surprise in the West, because his 
philosophical text, based on the prestigious Gifford Lectures he gave at the 
University of Edinburgh in 1981, is one of the major intellectual feats in the 
history of religious ideas of the twentieth century.2 Nasr reflects upon both 
Eastern and Western spirituality, and he is equally at ease with Islamic, 
Christian, Jewish, Buddhist, and Hindu thought, as well as with the 
philosophy and science of both hemispheres. His display of erudition is 
indeed stunning, even more so because of the fact that when he wrote his 
lectures he had recently lost his family library and his scholarly notes from 
the two decades of research he had done in his mother country, Iran. It 
comes indeed as a surprise-especially in the West-for such a renowned 
philosopher to claim spiritual inspiration for a veritable masterpiece of 
intellectual scholarship. 

But, on second thought, Nasr's confession as to the mysterious, other
worldly quality of the intuitive feeling he experienced while writing 
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Knowledge and the Sacred is ultimately not that surprising after all. His 
essays constitute an erudite book, yes, but even more so a sapiental book. In 
his Gifford lectures he argues for a special kind of knowledge, a sacramental 
knowledge which the Western world had long disregarded and forgotten due 
to the long process of postmedieval secularization which divorced 
intelligence from the sacred. 

The Iranian scholar, much in the tradition of sages like Rene Guenon, 
Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, and FrithjofSchuon, makes the case for peren
nial wisdom or sophia perennis. This otherworldly, suprarational sapientia, 
like the sacred olive tree of the Quranic Surah XXIV:35, belongs neither to 
the East nor to the West because it transcends both time and space; it resides 
in the One as well as in the inner recesses of the gnostic's soul, where the 
union of the Unus /Ambo takes place. This particular wisdom implies the 
direct knowledge of the Absolute, and the illuminated mystic who attains it 
is endowed with a unified view of reality. By privileging this sacred 
experiential knowledge, the philosopher is subjecting Western culture and 
epistemology to a profound philosophical criticism. He is forcing his readers 
to an abrupt revision of the ideas they have taken for granted for many 
centuries now regarding the limits of the cognoscitive capacities of the 
human mind. Knowledge and the Sacred is an invitation-undoubtedly 
disturbing for many-to revise such a narrow and disheartening epistemo
logical point of view. 

But perhaps the times are ripe for Seyyed Hossein Nasr's philosophical 
challenge. Western philosophy has undergone numerous crises and revisions 
in the twentieth century, the epistemological pessimism of Fritz Mauthner,3 

Ludwig Wittgenstein,4 and the Vienna Circle concerning the limits of 
language being just one case at hand. Contemporary physics is another 
example. Anyone even remotely familiar with quantum physics is 
overwhelmed by a new conception of reality which "normal" language and 
classical logic simply cannot grasp, much less explain in a satisfactory way. 
The words which must be used to explain quantum theory are not adequate 
to explain quantum phenomena. Ordinary conceptions and thought processes 
need to be modified so that we can "understand" certain new scientific 
propositions. John von Neumann's theories come to mind: the wave function 
is not quite a thing, but yet it is more than an idea; it occupies a strange 
ground between idea and reality.5 Richard Feynman's diagram of the 
"dance" which continuously changes a neutron into a proton and back into 
a neutron again is equally disturbing.6 Bell's theorem, on the other hand, 
formulates another disquieting notion: separate parts of reality in the 
universe are connected in an intimate, inexorable way which our common 
experience and the "laws of physics" belie. The new physics truly defies 
"Aristotelian logic" in affirming that contraries can coexist. Niels Bohr 
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summarizes the dilemma we face as students of modem physics: "Those who 
are not shocked when they first come across quantum theory cannot possibly 
have understood it. "7 I admit to having been profoundly shocked by the most 
elemental propositions of quantum physics. Much more so because, having 
dedicated my life to the study of the mystical experience, I am quite aware 
that for the first time physicists and mystics seem to speak the same 
"language." Or perhaps I should say that neither can truly "speak," for 
normal language seems painfully inadequate for both disciplines. Both 
science and mysticism push our verbal capacities to their uttermost limits to 
no avail: plain reality, just like Ultimate Reality, transcends our efforts at 
restraining it with our limited linguistic tools, or even with our sophisticated 
mathematical symbols. A universe whose subatomic particles dance in 
perpetual change and yet are connected in an inexorable way, and where 
time and space are relative is consistent with the mystic's perception: he 
acknowledges to having attained unified knowledge beyond the limits of 
space, time, and change. In other words, Nicholas of Cusa's coincidentia 
oppositorum does not seem so incongruous to today's quantum physics 
student. 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr is well aware of this modem tendency on the part 
of the West of trying to relate modem physics to mysticism and to Oriental 
esoteric doctrines. 8 He feels it is akin to the concern for the sacred which 
characterizes contemporary ecology, so adamant in the conservation of 
nature. 

I feel that the Iranian philosopher has grasped a tendency quite true to 
our times. Indeed it seems that a sacralized mode of knowing is slowly 
emerging in different scientific and philosophical disciplines in the West. 
The study of mysticism itself is undergoing a definite process of validation 
in recent decades. Evelyn Underhill's and William James's theories on..the 
subject are being updated by neo-Freudian psychiatrists such as W. W. 
Meissner, author of the revolutionary-as well as reverent-Ignatius of 
Loyola: The Psychology of a Saint.9 Even more relevant to our contemporary 
revalorization of the mystical experience are Ana Maria Rizzuto's explo
rations of spirituality in the light of post-Freudian psychoanalysis and her 
revision of Freud's theories concerning the Divine. 10 

I think that these epistemological revisions going on simultaneously in 
different disciplines (science, philosophy, mysticism, psychiatry) must be 
kept in mind in order to understand the relevance and the opportune timing 
ofNasr's epistemological theories in the context of contemporary Western 
religious thought. Nasr's dramatic defense of mystical sapientia is very 
much part of our times and of our hemisphere. Let us now take a closer look 
at his principal epistemological propositions. 

The Iranian scholar makes abundantly clear that in Knowledge and the 
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Sacred he is not dealing with an empirical or rational mode of knowledge 
but with the highest form of knowledge, "which is the unitive knowledge of 
God not by man as an individual but by the divine center of human 
intelligence which, at the level of gnosis, becomes the subject as well as the 
object of knowledge."'' For man to attain knowledge of Ultimate Reality is 
to be delivered from duality and to discover his own essence. Thus, Nasr 
argues, theology is in the end nothing but "autology." This is an elemental 
mystical truth which gnostics from all ages and cultures articulate in 
different ways. Contemporary gnostics like Meher Baba in India claim that 
"to know Reality is to be transformed in It,"12 while Maria Zambrano in 
Spain affirms in tum that el conocer es ser ("knowing is being"). 13 Nasr in 
tum feels at home with Ibn 'Arabi and Meister Ekhart, who propose that the 
eye with which man sees God is the eye with which God sees man. 

The gnostic-called in Arabic a!-' iirif bi 'Llah because he knows through 
or by God-sees things in divinis, as Adam did in Paradise. His knowledge 
must be attained through experience and taste. This is a cognoscitive 
experience of a radically different order from empiricism and rationalism, 
and to illustrate his point Nasr rightly reminds the reader of the etymology 
of the word sapientia, from the Latin root meaning "to taste." This concept 
is equivalent to the J:Ukmah dhawqiyyah or "tasted knowledge" of Sufis such 
as Suhrawardi. The Andalusian mystic Ibn 'Arabi, for his part, assigns to 
"taste" (dhawq or J_,j) the first of the symbolic four degrees that mark the 
manifestation of the Truth. 14 In the West both Nicholas of Cusa and St. John 
of the Cross became experts in this "tasted knowledge" or ciencia sabras a 
which led to the blessed state of coincidentia oppositorum or unitive 
knowledge, something the rationalist mind alone can never apprehend. With 
a certain vulnerability and perhaps even spiritual nostalgia, Albert Einstein 
reflected that "Die Sehnsucht des Menschen verlangt nach gesicherter 
Erkenntnis" [Man has an intense desire for assured knowledge]. 15 And Nasr 
is arguing the cause of precisely this kind ofknowledge. 

Man has what we can call different "organs of knowledge" and is 
capable of operating at different levels of cognoscitive experience. Sacred 
knowledge or knowledge of the sacred is not limited to reason but involves 
the whole of man's being. It is, again, direct and "tasted knowledge," which 
"imposes itself with blinding clarity upon the mind of the person who has 
been given the possibility of such a vision through intellectual intuition." 16 

This is why this sacred knowledge is never hypothetical or approximative, 
but absolutely certain. The philosopher is speaking here about a direct, 
infused experience. No wonder knowledgeable Sufis who are part ofNasr's 
spiritual tradition called their cognoscitive experience the "science of 
certainty" or 'ilm al-yaqin. St. John of the Cross boasted once and again of 
his absolute certainty of his knowledge of the One, which he had "tasted"'7

: 
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"Que bien se yo Ia fonte que mana y corre I aunque es de noche" [Indeed I 
know well the spring that flows and bursts forth I in spite of being immersed 
in night]. 18 

Modern Western thought does not grant such infallibility and absolute 
certainty to any form of knowledge. Seyyed Hossein Nasr is indeed 
bestowing upon the cognoscitive dimension of the mystical experience an 
ontological dignity it has not had in the West since the dawn of the so-called 
"Modern Age." It must be remembered that the author takes into account in 
his philosophical explorations both the direct revelation of God treasured by 
traditional religions as well as the personal epiphany of the individual gnos
tic. And he considers this intuitive, direct knowledge the most legitimate 
form of knowledge. But it is of a different order than rational knowledge. 

The source of this inner revelation which Nasr expounds is the center of 
man, known symbolically as the "heart." He distinguishes this cognoscitive 
mystical "organ" from the limited rational mind: "The seat of intelligence is 
the heart not the head, as affirmed by all traditional teachings."19 This is 
what Plato, Origen, and St. Augustine called "the eye of the soul," the Sufis 
the "eye of the heart" or 'ayn al-qalb and the Hindu tradition "the third eye." 
This qalb or heart as an organ of divine perception constitutes a very 
complex symbol in Islam, for which there is no exact equivalent in Christian 
spirituality. We will have the opportunity of examining it further on. Suffice 
here to say that Nasr claims that "it is not possible to attain this knowledge 
in any way except by being consumed by it. "20 And the philosopher's prose 
dissolves into poetry because what he is speaking about, like contemporary 
quantum physics, cannot easily be reduced to analytical thought: 

The truth descends upon the mind like an eagle landing upon a mountain top 
or it gushes forth and inundates the mind like a deep well which has burst,forth 
into a spring. In either case, the sapiental nature of what the human being 
receives through spiritual experience is not the result of man's mental faculty 
but issues from the nature of that experience itself. Man can know through 
intuition and revelation not because he is a thinking being who imposes the 
categories of his thought upon what he perceives but because knowledge is 
being.21 

While extolling direct perception of the Truth as a truly legitimate form 
ofknowledge, Nasr submits Rene Descartes's cogito ergo sum to a rigorous 
critique. With his famous cogito, Nasr argues, the French philosopher 

made the thinking of the individual ego the center of reality and the criterion 
of all knowledge, turning philosophy into pure rationalism and shifting the 
main concern of European philosophy from ontology to epistemology. 
Henceforth, knowledge ... was rooted in the cogito. The knowing subject was. 
bound to the realm of reason and separated both from the Intellect and 
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revelation, neither of which were henceforth considered as possible sources of 
knowledge of an objective order ... [T]o the mentality of those who were 
caught in the web of the newly established rationalism ... knowledge and 
science were henceforth totally separated from the sacred even if the sacred 
were to be accepted as possessing a reality. 22 

Nasr's critique of the Renaissance is well known, in spite of the fact that, 
as Gisela Webb so eloquently states, precisely because of our scholar's 
expertise in science, religion, philosophy, and comparative literatures he 
could well be considered a "Renaissance man."23 But Nasr objects to certain 
crucial philosophical aspects of "modernity" and considers Descartes's 
rationalism, which was to decide the general approach to knowledge in the 
West for many centuries to come, as "this most intelligent way of being 
unintelligent."24 But the learned philosopher, in spite of his witty remark, is 
not against speculative reason. His traditional approach and his defense of 
the scientia sacra does not oppose the activity of the mind, but rather 
opposes its divorce from the heart or qalb as an organ of gnosis superior in 
nature to the rational mind. 

Western readers are ill-prepared to embrace this truth, tam antica et tam 
nova, as St. Augustine exclaimed in awe, because our culture, in its radical 
secularization, has trivialized and ignored sapiental knowledge. We lack
and I am saying this as a Christian by birth and tradition and as a scholar in 
comparative mysticism-an esoteric dimension for Christian spirituality, a 
dignified, respectful niche for dimensions of knowledge which transcends 
(without ever denying) pure reason and speculative logic. Nasr contrasts the 
case of Christianity with that of Judaism and Islam: both religions have the 
esoteric branches of Kabbala and Sufism, for which we lack a true 
equivalent. The efforts on the part of many prominent Renaissance figures 

.. of rendering prestige to intuitive or direct knowledge of the Truth went 
unheeded by the modem Christian tradition. To the well-known cases of 
Hermetists like Marsilio Ficino, Pico della Mirandola, Nicholas ofCusa, and 
Francesco Patrizzi Professor Nasr argued, we must add that of St. John of 
the Cross, who besides being a mystic himself, explored in depth and with 
an esoteric approach more akin to the Orient than to the West the different 
dimensions ofthe faculty ofknowledge.25 

The inspired perception of the Truth these sages expounded has been all 
but discredited in modem Western thought. The very association with any 
form of spiritualized knowledge has been sufficient to erase any trace of 
dignity accorded to certain approaches to ~owledge, as Nasr rightly states: 

The most sublime form of wisdom has been transformed into simple historical 
borrowing, Neoplatonism ... playing the role of the ideal historical tag with 
which one could destroy the significance of the most profound sapiental 
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doctrines. It has been and still is simply sufficient to call something 
Neoplatonic influence to reduce it, spiritually speaking, to insignificance. And 
if that has not been possible, then terms such as pantheistic, animistic, 
naturalistic, monistic, and even mystical in the sense of ambiguous have been 
and still are employed to characterize doctrines whose significance one wishes 
to destroy or ignore. 26 

Nasr, an heir of the gnostic approach to knowledge of revealed, 
traditional religion (in his own case, Islam) updates in a very innovative way 
the Neoplatonic perfume that pervades both Oriental and early Christian 
thought. His ardent defense of the unitive, all-consuming knowledge that is 
perceived by man's whole being, not by his limited rational mind, is, as I 
stated before, difficult to assume-to "naturalize," as Jonathan Culler would 
have ie7 -by a reading public long devoid of gnosis. The Iranian 
philosopher's inspired and profoundly Oriental28 book, written, ironically 
enough, in the West and in a Western language, is indeed one of the most 
courageous enterprises in the field of spirituality in recent times. Nasr has 
dealt a severe blow to the cherished rationalism and empiricism the West has 
taken for granted since the Renaissance. Personally, I could not agree more 
with his momentuous contribution to the history of ideas concerning 
epistemology. 

The philosophical and spiritual consequences of this sophia perennis 
that we are exploring again thanks to Nasr's pioneering book are truly 
significant. The scholar reminds the reader that the world and its changing 
forms are born from the reflections and reverberations of Being-the author 
is alluding here to the traditional Islamic concept of nafas al-ra~man or 
creative "Breath of the Compassionate." This Divine Relativity or miiya 
simultaneously veils and reveals the sacred, but the true sage beholds the 
cosmos and the myriad of forms it displays as theophany; as reflections~of 
the Divine Qualities rather than as a veil which would hide the "splendor of 
the face of the Beloved. "29 The gnostic is endowed with a "rhapsodic 
intellect"30 which gives him a unified view of creation, with which he "sees 
God everywhere" and observes harmony where others see discord and light, 
where others are blinded by darkness. The man of knowledge goes beyond 
him to reach heaven and in so doing, he reaches the sacred ground of his 
own being.31 He is redeemed from his symbolic "Occidental exile" and is 
finally back home, illuminated by the light of the Eastern dawn.32 His center 
is pure consciousness, wherein lies the eternal essence "which survives all 
change and becoming."33 Nasr echoes Chuang-Tzu's words to further 
explain this overwhelming state ofknowledge: "[The divine man] fulfills his 
destiny. He acts in accordance with his nature. He is at one with God and 
man. For him all affairs cease to exist, and all things revert to their original 
state."34 The cosmos, as viewed through eyes "which are not cut off from the 
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sanctifying rays of the eye of the heart, indeed reveal the cosmos as 
theophany."35 The wodd functions not as a "pattern of externalized brute 
facts," but as an icon which reflects diverse aspects of the Divine Qualities, 
as "a myriad of mirrors reflecting the face of the Beloved."36 The enlightened 
mind which is capable of grasping such a form of sacred knowledge asserts 
that the changing forms or samsara are ultimately nirvana, that all separation 
is union, that all otherness is sameness, that all manifestation of the One is 
a return to the One. Nature thus constitutes for him a grand theophany that 
externalizes all that man is inwardly: "the Ultimate Reality can be seen as 
both the Supreme Object and the Innermost Subject, for God is both 
transcendent and immanent, but He can be experienced as immanent only 
after He has been experienced as transcendent. "37 Thus for the spiritual 
"hero"38 the dichotomy of creation is only apparent. 

Equally apparent for him is the temporal order and process of change of 
the cosmos. "Pontifical man"39 renders ravaging time inoffensive and is able 
to gain access to the eternal while living outwardly in the domain of 
becoming, for Eternity is reflected in the present now. The gnostic can 
experience time not only as "change and transience but also as the moving 
image of eternity."40 Time mercifully dissolves in "the supreme moment in 
which the spiritual man lives constantly."41 He knows he is ultimately safe 
from the cycles of the "days and nights of the life of Brahma" in the 
immutability of that "eternal instant from which all things are born,"42 and 
which he discovers in his own being. The sage always lives in the sacred 
instant of pre-eternity (a/-iizal for Sufis such as I:Iafi~); in the "early dawn" 
in which man made his eternal convenant with God.43 

The mystic who has attained sophia perennis understands that "Heaven 
and earth are united in marriage, and thus the Unity, which is the source of 
the cosmos and the harmony that pervades it,"44 is reestablished for him. 
Nasr goes as far as to propose a new definition of mankind in the light ofhis 
epistemological propositions: "to be fully man is to rediscover that 
primordial Unity from which all the heavens and earths originate and yet 
from which nothing ever really departs. "45 No wonder the author reserves 
such adjectives for the privileged human being of "ecstatic" or "rhapsodic 
intellect" who has experienced fully his ultimate essence, which is shared by 
the Eternal One: he considers him a "hero," a "Pontifical man," a "gnostic," 
even a "divine man." 

I propose that the "hero," the "Pontifical man," the "gnostic," and the 
"divine man" who has realized his full potential as a human being and who 
is endowed with a veritable "rhapsodic inteHect" and a sacred, unified view 
of creation is none other than Seyyed Hossein Nasr himself. The learned 
philosopher, historian, and scientist who has authored fifty books and over 
five hundred articles translated into over twenty languages46 disclosed for the 
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first time his own soul in the inner courtyard ofintimacy 47 in his recently 
published Poems of the Way. As a reader of his philosophic texts for so 
many years, I must confess that this short volume is, surprisingly enough, the 
veritable crowning of Nasr's sapiental philosophy. His forty poems, 
anthologized in a volume whose title is an hommage to Ibn al-Fari9's Poems 
of the Way, is an updating of Sufism written in the venerable tradition of 
Islamic gnostics like Ibn al-'Arabi and Riimi. But in the context ofNasr's 
philosophical opera magna this collection of mystical odes has an additional 
meaning: the Persian gnostic has rendered his learned Knowledge and the 
Sacred in ecstatic verse. Philosophy is put into practice, logos dissolves into 
experience, theoretical knowledge ('aql) becomes realized knowledge 
(' ishq t 8 before our startled eyes. Nasr has chosen to share his divine gift and 
to sing in "the language of the birds"49 for the first time in his life. His book 
of poetry could only have been authored by a mystic attuned to otherworldly 
sapiental experience. Poems of the Way culminates the scholar's philo
sophical arguments in a moving admission of direct experience: Nasr has 
evolved from lecturing about Knowledge and the Sacred to celebrating his 
having attained knowledge of the sacred. Truly his sapiental and mystical 
knowledge is light. 50 The sage's poetry is the living proof of his 
philosophical theories, which the reader suddenly discovers sprang from the 
fountainhead of unmediated, "tasted" experience. Poems of the Way 
constitutes a veritable medinah ofvictory51 for sophia perennis, and I cannot 
resist remembering at this point that the name "Na~r" means precisely 
"victory. "52 

No wonder our scholar confessed that the ideas for his book Knowledge 
and the Sacred "came as a gift from heaven," and that he felt "as though he 
was writing from a text he had previously memorized."53 No wonder he 
spoke of Grace "as one in which it is operative"; no wonder he exhibired an 
interior dimension of the Truth which "no mere scholarship could 
produce."54 The moving words Nasr applies to his admired sage Frithjof 
Schuon fit perfectly his own scholarship: it is not difficult to suspect that the 
Iranian scholar always spoke "from the point of view of realized knowledge 
not theory," and that is precisely why his writings "bear an existential impact 
that can only come from realization. "55 His praise for Rene Guenon could 
also be applied to his own philosophical, mystical, and literary achievement: 
"His lucid mind and style and great metaphysical acumen seemed to have 
been chosen by traditional sophia itself to formulate and express once again 
that truth from whose loss the modem world was suffering so grieviously."56 

It is not difficult to conclude that both Knowledge and the Sacred and Poems 
of the Way are inspired books. 

I have been quoting the epistemological theories advanced by Nasr in 
Knowledge and the Sacred so extensively in this essay because I propose 
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now to demostrate that the scholar's conception of the sacred indeed comes 
to life in his Poems of the Way, a veritable example of"sacred art."57 Thanks 
to Nasr's intoxicating poetry, we will be able to attest that for the mystical 
author the cosmos is a "cathedral of celestial beauty" where he contemplates 
the "Divine Presence in its metacosmic splendor."58 The poet-mystic, who 
as a "Pontifical man lives in time but as a witness to eternity,"59 finally 
becomes here "what he always is, a star immortalized in the empyrean of 
eternity."60 Nasr challenges the impoverished view of nature that has been 
our sad Western legacy for so long and sees the sacred as ubiquitous, for it 
is the substance of his own being in the mystical station of union. 

As so many Sufis with which he forms tradition, Nasr has probably 
realized that revealed Truth is better expressed in poetry than in prose. 
Poetry is mysterious, is inspired, is rhythm-"days and nights of the life of 
Brahma"-and is, above all, polivalent.61 Thanks to its very prodigious 
ambiguity poetry is perhaps the only human endeavor that mimics and even 
renders true the sacred coincidentia oppositorum (to use again Nicholas of 
Cusa's revealing phrase) of the mystical experience. And Nasr's poetry 
flows, convinces, caresses, dances with the mystified reader the eternal 
dance of Shiv a. And yet the flowing oceans of light of his inspired poetical 
images are congealed like a diamond jirm62 forever, ready to actualize the 
poet's spiritual ecstasy every time the reader convokes them and gives them 
new life. 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr the poet is indeed the symbolic Adam who saw the 
Face of the beautiful I reflected upon the mirrors of Paradise.63 Let us share 
with him the myriad of paradisiacal reflections in the quicksilver of his 
scintillating verses, in whose delicate verbal geometry of light and shadow 
the exquisite opalescence of Persian poetry shows through so clearly. 

I allude to the verbal opalescence of Nasr's poetry on purpose. The 
Persian poet is part of a venerable literary tradition endowed with a rich 
symbolism of its own. Sufi poets have celebrated once and again their 
cherished troubar clus. Lahiji, who commented upon Shabistari's Gulshan-i 
Raz, acknowledges that only the true initiates are able to comprehend their 
hermetic langage a clef: 

Certains inities ont exprime differents degres de Ia contemplation mystique par 
des symboles de vetements, boucles de cheveux, joues, grains de beaute, vin, 
flambeaux, etc .... que aux yeux du vulgaire ne forment qu 'une brillante 
apparence .... lis ont signifie par Ia boucle Ia multiplicite des choses qui 
cachent le visage de I' Aime ... ; le vin represente I' amour, le de sir ardente et 
l'ivresse spirituelle; le flambeau !'irradiation de lumiere divine dans le coeur 
de celui qui suit Ia voie .... 64 

Nasr is perfectly conscious that as a literary homo faber he is giving new 
life to this centuries-old Islamic literary discourse so rich in symbolic 



KNOWLEDGE OF THE SACRED 403 

meaning. 65 In doing so, his language gains an immediate inner sense and a 
polivalency that belies the unidimensional character typical ofliterary works 
devoid of a complex literary tradition.66 The author has explored in depth the 
sacred nature of the symbol not only in Knowledge and the Sacred 67 but in 
his Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines: 

The nature of the symbol differs profoundly from that of an allegory. A symbol 
is the "reflection" in a lower order of existence of a reality belonging to a 
higher ontological status, a "reflection" which in essence is unified to that 
which is symbolizecf, while allegory is a more or less "artificial figuration" 
having no universal existence of its own.68 

Anyone familiar with Sufi poetry will be able to decode Nasr's "secret" 
mystical symbolism: the wine which the Saki pours is the nectar of divine 
ecstasy; the Prophet's mi 'raj or nocturnal ascent into heaven is now the 
mystic's own ascent into the Real; the personal "Occidental exile" ofNasr, 
living in the West far away from the exalted peaks and vast deserts of his 
Persian homeland turns into the symbolic "Occidental exile" of the Sufi 
living in nostalgia for the Paradise within 69 in this transient realm of 
becoming; the crescent moon of Rama~n is the dagger of the mystic who 
carries out the inner war against the ego; the "luminous night" is the state of 
spiritual darkness due to an excess of light (the gnostic attains illumination 
when he "darkens" discursive reason); the mystic truly enters the Ka'bah in 
Mecca only when he enters the spiritual Ka 'bah of the heart.70 

The symbol of the heart or qalb has a particular relevance in Sufism, and 
in Nasr's poetry as well. It could be said that Poems of the Way as a whole 
constitutes a sacred pilgrimage to the Ka'bah of the heart. The exquisite 
edition of the book itself points to the different stages of this spiritual_path 
by reproducing a symbolic door (or mi~rab) for each and every poetic unity 
or maqam ("spiritual station") of the mystic's itinerary. The inner heart is the 
ultimate goal of the Way the poet painstakingly travels. It is the true locus 
of Divine life, and Nasr employs a ~adith of the Prophet of Islam to repeat 
the traditional Sufi instruction: "The heart of the Believer is the Throne of 
the Compassionate."71 Nasr, ever the Persian poet, celebrates his locus of 
Divine manifestation with luminous metaphors which evoke the incan
descent hearts or quliib of such masters as 'Attar, Kubra, Suhrawardi, 
Hujwiri, Ibn 'Arabi, al-Niiri. But many other symbols serve him as well for 
the inner sanctuary of his heart: it is by turn a crescent moon, a chalice made 
to receive72

; the castle of the inner man 7
; the holy courtyard of 

i~wardness.74 Our contemplative, as many Islamic gnostics before him, 
Circles feverishly around his heart like a moth around the candle of the night 
I Around this pole supreme of Truth and Presence.75 Unlike the passing 
forms of earthly life, unstable abode of becoming and change, 76 this sacred 
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interior temple which holds the Throne of the Compassionate is invul
nerable: immutable like- a diamondjirm. 77 The pristine purity and hardness 
of the diamond is a leitmotif with which the Poems of the Way try to evoke 
the perfect safety of the interior heart as the sublime abode of God. The 
verses themselves turn majestic, diamantine, fulgorous, when they depict the 
crystalline perfection, coldness of life eterna/ 78 of our inexpugnable 
innermost soul. 

But the diamond is also multifaceted. It refracts light in a myriad of 
different hues. And as such it is, again, a perfect symbol for the resplendent, 
ever-changing organ of gnosis which is the interior qalb. Sufis such as Al
J:Ialdm al-Tirmidi and especially the Christian mystic St. Teresa of Avila, so 
indebted to Islamic mystical symbolism, knew well this heart of fino 
diamante ("fine diamond"). 79 Contrary to its European counterparts, 80 the 
Islamic symbol of the interior heart is immensely rich. 81 The Arabic term for 
"heart" (qalb) comes from the triliteral root q-1-b, which includes the 
meanings of "heart," "perpetual change," and "inversion." Michael Sells 
explores the meaning of this symbolic heart which is receptive of every form 
in the mystical poetry oflbn 'Arabi, especially in the famous verses from his 
Tarjuman al-Ashwaq (Interpreter of Desires): "My heart has been receptive 
of every form .... "82 For the Andalusian mystic, the Truth "manifests itself 
through every form or image, and is confined to none. The forms of its 
manifestations are constantly changing."83 Needless to say, Sells's descrip
tion of Ibn 'Arabi's symbol could also be applied to knowledgeable Sufis 
such as al-Kubra, al-Nun, Kashani, Baqli, among many others,84 who took 
at heart the ~adith where Mul;mmmad prays to God with the words "ya 
muqallib al-quliib" [0 you who make the hearts fluctuate!]: 

the heart's function is ... dynamically integrative. The heart that is receptive 
of every form is in a state of perpetual transformation (taqallub, a play on the 
two meanings of the root q-1-b, heart and change). The heart molds itself to, 
receives, and becomes each form of the perpetually changing forms in which 
the Truth reveals itself to itself. 85 

To achieve a heart that is receptive of every form requires a continual 
process of effacement of the ego or individual self. The gnostic who 
succeeds in doing so reaches the loftiest of all mystical stations: the "station 
of no station" (maqam Ia maqam). His heart, capable of reflecting all of 
God's infinite Attributes without being confined to a particular one could be 
described not so much as an object or an entity, but as an "event, the process 
of perspective shift, of fana', the polishing' of the divine mirror."86 Nasr 
himself confesses to be this sacred mirror: I am the mirror in which the Self 
reflects, I Reflects her infinite Beauty, inexhaustible. 87 

Our mystic has polished the diamantine mirror of his ever changing 
qalb, and he now discovers with inexpressible joy that his inner heart, like 
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a symbolic Ka'bah, becomes an ocean of light in spiritual contemplation88 

-a changing, ever fluctuating profusion of cascades oflight.89 Sure enough, 
the myriad of otherworldly reflections he reenacts in his poetry are indeed 
mul tifacetous. 

But how is it possible for Nasr to celebrate a heart that is simultaneously 
solidly diamantine-and thus, safe from change-and yet fluctuates like 
unceasing luminous waves? In the coincidentia oppositorum of his ecstatic 
poetry, Nasr is illustrating with supreme mastership the exalted knowledge 
of the sacred that his symbolic qalb has reached as an organ of mystical 
perception. He takes refuge from the transient shadows of creation in the 
inexpugnable castle ofhis inner soul, where he finds supreme peace. Yet, he 
also experiences, with the passive vessel of his soul, the constantly changing 
epiphanies of the Truth as it manifests Itself to Itself. Let us see how the poet 
succeeds in convoking the reader to share-and to reenact-with him this 
sublime intuition of a mystical experience in which he simultaneously 
"tastes" the immovable Center that is the center of all wheres 90 and, 
precisely because he has arrived at this lofty spiritual station, also savors his 
perpetual transformaton in God as well. The stunned reader at this point 
feels tempted to pray with Ibn 'Arabi: "My Lord, increase me in bewil
derment in you." 91 A supreme prayer indeed, and it seems that it has been 
answered in the case of Seyyed Hossein Nasr. 

Let us explore further Nasr's poetic ars coincidentiarum. On a first 
level, he lets us know that he feels exiled in this domain of transcience,92 the 
sad voice of his nostalgia cryingfor the Paradise within.93 The poet truly 
loathes this worldly abode of becoming and change which devours and kills 
and mutilates.94 His longing soul cannot cling to the fleeting images passing 
by 95 which are but evanescent shadows. Even the delightful changing 
wonders96 of the azure bright skies 97 of his native Persia or of the emerald 
land of the gods 98 of Bali pierce his heart with the pang of separation. The 
mystic is truly drowning in this sea of change,99 as he clamors in a dramatic, 
moving verse. But we will attend to the wonder of seeing how these fleeting 
forms of the earthly abode are redeemed into divine epiphanies in the poet's 
protean heart. The author subjects these myriad forms to a painstaking 
alchemical transformation and succeeds in rendering the dreadful sea of 
change 100 into a glorious ocean of light, 101 reflecting the Oneness of the 
Source of al/. 102 Nasr had expounded this supreme lesson in Knowledge and 
the Sacred: true sapientia stands for unitive knowledge, and the mystic 
discovers that change is only apparent. 

From the very Exordium to the collection of poems, Nasr makes it clear 
that the world would suffocate of its own ugliness103 were it not for the fact 
that the very substance of existence manifests the Breath of the Compas
~ionate. God loves His own theophany, and the changing world of forms is 
mdeed part of it, which explains why Nasr begins to sing with an exulting 
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All}amdu li 'Llah ("May God be praised!" or "Glory to God!"). Verily, only 
a mystic endowed with a qalb receptive of every form and with a supreme 
spiritualized alchemical power can redeem the ugliness of this sea of 
ignorance104 in such a compassionate, complete way. 

Almost every poem reenacts this sanctifying act of true gnosis. In "the 
Eternal Covenant" Nasr remembers with awe the primordial "yea" of 
aquiescence man gave to God in the Eternal Covenan.t they pacted at the 
dawn of time. The poet still feels that "yea" reverberating in his heart, 
turning the meaningless noise devoid of sense or rhyme105 of the world into 
a prelude to our return to the One. The poet has started to upgrade our 
earthly journey into a heavenly song. 106 Thanks to his perpetual state of 
remembrance he feels he is with God from eternity to eternity 107: his protean 
qalb not only has succeeded in abolishing the fleeting shadows of this 
earthly abode of change but also of abolishing time itself The mystical Way 
to which the Poems of the Way invites the reader thus begins to dissolve as 
if by miracle. The mystic discovers that he has always been in the bossom 
of God, "sharing" His infinite, timeless Essence, and there cannot possibly 
be a "way" to separate him from the Truth, to separate the Truth from the 
Truth. 

The poet also celebrates the Saki who pours a wine for which he so 
strongly thirsts. The reader must decode the Sufi symbol: Nasr is yearning 
for the intoxicating wine of the Unitive mystical experience, which 
transcends the limits of a rational mind immersed in the limited, tragic 
coordinates of space and time. Ibn al-Fari<;i was one of the foremost Sufis to 
sing about this wine which had inebriated him "before vine was planted on 
this earth," as he reverently boasts in his Al-Khamriyya (In praise of Wine). 
Nasr repeats ad pedem letterae this same verse in "The Wine of Remem
brance."108 Our poet offers his heart as a vessel and his whole being as a 
chalice for this ruby wine tasted by the pure in paradise. 109 Only when he is 
intoxicated by the sacred elixir can he realize that he had tasted it in the pre
eternal dawn of the Eternal Covenant his soul had made with God. This 
merciful wine abolishes time, for it is tasted by the gnostic before the vine 
was even created. But let us remember here that it was precisely the sacred 
container-the poet's ever changing, protean qalb--the one that transformed 
the mundane drink of the festive Saki into this otherworldly paradisiacal 
nectar that renders him free from the bondage of time. 

In "Occidental Exile" the poet yearns in nostalgia for his lost 
homeland's exalted peaks, vast deserts and azure skies. As I have already 
observed, Nasr suffers from a literal Occidental exile, for he lives in America 
after having been banished from Iran. His longing to return to his native 
Orient is of course to be expected. But he is again rewriting an important 
Sufi mystical symbol which the reader needs to decode: the poet-mystic is 
really yearning to return to his native spiritual Orient, not to the geographic 
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Orient of his birthplace. Nasr is masterfully reenacting the traditional 
leitmotif of many Sufis who preceeded him. The Persian Suhrawardl 
describes his pelerinage mystique towards the "Orient" of his own soul in 
his Recit de I 'ex if occidental, which in tum Henry Corbin explores in his 
much quoted essays on Sufism, Creative Imagination in the Sufism of Ibn 
'Arabi and The Man of Light in Iranian Sufism. To arrive in this Sinai' 
mystique implies a symbolic return to the Orient from which the mystic came 
originally, and where he rejoins his Perfect Nature in ecstasy. The mystical 
pilgrim, upon reaching this celestial pole, has finally become "oriented" in 
this geographie visionnaire. Nasr's version is close to Suhrawardi's: Our 
return from exile is return to that Center I to our rea/land of birth. 110 Our 
poet directly associates the Orient with illumination- that Orient which is 
light pure.''' He is a true Sufi, for Muslim mystics have claimed for 
centuries that when they finally reached the "Orient" of their souls their 
symbolic "Occidental exile" came to an end. And only then were they 
worthy of the name ishraq.ijylln-that is to say, "Orientals," and, at the same 
time, "illuminated." In Arabic Ishriiq means simultaneously the "East" and 
"to be enlightened." Nasr thus joins the traditional illuminati from his native 
homeland, and in joining them, his "Occidental exile" finally comes to an 
end. 

Engulfed in mystical light, he discovers that his banishment was more 
spiritual than geographical in nature. Most of all, he realizes that his qalb, 
receptive of every form, has finally banished space and the state of 
separation we associate with it: we carry the Orient in our hearts. This is 
precisely the Orient to which he has arrived: to that Orient we carry in our 
hearts I at that center which is the seat of the All-Mercifu/.112 And again the 
reader discovers that the "way" was never really trodden upon because it was 
a journey from oneself to oneself. Nasr broke the shell and entered the sacred 
Orient of his inner core, where the Center is. He is singing his Poems of the 
Way from this blessed Center: it is indeed a centrifugal collection of mystical 
odes. Again, the poet's qalb, endowed with a vertiginous alchemical power, 
has succeeded in transforming the geographical Orient of Persia into the 
spiritual Orient of the inner soul. And yet I must add that Nasr recovers his 
yearned-for geographical homeland in a special way: the cascade of interior 
images that evoke it so beautifully is now congealed forever in his heart and 
in his poetry, and the reader can visit the poet's long-lost Persia once and 
again every time he reads the Poems of the Way. 

Now we gain access to the primordial temple of the Ka'bah itself. Nasr 
conjures it with a verbal play of light and shadow that subtly begins to 
render the holy shrine ethereal and otherworldly. The sacred calligraphy that 
adorns the temple is woven of golden light upon the darkness of celestial 
night, when the Ka'bah becomes an ocean oflight. 113 The visiting pilgrims 
are transformed into moths that circle around the nocturnal symbolic candle 
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of this poetic Ka'bah. And the venerated house of God is futher transmuted 
by the poet's spiritual eye (his 'ayn al-qalb), which sees everything in 
divinis: it is his own illuminated heart, where the One resides. The poem 
closes with a majestic, yet supremely intimate final verse-I can almost hear 
the gnostic reverently whispering to himself and to the reader, with joyous 
certainty, How blessed to enter the Ka 'bah of the heart. 114 

Nasr now convokes us to contemplate the breathtaking mountains of 
Machu Picchu. The poet is taken aback by the beauty of its mountain peaks 
that cling to heaven, verdant with the exuberance of life, 115 and with its 
snow-peaks, which shine as jewels in the afternoon light. But all of a sudden 
this majestic scenery begins to dissolve before our eyes: Their vertical walls 
disappearing ethereally I In that mist which opens into infinite space. 116 And 
the poet asks himself if he is not before a Taoist painting come to life. We 
all know that the geographical Machu Picchu is frequently enveloped in a 
thin film of moisture. But the poem's verdant peaks are dissolving in the 
infinite space of the poet's interior heart, which is transforming them into 
jewels which know no death or decay : the exalted empyrean I which is our 
abode of origin and home. 117 The mystic claims, nostalgic yet triumphant, 
that we belong to peaks that shine above I in that eternal Sun which never 
sets. 118 The mystery of the wedding of heaven and earth 119 has occurred, and 
a redeemed Machu Picchu has turned celestial deep in the recesses of the 
mystic's ever-changing qalb. 

The emerald isle of Bali is equally dissolved by the mystical gaze of 
Nasr's inner 'ayn al-qalb. Its thousand masks of gods and demons dancing 
to the rhythm of gamelan and drums remind the poet of the imaginal world 
pouring forth in countless forms, but the reader realizes that Bali's verdant 
fields reflect in their green mirror the infinite sky. 120 Nasr's "green sky" 
might need an explanation for the Western reader, for he is consistent with 
this peculiar chromatism. He will allude again to the horizons that wore an 
emerald dress 121 in his poem "Laylat al-Qadr" (The Night of Power). And 
we have just seen how the verdant Machu Picchu turned celestial inside the 
poet's spiritual heart. Green is the symbolic color of spirituality in Islam and 
ultraterrenal bliss is anticipated by the faithful as a green Paradise full of 
lush vegetation, where the blessed will be robed in green garments of silk 
and brocade (Quran XVIII: 30-31). The triliteral Arabic root~ associates 
the notion of green (al-khacfir or al-khucjra) with the color of Paradise (al
khucjayra') and with the color of the sky (al-khacjra'). 122 So it does not come 
as a surprise to realize that we have been thrust into the green mirror of the 
mystic's heavenly qalb, where the myriad forms with which the divine veils 
and unveils /tself 123 are transmuted into the myriad epiphanies of the single 
Face. 124 

The poet gazes constantly into the night with his redeeming inner vision, 



KNOWLEDGE OFTHE SACRED 409 

rendering it luminous. In "Luminous Night" he rewrites the old Sufi lesson 
that night is the day of the gnostic whose heart I Remains luminous by the 
presence of the Sun. 125 Indeed a thousand suns render bright the holy 
darkness of the purified soul. Again and again the heavenly bodies are but 
symbols of the mystic's inner life. For a Muslim gnostic the newly born 
moon of Rama~Ian is transmuted into a sacred visual image of the glittering 
warrior's sword needed to carry out the inner war to empty ourselves from 
ourselves. 126 And the moon-dagger in tum is subtly transformed into the 
qalb, which is seen now as a blessed chalice of all substance freed. 127 That 
is why it can be a true container and a true mirror for the One. Paradise is 
indeed within, and that is why the contemplation of the heavens always 
brings the mystic poet back into his own interior heaven. 

The Lay/at al-Mi 'raj or the Nocturnal Ascent of the Prophet to the 
Divine Throne from Jerusalem is again seen in intimate spiritual terms. 
Mu~mmad's mystical station was so high that even the archangel could not 
approach it lest his wings be burned. 128 But Mu~mmad prostrated before the 
Throne is in perfect submission, an empty cup ready to receive I the nectar 
of the secrets of the here and beyond. 129 The nostalgic mystic yearns 
reverently to imitate Mu~ammad's supreme spiritual feat, but we soon 
realize that the only way to ascend into the Throne is to penetrate into the 
empty cup of one's purified heart, that Center wherein He resides. 130 And 
the reader is struck with awe: the poet is again singing from his joyous 
Station of Intimacy, 131 deep inside the throne of his inner soul. And his 
wings, unlike Gabriel's, have not been burnt. 

In "Wonders of Creation" Nasr reflects upon the beauty of created forms 
which overwhelm him with admiration and love: 

The starry heavens, mountain and peaks sublime 
Forests teaming with life, arid deserts pure, 

Nebulae far away in immense spaces hidden, 
Reefs underneath the sea with fishes of every hue, 
A broken rainbow hidden from the eye, 
Which casts its glance upon the surface of the sea 
Unaware of the myriad shades in blend, 
A paradise of harmony of colors and forms ... 132 

The cascade of images indeed has an unearthly beauty that seems to 
belong to a world strange to terrestrial man. 133 The poet observes that this 
myriad of lovely forms is a blessed gift from the Inexhaustible Treasury 
J?ivine, 134 and he bears witness to the glory of God manifested in the 
Impressive heights and depths of creation. But there is more to his reverent 
admission: the unceasing flow of inciting images is within. The starry 
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heavens and the reefs with fishes of every hue, as well as the spring flower 
which withers not away nor dies, 135 are but symbols of the Infinite 
epiphanies in the reflecting mirror of the polished soul. The mystic's qalb in 
perpetual change receives the unceasing, symbolic manifestations of God, 
rendering sublime and supernatural the already otherworldly beauty of the 
created forms. But there is still more: it is precisely in the sanctuary of this 
blessed heart where the mystic can reflect-and can share in the state ofBi
Unity-the Oneness of the Source of all. 136 In this sacred abode Heaven and 
earth are united in marriage. Again Nasr is admitting to having been 
endowed with unified knowledge of the sacred. 

Not only nature but art itself-sacred art, I should say-is seen sub 
specie aeternitatis. Nasr reminisces now about the breathtaking beauty of the 
Mezquita de C6rboba, an architectonic marvel of Muslim Spain. Suddenly, 
right in the middle of the poem, the gnostic fixes his protean spiritual gaze 
in the very center of the old Islamic mosque: its golden mi~rab. The mi~rab 
orients the faithful in the direction of the house of the One God, Mecca. Yet 
the mystic goes beyond this sacred religious symbol, remembering the lesson 
ofSurah 11:115: whithersoever we turn, we behold His Face. 137 The mihrab 
is within. · 

The Alcazar of Seville's wondrous ceilings inspired the exquisite poem 
"Golden Geometry in Alcazar." Again the poet sees with penetrating eyes 
the snow crystals in golden hue I Hovering above yet never falling. 138 And 
the congealed stalactites with their iridescent color whose airy beauty has 
been sung by many an Andalusian poet offer him a double spiritual lesson. 
Even though they remind him of this world of changing forms, the golden 
crystals that seem to fall from above but never really do, are like our souls, 
embedded eternally in the diadem 139 of the Almighty. We might seem to fall, 
yet as jewels in His crown we are forever safe from change. And the poet 
evokes Surah :XXVII:88's sublime lesson: all things do perish save the Face 
ofGod.l4o 

We are still in Spain. Now we enter with the poet in a majestic castle 
that hovers over a dale, and are entranced by the beauty of the fair queen 
who resides within. The poetic protagonist, a traveller who has come from 
afar, 141 has always longed for her embrace, which will cast into oblivion all 
his suffering in this world of time. It is the only erotic poem of the whole 
collection, and Nasr evokes profane love with exquisite tenderness. He has, 
of course, the foremost literary lesson of Ibn 'Arabi's love for Ni~am. Yet 
when our poet whispers gently into his royal lady's ears grant me a single 
moment in thy arms, 142 the reader discovers that both the queen and her 
majestic castle are within. Her fortified stronghold is the mystical castle of 
the inner soul sung by ~adiths and by Sufi mystics and even by St. Teresa 
of Avila. To enter this castle is to draw into the heart, and to embrace the 
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queen is to behold the Supreme Beloved and to experience the unfathomable 
mystery ofBi-Unity. 

Music is very important in Nasr's mystical path. Still in Spain, he hears 
the music of the Friend from afar, 143 this time in the rhythm of the castanets 
and the throbbing of the guitar. The haunting voice of the flamenco singer 
raises in nostalgia for the paradise within, 144 and as soon as we hear it with 
the poet, the music dissolves into the timeless primeval dance of creation. 
The author is returned for a blessed instant to the dawn of time of his pre
eternal pact with God: time is mercifully abolished in the Ka'bah of his 
heart, where the flamenco from the Sacra Monte of Granada is rendered 
primordial rhythm. He no longer hears it, for what he is hearing now is his 
own "Silent Music." And the words of this unimaginable rhapsody are 
chanted by the Eternal Singer 145 himself. 

The poet knows well Who is singing his own literary songs: If I cry 
Thou, it is Thee calling Thine own Name I For how can Thy Oneness accept 
this I as I. 146 It is not Nasr who is really singing in enthralled verses, but 
sophia singing through Nasr. In the last two parts of the collection, titled 
"Illumination" and "Stages of the Path to the One," the poet-philosopher 
reflects, with uncanny verbal intelligence, upon the sacred knowledge he has 
attained, a gnosis which harmonizes contraries in instructing him as to Who 
he really is. Like J:Iallaj and Bis!ami before him, our mystic has been 
delivered from his painful duality and thus claims for the etemalization of 
his blessed but brief beatific state: Let Thy Unity as the victorious come I to 
rend asunder the claimant I I to reveal the One who is I and Thou. 147 Verily 
the poet can exclaim ana-l 'lfaqq 148 with al-J:Iallaj, and sub~anl With 
Bistami, even though his articulation of the state of Divine Bi-Unity (the 
Unus-ambo) is more restrained and more intellectual than the intoxicated 
utterances of these passionate Sufis. But he has a profound understandiRg of 
what his gnostic antecessors really meant: It is The supreme Self who alone 
can utter I. I In whom alone am I my real I. 150 And the reader acknowledges 
that Nasr is a veritable al- 'iirif bi 'Lliih-a mystic who knows God through 
or by God. 

Protected in the crystalline perfection, coldness of life eternaJI 51 of the 
pure and inviolable Reality, where his soul has been crystallized as a star, 152 

the poet-mystic finally reaches his spiritual goal and enters into his timeless 
and imageless interior qa/b to find that Here is the Center that is the Center 
of all wheres, I Now is the moment at the heart of all times. 153 Time and space 
dissolve and the gnostic feels free at last. The symbolic path of Poems of the 
Way culminates here, and the reader realizes that Nasr, a true prince154 among 
the guides of that royal road to the One, has succeeded in turning his earthly 
journey to a heavenly song. 155 Thus the path suddenly dissappears. It was 
never there. We were always embedded in the diadem of the Almighty. 
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Yet the reader has witnessed a myriad of changing wonders along the 
mystical Way this collection of poems describe: arid deserts pure, green 
mountains dissolving in mist, fishes of every hue, hovering golden 
stalactites, silent music. The poet's soul has served as a polished, passive 
mirror for the One: I am the mirror in which the Self reflects, I Reflects her 
infinite Beauty, inexhaustible. 156 We have gazed upon this vertiginous mirror 
while reading Poems of the Way, and in staring, we have witnessed how the 
changing forms of samsara have been sanctified into nirvBl}a. Cosmos is 
theophany, not maya. The created world has been purified, sacralized, and 
unified. The poet rewrites the philosopher's lessons, and his bewildering 
verse renders these spiritual instructions more clear and more convincing. 

Every image and indeed every poem, whose letters are woven of 
congealed light, 157 is like a new refraction of light irradiating from our 
mystic's diamantine heart, receptive of every form, just as Ibn 'Arabi's 
interior qalb. The collection of mystical odes itself is an icon of this blessed 
ocean of pulsating light which is the heart witnessing the epiphanies of the 
One in the ultimate station of mystical union. In the act of reading we have 
truly shared Nasr's 'ayn al-qalb, his mystical "eye of the heart," and in doing 
so, we too have been symbolically transformed into the sacred vessels of 
reception of God's ever changing attributes. The anguishing world of 
changing forms has been miraculously redeemed, even if temporarily, into 
a myriad of symbolic Attributes of God. Nasr amply demonstrates that he 
possesses a sacramental sense of the created cosmos, an immediate and un
veiled sense of the sacred. We have shared his profound gnoseological 
intuitions and for a blessed moment we scintillate with the author in the 
luminosity of His proximity. 158 

Nasr's protean heart (qalb) has succeeded in literally inverting (taqallub) 
the shadows of this pitiful sea of change into the perpetually changing forms 
in which the Truth reveals Itself to Itself. "Forms lead to the formless," for 
when the gnostic sanctifies the forms he is able to "journey beyond them."159 

Again the poet articulates the philosopher's ideas in symbolic verse. In his 
poetry Nasr has rewritten the traditional symbol of the qalb with such 
amazing perfection that I confess I really do not know if he was conscious 
of his artistic coup de grace or if sophia again spoke through him. 

In Knowledge and the Sacred Nasr taught that it is not possible to attain 
this mercifully unifying knowledge without being consumed by it. The 
whole collection of odes attests to the fact that Nasr has indeed attained the 
~ikmah al-dhawqiyyah-the "tasted" or "realized" knowledge about which 
he so amply theorized in his "inspired" philosophical opus magnus. Again 
his verses allow the reader a glimpse (better yet, a "taste") of this other
worldly sapientia which the poet discovered deep within the diamantine 
castle of his heart. 
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Poetry, as usual closer to the psyche than prose, was able to give life to 
the philosopher's epistemology in a most dramatic, unexpected way. I salute 
the rhapsodic intellect of Seyyed Hossein Nasr with the very same words 
with which he reverently celebrated Ibn 'Arab!, the Interpreter of Desires 
and reviver of the Religion of the Heart 160

: Thy poems interpreted the 
'Desires' which are those for God, I Dressed in the love of earthly forms. 161 

Nasr the philosopher, historian, scientist, theologian, literary critic, and 
now the mystical poet, has succeeded in reminding contemporary mankind 
Of the song of that celestial music of which he is, like Ibn 'Arab! eight 
centuries before him, the supreme troubadour in these Western lands. 162 

UNIVERSITY OF PUERTO RICO 
FEBRUARY 2000 

NOTES 

LUCE LOPEZ-BARALT 

1. I am quoting "The Biography of Seyyed Hossein Nasr" by Zailan Morris 
in Knowledge is Light, Zailan Moris, ed. (Chicago: ABC Intematinal Group, Inc., 
1999), p. 27. 

2. S. H. Nasr, Knowledge and the Sacred (New York: The Crossroads 
Publishing Co., 1981). 

3. Beitriige zu einer Kritik der Sprache, 3 vols. (Leipzig, 1923-1924). 
4. Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (London, 1922). Bertrand Russell wrote 

the introduction for this edition of his former pupil's work. 
5. The Mathematical Foundations of Quantum Mechanics, trans. by J3:obert 

T. Beyer (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1955). 
6. See his "Mathematical Formulation of the Quantum Theory of 

Electromagnetic Interaction," in J. Schwinger, ed., Selected Papers of Quantum 
Electrodynamics (New York: Dover, 1958), p. 272ff. 

7. Werner Heisenberg, Physics and Beyond (New York: Harper & Row, 
1971), p. 206. 

8. He mentions the well-known works of F. Capra (The Tao of Physics, 
1977); R. G. Siu (The Tao of Science: An Essay on Western Knowledge and 
Eastern Wisdom, 1958); and W. I. Thompson (Passage About Earth, 1974). We 
could add to the ever-growing list The Dancing Wu Li Masters: An Overview of the 
New Physics, by Gary Zukav ( 1979). 

9. (Yale University Press, 1992). 
10. Of particular relevance are her Birth of the Living God: A Psychoanalytic 

Study (The University of Chicago Press, 1979); Why Did Freud Reject God? (Yale 
University Press, 1999); and especially her "Reflexiones psicoanaliticas acerca de 



414 LUCE LOPEZ-BARALT 

Ia experiencia mistica" ("Psychoanalitical Reflections on the Mystical Experience"), 
included in El sol a medianoche. La experiencia mistica: tradici6n y actualidad, 
Luce Lopez-Baralt and Lorenzo Piera, eds. (Madrid: Trotta, 1996), pp. 61-76. 

11. Knowledge and the Sacred, p. 12. 
12. The Everything and the Nothing (South Carolina: Sheiran Press, 1989), 

p. 36. 
13. "San Juan de Ia Cruz. De la 'noche oscura' ala mas clara mistica," in Los 

intelectuales en el drama de Espana: Ensayos y notas (1936-1939). (Madrid: 
Hispamerica, 1977), p. 189. 

14. Tarjumiin al-Ashwaq: A Collection of Mystical Odes, R. A. Nicholson, ed., 
(London: Royal Asiatic Society, 1911), p. 75. 

15. "Remarks on Bertrand Russell's Theory of Knowledge," in The 
Philosophy of Bertrand Russell, Paul Arthur Schilpp, ed., The Library of Living 
Philosophers, vol. 5 (La Salle, Ill.: Open Court, 1989), p. 285. 

16. Knowledge and the Sacred, p. 325. 
17. The Spanish poet dedicates complete poems (curiously enough, much in 

the Sufi tradition) to this "taste" or gusto with which he had empirically experienced 
the union with the Divine. See specially his "Glosa a lo divino" (San Juan de Ia 
Cruz. Obra completa), L. L6pez-Baralt and E. Pacho, eds., (Madrid: Alianza 
Editorial, 1991 ), vol. I, p. 97. 

18. I translate into English the refrain from the poem "Cantar del alma que se 
huelga de conocer a Dios por fe." 

19. Knowledge and the Sacred, op. cit., p. 150. 
20. Ibid., p. 154. 
21. Ibid., p. 131. 
22. Ibid., pp. 42--43. 
23. "Tribute: Seyyed Hossein Nasr as Transcultural Educator of Islam," in 

Knowledge is Light, p. 35. 
24. Knowledge and the Sacred, op. cit., p. 43. 
25. I refer the reader to Joaquin Garcia Palacios's illuminating study, Los 

procesos de conocimiento en San Juan de Ia Cruz. (Salomanca: Universidad de 
Salamanca, 1992). 

26. Knowledge and the Sacred, op. cit., p. 44. 
27. Structural Poetics, (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1975). 
28. The philosopher himself makes this clear: "In the Orient knowledge has 

always been related to the sacred and to spiritual perfection ... intelligence has 
been seen ultimately as a sacrament, and knowledge has been irrevocably related 
to the sacred and its actualization in the being of the knower" (Knowledge and the 
Sacred, pp. vii-viii). 

29. Ibid., p. 197. 
30. Ibid., p. 61. Nasr observes that he owes the term to Th. Roszak (Where the 

Wasteland Ends, Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor Books, 1972). 



KNOWLEDGE OF THE SACRED 415 

31. Knowledge and the Sacred, p. 8. 
32. I will refer again and in more detail to this symbolic "Occidental exile" of 

Sufi mystics. 
33. Ibid., p. 29. 
34. Nasr is quoting H. A. Giles, Chuang-Tzu-Taoist Philosopher and 

Chinese Mystic, London, 1961, p. 127; Knowledge and the Sacred, p. 50. 
35. Knowledge and the Sacred, p. 191. 
36. Ibid., p. 191. The word in Arabic for this reflection of the Divine in the 

mirror of cosmos is tajalli(ibid., p. 201). 
37. Ibid., p. 137. 
38. Ibid., p. 227. 
39. Ibid., p. 222. 
40. Ibid., p. 221. 
41. Ibid., p. 226. 
42. Ibid., p. 228. 
43. Ibid., p. 27. 
44. Ibid., p. 183. 
45. Ibid., p. 183. 
46. See his selected bibliography in Knowledge is Light, pp. 368-80, as well 

as the more updated version in this present volume. 
47. Poems of the Way (Oakton, Va.: The Foundation of Traditional Studies, 

1999, p. 63). I had the privilege of writing the introduction of the book, "Under the 
Shadow of an Olive Tree that is Neither of the East nor of the West: The Mystical 
Poetry ofSeyyed Hossein Nasr," pp. 1-10. 

48. Nasr discusses the meaning of these Sufi terms in Knowledge and the 
Sacred, pp. 314-15. 

49. "The language of the birds" is the symbolic language given to Solomon, 
according to the Quranic revelation, and Nasr uses it metaphorically to celebrate the 
gnostic wisdom of Frithjof Schuon (Ibid., p. 1 07). 

50. The title for the Essays in Honor ofSeyyed Hossein Nasr, edited by Zailan 
Morris, which I have already quoted, is very well chosen indeed. 

51. Poems of the Way, p. 29. 
52. I quote Zailan Moris: "The name 'Nasr' which means 'victory' comes from 

the title na~r al-atipba', ('Victory of Physicians'), which was conferred on 
Professor Nasr's grandfather by the King of Persia" (Knowledge is Light, p. 9). 

53. Knowledge is Light, p. 27. 
54. I am applying to Professor Nasr's philosophical work the same words that 

B. Kelly applies to F. Schuon's books. See his "Notes on the Light of the Eastern 
Religions with Special Reference to the Works of Ananda Coomaraswamy, Rene 
Guenon, and Frithjof Schuon," Dominican Studies 7 (1954): 265 and Nasr, 
Knowledge and the Sacred, p. 108. 

55. Knowledge and the Sacred, p. 108. 



416 LUCE LOPEZ-BARAL T 

56. Ibid., pp. 101-2. 
57. Ibid., p. 201. 
58. Ibid., p. 200. 
59. Ibid., p. 222. 
60. Ibid., p. 245. 
61. Octavio Paz, so attuned to Oriental art, explores the polivalent character 

of poetry with particular sensibility in his essay El arco y fa lira (Fondo de Cultura 
Econ6mica, Mexico, 1956). 

62. Poems of the Way, p. 27. 
63. Ibid., p. 19. 
64. Emile Dermenghem, "Essai sur la mystique musulmane," Prologue to his 

French translation oflbn al-Fari~'s Al-Khamariyya: L'Eloge du vin (Al-Khamriya) 
de Ibn al-Faridh (Paris: Les Editions Vega, 1931), p. 63. 

65. 'Atrar relates the dialogue Ibn 'A!a' (d. 922) had with some theologians: 
"How is it with you Sufis," certain theologians asked Ibn 'A~', "that you have 

invented terms which sound strange to those who hear them, abandoning ordinary 
language? ... " 

"We do it because it is precious to us ... and we desired that none but we Sufis 
should know of it. We did not wish to employ ordinary language, so we invented 
a special vocabulary" (Farid al-Oin 'Agar, Muslim Saints and Mystics: Episodes 
from the Tadhkirat al-Auliyii' ["Memorial of the Saints"], Arthur A. Arberry, 
transl., (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1966), pp. 237-38). 

66. Let us her what Nasr himself has to say about this: 
"Since formulated knowledge is inseparable from language, the desacralization 

of knowledge could not but affect the use of language. If European languages have 
become less and less symbolic and ever more unidimensional, losing much of the 
inward sense of classical languages, it is because they have been associated with 
thought patterns of a unidimensional character" (Knowledge and the Sacred, op. 
cit., p. 46). 

67. See pp. 153 ff. 
68. An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 1964), p. 262. 
69. Poems of the Way, p. 59. 
70. Ibid., p. 28. 
71. Ibid., p. 43. 
72. Ibid., p. 39. 
73. Ibid., p. 75. 
74. Ibid., p. 88. 
75. Ibid., p. 27. 
76. Ibid., p. 87. 
77. Ibid., p. 27. 
78. Ibid., p. 87. 



KNOWLEDGE OF THE SACRED 417 

79. I am quoting St. Teresa's Moradas del castillo interior (Stations of the 
Interior Castle). See L. L6pez-Baralt, "Spanish Mysticism's Debt to Sufism: the 
Mystical Imagery of St. Teresa of Avila," under publication in the proceedings of 
the International Congress on Mulla ~adra, Tehran, Iran. 

80. See Annice Callahan, ed., Spiritualities of the Heart: Approaches to 
Personal Wholeness in Christian Tradition (Mahwah, N.J.: Pauline Press, 1990). 

81. For specific studies on the subject of the qalb, see Maurice Gloton ("Les 
secrets du coeur selon l'Islam," Revue Fran9aise de Yoga V (1991): 65-89), and 
the recent volume of Connaissance des Religions 57-58-59 (1999) titled Lumiere 
sur Ia Voie du Coeur. 

82. I use Michael Sells's English version "Ibn 'Arabi's Garden Among the 
Flames: A Reevaluation" in History of Religions XXII (1984): 290-91. The article 
was reprinted in Sells's book Mystical Languages of Unsaying, (Chicago: 
University ofChicago Press, 1994), pp. 287-315. R. A. Nicholson translates the 
verse in question as "My heart has become capable of every form ... " (The 
Tarjuman al-Ashwaq: A Collection of Mystical Odes, (London: Royal Asiatic 
Society, 1911), p. 67, while Maurice Gloton opts for the French version "Mon 
coeur est devenu capable I D'accuellir toute forme ... " ( L 'interprete des desirs, 
[Paris: Albin Michel, 1996], p. 117). Here is Sells's rendition of the whole stanza: 

Marvel, a garden among the flames. 
My heart has become receptive of every form 
It is a meadow for gazelles, a monastery for [Christian] monks. 
An abode for idols, the Ka'ba of the pilgrim, 
The tables of the Torah, the Quran. 
My religion is love-wherever its camels tum 
Love is my belief, my faith ( op. cit., p. 287). 

83. Sells, op. cit., p. 287. 
84. For further discussion regarding the symbol of the qalb, see Sachiko 

Murata, The Tao of Islam: A Sourcebook on Gender Relationships in Islamic 
Thought (New York: State University of New York Press, 1992); William Chittick, 
The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn 'Arabi's Metaphysics of Imagination (Albany: 
State University ofNew York Press, 1989); and L. L6pez-Baralt's "Introductory 
Study to the Spanish Translation of Abii-1-J:-Iasan al-Niiri's Maqamat al-quliib" 
(Moradas de los corazones. Traducci6n del arabe, introducci6n y notas de L. 
L6pez-Baralt, [Madrid: Trotta, 1999]). 

85. Sells, op. cit., p. 293. 
86. Ibid., p. 299. 
87. Poems of the Way, p. 72. 
88. Ibid., p. 27. 
89. Ibid., p. 23. 
90. Ibid., p. 78. 



418 LUCE L6PEZ-BARAL T 

91. This is a reformulation of the dhikr "My Lord, increase me in knowledge." 
See Sells, op. cit., p. 303. 

92. Poems of the Way, p. 23. 
93. Ibid., p. 23. 
94. Ibid., p. 87. 
95. Ibid., p. 72. 
96. Ibid., p. 73. 
97. Ibid., p. 23. 
98. Ibid., p. 33. 
99. Ibid., p. 89. 

100. Ibid. 
101. Ibid., p. 27. 
102. Ibid., p. 47. 
103. Ibid., p. 13. 
104. Ibid. 
105. Ibid., p. 20. 
106. Ibid. 
107. Ibid. 
108. Ibid., p. 22. 
109. Ibid., p. 21. 
110. Ibid., p. 23. 
111. Ibid. 
112. Ibid. 
113. Ibid., p. 27. 
114. Ibid., p. 28. 
115. Ibid., p. 31. 
116. Ibid. 
117. Ibid. 
118. Ibid. 
119. Ibid. 
120. Ibid., p. 33. 
121. Ibid., p. 40. 
122. For more on this symbolic green color, see Abdelwhab Bouhdiba, "Les 

arabes et la couleur," in Hommage a Roger Bastide (Paris: PUF, 1979), pp. 347-54. 
Curiously enough, St. John of the Cross often saw the heavenly skies as "green," as 
if he were a Muslim (see L. L6pez-Baralt, Asedios a lo Indecible. San Juan de Ia 
Cruz canta a! extasis transformante [Madrid: Trotta, 1999]), pp. 3 7 ff. 

123. Poems ofthe Way, p. 48. 
124. Ibid. 
125. Ibid., p. 37. 
126. Ibid., p. 38. 
127. Ibid. 



KNOWLEDGE OFTHE SACRED 419 

128. Ibid., p. 42. 
129. Ibid. 
130. Ibid., p. 43. 
131. Ibid., p. 42. 
132. Ibid., p. 47. 
133. Ibid. 
134. Ibid. 
135. I am quoting here the poem "Spring flowers," written in much the same 

spirit as "Wonders of Creation" (Ibid., p. 51). 
136. Ibid. 
137. Ibid., p. 55. 
138. Ibid., p. 57. 
139. Ibid. 
140. Ibid. 
141. Ibid., p. 76. 
142. Ibid. 
143. Ibid., p. 59. 
144. Ibid. 
145. I am quoting now the poem, "Silent Music," ibid., p. 77. 
146. Ibid., p. 71. 
147. Ibid. 
148. Literally, "I am the Truth" or "I am God." Much has been said about these 

mystical utterances of the Persian mystic, who felt he shared God's essence while 
in extasis. He died a martyr in 922 C.E. 

149. Instead of sub~an Allah ("Glory to God!") Bisrami (d. 874 C.E.) exclaims 
subhani("Glory to me!). Again, he felt inseparable from God while in his mystical 
trance. 

150. Ibid., p. 90. 
151. Ibid., p. 87. 
152. Ibid., p. 90. 
153. Ibid., p. 78. 
154. Ibid., p. 65. 
155. Ibid., p. 20. 
156. Ibid., p. 72. 
157. Ibid., p. 56. 
158. Ibid., p. 63. 
159. Knowledge and the Sacred, p. 261. 
160. Poems of the Way, op. cit., p. 64. 
161. Ibid. 
162. Ibid. 



REPLY TO LUCE LOPEZ-BARALT 

Professor L6pez-Baralt is today the leading expert in the field of 
comparative literature dealing with Sufi texts in relation to Spanish 

mystical literature. Not only does she have intimate knowledge of Spanish 
mystical works, especially those of St. Teresa of Avila and St. John ofthe 
Cross, but also she knows Arabic and Persian and has immersed herself for 
years in Sufi literature and especially poetry in both Arabic and Persian. Her 
appraisal of my poetry is based on this long love affair with mystical poetry 
in general and Sufi literature in particular as well as an in-depth knowledge 
of Sufi symbolism, cosmology, and metaphysics. She is also herself a poet 
in addition to being a celebrated scholar. Her essay in fact reflects these two 
dimensions. The first part is devoted to a study of my Knowledge and the 
Sacred and the second to a collection of my poetry which appeared under the 
title Poems of the Way. I shall answer the first part as I have done for other 
essays. But the second part which is a literary work in itself, in which she 
embarrasses me with her laudatory comments about my poetry, I shall not 
analyze save to say that her love of Oriental poetry has caused her to use 
Oriental hyperbole in evaluating my humble poems. Rather, I shall take this 
occasion to say something about the role of poetry in my own life and how 
I envisage the relation between philosophy and poetry. 

L6pez-Baralt refers at the beginning to how the text of my Knowledge 
and the Sacred came to me as if it had descended upon me and that I was 
writing each chapter as if from memory. She speaks of the "otherworldly 
quality of the intuitive feeling he experienced while writing Knowledge and 
the Sacred." I wish to clarify this question by stating first of all that of course 
the extensive footnotes of the book were the result of long periods of 
research primarily at the Widener Library of Harvard University and are not 
to be included in the comments I had made about the text itself which was 
written in its totality in less than three months, each chapter "flowing" as if 
I were transcribing a recording. This experience was not, however, one of 
intuitive feeling but the result of intellectual intuition combined with a sense 
of light and grace. I could say, if it does not sound too audacious, that the 
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process was similar to what Suhraward1 would have called ishriiq. But as she 
writes, this is not unusual when one is dealing with the sophia perennis 
which is already inscribed upon the tablet of the heart or, one could say, the 
tablet of the innermost layer of the very substance of our being. After having 
meditated for many years upon these matters, I was in such a state of being 
that I can say that the text of the book came to me as a recollection combined 
with what I could call a gift from Heaven. It was sent during a most difficult 
period of my life following upon the wake of the Iranian Revolution and my 
social uprooting as well as the loss of my library and the preliminary notes 
that I had prepared for the Gifford Lectures in Tehran before the advent of 
the Revolution. I should also add that in many other cases when I am to write 
something, after the necessary research and pondering over the matter, the 
actual process of writing is like the crystallization of a liquid solution and 
takes place fairly rapidly, the words coming forth in a flow that is most often 
continuous and uninterrupted. This has not been true of all of my writings 
but of a number of them, although not on the scale that I experienced in 
writing Knowledge and the Sacred. In the process of writing such works, the 
first and last sentences are especially important and I usually wait until they 
come as a categorical assertion within my mind. As for the text itself (for 
that class of my writings belonging to this category), I do always go over 
them and make occasional corrections, but in the case of such writings these 
corrections are always minor. As for what this category comprises, it is 
almost always writings dealing with exposition of traditional doctrines, 
whether they be metaphysical or cosmological, and with spiritual matters in 
general. This manner of writing does not include those essays based on 
ordinary scholarly research, although even in these cases I have never 
remained satisfied with scholarship for its own sake but have considered the 
discovery or exposition of some aspect of the truth to be the goal of all my 
writings. 

The author also speaks of the times being ripe for my philoso~hical 
challenge and mentions certain developments in both Western philosophy 
and science in this connection. I need to add that cracks began to appear in 
the wall of the Western paradigm based on humanism, rationalism, 
materialism, and so on, already at the beginning of the twentieth century. 
These cracks appeared both from below and from above so that along with 
infra-human elements of dissolution coming from below the possibility was 
also created for the light of sacred knowledge long forgotten in the West to 
shine from above. "The philosophical challenge" based on traditional 
sapiental knowledge and the perennial philosophy was presented long before 
me by Guenon, Coomaraswamy, and Schuon. My role has been to carry this 
challenge to the heart of the Western academic community and centers of 
mainstream Western philosophy, which until recently had chosen to neglect 
and even overlook the very existence of traditional teachings. With this 
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important historical correction in mind, I would agree that the time has come 
to challenge the whole edifice of modern and postmodern Western thought 
including its academic expression which is vital for its survival. And perhaps 
in this process my humble works have a role to play. 

As for modem physics, I have had occasion to speak elsewhere in the 
volume about my views about it and do not want to repeat myself here. 
Suffice it to say, quantum mechanics does not itself lead to perennial 
philosophy, but by breaking the hold of the earlier mechanistic and 
materialistic physics upon the minds of many and by making evident, for 
those who can see, the poverty of Cartesian bifurcation as the existing 
philosophical background of modern physics, the new physics has made it 
not only possible but also necessary to search outside the mainstream of 
modem Western philosophy for an appropriate philosophy of nature. The 
philosophia perennis stands as the only possible source of wisdom wherein 
one can find what is being sought. The works of such figures as Wolfgang 
Smith, who has contributed to this volume, present crucial keys for 
discovering an appropriate philosophy for quantum mechanics on the basis 
of the sacred knowledge of which I speak. 

Unfortunately there are also many shallow attempts to correlate the 
findings of modern physics and those of the mystics. Therefore, when the 
author writes that for the first time physicists and mystics seem to speak the 
same "language," I feel quite uneasy because I have observed only too often 
the kind of superficial harmony which is propagated by so many New Age 
religions and even by elements within traditional religions-so-called 
harmonies which have no metaphysical foundation and are in fact dangerous. 
The energy of modern physics is certainly not the same thing as the Divine 
Energies about which Orthodox theologians speak, and the movement of 
molecules in a solution is not the Dance of Siva. For my part, I prefer to base 
the discussion between physicists and mystics on a metaphysical foundation 
which cannot be but the doctrines at the heart of the perennial philosophy 
rather than the experience of phenomena and mental states. The thrust of my 
writings on this subject is to resuscitate traditional metaphysics and then to 
integrate what is positive in modern science within that metaphysical 
framework. I do not believe that trying to divide material units to an ever 
greater degree will lead to the same numinous Reality that the true mystic 
seeks to reach by leaving the abode of the outward and the material for the 
inward and the spiritual. Therefore, while I have noted interest in such works 
as The Tao of Physics of F. Capra, I have also criticized their neglect of the 
veritable significance of traditional cosmologies and the sacred sciences with 
which they are trying to correlate the tenets of modern physics. 

Actually what Lopez-Baralt has written on physics and mysticism is 
peripheral to her main thesis. If I have paused to discuss this point fairly 
extensively, it is to make clear my own position. As for what she writes in 
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the rest of the first part of her essay on my understanding of sacred 
knowledge and her interpretation of Knowledge and the Sacred, they are 
fully confirmed by me. They also contain many deep insights which 
complement my own words and make more accessible some of my theses. 
Her statements concerning the book are a notable commentary upon its 
content and are fully accepted by me. 

As for the analysis of my poetry, as I have already mentioned the author 
herself writes in a highly poetic style of much power and beauty and makes 
comments upon my poetry and its author which make me embarrassed and 
about which I have nothing to say save to point once again to her recourse 
to Oriental hyperbole. But her exposition affords me a valuable opportunity 
to discuss the role of poetry in my life and in my writings as well as my 
views on the relation between philosophy, or rather sophia itself, and poetry. 

Poetry has occupied a central role in my life since my earliest childhood. 
Born into a culture in which poetry has played a central role and continues 
to be of much greater importance than in present-day America and Europe 
(with the possible exception of Spain), I was nurtured from the earliest 
period of my education with the verses of the Quran, which are themselves 
supreme poetry although never called poetry in Islamic sources, and the 
works ofPersian classical poets such as Firdawsi, Sa'di, I:Iafi?, Ni~mi, and 
Riim1. I was made to memorize hundreds of verses of poetry and by the age 
of ten could recite Persian poetry for hours from memory. The rhyme and 
rhythm of classical Persian poetry left its permanent imprint upon my soul, 
an imprint which was never erased even during those years at Peddie, the 
preparatory school which I attended in America, when I hardly had any 
contact with Persian and forgot many of the poems memorized in childhood. 

It was also at Peddie that I began to learn the English language seriously 
and became exposed to English poetry, especially the works of Shakespeare, 
Milton and the Romantics such as Shelley, Byron, Keats, and Blake. At first, 
however, poetry in English did not speak to me and only increased my 
nostalgia for Persian poetry. But as my command of English improved, the 
poetic medium in that language began to reveal its treasures to me to an 
ever-greater degree. We had to memorize many pieces of English poetry and 
this process also helped in the alchemical process which was taking place at 
that time in my soul and was being reflected in my writing of English. The 
process to which I am alluding is the gradual penetration of the poetic 
characteristics of Persian into my writing of English prose which finally 
resulted in the style that has characterized my prose writings from the 
beginning of my writing formally in English in the late '50s and continuing 
to this day. When I handed my doctoral thesis at Harvard to one of my main 
advisors, Harry Wolfson, he was kind in praising the scholarship and 
intellectual context of the work and then added that he had not seen a 
doctoral thesis in a philosophical subject written in poetic prose which 
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reminded him of some medieval texts. The wedding between the rigor of 
mathematics and logic and the gentleness of poetry which I have sought to 
achieve in my prose works owes its existence on the one hand to my long 
scientific training and on the other to that early imprint of poetry on my soul. 
Also my own quest after the eternal sophia only confirmed not only the 
possibility but also the necessity of such a wedding in the full expression of 
realized gnosis as we see in so many traditional works. 

While at MIT and Harvard I continued to read much poetry in English 
including especially the twentieth-century figures T. S. Eliot (whom I met 
at Harvard), Ezra Pound, and William Butler Yeats as well as Dylan Thomas 
(whom I met for several days at MIT shortly before his death). These years 
were also for me the period of return to classical Persian poetry as well as my 
introduction to German and Italian poetry, especially Goethe and Dante. 
Although I was and remain much more familiar with the French language 
and its literature than German, Italian, or Spanish, as far as poetry is 
concerned, I have always been attracted more to these three languages than 
to French, whose prose literature has been of greater interest to me than its 
poetry. There are of course certain exceptions such as Paul Claude! and even 
Rimbaud and Baudelaire, but by and large German, Italian, and Spanish 
poetry have always appealed more to me, especially metaphysical poets such 
as Dante whom I consider to be the supreme poet of Christian Western 
civilization. 

In any case ever greater intimacy with poetry in English combined with 
reading much wisdom poetry in other languages (including, of course, 
Arabic or in translation as well as re-reading of the Persian classics) let me 
at the age of twenty-one to try my hand in writing poetry in English as well 
as a few verses in Persian, although I never considered myself a poet nor 
ever labored to write poetry. The fruit ofthese years which ended in 1958 
with my return to Persia was a booklet of poems, some composed directly 
and others translated from the Persian into English. The latter included a 
poetic rendition of the introduction to the Mathnawi of Jalal al-Din Riimi 
and several ghazals of I:Jafi~ while the whole collection dealt with 
metaphysical and mystical themes. These poems were personal and I never 
meant to publish them. The hands of destiny were to assure the realization 
of my intention for these early poems remained in manuscript form in my 
library in Persia for the next twenty-one years and were lost along with all 
my other handwritten and as yet unpublished texts when my house was 
confiscated and my library plundered in 1979. 

During those two decades in Persia from- 1958 to 1979 my concern with 
poetry, especially of the sapiental kind, remained very strong and I continued 
to read and study much Sufi poetry in Persian and Arabic as well as poetry 
in European languages, chief among them English. But during this period I 
wrote little poetry in either Persian or English save for a ghazal and quatrain 
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(rubii'i) or two here and there along with translations of Sufi poetry into 
English verse in the context of some of my prose writings such as those 
concerning Riimi. 

The angel of poetry, or the muse as Western poets have known her, 
came to visit me suddenly in the mid-eighties in of all places Cordova, 
Spain. Since then a number of poems have been written mostly in English 
but also some in Persian in different places and varying conditions. All of 
them have come to me quickly, as if in a flash, and have always been related 
to an inner experience of the spiritual world as a result of which phenomenal 
reality has gained the tongue to speak of the noumenal realities which the 
external forms .at once veil and reveal. Even where some of the poems speak 
of pure metaphysical doctrine, they do so as a telling of the vision of that 
metaphysical reality of which the doctrine speaks rather than of mental 
concepts associated with the doctrine. These humble poems are in a sense 
the fruit of that long period of ingestion of the subtleties of the English 
language and development in my mind of that language as it became 
evermore impregnated and transmuted by the ethos, forms, symbols, and 
sensibilities of Persian Sufi poetry. If when Islam came to Bengal, the 
Bengali language could develop as an Islamic language and create a rich 
Bengali Sufi poetic tradition, why if one accepts and appreciates all those 
possibilities and does not remain satisfied with the evermore vulgarized 
usage of the language so prevalent today can one not achieve the same goal 
for the English language which is poetically very rich and possesses vast 
possibilities for the expression of spiritual realities? 

In any case I had never meant to publish a book of poetry but only the 
few poems which I had myself included in a number of my essays and 
books. Various circumstances, however, including the insistence of a 
number of intimate spiritual friends, finally forced me to select the forty 
poems which have appeared in Poems of the Way, with L6pez-Baralt's 
introduction, poems analyzed with such profound sympathy and understanding 
by her in this essay. I should add once again that I do not consider myself a 
poet but a lover of sapiental poetry, who like so many traditional Persian 
philosophers also jots down a few lines of poetry now and then. 

It is necessary in conclusion to summarize my views concerning the 
relation of poetry to philosophy in its original sense. It is not accidental that 
the father of Greek philosophy, Pythagoras, composed the Golden Verses, 
that Parmenides has left us a poem of the greatest philosophical significance, 
and that in nearly every tradition the expressions of sophia have been in 
poetry or poetic prose but have never been prosaic. Philosophy in the 
Pythagorean sense is the love of that sophia or sapientia which, being the 
truth, is also surrounded with the splendor of the truth which is none other 
than beauty. Furthermore, the intellect in its traditional sense, which is the 
instrument whereby sophia is attained, once actualized becomes the 
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"rhapsodic intellect," as L6pez-Baralt says, and expresses itself through the 
cadence, rhythms, symbols, allusions, and music which characterize poetry. 
Real poetry is not only the vehicle for the expression of wisdom. It is 
wisdom itself. The great sages who were also poets were not poets who then 
attained gnosis and illumination. They were gnostics and illuminated beings, 
wise men and women whose expression of the wisdom they had attained was 
by nature poetic. One needs only to recall in this instance the saying ofRiirm 
that he was not even a poet. This is the statement of one of the greatest 
mystical poets who ever lived. What Riimi and others like him wanted to say 
was that they were not like ordinary poets who would compose a poem on 
any subject or occasion at hand either to be financially compensated by a 
benefactor or to fulfill some kind of egotistical urge or so-called self
expression. Rather, contact with the noumenous world had turned the soul 
ofRiimi and others like him into a poem itself so what they uttered could not 
but be poetry. 

In the West the separation of reason from intellect resulting in the rise 
of modem philosophy with Descartes, muted the melody of the rhapsodic 
intellect within and divorced the soul from its source of heavenly music. 
Philosophy became prosaic in its expression and more and more divorced 
from poetry. During the past few centuries the West has produced poets who 
were still philosophical in the time-honored sense of the term, such figures 
as Shakespeare, Calderon, Angelus Silesius, Goethe, Blake, and the like, but 
they are never taught in courses on the history of Western philosophy. As for 
well-known philosophers in the West, in modem times none has been also 
known as a poet even if a few have written a number of poetic lines on the 
side. The eclipse of poetry in the modem West is directly related to the 
eclipse of the intellect and of gnosis and traditional metaphysics which only 
the actualized intellect within man can attain, provided it functions within 
the framework of revelation. 

In the Islamic tradition the Quran speaks against the poets of the "age of 
ignorance" (al-jiihiliyyah) because they were fortunetellers and made 
prophetic claims. But the Quran itself is of the highest poetic quality, to 
which no Arabic poem of no matter what level of eloquence can be 
compared. Moreover, the Prophet of Islam appreciated those poets such as 
La bid who spoke of the truths of life and death. As a result of the Quranic 
revelation, a civilization was created wherein poetry has always been held 
in the highest position of honor and many portions of the greatest Islamic 
texts of wisdom have been composed in the poetic medium. Even many of 
the great Islamic philosophers who wrote about logic and rational discourse 
in philosophy also composed poetry on the side. One can cite as examples 
among those who were Persian, Ibn Sina, Suhrawardi, Na~ir al-Oin al-Tiisi, 
Mir Oamad, Mulla ~adra, and Sabziwari, while a number of philosophers 
such as Na~ir-i Khusraw and Af9al al-Oin Kashani were outstanding poets. 
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It is in light of this tradition as well as that of the Sufi poets such as 
Sana'!, 'A~!4lr, Ibn al-Fari9, Ibn 'Arabi, Riiml, Shabistari, Sa'dl, and J:Iafi~ 
that I interpret the relation of poetry to wisdom or sophia. One of my favorite 
poems, which I have taught over the years along with the appropriate 
commentaries, is the Gulshan-i Riiz ("The Secret Garden of Divine 
Mysteries") by the fourteenth-century Persian Sufi master Shaykh Ma\nniid 
Shabistari. This poem of celestial inspiration was composed in a few days by 
the author who did not write any poems before or after, and who, like Riirrii, 
did not even consider himself a poet. Through heavenly inspiration he was 
able to summarize the whole of Sufi metaphysics and symbolism in verses 
of unbelievable poetic power. This work represents for me, in the context of 
the poetic tradition of my mother tongue, one of the supreme examples of the 
veritable relationship between poetry and sophia. 

This relationship is not, however, culturally bound. It is universal and 
can be seen whenever realized principia} knowledge finds its fully eloquent 
expression. In the context of the perennial philosophy in contemporary 
times, it is interesting to point out the case of Frithjof Schuon, the foremost 
expositor of the sophia perennis of the twentieth century, who was also a 
remarkable poet leaving behind two short volumes of German poetry written 
during his youth and a vast collection composed in the last years of his life, 
a collection which has not as yet been completely published. His case, as 
well as that of Martin Lings, another celebrated authority of traditional 
doctrines, who is also a master poet, demonstrates the relation between 
poetry and wisdom in the context of the present-day Western world and 
shows that this relationship is not confined to Islamic or other non-Western 
civilizations and to older eras of history. God is, symbolically speaking, both 
poet/musician and architect. The attainment of knowledge of that Divine 
Reality must also in its fullness contain both the mathematical rigor of 
arithmetic and geometry and the musical gentleness of poetry. 

The subject of the relation between poetry and tradition or perennial 
philosophy is a vast one and in fact there are traditional texts in Islamic 
languages, Sanskrit, Chinese, Japanese, and so on, pertaining to this subject. 
My intention has not been to expound the full doctrine here but only to 
summarize that aspect of the subject which is indispensable for the 
understanding of my own attitude towards poetry. I am deeply grateful to 
Professor L6pez-Baralt for her luminous and penetrating analysis of my 
humble poems but wish to state at the end again that I am not a professional 
poet but a seeker and lover of sophia who, having touched my being, has 
created rhythmic dilatations within my mind and soul that result occasionally 
in the composition of a few lines about which the author has kindly made 
such gracious comments in her highly poetical essay. 

S.H.N. 
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A. K. Saran 

A NASR SENTENCE: SOME COMMENTS 

The world created by the Demiurge is not only an order or cosmos 
but a living order directed to the good and teleological in nature. 1 

I n Religion and the Order of Nature which forms the title of Professor 
Nasr's magnum opus, the conjunction and is clearly one of internal 

transformation. Logically, there are two kinds of connections (or connec
tors). Taking "and" as a basic coupler or connector, we may distinguish 
between two kinds of connections or conjunctions: the additive and the 
internal modifier. The distinction does not go very far, nor does it delve 
deep. The distinction, however, is important and can help us reach important 
insights. 

My point here is to suggest that the traditional theory of nature and 
religion takes us to the doctrine that all is sacred, each thing in its own ~way 
and at the appropriate level. In any consistent and persistent analysis of 
phenomena and human experience, ultimately all truth is tautologous. This 
was the view ofWittgenstein in the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. A lie 
accordingly is a self-contradiction (or a pretense); needless to say, one is a 
logical, the other a behavioral concept. 

The effect of this insight is that we see the impact of Religion upon 
Nature is neither circumstantial nor casual. More importantly the impact of 
Religion upon Nature is not ideological, and even more importantly, it has 
nothing to do with premodern, nonscientific theories. The "and" in the title 
of the treatise (Religion and the Order of Nature) is, as we said, internal; it 
is symbolic, suggesting a sacred, divinely given unitive relation. The order 
of nature is ordained by the Creator, the Supreme Being, and brought into 
reality by the Demiurge who is also the creator of man. All creation from the 
huge to the "negligible"-from nature and man to Angels and Satan-is 
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sacred; it has to be accepted by man, but not simply as something "out there" 
to be exploited in his own interests as he may see them from time to time. 
Rather, Nature is sacred, something to be approached in awe and wonder 
-independent of the level and scope of human knowledge and power. The 
sacred order of nature is to be approached in fear and trembling; never is 
nature to be exploited for man's fancies nor for autotelic knowledge. (There 
is, of course, no true autotelic knowledge, for the word "autotelic" does not 
survive any careful analysis of its meaning.) 

Today, however, the very idea of the order of nature seems, for modern 
man, idiotic, indeed blasphemous-the ultimate profanity in the eyes of the 
"white world" (and for the white man there is only one human world, 
namely, the white man's). And for him ecology, environmental concern, the 
planned endangering of(Only One) Earth-all this is a kind of new game, 
something like the vogue of J. L. Austin in Harvard and Cambridge some 
twenty years ago. Man, seeing himself as the Master, need only be concerned 
about the logos of the eco (and industry). Where, we might ask, does one fit 
in the order of nature? Is there an "Order of Resources"? No, we must 
answer, except as it is ordered about by the white man and by him alone. 

The order of nature as resource, if not altogether stupid, is only the order 
that man chooses to impose upon it. But "man" does not mean you and I 
(Asians, Africans, et al.). "Man" is synonymous with "White Man," in this 
view. And he (that is, "He") decided to impose upon nature and non-white 
man, an order that is becoming suicidal, especially when "new science" 
takes charge of the ecological crisis. 

The crisis of the modern world is only a footnote to the "nature as 
resource" theory. Appearances to the contrary, ecology will be conquered by 
advances in modern science and technology, according to this theory. The 
key to this hoped-for wonder is simple: Abolish the eco and invent a man
created Logos. Here there is no home, no economy (in the originary sense of 
the word), only industry and commerce. 

And yet, the higher the scale of affluence, the deeper and ever more 
unmanageable and revengeful is the effluence. This is a hackneyed warning 
and it is quite ineffective. As we said, all major threats to human survival are 
entrusted to a science and technology which are expected to reach omnipo
tence. Strangely, though, modern man does not care much for omniscience. 
Perhaps there is nothing so strange here. If one really could always deal with 
all contingencies, all menaces, omniscience is not indispensable. The only 
snag is that omnipotence cannot cover time except by abolishing it. An 
obvious limit of omnipotence is its inability to change the past. If this is 
included in the idea of omnipotence (or reduced to a short history), Time 
itself is abolished. And that would be the end of the matter for the modern 
man who cannot and does not talk about timelessness. For modem man is or 
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chooses to be historical and entertains talk of prehistory. Man makes history. 
Can he unmake the history he made? I raise this question, but only 
tentatively to suggest a point I cannot adequately formulate. However, so 
long as the irreversibility of time remains a fact, omniscience and omnipo
tence are out of man's true reach. Consider: man can and does try to unmake 
history-if not wholly, then certainly on a large scale. But did he make 
history? Can he make history today? 

Professor Nasr's magnum opus is full of ideas and insights absolutely 
vital for our survival. Primarily for lack of competence but also for limi
tations of space, we will offer an elucidatory commentary on only one 
selected passage: "The world created by the Demiurge is not only an order 
or cosmos but a living order directed to the good and teleological in nature." 

The Demiurge is a strange God. He is the primordial transgressor. He 
breaks the Primal Silence and disrupts the original unity of phenomena. The 
Demiurge is the archetypal Benefactor of Man and the Protector of all 
creation. 

In the Hindu-creation myth, the Demiurge-Brahma-is guilty of the 
Primal Violation: of creating another Time and another Space and Man. 
Siva, the God ofTime (and death), gives Brahma capital punishment. He 
cuts offBrahma's Fifth Head. The Guardian of the Non-manifest could not 
act otherwise. In consequence, Siva is declared guilty of murder. The 
Assembly of Gods punishes Siva. He is to live for a time by collecting alms 
with the skull of dead Brahma as his begging bowl. We have here a strange, 
even absurd, account of the creation of man. 

Primordial creation is both benediction and benefaction. And also the 
Original Sin which, in the Hindu tradition, is committed by the Creator 
himself, in contrast to the Christian tradition where the Original Sin is of 
Adam and Eve, the Primordial Pair. For the Hindu tradition, the idea· of 
redemption belongs to the sin and not necessarily to the sinner. And so Siva 
had to live for a time on alms which the God had to beg Himself. It must 
always be remembered that there is a sense (in traditional thinking) in which 
all thought and all action are ultimately absolute, in that an ordained 
consequence must follow. 

All sin, that is, the very idea of sin, arises from the non-acceptance of the 
Absolute. And so modem man rationalizes everything, making the Relative 
into his (pseudo-) Absolute. For contemporary "thinking" modernity and 
modernization are absolute, timeless values for contemporary colonial 
people. Without this pseudo-absolutization of the fancies and fantasies of the 
brute power (sans authority) of the white man, human authority (in its own 
name, or in the name of a "superior race") cannot be absolutized, unless Man 
himself becomes omniscient and omnipotent-a cherished and impossible 
dream that modern man cannot give up. 



432 A.K. SARAN 

For man-and modem man especially--omniscience and omnipotence 
may not suffice even if the possibility were granted of taking care of the 
internal tension between the two concepts. First, omniscience logically and 
even more so praxiologically, implies, if not presupposes, omnipotence. The 
reason is that whatever one comes to know by omniscience entails: (a) it is 
all that can be known; and (b) that the knower has the knowledge and 
certainty that it is all that is there to know. There is, of course, the problem 
of the certainty ofboth past and future (it may be cutting things too fine to 
include the present). Omniscience, therefore, clearly generates insoluble 
problems and impossible tasks, at least as far as past and (even) present are 
concerned. It may be objected that all this concerns the non-initiate. That 
may be true, but if the omniscient is his own authority, then he can be certain 
about his omniscience. One only has to remember that omniscience is a 
strictly closed, one may say, an impenetrably dark space and atemporal time. 
If this can be broadly accepted, the problem of omniscience and the problem 
of omnipotence remain a dark area. There is, I think, no need to offer a 
separate analysis of omnipotence. 

What is involved here is the necessary infinitude of both the manifest 
and the non-manifest. There need be nothing strange or recondite about this 
statement. The idea of finitude or limit presupposes that of the limitless, the 
infinite. Finitude cannot be understood otherwise than as a modality oflimit, 
which (limit) by itself cannot be given a "definite" meaning without 
presupposing the infinite. As Coomaraswamy points out, omniscience and 
omnipotence are both limited and confined to the manifest. What remains, 
the non-manifest, the Uncreated, is beyond all possibilities, measurable and 
immeasurable. 

Pure creation would be residueless. It is impossible to claim that the 
infinite is Uncreated while the created alone is finite. Creation is always 
burdened with residues (which are unending by virtue of their necessary 
birth from the infinite). In the myth of Siva, Brahma, the Demiourgos cannot 
but sin. Brahma (the Creator) is punished by Siva who does what was to be 
done. This was Siva's duty; it was Siva's dharma. And this duty entailed the 
primordial, cardinal sin of Brahmacide. And so Siva was punished. He had 
to atone for his cardinal sin. The sin had to be redeemed, and Siva was 
redeemed by virtue of his travails. 

As "fruits" and "creatures" of the primordial sin of the arch-creator, 
namely, the sin of violating the Uncreated, we have our original, primal 
dharma of remembering the Uncreated and moving towards the Origin. All 
askesis is a backward movement towards the Uncreated, the inviolate. 
Human askesis, at its deepest, is repentance, that is, Being in One's Right 
Mind. Our self-redemption movement, askesis or Sadhana, is available in 
terms of possibility. It is a silent, backward movement-to the Origin. This 
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does not-cannot--make rational sense. Naturally. For Origin is what one 
leaves "behind." It is impossible to unite with one's own Origin or even to 
see what such a personal unity with one's origin could mean. It is no use 
pointing out that this movement is not a matter of Time and Space. Is not 
human askesis a transcending of temporality and spatiality? I am not sure 
that the Grand Originator is here charged with sin, even though the Original 
Sin in the Hindu tradition is not of man but of the Creator who has, for this 
purpose, to disturb the Supernal Majesty of the Uncreated. Siva avenges and 
beheads the creator. And in tum He has to atone for this by serving time 
under conditions not so much hard as demeaning for anyone. As for Lord 
Siva-he alone atones-and the myth makes it clear that the Greatest of the 
Hindu Gods, Siva, is the Lord of Death and simultaneously of the Great 
Emancipation for the believer, the mumuku. Clearly the dharma of Siva is to 
avenge the primordial sin ofBrahma, but it does not follow that Man is born 
in sin since the relation of man to the Creator is not filial. 

Brahma is immediately avenged by Siva who is the Lord of Death. Siva 
cuts offBrahma's head. This is Brahmacid, the highest sin. And Siva has to 
repent and suffer the penitence, but not at all as a repentance for the "sin" he 
committed. His act came in response to his duty flowing from his being the 
Lord of Death. Creation is thus a fractured reality and is bound to remain so 
under all circumstances, for it follows from the logic of creation ex nihilo. 

An order, we said, is necessarily asymmetrical. A teleological order 
repeats this asymmetry. Without using the means-end vocabulary (which in 
this and many other contexts is vulgar), one may certainly say that the telos 
is the specific asymmetry that defines a given order. Without a given and 
freely accepted telos this asymmetry is a threat to the life and working of an 
order. 

The key words in the succinct formulation of this teleological relation 
are, therefore, not means-end, but cosmos (order) and living. The Cosmos is 
not only a significant whole-at whatever level and with whatever its 
dimensions may be, the most significant thing here is that it is (strictly) a 
whole and so it is holy-and no less significant than other aspects of the 
cosmic reality, it is also an ordered whole and living and teleological. Each 
of the three cardinal aspects of the cosmos is important and definitive. The 
whole is not only an aggregate. Indeed, a totality can be just that-a number 
of things which one wishes to refer to as forming some kind of unity-and 
nothing more. In fact, in light of this, some may distinguish between mere 
totality and a whole, an aggregate in terms of chance as distinguished from 
something bound by a purpose. However, I, for one, would not see the 
general point, for in the context of the Nasr Sentence to treat the whole either 
merely as an aggregate or a totality would be to miss altogether the level of 
Nasr's book. 
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An ordered whole (and eventually the concept of order itself) must 
presuppose, if not imply, a whole of one kind or another. The argument that 
follows endeavors to avoid a blanket presupposition of wholeness in the 
logic of the idea of order. It should be mentioned that ultimately in any non
anti-trans-existential context, the holiness of order is necessarily en
tailed-except in a context divorced from man's humanity which entails 
transcendental realms. 

With reference to asymmetry as necessarily implicated in any concept 
(and theory) of order, I am presently unsure about it. Indeed this is the old 
problem of the labyrinth: it seems to me that if the symmetry of the labyrinth 
were perfect, airtight, the possibility of an actual way could not be admitted. 
Even so, I feel that the ultimate logico-dialectical asymmetry originates with, 
or indeed is inherent in the relationship of the creator, creation and creatures. 
From time immemorial man or superman has denied his creaturehood. The 
well known Indian mythological story of king Trishanku and sage 
Vishwamitra illustrates this. This story uncovers the inherent weakness of the 
twin concepts of omniscience and omnipotence which, as pointed out earlier, 
are confined to the manifest and do not extend to the non-manifest. It seems 
to me that a symmetrical order entails reversibility and this possibility is 
cancelled by the reign of Time. 

In any case, Nasr' s full phrase refers to an order which is living and 
teleological. This already implies that if man is cannot reverse time (in the 
full sense of reversibility) then a living order has to be teleological. In this 
context the teleological dimension of human life is one of the necessities of 
a living order; without telos, there could be no humanity in man's life. 

In many ways, the key word here is the adverbial adjective "living" (as 
in "living order"). If I could be allowed to distinguish between an active and 
a passive adjective, "living" qualifies "order" in two ways. First, the order 
here in question is highly responsive. "Response" is vitally distinguished 
from "reaction," since a reaction (notwithstanding the presence of the word 
"action") is passive, indeed even mechanical, if not automatic. A response, 
on the contrary, is an active, well-considered manner of dealing with a given 
situation. A response is ever free; a mere reaction is unfree, being an 
unthinking, mechanical, and hence a dead "response" to an inter-human 
situation (and this includes interaction between man and animal, especially 
the tamed ones). Thus, "living" must be seen as qualifying "order" in the 
sense of "response" and not "reaction." 

At this point too one has to face the problem of the nature and necessity 
of the telos of the creation. One can, of course, say that the asymmetry of 
human time entails a telos. But is that te/os death? The problem is, then, 
whether the mortality of the man creates a chaos rather than a cosmos. In 
other words, the irreversibility of(human) time seems to negate any freedom 
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in (human) teleology through the necessity of death. This seems to cancel the 
sense in which you and I can respond and act freely and positively. It turns 
the living order of response into mere reaction, our cosmos into a chaotic 
illusion. Yet, I must have faith in the ultimate goodness of the creation-in 
other words, faith in the ultimate Truth, which is a monadic of man and the 
cosmos. It is this Truth which answers the dilemma of "living order," and 
shows the latter to have a positive existence. 

The Truth is what is true. "True and false" is unlike all other pairs. It is 
unlike good and evil, where the evil too is a matching power even more 
powerful. Truth is truth, is truth. Truth is cosmo-existential. "False" is not 
an antonym of truth, only a limitation of ordinary language. To posit false as 
the opposite of truth would not hold the day, for the false, the untrue or 
untruth, has no positive locus standi. Unlike good and evil, where the latter 
too could have a powerful positivity, falsehood does not and cannot have any 
kind of positive status. Indeed, paradoxically, a false statement must itself 
be believed to be true in order to serve its purpose as false, whereas evil does 
not have to be non-evil in order to be evil. Thus the grammar and syntax of 
falsehood do not support any theory of its positivity, for this very positivity 
would necessarily and automatically make the falsehood in a real sense 
"true." As far as I can see and argue, truth is ipso facto true-absolute in the 
sense that its negation itself has to be true. If this leads to a paradoxical 
situation, so be it. 

This hierarchical Firstness of Truth in the traditional triad of Truth, 
Goodness, and Beauty is designed to encapsulate the whole life-endeavor of 
man qua man. This rather quaint-looking use of the Firstness of Truth is, 
however, derived from Peirce.3 In Peirce, broadly speaking, firstness is a 
non-mediated experience; whether or not there be any such experience is not 
the point. Even when one holds that all our experience is mediated-; the 
possibility of non-mediated experience is thereby already posited, whether 
or not there is in fact any such reality. Indeed, spiritual askesis in some 
traditions (say Hindu and Buddhist) is often seen as the goal of human 
askesis (Sadhana). 

In the triad of Truth, Goodness, and Beauty a hierarchical relation 
among the three is necessarily posited. As Coomaraswamy told Eric Gill: 
"Take care of seeking, finding and seeing the Truth in any given context. 
And Goodness and Beauty will take care of themselves. "4 How so? 
Coomaraswamy's primary truth and Peircean Firstness (and Secondness and 
Thirdness) are, contrary to appearances, wholly compatible-on the basis of 
the transcendental theory of symbolism, which I see as the only theory. 

I do hope that this formulation is not, in any significant way, incompati
ble with the traditional hierarchy of the four Purusarthas (cardinal Ends of 
human life). Namely, these are Dharma, Artha, Kama, and Moksha-the life 
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of desire and its fulfillment; the life of pursuit of establishing oneself in a 
reasonably comfortable living; and the life of askesis, working towards the 
attainment of absolute freedom, Moksha. 

There are grounds (or reasons) for this hope. First, sensation and 
intuition, upon which are based Peirce's Firstness, Coomaraswamy's 
primary truth, and the traditional hierarchy, belong semantically to the same 
family. What may be called sensory or sensate knowledge (or better, 
information) is the same as Kierkegaard's aesthetic level of human life (the 
other two levels being the ethical and the religious). The essential thing here 
is to remember that the lower level is always pregnant with the higher, and 
that the higher is all the time threatened with a fall through the pride or the 
persistence of the lower within the higher as a residue. 

And so the asymmetry inherent in a living order, even when it is cast as 
a hierarchy, is redeemed by the hieros. In the living order, teleology again 
is redeemed by the Unknown and Unknowable Hi eros. Unless and until 
man's telos be transformed, transmuted by the (Divine) Logos, no hierarchy 
can be definitively saved. The ultimate Release is a Leap. The essence of any 
genuine teleology is the Logos itself. Otherwise the telos can become a 
breeding ground for human pride, and the cosmos of response in the living 
order become a chaos of reaction. 5 
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1. Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Religion and the Order of Nature (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1996), p. 85. 

2. Here are two texts on omniscience and omnipotence. Each is from a cardinal 
authority of traditional thinking and scholarship: 

"It is, of course, 'only as it were with a part of himself (BG xv. 7) that the 
Supreme Identity of Being and Nonbeing can be thought of as Omnipresent, 
Omnifonn, Omniscient. For Omniscience can be only of the possibilities and 
actuality of manifestation: of what remains (ucchiam, AV xi.7, etc.) there can be 
neither science nor omniscience, and it is from this point of view that, as Erigena 
justly remarks, 'God does not know what he is, because he is not any what' (cf. 
Buddhist akimcaiiiUi). It is only his possibilities of manifestation that become 
'whats' of which there can be science or omniscience." 

[Ananda Kentish Coomaraswamy, Coomaraswamy 2, Selected Papers
Metaphysics, ed. Roger Lipsey (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 1977), p. 60.] 
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"All these views are centred on the fundamental thesis of Sarikaradirya, viz., 
that omniscience, omnipotence, etc. are not really predicable of the Supreme Being. 
It is after and through the operation of Cosmic Nescience that these are attributed 
to Him. Since His essence is knowledge itself, it is only by a metaphor that He may 
be called all-knowing. Omniscience and omnipotence are, therefore, pseudo-real 
concepts and not real.·~ 

[Gopinath Kaviraj, Aspects of Indian Thought (Burdwan: The University 
of Burdwan, 1966), p. 27.] 

With this foreword let me return to omniscience and omnipotence. Kaviraj sees 
it with concentrated insight and astounding universal scope. Quoting Satikaracharya, 
he denies omniscience and omnipotence, even to Supreme Being. 

But today, science-natural, social, anthropological, mathematical-is 
constructed and ordained to serve omniscience and omnipotence; God (if there be 
One) may or may not attempt to accomplish this. Modem science and technology 
are hell-bent to pursue and achieve. 

What about the view of Coomaraswamy? Does it not conflict with our strictures 
on the idea of the human attainability of omniscience, and, apart from that, with the 
impossibility of understanding the idea for man? I think the Coomaraswamy 
passage steers clear of the problematic here presented. He says: "It is, of course, 
'only as it were with a part of himself (BG xv. 7) ... " op. cit., p. 60, n. 37. 

The formulations of Coomaraswamy and Kaviraj may seem to differ on one 
point. Coomaraswamy seems to concede that with reference to the Manifest, 
omniscience and omnipotence may be possible, but emphatically impossible if one 
thinks of the Non-manifest. Regarding the latter, no knowledge and no power is at 
all conceivable and so ruled out. 

The seeming difference between the two formulations vanishes when one 
remembers that the Manifest is born out of the Womb of the Non-manifest. And 
excepting that one has power over the Non-manifest one can have no worthwhile 
power over the Manifest. Then again, one can have knowledge of the Manifest, 
past, present, and future (assuming the last has an authentic existence~. This 
knowledge must be related in a certain manner; when there is a given relationship 
the future follows, and if it is not as predicted by the omniscient, there has to be an 
intervening variable which ought to have been known to the omniscient. If the 
omnipotent intervenes and disturbs the knowledge of the omniscient the two are 
working at cross purposes. 

The modem age defines itself by its Faustian will to know at all costs-1 shall 
know all or shall not live-and by its Promethean will either to possess all or assert 
that life is not worth living. Modem Science and its latest advances are a promise 
of the fulfillment of a Faustian will-never mind whether the Faustian Spirit is 
hellish. The Universal White Imperialism is a modernization of the ignorant people, 
Asian and African; modernization here is seen, following Husserl, as the "humaniza
tion" of non-white peoples toward self-chosen slavery to the white West. All 
modem science-physical, chemical, zoological, anthropological-hides in its inner 
spirit this grand intent. The message to the East is: Be the willing slaves of the 
White. 

There is another aspect of the twin concepts-omniscience and omnipotence: 
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the omniscient person can know the past, the present, and the future of a given 
world, small or vast. He can by virtue of his omniscience envision the past, the 
present, and the future of a given and presumably unchanging present, but the 
present is, by definition, just a moment and thus a continually vanishing present. By 
omnipotence he can affect the present and the future. Even here there is a huge 
problem in how to deal with the sheer moment that the present is. The exercise of 
power over the moment runs into trouble because the purpose of this kind of 
exercise of power would be based on the totality of the concatenation of each 
passing moment. And once the moments are changed then this can change the 
future, but then it would be an unknown future which eo ipso falls outside both 
omniscience and omnipotence. 

As to omnipotence, it is totally powerless over the past. Does the omniscient 
have memory? By the logic of omniscience memory is abolished, since, for the 
omniscient being, the distinction between past and present and future is lost. 

The ideas of omniscience and omnipotence have persisted in human history and 
mythology. They seem to be a kind of superstition. If every thing is like a cinema 
reel, there would be no purpose in knowing them, since they already exist and no 
action could change them. Maybe in order to avoid this logical result, the idea of 
omnipotence has been invented to give "meaning" to the idea of omniscience. That 
is perhaps why the Hindu Avataras never act: they playact (lila). This is a view 
maintained by some scholars of Buddhism: The Buddha acts in a Nirmin Kayii. 

3. Peirce writes: "The idea of First is predominant in the ideas of freshness, 
life, freedom. The free is that which has not another behind it, determining its 
actions; but so far as the idea of the negation of another enters, the idea of another 
enters; and such negative idea must be put in the background, or else we cannot say 
that the Firstness is predominant. Freedom can only manifest itself in unlimited and 
uncontrolled variety and multiplicity; and thus the first becomes predominant in the 
ideas of measureless variety and multiplicity. It is the leading idea of Kant's 
'manifold of sense.' But in Kant's synthetic unity the idea of Thirdness is 
predominant. It is an attained unity; and would better have been called totality; for 
that is the one of his categories in which it finds a home. In the idea of being, 
Firstness is predominant, not necessarily on account of the abstractness of that idea, 
but on account of its self-containedness. It is not in being separated from qualities 
that Firstness is most predominant, but in being something peculiar and idiosyn
cratic. The first is predominant in feeling, as distinct from objective perception, 
will, and thought." Charles Sanders Peirce, Collected Papers, vol. I, ed. Charles 
Hartshorne and Paul Weiss (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1960 
[1931]), pp. 148--49. 

4. This is from the correspondence of Ananda Kentish Coomaraswamy and 
Eric Gill. In a letter to Coomaraswamy, Gill suggested that in the triad of Truth, 
Goodness, and Beauty the most important is Goodness, given which Beauty and 
Truth will follow. Coomaraswamy wrote back to disagree: "No, it is Truth that is 
primary and essential; Seek Truth and Goodness' and Beauty will be added unto it." 
This letter is not included in the Lipsey edition of Coomaraswamy's correspon
dence. It is in an earlier collection of Coomaraswamy's correspondence by Durai 
Raja Singam. 
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5. Kumar Ajai Srivastava, Research Assistant to the Collected' Works of Saran 
Project of the Central Institute of Higher Tibetan Studies, Sarnath, ,Varanasi (India) 
has spared no trouble and has worked overtime to make my draft of this essay into 
something respectable and reasonably free of inconsistencies, repet:ltions, and other 
blemishes. Far more significant is his positive contribution to my thinking and the 
draft of this essay. Thatlks would be incommensurate with the im~ortance of what 
he has done for me and for this brief contribution to the The Philosophy of Seyyed 
Hossein Nasr-the latest work in the Library of Living Philosophers. 

I pray for God's Grace for his continued advance in this directtion. May God's 
Grace let him overcome difficulties and disturbances so that they do not prove too 
much for his intellectual work. 



REPLY TO A. K. SARAN 

professor Saran is the leading traditionalist philosopher of India today and 
has been deeply immersed for several decades not only in various 

schools of Hindu and Buddhist philosophy but also in the thought of 
Guenon, Coomaraswamy, and Schuon and traditional metaphysics and the 
perennial philosophy of which they have been the greatest expositors in the 
West during the twentieth century. Saran therefore shares a great deal with 
me in philosophical interest and perspective, and over the decades we have 
had much intellectual exchange both through direct discourse and by reading 
each other's works. I mention this point to emphasize that Saran is well 
acquainted with my writings even though he has chosen to comment on only 
a single sentence. Moreover, his somewhat cryptic comments, many in the 
form of allusions, assume familiarity with the vast knowledge which he 
possesses ofboth Indian and Western thought that he perhaps assumes to be 
also common knowledge for others. This is probably not so in many cases, 
but as far as I, the respondent, am concerned there certainly does exist this 
treasury of knowledge shared by us. I am therefore able to read in many 
cases between the lines and surmise the unwritten teachings to which he is 
alluding. In my response, however, I shall limit myself to what is explicitly 
written rather than comment upon the unwritten teachings to which he refers 
indirectly in certain parts of his essay. 

At the beginning Saran refers to my Religion and the Order of Nature 
as my magnum opus. This affords me an opportunity to say something about 
the place of this work in my writings. As far as my books and monographs 
are concerned, they can be divided in several ways, one of which is to divide 
them into two categories: one dealing with some aspect of Islam, its culture, 
philosophy, science, art, and the like, and the other with general philosophi
cal and metaphysical subjects not solely connected with Islamic studies. I, 
myself, accept this as a possible categorization if it be remembered that each 
category is also related to the other. My general works refer often to Islamic 
teachings and my works dealing more specifically with Islamic subjects have 
many references to other philosophies and religions. Furthermore, the 
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traditional perspective and the perennial philosophy determine the frame
work and matrix of all my books and monographs in both categories. Now, 
as far as the second category dealing with general and universal subjects is 
concerned, I would say that Religion and the Order of Nature is one of my 
most important works, crowning the series of works I have written on the 
subject of the relation between religion or the sacred and science and nature, 
works such as Man and Nature and The Need for a Sacred Science. But as 
far as the metaphysical and philosophical foundation of my thought is 
concerned, it is Knowledge and the Sacred that is my principal work and to 
which the honorary title of magnum opus should be given, if my humble 
works deserve such a title at all. In any case, Religion and the Order of 
Nature remains one of my most important books considered within the 
second category or among all of my writings. 

Saran makes a very perceptive comment about the use of "and" in the 
title of this book and points out that the meaning of this "and" is not as a 
connector but as an internal modifier. He writes, "The 'and' in the title ... 
is, as we said, internal; symbolic; suggesting a sacred, divinely given unitive 
relation." I want to confirm this profound observation and add that to 
understand fully the reality of religion in all its dimensions is to understand 
both why there is an order of nature and why this order is sacred. It is to 
understand why the whole of nature is imbued with sacred quality, why it 
must be beheld in awe and reverence, and why it cannot be exploited with 
impunity by man without destroying man himself. 

Saran confirms my own views about the environmental crisis and the 
catastrophes it is causing and also criticizes as severely as I do the truncated 
modem vision of nature and man's relation to the environment. Instead of 
modem man, however, he uses the term "white man," a term with which I 
do not agree although I understand the background of experience in the 
Orient which has made the usage of this term prevalent and acceptable in 
certain circles. It is true that the development of a secular and later industri
alized civilization violently aggressive towards nature and armed with a 
totally secularized science of nature took place in Western Europe and later 
America in the hands of the white man. But first of all there were white men 
such as those of Eastern Europe or Persians, Arabs, and the like, who are 
white but not European, who did not participate in the development of 
modem civilization. Secondly, in the twentieth century non-white man in 
certain areas began to develop an outlook as violently aggressive against 
nature as that of white Europeans and Americans, the prime example being 
the Japanese and later the Chinese. In fact modernized men in other nations, 
including India itself, as well as the Islamic world, would like nothing more 
than to emulate the white man as soon as possible in the domination and 
desecration of nature. I therefore believe that the use of a racial term such as 



442 SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR 

"white man" should be avoided, although reference to it is understandable 
in a land such as India where so much was destroyed as a result of the "white 
man's burden." I prefer the basic distinction between traditional and modem 
man, or what I have referred to in Knowledge and the Sacred as Pontifical 
and Promethean man, this distinction cutting across racial lines. For the 
statement of Saran rephrasing Husserl, "The message to the East is: Be the 
willing slaves of the White" I would substitute "The message to the modem 
East is: Be the willing slaves ofmodemism." 

The author writes quite rightly that in the modem world, "all major 
threats to human survival are entrusted to a science and technology which 
are expected to reach omnipotence." He then goes into a subtle discussion 
of the meaning of omniscience and omnipotence to which I wish to add a 
few comments. First of all, Coomaraswamy and Saran are completely right 
in that both the qualities of omniscience and omnipotence as usually 
understood refer to finitude and not the Infinitude which transcends both 
omniscience and omnipotence by virtue of its infinitude. This relation 
becomes clear when one refers to the Islamic doctrines of the Divine Names 
and Qualities in relation to the Divine Essence. The Divine Essence (al
Dhiit), which is absolute and infinite and even beyond the condition of 
absoluteness and infinitude, transcends the realm of the Divine Names which 
are its first Self-determination. On the level of the Names, one encounters 
the Names Omniscient (a/- 'Alim) and Omnipotent (al-Qiidir) and not at the 
level of the Divine Essence. However, even on the level of the Divine 
Essence one cannot deny knowledge of the Self by the Self, although this 
would not be omniscience in the ordinary sense. Omnipotence, on the 
contrary, does not apply as a category to the Divine Essence or Infinitude. 

As far as modem man is concerned, his situation implies not only 
rejecting the primacy of God, if not His total negation openly, but also 
playing the role of God on the earthly plane. To slay the gods, as modem 
man has set out to do, of necessity implies also playing the role ofthe gods, 
for nature abhors a vacuum as the ancient philosophers asserted. This means 
in the case of modem man trying to take on the attributes of Divinity, 
including having the illusion of the possibility of gaining both omniscience 
and omnipotence. Furthermore, this hope is entrusted to Faustian science 
and the technology which results from its applications. The goal of the 
attainment of omniscience and omnipotence lies at the center of the 
Promethean man's vision of himself and his relation to the world about him. 
It is a dream that as Saran says, "modem man cannot give up." Saran also 
discusses the relation between the two ·concepts of omniscience and 
omnipotence which are of interest and with which I am generally in accord. 

The one passage which Saran has selected from my writing to comment 
upon is "The world created by the Demiurge is not only an order or cosmos 
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but a living order directed to the good and teleological in nature." He turns 
first of all to the meaning of the Demiurge in Hindu mythology in the form 
ofBrahma and recounts the Hindu myth according to which Brahma, or the 
Demiurge, is guilty of the "primal violation" by breaking "the Primal Silence 
and disrupt[ ing] the original unity of phenomena" for which he was given 
capital punishment by Siva, the god of Time. And yet Brahma is the 
"archetypal Benefactor of Man and Protector of all creation." 

I wish to confirm the profound significance of this Hindu myth which 
points to the two aspects of the Demiurge to which Plato also referred. On 
the one hand the Demiurge commits the first aggression and sin by 
disrupting the primordial harmony, peace and silence of the infinite Reality, 
the Non-manifest, by bringing about creation. On the other hand this 
creation or manifestation is a benediction because it issues from the sacred 
ocean of Non-manifestation. Creation is at once a denial and confirmation 
of the Sacred, of the Absolute. In my writings I have often spoken of 
creation as both veil and symbol which refers to the same truth. Moreover, 
since the first sin, according to this Hindu myth, was the negation of the 
Absolute (as the Islamic tradition also asserts so categorically), Saran writes, 
"All sin, that is, the very idea of sin, arises from non-acceptance of the 
Absolute. And so modern man rationalizes everything, making the Relative 
into his (pseudo-) Absolute." These two statements are another way of 
expressing what I have said over the years about the absolutization of the 
relative by modern man. In recent years, I have also used the phrase, 
"absolutization of the transient" as being the trait most characteristic of the 
mentality prevalent today, as a result of which the wisdom of the ages is 
evaluated according to the most ephemeral and transient "values" that are 
absolutized, whereas in reality these so-called values change practically 
every decade. According to this mentality, the '60s are already a far.away 
age, like the Middle Ages, of historical interest only, or valuable for 
purposes of fulfilling a sense of nostalgia among certain people. 

For Pontifical man the memory of that "sin ofBrahma" is never lost. He 
knows that the primordial Non-manifested or Uncreated Reality was violated 
by the act of creation. He also knows that since he is now in the created 
order, his supreme duty is to remember that Divine Origin, the Absolute, and 
to view the cosmos as flowing from that Sacred Reality. To paraphrase 
Saran, the primal dharma of man is to remember the Uncreated, to move 
toward the Origin. His dharma is also to never confuse the relative for the 
Absolute but to remain fully aware that the relative, or creation, always bears 
the imprint of its Origin and that it is therefore sacred. 

Being a thinker with a refined philosophical mind, Saran points to a 
number of subtle points that need further elucidation. One is his statement 
"An order ... is necessarily asymmetrical." Now, such a statement should 
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have been given much more explanation by Saran himself than the single 
sentence that follows. For my part I would add that his statement is not true 
of every kind of order but it is certainly true of the total order of nature, 
precisely because of the presence of telos. Because nature issues from the 
Divine Principle and returns to that Principle, there is an element of 
becoming and irreversibility involved in the order of nature which makes the 
order within it asymmetrical. Certain recent discoveries of modem scientists 
such as Ilya Prigogine point to the same reality on the scientific level without 
there being necessarily a full comprehension of the metaphysics involved. 
But this asymmetry of the order in nature on the macro scale does not 
exclude symmetrical order on a particular micro level and confined to 
specific domains. In a sense nature displays types of symmetric order within 
the larger and more universal asymmetric order to which Saran alludes. As 
he had said, the reign of Time in the world of becoming necessitates 
irreversibility and asymmetry. The cosmos cannot have an order that is both 
living and teleological and yet be bound by symmetric order alone. 

Saran's discussion of wholeness, living nature, teleology, and truth itself 
contains many interesting points with which I am in accord and to which 
there is no need to provide a response. How can one deny the "Firstness of 
Truth" and that it lies at the apex of the triangle of Truth, Goodness, and 
Beauty which "encapsulate the whole life-endeavor of man qua man?" 
Needless to say, this endeavor cannot be carried out without the aid of Truth 
itself. It is this central confirmation that I believe Saran has in mind when he 
says, "the asymmetry inherent in a living order . . . is redeemed by the 
hieros." Indeed, without hieros man places himself in the position of the 
Divinity and through pride mistakes his being as the image of God for the 
origin of that image Itself. The result cannot but be ultimately self-destruc
tion. 

Professor Saran's essay is relatively short but full of profound ideas 
which are mentioned without much elaboration except in one or two cases. 
I am most grateful to him for having brought these deep issues to the fore, 
especially the meaning of the Demiurge, thereby providing me the opportu
nity for clarifying my views on them. I have not provided a longer response 
in order to remain in conformity with both the style and content of Saran's 
challenging and provocative essay. 

S.H.N. 



SCIENCE AND HUMAN KNOWLEDGE 

13 

Ibrahim Kalin 

THE SACRED VERSUS THE SECULAR: 
NASR ON SCIENCE 

Nasr's work on science is discomforting for many. His defense of 
traditional sciences is seen by his critics as a nostalgic appeal to 

tradition with no real consequences for the current problems surrounding 
modern science. His unflinching attack on the philosophical foundations of 
modern science makes the modernists uneasy both in the East and the West. 
Furthermore, the evolutionary historians of science consider his notion of 
Islamic science too religious and metaphysical. Part of this perturbed 
situation comes from Nasr's rigorous assertion of the religious view ofthe 
cosmos at a time when religion as a valid source of knowledge is noJonger 
taken seriously even by its sincere adherents. Sailing against the grain, Nasr 
offers no apologies for his resolute stance and insists on questioning the 
received meaning of science. Consequently, Nasr's approach to science from 
a religious point of view suggests a new way of looking at the vexed 
question of religion and science. This essay, however, will confine itself to 
a critical analysis ofNasr's concept of science both in its traditional sense 
and modem form. 

A quick look at Nasr's wide-ranging works shows that the question of 
science occupies a central place in his thought. Following a twofold strategy, 
Nasr does not remain content with the critique of modem Western science, 
and presents his alternative view of science on the basis of traditional 
doctrines. The heavy emphasis put on the distinction between the traditional 
and the modem, or the sacred and the profane, runs through Nasr's work, 
and his work comprises many facets of traditional and modem sciences. A 
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considerable number of his works are thus devoted to the exposition of 
traditional sciences, the metaphysical and cosmological principles on which 
they are based, and their meaning for a day and age that tends to see them as 
no more than superstitions and old wives' tales. The second part ofNasr's 
work is focused on modem science, its historical formation, its philosophical 
premises and claims, and the catastrophic events brought about by the 
unquestioned acceptance of modem science and technology. In both of these 
fields, Nasr stands out as a rigorous practitioner of the traditional school and 
presents a profound evaluation of the traditional and modem natural sciences 
from the point of view of traditional doctrines. This can best be seen in his 
insistence on the necessity of scientia sacra and the revival of premodern 
cosmologies that the traditional civilizations have produced over the 
centuries. Being the application of a number of metaphysical principles 
expounded by the traditional school, and especially by Rene Guenon, Nasr's 
critique of modem science is accordingly motivated neither by a purely 
utilitarian impulse nor by a mere academic and historical interest. Rather, his 
uncompromising defense of traditional sciences on the one hand, and 
relentless attack on the philosophical claims of modem science on the other, 
is to be seen as an encounter between the traditional and the modem at the 
metaphysical level as it pertains to the domain of natural sciences. 

It is, therefore, important to note at the outset that Nasr' s critique of 
modern science is marked off from the current criticisms leveled against 
modern Western science by its metaphysical and religious stance. According 
to Nasr, modern science is an anomaly not simply because we have to pay 
a high price by destroying the natural environment, but because modern 
science operates within a seriously misguided framework in which every
thing is reduced to pure quantity and by which modern man is made to think 
that all of his problems, from transportation to spiritual salvation, can 
ultimately be solved by further progress in science. The other cost of the 
scientistic fallacy is to make spiritual realities appear as unreal and 
redundant, or at least not relevant to the world-picture presented by modern 
science. In sharp contrast to this naive belief in science and progress which 
has come under severe attack especially after World War II, Nasr aims at 
analyzing and questioning the very foundations upon which modem science 
as the pseudo-religion of the modern age is based. In this regard, one may 
argue that Nasr's work is not so much concerned with the philosophy of 
science in the current sense of the term as with the metaphysics of science, 
namely, the metaphysical framework in which science, be it modern or pre
modern, is to be understood and given its due place in the hierarchy of 
knowledge. For Nasr, it is the availability or absence of such a metaphysics 
that makes science modern or traditional. 

Thus, Nasr's highly critical stance towards modern science can best be 
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understood in the light of his notion of sacred science, which might be 
described very briefly as an application of the One and the Absolute to the 
plane of relative existence. In fact, Nasr's central claim is that the rise of 
modem Western science is not the result of some ground-breaking advance
ments in scientific measurement. Rather it is a direct consequence of the rise 
of a certain philosophy which underlies the formation of modem science 
from the seventeenth century onward. This claim can also be read as an 
extension of his view of sacred and traditional sciences which share a 
metaphysical outlook entirely different from that of modem science. To use 
a familiar distinction from the contemporary philosophy of science, Nasr 
concentrates his criticisms on the context of justification rather than on the 
context of experiment. In other words, Nasr's work on modem science is not 
so much concerned with the actual conditions of scientific experiment and 
measurement, a subject dear to many scientists and philosophers of science, 
as with the larger framework of meaning in which the findings and the 
philosophical foundations of modem natural sciences are to be examined. 

In what follows, I shall give first a brief description ofNasr's defense of 
what he calls sacred science. By focusing on the concept of sci entia sacra, 
we will be able to gain insight into the metaphysical framework in which 
traditional sciences, whether Hindu, Chinese or Islamic, were constructed 
and transmitted. The relevance of metaphysical doctrines ofworld religions 
for traditional sciences will thus form an important part of our discussion. 
The second part of the essay will focus on Nasr's criticism of modem 
Western science which, in the eyes of Nasr, is the primary cause of the 
secularization and desacralization of the order of nature. It is, however, 
extremely important not to lose sight of the fact that Nasr is not opposed to 
science itself but to its philosophical claims that apparently exceed its 
legitimate boundaries. Keeping this in mind, our analysis will also prt>vide 
us with a chance to distinguish between the philosophy and the metaphysics 
of science with which Nasr's work is primarily concerned. 

SCIENT/A SACRA DEFINED AND DEFENDED 

Nasr defines scientia sacra as "that sacred knowledge which lies at the heart 
of every revelation and is the center of that circle which encompasses and 
defines tradition."1 Scientia sacra, whose Latin form Nasr insists on keeping, 
denotes the supreme science of metaphysics which comprises the principia! 
knowledge ofthings, whereas, "sacred science" refers to the application of 
sacred knowledge to various domains of reality, physical and spiritual. Any 
science, be it natural, mathematical, or intellectual, that places the sacred at 
the center of its structure is sacred to the extent that it is an application of the 
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immutable principles of metaphysics to the world of change and relativity.2 

In this regard, all sacred sciences are also traditional sciences in the sense 
that they apply the principles of traditional metaphysics to the scientific 
study of nature and thus can be called different versions of applied 
metaphysics.3 Grounded in this view, all sacred sciences from cosmology to 
medicine share a number of cardinal principles which Nasr outlines as 
follows: the sacred sciences construe the world through the prism of a 
hierarchy of being and knowledge. The physical world is not denied as an 
illusion, as maya, or as a shadow to be degraded in face of the Absolute. Nor 
is it taken to be an ultimate reality in and of itself. It is rather placed within 
a larger framework of meaning and significance that does not confine 
existence to any particular scientific construction. The traditional civiliza
tions in which the sacred sciences were cultivated insist on the Divine origin 
of the world, and this view leads to a clear-cut relationship of hierarchy 
between the absolute and the relative, the eternal and the temporal, the 
necessary and the contingent. Since hierarchy implies, by definition, a multi
layered structure, the traditional sciences are essentially anti-reductionist. 
This explains, to a large extent, the persistence of the idea of the "great chain 
of being" across the traditional civilizations which do not allow the reduction 
of reality into a pure idea or pure matter as these terms are currently 
understood.4 Instead of relegating reality to a lower plane of existence, 
namely to matter, the sacred sciences analyze each domain of reality in its 
own level, thus resting on a metaphysical framework within which it is 
possible to maintain the vision of the One and the many without confound
ing the two. 

In this view, nature, the very subject matter of science, is regarded as a 
sacred being, as vestigia Dei, or as ayat Allah (e.g., as the signs of God 
which point to the "symbolic significance" of the world of nature). In sharp 
contrast to the modem view of nature which reduces the order of nature to 
everlasting change and impermanence, the traditional sciences look upon 
nature as the abode of both change and permanence. Although common
sense experience tends to see nature as a perennially changing structure, the 
world of nature displays also a remarkable continuity, perseverance, and 
harmony, as we see in the preservation of the species and the endurance of 
natural forms. For Nasr, this double-aspect of nature proves beyond any 
doubt the Divine quality in nature: the world of nature has not been left to 
the infinite succession of haphazard and senseless changes which admit no 
te/os in the cosmos. On the contrary, nature contains in itself the principles 
of change and permanence simultaneously and points to a "big picture" in 
which all of its parts are recognized as forming a meaningful unity and 
harmony. As Titus Burckhardt reminds us, "the Greek word cosmos means 
'order', implying the ideas of unity and totality. Cosmology is thus the 
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science of the world inasmuch as this reflects its unique cause, Being."5 

Defined as such, the order of nature or the cosmos cannot be other than the 
reflection on the level of relative existence of a higher principle.6 

Cosmos as a self-disclosure of the Divine can be grasped, according to 
Nasr, only by what Frithjof Schuon calls the "symbolist spirit" which has 
been lost in the modern world. The symbolist outlook shared by all the 
traditional sciences is based on the epistemological premise that the reality 
of things is more than how it appears to us. 7 Just as the reality of God is not 
limited to His creation, the reality of the natural world is also not confined 
to the analysis and classification of natural sciences. In fact, the meaning of 
the cosmos can be made explicit only when one sees it as more than its 
quantitative sum. A crucial implication of this premise is obviously the 
rejection of modern empiricism: since reality is not exhausted by its 
experimental analysis, there has to be an "intellectual" principle that 
organizes and guides what is experienced by the five senses. Left unto itself, 
the sum total of experimental data, however "thick" and informative it might 
be, does not constitute a whole or unity by which we can understand and 
describe the world. In fact, pure empiricism as a way of dealing with the 
world of nature is not a possibility ~ecause there is always an element of 
intellectual knowledge involved in any scientific enterprise undertaken.8 In 
other words, the choice of the scientist to deal with a particular domain of 
reality by using certain scientific instruments is not a theory-free and value
free endeavor. The context of experiment, despite its operational nature, is 
always the context of a number of choices, judgments, and evaluations that 
the scientist has in the background ofhis work. The task of the metaphysics 
of science, as we observe it in the work ofNasr, is precisely to provide and 
clarify these principal ideas and judgments through which all natural 
sciences, whether traditional or modern, function. As a result of the presence 
of such a metaphysics, the traditional notion of experiment in the natural 
sciences has a field of meaning completely different from and incommensu
rable with its modern counterpart. That is why the traditional sciences which 
Nasr, together with the other members of the traditional school, defends 
against modern science have never allowed the rise of reductionist empiri
cism despite the epoch-making achievements of traditional sciences in such 
experimental fields as medicine, astronomy, mechanics, and alchemy.9 

Modern empiricism or what Guenon calls "l'experimentalisme 
moderne" differs completely from the traditional notion of experiment since 
it is not only reductionist but also flawed in its most essential assumption 
that theory has to be checked against the backdrop of a number of experi
mental conditions. Guenon puts into question this very assumption and 
claims that to give priority to experiment detached from the theoretical 
setting in which it is constructed is to reverse the relation between theory and 
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experiment. For Guenon, it is the illusion of modem experimentalism to 
believe that · 

a theory can be proved by facts whereas in reality the same facts can always be 
explained equally well by a number of different theories, and it would not be 
possible, as some of the defenders of the experimental method like Claude 
Bernard have recognized, to interpret these facts without the help of some 
"preconceived ideas" without which these facts remain as "brute facts," devoid 
of any significance and scientific value. 10 

Set against this background, the traditional sciences that employ the 
experimental method always function within a framework of metaphysical 
principles the most important of which is, for Nasr and the traditional school, 
the hierarchy ofbeing and knowledge. 11 It is the recognition of this hierarchy 
that exists objectively and independently of the knowing subject that 
prevents the traditional sciences of nature from falling into the trap of 
reductionist empiricism. 

The traditional notion of scientific experiment brings us to another 
fundamental issue in the natural sciences, which is the question of scientific 
realism. Although neither Nasr nor the other exponents of the traditional 
school speak about realism in terms similar to the ongoing discussion in 
contemporary philosophy of science, it is possible to argue that Nasr takes 
a realist position on the meaning and function of natural sciences. The 
common-sense definition of realism as the acceptance of an objective world 
not dependent on our perceptions is, one may claim, uninteresting and even 
boring, 12 and it would not be wrong to say that it does not yield any 
substantial knowledge about the structure of the world around us. Yet, this 
seemingly simple truism entails a far-reaching thesis concerning our 
consciousness of the world. 

Putting aside the conflicting views on the subject, we may characterize 
this assertion along the following lines. According to a fundamental axiom 
expounded by the traditional school, man is in principle capable of knowing 
God and the world through his intellect which is a God-given faculty. In 
sharp contrast to Kantianism and other forms of rationalism, the possibility 
of metaphysics as an all-inclusive science stems from the faculty of the 
intellect whose function is to integrate and know the higher levels of reality. 
Whereas reason by its nature analyzes and dissects the world around it into 
fragments in order to function properly, the intellect synthesizes and 
integrates what has been fragmented by the work of reason. The same 
principle applies, one may argue, to the natural sciences in the sense that the 
quantitative study of the cosmos is complemented by the qualitative and 
"symbolist" perception of the intellect. 13 

Nasr's realist position comes to the fore with his depiction of science as 
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an organized body of knowledge that is in principle capable of describing the 
world to us as it is. Guided primarily by the supreme knowledge of meta
physics, science can and does investigate the reality of physical entities as 
they exist objectively in the extra-mental world. This suggests that scientific 
theories are not mere instruments of operation by which the scientist 
constructs a picture of the world without having an actual grasp of it. 14 On 
the contrary, what science presents to us as a world-picture is in fact a true 
picture of the world, provided that it is substantiated by sound evidence and 
that it does not lose sight of the hierarchic vision of the universe. As in the 
case of scientific experimentalism, this minimal or common-sense view of 
scientific realism is supplemented by what one may call a "metaphysical 
realism" in that the scientific realism in question is gained not through the 
operation of the senses and reason alone but primarily through the intellect 
which is the locus of metaphysical knowledge for intellectual as well as 
natural sciences. The fact that science can present to us a true picture of the 
world is to be seen not as being due to an exclusive brilliance of scientific 
theories or experimental devices, but as a possibility of the intellect. It is 
through the intellect that we make sense of the world with which the 
sciences are concerned. Said differently, what makes the quantitative study 
of the universe possible is the intellect's ability to understand the reality of 
things as they are, to the extent possible within the confines of human 
ability, namely as the plane of relative existence in face of the Absolute. 15 It 
is this metaphysical component that separates realism, as it is defined here, 
from both positivism and physicalism. 16 

Nasr' s ground-breaking work on Islamic science can be taken as an 
example to illustrate the foregoing points. 17 The Islamic natural sciences 
cultivated in Islamic civilization by Muslim scientists were based on a 
careful and analytic study of nature within the matrix of the Islamic 
revelation. The essence of this revelation is al-taw~id, the principle of unity 
professed by every member of the Islamic community, which underlies, as 
Nasr repeatedly states, the unity and interrelatedness of the world of nature. 
Although a/-taw~id in its ordinary sense refers to the theological dictum that 
there is no divinity but God, its ontological and metaphysical meanings enter 
the picture as a corollary by construing the world of nature as issuing forth 
from a single source, that is, from the Divine. For Nasr, the primary goal of 
Islamic sciences, from medicine to geometry, is to disclose this underlying 
unity and to show "the unity and interrelatedness of all that exists." 18 Seen 
from this point of view, reality presents itself to us as a well-knit unity in 
which the individual objects as the subject matter of science are located. 19 A 
supposedly "pure" analysis of the natural world into its constituent parts 
does not help us understand these discrete parts because each analysis, 
whether scientific or philosophical, is carried out within a context in which 
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the terms of the analysis are given. Furthermore, each part by definition 
requires a whole or unity in relation to which alone it can be called ''part." 
The distinct characteristic of Islamic sciences, claims Nasr, is to admit this 
pre-conceptual and relational unity as a given fact and reveal the balance 
between the whole and the part, and between the one and the many. This is 
also one of the fundamental differences between the metaphysical frame
work of Islamic science and its modem counterpart. 20 

Following the same line of argument, it is possible to contend that the 
"facts" of science are not derivable from an analysis which is thought to be 
detached and isolated from the multi-layered contexts of meaning. In fact, 
as Nasr insists upon the necessity of an all-inclusive metaphysical matrix in 
which any scientific activity is to be conducted, science, be it traditional or 
modem, represents a prime example of what Gilbert Ryle calls "thick 
description," namely, the analysis ofthe layers of meaning within which an 
activity is carried out. Now, one of the merits of Islamic science is to unveil 
the persistence of such layers of meaning that run through the various levels 
of scientific activity while at the same time explicating the tacit unity and 
interrelatedness of natural phenomena. The "unifying perspective ofislam"21 

in which the Islamic sciences are deeply rooted defines the "facts" of science 
not as atomistic quanta but as relational entities that tie the entire cosmos 
together. 22 A crucial implication of this "metaphysics of relationality," if I 
may use such a term, is the denial of pure and simple ideas which the 
empiricists such as Hume have conceived of as the constitutive elements of 
human thought. The so-called pure and simple ideas of human mind always 
assume a "thick" setting in which they are formed and expressed. The same 
holds true for the sense-data and/or sense-perception which is always 
embedded in a context of intelligibility larger than mere sensation. In fact, 
according to the idea of a~iilat al-wujiid, the primacy of being over essence 
(miihiyyah), which Nasr expounds in many of his writings, Being is the 
standing condition of all knowledge. In other words, every act of knowing, 
whether based on the senses or the intellect, presumes a larger context of 
intelligibility provided by the all-inclusive reality of Being. It is on the basis 
of this "existential" ground, as opposed to some physical or ether-like 
element, that we can talk about the cosmos as an interrelated unity. 

This substantive unity, however, becomes comprehensible only through 
the aid of the intellect which integrates various domains of reality, distinct 
from quantitative analysis which remains at the steps of fragmentation and 
dissection. For Nasr, the remarkable achievements of Islamic sciences were 
made possible by the availability of such a comprehensive outlook, one that 
has determined both the context of experiment and justification of the 
traditional natural sciences.23 This is also the demarcation line between the 
sacred and modem science, the latter having adopted an entirely different 
perspective, to which we now turn. 
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MODERN SCIENCE: THE TRIUMPH OF THE SECULAR 

It is now common wisdom that the rise of modern science was not a natural 
result of some technological advancements that took place in Western 
Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The formation of modern 
science was rather the end-result of a number of philosophical and meta
physical changes that have altered humanity's view of nature and science in 
an unprecedented way. In this sense, modern science represents a radical 
shift away from the traditional notion of scientia-a shift from the sacred 
evaluation of nature to a secular and profane framework in which pure 
quantity is taken to be the reality. With this new outlook, nature is divested 
of its symbolic and sacred meaning, and the scientist becomes the sole 
arbiter of truth. For Nasr, the legitimation crisis of modern science stems 
from this new and "alien" perspective that has led, among other things, to 
such global calamities as the environmental crisis and the threat of nuclear 
warfare. Accordingly, Nasr's relentless attack on modern science is focused 
on the analysis and critique of the errors of this philosophical purview rather 
than being a "sentimental attack" on modem science itself, as is commonly 
and mistakenly assumed. In this regard, Nasr's encounter with the intellec
tual premises of secular Western science can be interpreted as an archeology 
of modem science whose roots go back to the seventeenth,.century Scientific 
Revolution. 

Five main traits of modem science come to the fore in Nasr's critical 
analysis. The first is the secular view of the universe that sees no traces of 
the Divine in the natural order. Nature is no longer the vestigia Dei of 
Christian cosmology but a self-subsistent entity that can be encapsulated 
exhaustively in the quantitative formulae of natural sciences.24 The second 
feature is the mechanization of the world-picture upon the model of 
machines and clocks. Once couched in terms of mechanistic relations, nature 
becomes something absolutely determinable and predictable-a much 
needed safety zone for the rise of modem industrial society and capitalism. 
The third aspect of modem science is rationalism and empiricism as we have 
alluded to before. The fourth trait is the legacy of Cartesian dualism that 
presupposes a complete separation between res cogitans and res extensa, 
that is, between the knowing subject and the object to be known. With this 
cleavage, the epistemological alienation of man from nature comes to 
completion by leaving behind a torrent of pseudo-problems in modem 
philosophy, the notorious mind-body problem being a special case in point.25 

The last important aspect of modem science is in a sense a culmination of 
the foregoing features, and it is the exploitation of nature as a source of 
power and domination-a fact not unknown to modem capitalist society. 
Now we can see, in a brief manner, how these aspects of modem science 
figure in Nasr's critical analysis. 
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What came into being with the Scientific Revolution was a new way of 
looking at the world in the deepest sense. Nature was no longer conceived 
as a being of sacred significance with its own life cycle and unity, something 
not to be destroyed by man's desire to establish a fake paradise here on 
earth. The humanist ideal ofbringing down heaven to the terrestrial domain 
was deemed possible only by turning nature into a stage in which the destiny 
of mankind was to be decided in isolation from the Divine dictums of 
Christianity or any other religion. The historic break away from the religious 
view of the universe marks the incubation of a modern secularism that 
claims to account for all the dimensions of nature by reducing it to pure 
quantity and a soulless machine. For Nasr, this secular view of the universe 
underlies the most essential characteristics of modern science. Once 
translated into the language of pure quantities, nature becomes devoid of any 
intrinsic meaning and intelligibility. All the qualitative aspects associated 
with the natural phenomena, such as beauty, harmony, telos, and intelligibil
ity turn into what Galileo called the "secondary qualities," namely, the 
subjective feelings of humans with no corresponding reality in the extra
mental world. 26 Galileo' s distinction between the primary and secondary 
qualities has also laid the foundations of modern empiricism: reality is what 
can be measured quantitatively, and it is only through the channel of 
empirical science that access to "reality" defined as such can be gained. 27 

Hence, science deals with a domain of reality with no meaning and value in 
and of itself. As Collingwood rightly points out, this view excludes God as 
well as man from the world of nature in that both God and man are seen as 
conferring meaning upon nature ex post facto, thus treating nature itself as 
inert matter?8 Consequently, this view leads to the glorification of the human 
mind as the sole locus of meaning and value, and thus slips into a gross 
subjectivism. Nasr rejects this subjectivism, insists on the intrinsic qualities 
of nature, and makes the bold epistemological claim that the world of nature, 
or the external world, displays certain qualities intrinsic to itself which 
cannot be confined to the feelings or the cognition of the knowing subject. 
Said differently, the qualities that we associate with the natural phenomena 
are not simply the results of some psychological states, but rather must be 
seen as constitutive of what we experience.29 Placed within this framework, 
the world of nature appears to be of sacred quality in and of itself and not 
necessarily dependent on our perceptions of it. 

This view has important implications for the so-called "bare facts," the 
temple of all the positivists, that supposedly replace the metaphysical and 
philosophical suppositions of premodern sciences with the "facts" of natural 
phenomena. As I have stated earlier, the myth of neutral fact, free from any 
context of meaning and value, has to be abandoned as inadequate. This, 
then, puts into question one of the fundamental premises of the secular view 
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of nature that the "bare facts" of science leave no space for religious or 
artistic truth and that what is out there in the world of nature is no more than 
aggregates of chemical and biological elements upon which the human mind 
antecedently confers meaning. As Nasr repeatedly states, the projection of 
nature as pure materia is a reflection of the secular outlook of modem 
science in which a "suppositionless" encounter with the world is pushed to 
the limits of relegating nature to a structure of brute facts with no meaning 
and even practical use. 

It is not a difficult step to take from a nature conceived as inert and 
essentially devoid of meaning to a nature constructed upon the model of a 
machine and, later with Newton, a clock. The purpose of this analogy, as we 
all know, was to prove the precision of modem natural sciences and to 
substantiate man's claim for absolute domination over nature. The myth of 
the determinate and predictable state of things was a necessary assumption 
for the operation of the natural sciences-a myth shattered by the rise of 
quantum mechanics and sub-atomic studies.30 In any case, nature had to be 
construed as a machine in the full sense of the term so that the rise of 
industrial society could go ahead without any serious objection from religion 
or society, both of which were already made submissive to the undisputed 
authority of science. Interestingly enough, the very model through which the 
bare facts of nature were to be discovered proved to be a clear indication of 
the philosophical outlook adopted by modern science: "machine" or "clock" 
is certainly not a phenomenon to be found in nature but rather an invention 
of modem industrial society. Nasr sees the disastrous effects of the 
mechanistic view of the cosmos in this misconceived belief in science that 
has led to the eclipse of traditional ideas and values on the one hand, and to 
a number of modem disasters on the other. In addition to that, Nasr also 
insists that thinking about nature in terms of machines is not the best way to 
deal with natural phenomena. As the history of premodern sciences shows, 
it is possible to study and make use of nature without subscribing to a 
mechanistic world view in which the intrinsic value of nature and everything 
in it is deemed inconsequential for the progress of human society. 

The third important trait of modem science is, for Nasr, rationalism and 
empiricism which, in spite of their historical rivalry, complement each other 
in a number of surprising ways. First of all, both rationalism and empiricism, 
as the two progeny of the Enlightenment, reject the "Great Chain ofBeing," 
namely, the hierarchic view of the universe which lies at the heart of 
traditional sciences. Instead, modern rationalism constructs a world-picture 
within the limits of reason alone while empiricism takes a similar position 
by reducing reality to the least common denominator, that is, sense 
experience. The philosophical roots of Enlightenment humanism can thus be 
traced back to this epistemological straitjacket imposed upon our perception 
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of the world by rationalism and empiricism. Secondly, both of these schools 
take the knowing subject, the cogito of Descartes, to be the sole possessor 
of meaning and intelligibility, thus paving the way for a subjectivist 
epistemology. Although the cosmology of modem science, at the hands of 
Galileo, supposedly invalidated the Christian view of the universe that 
regarded the world as the center of the cosmos, modem epistemology put the 
modem man back at the center by assigning to him the role of being the 
Promethean "creator" of the world.31 Thirdly, both rationalism and empiri
cism adopt what Thomas Nagel calls the "view from nowhere" standpoint 
according to which man is disengaged from the world (in which he is 
ineluctably included) and able to see the world by himself from a God-like 
vantage point. 32 As I have mentioned earlier, modem rationalism, according 
to Nasr and the traditional school, rests on a serious misunderstanding of the 
notion of "reason" when it relegates the intellect to calculation and analysis. 
Modem empiricism, for its part, falls into a similar predicament by 
repudiating any principle higher than sense perception. 

The fourth distinguishing characteristic of modem science is closely 
related to both rationalism and empiricism, and this is the legacy of Cartesian 
bifurcation which draws an ontological and epistemological abyss between 
the knowing subject and the object to be known. With this rupture, the 
knowing subject is veiled ontologically from the world surrounding it and 
bound to look at everything as an "other" including nature and "other 
minds." Historically, the epistemology of"othering," the inevitable offshoot 
of Cartesian dualism, has been one of the key factors in the alienation of man 
from nature and the destruction of the natural environment. It is not 
surprising to see that the decimation of natural resources coincides with the 
rise of colonialism and Orientalism, both of which are grounded in the 
creation of"others" as the unavoidable costs ofWestem domination. Nasr 
sees the roots of this modem predicament in the Cartesian heritage and 
argues very strongly for what we may call an "epistemology of unity," 
according to which the unity between the intellect and the intelligible is to 
be reasserted in order to have a genuine relationship with the world of nature 
as well as with other human beings.33 

The last but by no means the least important aspect of modem science 
might be described as an ineluctable outcome of the preceding factors that 
we have just outlined. This pertains to the very context in which modem 
science is pursued and supported by governments, institutions and corpora
tions. At this point, one of the most apparent leitmotifs of modem science is 
its connection with power and dominatibn that has received a global 
prevalence with the consolidation of the world capitalist economy. Science 
as a way of gaining power and control over nature and other human beings 
is certainly a very strong impulse that lies at the heart of modem scientific 
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enterprise. An important outcome of this new spirit has been the wedding 
between science and technology to such an extent that one can hardly speak 
of "pure science" anymore, a science that will not succumb to the demands 
and conditions of consumerist economy. Putting aside the extremely limited 
number of scientists who still see their vocation as a pursuit of truth and 
knowledge, nearly the entire body of modem science is driven by a will to 
power which manifests itself in the never-ending technological novelties 
financed by government funds and international corporations. Many critics 
of modem science have warned against the dangers of rapid technological 
change, a pace that creates a state of unbounded dependency on the one 
hand, and an irremediable sense of dislocation on the other.34 Nasr sees the 
roots of this predicament in the very assumptions of modem science and its 
stance towards nature. Accordingly, any plausible solution for the persisting 
problems caused by modem science and technology can be achieved not by 
better engineering or further progress but by reconsidering the entire 
perspective of the modem worldview regarding nature, human life, and its 
meaning.35 

By way of conclusion, I would like to state two points on the implica
tions ofNasr's view of science. Nasr's critique of modem secular science is 
based, as we have seen, on his conviction that the philosophical foundations 
of the modem physical sciences are marred in a serious way and that their 
misdeeds can be countered only by rediscovering the sacred view of the 
cosmos. Obviously, this inference has a number of interesting consequences 
for the current relationship between religion and science, into which we 
cannot go within the limits of this study. One important result, however, is 
that modem science, because of the secular framework it adopts, cannot be 
regarded as a continuation of traditional or premodern sciences, as is 
assumed by many historians ofscience.36 As I have pointed out earlier, the 
main difference between traditional and modem sciences is one of perspec
tive and perception, not technical advancement. This being the case, the 
attempts to dovetail the findings of modem science with the spiritual 
teachings of traditional religions, as has become a widespread fashion in the 
recent decades, are destined to fail unless we set out to redefine the 
metaphysical underpinnings of science as a way of coming to terms with the 
world of nature. Without undertaking this colossal task, our efforts will do 
no more than to elevate science to a semi-religious truth or to tum religion 
into a scientific trope.37 Keeping this in mind, Nasr's critical work, although 
it may seem too radical and uncompromising to some, is likely to be a secure 
starting point for a more comprehensive and plausible discourse on the 
relation between religion and science. 

With his unyielding stance, Nasr also opens up a new avenue for facing 
up to the challenge of modem science without sacrificing the traditional 
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ideas and values, and for rejecting the totalizing claims of the modem 
secular worldview which continue ever increasingly to dominate every facet 
of human life. Considering the current positions taken on science, which 
have been either total submission in the case of modernism or an inchoate 
rejection in the case of postmodemism and its associates, Nasr's critical 
approach offers a veritable alternative to both extremes, inviting us to a 
serious deliberation over the very terms of the problem. In this sense, the 
reassertion of the religious view of the universe and its meaning for natural 
sciences is indubitably of prime importance, not only for the followers of any 
particular religion but for the whole of humanity. 
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model of the universe to Napoleon, declares God to be a "redundant hypothesis." 
For Laplace's famous reply that "I had no need of that hypothesis" see, Roger Hahn, 
"Laplace and the Mechanistic Universe" in God and Nature, ed. David Lindberg 
and Ronald Numbers (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
1986). 

25. Rorty goes so far as to attribute the "invention of the mind" to Descartes 
and his cogito which has come to be the source of modem theories of knowledge 
and the ill-formulated mind-body problem. See his Philosophy and the Mirror of 
Nature (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1979), p. 17ff. 

26. The distinction between the primary and secondary qualities made by 
Galileo is one of the foundations of the Scientific 'Revolution. This issue was later 
taken up in philosophy by Hume and became one of the pillars of modem 
empiricism. For the importance of this distinction, one may refer, among others, to 



THE SACRED VERSUS THE SECULAR: NASR ON SCIENCE 461 
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1984 ), pp. 15-16; Alexandre Koyre, From the Closed World to the Infinite 
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Anchor Books, 1932), pp. 83-91. 

27. For an account ofGalileo's distinction from this point of view, see Herbert 
Butterfield, The Origins of Modern Science 1300-1800 (New York: The Free Press, 
1968), pp. 99-102. 

28. Collingwood, op. cit., p. 103. 
29. On the traditional school's view of quality and quantity as two philosophi

cal categories, see Rene Guenon, The Reign of Quantity and the Signs of the Time, 
trans. by Lord Nortbourne (London: Luzac and Company Ltd., 1953), pp. 19-32. 

30. The idea of determinism and prediction has been influential not only in the 
natural sciences but also, and more perniciously, in the social sciences. The best 
example of this is social Darwinism and behaviorism as evidenced in the work of 
Pavlov in the former Soviet Union and that of B. F. Skinner in the United States. 
Set against the background of their ideological assumptions, both the experiments 
of Pavlov and Skinner's Beyond Freedom and Dignity present an interesting 
example of will to power and domination: both claim to have discovered the 
"technology of behavior"-a much-needed device for any oppressive political 
system. For William Barrett's analysis of this anomaly, see his The Illusion of 
Technique: A Search for Meaning in a Technological Civilization (New York: 
Anchor Books, 1979), pp. xi-xv. 

31. The tragic consequences of Promethean humanism have been noticed by 
many philosophers of the West as well as the East. Nasr has written on the s1.1bject 
extensively, employing a rigorously critical language. Among others, Heidegger, 
in his celebrated attack on humanism in Letter on Humanism, offers a scathing 
criticism of Western humanism which has turned man, according to him, into a 
slave of his own inventions. 

32. "The attempt is made to view the world not from a place within it, or from 
the vantage point of a special kind of life or awareness, but from nowhere in 
particular and no form of life in particular at all." Thomas Nagel, Mortal Questions 
(London: Cambridge University Press, 1979), p. 208. 

33. The idea of the unity of the intellect and the intelligible is one of the 
fundamental teachings of traditional philosophy and plays an important role in 
Nasr's writings on knowledge. For Nasr's treatment of the subject, see the first 
chapter of Knowledge and the Sacred, pp. 1--64. In the De Anima (430a), Aristotle 
refers to this idea by saying that "in the case of objects without matter, that which 
thinks and that which is being thought are the same, for theoretical knowledge and 
its knowable object are the same." See De Anima, translated by H. G. Apostle as 



462 IBRAHIM KALIN 

Aristotle on the Soul (The Peripatetic Press, 1981 ), p. 51. The main inspiration of 
Islamic philosophy, however, comes from Enneads V where Plotinus gives a 
detailed explanation of the subject. Although Ibn Sina rejects, curiously enough, the 
unity of the intellect and the intelligible, later mystics and philosophers such as 
Suhrawardi, Ibn al-' Arabi and $adr al-Din Shirazi have continued to elaborate on 
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wa '1-ma 'qiil ([On] the Unity of the Intellect and the Intelligible) published in 
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et l'intelligible chez Plato et dans le neoplatonisme," Revue Philosophique 81, 
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Presence (Albany, SUNY Press, 1992). 

34. There is considerable literature on the consequences of living in a tech
nology-bound society. Among others, one may refer to Philip Sherrard, The Rape 
of Man and Nature: An Enquiry into the Origins and Consequences of Modern 
Science (Ipswich, Suffolk: Golgoonoza Press, 1987); Jacques Ellul, The Technolog
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REPLY TO IBRAHIM KALIN 

I brahim Kalin is well acquainted with my works and thought and what he 
writes about my views on sacred versus secular science is by and large 

acceptable to me. I only need to make a number of clarifications to 
complement his presentation. Before doing so, however, it is necessary to 
make a general comment on the subject he has chosen in relation to my 
works in general. Since my early twenties, I have been concerned first of all 
with the question of modem science, its history and philosophy, secondly 
with the traditional sciences at the heart of which is to be found the sacred 
sciences, and finally with the differences and contrasts between the two 
types of sciences mentioned, namely the traditional and the modem. 
Questions dealing with these matters have occupied my attention ever since 
and a major part of my intellectual life, both in the form of teaching and 
writing, has been devoted to matters revolving around traditional and 
modem sciences as well as to the challenges which the modem sciences pose 
for the religious view of reality in general and the Islamic in particular. 

It is necessary, however, to clarify an important point here as I have done 
in my writings over the years. When I speak of "the religious view of the 
cosmos," to which Kalin refers at the beginning of his essay, this does not 
mean only the external understanding of religion prevalent today as a result 
ofwhich this phrase means only the acceptance of God having created the 
world and the world finally returning to God. These truths are of course 
basic for understanding "the religious view of the cosmos," but they do not 
include all that this phrase implies. Rather, by "religion" in the term 
"religious view" here is meant religion in its vastest sense as tradition which 
includes not only a metaphysics dealing with the nature of the Supreme 
Reality or Source, but also cosmological sciences which see all that exists in 
the cosmos as manifestations of that Source, the cosmological sciences 
themselves being applications of metaphysical principles to the cosmic 
domain. The religious view of the cosmos relates not only the beginning and 
end of things in the external sense to God, but also studies all phenomena as 
signs and symbols ofhigher levels of reality leading finally to the Supreme 
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Reality and all causes as being related ultimately to the Supreme Cause. I 
have dealt extensively with the traditional and cosmological sciences and 
need not go into that issue here again; but it is necessary to emphasize how 
vast and rich the very concept of "the religious view of the cosmos" is in 
contrast to the way it is usually employed today in English, reflecting the 
abdication in the West by religion since the seventeenth century of its right 
to know the cosmos from the religious point of view. 

Since Kalin uses both the terms "scientia sacra" and "sacred science" 
in his exposition, it is necessary for me to clarify once again how I distin
guish between the two terms, although the second is simply the English 
equivalent of the first. But I have kept the Latin form of this phrase to denote 
the supreme science of Ultimate Reality or metaphysics as traditionally 
understood, while I use the English equivalent "sacred science" as science 
of a sacred nature of the manifested and cosmic order but rooted in that 
supreme science and deriving from it. The two are therefore closely 
associated with each other without being identical. 

All traditional civilizations possessed both a scientia sacra which is like 
the sun and sacred sciences which are like rays emanating from the sun, 
whether these sciences were articulated and formulated in writing or not. 
Now, I have called modem science an anomaly not only for the reasons 
mentioned by Kalin, but also because if one looks at the question from the 
point of view of the long history of science seen globally, modem science 
stands out as an anomaly. Other civilizations cultivated various sciences but 
in those cases the domain of nature was never severed from the rest of reality 
and considered as a completely independent order; nor was the knowing 
subject or "mind" cultivating the science in question separated from higher 
modes of consciousness and knowledge. The sciences of nature in traditional 
civilizations were always cultivated within an order which was dominated 
by hierarchy and integration. From this point of view modem science is 
certainly an anomaly, even ifwe disregard the devastating consequence its 
application has had upon the natural environment or the consequence its 
projection into a scientistic philosophy has had for the intellectual and 
spiritual life of those affected by such a philosophy. 

Kalin refers to my work as dealing not so much with the philosophy of 
science as with "the metaphysics of science." Now, it is true that what I deal 
with is not the same as what is treated in most modem works dealing with 
the philosophy of science. One would have to expand the understanding of 
this term to be able to include what I am saying under this heading. But the 
term "metaphysics of science" can also be misleading in its own way. When 
I speak of the traditional sciences, it is of course perfectly justifiable to refer 
to "the metaphysics of science" because these sciences are in fact based on 
metaphysical principles. But since modem science is based to a large extent 
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on the negation of those principles, I am not in agreement with calling their 
theoretical basis "metaphysics" as was done by E. A. Burtt and others. I use 
the term "metaphysics" only in the traditional sense and believe that since 
Leibniz there has been little serious metaphysics within the mainstream of 
modem Western philosophy. Of course modem science, to the extent that it 
is concerned with some aspect of reality, has a metaphysical significance to 
which I have referred in my works, but I remain somewhat uncomfortable 
with the usage of the phrase "metaphysics of science," unless it be clarified 
as one would have to do with the philosophy of science when associated 
with my thought. 

Kalin writes that according to me "sacred science ... might be described 
very briefly as an application of the One and the Absolute to the plane of 
relative existence." There is an obvious error here which I need to rectify. 
The domain of relative existence is not the application of the One and the 
Absolute but a manifestation of that reality. Sacred science itself cannot 
therefore be the application of the One. Rather, as I have already mentioned, 
sacred science is the application ofthe supreme knowledge of the One and 
the Absolute to the plane of relative existence. 

Kalin also writes concerning my view of sacred science that, "the 
physical world is not denied as an illusion, as maya, or as a shadow to be 
degraded in face of the Absolute." This statement has to be modified in order 
to reflect my view of the matter correctly. First of all, since the physical 
world is but the manifestation of the Absolute on, in fact, the lowest level of 
reality, it stands "degraded" when compared to the Absolute; but in itself it 
is relatively real and of value because it reflects as a mirror realities of higher 
and even the highest order. Secondly, from the point of view of supreme 
knowledge, nothing is real but the Real. While emphasizing the importance 
of the cosmological sciences, I also accept fully and furthermore insist "upon 
the central significance of that supreme knowledge which realizes that only 
the Principle is, as asserted so powerfully in so many Islamic sources with 
which Kalin is familiar as well as in Hinduism and elsewhere. The world at 
once veils and reveals. What I have tried to do in my works, and in following 
other expositors of traditional doctrines, is to point out the hierarchy of 
modes ofknowing itself, at the apex of which stands the knowledge of the 
One before which all is reduced to nothingness. But then there is also the 
knowledge of the many in light of the knowledge of the One and acting as 
a ladder leading to the One. This second category concerns the sacred 
sciences which deal with different domains of cosmic reality, including the 
physical which scientists study in light of the reality of the One, and which 
are means of guiding those who are able to understand them to the Source 
of all knowledge and being-these sciences also reflecting and revealing 
what the monotheistic religions call the wisdom of the Creator in His 
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creation. I do not deny the physical world as an illusion on its own level of 
reality, which is precious in itself precisely because it is the locus of the 
reflection of higher, or if one wishes to use another language, more inward 
realities of a spiritual order without which the physical world would cease 
to exist. But in the blinding light of the Divine Sun everything else 
disappears like a mirage and there remains only "The Face of Thy Lord, the 
possessor of majesty and glory" to quote the Quran. To summarize, in 
affirming the importance of the Lesser Mysteries, I do not wish to imply in 
any way that I am overlooking for one moment the supreme significance of 
the Greater Mysteries. 

As far as my realist position is concerned, I agree with Kalin that I am 
a realist, but when he writes, "Nasr's realist position comes to the fore with 
his depiction of sciences as an organized body of knowledge that is in 
principle capable of describing the world to us as it is," he is omitting an 
important point to which I need to turn. I do believe that science, to the 
extent that it corresponds to some aspect of physical reality, has an 
ontological content and cannot be reduced to a subjective or simply "mental" 
mathematical pattern imposed upon physical reality. In the early debate in 
the nineteenth century between E. Meyerson and H. Poincare I would take 
the side of Meyerson. Also I reject totally the Galilean and Cartesian idea 
that all qualities one observes in nature are subjective. But I do not accept 
that any human science of the relative order can provide complete and 
absolute knowledge of any part of that order. I have quoted in my Science 
and Civilization in Islam the famous prayer of the Prophet of Islam, "0 
Lord, show us things as they are," and have discussed the profound 
significance of this utterance for the understanding of the status of the 
sciences of the created order in Islam. In a sense, to know things "as they 
are," is to know them in divinis and no ordinary science can claim exhaustive 
and absolute knowledge of the relative order "of things as they are." From 
the metaphysical point of view, it can be said that only the Absolute can be 
known absolutely. The relative contains within itself always an element of 
ambiguity or maya, in the authentic Hindu sense, which prevents relative 
things from being totally intelligible. This basic point has to be kept in mind 
in reading Kalin's already quoted statement about my realism. 

Kalin's assertion that what science presents to us as a world-picture is 
in fact a true picture of the world must also be understood in light of what 
I have stated here. There is in fact more than one "true picture of the world" 
as the multiplicity of cosmological sciences pertaining to the same domain 
of physical reality exemplify, not only in different traditional civilizations, 
but even within a single tradition. Each of these pictures is true but not 
exclusively so. The only absolute science of the nature of things is that for 
whose attainment the Prophet prayed to God. In certain traditional civiliza
tions such as that of Islam and Hinduism, there is in fact a hierarchy of 



REPLY TO IBRAHIM KALIN 467 

modes of knowing the world of creation or manifestation, each mode being 
valid on its own level and providing a "true picture of the world" without 
there being contradictions, precisely because these modes do not all belong 
to the same level of reality and consciousness. I have had occasion to speak 
often of this matter in my writings, and in fact my major works on Islamic 
science such as Science and Civilization in Islam, An Introduction to Islamic 
Cosmological Doctrines, and Islamic Science-An Illustrated Study are 
based on this hierarchy of knowledge of the domain of existence in general 
and of nature in particular, as well as knowledge of the Source of all 
existence. 

In the section on "Modern Science: The Triumph of the Secular," the 
author provides an analysis of my views and criticisms of modern science 
with which I agree fully. I only need to add a few comments. He mentions 
as the second feature of my criticism the mechanization ofthe world-picture. 
Now, many wonder why I harp on this point when modern physics and 
especially quantum mechanics rejects totally the seventeenth-century 
mechanistic concept of the physical world. I am certainly aware of this 
philosophical change, but the reason I continue to criticize the mechanistic 
point of view is that, although it has become abandoned by modern 
physicists, it is still avidly pursued by many in other sciences, even biology, 
and is, moreover, part and parcel of the general scientistic world view that 
dominates so much of the culture of the modern world on the level ofboth 
the generally well educated classes and the populace at large. 

Also in this section, Kalin writes, "Once translated into the language of 
pure quantities, nature becomes devoid of any intrinsic meaning or intelligi
bility." Now, there is one major exception to this statement which needs to 
be mentioned here, and that is mathematical intelligibility. In fact, nature 
was reduced to pure quantity by Galileo and Descartes in order .to be 
completely intelligible from the mathematical point of view. One of the great 
tragedies of modern science is that intelligibility as such was reduced to only 
mathematical intelligibility, and it is precisely this reductionism which I 
oppose strongly. Otherwise, I understand perfectly well why a nature 
reduced to pure quantity is mathematically intelligible and why the 
qualitative aspects of nature, onto logically so intelligible, are not intelligible 
mathematically, and were therefore banished from the world of modern 
science seeking only mathematical intelligibility-and a purely quantitative, 
and not the qualitative Pythagorean mathematics at that. Furthermore, having 
studied mathematics for many years I appreciate fully the elegance and 
beauty associated with mathematical intelligibility and only wish that this 
type of intelligibility had not become exclusive and not divorced in the 
modern West from intelligibility in its highest sense. 

Continuing in this section, Kalin mentions correctly my views about the 
consequences of reducing nature to pure quantity and then says that this 
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reduces nature to "brute facts with no meaning or even practical use." For 
the sake of the natural environment, one wishes that this statement were 
correct. Alas, this reduction of nature to brute facts bereft of any innate 
qualities of spiritual value has had a very important "practical use." It has 
allowed for the creation of a science based on power and domination over 
nature without the least regard for nature's rights. Without this reduction of 
nature to brute facts and pure quantity, it would not have been possible for 
modem man to destroy his natural environment with such impunity that we 
are now facing the possibility of unprecedented environmental devastations. 

With the few clarifications that I have made in my response, Ibrahim 
Kalin's essay serves as a quite adequate exposition of my views on sacred 
and secular science as well as my criticisms of modem science. Of course, 
this issue has an extension which concerns the present-day Islamic world and 
there remains the question of the reception and criticism of my ideas in that 
world during the past several decades concerning both Islamic science and 
modem science. I feel that this is an important aspect of the consequence of 
my views but since Kalin chose not to deal with this subject, I have also 
refrained from making any comments concerning it here. Meanwhile, I am 
grateful to Kalin for presenting a clear exposition of a major aspect of my 
thought and issues which have occupied me since my student days at MIT 
in the early '50s and which continue to do so today. 

S.H.N. 
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Wolfgang Smith 

SOPHIA PERENNIS AND 
MODERN SCIENCE 

The relation of sophia perennis to natural science in the modem sense has 
been dealt with often and profoundly in the writings of Professor Seyyed 

Hossein Nasr. The considerations of the present article will take Professor 
Nasr's Gifford Lectures as their starting point. 

In 1981 a forty-seven-year-old Iranian arrived in Edinburgh charged 
with a mission to "promote and advance," in accordance with the last request 
of Adam Lord Gifford, "the true knowledge of Him Who is, in Whom we 
live and move and have our being, and in Whom all things consist, and of 
man's real relationship to Him Whom truly to know is life everlasting."1 The 
invited speaker had but recently escaped the ravages of revolution in his 
native land. He had suffered, among other things, the loss of his library, and 
of the notes he had compiled in preparation for the lectures. After spending 
most of his energies to reestablish a life for himself and his family in the 
United States, it was in the early part of 1981, while commuting between 
Boston and Philadelphia, that he wrote the complete text in a period of about 
three months, practically one chapter a week. Seyyed Hossein Nasr is, 
moreover, the first Muslim Gifford lecturer. But the most unusual thing 
about the Gifford Lectures delivered at Edinburgh in the spring of 1981 is 
the fact that they gave voice, not to the beliefs of some distinguished scholar, 
or a man of genius, even, but to the perennial traditions of mankind. 

The very first sentence presents what could well be termed their central 
thesis: "In the beginning Reality was at once being, knowledge, and bliss 
(the sat, chit, and ananda of the Hindu tradition or qudrah, ~ikmah, and 
ra~mah which are among the Names of Allah in Islam), and in that 'now' 
which is the ever-present 'in the beginning,' knowledge continues to possess 
a profound relation with that principia! and primordial Reality which is the 
Sacred, and the source of all that is sacred."2 An entire metaphysics, clearly, 
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is alluded to and in a way implied by that opening statement; and that 
metaphysics, to be sure, is none other in essence than the saniitana dharma 
of the Hindus, or what in the Western tradition has been named philosophia 
priscorium or prise a theologia (Marsilio Ficino ), vera philosophia 
(Gemisthus Plethon), and philosophia perennis (Agostino Steuco) by tums.3 

However, given the anti-traditional bias of modern philosophy, not to 
mention the state of contemporary theology, the term sophia perennis will 
perhaps be the least misleading. The important thing to bear in mind is that 
this sophia or wisdom, when perceived from its own point of view, "is 
understood as the Sophia which has always been and will always be, and 
which is perpetuated by means of both transmission horizontally and renewal 
vertically through contact with that Reality that was 'in the beginning' and 
is here and now" (KS 71 ), as Nasr explains. It is a prime contention of the 
lectures that this perennial and universal wisdom is to be found in the 
dominant premodern traditions, from Hinduism, Buddhism, and Taoism in 
the East to the mystery religions of ancient Greece and the sapiental strains 
within Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. The modem West, on the other 
hand, is perceived in this optic as an aberration, a dangerous cultural and 
spiritual anomaly resulting from a major "fall." 

The content and purpose of the lectures can now be described: it is to 
unfold the main elements of the sophia perennis, to document their presence 
within the traditions, and trace the salient stages of the descent into 
modernity. But there is more; for it happens that our century has witnessed, 
not only an unprecedented alienation from the perennial wisdom, but also a 
no less singular rediscovery and articulation of that same sophia perennis. 
As Nasr points out: "The principle of cosmic compensation has brought to 
the fore the quest for the rediscovery of the sacred during the very period 
which the heralds of modernism had predicted to be the final phase of the 
depletion of human culture of its sacred content, the period whose dawn 
Nietzsche had declared a century ago when he spoke of 'the death of God"' 
(KS 93). And so, to complete the picture, the lectures contain a chapter 
devoted to this compensatory phenomenon, which chronicles the rediscovery 
and revival in the West of the sapiental tradition. However, what Nasr does 
not tell us, for reasons that can be surmised, is that these very Gifford 
Lectures constitute a major manifestation and prime example of that 
rediscovery, that same revival. For the first time in modem history, I would 
venture to say, the undistorted and unadulterated voice of the perennial and 
universal tradition could be heard within the prestigious halls of academe. 

It is a main point of the lectures that sophia perennis is intimately 
connected with "science" in a broad and distinctly premodern sense. "Sacred 
knowledge must also include a knowledge of the cosmos," Nasr maintains; 
and in fact, "one can speak of a cosmologia perennis which, in one sense, 
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is the application, and in another, the complement of the sophia perennis 
which is concerned essentially with metaphysics" (KS 190). One can say that 
every science, traditionally conceived, is an application of the perennial 
metaphysical wisdom by virtue of the fact that "all laws are reflections of the 
Divine Principle" (KS 196), and a complement inasmuch as it constitutes de 
jure a support for the contemplation of the Principle itself. The traditional 
sciences, thus, are based upon the premise that the cosmos constitutes a 
theophany, and that, in the words of St. Paul, "the invisible things of Him 
from the creation of the world are clearly seen, being understood from the 
things that are made" (Romans 1 :20). Science in the traditional sense is thus 
a matter of"reading the icon"-a far cry indeed from the Baconian vision! 
Science, as Bacon conceived of it, is concerned with the discovery of causal 
chains relating one phenomenon to another, an enterprise which can lead to 
prediction and control; traditional science, on the other hand, seeks to relate 
phenomena to the reality or principle of which they are a manifestation, an 
undertaking that leads ideally to enlightenment. In a word, the former is 
"horizontal" whereas the latter is "vertical" in its quest. 

However, we must also take care not to make too much of this disparity; 
for it is to be noted that contemporary science at its best is not quite as 
Baconian as one might imagine on the basis of textbook lore. Think of 
Albert Einstein, for example, and his occasional remarks relating to "the Old 
One," suggesting that he too may have been searching for vestigia of a kind. 
It is on the level of epistemological presuppositions, in any case, that the 
distinction between the traditional and the modem conceptions of science 
assumes its sharpest form. We may not know what actually transpires in the 
mind of a contemporary scientist, but it is nonetheless clear what ought to 
transpire, according to the accepted canons: the scientist is supposed to 
reason upon data or information supplied by sense perception. It is ~ll that 
he is officially permitted to do, if one may put it thus. The sophia perennis, 
on the other hand, provides for an incomparably greater range of cognitive 
possibilities, inasmuch as it maintains that the human intellect derives its 
"light" directly from the Divine Intellect: it "participates" in the Divine 
Intellect, as the Platonists say. All human knowing without exception hinges 
upon this "participation," which of course admits of various modes and 
countless degrees, ranging from the humblest act of sense perception to ways 
and intensities ofknowing of which as yet we have not the slightest idea. But 
the fact remains: What ultimately connects the human subject to its object 
in the act of knowing is indeed "the true Light which lighteth every man that 
cometh into the world" (John 1 :9). 

There is, however, a fundamental difference between the knowing of an 
ordinary man and the knowing of an enlightened sage. Both may perceive 
a rock or a tree; but the one perceives it as a "thing," a self-existent 
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entity-which in truth it is not!-whereas the other perceives it as a 
theophany, an entity whose essence and very being derive from the 
metacosmic Reality. It is the first kind of knowing, moreover, to which the 
Vedantic term maya applies, for the world as perceived by the unenlightened 
is in a sense illusory: "For now we see through a glass, darkly" (1 Corinthi
ans 13: 12). It is, however, the contention of every sapiental tradition that this 
generic condition of nescience can be overcome, be it in full or in part, and 
that this rectification can indeed be effected in the present life through what 
Buddhists term "right doctrine" and "right method." 

These are the things which we need to bear in mind in order to 
understand what cosmologia perennis is about. The fact is that every bona 
fide premodern science is rooted in an integral sapiental tradition, replete 
with a metaphysical doctrine and operative means, and requires moreover an 
ambience of this kind if it is not to wither and die, and thus give rise to what 
may indeed be termed a superstition. 

An essential feature of the cosmologia perennis which will particularly 
concern us in the sequel is that it views the integral cosmos as a hierarchy of 
ontological degrees, what in Western tradition has sometimes been termed 
"the great chain ofbeing,"4 what used to be represented in Ptolemaic days 
by the so-called planetary spheres. One knows of course that Western man 
has abandoned the notion of "higher worlds" along with the Ptolemaic cos
mography-the referent along with the symbol-and has opted instead for 
a Weltanschauung which would reduce the cosmos in its totality to what in 
fact constitutes, from a traditional point of view, its lowest plane: the domain 
of ponderable matter. This, I believe, is the decisive step that takes us into 
the modem world. One needs, however, to recognize that the reductionist 
hypothesis does not stand alone, but is mandated by what Nasr terms "the 
inherent limitations of the original epistemological premises of modem 
science" (KS 206). These philosophic postulates, he maintains, plus the 
virtual disappearance in the West of the sapiental traditions, have prevented 
modem science "from becoming integrated into higher orders of knowledge, 
with tragic results for the human race" (KS 207). 

I consider this observation to be of capital importance, and singularly 
worthy of being pursued in depth. The object of the present article is to lay 
bare the offending epistemological premise and show how modem physics, 
freed from this impediment and duly reinterpreted, can indeed be "integrated 
into higher orders of knowledge" as Professor Nasr suggests. 

As is well known, it was Rene Descartes who provided the philosophical 
basis of "classical" or pre-quantum physics by enunciating the distinction 
between res cogitans and res extensa. One generally perceives this Cartesian 
dichotomy as nothing more than the mind/body duality, forgetting that 
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Descartes has not only distinguished between matter and mind, but has, at 
the same time, imposed a very peculiar and indeed problematic conception 
of the former element. He supposes, namely, that a res extensa is bereft of 
all sensible qualities, which obviously implies that it is imperceptible. The 
red apple which we do perceive must consequently be relegated to res 
cogitans; it has become a private phantasm, a mental as distinguished from 
a real entity. This postulate, moreover, demands another: one is now 
forced-on pain of radical subjectivism-to assume that the red apple, 
which is unreal, is causally related to a real apple, which, however, is not 
perceptible. What from a pre-Cartesian point of view was one object has 
now become two; as Whitehead puts it: "One is the conjecture, and the other 
is the dream. "5 

This, in a nutshell, is the fateful "bifurcation" hypothesis which 
underlies and in a way determines the Weltanschauung of modern science. 
The first thing, perhaps, that needs to be pointed out is that this Cartesian 
assumption can neither be proven by philosophical argument nor corrobo
rated by scientific means. Whether it is indeed "tenable" is more difficult to 
say; however, bifurcation is in any case incompatible with the teachings of 
the traditional philosophic schools, not one of which has subjectivized the 
perceptual object in the manner of Descartes. According to the perennial 
consensus, we do "look out upon the world" in the act of perception, as 
every non-philosopher likewise believes; it is only that the world and the 
Reality are not exactly the same thing, which is, however, another question. 

It is of interest to note that Whitehead attacks the idea ofbifurcation on 
the ground that "Knowledge is ultimate. "6 What he means by this assertion 
is that the act of knowing cannot in principle be explained by reducing it to 
some natural process. And this position is traditional: "knowing" does not 
reduce to "being"; the two poles chit and sat are irreducible (and so-·is the 
third, the Vedantic ananda, which, however, does not enter into our present 
considerations). Nonetheless, as Nasr points out: "In the beginning Reality 
was at once being, knowledge, and bliss .... "Despite the irreducibility of 
"knowing" and "being" on the various planes of cosmic manifestation, the 
two are intimately related by virtue of the fact that in divinis "to know" and 
"to be" coincide. 

Here, in this principia! identity, lies, I believe, the ultimate explanation 
of what may well be termed the miracle of perception: the fact, namely, that 
in this quotidian act a subject and an object meet and in a sense become one, 
as Aristotle keenly observed. What we need above all to realize is that the 
cognitive union cannot in truth be consummated within the confines of the 
universe, which is and remains external to the human subject. There are light 
waves and sound waves, and there is brain function, to be sure; and these 
external or objective processes do no doubt play a necessary role. But they 
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do not-they cannot!-constitute the perceptual act; to affirm that they do 
would be, once again, to reduce "knowing" to "being." The act itself, 
therefore, transcends perforce the bounds of space, and must by the same 
token be conceived as instantaneous or atemporal as well. The perceptual 
act, thus, is literally "not of this world." Is it any wonder, therefore, that post
medieval philosophy should have succumbed to the lure of "bifurcation"? 
Having lost sight of the Divine Intellect and denied in effect the mystery of 
"participation," is it surprising that post-medieval man should have 
implicitly denied the miracle of perception as well? 

I will now take as my point of departure the following contention: What 
vitiates the customary interpretation of physics and prevents that science 
from being "integrated into higher orders of knowledge" is none other than 
the bifurcation postulate. This is the hidden premise one unfailingly assumes 
in the explication of scientific discovery. It is true that this postulate has been 
uncovered and attacked by some of the leading philosophers of our 
century-from Edmund Husserl to Alfred North Whitehead, Nicolai 
Hartmann, and Karl Jaspers, to mention but a few names-and yet that 
problematic tenet remains to this day unexamined and unopposed by men of 
science even in the sophisticated arena of the quantum debate, where just 
about everything else has been "put on the table." However, as I have shown 
elsewhere,7 the premise can indeed be jettisoned, which is to say that nothing 
prevents us from interpreting physics on a non-bifurcationist basis. 

Let us consider what this entails. It is clear, first of all, that to deny 
bifurcation is to give objective status once again to the perceptible things 
(red apples, for instance). Corporeal objects, let us call them. The first step, 
thus, in the proposed reinterpretation of physics may be characterized as the 
rediscovery of the corporeal world. This rediscovery or reaffirmation, 
however, does not constitute a return to a so-called "naive" realism, but 
demands a more refined and discerning ontology. We need in particular to 
take note of the following fundamental principle: "to be" is to be knowable. 
This is still realism, to be sure; clearly, it is the distinction between 
"knowable" and "known" that averts a lapse into idealism-the spurious 
reduction, that is, of "being" to "knowing." Evidently no such reduction is 
implied by the stated ontological principle. Every grain of sand in the 
universe is surely perceptible; but how many will ever be perceived? Now 
obviously the "naive" realist believes this as well, and one may ask why it 
should be necessary to abandon or to refine this common-sense position. 
What is the advantage, one might ask, of the proposed principle? What 
proves to be crucial is the following corollary: Different ways of knowing 
correspond to different kinds of being, or as we shall say, to different 
ontological domains. For example, corporeal being is the kind which can be 
known by way of sense perception. There are, however, other kinds of being 
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which cannot be known by this particular means, and this is something a 
"naive" realism is ill equipped to comprehend. 

So much for the first step in the reinterpretation of physics; the 
second-as may now be surmised-is perforce the recognition of the 
physical as a separate ontological domain. Over the past centuries Western 
man has evolved a new and unprecedented way of knowing based upon 
measurement and artificial means of observation, which has brought to light 
a hitherto unrecognized category of objects: physical objects, we shall say. 
I have delineated the generic modus operandi of this cognitive enterprise in 
the previously mentioned monograph; suffice it to say that the observational 
process hinges upon an interaction between the physical object and a 
corporeal instrument, which then registers the result of the interaction by 
way of a perceptible state. The process thus renders "visible" in a sense what 
in fact is not, and thereby reveals a previously unknown ontological stratum. 
Our knowledge of this stratum has, moreover, progressed from the more or 
less crude approximations of classical physics to the incomparably more 
refined conceptions of quantum theory, which has revealed the physical to 
be in reality none other than the quantum world. 

There are thus two ontological domains to be reckoned with: the 
corporeal and the physical; but the quantum theorist reckons only with one! 
On the strength of the bifurcation postulate he denies the corporeal, and thus 
in effect reduces the corporeal to the physical. The prevailing interpretation 
of physics has thus been vitiated from the start by a systematic confusion 
resulting from a failure to distinguish, in theory, between corporeal and 
physical objects. I say "in theory," because in practice everyone does 
evidently know the difference between a tangible scientific instrument, for 
example, or any other corporeal entity, and a cloud of quantum particles; and 
that is of course the reason why physics has survived the confusion,.and is 
able to function. But the philosophy of physics does not fare as well. As 
Whitehead pointed out long ago in reference to the bifurcationist bias: "The 
result is a complete muddle in scientific thought, in philosophic cosmology, 
and in epistemology"; to which he adds: "But any doctrine which does not 
implicitly presuppose this point of view is assailed as unintelligible."8 Let us 
hope that after seventy years of quantum debate there will now be a greater 
willingness on the part of scientists to consider a non-bifurcationist view of 
physics. 

The non-bifurcationist interpretation has the immediate advantage of 
eliminating at one stroke what is generally called "quantum paradox."9 There 
is no need any longer for this or that ad hoc hypothesis to make things fit; no 
need for "parallel universes" or new laws oflogic! The one thing needful to 
avoid the semblance of paradox is to jettison bifurcation once and for all. 
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What presently concerns us, however, is something else, which I 
consider to be more important still: the fact, namely, that physics, thus re
interpreted, can be "integrated into higher orders of knowledge," to avail 
ourselves once more of Professor Nasr's significant phrase. Let us consider 
how this integration comes about. 

Modem physics, as I have said, has brought to light a hitherto unknown 
ontological stratum: the physical, namely, which in fact coincides with the 
quantum world. To be sure, this newly-discovered realm is nowhere referred 
to by the traditional schools, and it is open to question whether any ancient 
master could have divined the presence of such a domain. But though the 
physical stratum does not appear on the traditional ontological charts, it can 
be added: its position on the map can be ascertained. As I have shown 
elsewhere, 10 the physical domain is situated between two traditionally 
defined levels: below the corporeal, namely, but above the so-called materia 
secunda that underlies the corporeal world. 

Why, first of all, does the physical stand "below" the corporeal? The key 
idea has been supplied by Heisenberg-in his Gifford Lectures, no 
less!-when he pointed out that state vectors or so-called wave functions 
constitute "a quantitative version of the old concept of 'potentia' in 
Aristotelian philosophy," and referred to quantum objects as "a strange kind 
of physical entity just in the middle between possibility and reality. " 11 In a 
word, the quantum level (and thus, in our view, the physical) stands to the 
corporeal as potency to act. But it happens that the principle of order in the 
hierarchy of ontological degrees may be conceived in the same Aristotelian 
terms: it is the vector from potency to act, if you will, that defines the 
ascending gradation. To say that the physical is in potency relative to the 
corporeal is therefore to situate the physical domain below the corporeal. 

To proceed further, we need to remind ourselves that every traditional 
cosmology envisages one or more subcorporeal ontological strata. Among 
the twenty-five tattvas of the Sarhkhya, for example, it is avyakta, "the 
unmanifested," also termed mulaprakriti or "root nature," that underlies the 
rest and thus constitutes the lowest stratum. It is evident, moreover, that the 
physical domain, made up as it is of things that can be discerned, is in act 
relative to avyakta, and is consequently situated "above" avyakta, above the 
absolute zero, so to speak, of the ontological scale. However, a less universal 
and thus a sharper and more enlightening "lower bound" to the physical can 
be found in the Scholastic tradition, which speaks of a materia secunda 
underlying the corporeal world. 12 We say "less universal," because this 
material substrate is not without determination, and is therefore distin
guished from prima materia, the Scholastic equivalent of avyakta. What, 
then, is the nature of this determination? The answer to this literally most 
basic question concerning the corporeal domain has been given by St. 
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Thomas Aquinas: the protomatter or material substrate of our world is said 
to be signata quantitate. Here is the key, I contend, to what physics is about. 

There is no better way of explaining this connection than by the example 
of Euclidean geometry. Let us take the Euclidean plane and conceive of it in 
a pre-Cartesian manner, that is to say, not as a point set, but as a substrate or 
potency, in which neither points nor lines have yet been defined. One can 
say that points, lines, and indeed, all constructible figures, subsist potentially 
in that plane-until, that is, they have been actualized by way of geometric 
construction. One sees, however, that this plane also "carries" something 
else: a mathematical structure, namely, which we term "Euclidean" to 
distinguish it from other possible structures, such as the projective, the 
Lobachevskian, and so forth. Now this structure manifests itself in certain 
geometric properties exhibited by constructed figures made up of points, 
lines, and circles. 13 Let us observe, moreover, that whereas geometric figures 
are legion-there is an infinite number of them, as mathematicians are wont 
to say-the Euclidean properties are few, and fit together, so to speak, to 
constitute a coherent geometry, a single intelligible form; and that geometry 
or form, of course, is none other than the mathematical structure "carried" 
by the Euclidean plane. 

We are now in a position to understand the rationale of physics from a 
traditional point of view. Replace the Euclidean plane by the aforesaid 
materia secunda, constructed geometric figures by physical objects, and the 
Euclidean geometry by the "quantitative signature" of the materia secunda, 
conceived, once again, as a mathematical structure, and we have at hand the 
essential elements. What is particularly to be noted is that the objects of 
physics-its actual objects, that is, the kind that can affect a corporeal 
instrument or leave a track in a bubble chamber-are indeed "constructed," 
which is to say that they are defined or specified by a certain experimental 
intervention. This is the aspect of physics which led Eddington to stipulate 
that all fundamental laws can in principle be deduced on an a priori basis: 
look at the "net," he said, and you will know the "fish." Yes, up to a point. 
It is true, as Eddington has astutely observed, that the modus operandi of the 
experimental physicist affects the form of the physical laws or fundamental 
equations at which one arrives; but these laws or equations have also a 
content which does not derive from that modus operandi, even as the 
Euclidean properties of a constructed figure do not result from the process 
of geometric construction. The strategies of the geometer do of course affect 
the manifested geometric properties in the sense that a triangle and a circle, 
for example, exhibit the underlying Euclidean structure in different ways; 
and this exemplifies, once again, the subjective aspect of the scientific 
enterprise, which Eddington had his eye upon. But whereas the manifested 
geometric properties are indeed dependent upon the contingencies of 
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geometric construction, they are nonetheless expressive of an objective 
mathematical structure, a given intelligible form in the Platonist sense. My 
point is that the laws of physics likewise manifest the mathematical structure 
of the materia secunda underlying the physical, and thus a fortiori, the 
corporeal domain. 

I have conceived of the signata quantitate, in light of contemporary 
physics as a mathematical structure; but is this exactly what St. Thomas 
Aquinas had in mind? Whatever the Angelic Doctor may have been 
thinking, it could hardly have been the Hilbert spaces and Lie groups of 
Hermitian operators with which contemporary physics is concerned. We 
must not, however, judge too hastily. What could be more strange, for 
example, than Plato's idea that "atoms" of earth, air, fire, and water 
correspond respectively to the cube, the octahedron, the tetrahedron, and the 
icosahedron? What indeed could be further removed from our contemporary 
scientific notions? And yet, as Heisenberg has brilliantly observed, 14 it turns 
out that Plato came as close to the quantum-theoretic conception of 
"elementary particles" as was possible in terms of mathematical structures 
available in premodern times. The point is, first of all, that the regular solids 
are "made of' polyhedra, and thus of entities which have no corporeal 
existence. One could say that Plato's "atoms" are mathematical as opposed 
to corporeal entities; and as such, they resemble the elementary particles of 
contemporary physics15 and not the atoms ofDemocritus, or indeed, of pre
quantum physics. But why the regular solids of Euclidean geometry? What 
is special about these? What is special is that they are representations of a 
symmetry group; and so are the elementary particles of contemporary 
physics! It is only that the respective groups are different. This is not to 
suggest, of course, that Plato arrived at his conclusions by way of some 
rudimentary quantum field theory. He was doubtless looking at "atoms" 
from a very different point of view; and yet it could hardly have been an 
accident that he arrived at conceptions so strikingly similar in certain 
respects to our own. 

The relevance of this example to the question of the signata quantitate 
is evident. Obviously St. Thomas, once again, is not looking at the problem 
from a point of view inspired by modem physics, and certainly one must be 
careful not to read such things as Hilbert spaces and Lie groups into an 
ancient text, the Summa no less than the Timaeus. But the crucial question 
is whether these mathematical structures are yet "quantitative" in an 
appropriate sense; and if that be the case, then the signata quantitate 
admits-by transposition, if need be-the interpretation which I have given 
above. As in the case of Plato's so-called atoms, it is at times necessary to 
look beneath the surface meaning of an ancient text to discern its contempo
rary relevance. 
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What, then, is the requisite conception of "quantity"? The answer, it 
appears, has been supplied by Rene Guenon when he observed that "quantity 
itself, to which they [the modems] strive to reduce everything, when 
considered from their own special point of view, is no more than the 
'residue' of an existence emptied of everything that constituted its 
essence."16 Here we have it: Quantity is "the 'residue' of an existence 
emptied of everything that constituted its essence." 

It is clear, first of all, that cardinal number is quantity in the stipulated 
sense; after all, if we consider five apples, let us say, and take away their 
essence, what is left is no longer "five this" or "five that," but simply "five," 
the pure number. But it is to be noted that the notion of quantity, thus 
conceived, includes much else besides, and is more than broad enough to 
encompass the contemporary idea of mathematical structure. There is, 
however, something else that needs likewise to be pointed out: the tenet that 
the materia secunda of our world is indeed signata quantitate follows now 
from the very definition of "quantity" at which we have arrived. One could 
put it this way: What remains when all "content" has been evacuated from 
the universe must belong to the "container"; but that residue, by definition, 
is quantity. 

We need to ask ourselves what it is that differentiates the physical 
universe from the material substrate; could it be "essences"? That position 
proves not to be tenable. We must remember that physical objects without 
exception are in a sense "constructed," which is to say that they are defined 
through a complex intentional process involving perforce an empirical 
intervention of some kind. Nothing is a physical object unless it has 
somehow interacted, directly or indirectly, with a corporeal entity. Physical 
objects, thus, are in a sense relational: they mediate between the marerial 
substrate and the corporeal plane. They have the "esse," if you will, of a 
potency waiting to be actualized in a corporeal entity; and thus, strictly 
speaking, they have no "essence," because they are not, in truth, a "thing." 
As Heisenberg has put it, they are ')ust in the middle between possibility and 
reality"; but only what is real partakes of essence. 

It emerges that physics is basic but inessential; that is the crucial fact. 
It is basic because it descends to the material substrate, the mulaprakriti or 
matrix of our world; but for that very reason it is inessential. The essence of 
a plant, after all, derives from the seed, and not from the ground in which the 
seed is planted. 

It may seem paradoxical that a science whose ultimate object is the 
materia secunda should prove to be the most "exact" of all. Has not the 
subcorporeal been conceived traditionally as a primordial chaos from which 
the cosmos is brought forth by a determinative act, a divine command or fiat 
lux? Does not Genesis refer to this tenebrous realm as a tohu-wa-bohu, as 
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"without form and void," and does not Proverbs speak of it as the abyssos 
upon which the divine Geometer "set His compass" to construct the world? 
We need, however, to recall that physics is concerned, not with prima 
materia, but with materia secunda, which is signata quantitate. The fact is 
that physics derives its exactitudes from "the white spot in the black field," 
to put it in yin-yang terms. We may rest assured that the mathematical 
structure of the material substrate has been inscribed by the great Geometer 
Himself; Dirac was not mistaken after all when he said that "God used 
beautiful mathematics in creating the world."17 One must not forget, 
however, that God used many other "beautiful things" besides mathematical 
structures, the point being that above the level of protomatter and of physical 
objects there are "essences" which likewise derive from the Divine Intellect. 
And these, to be sure, physics knows nothing about; the knowledge to which 
physics gives access is "basic but inessential," as I have said. 

Meanwhile the black field surrounding the white spot has likewise come 
into scientific view; on the fundamental level of quantum theory the physical 
domain has revealed itself as a partial chaos-to the consternation and 
chagrin of the "classical" physicist. The fact is that physical systems, 
quantum mechanically conceived, are in a superposition of states corre
sponding to the various possible values of their observables, even as the tone 
of a musical instrument is a superposition or composite of pure tones, each 
with its proper frequency. What is superposed in the quantum system, 
however, are not actual waves of some kind, but mere possibilities or 
potentiae, as Heisenberg says, which moreover are for the most part 
mutually incompatible. The quantum-mechanical description of a physical 
system depicts an ensemble of warring quasi-existences synthetically united; 
one wonders whether a more perfect characterization of semi-chaos could be 
conceived! I say "semi-chaos," because physical objects are evidently 
determined to some degree, on pain of having no objective existence at all; 
but this determination does not cancel the aforesaid superpositional 
indeterminacy, which remains as a witness, so to speak, to the primordial 
chaos that underlies our world. It appears that quantum mechanics has 
penetrated beneath the plane of terra firma to a depth approaching the level 
of the "waters" alluded to in Genesis, which remain in place even after "the 
Spirit of God" has moved over them. I find it remarkable how many major 
truths pertaining to the perennial cosmology have been unwittingly 
uncovered by twentieth-century physics while scientists, for the most part, 
continue to view the traditional teachings as "prescientific superstitions." 

Getting back to the quantum world, we should note that the measure
ment of a dynamic variable turns out--once again to the dismay of the 
classical physicist-to be an act of determination. Let us suppose that we are 
measuring the position of an electron. Prior to this measurement, this 
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empirical intervention, the electron had presumably no position at all; it was 
most likely in a superposition of states corresponding to an infinite number 
of positions, continuously distributed over some appreciable and possibly 
vast region of space. And so it is until instruments put in place by the 
physicist interact with the electron so as to impose certain spatial bounds. 
The particle becomes thus confined, for a shorter or longer period of time, 
to a region of space small enough to count as a definite position. Now this 
scenario is disturbing, as I have said, to physicists accustomed to the pre
quantum outlook, which assumes that the physical object has a well-defined 
position, a well-defined momentum, and so forth, whether these quantitative 
attributes have been measured or not. But here again quantum theory stands 
on the side of the cosmologia perennis, which from time immemorial has 
viewed measurement as a determination, a creative act, like that of the 
geometer who constructs with the aid of his instruments. 

Let us not fail to note that on a cosmic plane creative activity of 
whatever kind requires a preexistent potency. If the divine Geometer had 
determined everything at one stroke, there would be nothing left for the 
human geometer to actualize; and as a matter of fact, the world as such could 
not exist. As every theologian knows, God alone is "fully in act"; which is 
to say that all other beings partake of potency in varying degrees. On every 
level, moreover, this potency or indetermination plays a most necessary and 
indeed beneficent role. According to St. Thomas Aquinas, even the human 
intellect is able to perform its cognitive function only by virtue of its radical 
potency, whereby it becomes receptive to whatever object presents itself, 
even as the emptiness of a container makes it receptive to all manner of 
concrete things. It must not be thought, therefore, that indetermination exists 
only in the quantum world; for indeed, it exists everywhere, on every 
ontological plane of the integral cosmos; and not, moreover, as a foTeign 
element, a kind ofblemish, if you will, but precisely as the natural comple
ment of act. This is what the well-known figure of the yin-yang depicts with 
such grace, and that is doubtless the reason why Niels Bohr adopted this 
Taoist icon as his heraldic emblem. The notion of a cosmos made of yang 
(the "white" element) alone turns out to be unfounded and unrealistic in the 
extreme, and one wonders how this chimerical conception could have 
attained its strangle-hold upon the West; in any case, it was an insufficient 
physics that has for centuries confirmed us in this misbegotten notion, and 
it is a corrected and deepened physics which now apprises us of our long
standing blunder. Here again, on this fundamental cosmological issue, 
quantum theory sides with the traditional doctrine. 

The decisive step in the restitution of the cosmologia per ennis is without 
question the rediscovery of "forms" as an ontological and causal principle. 
Ever since Francis Bacon and Rene Descartes declared substantial forms to 
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be a figment ofthe Scholastic imagination, Western science has labored to 
explain the whole in terms of its recognizable parts, or as one can also say: 
the greater in terms of the lesser. And not without success! As we know, the 
quest has led to the discovery of the physical realm, with its marvelous 
mathematical structures and undreamed of possibilities. It has not, however, 
led towards the realization of the reductionist goal. On the contrary, it turns 
out that the very discoveries of science point now in the opposite direction, 
as is evident if only one has eyes to see. 18 Meanwhile the reductionist 
philosophy appears also to have outlived its erstwhile usefulness as a 
heuristic principle. The scientist of the late twentieth century need hardly be 
motivated to investigate physical structures; instead, what he needs to 
realize, if further fundamental progress is to be achieved, is that there exist 
formal principles of a non-mathematical kind which also play a causal role, 
to say the least. These non-mathematical principles, to be sure, are none 
other than the aforesaid substantial forms, which prove moreover to be 
"essential" in a strict ontological sense. One should add that these forms or 
"essences" are mutually related and constitutive of a hierarchic order. What 
I have termed "the rediscovery of the corporeal" needs thus to be followed 
by the realization that this domain is itself stratified onto logically under the 
aegis of substantial forms. 

The most obvious and important line of demarcation is given by the 
distinction between the organic and the inorganic, or better said, between 
living and non-living substances. One knows today that the distinction 
between the two realms is revealed with unprecedented clarity on the 
molecular level, where the difference between substances becomes in a sense 
quantified. In light of these findings it can now be said that the "distance" 
between the inorganic and the organic is of a magnitude that de facto rules 
out "accidental" transitions from the first to the second domain. At the 
present stage of scientific progress it is only on the basis of an unbending 
reductionist bias that this conclusion can still be denied. 

A few words relating to the genetic code may be in order. Whether this 
magnificent discovery will serve to enlighten or further blind us depends, I 
believe, on the philosophical presuppositions which we bring to bear upon 
the issue. What we find in the DNA, clearly, is coded information, a coded 
message of incredible complexity; and this raises two questions. We need to 
ask ourselves, in the first place, what it is that has thus been encoded, thus 
expressed in a kind of molecular language; and we need to ask further by 
what means or agency this encoding has been effected? The reductionist, of 
course, assumes from the start that there-is neither content nor agency 
beyond the molecular; but not everyone today agrees with this hypothesis. 
Robert Sokolowski, for example, has proposed that "it is the plant or animal 
form that encodes itself into the DNA," and that "the form is what the DNA 
serves to communicate." 19 There has been a growing recognition in recent 
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years to the effect that the notions of substantial form and formal causation 
need once again to be taken seriously, not just by philosophers, but in the 
theory and practice of science as well. Among the benefits to science that 
can reasonably be expected from a sound ontology, the least, it would seem, 
is the reduction of futile research. To be more specific, such an ontology 
could dissuade scientists from searching for things that cannot possibly exist, 
such as, for example, the so-called "missing links" sought after by 
Darwinistically oriented anthropologists. By the same token, moreover, it 
could doubtless inspire life scientists to search for things that do exist but are 
out of range for a reductionist: "things in heaven and earth," namely, which 
are indeed not dreamed of in his philosophy. Most importantly, however, it 
should be clear from the outset that a living organism cannot be understood 
in depth without reference to the formal principle which constitutes its 
essence. Explanations "from below" have of course a certain validity and 
use; but their explanatory value is limited by the fact that they pertain, not 
to the living organism as such, but to mechanisms by which the organism 
fulfills its vital functions, which is not the same thing at all. Once again, one 
looks at the DNA but fails to recognize the plant or animal form which 
"encodes itself in the DNA," and which the DNA "serves to communicate." 

We have alluded to the fact that the corporeal domain is stratified 
onto logically under the aegis of substantial forms; we should also remind 
ourselves, however, that according to the perennial doctrine the corporeal 
domain in its totality constitutes but the first and lowest tier of a larger 
cosmic hierarchy, consisting of three fundamental degrees. 20 What partic
ularly concerns us is the fact that each level in this hierarchy comprises in a 
way all that exists below;21 as Professor Nasr has put it: "Each higher world 
contains the principles of that which lies below it and lacks nothing of the 
lower reality" (KS 199). This is a fact of immense importance; we ~need, 
however, to interpret the tenet with care, the point being that each higher 
level contains the essential principles of what lies below, and lacks nothing 
essential of the lower reality. What is, however, added in the passage from 
higher to lower states are certain conditions or bounds extraneous to essence, 
which in the case of the corporeal domain may be referred to summarily as 
quantitative, in conformity with our previous considerations. To put it as 
succinctly as possible: these constitutive factors of a quantitative kind are 
rooted in the materia secunda, revealed as potentiae on the physical level, 
and actualized on the corporeal. One finds thus that the mathematical 
structures displayed in the physical domain extend in a sense to the corporeal 
level, 22 but not beyond. What the physicist has his eye upon plays obviously 
a major role on the level of the perceptible world, but has no bearing 
whatsoever upon realities of a higher order; and even here below it perforce 
leaves out of account all that is essential, for the essence of corporeal things, 
as we have seen, is inexplicable in quantitative terms. To tell the truth, not 
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even a perceptible grain of sand can be understood or explained in terms of 
physics alone-not to speak of living organisms, or the phenomenon of man. 

It remains to be said that there is nothing arbitrary or haphazard in the 
integration of physics "into higher orders ofknowledge," nothing that hinges 
upon the private beliefs or idiosyncrasies of the person executing this task. 
There may be more than one way of telling the story, but there is only one 
story to be told. And it can be told, because the requisite conceptions of the 
perennial philosophy have already been reintroduced in the West and are 
now at hand. 

This brings us back to the monumental accomplishments of Professor 
Nasr. Foremost among the academic exponents of the sophia perennis, he 
has won for the venerable doctrine an enhanced recognition and a measure 
of academic respect. It appears that he has in fact transformed the status of 
the perennial philosophy from an object of historical curiosity to a subject 
deemed worthy of serious consideration. Professor Nasr has succeeded 
magnificently in accomplishing the stated purpose of his Gifford Lectures: 
"to aid in the resuscitation of the sacred quality ofknowledge and the revival 
of the veritable intellectual tradition of the West with the help of the still 
living traditions of the Orient" (KS viii). 

DEPARTMENT OF MATHEMATICS 
OREGON STATE UNIVERSITY 

MARCH 1998 
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REPLY TO WOLFGANG SMITH 

Professor Wolfgang Smith is one of the very few scientists who have 
devoted their lives to the pursuit of science and are at the same time 

rooted in the teachings of the perennial philosophy. Therefore his essay 
"Sophia Perennis and Modem Science" is very pertinent and reveals the 
essential truth that the tenets of perennial philosophy are not only significant 
in the domains of religious studies, traditional art, psychology, and the like. 
Perennial philosophy is also of the greatest importance for a revaluation of 
the philosophy of the modem sciences and for providing a meaningful 
framework for the understanding of these sciences and especially what 
constitutes their basis, namely, quantum mechanics. This latter point has 
been already treated in Smith's remarkable opus, The Quantum Enigma, and 
in fact much of his discussion in this essay is related to the theses of that 
work, although the present essay is an exceptional synthesis of Smith's 
thought on the subject of the relation between the perennial philosophy or 
sophia perennis and modem science and not simply a summary of The 
Quantum Enigma. 

I am in such deep agreement with nearly everything written in this essay 
that there is hardly a point which I would wish to criticize. My response on 
most issues will be in fact simple confirmations. Nevertheless, there are a 
number of points upon which I wish to expand in order to clarify further my 
own views on the subject. Smith writes that "science in the traditional sense 
is thus a matter of 'reading the icon'-a far cry indeed from the Baconian 
vision!" This is a very apt manner of speaking of the traditional cosmological 
sciences. These sciences depict a cosmos which revealed a meaning beyond 
itself and can be contemplated as an icon. One could in fact go a step further 
and say that, using the language of Christianity, the cosmos is an icon and 
can only be understood in depth as an ico:q, which reveals a divine reality 
beyond itself. The traditional cosmological sciences brought out this iconic 
reality and permitted those who studied and understood them to see the 
cosmos as an icon and to be able to contemplate it rather than knowing it 
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only discursively. The modem sciences, issuing from what Smith calls "the 
Baconian vision," also know nature but no longer as an icon. They are able 
to tell us about the size, weight, and shape of the icon and even the 
composition of the various colors of paint used in painting it, but they can 
tell us nothing of its meaning in reference to a reality beyond itself. What 
they tell us about the size, composition of the paints, and so on of the icon 
are not false on their own level, but they do not exhaust knowledge of the 
icon and it would be both ignorance and hubris to claim that this type of 
knowledge is the only knowledge possible ofthe icon. The consequences of 
this ignorance parading as totalitarian science combined with hubris, made 
even more dangerous by being denied, are lethal for man's spiritual life. This 
ignorance, hubris, and denial have dire consequences even more outwardly 
in man's relation to the world of nature, divorced in the modem world from 
ultimate meaning as a result of the exclusive claims ofBaconian science. 

Smith qualifies his comments about Baconian science by saying that 
contemporary science at its best is not completely Baconian as Einstein's 
occasional comment about the "Old One" suggesting that he too may have 
been searching for "vestigia of a kind" shows. I agree that there are a number 
of individual scientists, even in the contemporary period, who, like the 
English botanist John Ray, cultivated science with the goal of discovering 
the vestigia Dei in creation. But they were and are functioning within a 
scientific framework in which such concerns by an individual scientist could 
not in any way affect the science they have produced. One can study and 
accept the theory of relativity with or without references to the "Old One," 
which means that the result of Einsteinian science is not the search for the 
vestigia Dei and the depiction of the cosmos as an icon, whatever may have 
been Einstein's personal views and attitudes. 

The distinction that Smith makes between what ought to transpire in the 
mind of a modem scientist, which is reasoning upon data provided by the 
senses, and the meaning of knowledge according to the sophia perennis is 
of crucial importance. The epistemology provided by the sophia perennis 
covers "an incomparably greater range of cognitive possibilities" to quote the 
author, since it relates all acts of knowing to participation of the human 
intellect in the light of the Divine Intellect. In much of the discussion going 
on today in the domain of epistemology, both scientific and otherwise, this 
issue is forgotten or at least not emphasized, including the works of many 
contemporary Muslim thinkers writing on the subject. This participation is 
not confined to "moments of illumination" but involves all knowledge which 
relates the human subject to the object that is known. Smith quotes the 
Gospel of John and states, "what ultimately connects the human subject to 
its object in the act of knowing is indeed 'the true Light which lighteth every 
man that cometh into the world"'(l :9). Since the sophia perennis is both 
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perennial.and universal, one needs to add here how central this thesis is in 
other traditions. Being better acquainted with the Islamic tradition than with 
others, I can tum to that tradition and add that there are numerous verses of 
the Quran and lfadith about the relation of knowledge (a/- 'ilm) to light 
which constitutes a vast hierarchy issuing from God. In fact according to the 
Quran (XXIV:35) God is the light of not only the heavens but also the earth. 
On the basis of these traditional sources and certain elements of Greek 
philosophy, Islamic philosophers, going back to al-Farabi and Ibn Sina, 
spoke of the illumination of the human intellect by the Active Intellect in the 
act of intellection. The symbolism of light was particularly central to the 
teachings of Suhrawardi, the founder of the School of Illumination (a/
ishraq) and what Professor Smith has written on participation in the Light 
ofthe Divine Intellect is practically identical with the views ofSuhrawardi, 
except that the latter identifies this light in its various degrees with the 
different angelic substances. Again I need to emphasize how important this 
issue is for an in-depth study of the epistemology of modem science in light 
of traditional teachings, and as far as Islamic thinkers now writing on the 
subject of epistemology are concerned, how crucial it is first to understand 
the tenets of traditional Islamic philosophy in this domain before embarking 
upon often puerile and moreover fruitless comparisons of traditional 
epistemologies and modem scientific epistemology. 

Smith points quite correctly to the need for a living sapiental tradition 
within which cosmological sciences are cultivated and without which they 
wither and die "thus giv[ing] rise to what may indeed be termed a supersti
tion." This is a very correct assessment upon which I must elaborate. A 
superstition is literally something whose ground has been removed. The 
metaphysical teachings of the sophia perennis constitute precisely the 
ground upon which the traditional cosmological sciences stood. Therefore, 
with the destruction of that ground these sciences could not but be reduced 
to superstition, although they still carried residues of truths no longer 
understood. The whole phenomenon of occultism in the West is quite 
interesting from this point of view. In other civilizations where the meta
physical ground has not been destroyed, there are certainly forms of popular 
superstition which are also very much present in the modem world, albeit in 
other guises, but in those civilizations one does not encounter the phenome
non of occultism as it developed in the salons of France and elsewhere in 
Europe from the eighteenth century onward. Many modem people, 
especially those of a scientific bent, immediately dismiss the traditional 
sciences such as alchemy as being simply superstition. But they do not 
realize that such sciences are like jewels which glow in the presence of the 
light of a living sapiental tradition and become opaque once that light 
disappears. Paradoxically enough, by claiming to relegate the traditional 
cosmological sciences simply to the category of superstition, the modem 



REPLY TO WOLFGANG SMITH 489 

scientific enterprise has not only been helpless before the mushrooming of 
interest in these traditional sciences even in their residual form known in 
occultist circles, but it has been instrumental in the rise of new forms of 
superstition, such as the idea of progress, which are much more dangerous 
for the future of humanity than the practice of predictive astrology. 

Returning to the question of perception, Smith emphasizes that light 
waves, sound waves, brain function, and the like are of course necessary and 
play a role in the act of perception but that "they do not-they cannot! 
~onstitute the perceptual act" which is "literally not of this world." He also 
lays the error ofbeliefin bifurcation and the lure of it at the feet of the state 
of forgetfulness of"participation" by post-medieval European man. I have 
restated these lines to emphasize their central importance and my full 
agreement with it. Modem philosophy, psychology, or science are simply not 
able to explain perception which they always reduce to one of its parts or 
something else because the participation of the human intellect in the Light 
of the Divine Intellect is simply beyond the truncated worldview within 
which all modem thought, whether it be philosophical, psychological, or 
scientific operates. The rediscovery of the real significance of perception is 
only possible in light of the sophia perennis and is itself a key for the 
discovery of the metaphysical universe depicted by the perennial philosophy 
in its vastness and wholeness. And I agree with Smith that the greatest 
obstacle to the integration of modern science into the higher orders of 
knowledge and the rediscovery of how the miracle of perception works is 
Cartesian dualism or the theory of bifurcation. 

I believe that the ingenious distinction made by Smith between the 
corporeal and physical worlds and the confining of quantum mechanics to 
the physical rather than the corporeal world, as well as the relation between 
the two of which he speaks, are major steps in the formulation of a'illore 
meaningful philosophy of physics in accordance with the sophia perennis. 
Like Smith, I also wish to emphasize that the corporeal and the physical 
worlds, as defined by him, are not only different but constitute two 
ontologically distinct domains. There is an ontological hiatus between the 
two and one cannot say that this physical stratum contains simply the 
"building blocks" for the corporeal world. The whole idea of fundamental 
particles from which we can build up the corporeal world with its forms and 
qualities is therefore false; and form and quality associated with the 
corporeal world-not to speak of psychological and spiritual realities-can 
never be reduced to the quantitative elements of the physical world which 
alone can be studied through the "modern scientific method" and be made 
to constitute the subject of quantum mechanics. Naturally, without 
mathematics there is no possibility of study of that physical world, as defined 
by Smith. 

To understand the ontological status of the corporeal and physical 
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worlds would also solve the status of quantum physics not only in its relation 
to the world of classical physics but also to the corporeal, or what is 
ordinarily called the "physical world" (contrary to Smith's terminology), and 
the traditional sciences which deal with the qualitative and formal aspects of 
that world. This ontological awareness would also make clear the basic point 
I have mentioned in so many of my writings, namely, that the traditional 
cosmological sciences are not simply crude attempts to understand nature 
and primitive stages of the modern quantitative sciences, but contain 
profound knowledge of the formal and qualitative aspects of the corporeal 
world not reducible to quantity nor of lower significance than quantity a Ia 
Galileo. On the contrary they refer to realities with a higher ontological 
status than the quantitative. 

The analogy made by Smith between the materia secunda and the 
Euclidean plane from which geometric forms emerge and in which they 
become actualized is also a brilliant one with which I could not but agree. It 
is so important to remember that the objects of modern physics are not like 
tables and chairs except smaller, but that they are "constructed" to quote 
Smith; that is, "they are defined or specified by a certain experimental 
intervention." And yet, although experimental means affect the form of the 
physical laws, the content of the mathematical equations which contain the 
laws do not derive from the particular experimental methods used. Here 
again the analogy between the materia secunda of physics and the geometric 
plane of Euclidean geometry becomes useful, because in the case of 
geometry also, while the manner of operation of a geometer affects the 
geometric properties of what is constructed, whether the geometer draws a 
square or a circle, the mathematical structures of the geometric forms are not 
determined by the geometer. They belong ultimately to the intelligible world 
which Smith quite rightly associates with the Platonic understanding of this 
term. This whole analysis is very much in accord with my views and opens 
the door for those who are able to understand the tenets of the sophia 
perennis as well as modern physics, for the integration of quantum 
mechanics into the traditional hierarchy of knowledge. It invites the 
integration of the world with which quantum mechanics deals into the 
ontological hierarchy of the perennial philosophy. 

To achieve this end, it is of crucial importance to realize that the 
physical objects of quantum mechanics are not "things" in the ordinary sense 
but of much smaller dimension. Rather, they are relational and do not 
possess an esse. The main lesson to learn from this truth is that the essential 
attributes of things, therefore, come not from the quantum objects but from 
elsewhere or more precisely from above. Smith offers a wonderful metaphor 
by saying, "the essence of a plant, after all, derives from the seed, and not 
from the ground in which the seed is planted." One might say that the seed 
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in this metaphor refers ultimately to the archetypal reality or Platonic Idea 
which the particular plant in question reflects and manifests on the corporeal 
plane. It is a valuable contribution by Smith to assert that modern physics 
does not deal with essence, that it is "inessential," because the realization of 
this truth provides an opportunity for those reductionists who are looking for 
the sun in the bottom of the well to cast their eyes above in order to see the 
origin of the essences which one observes and experiences in the corporeal 
world. 

From my perspective, Professor Smith is completely right when he 
asserts that "the decisive step in the restitution of the cosmologia perennis 
is without question the rediscovery of' forms' as an ontological and causal 
principle," and in fact on several occasions in my writings I have expressed 
the same idea. And it is also completely true that the destruction of the 
significance of forms based on incomprehension of their real significance by 
Bacon and Descartes opened the door for the reductionism of modern 
science and the constant attempt by scientists to explain things by their parts, 
asserting that the whole is no more than the sum of its parts. When Smith 
states, however, that this destruction of forms "has not ... led towards the 
realization of the reductionist goal" and that "the reductionist philosophy 
appears also to have outlived its established usefulness as a heuristic 
principle," it seems to me that he is looking only at a few scientists like 
himself and not at the impact of reductionism associated with science on the 
general cultural scene of today. It is enough to look at the current main
stream view of the physical world, of medicine and the body, of the 
approach to the solution of social, economic, and ecological problems to see 
how entrenched the reductionist view really is. The philosophy of wholeness 
still remains in the margin of modern and postmodern man's worldview 
thanks mostly to mainstream modern science. 

Furthermore, Smith makes the crucial statement that there exist in the 
world non-mathematical formal principles which are "none other than the 
aforementioned substantial forms, which prove moreover to be 'essential' in 
a strict ontological sense." He adds further that these fom1s constitute an 
ontological order. If this central statement of Smith's, with which I agree 
whole-heartedly, were to be accepted fully by modern science, a new 
scientific view would be born that would cease to be that of modern science 
as it is known today and become transformed into a further extension of the 
traditional sciences as I have already proposed. Then and only then could 
one say that reductionism has ceased to be operative and has outlived its 
"usefulness." Until then, unfortunately reductionism continues to level 
things to their lowest common denominator, to destroy quality in the name 
of quantity and to impoverish the spiritual vision and the minds of those 
affected by its siren call. 
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The essay of Wolfgang Smith, to which I have only added a few 
commentaries, is a seminal essay and should be studied carefully by all 
interested in the reintegration of science into the metaphysics contained in 
the heart of the sophia perennis and the traditional cosmological sciences 
associated with it. It should also be necessary reading for all searching for a 
new and richer philosophy for science, for those who often end with 
superficial adaptations of Taoism or Hinduism which are then related to the 
findings of modern science. Smith takes us much farther in this quest and 
shows the role that the sophia perennis can play in the veritable understand
ing of the significance of quantum mechanics and the integration of 
scientific knowledge into the universal hierarchy of knowledge. 

For some forty years I have been writing on traditional science in 
relation to modern science, on Isl~mic science, and the hierarchy ofknow
ledge as well as on traditional metaphysics and the perennial philosophy. It 
is an exhilarating experience for me to see here almost a synthesis of my own 
thought with many new insights on the subject presented by an active 
scientist also well versed in traditional doctrines. In writing these lines I feel 
as if I am expanding some of my thoughts in the direction of a new horizon 
opened by Smith. There is practically nothing in this important text to which 
I would need to respond in a critical manner in order to clarify differences 
with my own thought. On the contrary to understand my thought on the 
subject of the relation between the sophia perennis and modern science, it 
is important to pay attention to my confirmation of the main theses of 
Smith's essay which do full justice on the one hand to traditional doctrines 
and the tenets of the sophia perennis, to quote his terminology, and on the 
other to the discoveries of quantum mechanics and the nature of the whole 
venture of modern physics. I am happy that the occasion to write for this 
volume made it possible for Professor Smith to produce this exceptionally 
important essay in the field of the relation between the perennial philosophy 
and modern science, a field which has preoccupied me since my student 
days. 

S.H.N. 
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Giovanni Monastra 

SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR: 
RELIGION, NATURE, AND SCIENCE 

To be at peace with the Earth one must be at peace with Heaven 
S. H. Nasr, Man and Nature, p.l4 

W hat is the main problem in our time for culture of the modern world? 
Is it learning or discovering new things? Absolutely not. We do not 

need to discover but to re-discover. The main problem is the recovery of 
what we lost: in the past we had a loss of memory about our spiritual and 
cultural roots, like a collective amnesia. We have to remember, or rather, to 
learn again something which was darkened by the new view of life and 
man-a view that began to predominate between the end of the Middle Ages 
and the Renaissance period, and that opened the way to Modernity. 

From that historical period, like a person who had a shock and forgot his 
past, his knowledge, his identity (there is no real identity without long term 
memory), Europeans had to start again a new life under many aspects. Their 
masters embodied narrow circles which created and propagated a new 
culture; but they did it following completely different values and ideas in 
respect to those of their ancestors living in the premodern ages, even if, at 
first, they thought themselves to be in partial continuity with the past, 
developing some concepts and philosophies coming from the Greco-Roman 
civilization. Later, the history of culture of peoples living in the West, and 
also in other areas, was rewritten following a Eurocentric and progressive 
view. Consequently students were schooled in a particular way, in agreement 
with this idea of life, history, and world. Clearly, such schooling was quite 
functional in supporting the activity of white colonization over the other 
peoples. As a result of this process we are immersed in a peculiar "spiritual" 
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and psychological dimension, which never in the past had the possibility of 
achieving such extension and hegemony. But few of us are conscious of the 
deep qualitative gap between the present times and the premodern ones: the 
idea of a linear progress was the new faith which justified the illusion that 
all new things are "better" because of their "newness." Today, aside from an 
undeniable material benefit under the quantitative point of view, it is diffi
cult to state that this "reconversion" gave us a real improvement in quality 
of life. There are so many problems concerning the stressful conditions of 
living in our modem cities, the existential inanity in a society where success 
and money are the unique parameters to value people, and the increasing 
destruction of natural environment due to the Faustian process of industrial
ization, and so on. This happens because the Western and the W estemized 
world removed all its traditional wisdom, the wisdom which lead all pre
modem human societies. So, like a person who, upon seeing some objects 
or hearing some words linked to his past, begins to remember the story of his 
life, his name, and his personality, we also can recover our very spiritual and 
cultural roots if we can receive some stimulus which helps us in this difficult 
task. It is something like the Platonic theory of recollection, because such 
spiritual and cultural heritage, which is essentially timeless, is much more in 
affinity with the spirit, the soul, and the body of man than the modem 
materialistic culture. 

The help for seekers of their very roots can come from such people as 
Ananda Kentish Coomaraswamy; Rene Guenon, Frithjof Schuon, Seyyed 
Hossein Nasr, Titus Burckhardt, Julius Evola, Martin Lings, and so on, who 
through their studies and research, give us the possibility of knowing what 
we were, what we thought, and what we believed about the main aspects of 
spiritual and material life, such as metaphysics, religion, art, science, and so 
on. And their teachings are useful also for peoples living in non-Western 
countries, who are culturally colonized by the materialistic worldview. Their 
works not only restore the true dimension of metaphysics and religion, 
explain the structure and the deep value of symbols, but also deal with 
important and specific fields such as art or science. 

So Ananda Coomaraswamy demonstrated to us what was the real 
meaning of"art" in Europe, in Asia, and elsewhere. For science we have to 
specify that, in this context, it means something utterly different from what 
we know in our time: now science is a group of disciplines permeated by a 
mechanistic view of reality and based upon a rationalistic and analytical 
procedure working on empirical data; whereas the same name, among all 
cultures of the West before the Renaissanee, and in the East, even up to 
today in a few countries, was (or is) used to identify a constellation of 
knowledge which applies the metaphysical principles to specific fields of 
study of the cosmos (cosmological disciplines) and man, like natural 
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sciences, geography, astronomy, physics, mathematics, alchemy, medicine, 
and anthropology. This kind of traditional science was branded by "mod
em" thought as irrational, due to ignorance and superstition, except a few 
parts which were seen as pre-scientific elements, simple vague intuitions 
which preceded the "authentic" science (see the definition of "alchemy" as 
a pre-chemical discipline, a significant example of the unbelievable super
ficiality of analysis). In this way not only all types of traditional cultures of 
the so-called "old continent," but also the huge amount of knowledge 
specific to native peoples of Asia, America, and so on (qualitatively, if not 
formally, very similar to those born in Europe), were cut out, cancelling also 
remarkable aspects concerning the specificity of those societies. Even if this 
evaluation is too simple and superficial to be believable at a careful analysis, 
it has left a lot of prejudices in the minds of many Westerners, persuaded of 
their superiority, while it has inculcated several inferiority con1plexes among 
Westernized people, who feel ashamed of their native culture. 

In this critical situation the noteworthy, significant work of professor 
Seyyed Hossein Nasr plays a pivotal role in destroying many of these wrong 
ideas. Discussing his complex thought, expounded in books rich with notes 
and references, is very difficult in a few pages. He has discussed so many 
topics: Islamic religion, Sufism, Islamic art, traditional sciences, philosophy 
ofNature, origins and meaning of"modem" science, roots of the ecological 
crisis, just to cite the main subjects. I can say that my first approaches to the 
knowledge of Islam were his books Ideals and Realities of Islam 1 and Sufi 
Essays/ both published in Italy in the 1970s by Rusconi. Still today these 
works are essential reference points in the topography of my mind, for their 
clear and full exposition of all the main aspects of Islam and Sufi esoterism, 
without any compromise with secular ideologies, but also open to the 
"ecumenic" and universal view of religions, seen as different dialects 
coming from a unique metaphysical and transcendent language. This aspect 
is noteworthy, particularly in our time, where many types of the so-called 
"fundamentalism" (often as result of a poisonous mixture of politics and 
pseudo-spirituality born from the modernistic contaminations of some 
traditional societies) are giving a wrong idea about religions, especially in 
the West for Islam. Westerners frequently associate Islam only with fanati
cism, intolerance, violence, and superstition: a negative estimation which is 
very convenient to justify a policy against the entire Islamic world (aside 
from a few Westernized "friendly" countries). 

Besides this, I see another substantial reason to nourish a particular 
attention toward Nasr's work. Our society is hypnotized by the power of 
modem science, or-it is better to say-by its ideology, the scientism, which 
apparently looks to be in crisis, at least among the most disillusioned 
scientists, but which still has a strong influence among common people. 
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Thus at the end of the twentieth century we have heard frequently enthusias
tic (but very trivial) comments about the "achievements of science and 
technology" obtained during that century, forgetting all the problems caused 
by those same "achievements." 

For this reason the analysis of the real origin and character of modem 
science developed by Professor Nasr has a fundamental relevance in helping 
people who do not accept the present situation, but who lack a clear view of 
things concerning values, processes, and deep connections, to understand the 
real "spirit" of our time and its frauds. Nasr explains that there is a strict 
relation between religion and human culture: in synthesis we can say that 
every degenerate culture is the fruit of a dangerous decadence in the field of 
religion. But his work is also very useful for those perennialists and 
traditionalists who refuse roughly the world of science, knowing nothing 
about the existence of excellent scientists of the past centuries (or today), 
who work against the classical paradigms of "modem" science (from J. 
Wolfgang Goethe, who was a great naturalist, to Gustav Carus, Jakob von 
Uexkiill, AdolfPortmann, Wilhelm Troll, Agnes Arber, Bernhard Bavinck, 
Walter Heitler, D' Arcy W. Thompson, Luigi Fantappie, David Bohm, Remy 
Chauvin, Rene Thorn, Roger Penrose, Giuseppe Sermonti, and so on). These 
scientists provide a creative and fecund expression of anti-reductionist 
thought, in many respects close to the main ideas of authors like Pythagoras, 
Plato, Aristotle, Plotinus. Furthermore I personally have an additional 
interest in this part ofNasr's thought due to my scientific background and 
profession as a biologist. When about twenty years ago his book Man and 
Nature-The Spiritual Crisis in Modern Man/ a real masterpiece, was 
translated into Italian, people like Roberto Fondi and me (at that time I was 
a university student and he a young professor of paleontology on the Natural 
Science Faculty in Siena) found in it many considerable observations and 
intuitions which were very useful in giving a general frame to our work on 
the several organicistic and holistic tendencies in biology and physics in 
opposition to the reductionistic and mechanistic view of natUre, mainly 
exemplified by Darwinism.4 In fact we, as followers ofperennialist thought, 
but also involved directly in science, did not feel that some arguments of 
other traditional thinkers were completely convincing, even if they were 
stimulating. I have in mind writers like Titus Burckhardt5 or Julius Evola,6 

who disregarded the above mentioned anti-reductionist scientific currents 
and did not understand the consequences of remarkable aspects of new 
physics in upsetting the mechanistic view of life and world. 

Now I would like to focus my attention in detail on the thorough studies 
of Professor Nasr dedicated to the birth of modem science, in relation also 
with traditional sciences, like the Islamic sciences, and the spiritual and 
cultural surroundings which permitted this birth and the ensuing hegemony. 
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Among the traditional authors, Nasr is one of the few who has an extensive 
knowledge in biology and physics due to his academic studies. Besides him 
we can cite Ananda Coomaraswamy, who had a university degree in 
Geological Science, and Julius Evola, who attended lectures in scientific 
matters, mainly mathematics, at the university without finishing his studies. 
But Coomaraswamy very early shifted his interests from science to art, so in 
his books and essays we cannot find many references to modem science, 
while Evola always showed a modest involvement in this sector, frequently 
characterized by a formal approach. Nasr mastered very thoroughly the field 
of modem science: he has a knowledge ofitfrom inside. Furthermore he is 
also a philosopher of nature, in my opinion, in a manner much more 
profound than other traditional scholars. For this reason maybe what Antoine 
Faivre has written recently on the perennialist authors is partly true: "If one 
of the characteristics of this group is its indifference toward nature, on the 
contrary Seyyed Hossein Nasr refers to a Philosophy ofNature which recalls 
that ofParacelsus."7 Faivre clearly overstates the point about "indifference 
toward nature," and moreover the reference to Paracelsus is too restrictive, 
but the impressive work of Professor Nasr on this issue can account for those 
words. 

First of all, to explain better what I have said before, I have to review the 
philosophical and scientific formation of Professor Nasr. As William C. 
Chittick tells us, "Nasr's educational background is exceptional."8 After 
finishing high school in the United States, where he was sent from Iran by 
his father, he entered the prestigious MIT of Boston, where he studied 
mathematics and physics, following his juvenile interest in the world of 
science. At the same time he was gradually attracted to the study of 
tradition-especially Islam, the religion of his native land-deeply rein
forcing his spiritual roots. Nasr and some young colleagues of his asked the 
late Georgia de Santillana to hold a course on Hinduism from the point of 
view of comparative religion. That occasion allowed him to come in contact 
with the ideas of the great French traditionalist Rene Guenon, who has 
become, with Schuon, whom he met later, one of the most influential 
scholars in Nasr's thought. Furthermore Nasr had the opportunity to frequent 
the huge library of traditional texts ofCoomaraswamy, from which he was 
able to extend his knowledge to other perennialist authors, like Pallis or 
Lings. In that period Nasr also knew representative members of the academic 
community, among them the philosopher Bertrand Russell and the historian 
of science George Sarton. After his B.S. at MIT in 1954, Nasr started to 
study geology and geophysics at Harvard, but his predominant interest in 
traditional doctrines finally induced him to change the course of his 
academic studies, devoting himself to the history of science and philosophy, 
where in 1958 he received the Ph.D. in cosmology and Islamic sciences. 
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Later, he returned to Iran as a professor at Tehran University, where until 
1979 he taught the history of science and philosophy. Before moving to the 
United States, Nasr-Persian by birth and upbringing, and Muslim by 
faith-wished to make a thorough and deep study of his culture and religion, 
unifying, in this way, several different kinds of disciplines: religious, 
philosophical, historic, and scientific, in a stimulating and well integrated 
synthesis. This work gained him a great deal of public acknowledgment both 
in Iran and in several other countries. 

Now we can analyze his studies on the topic of "nature," or "cosmos," 
or "universe" (in this context taken as synonyms), in connection with 
traditional and modem thought. One of the main questions around which 
Nasr's research is articulated can be summarized as follows: What process 
gave origin to the destruction of the traditional conception of nature and to 
the parallel birth of modem science, with the consequent ecological crisis? 
What are the profound spiritual causes of it? For Nasr, as for all perennialist 
thinkers, everything is rooted in the metaphysical realm: there any act has its 
justification and explanation. Therefore, we must seek at the spiritual level 
for the reasons for all events. This is valid for the genesis of the phenomeno
logical world, but also, in a different way, for elucidating the processes of 
darkening as mentioned above in the question. For this reason, even if 
unusual for the parameters of modem culture, in a book devoted to nature we 
find a clear and synthetic definition of metaphysics, which, in Nasr' s words, 
"is the science of the Real, of the origin and end of things, of the Absolute 
and, in its light, the relative. It is a science as strict and exact as mathematics 
and with the same clarity and certitude, but one which can only be attained 
through intellectual intuition and not simply through ratiocination" (MN 81 ). 
It is important to keep in mind this definition following Nasr's analysis. 

He describes in depth in his book, Religion and the Order of Nature, 9 

how traditional cultures see the natural kingdom, considering many 
religions, both living and historical. He begins with the rich treasury of 
beliefs and knowledge characterizing the primal or indigenous religions, 
which are very close to the spiritual traditions of primordial humanity. Such 
primal religions, still practiced by tribes living in many areas of the earth 
(Australia, Africa, the Americas, the Polynesian Islands, India, and so on), 
in spite of their considerable differences, show several common features and 
similarities in their deep relation with nature. As Nasr writes, "they have 
been for millennia the guardians of the natural environment with an ear 
finely tuned to the message of the Earth, and they possess views concerning 
the order of nature that are of profound significance as far as the question of 
the preservation of the natural environment is concerned" (RON 31 ). For too 
long an arrogant and blind mankind has defined these religious cultures as 
forms of ingenuous animism or fetishism, but today some people have begun 
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to admit that their role has been inestimable. Another very important branch 
of religious thought is shamanism, which was for a long time the only 
religion of central and east Asia and North America. For shamanism all 
nature is sacred, the Universe is an ordered and harmonious, multi-stratified 
structure with several levels in reciprocal vertical connection. In speaking of 
African religions, Nasr points out that we have to distinguish among true 
spiritual beliefs and superstitions or degenerate religions (ancestor worship, 
sorcery, etc.); but if we do this, it is clear that the integral spiritual traditions 
of that continent (as in the case of peoples like Bambara or Diola) are not 
very different from the other primal religions, and we find the same close 
relation with nature, which is seen as coming from a transcendent source (the 
sacred Word generating the universe) and for this reason sacred. The ancient 
religion of Egypt was another great example of a religious approach to the 
cosmos: in the Earth the Egyptians saw the image of a celestial archetype. 
For them the order of the universe was generated and sustained by the 
Divinity and reflected the metaphysical order of Principles. Concerning 
Asia, Nasr shows how Taoism and Confucianism have an extreme respect 
toward nature and its harmony on the basis of a complex and refined 
metaphysical view, where the polarity of Yin and Yang plays a central role, 
permeating everything. Tao, the source of Yin and Yang, is the supreme Law, 
meant to rule in the single man, in public life and also in nature, demonstrat
ing an inalienable link among moral, social, and natural levels, different but 
coming from the same Origin, the supernal Oneness. Also in Hinduism, 
Buddhism, and Zoroastrianism we find very similar ideas, with a sacred view 
of the cosmos, visible expression of the Invisible, and a huge living and 
animated body 10 with an immanent Order, which is, at the same time, 
transcendent, its Archetypes forming the different structures of physical 
reality. As with the Chinese, for whom the supernal Law was the Ttto, in 
India we find the words r(a (vedic) and dharma (post-vedic), and in Iran 
Asha, which establish the right way for individuals, societies, and nature. In 
all traditonal perspectives the whole of nature, by its metaphysical Origin, 
has not only an outward appearance, but also an inward, symbolic, 
dimension and meaning, revealing itself as a theophany, analogous to 
another reality coming from the supernal sphere, religion, where we 
distinguish the exoteric from the esoteric level (RON 15-16). 

Describing then the Islamic perspective, Nasr says that for Muslims, the 
world, with its harmony and beauty, derives 

according to Divine Wisdom from the prototype of all existence in the Divine 
Order, the prototype which is identified according to the language of Quranic 
cosmology with the Pen (al-Qalam) and the Guarded Tablet (al-Lawh al
mahfuz). God wrote by means of the Pen, which symbolizes the active principle 
of Creation, the realities of all things, upon the Guarded Tablet, which remains 
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eternally with Him, while through the cosmogenic act, the realities written upon 
the Tablet were made to descend to lower levels of existence and finally to the 
world of nature. The order of nature, therefore, reflects and issues from the 
order that exists in the Divine Realm. (RON 60) 

The Quran states that all things have their metaphysical roots in God, so that 

nature is not an independent domain of reality with its own independent order, 
but ... its principle resides in another realm of reality, which is Divine .... All 
cosmic reality consists of reflections of combinations of the theophanies 
(tajalliyyat) of various Divine Names and Qualities .... The Divine Names are 
the principles of the inunutable archetypes (al-a 'yan al-thabitah) which are the 
"Ideas" of all cosmic manifestation contained in the Divine Intellect. (RON 61) 

The physical world is governed by a transcendent Law, which at the same 
time also rules human society, both at the individual and collective levels, 
and in accordance with the other spiritual traditions. The order of nature is 
only the Methaphysical Order manifested in a specific level of reality, 
identified by us as "nature." In this view man is the vice-gerent of God on 
the Earth, which he has to preserve and keep well. Again we find an 
archetypal and holistic view of the cosmos, seen as a sacred expression of 
the transcendent sphere and closely conneted with the human world. 

Clearly every religion has its identity and specificity, in particular at the 
expressive level, but there is a common ground which emerges with 
evidence following Nasr's analysis. Furthermore we see that all religions 
mentioned are very far from any utilitarian relation with nature; rather, for 
these religions nature has value and importance for itself, independent from 
man. Thus we are not the owners of nature, because, as the Native Ameri
cans say, "man has the Earth in loan": it is a totality to preserve and to 
transmit to our descendants. These traditions teach us that the needs of man 
are not the only measure of reality. For traditional thought, nature has to be 
primarly observed and also contemplated, as a theophany, not manipulated 
following the most trivial human desires. The whole cosmos, in some cases, 
can also teach to man, who understands if spiritually well trained, its 
language of forms and processes, the first steps in the way of deliverance 
(RON 65), showing in this way the highest form of participation by nature 
in religious experience. The phenomenological world veils and reveals the 
supernatural sphere, being symbolic and transparent in agreement with its 
intellectual and metaphysical origin (RON 15). 

Now the task remains to deal with the Greek religion, Judaism, and 
Christianity, where there are some problematic particularities. In all of them 
we can find the many features mentioned above, but other aspects emerge 
that are not in conformity with the traditional harmonic view. For Judaism, 
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I agree completely with Nasr when he emphasizes the role of some Rabbinic 
schools or Cabalist thought, which developed an esoteric view of creation ex 
nihilo, which begins as self-negation of the Divine Reality, who then molds 
the cosmos with its archetypes. In the last analysis, the substance of the 
whole of nature is related to the coagulation of a reality belonging to God: 
it means that the physical world is in some way sacred, so it deserves to be 
respected in all its manifestations. Also in this case the law of nature has the 
same origin and structure of the law which orders the human communities: 
again we see that they are expressions at different levels of a unique supernal 
Law. But sincerely, on the other hand, I have also to mention some 
expressions of the Old Testament, where we find a very different spiritual 
atmosphere, showing also some contradictions with other pieces, even 
though I disagree completely with the partial and tendentious interpretation 
of Lynn White. 11 In spite of some misunderstanding due to mistakes in 
translation from the Hebrew text, which we can still find in our versions in 
Western languages (but also this is significant of a general mentality of 
exploitation of nature), in reality man, living in Eden, is described in Genesis 
not as a dominator, but as the keeper of the creation (Gen. 1 :28), with the 
task of possessing the Earth without violence and oppression against things 
and living beings (see the Hebrew word kabas), and also to guide and 
pasture animals (see rada). Furthermore the Hebrew Bible brings to light 
soon after (Gen. 2: 15) the religious role of man who must cultivate and 
guard the Garden, using two Hebrew words (' abad and samar) which have 
a strict relation with the worship and faithfulness toward God. 12 The mean
ing is clear: the duty of man is to have a religious life with nature where he 
can live at peace. But, after the original sin, the Earth is anathematized by 
God, the harmonious relation between man and nature looks to be broken, 
and the Earth becomes sterile and an enemy to him. Now nature is the 
external world against which to fight. And also after the Flood, we hear from 
God hard words for the animals: in fact man has to terrorize all other living 
beings, which are left in his "power" (Gen. 9:2), to satisfy his needs, and are 
"under the feet" of man (Ps. 8:7). Clearly very different views can be found 
also in the Old Testament, like those demonstrating the pity of God for 
animals before the Flood, or His care for the nourishment of the pups (Job 
38-39), the statement of a new alliance among all beings coming from the 
ark (Gen. 9:1 0), the messianic desire for a universal peace (Isa. 11 :6-9), and 
an agreement in which the animals can be witnesses (Hos. 2:20). In 
conclusion, if the general relation between God and non-human living 
beings looks to be unaffected by the original sin, which however also 
corrupted nature, then the parallel relation between man and nature now 
appears contradictory and ambiguous, containing some premises toward a 
utilitarian approach to the creation. It seems that in the Hebrew tradition, 
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aside from the main sapiental trend, the utilitarian outlook was a minor but 
parallel life-view in some ways contrasting with the other one. As a matter 
of fact, these aspects did not influence Judaism as a whole, especially 
regarding its deep transcendental tension and its esoteric schools, which 
preserved it from secularism. But these aspects were to be assimilated by 
some tendencies in Christianity, at least at the subconscious level, and would 
in time make their contribution to the decadence of the view of nature in 
Europe. On the other hand Christianity also inherited some characteristics 
of the late Greek culture, with its mechanistic and desacralized view of 
nature. 

Therefore we have to tum to the religion and philosophy of ancient 
Greece, following Nasr's study, to come back in a short while to Christian
ity. He specifies that there were several religions, Chtonian as well as 
Olympian, and also misteric traditions, mainly the Dionysian-Orphic branch. 
In the primary cosmogony "the world is divided into three portions (moirai), 
and order is imposed by the principle of Destiny or Moira to which the gods 
as well as the elements are subjugated" (RON 52). An analogous conception 
of Moira as "principle of order" was Dike (righteousness), meaning also "the 
course of nature": all of these remind us ofthe Chinese Tao, the Hindu rta, 
or the Iranian Asha. Only later in the history of Greek religion do we see that 
the will of the gods becomes the basis for the order in nature, replacing 
Moira, and only then are the various domains of nature divided among the 
different gods as result of the legislation of Zeus. This is clearly a form of 
spiritual decay which characterizes in a specific way the Greek religion as 
a whole; then an anthropomorphic polytheism came to constitute the norm 
in classical Greece. A consequence of such spiritual regression was the birth 
of philosophy, as human knowledge, in the early period open toward the 
Heavens, with Plato and also Aristotle, but then further and further from any 
true spiritual interest, following instead an analytical and rationalistic type 
of thinking in a purely secular frame, as shown by the later Sophists. Nasr 
identifies in the Ionians, like Thales, Anaximander, or Anaximenes, the first 
philosophers, with fundamentally naturalistic interests (RON 82), although 
previously he had written: "The water ofThales is not what flows in rivers 
and streams but is the psycho-spiritual substratum and principle of the 
physical world" (MN 54). Following the studies of the great Italian scholar, 
Giorgio Colli, and others, like Ada Somigliana or Jean Bies, I think that 
Thales, Anaximander, Anaximenes, Heraclitus, Parmenides, Empedocles, 
and clearly Pythagoras, were all wise men living in a sapiental, not 
philosophical, dimension, often very close fo the ancient Iranian and Hindu 
metaphysical thought. 13 For the same reasons also in the view oflonians-1 
believe-there is no place for any "hylozoism." As Meister Eckhart wrote 
of Heraclitus that he was "one of our most ancient masters, who found the 
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truth long before the birth of God, before the appearance of the Christian 
faith" (from the sermon Stetit Jesus in medio discipulorum). Instead, the first 
philosopher probably was Socrates, or Plato, who created the word "philoso
phy," in search of something which was in possession of the ancient 
thinkers, but irrevocably lost in his time. 

Coming back to Christianity, we can notice that in the Gospels there are 
few references to any link between the spiritual and the phenomenological 
world, as, for example, the empathic "behavior" of nature with its withering 
and rejuvenation during the death and resurrection of Christ according to His 
cosmic character, which agrees with the view of the other religions about the 
connection between God and nature. As Nasr states, Christianity is a way of 
faith and love rather than a way of knowledge and certitude, a true gnosis 
existing mostly in the peripheral religious groups (MN 56). There was also 
a contingent aspect, that grew from the necessity of early Christianity to fight 
the decadent popular Pagan beliefs which deified nature and were seen by 
the Church as very dangerous superstitions. In general this necessity to 
preserve the authentic religion against naturalistic and pantheistic convic
tions originated more and more a suspicious view of nature and induced 
Christians to claim a deep dualism, God-world; some theologians even went 
as far as to define the nature "massa perditionis" (MN 55 and 1 00), the 
kingdom of Evil, without any positive role for the spiritual life of man. A 
consequence of this fight against Paganism was that a large part of 
Christianity, in rightly advancing the de-divinification of nature, contributed 
also to its desacralization, creating confusion between "divine" and "sacred" 
-a confusion which we do not find in other monotheistic religions, like 
Islam. 

Furthermore, we have to remember that Christianity absorbed many 
ideas of classical Greek philosophy and science, which-as noted befGre
were contaminated by a mechanistic and secular view of the cosmos. With 
regard to this, some portions of the late Scholastic philosophy also played a 
negative role. These two aspects of Christian thought-desacralization of 
nature and acceptance oflate Greek thought-in some cases, were supported 
by a literalistic and formal interpretation of some passages of the Old 
Testament, especially those where it seems that man is the absolute master 
of creation and animals exist only for him. 

Finally we have also to remark on the dangerous victory of some 
nominalistic ideas, which became hegemonic in the theological thought in 
the late Middle Ages. As Nasr notes, nothing could be done to change this 
situation by those groups, like the so-called Celtic Christianity or the 
Platonic schools of Chartres or Oxford, and great personalities, like the 
Greek fathers (Irenaeus, Maximus the Confessor, Gregory of Nissa), St. 
Francis of Assisi, or St. Hildegard of Bingen, with their extraordinary 



504 GIOVANNI MONASTRA 

contemplative and religious visions of nature. Clearly, the composite and, in 
some ways, problematic heritage, present in a large part of Christianity 
weakened it and made impossible a vigorous reaction against the worldview 
born in the Renaissance, when, as Nasr writes, the 

European man lost the paradise of the age of faith to gain in compensation the 
new earth of nature and natural forms to which he now turned his attention. Yet 
it was a nature which came to be less and less a reflection of a celestial reality. 
Renaissance man ceased to be the ambivalent man of the Middle Ages, half 
angel, half man, tom between heaven and earth. Rather, he became wholly 
man, but now a totally earth-bound creature. He gained his liberty at the 
expense of losing the freedom to transcend his terrestrial limitations. Freedom 
for him now became quantitative and horizontal rather than qualitative and 
vertical. (MN 64) 

But the need of the Absolute and the Infinite is innate in man; he is 
created to seek them: in this way, rejecting the Divine Principle, at once 
"absolute" and "infinite," the search for them, now in the form of substitutes, 
continues all the same. The result is a shift from the vertical to the horizontal 
dimension: 

On the one hand, man absolutizes himself or his know ledge of the world in the 
form of science, and on the other hand he seeks the Infinite in the natural 
world, which is finite by definition ... man turns to the material world for his 
infinite thirst, never satisfied with what he has on the material plane, directing 
an unending source of energy to the natural world, with the result that it 
transforms the order of nature into chaos and ugliness. (RON 272) 

Furthermore this situation is worsened by the absolutization of secular man 
with its resulting anthropomorphism (and anthropocentrism), man becoming 
the only measure of all things. In some way the Church was also incapable 
of understanding in depth and totally the dangerousness of the new ideas, 
because in part it acted unconsciously as a go-between for them. Indeed, 

neither the "Oriental bureaucratism" of Needham nor any other social and 
economic explanation suffices to explain why the scientific revolution as seen 
in the West did not develop elsewhere. The most basic reason is that neither in 
Islam, nor India nor the Far East was the substance and stuff of nature so 
depleted of a sacramental and spiritual character, nor was the intellectual 
dimension of these traditions so enfeebled as to enable a purely secular science 
of nature and secular philosophy to develop,outside the matrix of the traditional 
intellectual orthodoxy. (MN 97-98) 

The rise of the Promethean, individualistic man in the Renaissance 14 

coincided with the decisive loss of sacredness of the universe, while 
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Christianity became more and more oriented toward a radical transcendental
ism, where God was seen, especially in Protestant thought, as the only source 
of activity and nature was reduced to a simply passive reality. This view was 
then used, in the first period following the Renaissance, by the antitraditional 
scientists and philosophers who took this idea of the divine role as a model 
for the relation between the "new" active man and nature, the latter seen as 
a dead thing to control and manipulate without moral or spiritual limits, 
according to an individualistic and mechanistic worldview. 15 With the work 
of scientists and philosophers like Galileo Galilei, Isaac Newton, Francis 
Bacon, Rene Descartes (RON 135-42), and so on, nature was totally desac
ralized and considered very similar to an opaque mass of atoms or a machine 
to use for utilitarian purposes, especially in Bacon's ideology. The main 
transformation, playing a pivotal role in the rise of secular science, was the 
substitution of the idea of cosmic order and laws, created by God, with the 
concept of "laws of nature" in mathematical form, discovered by human 
reason and completely separated from ethical and spiritual laws-an event 
which did not happen in other cultures with a deep scientific tradition, such 
as the Isalmic, Chinese, and Indian (RON 133). Galilei, Newton, and the 
other "modem" scientists imposed a totalitarian use of mathematics as a tool 
to know (and to change) the physical world, but-Nasr observes-"the 
mathematical aspect of things is not everything. It is concerned only with 
their quantitative dimension, not with the qualitative which connects each 
being onto logically to its source" (MN 121 ). A more mathematical precision 
in our vision of nature means a less direct symbolical understanding of 
nature: in this way we sacrifice an important part of reality to the arrogance 
of rationalism, which is not simply the normal use of reason, as some may 
think, but the consideration of human reason as the greatest and exclusive 
authority for the achievement of truth, attained by an autonomous pafh and 
having no need of intellection and revelation (RON 170). 

In the end, the humanism of the Renaissance, as a logical process of 
development of its inner principles, generated the anti-humanism of 
scientism, so that "rather than man deciding the value of science and 
technology, these creations of man have become the criteria of man's worth 
and value" (MN 19). Nasr dissents completely from the idea that the 
responsibility of the victory of a manipulative and anthropocentric view of 
life and world, with the consequent ecological crisis, can be ascribed to the 
monotheistic tradition, as seen in the writings of Arnold Toynbee, the noted 
historian. The reason for his refusal of this theory is very clear-cut: "Such 
thinkers forget that the pure monotheism of Islam which belongs to the same 
Abrahamic tradition as Judaism and Christianity never lost sight of the 
sacred quality of nature as asserted by the Quran, and that Oriental 
Christianity and Judaism never developed the attitude of simple domination 
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and plunder of nature that developed later in the history of the West" (MN 
5). Seeing this process of decadence from the spiritual perspective, with the 
progressive loss of all cosmological sciences in the area of Christianity, as 
a consequence of the totalitarian hegemony of modem science, Nasr shows 
us the portentous growth of the cosmological sciences in other religious 
cultures, like Islam. He demonstrates a superb knowledge of the inner 
meaning of these traditional sciences and gives to us a clear outlook on the 
topic. Quoting his words, we can say that 

In a traditional civilization, like that of Islam, the cosmological sciences are 
closely related to the Revelation because in such civilizations the immutable 
revealed principle ... manifests itself everywhere in social life as well as in the 
cosmos ... cosmological sciences integrate the diverse phenomena of Nature 
into conceptual schemes all of which reflect the revealed principles and the 
central Idea of which they are so many applications in the domain of contin
gency. In this manner cosmology repeats the process of traditional art which 
likewise selects from the multiplicity of forms those that are in conformity with 
the spirit of the tradition in whose bosom it has come into being. 16 

Following this Nasr explains the different kinds of approaches and finalities 
in the study of nature in traditional civilizations. Such study can be made for 
the sake of utility, which does not mean a utilitarian approach, as is seen 

in ancient and medieval technology where aspects of Nature were studied with 
the aim of discovering the qualities which might make them useful to the daily 
needs of the society. Or such a study may be made with the aim of integrating 
cosmic existence into a pervasive rational system as with the Peripatetics, or 
into a mathematical system as with Archimedes. Or it may be with the aim of 
describing in detail the functioning of a particular domain of Nature, as in the 
biological works of Aristotle, and the medieval natural historians, or, again, in 
connection with the making of objects in which process art and industry before 
the machine age were always combined as in the medieval guilds and the 
branches of Hermeticism connected with them. Finally, Nature may be studied 
as a book of symbols or as anicon to be contemplated at a certain stage of the 
spiritual journey and a crypt from which the gnosis must escape in order to 
reach ultimate liberation and illumination. 17 

With his studies on cosmology Nasr shows that Islam is a culture with its 
specificity and creativity, including the sphere of science, and destroys the 
idea, based upon a Eurocentric and progressive view of history believed by 
many Westerners, that Islam was only a means of transmitting a large body 
of knowledge from the Greco-Roman civilization to Europe, after the so
called dark centuries of the early Middle Ages. The Islamic cosmological 
sciences are still alive and valid, but their main value is not in the material 
aspects, separated from their context (so emphasized by progressive 
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historians like George Sarton), but in their qualitative and spiritual mark. 
Finally I would like to give evidence ofNasr's excellent knowledge of 

modem science, as we can see reading his essays on the new physics, like 
that of Bohm and Prigogine (RON 14 7 ff), the Gaia hypothesis by J. 
Lovelock (RON 282 fl) or evolution, criticized with very clear philosophical 
and scientific argumentation. 18 I would like to cite his words concerning 
some doctrinal positions of Catholic thought, where we see a hallucinating 
"Darwinization of theology ... the surrender of this queen of the sciences 
to the microscope, which is represented by Teilhard de Chardin" (KS 240). 
As Nasr states, "The deification of historical process has become so 
powerful and such a compelling force that, in the souls of many human 
beings, it has taken the place of religion" (KS 234). We know how important 
time is for Darwinism and neo-Darwinism for explaining harmony and order 
in the phenomenal world. Really-I think-we can identify in this modem 
idolatry, from the structural point of view, the features of a pseudo-religion, 
coming from a secularization of the idea of Divinity, where "time," in its 
merely quantitative meaning, is "God," and chance and necessity-that is, 
random genetic mutations and natural selection-are his "powers" or 
"hands." 

One of the most striking characteristics of our time is that man is 
destroying the Earth with "unprecedented ferocity" as consequence of his 
mechanistic and desacralized view of nature. The reaction to this environ
mental devastation has stimulated the genesis and the success of green 
parties which 

have mushroomed everywhere. The moving force for those movements 
remains, however, by and large purely external. For a humanity turned towards 
outwardness by the very processes of modernization, it is not so easy to se ... ~ that 
the blight wrought upon the environment is in reality an externalization of the 
destitution of the inner state of the soul of that humanity whose actions are 
responsible for the ecological crisis. (MN 3) 

Unfortunately, "the ecological movement has become deprived of the 
revivifying breath of authentic spirituality and the significance of the 
veritable spiritual dimension of the ecological crisis has become forgotten, 
for there is no authentic spirituality without orthodoxy understood in the 
most universal sense of the term" (MN 6). 

The same environmental engineering is insufficient to change the 
situation, reversing the course of events, because it is only a technological 
intervention. Nasr clearly does not oppose a better "sweet" technology, but, 
using his words, 

such feats of science and engineering alone will not solve the problem. There 
is no choice but to answer these and similar questions and to bring to the fore 
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the spiritual dimension and the historical roots of the ecological crisis which 
many refuse to take into consideration to this day. One of the chief causes for 
this lack of acceptance of the spiritual dimension of the ecological crisis is the 
survival of a scientism which continues to present modem science not as a 
particular way of knowing nature, but as a complete and totalitarian philosophy 
which reduces all reality to the physical domain and does not wish under any 
condition to accept the possibility of the existence of non-scientistic world
views. While not denying the legitimacy of a science limited to the physical 
dimension of reality, alternative world views drawn from traditional doctrines 
remain constantly aware of the inner nexus which binds physical nature to the 
realm of the Spirit, and the outward face of things to an inner reality which they 
at once veil and reveal. This reductionism and scientism has prevented Western 
science, for the most part, from turning to the more inward causes of the 
environmental crisis, while many individual scientists become ever more 
interested in ecological questions and even somewhat more responsible for the 
often catastrophic effects of their "disinterested" and "pure" research. (MN 4) 

Only in few cases have the underlying and essential causes of our crisis been 
brought to light, "perhaps partly because if they were to be made known 
there would have to be a radical change in the very thought pattern of many 
of those who discern the ill effects of these causes. And this change few are 
willing to accept or to undergo" (MN 13). 

Nasr points out that our reply to today's environmental crisis, coming 
from a long process of spiritual decay, must be on the global scale, because 
any superficial intervention or action, including what we do at the philosoph
ical level (that is, a new secularphilosophy of life which would bring 
mankind to respect nature), is too weak to stop the massive destruction of 
our planet. This is because the cause of the crisis was a darkening of 
religious spirit and the reply must be at the same elevated level. The 
ecological crisis is only an extemalization of an inner disquietude and cannot 
be solved without a spiritual rebirth of "modem" man, because "the 
environmental crisis is before anything a spiritual crisis" (RON 285). For 
this reason it is impossible to live in harmony with that wonderful theophany 
which is virgin nature, while people forget or remain indifferent to the 
Source of that theophany (MN 9). 

Nasr points out that every attack on monotheism in itself serves the 
bizarre marriage between ecological movements and all kinds of pseudo
religious sects, and also serves the development of false and dangerous so
called "new religions," lacking in any real metaphysical doctrine. The role 
of a true metaphysics can be very important to 

aid in the re-discovery of virgin nature by removing the strangulating hold that 
rationalism has placed upon man's vision of nature. There is a need to 
rediscover virgin nature as a source of truth and beauty in the most strict 
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intellectual sense and not merely in the sentimental one. Nature must be seen 
as an affirmation and aid in the spiritual life and even a means of grace rather 
than the obscure and opaque reality it has come to be considered .... The re
discovery of virgin nature does not mean a flight of individualistic and 
Promethean man toward nature. While in the state of rebellion against Heaven 
man carries with him his own limitations even when he turns to nature. These 
limitations veil the spiritual message of nature for him so that he derives no 
benefit from it. It is in this way that the modem urbanized citizen in search of 
virgin nature takes with him those very elements that destroy nature and 
thereby he destroys the very thing he is searching for. (MN 118) 

If we wish to live well with nature we must accept its norms and its rhythms, 
giving up the idea of dominating and manipulating it, because earthly man 
cannot be the measure of all things, nor can human utility be the parameter 
for judging nature in an anthropomorphic view of the world (MN 86). For 
Nasr, Christian doctrine itself should be enlarged to include a doctrine 
concerning the spiritual significance of nature, which means a true 
"philosophy of nature." This result can be obtained with the aid of Oriental 
metaphysical and religious traditions wherein such doctrines are still alive, 
because metaphysics must be the background for the philosophy of nature, 
a background lacking in Christianity. "These traditions would not be so 
much a source of new knowledge as an aid to anamnesis, to the remem
brance of teachings within Christianity now mostly forgotten. The result 
would be the bestowal once again of a sacred quality upon nature, providing 
a new background for the sciences without negating their value or legitimacy 
within their own domain." 19 

In conclusion, synthesizing the message of the ecological thought (a real 
"deep ecology"!) ofSeyyed Hossein Nasr tells us that we have to resacralize 
the nature connecting us with its Divine Source, the metaphysical Origin of 
everything. 

PADUA, ITALY 
JANUARY 2000 
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Professor Monastra is a practicing scientist and at the same time a 
philosopher devoted to the traditional perspective. This is a rare 

combination especially if the scientist be a biologist since this science has 
become dominated by the anti-metaphysical pseudo-myth of evolution since 
the late nineteenth century as has no other science. His commentary upon my 
treatment of science in relation to religion is therefore particularly pertinent, 
speaking, as he does, from "within" both worlds. He begins his essay with 
a statement which is startling, coming from a scientist, but also absolutely 
true. He asks what is the main problem of our time and continues, "Is it 
learning or discovering new things? Absolutely not. We do not need to 
discover but to rediscover." I could not but agree completely with this 
assertion. Being in the situation in which modernity has placed us, practi
cally every new discovery simply accelerates the chaos and dissolution of the 
world in which we live. Of course every form of knowledge, if it be 
authentic, has its own legitimacy and one cannot put boundaries upon human 
intelligence even if it has taken a luciferian direction. But what the world 
needs today much more than discovering new things is the remembrance of 
things forgotten. The very survival of humanity depends not on new 
discoveries within the framework established by the brave new world now 
being created on a global scale, but on re-discovering the millennia! truths 
by which humanity has lived, truths which are none other than the perennial 
philosophy and its multifarious applications. 

Monastra then turns to the significance of the traditional sciences and 
how their being branded as irrational and superstitious caused them to be 
cast aside and forgotten. I think that this is a very important point to which 
little attention was paid until quite recently when a number of ethno
botanists and physicians started scrambling ip.to the living habitat of primal 
people in quest of the latter's knowledge of herbs and their medicinal 
properties. Although carried out mostly for utilitarian and often purely 
economic reasons, such efforts have nevertheless pointed to the enormous 
amount of knowledge that has been lost and is still being lost as a result of 
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the branding of traditional sciences as fantasy and superstition by modem 
scientists blinded by the hubris generated by the success of their own 
enterprise on a certain level. Did early generations of people who colonized 
America, Africa, Oceania and who destroyed much of the traditional culture 
of those areas, and even the population itself, think of the thousands of years 
of experience of and experiment with animals, plants, winds, water, the soil, 
and so on, which these people had assembled in a body of knowledge which 
is no less science than is modem botany or geology? I am reminded of a 
passage from an essay of Thomas Berry which states, "How much we might 
have learned from the native peoples of this [American] continent had we 
arrived with an open spirit and a reverence for the beauty and complexity of 
the land. " 1 This famous environmentalist is reaffirming what Monastra has 
stated and I have discussed in another language over the years. 

Even today there remains some knowledge of traditional sciences of 
nature in various parts of the world which are still denied a place in the 
modem arena of knowledge as a result of the monopolistic claim which 
modem science makes concerning the knowledge of nature, considering 
itself to be not a science of nature but the science of nature. Denied 
legitimacy in official circles, traditional sciences either die out or are 
relegated, often in a deformed condition, to the margins of society and in a 
mutilated form as elements of the new religions and of the teachings of 
occult groups. I am grateful to the author for pointing out this very important 
truth in the present day context of the study of the sciences. 

The author speaks of the influence of my works translated into Italian in 
the '60s and '70s and their impact upon him. After thanking the author for 
his comments, I wish to say a few words about the translation of those works 
and my contacts with Italian intellectual circles. During the decades of the 
'60s and '70s I traveled often to Italy and delivered many lectures..at the 
University of Rome and the Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei dealing mostly 
with Islamic and Iranian studies. But at that time I also developed a rapport 
with Italian philosophical circles through two channels: Giorgio de 
Santillana and Elemire Zolla. De Santillana lived in America and was my 
professor at MIT but he visited Italy often and even got me to participate 
with him in the four hundredth anniversary of the birth of Galileo in 
Florence in 1964. He introduced me to a number of Italian philosophers and 
historians of science and was instrumental in the translation and publication 
of my Science and Civilization in Islam into Italian by Feltrinelli in Rome. 
Zolla was at that time Italy's leading traditionalist writer to whom I was 
introduced by Titus Burckhardt. A close friendship developed between Zolla 
and myself, and he also visited me in Tehran. During my various journeys 
to Italy, he introduced me to a number of Italian philosophers including J. 
Evola and F. Sciacca. It was also Zolla who approached Rusconi to have a 
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translated into Italian and rendered many of my essays himself into Italian 
in the review Conoscenza religiosa of which he was himself the editor. By 
1980 a number of my books and essays were available in Italian and became 
the subject of interest for a number of Italian savants who wanted to study 
the Islamic world and especially Islamic philosophy and the sciences. The 
translation of my Man and Nature, along with a number of essays on the 
traditional sciences and cosmology, also attracted some philosophers and 
scientists not concerned with Islamic studies directly such as Dr. Monastra. 
Strangely enough, however, after I migrated to America and traveled less 
often to Italy, this intellectual relation became weakened. Only a couple of 
essays of mine have been translated into Italian during the past two decades 
but there is now a plan to render Knowledge and the Sacred into Italian. In 
any case I am of course pleased to know that my works in Italian were useful 
in the framing of the ideas of Monastra and Roberto Fondi concerning 
"organicistic and holistic tendencies in biology." 

Monastra speaks of the disillusionment of many scientists concerning 
scientism and at the same time the continuous domination of scientism as an 
ideology in the modern world. His observation is true but one needs to add 
that unfortunately most disillusioned scientists-in contrast to Fondi, 
Monastra himself, or Wolfgang Smith (whose essay appears in this volume) 
-keep this disillusionment to themselves and rarely venture out to criticize 
the scientific enterprise, not for what it has achieved or for what it has not 
achieved, but for what it is claimed to have achieved by its worshipful 
bondsmen. If only reputable and honest scientists, who are the first to realize 
the limitations of all that modern science has discovered or can discover in 
the future, could become vanguards of a movement to kill scientism and 
reductionism before they kill us all, the situation would improve rapidly. But 
alas that is not the case today despite the exceptional efforts of a few figures 
in both Europe and America. Meanwhile, the technological juggernaut, fed 
and supported fully by modern science which makes modern technology 
possible keeps accelerating its pace of destroying the natural environment 
and superficializing human life. 

Monastra brings up another issue which is of importance and needs to 
be answered. He speaks of the fact that most perennialists and traditionalists 
have ignored the world of science. This statement needs to be understood in 
context and must also be somewhat modified. First of all, the traditionalists 
have been all concerned before everything else with metaphysics, the 
supreme science whose forgetting in the West made possible both the death 
of traditional science and the birth of a science separated from the sacred. As 
for the cosmological and traditional sciences which result from the 
application of metaphysical principles to various domains of contingency, 
each of the major traditional authorities concentrated on a particular science 
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or set of sciences. For example, Guenon who was a mathematician as well 
as metaphysician, did not only write on the general principles of sacred 
science and the science of symbolism, but also on mathematics (especially 
calculus) seen from the point of view of metaphysics. Coomaraswamy, 
although originally a geologist, did not write to any appreciable degree about 
the traditional cosmological sciences in themselves (although he did 
compose a few essays on the subject), but did write a great deal about these 
sciences as they pertained to traditional art and also on time and space which 
are of course so basic to the sciences of nature as well as to art. Schuon was 
interested especially in the science of man or anthropology, if this discipline 
be understood in a traditional sense, and not as much in the sciences of 
nature, and he devoted many luminous studies to the traditional science of 
man. He was also interested in traditional cosmology in general, especially 
that of the Native Americans whose cosmological doctrines he elucidated 
with unprecedented depth. Burckhardt was deeply drawn to the cosmological 
sciences and wrote two of the most profound books of the twentieth century 
on the subject of alchemy and astrology along with his essays on the 
cosmological sciences. As for Martin Lings, his love in addition to 
metaphysics has always been for the science of language and literature, 
being as he is an outstanding poet. It also needs to be added that although the 
traditionalist authors did not perhaps know all of the scientists mentioned by 
Monastra who were against scientism and reductionism, Schuon and 
Burckhardt, whom I knew well personally, did know some of them including 
of course Goethe as well as Bernhard Bavinck. 

This having been said, I admit that I have written more on the traditional 
sciences, cosmology, and the philosophy of nature than have the other 
traditionalist authors. That has been a matter of vocation for me, but my 
intellectual and metaphysical perspective has not differed from theirs. In 
light of these facts, I am in agreement with the modification Monastra has 
made concerning Faivre's statement. For my part I know the works of most 
of the scientists whom Monastra has mentioned along with others such as 
Wolfgang Smith for whose interpretation of quantum mechanics I hold the 
greatest respect. The scientists mentioned by the author are important in that, 
while speaking from within the scientific community, they reveal the 
limitations of the dominant modern worldview derived from the generaliza
tion of the tenets of modem science. They thus seek to break the walls of the 
mental prison in which most m0dern people are confined and point to the 
possibility of visions of the infinitely expanding horizon beyond the confines 
of the scientific worldview. But they cannot provide that metaphysical vision 
on the basis of their science. What is needed is that one should possess that 
metaphysical knowledge independently along with detailed knowledge of a 
modern science and then seek to interpret what is not mere conjecture but 
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knowledge in that science in light of metaphysical principles, and then to 
integrate that science into a framework provided by the perennial philosophy 
rather than by Cartesian bifurcation and quantitative reductionism. The works 
ofFondi, Guiseppi Sermonti, Monastra himself in biology, and W. Smith in 
physics are themselves fine examples of the task that I believe should be 
carried out by scientists. In achieving this desired end certainly the views of 
such figures as Uexkiill, Portmann, Heitler, Chauvin, Bohm, and others can 
be of great assistance. The works of such men and women also need to be 
made better known on a more popular level as a cure for the mortal illness 
of scientism and reductionism. 

In responding to the author's discussion of my views on the environmen
tal crisis, perhaps it would be useful if I clarified further why I turned to this 
problem and its causes in the way that I did. As mentioned in my autobiogra
phy, I had always had the greatest love for nature since my childhood. It was 
as if mountains, trees, and brooks, not to mention animals, spoke to me. For 
that very reason the ugliness created by modem industry was always 
particularly painful to me. This love for nature, towards which I felt as a 
friend and protector, was fortified both intellectually and emotionally by my 
study of traditional texts and immersion in Persian Sufi poetry which sings 
so often of the sacred quality of nature. My love of nature was also 
confirmed and strengthened by reading the nineteenth-century Romantic 
nature poetry of figures such as Wordsworth who showed such sensitivity to 
nature, although Romantic poetry lacked the intellectual dimension that I had 
discovered in traditional philosophies of nature. Not only had I read 
Thoreau's Walden, but in the '50s I would often walk around Walden Pond 
itself, usually in the late afternoon and evening, before much of it became 
spoiled and pondered about what Thoreau had written. 

The shock of seeing such a rapid destruction of the natural environment 
around the Boston area along with my study of traditional cosmologies and 
philosophies of nature in contrast to the quantitative and completely 
secularized philosophies of nature prevalent in the West ofwhich I was very 
critical, combined to lead me to an intellectual intuition of the coming of a 
major crisis in the natural environment long before the terms "ecology" and 
"natural environment" had become popular and anyone spoke of the 
ecological crisis. Reading Rachel Carson's Silent Spring did not only 
confirm my intuition of an impending disaster, but also led me furthermore 
to seek the causes of this situation rather than criticizing only the effects. I 
realized, while still in my early twenties, that the environmental crisis was 
in fact the result of a spiritual crisis within the soul of modem man and not 
simply the consequence of bad engineering. My early books on Islamic 
science and cosmology, the study of the history of science, religion, and 
philosophy in the West and comparative religion and philosophy gave me 
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the necessary intellectual disciplines to study in depth and in a comparative 
framework the cause of the crisis at hand. When the occasion arose for me 
to deliver the Rockefeller Series Lectures at the University of Chicago on the 
theme of man and nature in 1966, I took the opportunity to write Man and 
Nature to which Professor Monastra refers. This work was followed by many 
essays and lectures on the subject culminating in Religion and the Order of 
Nature. After over forty years of study of this subject, I still believe that the 
environmental crisis is primarily the result of an inner spiritual crisis of 
modem man and the darkening of the soul within man who then projects this 
darkness upon the environment and destroys its balance and harmony. 

As the author writes, in my analysis of the causes of the environmental 
crisis I disagree with L. White and A. Toynbee and refuse to lay the blame 
at the feet of Judaism and Christianity. But I do agree with the author when 
he writes of the consequences of the ambivalence in the Bible concerning the 
status of nature. The negative aspect of these consequences did not, 
however, manifest themselves in the European Middle Ages when faith was 
strong, nor in Eastern Christianity. Other elements, especially the revival in 
the Renaissance of desacralized views of nature held by certain Greek 
schools and the eclipse of the traditional civilization ofthe West itself, along 
with the rise in the Renaissance of the titanic view of man enmeshed in 
rationalism, humanism, and individualism, all had a crucial role to play in 
actualizing and bringing out the negative aspects of the ambivalence in 
question. 

In reference to the Ionians, Monastra points to what he considers to be 
a contradiction in my thought and writes that "Nasr identifies in the Ionians, 
like Thales, Anaximander, or Anaximenes, the first philosophers, with 
fundamentally naturalistic interests ... " contrasting this view with my 
assertion that the water of Thales is not ordinary water but "the psycho
spiritual substratum and principle of the physical world." The author refers 
to my Religion and the Order of Nature (p. 82) as reference concerning my 
assertion about the "naturalistic interests" of the Ionians. I have, however, 
not made such a statement on that page or elsewhere and never used the term 
naturalistic in this context. Rather, on page 82, I write that the Ionians "were 
keenly interested in the order of nature" which certainly does not mean being 
naturalistic in the current sense of the term. Furthermore, I add on that page 
that for these early "natural philosophers" the cosmos "was alive and 
ensouled." There is therefore no contradiction in my two statements about 
Thales. In fact one complements the other and I continue to hold the view 
that the element or substance with which these early Greek philosophers 
dealt must not be confused with modem notions of matter or natural 
substances from which any and every form of psycho-spiritual reality has 
become excluded. 
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Following this criticism, the author summarizes my views concerning 
the deeper causes of the environmental crisis as well as the confrontation 
between the sacred and desacralized views of nature. I am in full agreement 
with his analysis and am particularly pleased that a practicing scientist, who 
at the same time has extensive knowledge of Western intellectual history, 
confirms my analysis of the subject. I am particularly happy that he confirms 
my assessment of the serious nature of the environmental problem when he 
reformulates my words as follows: " ... any superficial intervention or 
action, including what we do at the philosophical level (that is, a new secular 
philosophy oflife which would bring mankind to respect nature), is too weak 
to stop the massive destruction of our planet. This is because the cause of the 
crisis was a darkening of religious spirit and the reply must be at the same 
elevated level." I have quoted his words in full because I find them quite 
significant coming from a scientist. Also these words point to an important 
issue with which I have had to deal over the years, namely, that after the 
realization of the environmental crisis by a number of secular philosophers, 
they naturally want to apply secular solutions to it. It is important to bring 
out the differences in my approach to this problem in comparison with this 
class of philosophers. 

There are a number of scientists, both in American and Europe, who 
share Professor Monastra' s views, although many keep these views to 
themselves. Fortunately, he has been able to participate in this volume and 
provide the opportunity for this exchange with a whole sector of the 
contemporary scientific community who have been interested in traditional 
writings, including my works, and who have been able to make use of some 
of the ideas expressed therein in their own expositions which stand out from 
the writings of so many mainstream scientists, which are dominated by the 
ideology of scientism and reductionism. 

S.H.N. 

NOTE 

1. "Rediscovering Turtle Island," Lapis 10 ( 1999): 27. 
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Ashok K. Gangadean 

THE QUEST FOR THE UNIVERSAL 
GLOBAL SCIENCE 

PROLOGUE: CRITICAL REFLECTIONS ON PROFESSOR NASR'S 
VISION OF THE NEED FOR A SACRED SCIENCE 

I n these reflections I will focus on central themes from Nasr's The Need for 
a Sacred Science and Knowledge and the Sacred. These two intimately 

related works present a comprehensive and integrated vision of Nasr' s 
mature thought. I will focus especially on his narrative of the need for a 
sacred science. I find here a deep convergence with findings of my own 
quest over the past three decades to clarify the missing primal science of 
Logos. 

Perhaps it would be good to begin with a summary review of some of 
the main themes and concerns raised by Nasr to help set the context for this 
exploration. 

I. NASR'S VISION OF SACRED SCIENCE 

Nasr's thesis of the need for a sacred science is a unifying theme that brings 
together a range of insights and concerns running throughout his thought. In 
its most simplified form his thesis is that there exists a Primordial Tradition 
that flows from an Absolute Truth which has been expressed in diverse ways 
through the ages. This tradition has been articulated in various formulations 
in the evolving school of philosophia perennis (a philosophical tradition 
which holds that there is a fundamental common ground of wisdom and truth 
recognized in a vast diversity ofworldviews through the ages). 
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This school of perennial philosophy is connected with a view that there 
is a primal science, sacred science, based on a universal metaphysics of this 
Ultimate Truth. It is held that diverse authentic cultural (religious, spiritual, 
philosophical) traditions through the ages have recognized, formulated, and 
embodied this Eternal Wisdom in diverse ways. One main point stressed by 
Nasr is that the diversity of these sacred traditions is important even in rec
ognizing that they flow from a common foundational Unity. One important 
common factor is that these sacred traditions are grounded in the Primordial 
Truth, flow from a common sacred science of metaphysics, and are thus 
grounded in a sacred view of reality and the possibilities for human life. 

A central theme stressed by Nasr is that with the rise of the modernist 
worldview in Europe since the seventeenth century there has been an 
increasing eclipse of the sacred traditions and a tragic loss of the perennial 
wisdom and sacred science that they involve. The modernist worldview, he 
finds, is based on a secular humanism and materialism that moves away from 
the Primal Spirit that is the ground of the sacred traditions and of Perennial 
Wisdom. 

He finds that this development of secular modernism has resulted in 
tragic consequences for the human condition. It has resulted in all sorts of 
pernicious fragmentation in cultural life and has placed modem cultures on 
a course that he claims is not sustainable and is devastating for human 
flourishing and for the ecology. The secularization of modernism has severed 
human life from its authentic grounding and connection with reality and 
Primordial Spirit which is the source of human flourishing. His main finding 
is that contemporary human cultures desperately need a return to the sacred 
traditions and to the Perennial Wisdom that flows from the power of sacred 
science. This is the most urgent priority in the human condition today. 

Apparently he sees this return to sacred science and Perennial Wisdom 
as vital for all aspects ofhuman life, and essential for the advancement of the 
sciences as well. He insists that the diversity of the wisdom traditions should 
be respected and honored, and that in authentically living the inner truth of 
an authentic sacred tradition one lives and embodies the perennial truth 
being expressed differently in all sacred traditions. In this way the return to 
tradition in this perennial spirit of sacred science can resolve one of the most 
profound challenges facing the modem world-that of honoring diversity of 
religious and cultural forms while achieving consensus and unity in truth and 
reality. 

Before raising some critical questions for this line of thought it would 
be helpful to further texture the complex ideas expressed here by looking 
more closely at the actual words of Professor Nasr on these themes. The 
following excerpts are taken from The Need for a Sacred Science. 
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( 1) What is sacred science? 

There is first of all the Supreme Science or metaphysics, which deals with the 
Divine Principle and Its manifestations in the light of that Principle. It is what 
one might call scientia sacra in the highest meaning of the term. It is the 
science which lies in the very center of man's being as well as at the heart of 
all orthodox and authentic religions and which is attainable by the intellect, that 
supernaturally natural faculty with which normal human beings . . . are 
endowed. This principia} knowledge is by nature rooted in the sacred, for it 
issues from that Reality which constitutes the Sacred as such. It is a knowledge 
which is also being, a unitive knowledge which transcends ultimately the 
dichotomy between the object and the subject in that Unity which is the source 
of all that is sacred and to which the experience of the sacred leads those who 
are able to reach the abode of that Unity. (pp. 1-2) 

Note: This key passage makes clear that there is an Ultimate Reality which 
is sacred and which is the unifying force in all humans and in diverse 
authentic religions and traditions. Humans are endowed with a natural 
capacity to overcome the fragmentation and reach the primal Unity of this 
Reality. 

(2) What is the view of philosophia perennis? 

By philosophia perennis-to which should be added the adjective universalis 
-is meant a knowledge which has always been and will always be and which 
is of universal character both in the sense of existing among peoples of 
different climes and epochs and of dealing with universal principles. This 
knowledge which is available to the intellect, is, moreover, contained in the 
heart of all religions or traditions, and its realization and attainment is possible 
only through those traditions and by means of methods, rites, symbols, images 
and other means sanctified by the message from heaven or the Divine which 
gives birth to each tradition. (pp. 53-54) 

Note: It should be noted that Nasr claims this tradition of universal wisdom 
is situated in the heart of all religions or traditions and is theoretically 
attainable by individuals through the power of the intellect, although he 
stresses that the "norm" is such that "attainment of this knowledge depends 
upon the grace and framework which tradition alone provides" (p. 54). This 
helps to explain why he repeatedly stresses the primary importance of 
honoring our sacred traditions, and of gaining access to perennial wisdom 
through the particularity of our traditions. Note also that this perennial 
wisdom running through our traditions is based on "universal principles" 
(ostensibly valid for all worldviews). 
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(3) What is the metaphysical ground of philosophia perennis? 

The philosophia perennis possesses branches and ramifications pertaining to 
cosmology, anthropology, art and other disciplines, but at its heart lies pure 
metaphysics, if this latter term is understood ... as the science of Ultimate 
Reality, as a scientia sacra . ... Metaphysics understood in the perspective of 
philosophia perennis is a veritable "divine science" and not a purely mental 
construct which would change with every alternation in cultural fashions of the 
day or with new discoveries of a science of the material world. This traditional 
metaphysics, which in reality should be used in the singular as metaphysic 
[italics mine], is a knowledge which sanctifies and illuminates; it is a gnosis if 
this term is shorn of its sectarian connotations going back to early Christian 
centuries. It is a knowledge which lies at the heart of religion, which illumi
nates the meaning of religious rites, doctrines and symbols and which also 
provides the key to the understanding of both the necessity of the plurality of 
religions and the way to penetrate into other religious universes ... (p. 54) 

Note: It is clear in this passage that Nasr claims there is a pure universal 
metaphysics-a divine science-of ultimate reality at the heart of perennial 
philosophy. It is noteworthy that Nasr stresses that it is a singular science 
which of course suggests that this science gets at the fundamental reality 
behind diverse worlds. And it should be remembered that this is a sacred 
science since it is grounded in the Universal Divine Principle. This will be 
important for us in the subsequent discussion. Nasr is at pains to distinguish 
this "school" from other versions of"universal wisdom" by insisting that the 
tradition he has in mind stresses orthodoxy-"Ifthere is one principle which 
all the traditional authors in question repeat incessantly, it is orthodoxy .... 
They are orthodox and the great champions of universal orthodoxy" (italics 
mine, p. 55). We will explore this theme shortly when we take a critical look 
at the "tradition" of pure metaphysics and inquire into its "global" potential. 

( 4) What is the global potential of the sacred science? 

According to philosophia perennis, reality is not exhausted by the psycho
physical world in which human beings usually function, nor is consciousness 
limited to the everyday level of awareness of the men and women of present
day humanity. Ultimate Reality ... is beyond all determination and limitation. 
It is the Absolute and Infinite from which issues goodness like the rays of the 
sun which of necessity emanate from it. Whether the Principle is envisioned as 
Fullness or Emptiness depends upon the point of departure of the particular 
metaphysical interpretation in question. (pp, 55-56) 

The school of philosophia perennis speaks of tradition and traditions. It 
believes that there is a Primordial Tradition which constituted original or 
archetypical man's primal spiritual and intellectual heritage received through 
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direct revelation when Heaven and earth were still "united." This Primordial 
Tradition is reflected in all later traditions .... (p. 57) 

Note: This passage makes an important distinction between everyday 
consciousness (and the everyday worldviews that flow from that level of 
awareness) and the direct encounter with Ultimate Reality which is beyond 
all determination, and beyond the worldviews of everyday life. It is also 
noteworthy that this Primal Reality expressed in the Primordial Tradition 
admits of different interpretations and expressions. We shall explore this 
"global" potential ofperennial wisdom below. 

( 5) What does it mean to see ultimate reality as sacred or to say that God is 
Reality? 

God as Ultimate Reality is not only the Supreme Person but also the source of 
all that is, hence at once Supra-Being, God as Person and the Godhead or 
Infinite Essence of which Being is the first determination ... God as Reality 
is at once absolute, infinite and good or perfect. In Himself He is the Absolute 
which partakes of no relativity in Itself or in its Essence. The Divine Essence 
cannot but be absolute and one ... God as Reality is also infinite, the Infinite, 
as this term is to be understood metaphysically ... Ultimate Reality contains 
the source of all cosmic possibilities and in fact all possibilities as such even 
the metacosmic ... Metaphysically, He is the All-Possibility. (pp. 8-9) 

Note: These excerpts are striking in presenting reality as God. Here it is clear 
that Nasr has entered into the perspective and language of pure universal 
metaphysics. In this language of reality pure metaphysics presumably is 
presenting a universally binding narrative for all worldviews. The "God as 
Reality" thesis would be binding even on those who do not counteaance 
"god" and who reject "god-talk." These passages stress that whatever your 
worldview, it owes its possibility to the Absolute Divine Principle. 
Presumably, if all people understood this "pure metaphysics" they would 
recognize the global truth of this "god talk": "there would in fact be no 
agnostics around if only it were possible to teach metaphysics to everyone" 
(p. 9). Of course this raises sensitive issues which we shall take up below 
when we explore the "global" potential and scope of perennial wisdom and 
sacred science. 

(6) What is the sacred science of the self, moving beyond the ego? 

In order to reach the Ultimate Self through the expansion of awareness of the 
center of consciousness, man must reverse the cosmogonic process which has 
crystallized both the variations and reverberations of the Self within what 
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appears to be the cosmic veil as separate and objective existence. And this 
reversal must of necessity begin with the negation of the lower self ... The 
Ultimate Self in its inner infinitude is beyond all determination and cosmic 
polarization .... (p. 16) 

The contemplative disciplines of all traditions of both East and West insist 
in fact on the primacy of the awareness of the self and its nature .... (p. 18) 

The traditional science of the soul, along with the methods for the 
realization of the Self, a science which is to be found in every integral tradition, 
is the means whereby self-awareness expands to reach the empyrean of the 
Ultimate Self. This traditional science is the result of both intellectual pene
tration and experiment with and experience of the self by those who have been 
able to navigate over its vast expanses with the aid of a spiritual guide. (p. 19) 

Note: These excerpts are quite important because they stress that in the 
universal metaphysics/sacred science there is a vital difference between the 
everyday ego-self and the Ultimate Self which is in direct communion with 
the Primal Reality. Nasr makes clear over and over that this fundamental 
truth has been articulated across the vast range of sacred traditions through 
the ages. Note here that the true inner Selfhas an infinite structure that is 
beyond all determination and polarity. In this respect sacred science yields 
universal knowledge/realization of the Self across worldviews. We shall 
explore this theme below. 

(7) What are unity and diversity in the human condition? 

While truth is one, its expressions are many, especially for modem man who 
lives in a world in which the homogeneity of the traditional ambience is 
destroyed and in which there is on the one hand acceptance and in fact 
"absolutization" of secular man and the humanism based upon man conceived 
in such a manner, and on the other hand the presence of diverse sacred 
traditions whose reality can no longer be neglected. Consequently, if one is to 
address the human condition today, one must not only assert the unity of the 
truth and the oneness of the Spirit, but also the multiple reflections of the world 
of the Spirit in the human ambience. (p. 45) 

Note: This recurring theme stresses that truth is one while its expressions are 
many. This is Nasr's archetypical model for sacred science which seeks to 
bring out the fundamental truth while honoring the diversity of manifes
tations of this truth in the human situation. Here he opens the diagnosis and 
critique of the modem secular world view. He continues, 

The one spirit somehow evades modem man, leaving in its wake a multitude of 
contending egos, of feuding families and of general social disintegration ... The 
oneness which people of good intention seek cannot, however, be achieved 
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save through contact with Spirit, which is one in itself and many in its earthly 
reflections. . . . No contact with the Spirit is possible save through the 
dimension of transcendence, which stands always before man and which 
connects him with Ultimate Reality whether it be called the Lord, or Brahman 
or Siinyata . ... The human spirit as understood in the humanist sense is not 
sufficient unto itself to serve as basis for the unity of humanity and human 
understanding across cultural and religious frontiers ... (p. 4 7) 

Note: Here we see the recurrent theme of the fragmentation in modernist 
secular culture and the suggestion that the way to reach true Unity is through 
the power of sacred science which brings us into true communion with the 
unifying power of Infinite Spirit. Nasr continues: 

The great role of religions today should be not to placate the weaknesses of 
modem man by reducing themselves to one or more "ism" or ideology to 
compete with the many existing ideologies which man has spun around himself 
over the past few centuries. Rather their task is to hold before men the norm 
and the model of perfection of which they are capable and to provide the 
channels for that contact with the Spirit which alone can show the myriad 
colors and hues of the human spirit to be not sheer multiplicity and division but 
so many reflections of Unity. Their task is also to present to the contemporary 
world the sacred science and wisdom which they have guarded in their bosom 
and within their inward dimensions over the millennia. (p. 49) 

Note: This passage further develops the diagnosis of the modernist secular 
worldview as broken into contending ideologies in a fragmented pluralism. 
We see again that the wisdom traditions have guarded the seeds of sacred 
science which the contemporary world desperately needs for its well being. 

(8) What is the global scope of the primordial tradition? 

Each tradition is marked by a fresh vertical descent from the Origin, a 
revelation which bestows upon each religion lying at the center of the tradition 
in question its spiritual genius, fresh vitality, uniqueness and the "grace" which 
makes its rites and practices operative. But because the Origin is One and also 
because of the profound unity ofthe human recipient despite important existing 
racial, ethnic and cultural differences, the fact that there is both the Primordial 
Tradition and traditions does not destroy the perennity and universality of the 
philosophia perennis. The anonymous tradition reflects a remarkable unanimity 
of views concerning the meaning of human life and the fundamental dimen
sions of human thought in worlds as far apart as those of the Eskimos and 
Australian Aborigines, the Taoists and the Muslims. (p. 57) 

The conception of religion in the school of the philosophia perennis is vast 
enough to embrace the primal and the historical, the Semitic and the Indian, the 
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mythic and the "abstract" types of religions ... to cross frontiers as difficult to 
traverse as that which separates the world of Abraham from that ofKrislma and 
Rama or the universe of the American Indians from that of traditional 
Christianity. (p. 58) 

Note: In these revealing excerpts we see that the perennial tradition purports 
to be global in scope across religious worldviews. It would be interesting to 
inquire, as we do below, whether it finds expression in worldviews that are 
not religious. Does the universal metaphysic of the perennial tradition have 
jurisdiction over all worldviews? It is also important to note here that Nasr 
hints at the Primordial Tradition as "anonymous," and this raises interesting 
questions. Has this tradition been latent and silent and subliminal and 
unnamed? Is there in fact an articulated worldview or ontology running 
through diverse traditions, or is it an unspoken tradition that has only 
manifested itself in particular "authentic" traditions? 

(9) How does one distinguish traditional from modernist worldviews? 

For several centuries, and in fact since the Renaissance, Western man has 
extolled the human spirit while de-sacralizing the whole of the cosmos in the 
name of the supremacy of man, only to end now in a situation which for the 
first time in history threatens man with truly infrahuman conditions on a scale 
never dreamt of before. Clearly the classical humanism which claimed to speak 
for man has failed, and if there is to be a future for man, there must be a 
profound change in the very concept of what man is and a thorough re
examination of the secular humanism of the past few centuries in the light of 
the vast universal and perennial spiritual traditions of mankind which this 
humanism has brushed aside with the claim of giving man freedom. (p. 45) 

Note: In comparing and contrasting the traditional worldview with the 
"modernist" Nasr sees in classical humanism an increasing secularization 
(and hence de-sacralizing) of the human condition and of our ecology. He 
does not explicitly call this secular humanism "egocentric," but it is clear 
that this ideology places the human at the center and displaces the sacred 
worldview which places the Infinite Reality at the center of the human 
condition. And the further the human conditions is distanced from Ultimate 
Reality the greater the dysfunction and pathology. This secularized and 
"homo-centric" worldview is found to be responsible for devastating 
pernicious consequences in the human condition. He continues, 

The current concept of man as a self-centered creature not responsible to any 
authority beyond himself and wielding infinite power over the natural 
environment cannot but end in the aggression of man against himself and the 
world of nature on a scale which now threatens his own existence. (p. 46) 
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Note: Here he stresses that the "hierarchical" structure of the traditional 
worldview places the Primal Principle as first and higher and the human 
condition as dependent and accountable to this higher reality. Again, he sees 
this de-sacralizing of human life as the primary cause of violence of all sorts. 

( 1 0) How is the sacred distinguished from the secular, and how does this 
give rise to the "need for a sacred science"? 

One can speak of sacred and profane science in distinguishing between the 
traditional and modem sciences. From the traditional point of view, there is of 
course no legitimate domain which can be considered as completely profane. 
The universe is the manifestation of the Divine Principle and there is no realm 
of reality that can be completely divorced from that Principle. To participate 
in the realm of the Real and to belong to that which is real also implies being 
immersed in the ocean of the sacred and being imbued with the perfume of the 
sacred ... The main difference between the traditional sciences and modem 
science lies in the fact that in the former the profane and purely human remain 
always marginal and the sacred central, whereas in modem science the profane 
has become central and certain intuitions and discoveries which despite 
everything reveal the Divine Origin of the natural world have become so 
peripheral that they are hardly ever recognized for what they are despite the 
exceptional views of certain scientists. (pp. 96-97) 

Note: This contrast between traditional sacred science and modem science 
makes clear that from the worldview of sacred science all reality is pervaded 
with the sacred, all nature and the ecology are the domain of the sacred. This 
implies of course that modem sciences are situated in this universal field of 
the sacred which contextualizes all human efforts. The "profane" is situated 
in the all-encompassing field of the sacred. We shall pursue this point b~_low. 

The traditional sciences of all traditional civilizations agree on certain 
principles of the utmost importance which need to be reiterated in this age of 
forgetfulness of even the most obvious truths. These sciences are based on a 
hierarchic vision of the universe, one which sees the physical world as the 
lowest domain of reality which nevertheless reflects the higher states by means 
of symbols which have remained an ever open gate towards the Invisible for 
that traditional humanity which had not lost the "symbolist spirit." The psycho
physical world, which preoccupies modern science, is seen in the traditional 
perspective as a reflection of the luminous archetypes. (p. 97) 

Note: Here again we see that there are certain universal principles of sacred 
science which are recognized in diverse traditional worldviews, and which 
have vital importance for our contemporary world. We shall have to look 
closely at Nasr's insistence that the traditional worldview expresses a 
"hierarchical" vision of the universe. 
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( 11) Further Questions That Naturally Arise for Nasr 's Narrative 

The above selected excerpts from Nasr's book are intended to help us focus 
on key themes which we shall address in section II. Here are some critical 
questions to keep in mind as we explore these important ideas in a global 
perspective. 

(a) Philosophia perennis alleges that there are perennial truths that are 
universal, eternal, and valid for all worldviews. Or more specifically, it 
claims that there are great traditions which authentically express Primordial 
Truth that holds for these traditions. If it claims to be global in scope for all 
possible worlds, what is the source of the validity for all worlds? Does this 
tradition establish why this must be so, or that it is so? Is it one united 
tradition or is there diversity within it? Could there be alternative accounts 
of perennial truth? 

Does this "school" assume or assert that "perennial" is (means) "global" 
-valid for all worldviews? Or rather that certain "authentic traditions" have 
expressed a consensus truth from their perspective? Does it claim global 
scope and power? For example, Nasr insists that Ultimate Reality is God. 
This means of course that all worldviews, secular and sacred, must arise 
from this universal God. But has it been shown that worldviews that do not 
countenance "God" (like the world of modern science) must come to 
recognize God as their true ground? How has it established that there is 
global truth across vastly diverse worldviews and languages of reality? We 
shall now critically explore the possibility of a global narrative. 

(b) What is the scope of sacred science? Is it a complement for what is 
now called "science"? Does it apply to all everyday life? Is it to be a 
replacement for the secular worldview in all its forms? Must the secular or 
profane sciences self-revise to truly encounter the Real? Can there be a 
universal global science that incorporates what is valid in the modern 
sciences and fulfill the ideals and vision of traditional sacred science? Is 
there a universal or global worldview or "first philosophy" that grounds all 
worldviews-sacred and secular? Could it be that the traditional perennial 
philosophy itself is in evolution and development and needs to mature to full 
global status? Could it be that traditional wisdom is in evolution and self
development? 

(c) Nasr sees the modernist secular development as the main reason for 
the loss of this sacred worldview, and sees a return to tradition (in the 
appropriate spirit) as the way to recapture the sacred perenniallifeworld. He 
recognizes of course that the "perennial tradition" is sacred in its own right, 
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but places the emphasis on realizing the perennial truth within the particular
ities of each tradition. One question here is: is there a global way, a universal 
praxis, that runs through the diverse traditions? Are there, for example, 
global norms, a global ethic that the diverse traditions confirm and embody? 
Has the global scope and power of sacred science I philosophia perennis 
been established? 

Is there an alternative account, an alternative diagnosis that might 
capture the desirable ends of leading cultures into a higher form of life which 
is faithful to the highest and best in the sacred traditions, and yet self-evolves 
into a global form that speaks to our future evolution? Is there a way to 
honor and recognize the sacred traditions of the past that would build on 
these in moving forward beyond modernism, postmodernism, and secularism 
to realize a higher global perennial way? Must perennial wisdom be lodged 
in the past and in tradition, or can it be in evolution and development and 
global maturation? We shall now explore these themes in section II. 

II. MY EXPERIMENTS IN DEVELOPING THE GLOBAL PERENNIAL 
LOGOS TRADITION: THE MISSING LOGOS SCIENCE 

In the spirit of creative dialogue with these themes from Nasr's narrative I 
should like to present in a summary sketch some highlights of my journey 
throughout my career to clarify the Ultimate Principle of all life and 
experience. In my own experiments I find remarkable convergences with 
Nasr's findings and with the perspective ofphilosophia perennis. This is all 
the more remarkable because in a real sense my experimental journey took 
an independent direction which nevertheless brought me to a profoundly 
analogous result. Still, as we shall see, there are possibly important 
differences in my articulation of the ultimate science, of the deep diagnosis 
of the source ofhuman cultural pathologies and of the preferred prescription 
for the most potent way to move the human condition to well-being and 
human flourishing. 

This is where I find the greatest potential for a significant critical 
dialogue with Nasr's thought. As we shall soon see, I discovered early in my 
career that something profound and vital was still missing from human 
discourse. Although I instinctively gravitated to the intuition of a perennial 
philosophy and knew in a pre-articulated way that there had to be an ultimate 
primal principle, an ultimate science of"what is first," I nevertheless found 
that the language, technology of mind, and narrative for this was still 
missing. The nascent perennial narrative was still semi-dormant and needed 
to be brought to mature global articulation. One remarkable disclosure was 
that the Primordial Truth that was seeded in diverse traditions was alive, 
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growing, evolving, and maturing in the global evolutionary process. 
It was clear in my journey through different philosophical and cultural 

worlds, East, West, and other, that there had to be a fundamental logic, a 
primal ontology, a global primordial tradition at the heart of all worldviews. 
However, with close critical scrutiny I found that this was still a presumption 
and in fact more deep work had to be done to tap the missing fundamental 
logic of n~tural reason, to decode the ultimate grammar of existence and 
experience, to bring to full global articulation the intuition of a perennial 
philosophical perspective, to develop the language and narrative of the 
unified field of diverse worlds. We shall see that these innovations and 
results vindicate the vision of philosophia perennis and bring to more 
explicit articulation the missing Primordial Tradition in a global context. So 
let me now review some of the highlights of my adventure and speak directly 
to the central themes of Professor Nasr. 

The themes and findings that I summarize here have been developed in 
great detail in my essays and books which present my research over the past 
three decades. Two companion volumes present the heart of my quest for the 
fundamental missing science of Logos: Meditative Reason: Toward Uni
versal Grammar, and Between Worlds: The Emergence of Global Reason. 
The first appeared in 1993 in the Revisioning Philosophy Series of Peter 
Lang Press, and the second appeared in 1997 in the same series. These 
findings are presented in a simplified narrative in a book designed for the 
general reader which will appear soon-The Awakening of the Global Mind. 

Is Perennial Philosophy Possible? Logic and Ontology 

Over three decades ago in my early career as a logician and ontologist I 
encountered polarization, fragmentation, and dualism at the deepest levels 
of research. As a logician, seeking the ultimate logic of reason and language, 
I found a primal polarization in the grammar of thought as I traced the 
evolution oflogic from Socrates through Aristotle, Descartes, Leibniz, Kant, 
Hegel, Husserl, Frege, Russell, Wittgenstein, Heidegger, Quine, Sommers, 
and Derrida. The Aristotelian tradition of logic which shaped the cultural 
space of European thought over the centuries was in deep tension with the 
radical innovations introduced by Frege, Russell, Wittgenstein, Quine, and 
others as they developed the new mathematical paradigm for the logic of 
language that launched the analytical revolution in the twentieth century. 

If logic is the formal science of thought itself and articulates the 
grammar of human reason, then the polar tension I found between the 
classical logical paradigm of Aristotle and the modem mathematical 
paradigm of Frege leads us to a split in reason itself. My early quest for the 
fundamental logic of thought and language led me to an apparently 
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irreconcilable split and incoherence between the classical and modem 
paradigms of logic in the European tradition. 

What made this a disturbing crisis is my finding that both paradigms 
captured fundamental features of the logic of thought and language. Neither 
could be dismissed,· nor was there an apparent way to mediate them and 
bring them together. They appeared to be mutually incompatible and yet 
mutually complementary at the same time. But each claimed to give a 
comprehensive and universal account of the grammar of thought. And since 
the science of logic purports to articulate the deep structure of reason, if 
logic itself was polarized into incommensurable paradigms, this did not bode 
well for the ultimate coherence of human reason. So my career began with 
this crisis of reason. If human reason, which purports to ground meaning, 
truth, and rational coherence, is itself ultimately polarized and yields dualism 
and incoherence, then the very foundation of the human condition appears 
to be fractured and unintelligible. 

It was clear that in the foundation of logic something vital was missing. 
The long quest through the centuries to clarify the universal grammar of 
thought was obviously unfinished. The dream of Descartes and Leibniz to 
reach the ultimate universal grammar of reason remained unrealized yet 
more vital than ever. Frege and Husserl, in very different ways, attempted to 
realize this dream, but their attempts fell short. 

As we shall see in a moment, this perennial dream to articulate the 
ultimate laws of thought is driven by the intuition at the heart of human 
reason that there must be some ultimate ground, some unifying formal 
structure, that is the source of rational life, that makes things intelligible, that 
generates thought, meaning, and truth. Over the past three decades I 
remained focused on attempting to resolve this ultimate problem. It is at the 
core of the possibility of perennial philosophy. And, as we shall see, the 
guiding intuition that there must be a fundamental grammar of thought and 
reason is the moving force of the Primordial Tradition. 

But this polar crisis at the heart of reason in the European tradition 
seems to arise in all aspects of the human condition, and on a global scale. 
For in my early research as ontologist, concerned with the deepest explora
tions into the nature and structure of reality, an analogous crisis of polariza
tion became evident. The science of ontology, like the science of logic, 
sought to clarify and articulate the ultimate structure of reality-the grammar 
of existence. But it was apparent early in the game that diverse philosophies 
and worldviews (religions, cultures, ideologies, conceptual frameworks, and 
the like) presented profoundly diverse ontologies or languages of experience 
and reality. 

What made sense in one worldview failed to make sense in another. It 
seems that meaning and truth, and what makes sense in experience is a 
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function of the worldview or universe of discourse-the ontological context 
-in which it arises. Different worlds appear to be worlds apart and incom
mensurable from the ontological point of view. How is it possible for human 
intelligence, natural reason, to move meaningfully between worlds? Is it 
possible to reason and communicate between worlds, across diverse 
ontological languages of reality? Here was another ultimate challenge for the 
rational enterprise, for human relations between worlds, and certainly for the 
possibility ofperennial philosophy. 

And yet nothing seemed more natural in everyday life than the 
possibility of all kinds of interactions, transactions, communication, and 
transformations between worlds. For example, someone centered in the 
Christian worldview (to simplify the matter) seems to be able to enter 
genuinely into the lifeworlds of the Buddhist or the Hindu or the Bakongo. 
These are very different languages of reality, and yet it appears that human 
intelligence has the capacity to self-transform into alternative grammars of 
life and make sense of things in diverse universes which nevertheless also 
seem to be mutually incompatible and even incommensurable in important 
ways. How is it possible for us to live and move and communicate across 
and between diverse worlds? It was evident that this fundamental problem 
was not adequately formulated or resolved. 

The vast differences among worldviews seem to challenge the very 
possibility of any perennial or global perspective. So this was another 
complex of challenges that I faced very early in my career. And it was 
apparent that these twin problems at the heart of logic and ontology were 
intimately linked. It seemed to me that the science of ontology was just as 
much in crisis as was the science oflogic. And both these "sciences" purport 
to get to the deep structure of the human condition-the structure of 
thought/language, and the structure ofbeing/reality. Could there be a global 
or universal logic across worldviews? Was there any fundamental universal 
ontology that was the ground of diverse worlds? If there were not common 
structures or laws across or between worlds, and across paradigms of logic, 
how could there be genuine communication and rational discourse between 
worlds? These issues get to the heart of the possibility of any alleged 
"perennial philosophy" or "primordial tradition." 

The Perennial Quest for the Ultimate Principle 

In the midst of this crisis I reached an important turning point. My philo
sophical journey took me into Eastern thought when in 1971 I took a special 
leave to spend a year studying and lecturing in India. This was my first trip 
to India and my first in-depth exploration of Indian traditions of philosophy. 
I had no idea when I went on this adventure that it would speak deeply to the 
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impasse I had reached in my research in the foundations of reason, logic, and 
ontology. 

My encounter with the powerful meditative traditions of Hindu and 
Buddhist thought enormously expanded my horizon and brought me into a 
deeper global perspective in the rational enterprise. And over the years as I 
went more and more deeply into diverse meditative philosophies certain 
unmistakable patterns across diverse worlds became clear. My journey into 
the meditative traditions opened deeper rational space and enabled me to see 
deep connections between widely variant worldviews, East, West, and other, 
that I could not have seen before. So meditative philosophy played a key role 
in my expansion into the global perspective and thus into the deeper 
common ground among worlds. 

The Meditative Turn in Human Reason 

Two remarkable breakthroughs arose together over the next two decades as 
my research and teaching expanded in a global context. The first great 
advance through the meditative experiments was the realization that there 
was such a thing as "egocentric" minding. In my earlier research I simply 
absorbed the European tradition of philosophy (logic and ontology) without 
reflective awareness that there was a deep pattern of thinking-a technology 
of mind-a way of "minding" that proceeded on the foundation of the ego. 
But diverse meditative traditions (in this case the diversity of approaches in 
the Hindu and Buddhist traditions) concurred that the single most important 
factor in the human condition was precisely how we were conducting our 
minds. 

The most fundamental teaching of the meditative traditions is that 
egocentric patterns of thought were the primary source of human suffering, 
human existential pathologies in diverse forms. Whether, for example, in the 
teachings of the Bhagavad Gita or the Dhammapada, the core insight was 
that the egocentric way of being (of thinking, of interpretation, of world
making, of self-making, and so on) produces deep and pernicious fragmenta
tions in all aspects of life and was the primary source of human pathologies. 
The great breakthrough of meditative awakening is that it is possible to 
overcome egocentric minding and living by advancing into more profoundly 
unitive, integrative, holistic, and nondual patterns of minding. The great 
experimental traditions of meditative living developed over millennia 
provided boundless evidence ofthe pragmatic force of these findings. The 
meditative tum in natural reason moves us to a more rationally integrated 
form of life. 

Once I became aware of the patterns and dynamics and living reality of 
egocentric minding my career, my research, scholarship and teaching, 
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indeed, my life as a whole, took a radically different tum. These meditative 
experiments opened deeper integral space in which I could see clearly why 
my earlier research had reached the crisis, the paradox, the impasse, the 
polarization, the fragmentation and incommensurability. I saw clearly that 
egocentric reason was inherently incomplete, incoherent and the source of 
all sorts of dualisms, fragmentatons and pathologies of life. I saw more and 
more clearly as I lived the meditative tum in reason that egocentric minding 
was an immature stage in our rational and human development. I understood 
precisely how and why egocentric minding blocked and undermined our 
rational life and would always produce polarization, fragmentation, dis
integration, and all sorts of violence. 

Awakening the Global Perspective 

At the same time, the other remarkable breakthrough that co-arose with this 
meditative tum was the expansion of my thought patterns into a higher 
global perspective. As I experimented more expansively across the spectrum 
of worldviews-ideologies, religious and cultural worlds, political ideolo
gies, philosophical grammars, conceptual frameworks, disciplinary 
languages-and diverse forms of life in the broadest global perspective, I 
began to see deeper patterns and connections. The meditative technology of 
minding enabled me to experience deeper common ground across and 
among worlds, and made it possible to hold multiple alternative worlds 
together in one synoptic consciousness. This global awakening of reason 
produced astounding results in recognizing how diverse formulations in 
different worldviews and language forms nevertheless expressed the same 
fundamental dynamics, insights, principles, and truths. 

The Perennial Quest for What-Is-First 

The global perspective, the capacity to hold multiple alternative worldviews 
together in a unifying dialogic encounter opened a more profound dimension 
of Reality. For when we stand back from any one worldview processed in 
the egocentric way, and enter the global perspective through the dialogic 
powers of meditative reason, certain striking perennial patterns emerge. As 
we scan the range of diverse worldviews across the spectrum of global 
cultures it is apparent that widely diverse worlds gravitate to some primal 
Origin. 

For example, in one classical Chinese tmditional worldview the primal 
origin is called Tao (the Infinite name that cannot be named); in the early 
Hindu tradition "what-is-first" is expressed as Aum (the infinite sacred 
sound) or Brahman (infinite being); in a certain Buddhist tradition the 
ultimate is expressed as Silnyata (absolute emptiness beyond names and 
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forms); in the Judaic grammar the ultimate reality is indicated as Yhwh (the 
Infinite living God); in Christianity one version of the primal principle is 
Logos (the infinite Word) or Christ (the Logos made flesh); in Islam the 
Absolute is expressed as Allah (the one true God); certain indigenous 
cultures recognize the ultimate truth as the Infinite Living Spirit; in a certain 
African classical worldview the originating force is called Nommo (the 
Infinite Name that generates all existence); in the grammar of physics the 
ultimate reality is recognized as Energy (the ultimate stuff that can neither 
be created nor destroyed) ... and so on. 

Each worldview purports to be universal and all-encompassing of 
reality. Yet at the same time these diverse grammars of reality (ontological 
languages) appear to be competing and to repel or displace one another in 
their universal power; they appear to be diverse universes of discourse. And 
this is where a meditative tum with its global perspective and technology of 
processing reality helps to disclose deeper common ground and striking 
patterns between variant worlds. 

The Missing Global Grammar 

One revealing pattern is that diverse worlds in one way or another arise from 
a primal source or ground which is recognized to be boundless, infinite, and 
universal. The meditative power of the global perspective helps us to see that 
all worldviews must co-arise from a primal source or origin, that this origin 
must be Infinite, and that the Infinite must be the same Primal Reality of all 
possible worlds. Rigorous meditation on the Infinite Origin makes evident 
that this Unifying Force must be Integral and One-and-the-Same Principle 
for all possible worlds. 

And here it is vital to remember that egocentric reason inherentlx.fails 
to process this Infinite Unifying force-field. For as we shall see shortly, the 
egocentric mind objectifies the "Infinite" and reduces its infinite unifying 
power to an artificial "unity" that levels the profound important differences 
among diverse worlds. At the same time the ego artificially "pluralizes" 
diverse worlds in such fragmented multiplicity and differences that they 
remain localized and fragmented beyond the reductive and false "unity" it 
constructs. The egocentric mind fails to understand both Unity and 
Difference and undermines both. Either way the egocentric mind is unable 
to process the Primal Principle, and hence Reality itself. 

The great enduring mystical traditions have of course recognized early 
in the game that the Ultimate Truth must be Infinite and hence must be the 
unifying common source of all possible worlds. But even if we have a clear 
intuition that the diverse mystical and spiritual traditions were expressing the 
"same fundamental reality," these traditions remained articulated in their 
own localized grammars and narratives with all their important differences 
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and diversity. And these localizing forces, East and West, suppressed and 
inhibited the full maturation of the global force of the grammar of what-is
first. 

The intuition of a "primordial truth" or a "perennial philosophy" remained 
presumed and latent, waiting to be activated, formulated, and realized. There 
was no global grammar, no open generalized space or method of minding 
and speaking that brought fully into the open the global scope and power of 
this First Principle. And the profound and pervasive influence of egocentric 
minding in the human condition preempted and eclipsed access to the 
perennial force of The First. It appears that the global turn in how we mind 
and in the grammar of how we formulate and express reality matters a great 
deal. So with all the great advances toward expressing the Infinite Origin, 
East, West, and other, something vital was still missing. 

The Need for a Global Grammar for the Infinite Origin: 
Logos as a Global Name 

As my experiments matured over the decades and I advanced more and more 
deeply into the global perspective, it became increasingly clear that a 
fundamental global narrative was still absent. I noticed a peculiar and 
striking "recursive" dialectic at work that moved me in something like a 
paradoxical, reflexive, expanding "spiral loop" that took on a life of its own. 
The more I expanded in the global perspective the more evident became the 
dialectical patterns across and among worldviews and alternate languages of 
experience. And as these deeper patterns of the Primal Origin emerged, the 
more I found my rational awareness and experience expanding and I was 
able to encounter deeper common ground and detect striking recursive 
patterns and connections among worlds that I could not see before. 

I was now able to recognize how quite diverse grammars and narratives 
of experience were in fact alternative formulations of the same fundamental 
reality. And the more this primal reality was revealed the more the global 
way of processing reality, the global perspective, intensified. The net effect 
of this recursive dialectic-the global tum in experience-was the realiza
tion that this global awakening of rational awareness was essential in 
detecting and tapping the missing primal field. The global way of"minding" 
was a key to discerning fundamental common ground among diverse worlds, 
indeed, in establishing that there was in fact a primal unified field among 
worlds. So, in this summary sketch of my experimental clarification of the 
missing global "science," I shall now try to replay certain key steps in the 
spirit of this recursive dialectic. 

The fact that we can stand back from being immersed within any one 
worldview and rise to the global or inter-world perspective is of ultimate 
importance in the quest for the grammar of what-is-first. For this power and 
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capacity in human awareness is a primary feature of reason which issues 
directly from this fundamental Infinite Force. And what is strikingly 
noticeable when we stand back in this way and entertain the great enduring 
traditions through the ages, is that each seeks to express and name what-is
first. As we have seen, diverse languages of Reality concur that there must 
be some primal ultimate origin, and "it" must be Infinite. It has also been 
clear that this Infinite Principle must be one and the same for all realities. 
This follows immediately from the sacred logic of what-is-first. I have 
suggested that in the perennial quest to express this Infinite something vital 
was still missing. The diverse grammars or narratives that were developed 
by the traditions, including modern science, each faced a boundary of 
localism in its grammar and narrative. 

First Philosophy still lacked a universal and global grammar to name and 
express what-is-first. The fact that we faced a vast range of alternative 
languages attempting to express and name the Infinite Principle-Aum, Tao, 
Siinyatii, God, Christ, Yhwh, Allah, Nommo, Logos, Nature, First Cause, 
Energy, and so on (henceforth, we will refer to this open-ended sequence of 
primal names as "the Primal Names")-is highly problematic since these 
diverse languages of reality appear to be inherently incompatible, competing, 
and mutually exclusive. Each universalizes its discourse and purports to a 
"universal grammar" ofThe First. Each alleges to be the primary, preferred, 
and self-privileging grammar of The Ultimate. And, although great mystic 
minds and intuitive geniuses know quite well that all authentic First Names 
must be naming the same Infinite Principle, this correct global intuition 
needs a global grammar to formulate effectively and to express this Truth. 

We need a global name for what-is-first, a Name so powerful that it 
expresses and keeps before us the Infinite Force of the First. In seeking to 
uncover and tap the Universal Grammar of what-is-first I proposed the word 
Logos as a working candidate to help us move in this direction. Let us 
experiment together with this: Logos is the Infinite Word, the Infinite Name 
for the Primal Reality. The latent global power of the genuine Primal Names 
just mentioned is released through the universal force of the global name 
Logos. Aum expresses Logos; Tao is an ultimate name for Logos; God is 
Logos; Allah is a direct revelation of Logos; Christ embodies Logos; the 
Greco-European Logos is also a powerful expression of Logos; the ultimate 
substance of reality names in the physical sciences-Energy-expresses 
Logos ... and so on. (Henceforth, for convenience and simplicity, we will 
express the global name Logos without italics or boldface thus-Logos.) 

Logos as the Infinite Name has infinite alter-expressions. This is an 
essential feature of its infinitude. It is the Infinite Word. All names, all 
words, all forms, and so on, derive from and express Logos. Of course, this 
is not to suggest that the Primal Names are "synonyms" or are "identical" or 
"say the same thing" or even "refer to the same thing." We must be 
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extremely cautious and remember that each uniquely and authentically 
expresses Logos. We shall soon see that precisely because Logos is the 
Infinite Word it has boundless unique alternative and authentic expressions. 

I introduce the term holonym to capture this profound relation among the 
Primal Names-they are holonymous and thus holonyms. As holonyms the 
Primal Names co-express each other in Logos and thus have a deep intimate 
connection. The sacred logic of Logos makes clear that holonyms are 
irreducibly different while they nevertheless co-express Logos, and of course 
each other. And when the full global potential of the Primal Names is ignited 
and realized, this deep dialogic connection is brought to maturity. 

Let us meditate more deeply on Logos. It should be immediately 
apparent that the introduction of this global name is of monumental 
significance. For this Infinite Name invokes and brings with it the universal 
grammar of the Infinite Word and with this comes the global tum in 
minding. The Sacred Logic of the Infinite Name calls for a higher logistic or 
technology of mind beyond the localizing, finitizing, and fragmenting ways 
of egocentric minding. And we mentioned earlier that the diverse meditative 
traditions all stressed that how we mind is all-important in the quality of life 
and experience. With all the important differences in diverse meditative 
traditions we may safely say in entering the global perspective that the 
meditative tum in minding requires breaking the egocentric barriers and 
crossing into the more holistic and integral technology of nondual minding. 
This is a vital step in encountering Logos, in entering the universal grammar 
of the Infinite Word. 

The meditative tum in thinking is a key step in entering the global mind, 
in the authentic encounter of Logos. But something radical and unique 
happens with this awakening of the global mind. For to "think" Logos is to 
participate directly in the Sacred Logic or holistic Logistic (hologistic) of the 
Infinite Word. To process Logos is to enter into the dialectic of lnfinition 
wherein all things, all names, all forms, all phenomena, all grammars or 
worlds are in deep mutual interaction and inter-relationality. Here all things 
mutually permeate each other. The deepest global meditation on Logos 
brings us into the Primal Field, the Grand Unified Field which is Reality 
itself. Let us call this Primal Field of Reality the Logosphere. It may be said 
that the global name Logos is the Logosphere, which can be thought or 
encountered only through the awakening of the global mind, in the hologistic 
of Infinition. 

The great meditative and mystical traditions of the ages, in all cultures 
and worlds understood that what-is-first could not be approached in ordinary 
egocentric ways of thinking. To think Logos is to participate directly in the 
Infinition process of the Logosphere. And rigorous reflection on Logos 
reveals that this involves the global tum, the globalization of reason as 
minding awakens to its highest rational coherence and integrity. In this 
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natural expansion of awareness the Self, the Thinker enters a direct 
encounter of Logos, the Logosphere; the thought process flows in the holistic 
dialectic of existence; and language matures to its full integral and primal 
power. 

So to encounter. the global name-Logos-is to enter the dynamic 
Unified Field (Logosphere), is to awaken the global mind, to live and 
embody the hologistic dynamics of the Logosphere, which is to enter the 
universal grammar of the Infinite Word. Thus, to introduce Logos as a global 
name brings with it the awakening of mind to the Logistic of the Unified 
Field and the ignition of the universal grammar of the Infinite Word. It is 
here that we find the source of perennial truths, the foundation of the 
perennial tradition, the global blossoming of sacred science, the source of all 
knowing, of all sciences, indeed, of the human condition. 

Logos is the Logosphere-The Field of Reality 

To enter the global perspective then is to enter into the technology of global 
minding, the hologistic process of the Logosphere. It is not the same as 
holding the egocentric perspective and entertaining a plurality of worlds 
from this localizing pattern of minding. When we enter the boundless yet 
ordered logic of the Logosphere there are astounding revelations of the 
dynamic flow ofReality. How can the Infinite Name-Logos-be Reality 
itself? What kind of"name" is this? How and why is this Infinite Word the 
universal and Unified Field of all realities? What is this "sacred logic" of the 
Logosphere? How could it be that multiple worlds, realities co-exist at once 
in this "unified field"? How could these diverse worlds be diverse and yet 
permeate one another at the same time? How do the diverse categories of 
existence, or Nature, arise from this Primal Word? Can human conscious
ness really touch and enter this dialectic of the Logosphere? How are all 
realities generated from this Primal Source? How is it that the awakened Self 
in "global minding" flows in communion with this Infinite Force? Such deep 
questions as these naturally arise in this context. 

The Infinite Unifying Force 

The global mind sees immediately that there must be a Unifying Force 
proactively holding things together in every way-were this not so, thought, 
experience, life, and existence could not work. The thinking "self' could not 
be, there would be no continuity, no coherence; no language could work, no 
words would exist, no thoughts could be formed, no experience could arise, 
nothing would be. This is the simplest and most elementary point. The 
egocentric mind takes all this for granted, unquestioned. The global mind is 
ever mindful of the boundless presence of the Unifying Force that conditions 
everything and makes self, thought, language, experience, phenomena, 
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world, and so on, possible. The egocentric mind is incapable of entering into 
the primal Sacred Logic-the transcendental logistic-that sustains it and 
makes its "life" possible. 

The global mind-awakened reason-sees immediately that the 
Unifying Force must be Infinite. Everything turns now on processing Infinite 
Unity in a rigorous and competent manner. Lucid thinking here discloses 
that the Force that conditions all that appears must be boundless and 
limitless. It is this rational intuition that reveals there is always something 
Higher, something First, Primal, and Originating. Were there something 
-anything-beyond "It" this would violate the infinite integrity of the 
Unifying Force, and any such "thought" self-destructs. It is in this ultimate 
intuition of awakened reason into Infinite Unity that the Sacred Logic of 
Logos unfolds. 

Logosphere-The Cosmic Continuum 

Once the Infinite Force is recognized and acknowledged, it follows 
immediately that this Force pervades all existence, situates and constitutes 
all existence, and presides throughout the cosmic Unified Field. And diverse 
traditions of perennial philosophy have detected this truth in different 
formulations. It is such a simple and elementary point in the Logic of 
Infinition that it appears as a truism to the global mind. Once the Cosmic 
Event-Continuum of Logosphere is discovered, it follows immediately that 
all existence, all evolution, and history is the creative play of Logos. And the 
evidence of this is overwhelming once rational intelligence awakens to the 
Infinite Presence of Logos. It was clear that humanity had not yet developed 
the technologies of mind and language for processing the Logosphere. We 
still lacked a Science ofLogos, a science ofthe Logosphere-the foundation 
of all worldviews. This pure Formal Science was latent (and presumed) in 
the diverse classical perennial traditions and awaited full maturation and 
emergence in its explicit globalized form. 

As the Logic of Logos came to increasing clarity over three decades it 
was clear that we urgently needed to develop tools, technology, to become 
mindful of when we were in the Grammar of Logos and when we were in the 
grammars of egocentric cultures. Remember in this meditation on Logos that 
the pathways of awakening move in a recursive loop--the deeper we 
encounter Logos, the more this invokes the global tum in minding, the more, 
in tum, this encourages the expansion of thought and language, which 
enhances our capacity to process the Logosphere ... 

It should be clear that this is just a preliminary sketch, a beginning, of 
the remarkable human quest for the missing global science. This narrative 
is developed in a comprehensive way in the forthcoming book, The 
Awakening of the Global Mind. 1 
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III. CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS 

In concluding let us look back now at the central themes raised by Professor 
Nasr concerning the need for a sacred science. It is now more evident in the 
light of the foregoing narrative of the great human quest for Logos that 
Nasr's affirmations of the tradition ofphilosophia perennis and ofthe need 
for sacred science are supported in remarkable ways. We now see that 
diverse great traditions in the global evolution of thought have, in impor
tantly diverse ways, been in quest of Logos. In this respect the heart of 
philosophia perennis is in this global quest for Logos that embodies the 
sacred common ground across and among diverse worlds, narratives, 
disciplines, and dimensions of human cultures. It becomes clear in this 
transcendental quest that drives the evolution of the human condition that 
there has been a missing Primal Science to which ancient and classical 
traditions bear witness. 

However, we have been suggesting that the universal grammar and 
technology of mind for a truly global First Philosophy has been slowly and 
painfully evolving, and that philosophia perennis has been in a deep 
evolution and maturation. In this respect we cannot look to the past, to past 
traditions, for the fully developed missing Global Science of Logos and for 
the missing Global First Philosophy that is its vital center and ground. Nasr 
is of course right in insisting that we honor and value the emerging perennial 
truth in our great traditions, but it is also vital to see that the missing sacred 
science and the global grammar of philosophia perennis have been under 
ongoing self-evolution and maturation in the human condition. What is 
exciting is that as this sacred process matures, as Logos emerges in our 
evolutionary drama, this missing Global Science comes into focus with the 
awakening of the global mind. 
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REPLY TO ASH OK GANGADEAN 

Professor Gangadean is at once an Oriental and a Western thinker with a 
vast philosophical horizon whose quest after the perennial philosophy 

and search for the universal global science provide him with the means of 
posing important questions concerning my understanding of the perennial 
philosophy and sacred science. His name itself contains a symbolic 
significance related to his philosophical quest. Ashok recalls the name of the 
great Indian emperor who sought to create peace and harmony among 
different religions and philosophies and Gangadean recalls the name of 
Kipling who wrote that East is East and West is West and ne'er the twain 
shall meet. Professor Gangadean has sought to show that the twain can and 
in fact must meet. In his vision of philosophy on a global scale he holds a 
position close to mine but with a different understanding of the meaning of 
perennial and universal philosophy to which I shall tum later in this 
response. 

The author begins with a discussion of my vision of sacred science and 
then turns to his own experiences in the search for what he calls "a global 
perennial Logos tradition." In my response I prefer to say a few words in 
general about my differences with the account of his experiences before 
turning to the first part and the last part ofhis essay, as well as a few specific 
issues about his experiences and experiments. Obviously both Gangadean 
and I have been searching for a universal truth underlying the diversity of 
cultures, philosophies, and religions. But whereas I was to come upon this 
universal truth in my early twenties, he was to spend several decades in 
searching for and also developing his own views of this universal and global 
truth or sacred science. I found for my part the traditional expressions of the 
perennial philosophy and also its formulation on a global scale by Guenon, 
Coomaraswamy, and Schuon to be perfect and all that of which I was in 
need. It was for me to master all those teachings and then expound and apply 
them to new domains. In contrast to me, Gangadean found all the existing 
formulations to be still inadequate and in need of further development, 
growth, and, as he would say, evolution. Herein lie the major differences 
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between us and our understanding of the nature of the perennial philosophy, 
its contemporary reformulation and the meaning of its globalization. 

Since Gangadean speaks often of global and globalization, I find it 
necessary to clarify how I understand these terms. For me global means 
embracing diverse human cultures, philosophies, and religions, but not 
necessarily everything that happens to exist on the globe. For example, the 
quest for the truth is a global trait found in diverse cultures, but there are 
those among modem and postmodem Western philosophers who deny that 
truth is even a significant philosophical category and that the term has any 
definable meaning. Their denial of the truth does not, however, make the 
quest after truth by others any less global. Today there are certain issues 
which are global in the sense that they are faced by men and women in 
different societies and cultures, and certain solutions are also global in that 
they provide acceptable responses to diverse issues in different cultural 
climates. But in neither case should there be an expectation of relevance or 
acceptance by everyone and everywhere. 

And here is to be found the crucial importance oftradition. Traditional 
doctrines are global in the sense that they are to be found with differing 
formal structures within the teachings of every tradition, but the fact is that 
they are rejected by modem civilization which for that very reason is called 
anti-traditional. For me perennial philosophy, as traditionally understood, is 
not only perennial but also universal and global in the sense I have defined 
it above. It is to be found in ancient Egypt as well as Ming China, among the 
Maoris of New Zealand as well as Muslims of Morocco or Christians of 
France. But obviously it cannot be found among those who explicitly reject 
its tenets. To say that a truth is global does not mean that it is acceptable 
everywhere. If everything is true then nothing is true. Truth implies its 
opposite which is falsehood. For me, what is global on the philosophical 
level is the truth of the perennial philosophy which, despite using diverse 
languages, expresses a remarkable unanimity across vast borders of time and 
space. Nothing on earth is more inclusive than the perennial philosophy, but 
that does not mean that this philosophy must embrace everything, including 
error, in order to be global. 

As for globalization, I stand strongly opposed to the process of 
globalization in the sense of the global spread of norms and practices 
associated with the anti-traditional modem and postmodem civilization, 
issuing originally from the West, and I oppose the destruction of what still 
survives of traditional civilizations and cultures. Legitimate globalization is 
to formulate in a global manner and to make men and women more fully 
aware of the single truth underlying their diverse traditions and numerous 
practices and beliefs of remarkable similarity, which is the direct result of the 
underlying unity of the inner truth of those traditions. Furthermore, it is the 
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criticisms on the basis of traditional metaphysics of the anti-traditional world 
on all levels, from the philosophical to the practical, that must be globalized 
to combat an illness which has also become global. As I understand it, 
perennial philosophy is by nature both global and globalizing or, on a more 
"abstract" level and using a more philosophical language, both universal and 
universalizing. 

Returning to the text of Gangadean, let me begin my point by point 
response by going back to his opening section where he speaks of the 
evolving schools of philosophia perennis to which he returns often in the 
pages that follow. From what I have said in many other responses in this 
volume it should be clear that I do not believe in any way in the evolution of 
perennial philosophy. There have been different expressions of perennial 
philosophy in the bosom of various sacred traditions over the ages. Each 
expression has meant an adaptation to a particular world with its own 
cultural contours and language. Human history has been witness not to an 
evolution but to a continuous adaptation and recrystallization of a primordial 
Truth and wisdom without any two crystallizations being formally identical 
or even necessarily revelatory in the same way of all aspects of that 
primordial Truth. 

In modern times the necessity arose for those diverse languages to be 
compared and the contents of one translated into another. This providential 
task has been already achieved in the twentieth century by Guenon, 
Coomaraswamy, Schuon, Burckhardt, and other expositors of traditional 
doctrines. But even this exposition on a veritable global scale did not mean 
an evolution of perennial philosophy any more than would the translation of 
the Divine Comedy into Persian and Japanese mark the evolution of the text 
or its meaning. Perennial philosophy was always actually universal and 
potentially global. In our times it became necessary for this potentiality to 
become actualized and this task has been achieved during the past century. 
Sailkara, Rum1, or Eckhart were, in principle, no less global in their message 
than some contemporary expositor of perennial philosophy who might know 
twenty languages while the old masters knew only one or two. The truth they 
taught was by nature universal, dealing as it did with the universal realm 
and, as I mentioned, potentially global. That is why as the works of the old 
teachers have become available in many languages, their teachings have 
come to manifest fully their global nature and are in fact much more global 
than most of the provincial thought of modem philosophers who make all 
kinds of claims to globality. 

Gangadean also uses the term "modernism" somewhat differently from 
how I understand and employ the term. He speaks of "secular modernism" 
and "the secularization of modernism." As I define modernism, it is already 
secularized and there is no need to add the modifier "secular" which is 
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redundant. If someone asks what about religious modernism, I would reply 
that although this term is now used, it is in fact not exact if we define 
religion in the traditional sense. A person can be religious and a modernist 
or one can have a religious art that is also modernist. In such cases it is 
modernism that has penetrated into the domain of religion and modified it 
to one degree or another so that what results is no longer traditional religion. 
In any case the use of "secular" or "secularized modernism" by the author 
reveals another understanding of this term than the one I have employed 
throughout my writings. 

Gangadean asks in connection with my hinting that the Primordial 
Tradition is "anonymous" whether this tradition has been latent and silent or 
whether "there is in fact an articulated worldview or ontology running 
thoughout diverse traditions." The answer is that perennial wisdom at the 
heart of all authentic traditions has been both latent and articulated. It has 
had its indirect and latent expressions as well as well articulated versions 
identifiable with both anonymous sources and revered sages who, although 
known by name, have, however, reached the state beyond individual identity 
and have spoken from the universal perspective. To paraphrase A. K. 
Coomaraswamy, they have left their selfhood for the Self which is the Self 
of all selves. Although having a name, they too have become in reality 
anonymous like the anonymous or "mythical" sages with which so much of 
the traditional teachings is associated. Furthermore, the universal metaphys
ics expressed by them constitutes the heart of the traditional world to which 
they belong while it transcends inwardly the formal order. 

In discussing the secular versus the sacred, the author writes that, 
"modem sciences are situated in this universal field of the sacred which 
contextualizes all human effort." This is not my view as far as the secular 
sciences are concerned. The sacred is by nature all-embracing but not-in the 
absolute sense; for it does not include that which by nature rejects the very 
category of the sacred. The traditional perspective can understand why the 
sacred can be and has been denied by some and why profane science is what 
it is, and can even integrate any science which conforms to some aspect of 
reality into its sacred perspective. Moreover, it can integrate these sciences 
into the framework of the sacred, not as secular science and in the context 
of the secularist perspective in which they are cultivated, but as forms of 
knowledge which can be integrated into the matrix of the sacred to the extent 
that they are authentic knowledge even it be of a lower order than that of 
traditional metaphysics and cosmology. 

In discussing philosophia perennis, the author makes a preliminary 
statement and then poses a number of questions. In the preliminary statement 
he asserts that there are perennial truths that are universal, eternal, and valid 
for all worldviews. Yes, there are perennial truths and they are universal and 
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eternal, but they are not valid for all worldviews; they are valid for all 
traditional worldviews.- Since there is the possibility of error and falsehood, 
it is possible to hold anti-traditional worldviews such as the diverse 
ideologies associated with modernism which deny those perennial truths and 
in fact have their very existence in the denial of those truths. 

Now to the questions. Gangadean asks, what is the source of the validity 
of the perennial philosophy for all worlds? It is the truth that lies at the heart 
of all traditions (which is what I presume he means by worlds), the truth that 
lies also at the center of man's being and in the very substance of his 
intelligence once it is actualized by the revelation that constitutes the origin 
of each sacred world. Tradition establishes both "why this must be so" and 
also "that it is so." Furthermore, not only are there diverse traditions but 
there is also the possibility of diverse interpretations or points of view within 
a single tradition as we can see so clearly, for example, in Hinduism and 
Islam. 

The traditional perspective asserts that the perennial philosophy, which 
has diverse formal manifestations, is valid within and in fact constitutes the 
heart of all traditional worldviews, and not simply all world views as I have 
already stated above. To assert that in the traditional perspective the Source 
or Ultimate Reality is the alpha and omega of all things does not mean that 
this truth will be accepted by every worldview that happens to manifest itself 
on earth. For example modem science has no place in its perspective for 
Ultimate Reality and the traditional perspective does not claim to be all
inclusive in the sense of embracing that which negates its foundations. One 
should not forget that the perennial philosophy is concerned most of all with 
the truth. Now, to speak of the truth is also to speak of error. On the 
conceptual level if nothing is false, then there is no truth. The all-embracing 
nature of the traditional perspective does not mean that it also embraces as 
valid that which is anti-traditional. As already mentioned, tradition does not 
claim to be global in the sense of including whatever happens to exist on the 
globe. One cannot simply deny the presence of evil on the level of relativity 
by claiming that all that exists is good on that level which is that of 
contingency or privation itself. Tradition rejects modernism in principle, but 
let us remember how much it includes. If we put the modernist aberration of 
the past few centuries aside, the traditional perspective includes practically 
all the worldviews known to us. It is indeed the unanimous as well as the 
anonymous tradition. 

As sacred science, it is not a complement to what is now called 
"science," but is all encompassing and could'integrate even modem science 
into its metaphysical matrix if this science were to be shorn from the 
dualistic and rationalistic philosophy that underlies it. Today we need first 
of all to assert the reality of sacred science as a category to be accepted and 
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contemplated and open a place for it in our intellectual living space. Later, 
however, this science could in principle replace the present sciences by 
integrating them into its matrix. Such a science would be universal without 
destroying the particularities of the formal order of each sacred tradition. As 
for the perennial philosophy itself, it is the ground of all traditional 
worldviews but cannot be the ground of secular philosophies. The truth can 
never be the common ground of both truth and error. Furthermore, as already 
mentioned, the perennial philosophy does not evolve, but it has been 
expressed in different languages according to varying circumstances in 
which it finds itself. 

As for praxis, the author asks if there is a universal praxis that runs 
through the diverse traditions. The answer is yes and no. There are certain 
universal practices such as prayer, rites, meditation, contemplation, and so 
on found in all traditions. But the external forms of such practices differ as 
one can see in bodily postures in prayers and forms in various rites. 
Inwardly, however, there is a remarkable unaminity in the goal sought which 
is to overcome the power of the ego, to break the confines of our limited 
existence, to go beyond ourselves to reach the Self, both Transcendent and 
Immanent, that Ultimate Reality which has also been called the "not-self' in 
some traditions such as Buddhism. As for a universal ethics, again there is 
a remarkable accord on the goal of ethics among various traditions, although 
external forms of ethical action are different. 

The author asks if the global scope and power of sacred science/ 
philosophia perennis has been established. Certainly for those who have 
read and understood the works of the expositors of traditional teachings of 
the twentieth century, it has been established. But for the larger "intellectual" 
public in the West, it certainly has not been established. If it had, there 
would no longer be the need to write about the concept of sacred scierrce and 
its central importance. I also believe that there is no "alternative account" 
which could lead to the desirable goal. Only the reassertion of the perennial 
truths in a contemporary language can deliver us from the chaos of 
modernism and post-modernism. But this reassertion does not mean leaning 
only upon the past. Perennial philosophy is not based on the past but upon 
a reality that is beyond time. If we defend the traditional civilizations of the 
past, it is because in those civilizations, despite all their shortcomings which 
characterize the human order, the truths of the perennial philosophy in the 
particular form of the tradition in question remained central and dominant. 
Otherwise, the teachings of perennial philosophy pertain as much to today 
and tomorrow as they did to yesterday. 

In section II of this essay Gangadean turns to his own experiments and 
experiences with the "global perennial Logos tradition" and states, "Although 
I instinctively gravitated to the intuition of a perennial philosophy ... , I 
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nevertheless found that the language, technology of mind and narrative for 
this was still missing." I want to state how my case was so different. I also 
gravitated towards the perennial philosophy both intuitively and intellectu
ally, but from the beginning discovered that all that was required for the 
realization of the truths existed already in the teachings of the perennial 
philosophy and only needed to be searched out, discovered, and put into 
practice. This is exactly what I did in my twenties and continue to do so to 
this day. I have found the traditional methods as well as doctrines to be 
adequate in every way for the task for which they were created. 

As I read this section, I came to discover other divergences with the 
author. I do not use ontology the same way as he does. If ontology means the 
science of being, how can one speak of the ontology of modem science, 
when this science has no interest in the being of things as being and its 
positivistic interpreters even deny any ontological link from the findings of 
modem physics to "physical reality"? I believe that the quantum mechanical 
world as well as the corporeal world with which classical physics deals do 
possess an ontological status in the universal hierarchy of existence, but this 
perspective is alien to modem science itself as well as to most modem 
philosophies of science. Nor do I find any affinity with the idea of "the 
global awakening of reason" for which I find no proof. I am also completely 
opposed to comparing with or including in the same category the various 
names of the Divinity in diverse sacred traditions and the term energy in 
physics. I believe that this kind of mixing of concepts belonging to 
completely different orders of reality cannot but cloud the picture and make 
it more difficult to understand the rapport between religion and modem 
science or the sacred and the secular. 

In recounting his experience Gangadean writes that he found perennial 
philosophy to be latent "awaiting to be activated, formulated, and realized" 
and that it has "no global grammar." For my part, I found it to have been 
already activated, formulated, and realized and I discovered in the writings 
ofGuenon, Coomaraswamy, Schuon, and other traditionalists precisely that 
global grammar whose lack the author laments. I also disagree with the 
author that "First Philosophy still lacked a universal and global grammar to 
name and express what-is-first." Let us first of all remember the famous 
statement of the Tao Te Ching, "The name that can be named is not the 
Name." Secondly according to all traditions, the sacramental name of the 
Supreme Reality, such as Aum in Hinduism and Allah in Islam, is revealed 
by that Reality Itself and is not simply man made. In traditional metaphysics, 
the diversity of these names, which do not afways refer to the same level of 
the Divine Reality, is neither the cause of incompatibility nor competition. 

I also do not share the author's acceptance of the term Logos as the 
universal name for Ultimate Reality. First of all the Logos in traditional 
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metaphysics is not the highest Principle but the highest manifestation of the 
Principle. In Christianity the Logos is identified with the Son and not the 
Father and in Islam Allah is certainly not "a direct revelation of Logos" as 
the author claims. It is the other way around. The Logos is the direct 
revelation, or to be more exact, self-determination of Allah. I do not want to 
enter into a debate with the author about his views concerning the Logos 
because that has to do with his philosophical views rather than mine. But I 
do want to clarify my position concerning the usage of this very important 
term in place of "Ultimate Reality" which I prefer in this context. I am 
sympathetic to many points he mentions, for example his discussion of the 
"Logosphere"; but again I would not use the same language, although I 
certainly support the holistic view which it propounds. 

There are other features of the Logosphere as described by Gangadean 
with which I do not agree. For example, Logosphere, if considered as 
Ultimate Reality, is not a process but generates an "infinitely dynamic 
creative process" as traditional metaphysics teaches. The process must not 
be confused with the Infinite Beyond-Being and Being which are beyond all 
process as Nirvana is beyond samsara. Also I need to mention again my 
strong opposition to any view which believes that humanity has not as yet 
developed spiritual techniques or the language appropriate for reaching and 
speaking about the Ultimate Reality, which the author calls the 
"Logosphere." I oppose completely any belief in the spiritual evolution of 
man a Ia Teilhard de Chardin or Sri Aurobindo. What is ineffable cannot be 
discussed discursively tomorrow any more than it could yesterday. Concern
ing techniques of teaching that Ineffable Reality, it can be said that they have 
been already revealed in the various sacred traditions. What we need is to 
put them into practice and not invent new ones. As for language, the 
traditional languages of metaphysics are completely adequate for the 
expression of the Truth to the extent that it can be expressed. I see no need 
in having to invent a new metaphysical language. What the present day calls 
for is translating metaphysical truths from one language into another as 
particular situations require. As I have stated in other contexts, I do not 
believe in evolution as this term is usually used and certainly would be 
totally opposed to its usage in the domain of the supreme science of 
metaphysics, which deals with the permanent and abiding truths of that 
Reality "that changeth not." The creative power of the Divine Reality renews 
creation at every instant as the Sufis would say but that does not mean 
having to have recourse to some kind of inner evolutionary force as currently 
understood. 

The whole enterprise of the author concerning the Logosphere, while 
containing many deep insights, seems to circumvent the question of truth 
and error. If the "Logos story" includes Genesis as well as Big Bang, 
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traditional metaphysics as well as Darwin, Marx, and Teilhard, then what 
happens to the question of truth? For me, there is such as thing as truth and 
therefore there is such a thing as error. As I have already mentioned, one 
cannot have an all encompassing narrative which, in order to be all 
encompassing, is willing to forgo the central significance of the truth which 
traditionally has the highest right. 

Our conclusions part ways when the author emphasizes the upward 
evolution of the human mind and extols the virtues in "scientific method" to 
the extent that he identifies the awakening of the scientific spirit with the 
awakening of the global mind "in the quest to express Logos in every aspect 
of the human condition." He sees the true global First Philosophy to be 
painfully evolving and the Logos emerging in an evolutionary drama. I see 
no rapport between the spread of scientism or the practice of the "scientific 
method" and the development of "the global mind." And I believe that the 
Logos far from emerging in an evolutionary drama was there at the 
beginning for "In the beginning was the Word/Logos." Our human drama 
and crisis today is the eclipsing of the imprint of the Logos upon our mind 
and soul by a secularist worldview. The regimen is none other than 
remembrance of the perennial truths which do not evolve but need to be 
reformulated and freshly expressed as new conditions and circumstances 
anse. 

Obviously Professor Gangadean has spent many years in the thought 
project, some of whose fruits have been expressed in this extensive essay. In 
our intellectual quest I have not reached the same goal, but by his many 
queries and analyses he has provided me the opportunity for clarifying 
further my views on the perennial philosophy, an opportunity for which I am 
grateful. 

S.H.N. 
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Mehdi Aminrazavi 

PHILOSOPH/A PERENNIS 
AND SCIENT/A SACRA IN A 

POSTMODERN WORLD 

S eyyed Hossein Nasr1 is a metaphysician whose philosophical perspec
tives are deeply entrenched in the Islamic intellectual tradition. Within 

the existing trends in Islamic philosophy, Nasr adheres to the tradition of 
~ikmah (theosophy)/ a synthesis of the Peripatetic (mashsha'i) methodology, 
Illuminationist's (ishraqi) emphasis on intellectual intuition (dhawq) and 
Sufism (Islamic mysticism), a path of inner purification through practical 
wisdom. 

In the following discussion, the three components ofNasr' s philosophi
cal perspective, namely his critique of rationalistic philosophy, his advocacy 
of the illuminationist philosophy and Sufism will first be investigated. An 
attempt will then be made to present and critique his concept of pereonial 
ontology which serves as the foundation for his philosophical perspectives. 

Philosophically, Nasr is a medievalist in that his philosophical outlook 
and positions are those of medieval Islamic philosophy. Within the existing 
strands in Islamic philosophy, Nasr adheres to that tradition which is 
inclusive of rationalistic philosophy and practical wisdom. This tradition 
referred to by some of the perennialists as ~ikmah, for Nasr, is that tradition 
of philosophy which began with the teachings of the prophet Idris identified 
by classical Muslim authors with Hermes. 3 The tradition of ~ikmah which 
passed through different civilizations, in particular the Persians, Egyptians, 
and Greeks, reaches its climax in the teachings of Suhrawardi4 and his 
school of illumination (ishraq) and later in MulHi ~adra's transcendental 
theosophy (al-~ikmat al-muta 'alayah). 5 

Human existence for Nasr is fundamentally a spiritual journey and one 
must engage in a spiritual hermeneutics (ta 'wil) through which the act of 
remembrance takes place. It is in light of this view that Nasr comments on 
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so many facets of Islamic life and thought, be it art or architecture, music or 
philosophy, not to mention Sufism which he regards to be the heart and soul 
of Islam. 

Nasr views philosophy not as a mere rational activity but as a quest for 
the Eternal resulting from a longing within every man to find his original 
abode. Philosophizing, therefore, is the process of recollecting the eternal 
Truth within us which we have forgotten. Having defined philosophy as a 
sacred activity whose aim is unveiling the Truth, "living philosophically" 
becomes a quest for Divine wisdom which Nasr regards as the rightful 
activity of the intellect and not merely a process of rationalization. 

To begin with, Nasr advocates learning Peripatetic philosophy and 
discursive reasoning. Such training he argues provides the intellectual 
presence needed for the understanding of a profoundly metaphysical view 
of the world. In fact he advocates that the educational curriculum of the 
traditional centers of learning (madrasahs) should emphasize the teaching 
of logic, ethics, and rhetoric first and then philosophy to the advanced 
students. 

Nasr emphasizes training in logic and rationalistic philosophy not only 
as a means of analysis but also as a framework which prevents the Islamic 
intellectual tradition from falling into chaos. Rationalization accordingly is 
a response to the demand of the intellectual faculty that seeks rational 
answers to philosophical questions.6 Although Nasr neither writes in the 
tradition of the Peripatetics nor follows their method of inquiry, his 
conviction that students of Islamic philosophy should immerse themselves 
in rationalistic philosophy remains finn. 

Islam respects logic because on its own level logic is an aspect ofthe truth and 
the truth (al-lfaqq) is a name of Allah. Intelligence is likewise a divine gift 
which leads Man to an affirmation of the doctrine ofunity (al-taw~id) and the 
essential varieties of the Islamic revelation. The use of logic in the world view 
of Islam is as a ladder which leads man to the Divine. 7 

In my various conversations with Nasr, I have raised the issue of why he 
does not become engaged in rationalistic philosophy of the sort which some 
of his teachers have practiced. To this he responded: "My intention is to 
introduce traditional metaphysics and Islamic philosophy to the modem 
world. Hopefully, the future generation of scholars will take on the task of 
offering more rationalistically oriented works much needed in this field." 

Despite the above, I believe there is a more profound reason for his lack 
of interest in the rationalization of philosophical issues. Nasr does not 
believe that the fundamental questions in philosophy can ultimately be 
solved through rationalistic analysis but that the answer lies in a rapproche
ment of contemplation and ratiocination, or reason and intellectual intuition. 
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In fact Nasr's way of doing philosophy is the key to the understanding of his 
solution to the fundamental questions in philosophy. 

Throughout his numerous commentaries, Nasr has elaborated upon 
various themes within the tradition of Islamic philosophy. From al-Farab1 to 
A vicenna, al-Ghazzall, Suhrawardi, and Mulla Sadra, the grand metaphysi
cian of seventeenth-century Persia, he demonstrates not the validity of their 
individual arguments but the continuity and harmony that exists at the heart 
of their philosophical doctrine. Whether Nasr discusses the Andalusian Ibn 
'Arabi, partly Turkish al-Farab1, or Persian Mulla Sadra, he returns to the 
center, the point which unites them all. To Nasr, the unity and uniformity of 
the Islamic intellectual tradition is as important as the philosophical content 
of numerous treatises by Muslim philosophers written over a span of a 
millennium. The continuity and harmony in the tradition of Islamic 
philosophy for Nasr is the philosophical significance of Islamic philosophy 
and not the validity of any specific arguments. 

Nasr's advocacy ofPeripatetic philosophy, however, has its limitations. 
Discursive knowledge he argues, provides us with a purely intellectual 
knowledge of the objects of our inquiry and for some this is sufficient. There 
are those, however, who yearn for an experiential knowledge, one whose 
existential significance goes beyond a syllogistic proof. These few restless 
souls who have mastered the possibilities of rationalistic philosophy should 
then transcend discursive reasoning and leap to a higher domain of reality. 
As he states: 

Reason, this reflection of the intellect upon the human psyche, can then be both 
an instrument for reaching the divine truths found in revelation, which are 
super-rational but not irrational, and a veil which hides these truths from man 
and becomes the means of rebelling against God and his revealed religi,pn. 8 

Nasr does not offer a critique of specific arguments of the Peripatetics 
but his criticism is directed at their emphasis on the use of reason alone as 
a means of attaining truth. Reliance on reason alone, he argues, has had 
catastrophic consequences both in the realm of philosophy and ethics. 
Philosophically, the use of reason alone, has led to the relativization of moral 
principles, destruction of metaphysics, discarding of the sense of the sacred 
and, last but not least, the closing of so many other possibilities the human 
intellect possesses. Man is not only a rational animal, but he is also divine 
in his own right. 

Finally, Nasr's critique of the use of reason alone is directed at the 
humanistic and environmental consequences of the post-Renaissance 
emphasis on rationalism.9 He argues that a worldview whose pivotal point 
is reason will lead to the desacralization of the universe and eventual 
degradation of it. 
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Knowledge has become nearly completely externalized and desacralized, 
especially among those segments of the human race which have become 
transformed by the process of modernization, and that bliss which is the fruit 
of union with the One and an aspect of the perfume of the sacred has become 
well-nigh unattainable and beyond the grasp of the vast majority of those who 
walk upon the earth. 10 

The second component of Nasr's philosophical outlook is the 
illuminationist doctrine of Suhrawardi, 11 the founder of illuminationist 
philosophy (ishraq). Such a doctrine, whose philosophical methodology 
relies on a synthesis of rationalistic philosophy, intellectual intuition, and 
practical wisdom, is echoed throughout Nasr's writings. Illuminationist 
doctrine maintains that it is only through a direct and unmediated mode of 
cognition that certainty of the object of one's cognition is possible. 
According to Suhrawardi a direct epistemic mode is possible only through 
a continuous emanation of"light." 12 

Illumination according to Nasr is the opening of the intellect to reve
lation, a receptivity to experience transcendence, a knowledge that is not 
only informative but also transformative. Nasr, who for the first time 
introduced the significance of Suhrawardi's Persian writings, considers 
Suhrawardi's emphasis on the intellectual and practical aspects of wisdom 
to be among the salient features of the illuminationist doctrine and the ideal 
way of philosophizing. 

The third component of Nasr's philosophical perspective is Sufism 
which he regards to be the heart and soul of Islam. 13 Sufism is the most 
extensively treated topic by Nasr. He not only deals with Sufism as a 
separate topic but also his interpretation of various facets of Islamic life and 
thought are done in light of Islamic mysticism. To begin with, Sufism 
according to Nasr is not a branch of Islam but it is that spirituality which 
manifests itself in the religious life of Sharrah (Islamic law), constituting 
the sacred basis for the Islamic jurisprudence. 

Sufism, for Nasr, as a methodology has a philosophical significance. It 
is in this sense that I consider Sufism to be a third component and a 
complementary part of his philosophical perspective. Acknowledging the 
limited benefits of rationalistic philosophy and the value of intuition, moral 
purity and inner cleansing is then emphasized as part of the process of doing 
philosophy, just as logic and reasoning are. Nasr argues that Sufism's 
emphasis on ascetic practices and spiritual discipline provides the serenity 
and reflectiveness that is necessary for opening the psyche to the experiential 
dimensions of truth. Sufism therefore, becomes an integral part of philoso
phizing in the larger sense of the word. It is the non-intellectual means of 
activating the intellect so the sapiental wisdom can be experienced. 

The intellect in its medieval sense, Nasr maintains, is the faculty which 
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has the potential to grasp the Truth. Having identified Truth and Reality with 
God, he then argues that the all embracing nature of God is such that its 
reality cannot be fully grasped only by reason, intuition alone, or by ascetic 
practices and mystical vision for that matter. What is called for, according 
to Nasr, is a synthesis of the three components hitherto discussed. A 
wedding among various aspects of the Truth which can be understood 
intellectually, seen introspectively, and experienced inwardly. 

Nasr's emphasis on esotericism and the experiential dimension of truth 
as represented in Sufism poses a major problem among mainstream 
academics which has made him and his philosophical views controversial in 
the West. The controversy stems from the non-verifiable nature ofhis truth 
claims. Such non-verifiable claims as having experienced God or knowing 
the mysteries of divine realms, have no place in the mainstream philosophi
cal circles in the West. The question which Nasr's opponents pose is how a 
serious philosophical debate is possible when one encounters non-verifiable 
and esoteric truth claims. Operating within an epistemological framework 
based on truth by authority in the third millennium is as perplexing as it is 
difficult to be philosophically engaged with it. 

Nasr's advocacy of intellectual intuition is also problematic in that it 
runs into the same problem that Sufi truth claims do, namely, the uncommu
nicable and unverifiable nature of the claims made. Once again, knowledge 
through intuition, despite its certitude for the knower, is of no value for 
others. The second critique against knowledge by intuition is that a state of 
mind and one's certainty of it do not entail the validity of the state of affairs. 
The leap from a mental concept to the affirmation of a truth claim about it 
is simply fallacious. This is a problem similar to the ontological argument for 
the existence of God in which its propagators conclude that certitude of 
conceiving of a being necessarily leads to the external existence of- that 
being. 

Nasr would reply to the above criticism regarding the subjective nature 
of his philosophical views by emphasizing the objective nature of the 
knowledge attained through intellectual intuition and practical wisdom for 
the person in question. For Nasr, the knowledge attained through intuition 
is both sacred and certain. 

This knowledge is revelation and intellection or intellectual intuition which 
involves the illumination of the heart and the mind of man and the presence in 
him of knowledge of an immediate and direct nature which is tasted and 
experienced, the sapience which the Islamic tradition refers to as "presential 
knowledge."14 

If this knowledge is both sacred and certain, and its source of emanation is 
Divine Reality, how then do we account for the disagreements among many 
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of those Muslim philosophers and ~aklms whose illustrious commentaries 
on philosophical issues are rejected as erroneous by one another? Even Nasr 
himself, whose expose of the eternal truth is an indication that he is the 
recipient of intellectual intuition, criticizes others with similar claims15 and 
has been criticized by others of similar status. The question then arises as to 
who truly possesses the knowledge of Absolute Reality and who perceives 
that he does, and finally is there a Reality instead of realities? 

Nasr expends a great deal of effort responding to those objections raised 
by the modern intellectual thinkers who consider his perennial ontology to 
be absurd if not dangerous. Nasr responds by offering an ontological and 
epistemological analysis of the nature of truth and its relationship to 
revelation. God is the Absolute Reality, Nasr states, and therefore, only the 
Absolute knows the Absolute, Absolutely. The knowledge of all other beings 
of God therefore is relative to the ontological status of the knower. An 
epistemological consequence of this view is to equate the ontological status 
of a person to the domain of his cognition, that is, the more you "are" the 
more you "know."16 In Islamic philosophy there is the inner truth which one 
comes to know through contemplation and introspection. Since this type of 
knowledge is of an existential nature, there occurs a unity among the 
knower, the known, and the knowledge that one has come to know. Perhaps 
it is for this reason that the Quran asks "are those who know and those who 
do not, equal?" 

Nasr argues that knowledge by nature is divine and the extent to which 
one comes to know, to that same extent he becomes "God-like." The degree 
to which one knows God is therefore contingent upon the scope and the 
intensity of knowledge of the knower and his corresponding ontological 
status. Whereas this ontological scheme, based on the hierarchy of knowl
edge explains the variety of opinions with regard to the Absolute Reality, the 
unmediated nature of this knowledge explains the certainty of it. The relative 
nature of our knowledge of Reality, therefore, seems to necessitate relative 
ignorance, a condition which one can ultimately overcome through unity 
with God. Should one's mastery of discursive reasoning, intellectual 
intuition, and practical wisdom reach its climax, the knower, the known, and 
the epistemic relationship between them become one. This view, known as 
the "Doctrine of the Unity ofBeing," 17 is propagated by Nasr throughout his 
philosophically oriented works as the ultimate solution to the problem of 
knowledge. 

Hence, every determination of the Absolute is already in the realm of relativity. 
The unity of religions is to be found first and foremost in this Absolute which 
is at once Truth and Reality and the origin of all revelations and of all truth. 18 

In light ofthe foregoing discussion, Nasr's philosophical perspective can 
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now be better understood. The path of knowledge begins by discursive 
reasoning and is complemented by intellectual intuition. For a select few, 
however, the path continues through the more practical aspect of wisdom, 
namely Sufism. It is through Sufism that what is attained through reason is 
also seen through an unmediated mode of knowledge. This type of 
knowledge, often referred to as "knowledge by presence" (a/- 'ilm al
~utj,ilri),'9 is the acceptable epistemological model for Nasr. 

It is now clear how Nasr's view on epistemology presupposes the 
existence of a particular ontology often referred to as philosophia perennis. 
For Nasr philosophia perennis, also referred to as sophia perennis, is the 
knowledge that is of a universal character, has always been and will always 
be. On the nature and the origin of this knowledge Nasr states: 

This knowledge which is available to the intellect is, moreover, contained at the 
heart of all religions or traditions, and its realization and attainment is possible 
only through those traditions and by means of methods, rites, symbols, images 
and other means sanctified by the message from Heaven or the Divine Origin 
which gives birth to each tradition.20 

Nasr's methodology in arguing for the validity of this ontology is not 
strictly speaking a philosophical one. In his writings one does not find the 
type of discussion that some of the other ontologists of medieval philosophy, 
such as Etienne Gilson, offer. Instead, Nasr's approach is what I call 
"philosophical anthropology" in that he offers a thorough analysis of the 
worldview of the traditional man whose relationship to and knowledge of the 
world is characterized as sacred. 

Perennial ontology according to Nasr gives rise to a hierarchical universe 
which provides the framework within which the spiritual foundation of so 
many aspects of traditional life can be studied. The levels of reality allow for 
the possibility of the spiritual journey of man from the corporeal world to the 
pure Being with whom man seeks unity. Religion, therefore, "has its 
archetype in the Divine Intellect and possesses levels of existence like the 
cosmos itself."21 The sense of realness of religion stems from the universal 
nature of this ontology which is also what distinguishes traditionalists from 
the modernists who see religion as real only when it can be reduced to its 
social or anthropological aspects. The school of the philosophia perennis, 
therefore, speaks of "a primordial tradition which constitutes original or 
archetypal man's primal spiritual and intellectual heritage received through 
direct revelation. "22 

Nasr' s elegant articulation of the philosophia perennis, however, does 
not respond to the criticisms that modem Western philosophy addresses. At 
a time when relativism, historicism, and hermeneutical discussions on one 
hand, and analytic philosophy on the other hand are dominating Western (if 
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not global) intellectual thought, Nasr speaks of an ontology whose existence 
is unverifiable to those who don't possess this particular "knowledge." 

This medieval notion of a hierarchical ontology alluded to by Plotinus 
and elaborated upon by Avicenna and other Islamic philosophers, presup
poses the existence of God, the authenticity of revelations, and the historical 
validity of sacred scriptures, just to mention a few of its features. Nasr knows 
that all the above are true simply because "he knows it" and this special 
unmediated knowledge becomes the basis upon which the foundations ofhis 
intellectual perspectives rest. The unverifiable nature of the views that Nasr 
holds with regard to perennial ontology and the knowledge of the sci entia 
sacra in an age of philosophical pluralism, humanism, and postmodemism 
looks ever more doubtful, especially to those who have not had an experi
ence of illumination and transcendence. 

Nasr responds to the above criticism by stating that even if"not a single 
Muslim or Christian were to be left on the surface of the earth, Islam or 
Christianity would not cease to exist nor lose their reality in the ultimate 
sense."23 As to the authenticity of the claim of the knower of truth, Nasr only 
tells us that the immediate and direct nature of this knowledge is such that 
it leaves no doubt for the knower, that it is the truth which he knows. 

Both of the above responses are circuitous and eliminate the possibility 
for a critical assessment of his truth claims. Insisting that truth is primordial 
even though it is not open to any form of verification by an outsider, Nasr's 
system becomes self-referential, its truth value depending upon the system 
itself. Nasr would respond to the foregoing objection by arguing that an 
attempt for a rational explanation of this school will fail for perennial 
philosophy does not render itself to intellectual discourse. To him "sci entia 
sacra is not the fruit of human intelligence speculating upon or reasoning 
about the content of an inspiration or a spiritual experience."24 To argue 
further for the existence and the possibility of knowing the scientia sacra, 
a natural consequence of the hierarchical nature of perennial ontology, Nasr, 
like other perennialists such as H. Smith, N. Smart, F. Schuon and many 
others, has also adopted an "empirical" approach in some of his works by 
surveying the centrality of scientia sacra to so many other religious 
traditions. Throughout his works, and in particular Knowledge and the 
Sacred, he attempts to show how philosophia perennis constitutes the heart 
of all divinely revealed religions and therefore is of a universal nature. 
Somehow, the universality of religion and its presence throughout human 
history is indicative of divine presence within the soul of every man, and the 
inner yearning for transcendence alludes to the divine origin of man. 
Whereas Nasr uses the universality of religion as evidence for the validity of 
perennial ism, it is not clear why the socio-scientific study of religion which 
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offers a different explanation for this universality is rejected offhand as 
Western reductionism. This selective use of reason and changing the mode 
of discourse which is so prevalent among theologians who first select their 
conclusions and then look for the premises to support their desired 
conclusion, is a structural weakness within the heart of the perennialist 
camp. 

We are now in a position to ask a more fundamental question with 
regard to Nasr's philosophical views. If our analysis were to remain on a 
purely intellectual level, what would be the virtue of adopting Nasr's school 
of thought since most of us are outsiders to this self-authenticating and 
tautologous system of belief? After all, like many other philosophical 
systems, it too attempts to solve some philosophical questions and leaves so 
many others unanswered. Nasr would state that the very nature of the 
knowledge, being a "revelation or intellectual intuition which involves the 
illumination of the heart and the mind ofmen,"25 suggests that this type of 
knowledge is not only inforn1ative but also transformative. Whereas a purely 
informative knowledge brings about what Nasr calls the "Promethean man," 
the transformative knowledge being experiential, produces the "Pontifical 
man."26 For Nasr, any philosophical doctrine which does not intensify one's 
yearning for the transcendence is of marginal significance and therefore not 
to be taken seriously. The Pontifical man for Nasr is a bridge between 
heaven and earth, a refined and virtuous man who has submitted himself to 
the dictums of his sacred tradition resulting in the containment of his ego. 
Promethean man, however, is an "earthly creature who has rebelled against 
Heaven and tried to misappropriate the role of Divinity for himself."27 Nasr 
identifies the Pontifical man as the traditional man and the modern Western 
man as Promethean who represents the antipode of the Pontifical man. On 
this Nasr states: 

He [Pontifical man] feels at home on earth, earth considered as the virgin 
nature which is itself an echo of paradise, but as the artificial world created by 
Promethean man himself in order to make it possible for him to forget God and 
His own inner reality.28 

The Promethean and Pontifical man represent two modes of being each 
of which relies on a different mode of cognition. For the Promethean man, 
whose point of emphasis is free thinking and critical analysis of the tradition 
leading to deconstruction and eventual destruction of it, rational thinking is 
called for. Nasr, therefore, sees the modern schools of epistemology and 
scientific paradigms as the natural consequences ofthe Western Promethean 
man whose concept of knowledge is destructive both to himself and to the 
environment.29 The Pontifical man however, relies on an entirely different 
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mode of cognition, one that is introspective but not subjective, it is esoteric 
and yet bound by the dictums of the religious law. For the Pontificial man 
it is only the knowledge of Reality which extinguishes the restlessness and 
inner anxiety of man and emulates the peace and serenity which can only 
come through submission to the Divine nature in one's self. 

With the separation of the Promethean and the Pontifical man in the 
dawn of the third millennium, Nasr has put himself in a position where he 
cannot be in a dialogue with modem intellectual thought which views 
philosophy as a process without a teleology. This process in its traditional 
Socratic method is a search for seeking truth by rejecting the notion of truth 
by authority, and, in its postmodem sense, as Richard Rorty says, is a form 
of therapy and can be an alternative to bird watching. Nasr has a difficult 
task before him. On one hand, he is standing outside the Western intellectual 
tradition, disengaged from it and yet highly critical of it. On the other hand, 
the traditional world which provided a context within which traditional 
philosophical notions and concerns made sense, is crumbling around him. 
So his project is as daunting as it is perplexing. Will the modem world 
collapse underneath its own weight and then wake up and see the validity of 
a traditional worldview and the wisdom ofNasr's intellectual perspectives? 
The existing trend seems to suggest otherwise, and even in countries where 
the dictums of a sacred tradition have been implemented, often by force, the 
results have been catastrophic. 

The modem world has left the perennialists few choices and little 
common ground for dialogue with contemporary intellectual thought. This 
is perhaps the reason why the perennialists are awaiting an apocalyptic 
event, the coming of a savior or awakening of the masses to the divine truth; 
they merely state and restate their positon, one whose logic and validity 
remains unverifiable and defies reason and intellectual discourse. In light of 
this, Nasr's philosophical perspective can perhaps be best summarized in his 
own words. "If I were to summarize my so-called 'philosophical position', 
I would say that I am a follower of that philosophia perennis and also 
universalis, that eternal sophia which has always been and will always be 
and in whose perspective there is but one Reality which can say 'I'." 
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REPLY TO MEHDI AMINRAZA VI 

Although he has been closely associated with me for the better part of 
two decades, in this text at least Dr. Aminrazavi holds a philosophical 

position directly opposed to mine. Whether he is trying to play the role of the 
devil 's advocate or is presenting his own views is not the main question. 
What is important is that he is presenting a number of challenges not only 
to my position but to that of all traditional philosophies going back to 
Pythagoras and Plato, and other metaphysicians ancient and contemporary, 
challenges which concern his own philosophical research since his student 
days and which need to be answered. I will go systematically over his essay 
and try to respond to whatever issue I feel to be of particular significance and 
also in light of some of my other responses. 

At the beginning ofhis discourse he calls me "a medievalist in that his 
[my] philosophical outlook and positions are those of medieval Islamic 
philosophy." I do not accept such an assertion, not because I do not admire 
medieval Western philosophy which I do greatly, but because the term 
"medieval" as used in Western history does not apply to Islamic history,. and 
certainly not intellectual history. A Western scholar may call me a medieval
ist in the sense that I deal with such figures as Ibn Sina and Suhrawardi, who 
in the West are called medieval philosophers. For years I was even a member 
of the executive board of the International Congress of Medieval Philosophy. 
But if my thought is taken as a whole, I cannot be called a medievalist. 
Aminrazavi admits that I am closely attached to the thought ofMulla Sadra 
who lived in the seventeenth century. He could have said as much of 
Sabziwarl who lived in the nineteenth century. Would such figures be called 
medieval philosophers living as they did in the seventeenth and nineteenth 
centuries, respectively? There is no doubt that they had more in common 
with St. Thomas Aquinas than Descartes or Hegel, but that hardly makes 
them medieval if this term is to bear any relation to its ordinary Western 
usage. It is high time that we stop using the term medieval for Islamic 
philosophy and in fact Islamic history in general, except in particular 
circumstances which necessitate such a usage. In any case, while I have 
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much affinity with European medieval philosophy and find myself infinitely 
closer to St. Thomas and St. Bonaventure than to Quine and Sartre, 
nevertheless I do not consider myself a medieval thinker but a traditional one 
who espouses the perennial philosophy which transcends the divisions of 
historical time. 

In discussing the stages of learning philosophy, the author writes that I 
advocate learning Peripatetic philosophy and discursive reasoning before 
embarking upon other stages. Yes, I do advocate such a course but not 
necessarily for everyone. To master traditional Islamic philosophy, it is 
necessary to begin with Peripatetic philosophy and learn the rules of logic. 
But to understand traditional metaphysics, this is not the necessary course for 
everyone. There are the few who without systematic logical and philosophi
cal training are able to grasp the truths of metaphysics through intellectual 
intuition. The traditional regimen, therefore, while valid in general in the 
context of Islamic philosophy, is not strictly speaking universal. Of course 
Suhrawardi and Mulla ~adra claim universality for the hierarchy of 
philosophical learning which begins with logic and Peripatetic philosophy 
and, in the context of their tradition, their views hold true. But in the context 
of universal metaphysics, this is not a necessary condition. While I hold to 
this metaphysical perspective and emphasize the central importance of 
intellectual intuition and illumination and the possibility of attaining 
principia! knowledge through this channel, nevertheless I also wish to 
emphasize that I consider philosophical training in the traditional sense to be 
important and very helpful, especially when it comes to the question of 
teaching and exposition of traditional philosophical ideas. 

Aminrazavi asserts that I do not write in the tradition of the Peripatetics. 
This is true because I am not a Peripatetic philosopher, but I have studied 
this philosophy and have written a great deal about the Muslim Peripatetics, 
especially the chief among them, Ibn Sina. I believe knowledge of this 
philosophy to be essential for the understanding of the more metaphysical 
later schools of f:Ukmah associated with Suhrawardi, Mulla ~dra and others. 
The fact that I do not write as a Peripatetic does not, therefore, in any way 
contradict my advice to students in Islamic philosophy to immerse them
selves at the beginning in Islamic Peripatetic philosophy which, by the way, 
I do not characterize as rationalistic as does the author. This philosophy is 
based upon discursive thought and rational discussion and is therefore called 
ba~thiin Arabic, but that is not the same thing as being rationalistic as this 
term is understood in Western philosophy today. 

Aminrazavi quotes me concerning wliy I do not become "engaged in 
rationalistic philosophy" by which he means entering into a rationalistic 
philosophical debate with various currents of modern philosophy. I must 
clarify the quotation he has attributed to me to convey exactly my thoughts 
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on this matter. In my writings I have confronted in a detailed philosophical 
manner certain basic theses of modern philosophy, especially those 
associated with Descartes and to a lesser extent Kant. I have also written 
extensive rebuttals to many theses of contemporary Western philosophy of 
science. My function has been to express the perennial philosophy in a 
language comprehensible to modern scholars who are trained in modern 
modes of thinking, by which I do not mean of course everyone belonging to 
these categories. My vocation has also been to resuscitate traditional Islamic 
thought, to provide answers from the traditional point of view for philosophi
cal and intellectual challenges posed by modernism, and to apply the 
principles of tradition to the solution of certain contemporary problems, such 
as the relation between religion and science, the environmental crisis, the 
alienation of modern man, and so on. 

What I told Aminrazavi was that I hope that others with a traditional 
perspective, including some of my students, would follow with detailed 
analyses and criticisms of various philosophical currents in the modern 
world despite the fact that most of these currents have a fairly short life span. 
For example, three decades ago many people in Europe spoke of structural
ism and there was a need at that time to write a critique of its tenets from the 
perspective of the perennial philosophy. Such a task was not carried out to 
any appreciable degree, but also structuralism itself soon went out of vogue 
and such a critique no longer appeared essential. In my own intellectual life, 
I have done what my energy and time have permitted along the lines 
mentioned above, but I remain aware that the task of providing a traditional 
critique of whatever thought pattern suddenly appears on the horizon needs 
to be carried out even if that pattern does not have a very long life. As for the 
more enduring forms of modern philosophical thought, whether it be 
Cartesianism, Kantianism, Hegelianism, Marxism, Darwinism, or Frelldian
ism, many aspects of the thought of these schools have already received an 
in-depth critique in the hands of the major expositors of traditional doctrines 
who have preceded me in time, especially Guenon, Schuon, Burckhardt, 
Lings, Tage Lindbom as well as several others, and there has been no need 
for me to repeat their analyses but only to make additions when necessary. 

Aminrazavi writes that I do not demonstrate the validity of the thought 
of various Islamic thinkers but discuss only the harmony existing at the heart 
of their philosophical doctrine. As an Islamic philosopher who considers 
himself to belong to the Islamic philosophical tradition, I have seen no need 
whatsoever to demonstrate anew teachings whose validity I have accepted 
through long study and by reaching certainty concerning them. Proofs 
provided by the traditional masters are in a sense my proofs as well. To start 
from scratch and to try to prove again what the traditional Islamic philoso
phers have already demonstrated would be like re-inventing the wheel. But 
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this does not mean at all that "the continuity and harmony of Islamic 
philosophy for Nasr is the philosophical significance of Islamic philosophy 
and not the validity of their specific arguments," as the author asserts. For 
me the most important issue has always been the truth and hence the validity 
of the philosophical doctrine that I have accepted as my own. If after 
extensive study I had not discovered traditional Islamic philosophy to be 
true, I would have never embraced it. But having studied it and made myself 
a continuator of that tradition, I have seen no reason to demonstrate and 
prove once again the tenets of Islamic philosophy. Rather, having studied 
and absorbed this tradition, as well as Western thought, my goal has been to 
resuscitate the Islamic philosophical tradition in a contemporary language 
while responding to criticisms made against it by a number of modem 
scholars and philosophers. It is in this sense that I have sought to demon
strate the validity of this philosophy in the contemporary context. My task 
has also been to bring out the relation of various schools of Islamic 
philosophy as constituting a hierarchy within the total Islamic intellectual 
tradition. The attempt to reach this goal is to be seen in one of my earliest 
works, Three Muslim Sages, and has continued in the decades that have 
followed. 

The most acute criticism of Aminrazavi concerns what he calls the "non
verifiable nature of[my] truth claims." He considers such truth claims as, for 
example, experience of God or knowledge of the mysteries of the divine 
realm to have "no place in the mainstream philosophical circles in the West." 
Here he speaks as a pure rationalist questioning everything that human 
reason, cut off from both the Intellect and revelation, cannot grasp. Such a 
rationalistic criticism could be and in fact has been leveled against Plato and 
Plotinus as well and is nothing new. Nevertheless, it is necessary to provide a 
short answer to a question with a long history. What Aminrazavi considers as 
"truth claims," whether they be by Pythagoras and Empedocles, Suhrawanfi 
or Mulla ~dra, or contemporary expositors of the perennial philosophy such 
as myself, are in fact not claims at all but truths reached by means of the eye 
of the intellect and based on certainty that is not available to the unaided 
reason. But that does not make these truths non-verifiable. 

I would like to repeat here the words of Suhrawardi about whom Dr. 
Aminrazavi has written a book. Suhrawardi asks why rationalist skeptics 
doubt the words of the Illuminationists who have "observed" the stars and 
constellations of the spiritual firmament while they do not doubt the words 
of ordinary astronomers when they speak of constellations in the sky, which 
the doubting skeptic has not observed himself any more than he has 
observed the constellations of the spiritual firmament. This complaint of 
Suhrawardi pertains very much to today's situation. That same rationalist 
who speaks of the nonverifiable nature of "truth claims" by traditional 
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philosophers accepts completely the truth claims of quantum mechanics 
without seeking to verify it himself. He simply trusts the physicist and not 
the metaphysician for reasons which are not rational but ideological and 
cultural. 

Furthermore, in the same way that the truth claims of quantum 
mechanics are verifiable provided one is willing to devote years of study to 
them, the "truth claims" of metaphysics are likewise verifiable providing one 
is also willing to undergo the necessary training and preparation. The 
difference, however, lies in the fact that the study of quantum mechanics 
requires only the training of the mind and to some extent the eye, but that of 
metaphysics requires the education and training of man's whole being. In 
any case the so called "truth claims" of someone like myself are certainly not 
nonverifiable unless one reduces verifiability to only the rationalistically 
proven or operationally definable, in which case many other things including 
the postulates upon which reasoning itself is based would also become non
verifiable. 

If knowledge derived through intuition would be "of no value for others" 
as claimed by the author, there would have been no value in Platonism, 
Neoplatonism, and even Aristotelianism, some of whose tenets, such as 
hylomorphism, are based upon intellectual intuition. Those who possess 
intellectual intuition or vision are like those who have left the cave in Plato's 
myth. Those accustomed to looking only at the shadows on the wall do not 
believe them because they have seen nothing other than shadows. But 
ultimately it is only those who have seen the light of day, to continue in the 
language of Plato's myth, who can guide others beyond the world of 
shadows. Throughout history those who have been given the power of 
intellectual intuition have provided intellectual maps and philosophical 
visions of the greatest value even, and especially, for those who have not 
shared in the original intellectual intuition and vision. 

The author also points to the disagreements among various schools of 
thought in Islam as being opposed to the idea of sacred and certain 
knowledge of which I speak. This is a significant question to which I have 
returned in several of my writings. The answer to this question is that in a 
traditional universe there is always an agreement upon principles. For 
example, all schools of Islamic thought agree upon the principle of Divine 
Unity (al-taw~id). Yet, each expresses an aspect ofthe truth and one ofthe 
latent possibilities within the tradition. These schools are all facets of the 
traditional and sacred universe of discourse to which they belong. As Shaykh 
Ma9Iniid Shabistarl says in his Gulshan-i riiz ("Secret Garden of the Divine 
Mysteries"): 

Whatever they have said more or less about It [the Truth], 
They have given an indication of it from their own perspective. 
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Only at the highest _level of metaphysical understanding does one come 
to realize that the various traditional schools debating with each other are all 
partial expressions of the truth and that their contentious opposition does not 
detract one iota from the fact that they all belong to a sacred universe of 
discourse and express different facets ofthe single truth, or, one could say, 
that they represent different perspectives upon the same truth. Only the Truth 
of the Absolute is absolute Truth. 

Aminrazavi writes that my "methodology in arguing for the validity of 
this ontology [which I present] is not strictly speaking a philosophical one." 
Rather he calls it "philosophical anthropology." This is not true, for what I 
seek to do is to present an epistemology which makes possible the under
standing of the ontology in question and to do so I discuss the traditional 
nature of man and his faculties, this discussion being necessary in order to 
resuscitate traditional epistemology. To call this "philosophical anthropol
ogy" in a pejorative sense is to misunderstand what I have sought to 
accomplish. Furthermore, in several of my writings I have dealt directly with 
ontology itself. 

The author returns to his criticism of my position by a rationalistic attack 
based on the unverifiable nature of my views concerning perennial ontology 
with which I have already dealt and do not need to treat again, but then he 
adds that the "perennial philosophy does not render itself to intellectual 
discourse." I oppose this assertion strongly. First of all the author confuses 
intellectual and rational, a distinction basic to the perennial philosophy. 
Secondly, even if we take intellectual discourse to mean rational, the 
perennial philosophy throughout its long history has had both its poetical and 
didactico-philosophical expressions. In its second mode it has certainly been 
open to rational discourse as we see in the writings of Nagatjuna, Erigena, 
St. Bonaventure, Suhrawardi, Mulla $adra and others. What it is not willing 
to do is to participate in a rationalistic discourse which would reduce the 
intellect to reason and all higher levels of reality to the lower accessible to 
the senses. Nor is it willing to sacrifice the certainty of intellectual intuition 
for the ever-recurring skepticism and doubt of rationalistic ruminations. 

Also Aminrazavi criticizes my using the universality of religion for the 
validity ofperennialism while excluding socio-scientific explanations. First 
of all I use not only religion in the general sense, but specific doctrines, 
beliefs, symbols, practices, and so on. There might be some kind of socio
scientific explanation for the global reality of religion in general, although 
even this has been questioned by a number of anthropologists such as Jean 
Servier. But I have not come across any soCio-scientific explanation which 
can give a satisfactory reason for the existence of the universality of religious 
doctrines, symbols, and so on, without recourse to the worst kind of 
reductionism and ignorance of blatant realities. 
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At the end of his essay the author writes, "Will the modem world 
collapse underneath its own weight and then wake up and see the validity of 
a traditional worldview and the wisdom ofNasr's intellectual perspective? 
The existing trend seems to suggest otherwise, and even in countries where 
the dictums of a sacred tradition have been implemented, often by force, the 
results have been catastrophic." I have quoted these lines in full because the 
answer to them is pertinent in clarifying my position on a very important 
issue. I have come to the position of being the defender of the perennial 
philosophy not because of the popularity of this position, but because I 
consider it to be true even if the current trends of philosophy in the West are 
opposed to it. Nor have I adopted this position waiting for the modem 
world's collapse so that my position will become accepted more fully. 
\Vhether the modem world collapses later rather than sooner does not change 
one iota my certitude in the truths of the perennial philosophy and all 
traditional metaphysics. 

This having been said, however, I need to add that one does not have to 
be a prophet to realize that the modem world is collapsing rapidly. The 
unbelievable destruction of the natural environment should be enough to 
open our eyes and make us realize that the present-day world cannot con
tinue as it is and the existing trends certainly do not "seem to suggest 
otherwise." Furthermore, to the degree that the hold of modernism and its 
progeny post-modernism weaken, the pertinence of traditional teachings 
becomes more evident. In fact the perennial philosophy is of much greater 
interest even in the West today than the author thinks. As for the traditional 
principles being applied, that has not occurred fully in the contemporary 
period anywhere in the world so that one cannot speak of its catastrophic 
results. In my Traditional Islam in the Modern World, I have written that of 
the three aspects of present-day Islam, the modem, the fundamentalist (an 
unfortunate term that one is now forced to use), and the traditional, only the 
first two have been able to gain political power in Islamic countries. As for 
the third, while being strong and in fact growing in strength among modem 
educated "intelligentsia," it has not been able to dominate over and establish 
a complete politico-social order in any part of the Islamic world. I think that 
the same truth holds mutatis mutandis for other parts of the world. 

The whole thrust of Aminrazavi's paper is to provide a rationalistic 
criticism of my position from the point of view of what he considers 
mainstream modern Western philosophy. The questions he has brought up 
concerning the rationalistic critique of not only my own view, but of any 
philosophy based upon intellectual intuition and certitude, are important and 
in fact can be seen to run in one way or another throughout the history of 
philosophy in the East and West. The difference is that only in the modem 
West did rationalism and empiricism become so strong as to push the 
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intellectually centered traditional philosophies to the margin. At other times 
and climes both types of philosophy flourished more or less side by side, 
although the rational philosophies were not as secularized as in the modern 
period, and they remained in a secondary position compared to traditional 
metaphysics, standing below the supreme science of gnosis in the hierarchi
cal order which dominate non-modern civilizations and their intellectual 
tradition. And that is why the questions posed by Aminrazavi have in a sense 
been answered a long time ago. I am nevertheless happy to be given this 
occasion to make further clarifications and responses to this rationalistic 
attack. Since like myself, the author is a Persian, I want to conclude with a 
poem by Riimi in answer to the relation between rationalistic cleverness and 
intellectual intuition which is always combined with a sense ofbewilderment 
in the Divine Reality: 

Sell cleverness and buy bewilderment, 
For cleverness is conjecture and bewilderment victory. 

S.H.N. 
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Archie J. Bahm 

NASR'S ABSOLUTE EVERYTHING 
AND NOTHING 

Nasr is a Sufi Muslim. I am a Humanistic Naturalist. Differences in our 
presuppositions about the ultimate nature of things, of self, society, and 

the universe, have implications for solutions to all other philosophical 
problems. 

DIFFERENCES 

I see existence as temporal, everlasting, and dynamic. Nasr sees existence as 
ultimately Sacred, Eternal, and Absolute. I see humans as an evolving 
species endowed with creative intelligence, cultural riches, and possibilities 
for reconstructing the local universe. Nasr sees humans "as being endowed 
with total intelligence centered upon the Absolute and created to know the 
Absolute, ... becoming limited to the realm of profane knowledge, ... 
resulting finally in the desacralization of human life to an ever greater 
degree" ( 4 ). 1 

For me, Nasr's view of the Absolute as an eternal, formless, pure unity 
sterilizes existence of all genuine activity. For him, actual existences are 
debased unities in which all plurality is by nature exteriorization of the 
supposed inner unity of the Absolute immanent within each thing. Although 
he asserts that "Knowledge can attain the Sacred both beyond the subject 
which knows and at heart is the very subject, for finally that Ultimate Reality 
which is the Sacred as such is both the knower and the known, inner 
consciousness and outer reality, the pure immanent Subject and the 
Transcendent Object, the Infinite Self and Absolute Being which does not 
exclude Beyond Being" (3 ), each thing, each knower, has no vitality, or 
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knowledge, of its own. Any being, any is-ness, and any actuality and 
activity, which Nasr attributes to persons and things is a bit of the debased 
is-ness of the Absolute immanent in them. "The only way to know Being is 
to realize our own nonexistence and to live in awareness of our nothingness 
before that Reality which alone is and which in its inner infinitude tran
scends even Being" (I I 86). 

I ask why should the Absolute which is, and as is is undefiled by any is 
not, also become immanent in any (and all) "relatively absolute" being 
which also is not the Absolute which alone is as such? Such a view seems 
inherently unreasonable. Yet it seems to be the basic presupposition of 
Nasr's rationalized explanations of the nature of worldly, human, and 
historical existence. 

I regard the omnipresence of negation, of multiplicities of negation, in 
each being as polarly involving positivity, multiplicities of positivity, in the 
intricate complexities of its organicity. Nasr refers to "The Polarization of 
Being," but he says that to assert that "something 'is' means only in analogy 
with respect to Being" (1183 ). His concept of polarity has only one pole that 
is, the Absolute, or Being, or the Sacred. All else is mayii, debased and 
desacralized veils of illusion. Finite being is referred to also as "relatively 
absolute," because the Absolute, as its source, seems diminishedly immanent 
in it. Nasr seized upon what little analogical being may be immanent in it as 
providing at least a vision of the ultimate sacredness of Being. Then he bathes 
the whole history of religions as suffused with this sacred analogy of Being. 

The immanence of the one pole, Absolute Sacred Formless Being, in 
whatever else is in any way analogical, seems to me to deprive finite being, 
and all human beings, of genuine existence. For me, all polar opposites 
involve some mutual immanence, such that each pole has both some 
entitiveness of its own, while it endures, and has some of the entitiveness of 
its opposite pole immanent in it. Since the organicity of beings involves 
them in multipolarities, it also involves them in multi-immanences. These 
are not mere analogical beings, but constitute existence itself. 

My view of existence centers in the problem of the one and the many 
and of whole and parts. Existence is ultimately both one and many. Unity 
and plurality are equally ultimate characteristics, in contrast with Nasr's 
view that existence is ultimately only one, only unity, only Absolute, pure, 
and formless unity. All else is mayii, which is somehow both illusory unity 
and immanent embodiment of the Absolute as pure unity, which cannot (that 
is, as Unity as such) both become many and yet also be the is-ness of all else 
(as the "relatively absolute"). , 

For me, each existent is both whole and parts. A whole is always a whole 
of parts. A part is always a part of a whole. Therefore, each, wholeness and 
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partness, is immanent in the other because each involves inherence in the 
other as part of its nature. But also, a whole is not its parts and the parts of 
a whole are not that whole. The not-ness, or negation, of whole and parts is 
also thus characteristic of each existent. So, in addition to the whole which 
is not its parts, the unity involving the mutual immanence of whole and parts 
which are also not each other I name "organic unity." This is the ultimate 
unity of existence, of existing beings which, as complex and dynamic, 
involve multileveled hierarchies and histories of organic wholes both 
completely caused by antecedent and other conditions and producing novelty 
constantly.2 

Contrasting concepts of organic unity with Absolute unity, and of 
complex multi-directional hierarchical dynamism with eternally pure 
formlessness, we can observe some differences more clearly. For me, each 
being (person, cell, atom, society, galaxy) is a quantum (undivided whole) 
of energy which proceeds developmentally by both remaining the same in 
some ways and changing in other ways, resulting from both internal and 
external causal influences. Existence is dynamic, not merely static, but is 
also dynamic in static ways. ("Mattergy can be neither created nor de
stroyed." "You cannot step into the same river twice.") 

Each being has its own entitiveness, its own actuality, its own activity, 
while it endures. But it is also only a bit of existence conditioned by and 
causally interacting in many ways with many, if not all, other beings. It is not 
any of those other things, and, although it is both positive and negative in 
many ways within itself as a whole of parts, it is also both negative and 
positive in many ways with all other things. Being not all other things, its 
being is characterized by infinite negativity. But since negative and positive 
are polar, it must be something positive in relation to each such negativity. 
Its being is also characterized by infinite positivity. The intricacies""Ofthe 
organic unity, or the organicity, of such multipolarity stretches imagination. 

When people think about polarity, a whole-parts or unity-plurality 
polarity, for example, two poles with an axis ranging between them, they 
often think about it in different ways. Historically we find philosophies, even 
whole traditions, emphasizing one rather than the other of such poles. 
Western Civilization has been tom by two traditions, one generating a series 
of theocratic monotheisms, demonstrating that people cannot allow a single 
unitary all-inclusive deity to exist in eternal isolation, the other emphasizing 
pluralities of part and particles (Greek Atomism), atom crushers/ eternal 
souls, political individualism. Perpetual disputing about which tradition is 
true, largely in terms of the language of Spiritualism, emphasizing unity as 
wholeness (and holiness) and of Materialism, preferring multiplicities of 
parts, also produced the Dualism of Descartes ("Matter is everything that 
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spirit is not; spirit is everything that matter is not.").4 Descartes's inconsis
tency in appealing to a God to unite them resulted in the Psychological 
Parallelism of Arnold Guelinx, which evaded inconsistent mind-body 
interaction but not unification by God. 

My struggle to understand and organize these tendencies resulted in a 
Diagram of Types, which underwent drastic change when my studies in 
Indian philosophy revealed to me that Advaita Vedanta, Nondualism, 
involves another powerful tendency in human thinking, polarly opposed to 
dualism. My conception of the nature of existence, and of tendencies of 
persons to interpret it, appeared as a Diagram ofTypes of theories which, in 
their complicated togetherness, organized all such philosophical tendencies 
into one coherent picture. 

With Spiritualism as one pole, Materialism as its opposite pole, Dualism 
as accepting both poles as externally related, and Nondualism as accepting 
both unity and plurality as somehow internal to something that is both, all 
contribute something to understanding the nature of existence. When 
Spiritualism is modified by admitting degrees of plurality (e.g., as in the 
Neo-Platonism ofPlotinus), Materialism is modified by emergentism postu
lating more and more unity in higher levels of organization, Dualism is 
modified by speculating that God and matter cooperate in constant creativity 
(as in J. E. Boodin's Creationism5

) and Nondualism is modified by Spinoza's 
Double-Aspect Theory,6 the richness of metaphysical insights contributing 
to an organically integrated picture emerges as most insightful. Since polar 
opposites dynamically interact dialectically, any claim to timeless equality of 
opposites is itself false ("Extreme Middleism"), and claims that polar 
opposites are mutually immanent (as in the yins and yangs of Taoism), 
require precautionary recognition of other kinds of cultural riches.7 

As an Organicist, I must recognize the contributions of philosophies 
exemplifying each of the polarities as illustrating both something true about 
the nature of existence and something false when any one of the poles is 
overemphasized by denying (actually or by implication) what is true about 
the other poles. I am indebted to Nasr for providing an example of this more 
sophisticated kind of metaphysics. He succeeds both in providing directional 
insights and in overemphasizing. I interpret Nasr' s view as illustrating, in my 
terms, "Extreme Aspectism," and his own Sufi metaphysics seeks to 
substantiate it. 

CONTRADICTIONS? 

Our differences beget conflicting opinions about what is true. I find Nasr's 
writings filled with apparent contradictions. Chief among them is one 
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serving as a source of many others: How is it possible for what is eternally 
perfect ("Absolute") to generate what is temporally imperfect ("relatively 
absolute")? He does not explain. 

Some apparent contradictions: 

asserting categorically that only the Absolute is absolute. It refuses to commit 
the cardinal error of attributing absoluteness to the relative: ... Hence every 
determination of the Absolute is already in the realm of relativity. (292-93) 

Within that world, that "relatively absolute" reality, whether it be the Logos 
itself or a particular detennination of the Supreme Divinity, is absolute without 
being the Absolute as such. (294) 

the Reality which is completely other and yet none other than the very heart of 
the self, the Self of oneself. (3) 

Absolute being which does not exclude Beyond Being. (3) 

the essentially sacred character of both logical and mathematical laws which 
are aspects of Being itself .... (5) [But mathematics consists entirely of forms 
whereas the Absolute, or Being itself, is pure fonnlessness.] 

The crucial significance of sacred fonn as the absolutely necessary means for 
the attainment of the fonnless. (288-89) 

Only at the level of the Absolute are the teachings of all religions the same. 
(293) [But the Absolute as such, a perfect formless unity, contains no. 
"teachings."] 

a unity which transcends all forms and a supposed unity which disregards all 
forms. (288) 

unity lies at the opposite pole ofunifonnity, and the reduction of religions to 
a least common denominator in the name of the religious unity of mankind is 
no more than a parody of "the transcendent unity of religions" which 
characterized the traditional point of view. (288) 

It is only esotericism which can detect the trace of the Absolute in the multiple 
universes of sacred form and meaning and yet see the Absolute beyond these 
forms in the abode of the formless. (294) 

Man is endowed with this precious gift of intelligence which allows him to 
know the Ultimate Reality as the Transcendent, the Beyond and the objective 
world as a distinct reality on its own level ... (3) 
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QUESTIONS 

Answers to some questions that people expect from philosophers and 
theologians seem missing, not explicitly, but implicitly as inherent in 
doctrinal presuppositions. 

1. Dependence. Nasr claims that "all things are dependent on it [Being] 
both in their existence and qualities" (1186). Why does Nasr hold that the 
Absolute is immanent in the world, which is completely dependent on the 
Absolute for its being and nature (as "relatively absolute"), but that the 
Absolute is completely independent of all else and has nothing else 
immanent in it? Since I regard interdependence and mutual immanence, as 
more insightful in understanding the nature of existence, I must point out 
that, since Nasr's Absolute functions as the source of all else, his Absolute 
depends on all such other beings existing dependently on it, for its embody
ing in them what it contributes to their inner being, and for being that ideal 
Being to which they can aspire. As Nasr describes the Absolute and all of 
the ways that it functions in the world, does not his description imply that it 
must be something that by its agency and nature depends on its actually so 
functioning and thus involves it in depending on its so functioning and have 
such functioning inherent in its nature and thus immanent in it in this way? 

Nasr concludes that "all things are dependent on it [Being] both in their 
existence and qualities" (1186). Since I have named my philosophy 
"Organicism: The Philosophy of Interdependence,"8 interdependence and, 
now after studying Chinese philosophy, mutual immanence, provide a much 
more insightful understanding of the nature of existence than Nasr's one
way dependence. 

2. Purpose. I do not recall Nasr describing the Absolute as purposeful. 
Although it seems to serve as the goal of human purposes, that is, to know 
the Absolute as Sacred, it has no purpose of its own. Purpose involves both 
aim and goal. The Absolute may serve as human goal, and thus serve human 
purposes, but it has no aim, or intention, will, or desire of its own. To will, 
or to want (hence to lack) anything is impossible for what is complete and 
perfect. Even though the Absolute is the origin and source of all other 
existence, it did not intend such existence, but only provided its emanation. 
Is Nasr's Absolute purposeless? 

3. Evil. Concern for the problem of evil seems missing from Nasr's 
view. He employs a metaphor: "In paradise man had tasted of the fruit of the 
Tree of Life which symbolizes unitive knowledge. But he was also to taste 
of the Tree of Good and Evil and come to see things as externalized, in a 
state of otherness and separation" (2). But the words "good" and "bad" are 
scarce in his writings. His chief word signifying good is "sacred." And, since 
this word is central to his conceptions, he can say that it is his primary 
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concern. But such words as "enjoyment," "satisfaction," and "contentment" 
are missing from his language. Evil, for him, is "loss of the sense of the 
sacred"(2). The ultimate good is "the Sacred." Evil is "desacralization." But 
if the Sacred Absolute is the source of all, must it not be also the source of 
all evil? 

If all exteriorization is evil, then any externalizing of the "relatively 
absolute" from the Absolute is itself evil, and if the only thing that the 
Absolute can do is to manifest itself in the world of things (even as their 
inner being), must it not be engaged in desacralization? Must not all creating 
be desacralization? Must there not be some evil in whatever the Absolute 
(and Sacred) does in acting, and creating? 

4. Sin. The ethical monotheisms typical of Judaic, Christian, and Muslim 
religions tend to emphasize the Will of God and sin as willing to go against 
the will of God. References to the Will of God, the wills of men, and sin 
seem largely missing from Nasr's writings. Although I find him deploring 
debasement and desacralization, I do not observe recognition of attitudes of 
antagonism to the Supreme Being. Nasr is more concerned with the "states 
and stations" (S72) "on the Way to God" (S68) and includes a complete 
translation of a famous list of"Forty Stations" (S77-82). "Sin" is mentioned 
only once in this list and without evidence of antipathy. I did not find the 
word "sin" in any index in his writings. Are Nasr's humans essentially 
without sin? 

5. Salvation. Popular views of salvation depict God as a person, loving, 
merciful, but also just, and judging assignment to Heaven or Hell. Good 
persons can go to Heaven and be with God and with their loved ones. 
Although Nasr states that "intelligence emanates from and returns to the 
Absolute" (2), persons who are beings that emanate from the Absolute have 
no way of returning to it as persons. "Intelligence ... allows him to know the 
Ultimate Reality as the Transcendent. ... " (3). "This unitive vision ... 
continues to be a means of access to the Sacred and sacred knowledge 
remains as the supreme path of union with that Reality wherein knowledge, 
being and bliss are united" (2). Persons cannot become parts of the Absolute, 
because the Absolute has no parts. "The only way to know Being is to 
realize our own non-existence" (1186). How can any person accept salvation 
as non-existence? 

RELIGIONS 

For Nasr, religion is intellectual knowledge of the Sacred. "An intelligence 
which has been illuminated by the Intellect and a knowledge which is 
already blessed with the perfume of the sacred sees in the multiplicity of 
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sacred forms, not contradictions which relativize, but a confirmation of the 
universality of the Truth and the infinite creative power of the Real that 
unfolds Its inexhaustible possibilities in worlds of meaning which, although 
different, all reflect the unique Truth" (281 ). "To carry out the study of other 
religions in depth requires a penetration into the depths of one's own being 
and an interiorizing and penetrating intelligence which is already imbued 
with the sacred" (282). 

Nasr regrets that most Western studies of comparative religions have 
succeeded "only in debasing and trivializing even the most exalted subjects 
... " (283). He objects to "The excesses of historicism" (285). But his own 
understanding of historical religions seems blurred by his "perfume of the 
Sacred." Historical facts do exist. Human religion is human. Nasr's 
commitment to the "transcendent unity of religion" puts it out of human 
reach except as a vision. 

My studies in the history of religions yield the conception that "Religion 
consists in man's concern for his ultimate value and how to attain it, 
preserve it, and enjoy it."9 Religion, i.e., human religion, which is the only 
kind of religion that is, is concern for the ultimate value (i.e., the ultimate 
intrinsic value) oflife as a whole (i.e., ofhuman life: the life of each human 
being as a whole and the life of humankind as a whole). Nasr's view is 
religious by being concerned with man's ultimate value. But it puts man's 
ultimate value beyond reach, in a "transcendental unity of all religions," in 
the Sacred Absolute which alone is. Although Nasr claims that the Absolute 
exists also within each person as a bit of the "relatively absolute" emanation 
of the Absolute, "The only way to know Being is to realize our non
existence" (1186). I see Nasr's view, not as non-religious, but as anti
religious. For Nasr, persons have no ultimate intrinsic values of their own. 

DEPARTMENT OF PHILOSOPHY 
UNIVERSITY OF NEW MEXICO 
FEBRUARY 1994 

NOTES 

ARCHIE J. BAHM 

1. Numbers at the end of quotations from Nasr are from pages in Knowledge 
and the Sacred (New York: Crossroad, 1981), e.g. (4), or from the pages of Islamic 
Life and Thought (Albany: University of New York Press, 1981 ), e.g., (I 186), or 
from the pages of Sufi Essays, 2nd ed. (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 1991), e.g., (S77). 
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2. Oversimplified diagrams: (a) Many levels of existence, each contributing 
causally to the nature and functioning of each being (organic unity). 
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Molecules 
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Electrons 

? 
? 
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(b) Causation, both completely determining and producing novelty. Novelty is 
caused when multiple causes produce a new entity as an organic whole having both 
energy and forms ("information") induced from its antecedents and also some 
nature not included in any one cause singly or in the many causes as many. 

3. "Superconducting Super Colliders." 
4. My interpretation inspired hy Alfred Weber, History of Philosophy (New 

York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1925), p. 251, interpreting Descartes's Meditation 
VI. See Ralph M. Eaton, Descartes: Selections (New York: Charles Scribner's 
Sons, 1927), pp. 152, 161, 162. 

5. John E. Boodin, Three Interpretations of the Universe (New York: 
Macmillan, 1934). 

6. Benedict Spinoza held that existence is only one substance having two 
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attributes, thought (mind) and extension (matter), which are completely independent 
of each other (unable to interact), but are aspects of the same substance. Naming his 
view "Neutral Monism" makes it seem closer to Advaita Vedanta, and suggests 
naming Advaita Vedanta as exemplifying Extreme Aspectism. 

7. See my book Polarity, Dialectic and Organicity (Albuquerque: World 
Books, 1988 [ 1970]) for the full treatment of this topic. A stylized sketch appears 
in that work (p. 28) which will assist interested readers with these relations and my 
terminology. The two traditions emphasized in Western Civilization exemplify what 
I call "One-Pole-Ism: and "Other-Pole-Ism" in modified ranges. Nasr's view, 
understood as opposing Dualism, exemplifies Nondualism (Advaita) of Niguna 
Brahman stylized as what I call "Extreme Aspectism." The first sentence ofNasr's 
Knowledge and the Sacred states: "In the beginning Reality was at once being, 
knowledge, and bliss (the sat, chit, and ananda of the Hindu tradition)." His 
statement that "knowledge has become separated from being ... " exemplifies 
modification but other statements seem to emphasize the "relatively absolute" as 
miiya, veils of ignorance mistaking the immanence of the Absolute in the inner 
nature of apparently different things as actually separated. Nasr's Absolute is, like 
Nirguna Brahman, eternal being (sat) and sacred (ananda), but he attributes 
"knowledge" described as "intellectual" and including mathematics, to his formless 
Absolute, whereas the Vedantic chit is pure awareness. 

8. Archie 1. Bahm, "Organicism: The Philosophy of Interdependence," 
International Philosophical Quarterly 7, no. 2 (June, 1967): 251-84. 

9. Archie 1. Bahm, The World's Living Religions (New York: Dell, 1964), p. 6. 



REPLY TO ARCHIE J. BAHM 

The paper of the late Professor Archie Bahm is valuable in setting in stark 
contrast the views which issue from a humanistic naturalism and my 

views and therefore allowing me to clarify many of these differences. He 
says clearly at the beginning that I am a Sufi Muslim and he a humanistic 
naturalist with all the differences that these two identities imply. One implies 
acceptance of God, the Transcendent Reality, and means of access to the 
attainment of knowledge of that Reality. The other, I presume, means for 
Bahm the rejection of any reality behind the human in the subjective realm 
and beyond nature in the objective world. The stark differences brought out 
by Bahm themselves demonstrate clearly how the foundations and premises 
of rational thought determine its conclusions and indirectly why reason 
cannot itself establish the foundations of reasoning. 

Bahm asserts that my view of the Absolute as an eternal, formless, pure 
unity "sterilizes existence of all genuine activity." To assert as I do that all 
genuine activity in the realm of cosmic existence issues ultimately from the 
Divine Life or Divine Activity, which itself issues from the Div:i.ne as 
Absolute and Infinite, certainly does not "debase" such activity or "sterilize" 
it. Bahm seems to have difficulty understanding the integration of the lower 
in the higher without the destruction of what is essential in the lower. If I 
claim that each knower has "no vitality or knowledge of its own," to quote 
Bahm, that means that on the highest metaphysical level "its own" is 
integrated into its principia! Center without this integration taking anything 
away from the vitality of that being on its own level. To speak of the 
integration of the levels of the cosmos into the Divine Principle is certainly 
not to deprive cosmic realities of their vitality, beauty, and reality on their 
own level. On the contrary, it is to bring out the deepest significance of all 
cosmic qualities. Metaphysical knowledge means not only to fix one's gaze 
upon the Absolute and to realize that there is nothing ultimately but the One. 
It also means to realize that to the extent that anything exists, it reflects 
metaphysical realities. It is to be able to see things not as veil but as 
transparent windows of realities beyond which external forms are precisely 
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externalizations. In metaphysics vertical integration never means a loss but 
a gain, an intensification of all that is positive in a lower realm in a realm 
that stands above it and ultimately in the One Absolute and Infinite, in which 
all things have their origin. In a famous poem, Jalal al-Din Riimi after 
saying, "I was a mineral and became plant, I was a plant and became animal, 
I was an animal and became man, I am man and I shall become an angel, and 
so on," adds, "Then let me die for when have I ever become less by dying?" 
It is this richness of Reality, metaphysically understood, that evades the 
purely rationalistic and conceptual understanding of the Absolute which 
Bahm seems to hold. 

Maya, far from being debased and desacralized, constitutes at its highest 
reach the sacred supreme veil, the sacred veil of Isis, and is divine creativity 
as well as veil in the negative sense of the term. Through maya the sacred 
cascades down the levels of the cosmic mountain to encompass man's life 
here below. Vis-a-vis the Absolute Self, Atman, maya is a veil but it is the 
cosmic veil that both veils and reveals, that hides and makes manifest. 

Nor does my emphasis deprive "all human beings of genuine existence" 
as claimed by Bahm. Secular humanists often criticize the theologians for 
depriving man of a genuine sense of existence by emphasizing the reliance 
of human existence upon the Being of God. As agnostics, they mistake the 
integration of the lesser into the greater for deprivation. By claiming that we 
reflect the Divine Reality, receive our being from God and return to Him, I 
certainly do not think that I am depriving human beings of genuine existence 
especially since I emphasize the real freedom given to us by God to choose 
between truth and error, goodness and evil, beauty and ugliness. We are 
even given the freedom to deny God, as the existence of humanists among 
us itselfbears witness. The grandeur of man is precisely in that his existence 
comes from God and his end is return to Him. Here below he is free to live 
in whatever way he wishes and yet his manner of living affects the state of 
his existence beyond the few flickering moments of earthly life. Would 
human life possess more genuine existence by being reduced to a transient 
appearance on a stage where his being is nothing but "a tale told by an idiot 
signifying nothing"? 

As for the relation between Unity and multiplicity, the difference be
tween my view and that of Bahm is that he conceives the relationship 
between the two in a horizontal manner and I in a vertical one without 
denying the horizontal dimension. I agree with him that to understand the 
structure of reality one has to comprehend the relation between Unity and 
multiplicity. In this world there is always an interplay of the two. The Sufis 
often speak of the knowledge of Unity in multiplicity (al-wa~dah fi '1-
kathrah) and multiplicity in Unity (al-kathrah fi '1-wa~dah) and this is a 
universal metaphysical teaching with which I am in full agreement. These 
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concepts themselves, however, must be understood on different planes of 
reality. Moreover, the vertical hierarchy which leads from the Principia! 
Unity to various levels of multiplicity to which so much traditional wisdom 
refers (as for example at the beginning of the Tao Te-Ching) must not be 
confused with the interplay between Unity and multiplicity on various levels 
of manifestation. 

From the point of view of Principia} Unity there is only Unity or Non
Duality which is nevertheless the Origin and Source of all multiplicity. It is 
knowledge of this principia} truth about which certain metaphysicians such 
as Sankara or some of the Sufis speak. This supreme knowledge does not, 
however, close the door to knowledge of various cosmic orders of existence 
which always imply the mutual relationship between Unity and multiplicity. 
Furthermore, on all planes of manifestation there is always a relationship 
between the existent and the Principle as at once the transcendent and the 
immanent. 

There are also many dualities of a complementary nature such as the 
static and the dynamic which characterize various planes of manifestation. 
I do not at all deny such complementarities which are, however, all resolved 
in that Unity, at once transcendent and immanent, which is also the 
coincidentia oppositornm. I believe that the major difference between Bahm 
and myself on this matter is the question of the vertical versus the horizontal 
dimensions of reality. By emphasizing supreme unitive knowledge, I 
certainly do not wish to negate in any way the various cosmic polarities, 
complementarities and correspondences with which in fact many of my 
works deal. The mutual immanence implied in the Yin-Yang symbol is one 
of the profoundest aspects of cosmic manifestation but this does not mean 
that one should forget that at the beginning is the Tao which transcends the 
Yin-Yang duality. 

Bahm contrasts organic unity with Absolute Unity and "complex multi
directional hierarchical dynamism with eternally pure formlessness." This 
contrast is in reality based upon a misunderstanding of the metaphysical 
understanding ofUnity and confusing it with simply a philosophical concept. 
This type of thinking also refuses to accept the differences in levels of reality 
as traditionally understood. In the same way that organic unity is not the 
same as geometric or mathematical unity, Divine Unity cannot be reduced 
to organic unity and transcends it infinitely although it contains on the 
highest level everything that we understand positively by organic unity. All 
the marvelous complexity and richness contained within organic unity is but 
a reflection of the infinite richness of the Divine Nature which is also 
Unique and the very reality of Unity at the same time. It is a misunderstand
ing of traditional metaphysics to contrast organic unity with what would 
appear to be a sterile philosophical unity of the One. In reality all the 
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remarkable types of unity we observe in this world including organic unity 
(with all of its complexity) are reflections ofthat highest unity that belongs 
to the One alone. 

Under the heading of "contradictions," Bahm refers to many aspects of 
my thought, which he considers to be contradictory, chief among them the 
following in Bahm's own words, "How is it possible for what is eternally 
perfect ('Absolute') to generate what is temporally imperfect ('relatively 
absolute')?" He then adds the statement that I do not explain this matter. 
First of all, I have turned to this major issue in several of my writings and it 
is unfortunate that Bahm had not consulted them before making this 
assumption. Secondly, as far as this crucial question is concerned, namely 
the question of theodicy which has turned many a Western-and curiously 
not Eastern-philosopher away from religion, its answer can only be found 
in pure metaphysics and not in rationalistic philosophy, for ordinary reason 
cannot understand how God, who is good, could create a world in which 
there is evil. Also, for theologians who have no access to esoteric knowledge 
and metaphysics this is taken to be a mystery. Intelligence can, however, 
penetrate into this ultimate mystery by turning to the integral knowledge of 
the Divine Principle as being at once Absolute, Infinite, and Supreme 
Goodness, to quote the formulation ofFrithjofSchuon. The Divine Reality 
as Absolute is all-exclusive but as Infinite, it must contain all possibilities 
within Itself. Otherwise it would not be Infinite. Now one of these possibili
ties is the negation of the Divine Principle Itself, a possibility which must be 
realized considering that God is good and as St. Augustine stated, "it is in 
the nature of the good to give of itself." The self-effulgence of the Divine 
Principle is inseparable from the Divine Nature as is the effusion of the rays 
of sun from the sun. The realization of this possibility of self-negation which 
is a tendency, called by some philosophers the demiurgic tendency, toward 
nothingness, which, however, is never reached, must of necessity take place. 
It is this possibility actualized that constitutes all levels of cosmic reality, all 
planes of relative existence bringing about that separation from the Source 
which in tum brings about what we experience as evil. 

The other contradictions cited by Bahm are all the result of his confusing 
a metaphysical statement with a logical one. Metaphysics is never illogical 
but it transcends the realm of mere logic. Such a concept as "relatively 
absolute" or Reality being "completely other and yet none other than the 
heart of the self, the Self of oneself' only appear contradictory. They are 
formulated in fact to express a truth that lies beyond the confines of 
contradiction as seen logically and make use 'Of this apparent contradiction 
to arouse the mind in such a way that intellectual intuition takes hold and 
grasps the reality beyond the apparent logical contradiction. Also many of 
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the statements which Bahm finds contradictory are based on misunderstand
ing because Bahm identifies the "Absolute" simply with a philosophical 
concept rather than the Reality which is Itself and nothing but Itself and yet 
contains the roots of all things including, especially, the teachings of religion 
and the manifestation·ofsacred forms. Bahm likewise confuses my use ofthe 
term "intelligence" with reason despite my extensive discussion in Knowl
edge and the Sacred and several other works concerning the difference 
between intelligence/intellect and reason. 

Bahm has also posed a number of specific questions which I will answer 
according to his enumeration of them. 

I. The first revolves most of all around the Absolute's immanence in the 
world while it is independent of all things. In emphasizing the metaphysics 
pertaining to the Absolute and the relation of all things to it, I have perhaps 
not emphasized enough, at least in Knowledge and the Sacred which is 
Bahm's main source of my ideas, that the world is necessary in order for the 
Divine Principle to be both absolute and infinite. In a theological language 
one could say that if the world were not to be, then God would not be God 
as creator. There is therefore in a certain sense a vertical complementarity 
between the Absolute and the world of manifestation, but the main point to 
remember is that the reality of both the Absolute and manifestation is 
ultimately one and there is ultimately no reality but the reality of the 
Principle Itself. As for the Absolute also being immanent, it goes without 
saying that metaphysically speaking the ultimately transcendent must also be 
the completely immanent; it must be the reality which lies in the heart of all 
things, the reality to which the path of inwardness leads. That is why in the 
Quran, God calls Himself not only the alpha (al-Awwal) and omega (al
Akhir), but also the inward (al-Ba{in) and the outward (al-~ahir). 

2. Bahm is right in saying that I do not assign any purpose to the 
Absolute in the ordinary sense of the term. That would be too anthropomor
phic a manner to deal with the metaphysical reality of the Absolute. But I 
have spoken often of the purpose of the universe as the means whereby God 
comes to know Himself according to the famous sacred saying of the 
Prophet of Islam, "I was a hidden treasure. I wanted to be known. Therefore 
I created the world so that I would be known." The Absolute cannot have a 
purpose beyond Itself since there is no 'beyond Itself.' But by token of the 
fact that the "Hidden Treasure" wanted to be known, there is not only a 
purpose to the world which is to make God's knowledge of Himself through 
objectivization possible, but indirectly a purpose to Divine Activity to create 
and sustain the world so that it will fulfill its purpose which is Divine Self
Knowledge. 

3. It is true that I have written more about metaphysics than ethics, but 
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I have also dealt with "good" and "evil" in several of my writings ofwhich 
Bahm was probably unaware. My use of the term sacred certainly does not 
preclude interest in or usage of the term good. As I have already written 
before, from the point of view of the Principle which is the Supreme Good 
there is no evil and evil has no ontological source as does the good. It is 
separation from the Supreme Good that brings about evil which on its own 
level is real without having an independent source of reality. Light shining 
upon a tree has for its source the sun, but the shadow cast by the tree is 
simply the result of the absence of light. It has no source for its existence to 
be compared to the sun and the tree cannot be considered as the cause of the 
shadow in an ontological sense as the sun can be considered as the source of 
the light because without light the tree would cast no shadow. All creation 
implies separation and therefore imperfection and evil, but to the extent that 
anything exists, it also reflects Being and the presence of the Sacred. If we 
understand evil as separation, then all creation implies the presence of evil; 
although again there are grades of existence in most of which, including the 
terrestrial realm, the good is much greater than the evil, or at least such is the 
case when we tum to the natural world as God created it and not to the 
products of modem civilization based upon the forgetfulness of the true, the 
good, and the beautiful. 

4. It is astonishing that Bahm should ask "how can any person accept 
salvation as non-existence" in light of numerous works of mystics of all 
religions concerning this issue. Non-existence in the sense used by me and 
others who share the traditional understanding of the philosophia perennis 
does not mean destruction of existence from below but integration from 
above as a result of which one never becomes less by dying to cite Riimi 
again. What is usually called "union with God" always implies the non
existence of all that is limitative and imperfect in what we identify as our 
egos. The imperfect cannot have union with the Perfect. But this annihilation 
or what the Sufis callfanii' does not mean the destruction of our personality. 
It means the return to our reality in divinis above and beyond ordinary 
existence. It means to be able to swim in the ocean of Divinity; it is a "fusion 
without confusion," to use the well-known formula of Eckhart. That is the 
highest mode of salvation to which the Hindus refer as deliverance (mok8a) 
and which the Sufis call the attainment of the Paradise of the Divine Essence 
(}annat al-Dhiit). 

Finally, in the section entitled "Religions," Bahm makes several false 
claims which need to be answered. He claims that for me religion is 
intellectual knowledge of the Sacred. I have never referred to the whole of 
religion as such and in fact have written on various aspects of different 
religions, especially Islam, ranging from ethics, laws, and social structures, 
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to art and ritual. What I have said is that sapiental knowledge lies at the heart 
of religion without in any way denying the significance of the other organs 
which together constitute the body of any integral religion. Nor has my 
emphasis upon the "perfume of the Sacred" "blurred" my vision of other 
religions whose historical realities I have always respected while opposing 
historicism. Bahm should have cited some concrete examples for this claim. 
As for my emphasis upon "the transcendent unity of religions" whose full 
understanding is meant only for the few, this emphasis has not in any way 
implied that the full participation in the structure of a religion is therefore 
denied to the many. I have in fact written more than once that the problem 
of crossing religious frontiers and having to realize the truth at the heart of 
religions other than our own is a problem peculiar to this anomalous age in 
which we live. Traditionally men and women could become great saints and 
sages by following fully and having knowledge of only their own religion 
and this possibility exists for many people in certain parts of the globe and 
among certain human types even today. 

I need to repeat again that "to realize our non-existence" means to 
realize that all belongs to God, that He is alone ultimately Reality and that 
our value and purpose is in being able to realize this basic truth. How strange 
that Archie Bahm should call this view "anti-religion," for is not the goal of 
religion to realize our relation to God, to obey Him, and finally on the 
highest level to realize God Himself in His Infinite and Absolute Reality? 

S.H.N. 
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Judy D. Saltzman 

THE CONCEPT OF SPIRITUAL 
KNOWLEDGE IN THE PHILOSOPHY 

OF SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR 

Anotable theme in the writings ofSeyyed Hossein Nasr is that separation 
of knowledge from the sacred and from spiritual-metaphysical 

foundations in the Aristotelian-Cartesian-Kantian views is quite limited and 
destructive. The extemalization and desacralization ofknowledge has led to 
the idea that science in the sense of information, quantification, analysis, and 
subsequent technological implications is all that can be known. Questions of 
religion-the Deity, eternal life, and the nature of the soul-are all out of the 
perimeter of scientific knowledge, and are thus merely matters of faith. 
However, in the epitome of his work regarding spiritual knowledge, 
Knowledge and the Sacred (Gifford Lectures of 1981 ), Nasr argues not only 
that knowledge has spiritual-metaphysical foundations, but also that the goal 
of knowledge, as· originally outlined in the Gnostic-Hermetic-Platonic 
traditions, is sapiental. In other words, knowledge is originally part of the 
Tree of Life, not part of the realm of the profane. He contends that real 
knowledge can result in the elevation of the soul to higher realms, the true 
meaning of alchemy. For Professor Nasr, the sublime meaning of spiritual 
knowledge is at the heart of the Islamic message: bikmat-i ilahi (The 
Wisdom of God). The concept of spiritual knowledge is not only a powerful 
theme in the Quran, but it also holds the essence of the idea of initiation in 
the world's higher religions. Nasr compares Qudrah, ljikmah, and Rabmah 
to Sat-Chit-Ananda 1 (Existence-Being, Wisdom Illumination, Beneficence
Bliss) and to the scientia sacra of the old alchemists and Christian mystics. 
According to him, the concept of spiritual knowledge, or knowledge of the 
sacred, transcends all religious divisions and is the essence of religion itself. 
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METHOD 

In assessing the contribution Professor Nasr has made to philosophy itself 
through the concept of spiritual knowledge or knowledge ofthe sacred, one 
must first evaluate his method. His method is highly eclectic. It draws on 
several different sources. Nasr is academically trained in mathematics, 
physics, and the history of science, as well as methods of philosophy and 
comparative religion, but his inspiration comes from the Sufi practice of 
Illumination through intellectual intuition. Although he is critical of the use 
of rational and empirical methods in an isolated sense in philosophy, he 
makes wide use of logical, deductive, and empirical methods in his 
philosophical investigations. However, it is a key to understanding Nasr's 
thought in Knowledge and the Sacred and other works that the rational mind 
or the thinking being has a foundation for its existence-the organization of 
the Logos itself. Nasr is highly Pythagorean and Platonic in conception and 
method, in that he understands numbers and the geometry of the world not 
to be discovered by any accident of the senses, but to be the abstract basis of 
concrete reality.2 However, this esteem for mathematics does not constitute 
an abandonment of the empirical. The use of the senses and their extension 
through telescopes, microscopes, radar, and so on, are all contributions to 
knowledge. Nasr points out that the Latin, Videre (to see), goes back to the 
Sanskrit root Vid (seeing or knowing). Speech itself is a direct reflection of 
the Logos (Vac in the Hindu tradition). In Hinduism as in Islam there is the 
idea of the mantra: the very invocation of the Divine Name or the Sacred 
Sound moves humans toward higher levels of consciousness and to Divine 
Knowledge. That to which Nasr strongly objects is the analytic faculty of the 
mind turning against the idea of the sacred. When it does this, it ignorantly 
attacks its own foundation. For Nasr, whose inspiration is broadly Islamic 
and especially Sufi in spite of his scientific training, the thinker can affirm, 
"I think, therefore I am," but also "because I am" (not disconnected from the 
Ground of Being), "I think," and also know and act. Thinking, reasoning, 
and knowing all come from the faculty of the Logos.3 This faculty cannot be 
reduced simply to the complexity of the organism or to the matter or 
electrical energy of the brain, but it is that which makes us thinkers in spite 
of our physical bodies and animal propensities. In fact, throughout Knowl
edge and the Sacred, there is an a priori assumption that we, as thinking 
beings and acting knowers, are in no way separated from our source, the 
Divine Ground or al-lfaqq. 

How does Professor Nasr prove these assertions about the Divine 
Ground of Knowledge? The book Knowledge and the Sacred is presented 
not so much as a formal, logical, or scientific proof of the idea of a Divine 
Ground to knowledge and thought, but as a compendium of overwhelming 
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evidence for the idea that knowledge has a metaphysical and even divine 
origin and purpose. This is evident in the perennial philosophy and history 
of philosophy from the Corpus Hermeticum to Frithjof Schuon. A central 
idea in the perennial philosophy as found, for example, in the Bhagavad
Gita is that the Self (Knower) is not separate from the Known. Another 
example is the famous passage from the Quran: "Say, He is Allah, the 
One!"4 The Sufi knower in the act of knowing dissolves all distinctions in 
the divine. In looking inward at this purified Self, he or she realizes Unity 
with the Divine (al-taw~id). The same idea is cited in the Upani~ads in a 
different way, where knowledge of the Self, as Brahman, destroys the root 
of ignorance, when the Supreme Lord looks within as well as without. 

Other examples in Knowledge and the Sacred are that in the ancient 
pagan and Christian Gnostic traditions, we are all pneumatikoi, or possessors 
of spiritual knowledge. In Christian Gnosticism and other writings, all 
wisdom is related to the Christos-Logos within ourselves. lfokmah 
(Wisdom) is strongly emphasized in Kabbalistic Judaism. The ascent up the 
Sephirotal Tree of Life is done through acts of asceticism and purification 
in which the knower reaches higher and higher states of illumination until 
he is totally absorbed in the quest for the Divine. Just as it was "In the 
beginning ... "or "In Wisdom" that God created the heaven and the earth, 
the whole of human being, according to the Kabbala, is based on a claim to 
sacred knowledge. Even in the more exoteric Christian tradition, Augustine 
affirmed that "to think the truth . . . man needs the illumination which 
proceeds from God."5 Nasr comments that St. Thomas Aquinas's philosophy 
would not have developed if the Christian tradition had not been permeated 
by Gnosis. The idea of Credo ut Intelligam makes faith dependent upon 
knowledge, or at least rational discourse can support faith. In the more 
heterodox Christian tradition, John the Scot (Scotus Erigena) said that all 
knowledge has a sacred function, as did Meister Eckhart, who affirmed that 
the root of the intellect was grounded in Divinity. It is perhaps Meister 
Eckhart in the Christian tradition who comes closest to the Sufi ideal when 
Nasr says of him that "For Eckhart, the eye with which man sees God is the 
eye with which God sees man. "6 This is the focus of the notion of scientia 
sacra, the heart of knowledge in the West. This tradition was carried on by 
Nicholas of Cusa, Jakob Bohme, Paracelsus, the Cambridge Platonists, 
Angelus Silesius, and others. 

All of the thinkers to whom Nasr refers use not merely scientific or 
philosophical methods of knowledge in the dry empirical or analytic sense, 
but they use a method which he calls "sapiental." This word comes from the 
Latin sapere (to taste). Sapiental knowledge implies an intimate connection 
between the knower, act ofknowing, and the known. In the sapiental act of 
knowing, the knowledge has the power to transform the known, rather in the 
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way the taste of good food can revive and stimulate the hungry person. In 
this sense, all alchemical knowledge is sapiental. The alchemists knew that, 
just as certain chemicals, when mixed, transform into higher elements, the 
souls of fallen, ignorant humans can be moved to a state of sanctity. 

As was said, there are some a priori assumptions which are supported by 
examining the history of science, philosophy, and religion from the view
point of the perennial philosophy. It may be a priori that we are on a quest 
for Divine Truth. There is no way to prove this after the fact. However, the 
idea that the history of ancient philosophy, religion, and natural philosophy 
(early science) is permeated by the notion is supported by data. Nasr thinks 
that a number of ancient astronomers, geographers, physiologists, and 
philosophers discovered the truth about the soul and human existence. They 
regarded their quest as sacred because they understood their universe to be 
alive and holy. However, Nasr writes that the gradual secularization of the 
cosmos in the disciplines of cosmology and astronomy corresponded to the 
secularization of reason, which corresponded to the secularization of 
language. For example, ancient astronomers and natural philosophers such 
as Anaxagoras, al-Fariibi, al-Kindi, Alhazen (Ibn al-Haytham), and al-Biriini 
conceived ofthe cosmos in various ways as emanations of the Divine. Any 
idea of a coldly conceived "Big Bang" hypothesis was unthinkable. Even the 
visible "fixed stars" and planets were emanations of the actions of the Divine 
Logos. 

However, in Nasr's opinion, modem astronomy, because it is cut off 
from philosophy and astrology, no longer has the language to express a 
relation to the Divine. Al-Biriini (362-442 or 443 A.H. /973-1051 or 1052 
C.E.), for example, thought of a human being as kha/Ifat Allah (God's 
Viceroy), created for a noble purpose. Even a technical discussion, in al
Biriini's view, goes to affirm some attribute of the Creator or His creation, 
such as al-Amin, the Trustworthy. For example, the signs of the Zodiac 
correspond to the organs of the body and are the key to diseases. The planets 
also correspond to different organs: Jupiter, eyes; Mercury, ear; Venus, 
breast; Saturn, excretion; Sun, mouth; Moon, navel. Understanding these 
correspondences can give the physician healing power.7 Moreover, the 
consistency and dependability of the cosmos and the Divine Nature behind 
it is reflected in the motion of the planets themselves. Just as the planets 
circling the sun reflect the intention of the creator, the devotees circling the 
Ka 'bah reenact the cosmic order of their intentions. All multiplicity turns 
round and round and returns again to unity. It is part ofNasr's method to 
remind us of these correspondences. 

Also in Islamic Cosmological Doctrines Nasr explains that al-Biriini 
believed that the people of earlier times were closer to man's celestial origin. 
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In our era, we have let time rather than eternity rule us. It is clear that Nasr, 
while not necessarily subscribing to the rule of ancient science of which he 
is an historian, is convinced that al-Biriini and other ancients were able to 
keep knowledge and the sacred together. The ancients can certainly remind 
the modems that knowledge has a greater purpose than simply its acquisition. 

Nasr's method may be simply characterized as combining the best 
Western techniques of rational philosophy and scientific method and the Sufi 
method of intuitive insight or Illumination (related to the lfakim muta 'allih). 
His deep intellectual intuition into Sufi spirituality and the history of science 
and scientific method has led him to be one of the primary discussants of the 
correspondence between modem physics and the insights of Oriental 
doctrines. The interdependence of all objects in the universe has been 
affirmed by a number of distinguished physicists: David Bohm, Erwin 
Schrodinger, and C. F. von Weizacker. This idea is supportive of the basic 
doctrine of Islam: Al-Taw~id (Unity). In this sense, even the knowledge of 
the minutest particle in the universe, perhaps a quark, is in some way 
knowledge of Absolute Reality. In some ways Nasr's viewpoint parallels that 
of Henri Bergson in Introduction to Metaphysics, in which Bergson states 
that to know something intuitively is to know it more absolutely than by any 
scientific or rational method. 8 According to Nasr, physics is slowly becoming 
metaphysics in such a way that it is not reducible to any mere mental 
activity, as positivists would suggest. Nasr's method involves understanding 
man's sacred trust with God: the cosmos is a dark mirror which the human 
mind illumines. Methods such as jiiana yoga and al-khayal (Creative 
Imagination as conceived by Ibn 'Arabi) lead us up the steep path of 
knowledge through the hierarchy of Being to a higher order. For Nasr the 
supreme method of philosophizing would lead one to deliverance from this 
world of illusion. As opposed to ordinary scientific knowledge or philoso
phizing, ~ikmah muta 'aliyah (Illumination or Gnosis) is knowledge of the 
Infinite. In the process of attaining it, an actual transformation occurs in 
fana' (annihilation of the ego). The transcending of profane science and 
philosophy and of the world itself is the ultimate culmination of method. 

THE IDEA OF KNOWLEDGE 

After examining Nasr's eclectic method, it becomes quite clear what he 
considers knowledge to be. Nevertheless, knowledge is a very difficult 
conception to isolate. However, it is absolutely easy to understand that, for 
Nasr, there is sacred and profane knowledge. Profane knowledge is all too 
evident in the present age. It is not that anything in the world which needs 
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to be understood is particularly profane. Quite the contrary. Yet the methods 
by which the world is studied and the attitude in which it is studied can be 
quite profane, especially in the hands of the profane. It is not that the method 
itself, be it deductive, inductive, linguistic analysis, empirical, or phenom
enological, is profane or sacred. Nevertheless, when knowledge is gathered 
purely for selfish motives and worldly results, by any method, it is profane. 
For example, the knowledge which led to the splitting of the atom clearly has 
its profane uses, but on its sacred side it holds the very key to the nature of 
atomic matter and energy. Another example is that the knowledge which led 
to the discovery by Francis Crick, James D. Watson, and Rosalind Franklin 
of the double helix as the key to the genetic code seemed alive with spiritual 
implications.9 According to Watson, the methods of its discovery involved 
dreams, intuition, and even rivalry. However, the uses of the discovery have 
been undeniably profane: animal cloning and genetic engineering. The fact 
that the double helical structure resembles the Caduceus of Mercury makes 
it heavy with sacred implications, but these are yet to be discovered. 

What is clear to Nasr is that the question for all knowledge, whether 
scientific, philosophical, or otherwise, was originally motivated by the desire 
to understand the Creation as a reflection of the Divine and thereby as a 
Divine Emanation. However, science, which began as natural philosophy, 
lost its primary motives and intentions as people struggled to live and 
became more materialistic. Nasr illustrates this point by invoking the 
powerful images of profane and sacred man. Pontifex is the bridge between 
heaven and earth-the sacred man-and Prometheus, the thief of fire from 
the home of the gods, is profane man. Nasr uses the image of Prometheus in 
a different way from Aeschylus in Prometheus Bound and Shelley in 
Prometheus Unbound. In these stories he is a hero, a demi-god or Titan who 
is willing to risk eternal torture to bring light to ignorant, suffering humanity, 
even in defiance of Divine Authority. However, in Nasr's analysis, the 
symbolism takes on a different connotation. Prometheus is viewed as a 
robber of heavenly fire, a rebel against the Divine, who has forgotten his real 
mission. He may still secretly long for the Eternal, but he is filled with 
profane science and excessive materialism. 10 

On the other hand, Pontifical man has never forgotten that he is the 
viceroy of God (khalifat Allah). The Pontifical person lives in a world which 
he or she knows has an origin and a center. Pontifical people are not cut off 
from their roots. In contrast, the Promethean man or woman is more like 
Faust, one of the devil's party. Like Oswald Spengler's Faustian Man, they 
help accentuate the dominance of profane science. 11 Unfortunately, 
Promethean thinking, whose major aim is to further the ambition of the 
thinker/actor, has become dominant. According to Nasr, one of its main 
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supporters is evolutionary thought and its implications. In his view, two of 
the main exploiters of evolutionary science in the name of the sacred are Sri 
Aurobindo Ghose and Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. These two figures are the 
main focus ofNasr's attacks on evolutionary theory in Knowledge and the 
Sacred. He explains how the theory of evolution and its use by modernists 
and liberal theologians has been a major force in the desacralization of 
knowledge. 12 

In the Darwinian theory of evolution, humans have descended from 
lower forms. Long prior to this descent, life had evolved out of inert matter. 
The human being finally became self-conscious when he reached a high 
enough degree of"complexification." Nasr finds both these assertions to be 
quite illogical and impossible. One problem is, how can matter evolve into 
a life form if the life energy is not originally there? It is a mathematical 
necessity that one cannot take out more information than one has put into a 
system. In the theory of evolution, the sudden appearance of new organisms 
seems to be unexplainable. Furthermore, the sophisticated reasoning ability 
and spiritual longings of humans do not coincide with having evolved from 
an ape or similar being. It is Nasr's view that, although Teilhard may try to 
sacralize evolutionary theory, he makes the tragic mistake of inverting the 
traditional doctrine of emanation. In sacred scriptures higher forms of life do 
not ascend from lower ones. Human souls descend from celestial archetypes 
or forms. Animals are later lower forms made from cast-off substance and 
so related physically to humanity. This line of thinking is true of the Bible, 
the Quran, the Popul Yuh, and other scriptures. Although Teilhard does 
think that humans are becoming ever more spiritual by evolving from the 
biosphere and by moving through the noosphere to Point Omega, they have 
essentially ascended through matter. Matter becomes ever more spiritual as 
time goes on. Although God may be present, having involuted the 'Spirit 
which lights up the human mind when the brain becomes complex enough, 
Teilhard's faith and focus is in the world of matter. Nasr writes: 

Teilhard tries to explain the transition of inert matter to life as the "coiling up 
of the molecule upon itself," forgetting the penetration of a new cosmic 
principle into the domain of inert matter as the cause for the sudden appearance 
of life on earth. This "coiling up," moreover, is nothing but a parody of 
spiritual concentration as his description of the transition of life to conscious
ness as "the threshold of reflection" is a parody ofthe divine creative act itself. 
He speaks about this process reaching, through evolution, the state of totality 
as if totality could have ever not been or could have ever lacked something 
which it gained later without ceasing to be totality! When one reads Teilhard 
carefully, one realizes that his faith lies in matter and in this world above all 
else without an awareness of how matter itself is generated by higher levels of 
existence. 13 
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In general Nasr accuses Teilhard of trying to replace the eternal by the 
temporal, and of effectively worshipping the world of matter instead of what 
is behind it. 

At a superficial glance, it would appear that some Sufi teachings even 
encourage Darwinian evolution. For example, the famous passage from Riim1: 

I died as a mineral and became a plant; 
I died as a plant and rose to an animal; 
I died as an animal and I was a man. 
Why should I fear? When was I less by dying? 
Yet once more I shall die as a man to soar 
With angels blest. But even from an angel 
I must pass on: all except God must perish. 
When I have sacrificed my angel soul, 
I shall become what no mind ever conceived. 14 

But Nasr makes it clear that Riimi and other Sufis are not speaking simply 
of the ascent of man through physical forms, but of the eternal presence of 
the Divine Ego stretching from the lowest to the highest forms. The entire 
hierarchy of beings is permeated by the Divine. OfRiimi and other sources 
which deal with dialectic and hierarchy, such as Marx and Hegel, he writes: 

It is such sources, whether Islamic or otherwise, that alone can explain the 
meaning of becoming, the scales of cosmic beings including living forms, the 
vertical hierarchy stretching from the lowest material form through man to the 
Divine Presence, and even the mutilation and inversion of these teachings in 
modem times. And for that very reason it is through the subversion of such 
traditional teachings that tradition itself is betrayed by forces which parade 
under a religious guise while helping to accomplish the final short-lived victory 
of the temporal over the Eternal, of the profane over the sacred. 15 

In other words, although he may have been in all of these forms on the 
physical plane, the Divine Archetypal Man (Adam Kadmon) has always 
been and will be. Nasr claims that Teilhard fails to find the "missing link" 
because there is not any. It will remain a controversial part ofNasr's work 
that he thinks that Teilhard with his Point Omega and Aurobindo with his 
Supermind have done more to pervert theology and spiritual studies than to 
sacralize science. It could be said that at least Teilhard and Aurobindo made 
an attempt to understand the sacred working in the world. 

THE SPIRITUAL OR THE SACRED 

How does the spiritual or the sacred work with knowledge, or what kind of 
knowledge is spiritual? To answer these questions, it must first be under
stood how knowledge has become separated from the sacred. That knowl-
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edge as scientia has lost its spiritual meaning and goal is a tragic theme of 
civilization. In Knowledge and the Sacred Nasr argues that: 

Knowledge has become nearly completely externalized and desacralized, 
especially among those segments of the human race which have become 
transformed by the process of modernization, and that bliss which is the fruit 
of the union with the One and an aspect of the perfume of the sacred has 
become well-nigh unattainable and beyond the grasp of the vast majority of 
those who walk upon the earth. But the root and essence of knowledge 
continues to be inseparable from the sacred for the very substance of know
ledge is the knowledge of that reality which is the Supreme Substance, the 
Sacred as such, compared to which all levels of existence and all forms of the 
manifold are but accidents. Intelligence, which is the instrument of knowledge 
within man, is endowed with the possibility of knowing the Absolute. It is like 
a ray which emanates from and returns to the Absolute and its miraculous 
functioning is itself the best proof of that Reality which is at once absolute and 
infinite. 16 

This sad situation has resulted in the dehumanization ofknowledge, and 
the separation of the disciplines of knowledge. The sciences are compart
mentalized from each other, and the humanities and sciences hardly have a 
dialogue and no longer work together. Worst of all, modem knowledge has 
lost the very meaning ofbeing human and the goal of life itself: 

To be human is to know and also to transcend oneself. To know means 
therefore ultimately to know the Supreme Substance which is at once the 
source of all that comprises the objective world and the Supreme Self which 
shines at the center of human consciousness and is related to intelligence as the 
sun is related to its rays. Despite the partial loss and eclipse of this properly 
speaking intellectual faculty and its replacement by reason, the roots of 
knowledge remain sunk in the ground of the Sacred and sacred knowledge 
continues to be at the heart of the concern of man for the sacred. It is not 
possible in fact to rediscover the sacred without discovering once again the 
sacred quality ofprincipial knowledge. 17 

It could be said that, since Kant, the knowledge of which Nasr speaks 
has been consigned to the realm of the transcendent and therefore impossi
ble. One might say that spiritual knowledge is simply a matter of faith or 
even just belief. However, knowledge can never be consigned to these 
realms. In Nasr's view, the concept of knowledge can be considerably 
broadened if we include the possibilities of human experience as expressed 
in Sufism, and also the Dialectic and mathematical ciphers of Plato. 
According to Nasr, the sacred is not separated from knowledge, but it is 
separated from the way a profane mind understands the world and experi
ence. This idea goes to the very basis of the meaning of sacred, or sacre (to 
set apart or consecrate). The word comes from the Latin as "sacrifice," a 



598 JUDY D. SALTZMAN 

combination of sacre andfacere (to make sacred). To have knowledge of the 
Sacred is thus to have some sublime experience which goes beyond 
mundane life. To have an understanding of the content of this experience is 
to have knowledge of the Sacred. This viewpoint may be characterized as 
philosophical mysticism. This way of thinking is certainly fundamental to 
Plato. For example, one might read about or memorize some of the number 
theory at the basis of Pythagorean and Platonic metaphysics-that is, the 
idea that in The Republic the tyrant is 729 times less happy than the 
philosopher king. Or one might study the octaval intervals in Er's five-day 
journey to heaven. 18 However, knowing the significance of these numbers in 
their full sacred meaning would involve understanding the state of con
sciousness in the descent from philosopher king to tyrant, and from living on 
this plane to an after-death state. Plato quite often asks us to defy the 
empirical and the sensuous in favor of mathematical truths. The reason for 
this is that knowing these mathematical ideas takes us to a more stable realm: 
the structure of reality beyond the chaos of the world. 

Because Nasr is intellectually influenced both by Hermetic-Pythagorean
Platonic tradition and by the Muslim Sufis, he understands what it is to move 
dialectically from the Cave of profane experience to the Noesis of sacred 
learning. In order to have this experience the Sufi knows that one must 
purify one's body and mind through ritual and austerity. One must make 
oneself pure for such an experience. As the mystic MaQ.miid Shabistari 
writes: 

Go sweep out the chamber of your heart. 
Make it ready to be the dwelling place of 

the Beloved. 
When you depart out, He will enter it. 
In you, devoid of yourself, He will display 

His beauties. 19 

It is the case with the Sufis, as with Plato, that when one has spiritual 
knowledge one has been purified. Not only does one know, but in the act of 
knowing the knower has been transformed. The knower, in effect, becomes 
the known. However, the process is not easy and can be even incendiary. As 
Riimi says, "Enough of phrases, conceit and metaphors, I want burning, 
burning, burning. "20 One could compare this total devotion to the Siva 
worshiper when she says, "0 Kali, make a burning ground of my heart."21 

Henry Corbin's writing about Muhyi al-Oin ibn 'Arabi's encounter with 
a being of knowledge while performing the sacred ritual at the Ka'bah is 
illustrative of this point: 

Ibn 'Arabi is engaged in circumambulating the Ka 'bah. Before the Black 
Stone, he encounters the mysterious being whom he recognizes and designates 
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as "the Evanescent youth, the Silent Speaker, him who is neither living nor 
dead, the composite-simple, the enveloped enveloping," all terms oppositorum. 
At this moment the visionary is assailed by a doubt: "Might this processional 
be nothing other than the ritual Prayer of a living man around a corpse (the 
Ka'bah)?" The mystic youth replies: "Behold the secret of the Temple before 
it escapes." And the visionary suddenly sees the stone temple tum into a living 
being. He becomes aware of his companion's spiritual rank; he lowers his right 
hand; he wishes to become his disciple, to learn all his secrets; he will teach 
nothing else. But the Companion speaks only in symbols. His eloquence is only 
in enigmas. And at a mysterious sign of recognition the visionary is over
whelmed by such a power of love that he loses consciousness. When he comes 
to himself, his Companion reveals to him: "I am knowledge, I am he who 
knows and I am what is known.'122 

To circumambulate the Ka 'bah in the state of consciousness of the Sufi 
Gnostic Ibn 'Arabi is not just an act of faith, but one of supreme Gnosis. In 
this act and state the divisions between knower and known and between the 
spiritual and the scientific break down. Just as it is a scientific fact that 
Mecca is the geographic center of the world's land masses/3 one may realize 
that one's intellectual heart is the center of spiritual knowledge. Ibn 'Arabi's 
experience with his divine Alter Ego which is verily himself is a perfect 
example of what Nasr is trying to convey. Ibn 'Arabi is the most scientific 
of all devotees. However, the object of experimentation in the quest for 
spiritual knowledge will be oneself. The knower in the act of knowing 
becomes the known. To be a Pneumatikos, a knower in the Gnostic sense, 
is not only to be possessed of sacred knowledge, but also to be that 
knowledge itself. In other words, when dry scientia is transformed to 
sapientia, it becomes scientia sacre or spiritual knowledge. In the words of 
Sufism, in the illumined soul, God contemplates Himself through ,.those 
whom He has enlightened. These ideas also have their parallels in Meister 
Eckhart and in Jakob Bohme. For Eckhart, the root of intellect is grounded 
in divinity. To Bohme, innere Erleuchtungen is Divine Sophia herself. 

The work ofSeyyed Hossein Nasr is founded on traditions such as these. 
For him, the primordial knowledge or the Sacred is hidden in the depths of 
the human heart. For this reason, to remain with a Cartesian metaphysical 
bifurcation of the world or a Kantian epistemological split between the 
phenomenal and noumenal is to cut off the soul from Being. Such a view 
deprives intellect of its main focus and purpose. It can be simply said that if 
religion is only faith, if knowledge is only empirical or analytic, and if the 
world is purely mechanical, the human mind will be limited in its description 
of reality, which cannot be described by faith, by analysis, or in empirical or 
mechanical terms alone. The seventeenth-century Cambridge Platonists 
knew this when they attempted to annihilate the epistemological dualism of 
Descartes. For example, John Smith wrote of"spiritual sensation" to mean 
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a concrete knowledge of the sacred.24 The Cambridge Platonists were aware, 
as were Plotinus and the Neo-Platonists, that Plato was more like a Prophet, 
a J.cyis or a Seer than simply a philosopher. This was because Plato acted in 
the true, original spirit of philosophy: the love ofwisdom, in which wisdom 
(Sophia) and love (Eros) combined in a dialectic to find the Sacred. Nasr 
praises the understanding of the sacred character of knowledge by many of 
the Greek philosophers: 

The rediscovety of the sacred character of knowledge today would lead, almost 
before anything else, to a rediscovety of Greek wisdom, of Plato, Plotinus, and 
other Graeco-Alexandrian sages and writings such as Hermeticism, not as 
simply human philosophy but as sacred doctrines of divine inspiration to be 
compared much more with the Hindu dar8anas than with philosophical schools 
as they are currently understood. The belief of Muslim philosophers that the 
Greek philosophers had learned their doctrines from the prophets, especially 
Solomon, and that "philosophy derives from the niche of prophecy," if not 
verifiable historically, nevertheless contains a profound truth, namely the 
relation of this wisdom to the sacred and its origin in revelation, even if this 
revelation cannot be confined in the strictly Abrahamic sense to a particular 
figure or prophet. 25 

Unfortunately, the idea of sacred knowledge was eclipsed in religion as 
well as in science and philosophy. In Christianity faith and rational theology 
became separated. In the New Testament, the translation of the Greekpistis 
in St. Paul's Letters as "faith" instead of"knowledge" had dire consequences 
for the Gnostic viewpoint in the history of Christianity. The particular view 
of Paul regarding faith was solidified in St. Augustine. In Augustine's 
works, he makes it clear that it is impossible to achieve salvation without 
faith and Grace. Philosophical discourse may be useful, but it had little to do 
with salvation. The history of the Reformation may have been much 
different if Luther had been reading a Pauline text which emphasized that 
the "just shall be saved by knowledge" instead ofby faith. 26 

In the history of Christian Europe, history, science, cosmology, and even 
philosophy itself were desacralized. However, knowledge of the sacred or 
spiritual knowledge was never completely dead. There was always an 
"alternative reality," as Robert Ellwood confirms.27 For example, during the 
Middle Ages in twelfth-century France, the idea of the soul possessing 
spiritual knowledge independent of any authority resurfaced with the 
Albigensians and the Cathars. These movements were brutally suppressed 
by the Catholic Church. Nevertheless, the.idea of the soul's potential re
emerged to stay with the Platonic Academy of Florence, headed by Ficino 
and helped by Pico della Mirandola. Pythagoras, Plato, Ficino, and Pico are 
all forerunners of Nasr's view of knowledge. They were Unitarian 
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(muwa~~idin), and in that sense belonged to the Islamic universe. They all 
knew that spiritual knowledge was a reality, and not separated from the 
developing scientific quest in its broadest sense and liberal nature. 

SCIENCE AND THE SACRED 

The idea that the soul is infinitely perfectible and capable of continually 
growing in wisdom has profound implications for science as well as for 
religion. Although Nasr's sense of the sacred is firmly grounded in the 
rational and empirical, he speaks critically of the attempt of Rudolf Otto to 
relate the sacred to the irrational in his work Das Heilige and others.28 Nasr 
concludes that although the sacred may not be unrelated to what humans call 
"irrational," the traditional view of the sacred is more firmly grounded in the 
disciplines of scientific, philosophical, and religious thought. In other words, 
one must comprehend these disciplines and go through the rational to go 
beyond it. This is true of both scientific and religious thought. 

However, Nasr wants to go beyond a respect for science to the idea that 
there always was and will be a theme of the sacred in science itself. In Islam, 
for example, there never was a separation from the sacred. Under Islam, 
science never operated in opposition to an unsympathetic clergy as in the 
Middle Ages and Renaissance in Europe. Certain rulers, such as Haran al
Rashid, positively preserved and encouraged science.29 Nasr tells us that it 
is fundamental to Islam that the devotee should seek knowledge. In fact, the 
human being who walks upright has a positive need for knowledge, unlike 
any of the animals. It is clear by the writings of al-Biriini and others that man 
is the microcosm of the macrocosm. The human being reflects the cosmos 
in his very being. This interesting statement could be substantiated in part by 
the fact that our bodies are made mostly of hydrogen, carbon, oxygen, and 
nitrogen-the same stuff as most of the matter of the universe. However, this 
is to speak only on the physical level, whereas the spiritual is much more 
important. 

The books Science and Civilization in Islam and Islamic Science show 
that Nasr thinks that science is much more than a fact-finding venture. The 
great scientists of the past he studies such as al-Biriini, astronomer and 
geographer, al-Kindi, astronomer and philosopher, Ibn Rushd (Averroes) 
and Ibn Sina (Avicenna), physicians and philosophers, and al-Razi, 
alchemist turned chemist, all believed in the interaction between the sciences 
and in the spiritual nature of what they were doing. They all seemed to be 
aware that knowledge is not simply ratiocinative thinking or empirical 
observation alone. They thought that science comes from that metaphysical 
intuition which arises from the Source ofknowledge. A good example of this 
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is the connection between geology, anthropology, and social science in al
Biriinl's writings. Al-B1riin1 considers the idea that time consists in cycles 
and that things will come to an end along with the changes in the condition 
of the world through time. Nasr shows how a metaphysical idea can be 
observed in the very nature of geology itself. In An Introduction to Islamic 
Cosmological Doctrines, Nasr quotes al-Biriinl's writing about the fact that 
mountains and other geologic wonders, although they may appear eternal, 
have not been always the same.30 He also quotes al-Biriinl's idea that there 
is geologic evidence that India was once "a sea which by degrees has been 
filled up by the alluvium of the streams."31 Al-B1riin1 writes that "in a similar 
way, sea has turned into land and land into sea," and that "the steppe of 
Arabia was at one time a sea, and then was upturned so that the traces are 
still visible when wells or ponds are dug."32 Regarding the nature and size 
of people, al-B1riin1 carries on the metaphysical idea that things go in cycles, 
do not stay the same, and may be other than they appear to be. In the 
chronology of ancient nations he writes: 

As regards the (superhuman) size ofbodies (of former generations), we say, if 
it be not necessary to believe it for this reason, that we cannot observe it in our 
time, and that there is an enormous interval between us and that time, of which 
such things are related, it is therefore by no means impossible.33 

Nasr explains that other scientists wrote curiously about animals and 
humans: 

Buzurg ibn Shabriyar in his Book of the Marvels of India considers the "ape
man" (called in Arabic nasnas), and also certain forms of monkeys, to be the 
result of the union of man with the hyena and other wild beasts. Al-Damirl 
follows a general belief among the Muslims that the rhinoceros, whose 
description was first given by al-Biriini in his India, is a cross between a horse 
and an elephant.34 

These statements regarding the larger-than-life size of ancient humans, 
and the possibility that apes and certain monkeys could be the result of the 
mating between humans and animals, remind one of certain ancient occult 
doctrines which have been written up in modem form. 35 Furthermore, Nasr's 
comment on al-Biriinl's notion of the rise and fall of continents and the idea 
of cyclical time confirms al-Blriini's idea, like that of many ancient and medi
eval writers, that people of earlier cycles were closer to man's celestial origin. 36 

Other examples Nasr uses to illustrate the metaphysical foundations of 
scientific knowledge are Ibn Sina's taking the four causes of Aristotle and 
applying them to medicine.37 Another case is al-Raz1, trained as an alchemist, 
affirming its metaphysical content but denying its symbolic nature and 
turning it into chemistry.38 These natural philosophers drew metaphysical 
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implications from all that they studied. Al-Kind1 saw in the design of the 
celestial globe a justification for God's existence, although he derived his 
arguments from Aristotle.39 However, the most striking aspect of Nasr's 
analysis ofancient and Islamic science is that these scientists are aware that 
whether they study the human body, the earth, the weather, or the heavens, 
without the Spirit and Source behind these, they have no life and are of little 
interest. Also the idea that there is a higher purpose behind the study 
permeates the work of these scientists. Nasr thinks that science lost the 
sacred aspect when scientists abandoned the Hermetic dictum, "To awaken 
fallen man from the dream in which he lives."40 In perfect condition, the soul 
may be like gold. The real alchemist, however, does not merely try to tum 
base metal into gold, or to unite mercury and sulfur (male and female 
elements), but to unite the human soul, as manifested in a physical body, to 
her real Divine Nature. 

Moreover, if writing specifically of Islamic Science, Nasr makes it clear 
that it has a primordial, simple Unity. This Unity, symbolized by the Arabic 
word a/-taw~Id, describes not only the relation among the sciences, but 
among the different disciplines, the quest for knowledge itself, and the whole 
universe. Mathematics is the discipline common to all the sciences. To these 
scientists and to the Platonists, it was a kind of Jacob's ladder which led to 
the primordial Source. Finally, Nasr affirms that Islamic science has never 
lost its Gnostic character. The Quranic revelation is, in fact, the inspiration 
behind all science. In the quest for knowledge, man, as a multiplicity, returns 
to Unity. AI-Taw~Id, then, is both a goal and a motivation. Nasr shows us 
how splendidly science flourished under Islam. This is not surprising since 
it is a f:zadith of the Prophet that "The quest for knowledge is obligatory for 
every Muslim. "41 

RELIGION AND THE SACRED 

Just as science is seen as a religious quest in Nasr's philosophy, religion is 
seen as a scientific quest in that it seeks knowledge of the Divine. However, 
the difference between religion and ordinary science is that in seeking the 
Divine, it searches for what forever recedes. However, it is in this search that 
the human soul is fulfilled. This is the aim and meaning of religion: to know 
the reason for existence through the unfolding of the Divine Purpose. A 
good illustration of this idea is in Islamic Science. Nasr quotes the Persian 
Sufi poet 'Abd al-Ragman Jami (9th/15th century), who seemed to 
understand that to gain knowledge of the atom might lead us to lose the 
reason for gaining the knowledge. One could lose sight of the spiritual 
empyrean: 
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I lost my intellect, soul, religion and heart, 
In order to kriow an atom in perfection. 
But no one can know the essence of the atom completely. 
How often must I repeat that no one shall know it: 
Then farewell! 42 

In his other writings Nasr makes it clear that the purely religious quest, 
although it may be undertaken by the scientist, goes beyond science to pure 
experience. In Three Muslim Sages Nasr writes of Suhrawardi (b. 549 
A.H./1153 C.E.). He was the founder of the Ishriiqi or Illuminationist 
tradition. According to Suhrawardi, the whole universe is frozen light, an 
insight not so unscientific if one remembers E=mc2

• Suhrawardi, a Sufi 
master who was executed at the early age of 38, was known as Shaykh al
ishriiq, Master of Illumination. He combined elements ofPythagoras, Plato, 
and the Hermetic and Zoroastrian traditions in his teachings. His basic 
method was illumination, which consists in combining discursive reasoning 
and intellectual intuition to discover al-lfaqq (The Truth). In other words, 
what begins in logic and experiment may end in spiritual union and ecstasy. 
Illumination then is explained as a state which is realized through union of 
the methods of ratiocination and intuition. The ultimate Sufi quest for 
knowledge may end in Illumination, but it is grounded in the realm of 
intellectual discourse. In lfikmat al-Ishriiq (Theosophy of the Orient of 
Light), Suhrawardi says that our journey is to the Orient, a world of pure 
light that has lost its materialistic rigidity.43 What we abandon for this state 
is the Occident, a world of material, earthly existence and cares. The astro
nomical heavens are in between. The world, as we know it, consists of 
degrees of light and darkness. The condition of the soul after death depends 
on how much it has been able to move toward the light, and thereby purify 
itself. 

The most important implication for religion is that Suhrawardi, like 
other Sufi masters, taught that there was a transcendent Unity underlying 
different revelations of the truth. Although Mu~mmad received the greatest 
light and the last revelation of Islam, all the different faiths-that is, 
Judaism, Zoroastrianism, Hinduism, Christianity, and others-received the 
Divine Light through some Prophet or Prophets. 44 

Mu~yi al-Oin ibn 'Arabi, the Andalusian Shaykh, taught virtually the 
same doctrine. For Ibn 'Arabi, not only do the different religions reflect the 
One Divine Reality, but the whole cosmos itself. For him, God transcends, 
but emanates the universe. Barakah (Blessiag) flows through the arteries of 
the world which is mysteriously plunged in God. His philosophy is 
reminiscent of the qualified non-dualist Hindu philosopher Ramanuja. 
However, man is not just a manifestation of Allah or Brahman, but he is 
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Ins an who began as al-lnsiin al-kabir (the Macrocosm or Adam Kadmon). 
He will end as al-Insiin al-kiimil (The Universal Man or Perfected Being). 
On this journey man is a khalifah, or Viceroy of the Divine. All humans are 
involved in the attempt to realize al-ljaqq (The Real or the Truth). However, 
in order to perceive the Real, one must realize that Allah manifests in 
everything. The way of coming to this insight is through al-khayiil (Creative 
Imagination). This is the faculty in the human being which allows the person 
to understand the relationship between the Real as Perceiver and the Real as 
object ofPerception. In Ibn 'Arabi's great work The Bezels of Wisdom, the 
cosmos is like a dark mirror without insiin (man), but as khalifah, "man is 
to the Real as the pupil is to the eye through which the act of seeing takes 
place."45 In other words, God perceives the world through man. This means 
He acts through all humans, but most powerfully through a Saint or Wa/i 
The experience of al-Wa/J(the friend) is that all religions are particular, yet 
partial manifestations of the universal truth of Islam. The wall eventually 
becomes totally absorbed in al-Niir (the Light) and realizes wal}dat al-wujiid 
(the Oneness of Being). 

Nasr tells us that, along with Jalal al-Oin Riimi and Suhrawardi, Ibn 
'Arabi laid the foundation for an Islamic rapprochement with other religions. 
For Ibn 'Arabi, al-taw~Jd is the Unity which links all religions, as well as 
being the One Source behind the universe. He quotes the famous passage on 
this subject which concludes that the only idols to be burned are external 
forms of religion: 

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

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

I follow the religion of Love: whatever way Love's camels take, 
that is my religion and my faith. 46 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr himself is a teacher much in the tradition of Ibn 
'Arabi and Suhrawardi He is obviously a lover of the ancients and the spirit 
of seeking Divine Wisdom. However, he has made a distinguished and 
unique contribution as a teacher who has offered a powerful modem 
application of the ideas. In Ideals and Realities of Islam, Nasr gives a 
convincing argument that the '[ariqah or Spiritual Path, also known as 
ta~awwufin Sufism, is at the root of the Islamic tradition. Shari'ah (Law) 
and the search for knowledge on the path go together and cannot be 
separated. The Prophet Mu~ammad himself sought the Truth in isolation on 
a mountain, as did the Sufis. 

The Sufis have been much maligned as being anti-Shari'ah and 
irrational, whirling Dervishes. However, al-Ghazzali, a learned imiim and 
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doctor who joined them and lived among them for years, understood their 
doctrines as the unique essence of Islam. His writings made Sufism 
respectable. Ibn 'Arabi and Suhraward1 carried on his quest. Al-Ghazzall 
returned to the world of ordinary humans to teach them, just as Mu~mmad 
had come down from the mountain al-Niir to enlighten ignorant and 
suffering humanity with a supreme spiritual and ethical message. 

Nasr has followed the Sufi example in his writings. His idea of spiritual 
knowledge or knowledge of the sacred is imbued with the Sufi idea of 
Illumination. However, in the spirit of the lshraqis, it is Illumination which 
starts with its feet on the ground. 

CONCLUSION: ECOLOGY AND SPIRITUAL KNOWLEDGE 

Perhaps the most important application ofNasr's idea that all sciences are 
involved in a spiritual quest and that the great religions have a single Source 
behind them is in his writings on ecology. The separation of knowledge from 
faith in Christian theology and the gradual vulgarization of the scientific 
view as primarily a search for technological fruits has led to a worldview 
which is destructive of nature. If we could return to the metaphysical 
principles of nature which are in the original spirit of Islam, Hinduism, 
Taoism, Buddhism, or Christianity, the ecological crisis would cease. 

Nasr finds the solution to the ecological crisis in the abandonment of the 
Western scientific attitude of separating the sacred and the scientific. Instead 
of the positivist or operationalist attitude which stresses analysis, reduction
ism, and separation, Nasr calls for a return to Oriental science which goes 
back to the Vedas. There is always an attempt to find unity and interdepen
dence. 

The import of Eastern science to the contemporary problems caused by the 
applications of Western science in many different fields can be illustrated 
through the problem of the unicity of and interrelation between things. This 
simple principle, which lies at the heart of all Sufi doctrine, will also cast some 
light upon the nature of Eastern science itself, whose contents we certainly 
cannot even begin to analyze here. Until now, modem science has succeeded 
largely by turning its back upon the interrelation between different parts of 
nature and by isolating each segment of nature in order to be able to analyze 
and dissect it separately. Ideally, according to Newtonian physics, in studying 
a falling body we can only calculate the gravitational forces acting upon it by 
knowing the mass and distance of every particle of matter in the material 
Universe. But since this is impossible, we consider only the earth as the centre 
of attraction and forget about all the other parts of the material Universe. As a 
result we are able to arrive at the precise numerical figure by applying the laws 
of Newton to the simplified case in question. Something has been gained 
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through this method no doubt; but also something very fundamental has been 
lost and neglected, namely the basic truth that the simple falling body is related 
to all the particles of the Universe through a force which Plato would have 
called Eros and Ibn Sina 'ishq. 47 

Continuing in the same vein, in 1966, when the dialogue on the 
ecological crisis was just getting started, Nasr wrote The Encounter with 
Man and Nature, which shows almost uncanny insight into the problems 
facing the human race in relation to nature. Again he defined the problem in 
relation to the obscuration of the sacred and of spiritual knowledge: 

The thesis presented in this book is simply this: that although science is 
legitimate in itself, the role and function of science and its application have 
become illegitimate and even dangerous because of the lack of the higher form 
of knowledge into which science could be integrated and the destruction of the 
sacred and spiritual value of nature. To remedy this situation the metaphysical 
knowledge pertaining to nature must be revived and the sacred quality of nature 
given back to it once again.48 

There is no proof of the sacred quality of nature. It is an intuitive rather 
than a logical truth. It was known to Emerson, Thoreau, Coleridge, Riim1, 
Lao Tzu, and other great poets and philosophers. However, we will never 
find the sacred quality of nature in our time unless we again find the sacred 
quality of science and all pursuits of learning. There are some hopeful signs 
in the Gaia Movement, which treats the earth as living Mother rather than as 
dead matter.49 Humanity has much to realize. However, the teachings of 
Seyyed Hossein Nasr have been very useful in this context. Because his 
philosophy is derived from Sufi and Platonic sources, it includes the idea of 
the living nature of all matter in the cosmos. This makes all that is smdied 
alive. In other words, true science is not dealing with dead bodies and 
accidentally propelled entities, but with sacred nature, the very manifestation 
of al-lfaqq (The Real). It is through this attitude that one can conceive of all 
real knowledge as spiritual knowledge or knowledge of the sacred. All 
subjects from medicine to cosmology can be renewed and exciting. 

The supreme lesson to be learned about the world is one of love. Ibn 
'Arabi, al-Biriini, and others taught that there are moral and spiritual ideas 
to be grasped from our relationship with all of nature, but especially with the 
plant and animal kingdoms. Al-Biriini wrote that plants and animals were 
essential to the maintenance of the natural equilibrium which is being 
threatened by insensitive humans who have forgotten the real meaning of 
knowledge: to love wisdom and to seek the spiritual light behind human 
existence. In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, Seyyed Hossein Nasr 
has taught that spiritual knowledge is an eternal quest for the Sacred, 
absolute in what it demands of humans, but relative in that it moves on 
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forever. His work inspires us to return the original sacred trust of philosophy 
as the love of wisdom (Divine Wisdom) to the modem world. We will enter 
the light of this knowledge, but we will never touch its flame. 
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RESPONSE TO WDY SALTZMAN 

Professor Saltzman has a good grasp of my concept of spiritual knowledge 
and my response to her therefore will deal only with certain elucidations 

and nuances which will clarify further my views on the subject. She calls my 
approach to the subject a method that is highly eclectic. First of all my 
concept of spiritual knowledge is not itself a method but the result of a 
method which is none other than intellection in its time honored sense. 
Furthermore, my method is not at all eclectic. It is not reached by searching 
within various sources and selecting elements from each. Rather, it is based 
on the certitude gained through intellectual intuition. It is the examples 
drawn from many sources to demonstrate the universality of the sacred 
knowledge, which she calls spiritual knowledge, that can be said to be 
eclectic. I stand opposed to eclecticism in both thought and method and my 
claim is that the spiritual knowledge of which I speak can be found within 
a single tradition and does not depend for its actualization upon having to 
carry out studies of other traditions. Other traditions, when studied in their 
essence, only confirm the spiritual knowledge in question. A Sailkara, Ibn 
~Arabi, or Eckhart certainly possessed such a knowledge at the highest level 
without having to have recourse to other traditions or being eclectic. 

Saltzman calls me Platonic and Pythagorean which I accept fully if these 
terms are not limited to a merely historical interpretation of these schools in 
ancient Greece. I am primarily a Muslim metaphysician and follower of the 
perennial philosophy and it is in that context that my Platonism and 
Pythagoreanism must be understood. It is in light of the traditional under
standing of Pythagorean ism that I would claim that numbers and geometry 
are not, as Saltzman claims, "the abstract basis of concrete reality" but 
concrete reality of which what we usually call concrete realities are but 
shadows and reflections. One cannot understand the traditional Pythagorean 
and Platonic position by following the modem version of the meaning of 
concrete and abstract. In the European Middle Ages philosophers who were 
called "Realists" were those who accepted the Platonic Ideas as real and the 
world as their shadow. In modem philosophy, concrete reality became 
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identified with the object of the senses or the "concrete" and the Ideas with 
simply mental abstractions. The goal of traditional metaphysics is to undo 
this reversal and make clear that it is the archetypes or Platonic Ideas that are 
concrete and real and the world in a sense an abstraction and not vice-versa. 
In any case, there is. no way to understand my exposition of Pythagorean 
mathematics, from which Platonism is in a sense derived, without being fully 
aware of how I use these terms. In traditional metaphysics only the Divine 
Principle is absolutely concrete Reality. Everything else is only relatively 
real and therefore less real than the Real as such, and might even be called 
"abstraction." 

Saltzman writes that my "inspiration is broadly Islamic and especially 
Sufi in spite of his [my] scientific training." I need to comment on this 
statement because of the usage of the phrase "in spite of." It is true that 
usually many of those who study the modem sciences also become 
imprisoned in the scientism and positivism often associated with it. But there 
are many who do not, including Christian and Jewish scientists. In my case, 
the study of physics and mathematics and later geology and geophysics 
helped discipline my mental faculties and also provided me with insight into 
the workings of modem science which is used by so many to attack sacred 
knowledge and the religious view of the universe. Since I was saved from 
the confinement of scientism and rationalism with the help of traditional 
metaphysics when I was only eighteen years old and still at M.I.T., the study 
of the sciences did not have a debilitating effect upon my religious and 
spiritual life. On the contrary, it provided me with further means to combat 
secularist philosophies which deny the very reality of the Sacred. In my case, 
therefore, the phrase "in spite of' does not really apply. 

My Knowledge and the Sacred is not only a "compendium of over
whelming evidence for the idea that knowledge has a metaphysical and-even 
divine origin and purpose." It is first and foremost a metaphysical work 
which then draws from widely diversified sources in order to illustrate the 
universality of the theses presented in the book. Its truth or falsehood should 
be judged first of all upon the philosophical ideas presented and only 
secondly upon the universal nature of such ideas. Truth cannot be reached 
by majority vote, but the "overwhelming evidence" presented in this work 
helps many a reader to be brought to the truths which the book seeks to 
convey. 

I do not claim in that book that "we are all pneumatikoi" to quote 
Saltzman. Yes, we are all potentially capable of possessing spiritual 
knowledge, but that potentiality becomes actualized only in the few whose 
nature it is to seek salvific knowledge. It is only such a person who can 
actually be called a pneumatic. For others, impediments within the soul and 
certain inner tendencies and passions cause that potentiality to remain only 
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a potentiality, for such people are by their second and now practically 
present nature not drawn to sacred knowledge and even on a more mundane 
leve] are not satisfied in acquiring knowledge for itself rather than as a 
means to power, wealth and/or satisfaction of various passions. 

Saltzman also mentions that according to me the philosophy of St. 
Thomas "would not have developed if the Christian tradition had not been 
permeated by Gnosis." This is not exactly my view. Rather, I have written 
that with the advent of Thomism and the Aristotelianization of Christian 
thought in the West, the early gnostic element, in the doctrinal and not 
sectarian sense of the term, became partially eclipsed and intellectual 
intuition became replaced by a sensualist epistemology which denied the 
intellect the power to know ultimate realities. I of course consider Thomism 
a traditional philosophy of great value but by drawing an excessively 
discursive veil upon earlier Christian theology, dominated as it was by a 
more metaphysical and Platonic vision grounded in intellection and noesis, 
Thomism indirectly prepared the ground for the rebellion of philosophy 
against Christianity at the end of the Middle Ages. 

The author asserts that my viewpoint parallels that of Henri Bergson in 
his Introduction to Metaphysics as far as the primacy of the intuitive over 
any scientific and rational method is concerned. A number of modem 
Muslim thinkers, including Mu\lammad Iqbal, have seen in Bergson's 
intuition something akin to what one finds in traditional Islamic philosophy. 
But I am certainly not a member of this group. For Bergson, intuition is 
something vital and biological and one might say infra-rational. For me, 
intuition leading to sapiental knowledge has nothing to do with the 
biological and vital aspects of the human microcosm, which of course have 
a reality on their own level. Rather, I believe that intuition, which could be 
translated as dhawq or ~ads in the classical terminology of Islamic 
philosophy, is supra-rational and not infra-rational. The metaphysical 
conception of intellectual intuition confinns the rational from above without 
being limited by the inherent limitations of the merely rational. Bergsonian 
intuition, however, is a rebellion against reason by what one can only call 
"from below." Any parallelism between my understanding of intuition and 
Bergson's is therefore more apparent than real. 

In dealing with the idea of knowledge, Saltzman seems to identify 
immoral uses of scientific knowledge, such as using atomic physics to make 
bombs, with profane knowledge and its good uses as sacred. This may be her 
definition; it is not mine. Sacred knowledge is not made sacred by its use, 
whether it be for the good of humanity Gr not (whatever meaning we 
attribute to the word "good" in this context). Sacred knowledge is sacred by 
virtue of its being the fruit of the act ofknowing by a subject, in whom the 
knowing faculty has not become divorced from its Divine and Sacred 
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Source, of an object which has also not become severed from its Sacred 
Origin and is not considered as a totally independent order of reality. The 
question of what kind of use is made of a particular form of knowledge is 
certainly important but does not enter into the issue of what constitutes 
sacred knowledge in itself. Of course, it hardly needs to be mentioned that 
sacred knowledge is of such a nature that to acquire it requires certain moral 
and spiritual qualifications which preclude in general its misuse, and 
certainly do not allow its misuse on the scale that we observe in today's 
world in the case of modem science and technology which do not possess 
any innate link to moral and spiritual realities and are considered even by 
their defenders to be amoral. 

I have been taken to task by other authors in this book for my opposition 
to Darwinian evolution and have provided responses. Therefore, I need not 
to go into that question again here. But it is necessary to provide a response 
to Saltzman's assertion that "at least Teilhard and Aurobindo made an 
attempt to understand the sacred working in the world." What destroys the 
truth is not only its denial through opposition but even more a pseudo-truth 
which is its parody. Guenon has already spoken of not only tradition and 
anti-tradition, but also counter-tradition. In the domain of the sciences, the 
materialistic science of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries may be said 
to correspond to anti-tradition while something like Teilhardism, which 
could not but lead to pseudo-religion, corresponds to the counter-tradition 
which makes it much more dangerous as far as authentic sacred science is 
concerned. The "at least" mentioned above would be seriously challenged 
by me as it has been by other expositors of traditional metaphysics before me 
such as F. Schuon and T. Burckhardt. 

Saltzman writes that my sense of the sacred is "firmly grounded in the 
rational and empirical" rather than the irrational. Now, I agree that the sacred 
is not rooted in the irrational but I believe it to be rooted in the supra-rational 
and I follow a spiritual perspective which is essentially sapiental, based on 
the correct functioning of the intellect or no us within us which transcends 
the rational faculty and is its principle. My source of the sacred could not 
therefore be grounded in the rational and/or the empirical. Rather, it is 
grounded in the noetic and properly speaking the intellectual, which means 
that the sacred is able to deal with the rational and empirical domains on 
their own levels of reality without taking refuge in an irrationalism which 
would have no means of dealing properly with the rational and the empirical. 
That is why my thought has what would be called a gnostic character if this 
term is remembered in its original sense corresponding to the Arabic 
ma 'rifah or 'irfan and the Sanskritjfiana. If understood in this sense, then 
I agree with her when she says that I affirm that "Islamic science has never 
lost its gnostic character." 
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When the author states that "religion is seen as a scientific quest in that 
it seeks knowledge of the Divine," she opens the door to misunderstanding 
because of the current limitations placed upon the meaning of the word 
"science" in English. I would certainly not use such a term in this context 
but prefer to use the term "knowledge" and assert that at the heart of religion 
there lies the quest for the knowledge of God and also of the cosmos in light 
of that primary and principia! knowledge. I do not believe, however, that "it 
searches for what forever recedes." Knowledge of God is not only a process 
or quest that forever recedes and never ends but a goal that is attainable. 
However, even in divinis there is no imaginable frontier to the degrees of 
that knowledge. Ibn 'Arabi states that when God commanded the Prophet of 
Islam to say, "0 Lord increase me in knowledge" it meant that there is no 
term in is quo to knowledge of the Divine, but that does not mean that the 
religious knowledge of God is the pursuit of an ever-receding goal. Rather, 
it is a plunging into an "ocean without shore" to quote again the famous 
image used by Ibn 'Arabi, who also asserts that the saying of the Prophet, "0 
God, increase my bewilderment in Thee" refers to the clearest vision and the 
highest station of spiritual realization. 

Saltzman compares my thought with those of Ramanuja. While this is 
of course a great honor, I wish to add that my understanding of the doctrine 
of the unity of the Divine Principle and the transcendent unity of being 
which the Sufis call wa~dat al-wujiid, as well as my conception of the 
salvific role of principia! knowledge, has also much resemblance to certain 
aspects of the teachings of Sailkara with whom I find great affinity on many 
levels while, of course, breathing within the Islamic universe; I emphasize 
the reality of the Personal God more than Sa'*-ara does. 

Turning to the question of the sacred quality of nature, the author asserts 
that there is no proof of such a quality existing in nature. I beg to differ 
strongly with this assertion. If by proof she means logical proof, then I 
accept since the sacred like beauty or goodness is not simply a logical 
concept to be proven or disproven logically. But logic also dictates that 
where there is smoke, there is fire. The remarkable beauty and harmony of 
nature cannot but be the result of the sacred presence in nature. The sacred 
must, however, be "seen" and "experienced" and not simply proven through 
mental concepts. Ordinary man, those whose faculties have not become 
distorted or atrophied by the artificial ambience of the modern urban setting 
he has created to forget the presence of God, has an innate sense of the 
sacred in nature and this sense remains strong among all traditional people 
not affected by the distortions of modernism. Moreover, to the statement of 
the author, "we will never find the sacred quality of nature in our time unless 
we again find the sacred quality of science and all pursuits of learning" must 
be added that before all else we must revive the sense of the sacred within 
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ourselves. The person who has discovered the sacred within, can attest to the 
sacred quality of nature even ifhe or she lives in a modem city cut off to a 
large extent from the rhythms and harmonies of nature. 

Saltzman concludes by saying "we will enter the light of this [sacred] 
knowledge, but we will never touch its flame." Although I have already 
responded to this issue above, let me conclude in my response to her 
perceptive essay by providing an answer to this assertion given by JaHil al
Din Riimi over seven centuries ago. 

The fruit of my life is but three utterances, 
I was unripe, I matured, and I was consumed [in the Divine Fire]. 

S.H.N. 
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Zailan Moris 

THE ESSENTIAL RELATION BETWEEN 
REVELATION AND PHILOSOPHY IN 

ISLAM AND ITS IMPORTANCE IN 
UNDERSTANDING THE NATURE AND 
HISTORY OF ISLAMIC PHILOSOPHY 

Adevout Muslim, Seyyed Hossein Nasr believes and accepts fully that the 
Quran is the Word of God (Kalam Allah) which contains the absolute 

Truth (al-lfaqiqah) and is the ultimate and certain source and criterion (al
furqan) of knowledge (a/- 'i/m) of both the "Visible World" ('a/am al
shahadah) and the "World of the Unseen" ('a/am al-ghayb ). 1 The question 
of the veracity of revelation or the certitude of its knowledge is not a 
philosophical issue for Nasr; rather his concerns are with the implications 
that the fact of revelation and prophecy have on philosophical thought and 
activity. Like the Islamic philosophers before him who philosophized in an 
Islamic universe and worldview which is dominated by the centrality and 
reality of the Quran or God's revelation to man and the prophethood of 
Mu~ammad, the question of the relation of revelation to philosophy is of 
great philosophical interest and significance to him. 

For Nasr, there exists an essential relation between revelation and 
Islamic philosophy. He asserts that without the Quranic revelation, there 
would have been no Islamic philosophy 2 and "the very presence of the 
Quran and the advent of its revelation was to transform radically the universe 
in which and about which the Islamic philosophers were to philosophize, 
leading to a specific kind of philosophy which can be justly called 'prophetic 
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philosophy' ."3 He regards Islamic philosophy as essentially a philosophical 
hermeneutics of the sacred text of the Quran and lfadith or prophetic 
sayings, while making use of the rich philosophical heritage of antiquity. 4 

What is the basis ofNasr's view of Islamic philosophy? Throughout his 
philosophic writings, he offers several important reasons for his view. 

First, he maintains that the Islamic revelation has created the intellectual 
and social climate within which the Islamic philosophers have philoso
phized. The Islamic philosophers who were Muslims, and many of whom 
were extremely pious and observant of the religion,5 lived in that part of the 
world where social and cultural conditions were governed by the Shari'ah 
or Divine Law which is based on the Quran and lfadith. 

Second, almost all of the Islamic philosophers identified philosophy or 
falsafah with ~ikmah, a Quranic term which means "wisdom" and which is 
also used to denote the discipline of philosophy. The early Islamic philoso
phers such as al-Kindi (d. 260/873), al-Hirabi (d. 339/950), and Ibn Sina (d. 
4281103 7), for example, accepted and reflected on the various definitions of 
philosophy which they inherited from the Greeks and identified these 
definitions with ~kmah,6 which the Quran states is a divine gift and blessing 
and an abundant good.7 For these philosophers, philosophy is the knowledge 
of the reality of things to the measure of human ability. The goal of the 
philosopher in theoretical knowledge is to gain truth, and in practical 
knowledge to behave in accordance with truth. 8 The later Islamic philoso
phers such as Suhrawardi (d. 585/1191) and Mulla ~adra (d. 1050/1641), 
founders of two major schools of Islamic philosophy, used the term ~ikmah 
to refer to their philosophies and also in the titles of their major philosophi
cal works. 9 Both Suhrawardi and Mulla ~adra conceived of philosophy as 
the supreme science which seeks to discover the truth concerning the nature 
of things and which requires both the perfection of the theoretical faculty, as 
well as the purification of the soul. 10 The philosophic truth must be realized 
within the total being of the individual and not merely in the mind. In their 
philosophies, philosophic ~kmah can only be attained through the combina
tion of discursive philosophy and spiritual practice. 

The identification of philosophy with the Quranic ~ikmah has several 
important implications for philosophical thought in Islam. The most 
important implication is that philosophy is considered to be divine in its 
origin. Suhrawardi and the philosophers who followed in his wake 
considered philosophy to have issued from "the niche of prophecy" (mishkat 
al-nubuwwah) 11 and the prophet Idris as the founder ofphilosophy and the 
"Father of philosophers" (Abu 'l-~kama'). 12'The prophet ldris was identified 
by Muslims with the famous Hermes who was regarded by Christians, Jews, 
and Muslims alike as the founder of the sciences. 13 

The view that the origin of philosophy is divine and ultimately linked 
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with prophecy finds reinforcement in the fact that the Quran mentions kitab, 
meaning "book," that is, the revealed book and ~ikmah together, such as in 
the verses: "And He (God) will teach him the Book (al-kitab) and Wisdom 
(al-~ikmah)" (Q. 111:48); and "Behold that which I have given you of the 
Book and Wisdom" (Q. 111:81 ). Islamic philosophers, such as Mulla $adra, 
considered the Quranic conjunction of kitab and ~ikmah, or revelation and 
philosophy, to confirm the view that what God has revealed through reve
lation He had also made available through philosophy. 14 Revelation and 
philosophy, since they arise from a common source, do not represent two 
contending or conflicting forms of knowledge; rather they complement each 
other in aiding man to realize the truth and to attain certain and indubitable 
knowledge. 

Third, the presence of certain Quranic themes have dominated Islamic 
philosophy throughout its long history and have influenced profoundly its 
development. The most important and dominant theme, which in Nasr's 
view has "in a sense determined the agenda of the Islamic philosophers," 15 

is that of a/-Taw~id or the doctrine of divine Unity which constitutes the 
heart of the Islamic message or revelation. He maintains that the doctrine of 
divine Unity provides the Islamic scholars and philosophers with the 
essential perspective which enables them to see and affirm the principle of 
unity operative in every aspect of existence and level of reality. To 
demonstrate, in the study of nature, the Islamic philosophers such as Ibn 
Sina and the Ikhwan al-$a1a' have expounded the view of the unity and 
inter-relatedness of all that exists such that in contemplating the unity of 
creation man is led to the unity of God or the Divine Principle. 16 And in 
epistemology, Islamic philosophers throughout the ages have expounded 
certain fundamental principles such as the unity of knowledge and the 
various sciences, the unity of knowledge and reality, and the unity of 
knowledge and being. These principles underlie much of the Islamic 
philosophers' discussion and treatment ofknowledge, such as al-Farahi's 
famous classification of the sciences which is based on the principle of the 
unity ofknowledge, 17 and Mulla $adra's doctrine of the unity of the knower 
(a/- 'aqil) and the known (al-ma 'qiil) which involves the principle of the 
unity of knowledge and being. 18 

Another example of an important Quranic theme which has also 
dominated Islamic philosophical thought is that of God's act of bringing 
something into existence. The oft-quoted Quranic verse, "But His command, 
when He intendeth a thing, is only that He saith unto it: Be! and it is (kun fa
yakiin)" (Q. XXXVI:81) has provided the essential material for the philos
ophers to philosophize on God's creation and mysterious act of creating. For 
Nasr, it is on the basis of this and other Quranic verses, and in conjunction 
with Greek thought, that the Islamic philosophers developed their views on 
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ontology, such as the doctrine of Pure Being, which stands above the chain 
of being and is discontinuous with it, and the theory of emanation. 19 

Quranic themes also dominate the Islamic philosophers' discussion of 
cosmology and eschatology. In cosmology for example, certain verses of the 
Quran such as the famous "Throne Verse" (ayat al-kursi) (Q. 11:255) and the 
"Light Verse" (ayat al-niir) (Q. XXIV:35) play a profound and central role 
in its development, providing the key motifs, symbols, and images in the 
philosophers' cosmological doctrines;20 and in eschatology certain issues 
such as bodily resurrection and the various posthumous events described in 
the Quran and lfadith are of great importance and concern to the philoso
phers, and they sought to understand and demonstrate their meaning 
philosophically in their works. 21 

Fourth, in addition to identifying philosophy with ~ikmah mentioned in 
the Quran, the Islamic philosophers, especially from Suhrawardi onward, 
identified philosophic ~ikmah with al-lfaqiqah or the inner truth or esoteric 
teachings of the Quran. The term al-~aqiqah means both "truth" and 
"reality." In the perspective of the Quran, that which is true is also real and 
that which is real is necessarily true. One of the Names of God is al-lfaqq 
meaning "The Absolutely True" or "The Absolutely Real." Al-lfaqiqah in 
relation to the Quran denotes the truth or the reality of the Quran. Since the 
Quran, as asserted by a ~adith, contains an outward (~ahir) and an inward 
(ba{in) aspect/2 it therefore possesses an outer and an inner truth and an 
outer and an inner reality. It is the inner truth or reality of the Quran which 
the Islamic philosophers are interested to discover and comprehend. The 
Islamic philosophers' preoccupation with the inner or esoteric meanings of 
the verses of the Quran, especially in relation to the verses which lend 
themselves to many levels of meanings (mutashabihat), 23 are clearly 
demonstrated by their Quranic commentaries. As early as Ibn Sina in the 
5th! II th century, the Islamic philosophers, besides writing their philo
sophical works, have also written commentaries, specifically philosophical 
commentaries on the Quran. 24 And with the later philosophers, the practice 
of quoting verses from the Quran and lfadith in their philosophical writings 
became a common practice. 

The quest of the philosophers was clearly the comprehension of the 
inner meanings of the Quran which contains knowledge of God and the true 
nature of things which they sought to attain. They believed that the inner 
meanings of the verses of the Quran can be discovered and the science of the 
unveiling of its meaning has become a goal oflslamic philosophers. To this 
end they have perfected their theoretical faculty and purified their beings, for 
the Quran states that none can approach it save the pure.25 Thus, not 
surprisingly, Islamic philosophy in its later development has become a divine 
science (al-~ikmah al-ilahiyyah)26 which requires from the seeker or lover 
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of wisdom the perfection of the theoretical faculty and the purification of the 
soul and its embellishment with the virtues in order that the inner truth and 
reality of the Quran be revealed or unveiled to him. Philosophy is not merely 
a rational enterprise to discover the true nature of things but a total 
immersion and participation of the individual philosopher in the truth-a 
truth which allows for the possibility ofknowledge by immediate experience 
or "tasting" (dhawq), direct witnessing (mushahadah), and illumination 
(ishraq). The philosopher or !Jakim is regarded as the most perfect of human 
beings, one who can be considered to be among "those who are firmly rooted 
in knowledge" (al-rasikhiinji '!- 'ilm) mentioned in the Quran/7 standing in 
rank only below the prophets. 

Fifth, the central religious fact of prophecy, or the descent of the Quran 
from the divine realm to the soul of Prophet Mu~ammad has greatly 
influenced and determined the Islamic philosophers' conception and under
standing of the intellect (a!- 'aql) and their treatment of its relation to 
revelation. For Islamic philosophers, the Quranic term a/- 'aql, which is used 
to denote human intelligence and which is etymologically related to the 
meanings of "to tie" or "to bind," signifies both that which binds man to 
God, as well as that which binds or limits the Absolute in the direction of 
creation.28 In relation to man, al- 'aql denotes the human intellect which is 
his highest and noblest faculty and the principal means by which he is bound 
to God or to "The Truth" or "The Real." In relation to God, a/- 'aql denotes 
the Universal Intellect (a/- 'aql al-kulli), which is identified with the "Pen" 
(qalam) mentioned in the Quran/9 and is the first being created by God and 
the most direct and immediate manifestation or self-determination of 
Himself. AI- 'aql is the repository of God's knowledge of all created beings. 

The Islamic philosophers developed various theories of the intellect in 
order to explain in a philosophical manner the central religious fact of 
prophecy. For example, the early philosophers such as al-Farabi and Ibn 
Sina, who were also the major exponents of Mashsha'J or Peripatetic 
philosophy in Islam, developed, on the basis of Greek theories of the 
intellect and faculties of the soul, a theory of the intellect which delineates 
and explains the different stages of the development of the intellect from 
absolute potentiality to perfect actuality that culminates in a doctrine of the 
prophetic intellect which receives divine revelation. In their hands, the 
theoretical intellect (a/- 'aql al-na~ari) of Aristotle, which is the instrument 
of philosophizing, was transformed to accommodate the fact of prophecy and 
the possibility of its illumination by the Active Intellect (a!- 'aql a/ -fa' 'a!). 
Ibn Sina identified the Active Intellect with the Holy Spirit (al-riiJ:z al-qudus) 
or the archangel Gabriel, the angel of revelation. 30 

Furthermore, the fact of prophecy and the acceptance of a revealed book 
as the supreme source of knowledge in Islam have also led Islamic 
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philosophers to develop a doctrine ofthe complementary nature of revelation 
(wa~y) and intellect (a/- 'aql). Revelation which causes a new religion to 
become established is referred to as universal revelation (al-wa~y al-kulli) 
and is viewed as the macrocosmic manifestation of the Universal Intellect 
(a/- 'aql al-kulli).31 Human intellect, which is capable of potentially 
comprehending the contents of revelation and realizing its verities, is 
referred to as particular revelation (al-wa~y al-juz 'f) and is regarded as the 
microcosmic manifestation of the Universal Intellect.32 Revelation provides 
the necessary framework for the intellect to actualize fully its potential 
powers, and the Shari'ah protects man from his own passions which can 
obscure his intellect and obstruct it from functioning properly and realizing 
its virtual powers. 33 The potential powers of the intellect to comprehend 
revelation can only be actualized if the intellect submits itselfto universal 
revelation and is illuminated by this revelation. When the intellect is 
illuminated by the grace (barakah) and light of revelation, it is able to 
experience or apprehend directly the revealed truth contained in universal 
revelation. Hence, the illuminated human intellect is able to know or realize 
the meanings of the verses of the Quran with immediacy and certainty. 

It is important to mention here that for Islamic philosophers, a/- 'aql 
denotes both reason (ratio) and intellect (intellectus or nous ). 34 The human 
intellect is capable of both ratiocination, or knowing in a mediate and 
inferential manner through concepts and mental representations (a/- 'ilm al
~u~ iili), and intuition, or knowing in a direct and immediate way by 
participation or experience (a/- 'ilm al-~u~iiri).35 In ratiocination, the subject 
and object of knowledge are polarized and the form of knowledge attained 
is indirect; in contrast, the form of knowledge which is attained through 
intuition is immediate and direct since that which is known is apprehended 
or experienced immediately, without any mediation of mental concepts. 
Since reason knows in a mediated way through concepts and mental 
representations, it is susceptible to doubts concerning its cognitions and, 
consequently, is required to make a judgment concerning that which it 
knows. In contrast, knowledge by intuition is direct and immediate; and the 
immediate and direct nature of intuitive knowledge renders it a form of 
certain knowledge. 

Revelation which deals to a large extent with supernatural realities and 
transcendent truths cannot be totally or completely understood by human 
reason and discursive thought alone, since its spiritual contents transcend 
reason's logical categories which are spatially and temporally conditioned. 
Thus, there exists a wide chasm between the transcendent truths contained 
in revelation and reason's spatially and temporally conditioned and mediated 
mode of knowing. Islamic philosophers such as Suhrawardi and Mulla Sadra 
postulated that the gap between divine revelation and human reason can be 
effectively bridged by intellectual intuition which is the result ofthe intellect 
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being illuminated by the Active Intellect or the angel of revelation.36 

Intellectual intuition, which enables man to apprehend or experience directly 
the transcendent truths or verities contained in revelation, and provides him 
with the capacity to comprehend and verify the claims and assertions of 
revelation by way of immediate experience or direct apprehension. These 
philosophers maintained that if sense perception enables man to perceive and 
experience the sensible realities which surround him in the "Visible World," 
then intellectual intuition provides him with the appropriate and reliable 
mode ofknowing the spiritual realities in the "World of the Unseen" which 
are mentioned in revelation. 37 Although reason, due to its limited nature and 
mode of knowing, cannot know directly the transcendent truths contained in 
revelation, it can, through conception, comprehend and analyze the cognitive 
contents of intuition. In other words, reason can analyze the assertions and 
claims of intuition, and comprehend and demonstrate rationally that which 
the intellect knows by intuition. Reason's analysis and demonstration of the 
cognitive contents of intuition not only serves to check the claims made by 
intuition but also enables a rational comprehension of these contents by 
those who are without immediate knowledge of the verities of revelation. 
Hence, for Islamic philosophers such as Suhrawardi, Mulla $adra and the 
other lfikmat philosophers, the principle of reason and discursive thought is 
the intellect and the principle of the intellect is revelation. There exists a 
complementary relation between divine revelation and the human intellectual 
powers of intuition and ratiocination, as well as a hierarchic order of their 
authority and role in man's quest for the attainment of ~ikmah. 

From the above discussion of Nasr's view of the essential relation 
between revelation and Islamic philosophy, it is very clear that his view is 
based on the nature of the main course of development that philosophical 
thought in the Islamic community has taken in its long history. Nasr sees· this 
development in light ofthe Islamic philosophers' intellectual responses and 
philosophical understanding and demonstrations of the teachings of the 
Quran and lfadith, especially the major philosophers such as Ibn Sina, 
Suhrawardl and Mulla ~dra who developed new philosophical perspectives 
within the Islamic philosophical tradition. For Nasr, a correct understanding 
and proper appreciation of the Islamic philosophical tradition can only be 
gained if Islamic philosophy is viewed on the basis of its own historical 
development and through the views of its exponents. 38 

Nasr's insistence is extremely significant and particularly instructive in 
light of the fact that for a long time until about fifty years ago, there 
prevailed in the West three inaccurate views of Islamic philosophy: First, 
Islamic philosophy is "Arabic philosophy"; second, it is Graeco-Alexandrian 
philosophy in an Arabic dress; and third, Islamic philosophy began with al
Kindi in the ninth century and came to end with the death of Ibn Rushd or 
A verroes in the twelfth century. 39 
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For a long time Western scholars considered and referred to Islamic 
philosophy as "Arabic philosophy" after its main language of philosophical 
discourse and the ethnic background of some of its philosophers. Nasr 
argues that it is incorrect to regard Islamic philosophy as "Arabic philoso
phy." Even though most works of Islamic philosophy were written in Arabic, 
much was also written in Persian,40 from Ibn Sina in the 5th/11th century, to 
the Safavid philosophers such as Mir Damad and Mir Findiriski in the 
11th/17th century, to the philosophers of the school of Tehran from the 
12th/ 18th century to the present. And while many of the Islamic philoso
phers were Arabs, such as al-Kindi and Ibn Rushd, the majority were 
Persians while others were from Turkish or Indian ethnic backgrounds. 
Furthermore, Persia has remained the main center of Islamic philosophy 
during most of Islamic history.41 

Nasr also points out that even though much Jewish philosophy was 
written in Arabic, it was not referred to as "Arabic philosophy," and 
similiarly with Christian Arabic literature of a philosophical nature which 
was of some significance in the early history of Islamic philosophy.42 Thus, 
the appellation "Arabic philosophy" is inaccurate either with reference to the 
language of philosophical discourse or to the ethnic background of its 
philosophers. However, for Nasr, the inaccuracy of referring to Islamic 
philosophy as "Arabic philosophy" is not limited to these historical reasons 
only but extends more importantly to the grave misunderstanding of the very 
nature of Islamic philosophy itself. For him, to refer to Islamic philosophy 
as "Arabic philosophy" is to miss the crucial and fundamental factor that 
Islamic philosophy is deeply and profoundly rooted in the Islamic revelation 
and that it is Islamic philosophy precisely because it is a philosophical 
tradition whose genesis, development, and modalities are inextricably linked 
to the Quran and lfadith.43 

As to the view that Islamic philosophy is nothing more than Graeco
Alexandrian philosophy in an Arabic dress, or that the Islamic philosophers 
were not original thinkers but only the transmitters and commentators on the 
philosophies of Plato, Aristotle, and the Neo-Platonists, Nasr throughout his 
writings has never failed to point out that although the Islamic philosophers 
inherited Graeco-Alexandrian wisdom and were profoundly influenced by 
it, they were original thinkers who developed new theories, perspectives, and 
syntheses. Although their philosophical thought drew heavily on the trans
lated works of the Greek and Alexandrian philosophers known to them, 
nevertheless, it also contained many new and original elements which were 
the result of the Islamic philosophers having to respond intellectually and 
demonstrate philosophically the principles and tenets of their religion. For 
example, al-Farabi's and Ibn Sina's theory of the intellect, which, although 
it was based on the Greek theories of the intellect and faculties of the soul, 
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contained new and original elements. In this context, al-Farabi and Ibn Sina 
sought to accommodate and demonstrate philosophically the fact of 
prophecy which, as already noted, was a central concern to them as Islamic 
philosophers. 

In ontology both al-Farabi and Ibn Sina introduced a fundamental 
distinction between the existence of the world and that of God which was a 
significant departure from Aristotelian ontology but in line with the Quranic 
teachings on God's Unity, His transcendent nature, and His relation to 
creation. Furthermore, Ibn Sina's original ontological distinctions of 
necessary (wajib), contingent (mumkin), and impossible (mumtani ') exis
tence based on the three relations between existence (wujiid) and essence 
(mahiyyah) not only provided invaluable categories for the study of Being 
in both the Islamic and Western world, but also provided the basis for the 
philosophical demonstration of the contingent existence (mumkin al-wujiid) 
of the world and the necessary existence (wajib wujiid) of God. The 
distinction between necessity (wujiib) and contingency (imkan) makes 
possible a metaphysical view of the universe which is consistent with the 
teachings of the Quran, and which emphasizes the ontological poverty lfaqr) 
of the universe; the power of creation and existentiation (ijad) belongs to 
God alone.44 For Nasr, Ibn Sina's ontological views, which came to 
dominate much of Islamic and medieval philosophy, were not the result of 
him "simply thinking of Aristotelian theses in Arabic and Persian" but were 
the outcome of his "meditation on the Quranic doctrine on the One in 
relation to existence in conjunction with Greek thought."45 Thus, Islamic 
philosophy cannot be viewed simply as Graeco-Alexandrian philosophy in 
an Arabic dress; nor can one truly say that the Islamic philosophers were 
merely transmitters and commentators on Graeco-Alexandrian philosophy. 
There was much that was new and original in the works of the Islamic 
philosophers-the result of their deliberate effort to accommodate and 
demonstrate philosophically certain fundamental principles of the Islamic 
religion. 

Finally, the view that Islamic philosophy, which began with al-Kindi in 
the ninth century, terminated with the death of Ibn Rushd in the twelfth 
century is incorrect. This evidently is an inaccurate account of Islamic 
philosophy since it continued to develop and flourish in the eastern lands of 
Islam, specifically in Persia and in certain parts of Iraq and India, as 
demonstrated by the presence of numerous outstanding and important 
Islamic philosophers such as Na~Ir al-Oin Tiisi (d. 672/1273), Mir Damad 
(d. 104111631), Mulla ~adra (d. 1050/1641), and Mulla Hadi Sabziwarl (d. 
1295/1878), as well as the creation of new and major philosophical per
spectives and schools of thought and the establishment of vital centers of 
Islamic philosophy, such as in Isfahan, Khurasan, and Tehran. Beginning 
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with Suhrawardi and after Ibn Rushd, Islamic philosophy became more 
closely and intimately bound with the inner or esoteric teachings of the 
Quran and lfadith and began to emphasize and rely more on the inunediate 
and illuminative knowledge of Islamic revealed principles and doctrines 
rather than on rational and speculative philosophical principles only. 

Hence, that which came to an end with the death of Ibn Rushd in the 
twelfth century is not Islamic philosophy, but is rather the influence of the 
Islamic philosophers between the ninth and twelfth centuries on the thinkers 
in the West. The inaccurate account of the history of Islamic philosophy by 
Western scholars, Nasr explains, was the result of their primary interest and 
concern in understanding their own intellectual history, in which Islamic 
philosophy played a crucial role at an important stage of the development of 
Western thought,46 rather than arising from an interest in the tradition of 
Islamic philosophy itself. 

It is to correct the prevalent misunderstanding of the nature and history 
of Islamic philosophy in the West that Nasr has not only refuted the three 
inaccurate views but also presented his own view and understanding of 
Islamic philosophy, a view which is based on the structure of Islamic 
philosophical thought, its development in history, and the views and 
perspectives of its major philosophers and schools of thought. To this end, 
he has written extensively over the past forty years on the Islamic nature of 
the philosophical thought as cultivated by the Islamic philosophers. Nasr 
does this by explaining and demonstrating how Islamic philosophy is related 
to the Quran and lfadith in an essential way. N asr has also made known to 
the West the works of the important Islamic philosophers since Ibn Rush d. 47 

It is largely due to the works of Islamic scholars such as Seyyed Hossein 
Nasr and Western scholars such as Henry Corbin on Islamic philosophy, that 
the three inaccurate views of Islamic philosophy prevalent in the West, 
which were also adopted by many Western educated Muslims who learned 
of their intellectual heritage from Western sources,48 were refuted and 
replaced by a view of the tradition which is based on the history and 
structure of Islamic philosophy itself and the works of its philosophers. 
Through his writings, Nasr has made known to the West the nature and 
history of Islamic philosophy, which although heavily influenced by Graeco
Alexandrian philosophy, nevertheless has its source and inspiration in the 
Islamic revelation. Nasr's writings on Islamic philosophy, which have been 
translated into several major European and Islamic languages, are instrumen
tal in not only correcting the inaccurate viyws ofWestern scholars concern
ing Islamic philosophy but also in presenting Islamic philosophy as a living 
tradition with a long and vibrant history. This history leaves Muslims in 
possession of a treasury of works which demonstrate the profound responses 
of the Islamic philosophers to the combined demands of their faith in God 
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and the verities of the Islamic revelation, the logical requirements of 
discursive reasoning and rational demonstration, and their love of sophia or 
~ikmah which they have regarded as inseparable from spiritual purity and 
intellectual illumination. 
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The issues of the relation between revelation and philosophy and the 
nature of the history of Islamic philosophy in light of that relation 

discussed by Professor Moris are of central importance to my thought and 
I am glad to have the opportunity to clarify a number of points raised by the 
author concerning these subjects. It is true, as Moris says at the beginning, 
that I have a certitude about revelation, but I would not say that this has 
never been a philosophical issue for me. Although my faith in revelation has 
persisted throughout my life, in my youth I sought also a knowledge which 
would be based on certitude in many different quarters and found it finally 
in traditional metaphysics which I accepted not on faith but on intellectual 
intuition corresponding to the first level of certitude, which the Quran calls 
"the science of certitude" (' ilm al-yaq in). This certitude both complemented 
and strengthened my faith in revelation. For me it was not so much a question 
of credo ut intelligam but intellection complementing and fortifying faith. 

I have philosophized in a universe dominated by the reality of the 
Quranic revelation, but for me philosophical activity has not only been to 
draw the philosophical significance of the inward teachings of the Quran and 
lfadith. It has certainly been such an activity but not only such activity. If 
this had been my only philosophical activity, many in the West would refer 
to my thought as theology rather than philosophy, as in fact some positivists 
have already done. But for me the task has been one of allowing the inner 
intellect to function and seek to reach the truth which could not but be the 
truth that is to be found at the heart of revelation. While I agree fully with 
the points mentioned by Moris concerning how I understand the relation 
between revelation and philosophy in the Islamic context, it is essential to 
clarify further my position concerning the relation between the intellect (al-
'aql) and revelation (al-wa~y). , 

I agree with Moris when she states, "the principle of reason and 
discursive thought is the intellect," but it is not true that "the principle of the 
intellect is revelation," as this term is usually understood. As made clear by 
Mulla Sadra, among others, the Divine Intellect, identified by many Islamic 
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philosophers with the instrument of revelation or Gabriel, is also reflected 
within man, and this reflection is the intellect operating within those capable 
of attaining metaphysical knowledge. This inner intellect, or the reflection 
of the Divine Intellect in man, is often referred to as "partial revelation" 
which is complemented by the complete or objective revelation, and the 
latter is the foundation of religion. That is why this "inner revelation" is able 
to function fully only in the world created by that objective manifestation of 
the Divine Intellect or Logos which we call "revelation" in the ordinary 
sense of the term. One should therefore say that the principle of the intellect 
as it functions within man is the reality which is the origin and source of the 
revelation, namely the Divine Intellect/Logos rather than the external 
revelation which, however, guides and molds the functioning of the intellect 
within. 

Moris is correct when she asserts that according to my works the mind 
of the Islamic philosophers was influenced, molded, and transformed by the 
Quranic revelation and the world created by it. There can be no doubt about 
this reality which has made Islamic philosophy a "prophetic philosophy" and 
which has caused Islamic philosophers to philosophize in a world in which 
revelation always looms on the horizon. From the point of view of the 
bikmat tradition in Islamic thought with which I identify in so many ways, 
revelation is not only the source of ethical precepts and legal and ritual 
injunctions, but in its inner aspect also of philosophy in the highest sense as 
bikmah or sophia. To grasp this inner message, however, man must possess 
a nature prone toward intellection and be able to remove the impediments in 
his soul which in many cases prevent the inner intellect from functioning. 
The inner dimension of revelation contains a wisdom which also lies buried 
deep within the very substance of man and which can only be reached by the 
heart/intellect actualized with the help of revelation. ~-

In the deepest sense the Intellect is the source of both revelation and 
reason, while reason itself must be made subservient to the inner Intellect on 
the one hand and the cosmic manifestation of the Intellect in the form of 
revelation on the other. Traditional philosophy and metaphysics are not only 
the result of drawing philosophical conclusions from revealed sources, 
although revelations are certainly among their sources. Traditional philoso
phy is also the fruit of reaching the truth by means of the inner intellect 
molded and guided by revelation, a truth which cannot but confirm, 
according to Islamic philosophers, the inner meaning of the revelation and 
its tenets. It is important to emphasize both of these aspects of the relation 
between philosophy and revelation if one is to present my view of this 
important issue in its totality. To summarize, man reaches the truth through 
revelation but also by means of the inner intellect whose actualization is 
made possible by revelation in its objective mode. This objective revelation 
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allows that inner revelation to take place through the instrument of the 
heart/intellect, provided man is willing to make reason subservient to both 
the inner intellect and the revelation which is the theophany of the Divine 
Intellect. 

As for the history of Islamic philosophy, while I agree with Moris's 
assessment of my position, again there is need for further clarification. As 
students of Western philosophy know only too well, the history of philoso
phy as currently understood itself reflects a certain philosophy ofhistory as 
asserted by Hegel. For example, in the West the history of Western 
philosophy is usually studied by going back to Pythagoras, Empedocles, and 
Parmenides, thinkers who have been interpreted in a way that excludes 
major dimensions of their thought. Furthermore, Western studies include the 
periodization of this history into, ancient, medieval, and modem. This 
division is then applied to Islamic philosophy which is presented as a 
caricature of itself. The perspective within which the origin of modem 
philosophy is conceived and the choice of which philosophers to include and 
which to exclude in the account of the history of philosophy all reflect a 
particular "ideology" and conception of philosophy and are related to 
modem man's view of himself. That is why when a Thomist historian of 
Western philosophy such as Gilson writes a work such as The Unity of 
Philosophical Experience, it presents the history of Western philosophy in 
a manner that differs in essential ways from standard histories such as that 
of Bertrand Russell. 

This observation also holds true for the study of the history of Islamic 
philosophy itself. As Moris mentioned, I have spent a lifetime crusading for 
studying Islamic philosophy on the basis of its own understanding of the 
nature of philosophy and its own conception of the philosophy of time and 
historical development and not on the basis of Western philosophies of 
history and the West's image of itself. Therefore, when Moris writes that 
according to me, "proper appreciation of the Islamic philosophical tradition 
can only be gained if Islamic philosophy is viewed on the basis of its own 
historical development," I would add that, in addition, Islamic philosophy 
should be studied on the basis of its own understanding of the flow of time 
itself in addition to its outward historical development. Islamic philosophy 
must be studied according to a perspective that is more than merely historical 
since Islamic thought does not simply identify philosophical truth with its 
historical manifestations, which for it are crystallizations in time of 
essentially non-temporal visions of the truth. For me the history of philoso
phy is certainly important, but the significance of various schools of 
traditional philosophy cannot be reduced to their historical significance; for 
in the last resort truth has no history while its manifestations in history are 
keys for understanding of stages of the crystallization of non-temporal truths 
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in a given stage of history. The Islamic view of the history of philosophy 
may be said to be based on the historial and not the historical view if the 
latter is simply identified with historicism. For traditional Islamic thought, 
historical events and facts are important on their own level but philosophy 
cannot simply be reduced to its history. 

To this end I have developed over the years, for a period with Henry 
Corbin and for some time by myself, a conception of the development of 
Islamic philosophy which is both historical and meta-historical as seen in 
one of my earliest books, Three Muslim Sages, and further elaborated in 
many later works. I have always remained aware of the centrality for 
classical Muslim thinkers of the saying attributed to 'Ali ibn Abi Talib, 
"Look at what has been said and not who has said it," a view which was held 
strongly by my traditional teachers of Islamic philosophy in Persia such as 
'Allamah Tabataba 'I. There is a compilation of the sayings of 'Ali by a 
scholar of the 4th! I Oth century by the name of Sayyid Sharif al-Ra<;II and 
many Western orientalists have refused to accept the authenticity of these 
sayings precisely because they were compiled long after the death of' Ali. 
One day in the '60s Corbin asked 'Allamah Tabat~ba 'I the following 
question: "As a leading authority on Shi'ite philosophy and religious 
thought, what argument would you provide to prove that the Nahj al
balaghah ("The Path of Eloquence"), [that is, the collection of sayings of 
'Ali,] is by the first Imam 'Ali?'' The venerable master of Islamic philosophy 
answered, "for us the person who wrote the Nahj al-balaghah is 'Ali even 
if he lived a century ago." 

I have tried through my writings to remain faithful to this ahistorical 
vision of Islamic philosophy with its emphasis upon schools and perspec
tives which crystallize at particular periods and transcend individual 
philosophers. At the same time I have sought to provide careful historical 
treatments of the figures and issues of Islamic philosophy. I believe that the 
methodology which I have developed in this domain not only remains 
faithful to Islamic philosophy's vision of its "own philosophical develop
ment," but also remains true to Islamic philosophy's conception of the supra
temporal nature of philosophical truth and the nature of the flow ofhistorical 
time itself. 

As for the usage of the term "Arabic philosophy" instead of "Islamic 
philosophy," the author writes that "for a long time Western scholars 
considered and referred to Islamic philosophy as 'Arabic philosophy' after 
its main language of discourse and the ethnic background of some of its 
philosophers." Actually in the Middle Ages, when the West was so intensely 
interested in Islamic thought, ethnic or national background was of no 
consequence whatsoever, but religion and the language of discourse were of 
central concern. That is why an Englishman such as Roger Bacon was 
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considered a Latin writer although ethnically he was not Latin at all. It was 
modem Arab nationalism which from the late 13th/19th century began to 
tum this medieval linguistic usage into an ethnic one for its own ideological 
purposes and insisted on propagating the old usage of the term "Arabic" in 
a new context in which it then gained strong ethnic and nationalistic 
connotations. Had the medieval West encountered the Persian zone of 
Islamic civilization and writings in Persian directly, the usage of terms such 
as "Arabic philosophy," "Arabic science," and so on, would most likely have 
been altered. In any case, Persia not only was in the past but remains to this 
day the central homeland where the Islamic philosophical tradition continues 
to be fully alive and active. 

Moris speaks of the Islamic philosophers being influenced by both 
Graeco-Alexandrian sources and by the "tenets of their religion." I need to 
expand somewhat here on what "tenets" really are embraced while agreeing 
in general with her assessment. Remembering what has been already said 
about revelation being both the source for Islamic philosophy and providing 
the objective cadre for intellection of the truths contained in the inner 
message of revelation, I must emphasize here again the inner or esoteric 
dimension of revelation in relation to Islamic philosophy. It must not be 
forgotten that the first Islamic philosophical text antedating al-Kindt is the 
mysterious Umm al-kitab ("Archetypal Book") of Isma 'III origin and 
inspiration, which purports to be the fruit of a discourse of a disciple with 
the fifth Shi'ite Imam, Mul;lammad al-Baqir, who represents Islamic 
esoterism. Later on Na~ir-i Khusraw, another Isma'III philosopher, clearly 
identifies true philosophy or bikmah with the truth (al-baqiqah) which lies 
at the heart of religion. Nor was this view confined to Isma'III philosophers, 
but can be found among many other philosophers. 

It is interesting to note, as also mentioned by Moris, that the link 
between Islamic philosophy and the esoteric teachings of Islam became ever 
more strengthened in later centuries culminating with MulHi ~adra, who, 
more than any other philosopher before or since, drew from the inner 
message of the Quran and lfadith as well as from the esoteric sayings of the 
Shi'ite Imams as contained in such sources as the U~iil a/-k4flofal-Kulayni 
As far as the link between Islamic philosophy and Islamic esoterism is 
concerned, there are those who claim that the gnosis (al-ma 'rifah/'irfan) of 
Ibn 'Arabi and his school, which is the most extensive formulation of 
Islamic esoteric doctrines and metaphysics in the annals of Islamic history, 
is also the most veritable expression oflsl~mic philosophy, while my view 
is that not only Ibn 'Arabian metaphysics, but all the different schools of 
Islamic philosophy from the Isma'III to the mashsha'ito the ishraqi, to the 
theoretical and doctrinal teachings oflbn 'Arabi to MulHi ~adra 's al-bikmat 
al-muta 'a/iyah, are authentic dimensions and perspectives of Islamic 
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philosophy. I insist that the link between Islamic philosophy and the Quranic 
revelation is to be found essentially in the inner teachings of the revelation 
and the Islamic philosophers' understanding of those inner teachings in 
which the role of the intellect, as traditionally understood, is central. This 
assertion does not mean, however, that the Islamic revelation, even in its 
outward form, did not provide knowledge and define important issues for 
Islamic philosophies on the more formal plane, such as the relation between 
faith and reason, the philosophy of law, and political and ethical philosophy, 
whose framework was provided by the world created by Islam and within 
which the Islamic philosophers philosophized. Nor does my assertion in any 
way detract from the truth that the very existence of the revelation as a 
source of knowledge posed a challenge for those philosophers concerned 
with questions of epistemology, while certain specific teachings of the 
revelation such as cosmogenesis and corporeal resurrection, with which the 
Greek predecessors of Islamic philosophy did not concern themselves, 
opened new areas of philosophical investigation for Islamic thinkers on the 
basis of knowledge provided by the revelation. 

Also it should be mentioned here that it was the sapiental nature of 
Islamic esoterism, and also the actualization of intellection made possible in 
the sense understood by Muslim thinkers, that provided the gnostic 
knowledge necessary for Islamic philosophers to view the Greek pre
Socratics as the illuminati and esoteric philosophers that they actually were 
(rather than fathers of rationalistic philosophy and science as they came to 
be seen later in the West). It is amazing how accounts of such figures as 
Pythagoras, Empedocles and Parmenides, as rediscovered through the most 
recent examination of texts and archaeological evidence-accounts which 
go beyond the interpretations that came to be widely accepted with Aristotle 
-are so close to accounts of the thought of these figures provided by·such 
classical Islamic philosophers as Suhrawardi and Shahraziiri. It might be said 
that the light of the revelation shining upon the mind oflslamic philosophers 
and the gnostic ('irfiini) knowledge made available through the Islamic 
revelation enabled them to see deeper elements of not only their own religion 
but also enabled them to gain a vision into the inner sense of the teachings 
of the Graeco-Alexandrian philosophers to whom they were heirs. 

The author writes "that which came to an end with the death of Ibn 
Rushd . . . is not Islamic philosophy, but rather the influence of Islamic 
philosophy ... in the West., While I concur completely with this view as far 
as it goes, I believe that it fails to mention something else which also came 
to an end with the death of Ibn Rushd, and that is philosophy in the technical 
sense of the term in the Arabic part of the Islamic world, except for Iraq. 
After Ibn Rushd, a few philosophers such as Ibn Sab'In and Ibn Khaldiin 
appeared in the Arab world. But after the 6th/12th century in the Arab 
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world, philosophy in its technical Islamic sense offalsafah flowed for the 
most part like a stream into two different seas, one Sufism and the other 
theology (kalam), both ofwhich became themselves more "philosophical" 
after Ibn Rushd. Islamic philosophy survived and in fact was revived in the 
Eastern lands of Islam, especially Persia, but also in Muslim India and the 
Ottoman world, but not in the Western lands of dar al-islam or the Arab 
world. Those in the Arab world who were interested in philosophical 
discourse after Ibn Rushd turned to philosophical Sufism and/or philosophi
cal kalam, which were certainly philosophical in the universal sense of the 
term without beingfalsafah in the technical way in which it has been used 
in the annals of the Islamic intellectual tradition. 

In her concluding paragraph Moris mentions the profound responses of 
the Islamic philosophers to the combined demands of faith, of logical 
requirements, and of love for sophia. I would add that Islamic philosophy 
also contains responses to challenges of Greek philosophy, and, to a lesser 
extent, to Indian and pre-Islamic Persian thought. Furthermore, as a living 
philosophical tradition, Islamic philosophy (along with Sufi metaphysics) is 
better prepared than other schools of Islamic thought to respond to the 
considerable challenge of various schools of modern Western philosophy, 
a response that began in earnest during the twentieth century, especially its 
second half, and is bound to become more extensive in coming years. 

S.H.N. 



21 

David B. Burrell 

ISLAMIC PHILOSOPHICAL THEOLOGY 

From Seyyed Hossein Nasr's formidable opus, I wish to focus on his 
Gifford Lectures: Knowledge and the Sacred, 1 complemented by some 

strategic essays on Mulla ~adra and on Riimi2 These two figures epitomize 
the modes of reflection which Nasr has been urging upon us, while the 
extended treatment of the Gifford Lectures, together with its venue, induced 
him to proceed in an expressly comparative manner, so that the ishraqimode 
of thought which he has long labored to commend to his Western interlocu
tors might initiate a mutually illuminating dialogue. That is precisely what 
these lectures have inspired in me, having been engaged for nearly twenty 
years in tracing the mutual understandings realized among Jewish, Christian, 
and Muslim thinkers, notably in those centuries in which their intellectual 
inquiries seem so convergent. 3 Yet the fresh light by which Seyyed Hossein 
Nasr's extended reflections illuminate that venture comes from his own 
Iranian (or ishraq1) tradition, and allow him to mount a trenchant critique on 
what philosophy has become in the West-a critique remarkably parallel to 
that of Pierre Hadot, whose strategies I shall gratefully employ in offering a 
critical reading ofNasr's work. What is more, the opportunity to enter into 
this sort of dialogue is itself a welcome one, since it brings my own 
comparative work to a fine point by engaging a Muslim scholar who 
addresses us from the vantage point of an explicitly Muslim faith. Yet 
without the invitation to contribute to this symposium volume, I fear I would 
not otherwise have undertaken it, for while my respect for Nasr's work and 
esteem for him personally have hitherto allowed me profit greatly from his 
varied writings, I have foregone engaging with them critically. 

Even more, when the Gifford Lectures first appeared I found myself put 
off by their mode of discourse, and so was unwilling to grapple with them 
out of that same respect and esteem. It took the commitment to enter into 
dialogue in this fashion to overcome my initial misgivings, and while these 
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have not disappeared, they can now be articulated within the larger scope 
which the lectures themselves provide. Moreover, an intellectual encounter 
with the work of Mulla ~adra, in preparation for a conference in Tehran in 
the spring of 1999, led me into the ishraqimode of thought which Nasr has 
long been urging upon us, eliciting a personal appreciation of those very 
perspectives. Finally, a word on the phrase "philosophical theology," which 
I offer as a counterpoint to Nasr's preferred "theosophy." I believe that it is 
quite impossible to employ the term "theosophy" in the West; indeed, Nasr's 
extended critical narrative in the first of the lectures will allow us to see why 
its resonances keep obscuring whatever sense one might wish to give it, 
given the recent history of its use. Moreover, I am unwilling to surrender the 
term "philosophy" which Socrates took such care to explicate for us in 
practice, as well as in Plato's articulation of that practice. Here is where 
Pierre Harlot's critique can complement that ofNasr, helping us recapture 
the term "philosophy" rather than abandon it for another. Yet I have 
expanded the single term to an inherently complementary phrase, "philo
sophical theology," in an endeavor to restore those very dimensions for 
which Nasr (and Hadot) strenuously argue. 

The semantic structure of"philosophical theology" is close to the Arabic 
icjafah construction, which allows two nouns to function together, with one 
modifying the other, as in "family house." In such cases, a mutually modi
fying relation is set up for both terms in the "construct" relation binding 
them to each other. There are differences, of course, between the languages, 
as the comparison serves here to illustrate the English relationship of 
adjective to noun: "theology" is what we are doing, notably attempting to 
articulate the relation of the One to all-that-is; "philosophical" describes the 
mode we have adopted, since the realities which our inquiry involves cannot 
be understood except by employing the requisite intellectual tools. Yet the 
very juxtaposition of these two terms should also remind us that inquiries of 
this sort may look unfamiliar to philosophers and to theologians as well, for 
the result will be a genuine hybrid. In that respect, philosophical theology 
cannot be subsumed under "philosophy of religion," since that discipline 
pretends to submit faith-assertions to the generic criteria of philosophy, even 
as those are currently conceived, while our phrase emphasizes that we are 
doing theology. Yet our reflections may not be recognized as germane by 
theologians either, since most such thinkers in each of the Abrahamic 
traditions have little tolerance (or aptitude) for reflections which require 
them to penetrate the faith-avowals of the tradition in question by using 
conceptual tools which they rightly deem inadequate. Yet others of us
including myself with Nasr-realize that human inquiry into matters 
involving divinity can hardly dispense with such tools, even if those very 
inquiries will need to transform the tools themselves. 4 
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I. THE GIFFORD LECTURES: KNOWLEDGE AND THE SACRED 

So reason and faith will be mutually normative in such inquiries, as Nasr's 
effective presentation of his own ishraqitradition clearly displays. Indeed, 
it is for that mutual normativity which I find him reaching, a mutuality which 
the very terms he uses to articulate scientia sacra sometimes belie. There 
may indeed be a profound difference between my use of"faith" and Nasr's 
attempt to articulate the understanding for which sacra scientia seeks, yet I 
am not persuaded that the difference is one between Christian and Muslim 
understanding. In short, my critical observations will be temerarious enough 
to wonder whether Nasr's presentation does not surrender something of the 
uniqueness of his revelation to the norms of what he calls "intellectual 
intuition," an understanding only available to certain adepts (or "gnostics"), 
yet not clearly dependent upon the revelation which he himself vigorously 
espouses. He will insist that revelation is a sine qua non for such gnosis
"[man] needs revelation which alone can actualize the intellect in man and 
allow it to function properly" ( 148), yet his articulation of that gnosis avoids 
delineating how the human appropriation of revelation, faith, is essential to 
this unique mode of understanding. He avoids it, at least, until the final 
chapter-"Knowledge of the Sacred as Deliverance"-which finds 
"intellectual intuition" incomplete in the face of what he calls "realized 
knowledge" (311 ), which requires personal appropriation by way of 
"spiritual exercises" (Hadot's term). 

So what this reader proposes to do is to reread the earlier lectures in the 
light of the final one, much as one could transform Aristotle's Ethics by 
allowing his later reflections on friendship to recast everything he says about 
the "magnanimous man." And the comparison is more than adventitious, for 
just as I believe that Aristotle's own arguments for virtue wocdd be 
enhanced, if not transformed, by the relational perspective of the final books, 
I also find that Nasr's final chapter offers a way of integrating his earlier 
remarks about gnosis and its attributes more firmly in faith-traditions, 
precisely so as to honor the prescient reminders about tradition which 
animate his opening critical narrative on "Knowledge and Its Desacra
lization." The following three lectures offer (2) a constructive exposition of 
"tradition," (3) the way in which tradition informs endeavors to rediscover 
the sacred, and how this rediscovery (4) culminates in scientia sacra. What 
results is ( 5) a view of the place and role of human beings in the cosmos as 
well as ( 6) the cosmos itself, wherein (7) time is intrinsically related to 
eternity, as "traditional art" (which need not be "sacred art") so effectively 
displays (8). The penultimate lecture (9) offers a way of understanding the 
situation in which we currently live, yet which our various traditions did not 
have to face so acutely: that different traditions each claim to be the "right 
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path" though we are rightly called to see them in relation to one another. 
Nasr offers what he calls "principia} knowledge" as a way to make the latter 
possible, without adopting a facile relativism. I shall try to show that such 
knowledge is only possible in the light of the following final chapter, which 
effectively endorses Hadot's perspective of "spiritual exercises" as 
ingredient to an authentic philosophical grasp of such matters. 

II. NASR'S CRITICAL NARRATIVE: "KNOWLEDGE AND ITS DESCRALIZATION" 

We are more amenable to Nasr's criticism of the Enlightenment philosophi
cal paradigm now than when his lectures were delivered, as critics rush to 
occupy a place in a world expressly "postmodem." Yet those who "convert" 
too quickly find themselves carrying their modem presumptions along, 
concluding that if knowledge cannot be secured in Descartes's fashion, it 
cannot be secured at all. So in effect there can be nothing known, or in 
popular jargon: "anything goes." Such a reaction would be perfectly 
understandable to Nasr, who indeed shows us how things came to pass so 
that this reaction was nearly inevitable. Once "true philosophy" is betrayed, 
anything does go! Yet one can find the roots ofthe betrayal well on the other 
side of Descartes, in the "high scholasticism" which includes Aquinas and 
Bonaventure, as well as Duns Scotus: 

... these syntheses, especially the Thomistic one, tended to become over
rationalistic in imprisoning intuitions of a metaphysical order in syllogistic 
categories which were to hide, rather than reveal, their properly speaking 
intellectual rather than purely rational character. In fact, the purely sapiental 
aspect of medieval Christianity is reflected perhaps more directly in the 
medieval cathedrals and that central epiphany of Christian spirituality, the 
Divine Comedy of Dante, itself a literary cathedral, than in the theological 
syntheses which, while containing Christian Sophia, also tended to veil it. (KS 
22) 

This reading of medieval philosophical theology contains key terms which 
illuminate Nasr's own perspectives, which he amplifies by offering an 
alternative narrative emphasizing voices usually relegated to a minor role: 
Dionysius the Areopagite, Scotus Erigena, and Meister Eckhart, culminating 
in the fifteenth-century Nicholas of Cusa. What is truly disappointing is that 
Nasr only alludes (here and elsewhere) to Dante, since one senses that 
Dante's deliberate turn to the poetic already'bespeaks a trenchant critique of 
the medieval tradition, which could have advanced Nasr's own argument in 
a constructive fashion. 

The key contrasts in this exposition-"metaphysical intuitions" vs. 
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"syllogistic categories" and "intellectual" vs. "rational"-will serve to define 
Nasr' s alternative of Sophia or "sapiental" understanding. He knows that the 
intellectus/ratio contrast was available to Aquinas as well, yet faults him for 
allowing the Aristotelian ratio to dominate, in the form of "syllogistic 
categories." And that indeed has been the Aquinas presented to recent 
generations in the "Thomistic" synthesis, yet more probing historical studies 
show another side to Aquinas, one far more beholden to Diohysius and less 
susceptible to being identified as Aristotelian. 5 In fact, it has become current 
to contrast Aquinas sharply with Duns Scotus (whereas Nasr places them in 
a row), and to recall how much of Aquinas was transmitted in Scotistic garb, 
largely through Suarez, to the world of Descartes and even of"Thomism."6 

Yet however that may be, Nasr is calling our attention to a dimension of 
medieval thought which allowed a view of philosophy to emerge which 
connected it with "pure reason," so obscuring if not ruling out what he 
identifies as "the essentially sacramental function of intelligence," which 
contends that we "need the illumination which proceeds from God ... to 
think the truth" (KS 19). The operative contrast to "sacramental" would of 
course be "naturalistic," where all the presumptions of modernity come into 
play. Yet when Nasr himselflauds Augustine for preserving that "sacramen
tal function," he explicitly praises Augustine "despite his emphasis upon 
faith as the key to salvation" (KS 19). The key term here is "faith" rather 
than "salvation," for Nasr is presuming here that what he calls the "super
naturally natural [or sacramental] function of the Intellect" (KS 35) will 
suffice for leading us to wisdom. In fact, he expressly contrasts this view 
with "the mainstream of Christian theology [which] insisted upon the credo 
ut intelligam, a formula later identified with St. Anselm, while limiting the 
function of intellection to that of a handmaid of faith rather than a mean of 
sanctification, which of course would not exclude the element of faith~' (KS 
36). 

Yet can intellection, short of faith, be itself a "means of sanctification?" 
The thrust of chapters 1 through 9 says yes, while chapter 10 denies that it 
can: "Intellectual intuition, although a precious gift from Heaven, is not 
realized knowledge, [which] concerns not only the intelligence which is the 
instrument par excellence of knowing but also the will and the psyche. It 
requires the acquisition of spiritual virtues which is the manner in which 
man participates in that truth which is itself suprahuman" (KS 311 ). He goes 
on to delineate "realized knowledge" in terms redolent of "sanctification" 
and indeed of faith: it "resides in the heart, which is the principle of both the 
mind and the body and cannot but transform both the mind and the body. It 
is a light which inundates the whole being of man removing from him the 
veil of ignorance and clothing him in the robe of resplendent luminosity 
which is the substance of that knowledge itself' (KS 311 ). In fact Aquinas 
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will delineate the way in which grace enhances "natural reason" in similar 
terms, albeit expressly beholden to an Aristotelian epistemology: 

Natural reason depends on two things: images derived from the sensible world 
and the natural intellectual light by which we make abstract intelligible 
concepts from these images. In both these respects human knowledge is helped 
by the revelation of grace. The light of grace strengthens the intellectual light 
and at the same time prophetic visions provide us with God-given images 
which are better suited to express divine things than those we receive naturally 
from the sensible world. 7 

The visions and images in question are not ocular but literary, provided in 
the scriptures themselves. Nasr's penchant for Platonism would prefer 
another beginning point than "the sensible world," of course, yet the price 
he pays for that is to claim a sanctifying role for intellect as such, and then 
to have to modify that claim by introducing the further perfection of a 
"realized knowledge" which envisages the whole person. 

A cognate confusion attends his treatment ofNicholas ofCusa's account 
of docta ignorantia ["learned ignorance"], which he claims is "directed 
toward that partial form of knowledge which would seek to replace sacred 
knowledge as such. It applies to reason not to the intellect which can know 
the coincidentia oppositorum" (KS 25). So while "there is no doubt that the 
teachings of 'unknowing' or 'ignorance' represent a major strand of the 
sapiental dimension of the Christian tradition" (KS 26), nonetheless Nasr 
finds that emphasis strategic rather than substantive, since "Cusa, like the 
Christian sages before him, believes in Divine Wisdom which is accessible 
to man and which is identified with the Divine Word. This knowledge 
cannot, however, be attained except through being experienced or tasted. It 
is sapientia according to the etymological sense of the term" (KS 25). It does 
not seem accidental that there is no mention of faith here, for Nasr's concern 
is rather to show that "the Cusanian ignorance does not lead to ... the denial 
of sacred knowledge [but] is a means of opening a path for the ray of gnosis 
to shine on a space already darkened by excessively rationalistic categories 
which seemed to negate the very possibility of unitive knowledge ... " (KS 
25). While his reading of Cusanus may be accurate in this context, it is 
colored by Nasr's own account of"unitive knowledge" which Cusanus may 
or may not have shared, and which in fact turns out to be incomplete in 
relation to "realized knowledge." Morever, as we have seen, what "realized 
knowledge" adds to "unitive knowledge" gives it a role quite similar to the 
role which faith plays in enhancing Aquinas's "natural reason." 

It could well be, of course, that Nasr's shying away from explicit 
mention of faith reflects the considerable confusion which reigns in 
Christian theology in identifying the virtue of faith and the role it plays in 
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enhancing human understanding. Yet faith, with its attendant practices, is 
integral to any tradition which traces its origins to a revelation, and which 
continues to mine that revelation in various ways which utilize both mind 
and heart. Moreover, what faith assures is an understanding complementary 
to that which either reason or intellect can attain, an understanding of the 
One which explicitly surpasses human understanding. For if this be not the 
case, then the crucial "distinction" between creator and creation is put in 
jeopardy.8 That "distinction" dictates that "learned ignorance" must 
characterize any attempt at theological understanding of God and the ways 
of God, and not merely be a strategic moment. Aquinas argues for the 
indeterminate "qui est [the One who is]" (which for him came from Exodus 
3: 14) as the most appropriate name for God by reminding us how "in this 
life our minds cannot grasp what God is in himself; whatever way we have 
of thinking of him is a way of failing to understand him as he really is" (ST 
1.13.11).9 Would Nasr want to say that here Aquinas is privileging ratio 
[reason] over intellectus ["intellectual intuition"], which could indeed allow 
us to "grasp what God is in himself?" If so, then the knowing-by-faith which 
attends particular revelations and traditions would be superfluous. I cannot 
imagine that to be Nasr's own view, yet that is in fact the tenor of chapter 4: 
Scientia Sacra. 

The key features of scientia sacra are "intellectual intuition," "intelli
gence," and "unitive knowledge," for "what caused this profound way of 
envisaging reality to become unintelligible and finally rejected in the West 
was the loss of that intellectual intuition which destroyed the sense of the 
mystery of existence and reduced the subject of philosophy from the study 
of the act of existence (esto) to the existent (ens)" (KS 137). Aquinas is 
expressly exempted from that move ( cf. note 9), which in fact refers more 
aptly to Scotus and the scholastic tradition which read Aquinas through 
those lenses. What is really at stake, we shall see, is a reading of creation, so 
the intellectual response of those traditions which avow the free creation of 
the universe should be relevant here. Yet Nasr chooses to refer to creation 
in pejorative terms, by contrast with "unitive knowledge which sees the 
world not as separative creation but as manifestation that is united through 
symbols and the very ray of existence to the Source" (KS 13 7), contrasting 
this with "theological formulations which insist upon the hiatus between ... 
the Creator and the world" (KS 138). Where I have followed Robert 
Sokolowski in insisting on "the distinction" of creator from creation, Nasr 
presumes that avowing creation introduces separation and hiatus. Yet the 
"distinction" in question is precisely unlike any disticntion within the 
cniverse, so need not entail separation or hiatus. Why must Nasr understand 
a creation-teaching in such terms? 

Diverse traditions, of course, understand "theology" in different ways, 
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and should Nasr simply have kalam in mind, one could understand the 
polemic here. Yet his range is expressly intercultural, so one suspects that 
the issue is more pointedly epistemological. For he does contend that "the 
metaphysical knowledge of unity comprehends the theological one in both 
a figurative and literal sense, while the reverse is not true" (KS 138), since 
"intelligence can know the Absolute and in fact only the Absolute is 
completely intelligible" (KS 143). Both statements taken together seem 
effectively to render faith otiose, and to subscribe to a gnosis quite independ
ent of revelation, while the use of the term "Absolute" for "that Essence 
which is beyond all determination" (KS 140) is expressly credited to Frithjof 
Schuon, already identified in the Preface as Nasr's most intimate guide. 
Moreover, we are never told how "intelligence can know the Absolute," but 
it must presumably be in the same way that (for Cusanus) "the intellect ... 
can know the coincidentia oppositorum" (KS 25). Were that to be the case, 
however, such knowledge would inherently resist formulation, though 
formulation may belong to reason rather than intelligence. Nasr does tend at 
this point to relativize all formulation to the realm of miiya, whereas 
"intelligence is a divine gift which pierces through the veil of maya and is 
able to know reality as such. [For] the intellect is itself divine and only 
human to the extent that man participates in it" (KS 146--47). As a result, 
"intellection does not reach the truth as a result of profane thought or 
reasoning but through an a priori direct intuition of the truth" (KS 148). 

If this be the metaphysical epistemology of such matters, however, other 
factors are relevant as well: "although the Intellect shines within the being 
of man, man is too far removed from his primordial nature [fitrah] to be able 
to make full use of this divine gift by himself. He needs revelation which 
alone can actualize the intellect in man and allow it to function properly" 
(KS 148). We will primarily be speaking here of"revelation in its esoteric 
dimension, [so that] rediscovering scientia sacra in the bosom of a tradition 
dominated by the presence of sacred scripture [will require] reviving 
spiritual exegesis" (KS 149). Yet, we are told, "scientia sacra envisages 
intelligence in its rapport not only with revelation in an external sense but 
also with the source of inner revelation which is the center of man, namely 
the heart" (KS 150), since 

human intelligence in its fullness implies the correct functioning of both the 
intelligence of the heart and that of the mind, the first being intuitive and the 
second analytical and discursive. . . . Mental formulation of the intuition 
received by the intelligence of the heart becomes completely assimilated by 
man and actualized through the activity of the mind. This is in fact one of the 
main roles of meditation in spiritual exercises, meditation being related to the 
activity of the mind .... The human being needs,.to exteriorize certain truths, 
in order to be able to interiorize, to analyze in order to synthesize, synthesis 
needing a phase of analysis. (KS 151) 
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Yet just how does revelation, and the faith-response proper to it, relate to 
what is now described as the "intelligence of the heart?" Can we say that this 
intelligence is in any way informed by the revelation which is needed to 
actualize it? The quick shift from revelation properly understood to the 
"center of man, the heart," has the effect of silencing that question. 

Recalling Aquinas, it seems that the appropriate images do not need to 
be God-given, since they emerge in their proper symbolic expression from 
the heart itself. And such "symbols are ontological aspects of a thing, to say 
the least as real as the thing itself, and in fact that which bestows signifi
cance upon a thing within the universal order of existence." Indeed, "one can 
say that symbols reflect in the formal order archetypes belonging to the 
principia! realm and that through symbols the symbolized is unified with its 
archetypal reality" (KS 153). What Nasr will call "principia! knowledge" (in 
chapter 9) is here identified with a person's participation in the movement 
whereby intellect ingathers the many into their one source. So he will 
conclude this central chapter by reminding us that "traditional metaphysics 
or scientia sacra is not only a theoretical expression of the knowledge of 
reality. Its aim is to guide man, to illuminate him, and allow him to attain the 
sacred .... As theory it is planted as a seed in the heart and mind of man, a 
seed that if nurtured through spiritual practice and virtue becomes a plant 
which finally blossoms forth and bears fruit in which, once again, that seed 
is contained" (KS 154 ). In this sense, then, the movement toward truth is 
inherently dialectical and is said to involve spiritual practice and virtue, and 
not simply "intellectual intuition," which now becomes more like a seed. So 
the final word on scientia sacra signals its incompleteness: 

But if the first seed is theoretical knowledge, in the sense of theoria or vision, 
the second seed is realized gnosis, the realization of a knowledge which.being 
itself sacred, consumes the whole being of the knower and, as the sacred, 
demands of man all that he is. That is why it is not possible to attain this 
knowledge in any way except by being consumed by it. 

Ill. FIVE LECTURES LEADING UP TO "REALIZED KNOWLEDGE" 

These final lines invite us to jump to the final chapter, where the "realized 
gnosis" introduced here is fully expounded, but that would require us to skip 
over five entire chapters! The two immediately following-"Man, Pontifical 
and Promethean," and "Cosmos as Theophany"-are interconnected, for the 
role of human beings as microcosm is central to our perceiving the cosmos 
itself as theophany. "Pontifical" is used in its etymological sense to suggest 
human being as the "bridge between Heaven and earth [who thereby] lives 
on a circle of whose Center he is always aware and which he seeks to reach 
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in his life, thought and actions" (KS 160). This sense of what it is to be 
human is contrasted with the "Promethean man [who] is a creature of this 
world" (KS 161) and a product of the "excessively rigid Aristotelianization 
of Western thought in the thirteenth century identified by some with 
A verroes. This 'exteriorization' of Christian thought [was] followed by the 
secularization of science of the cosmos in the seventeenth century, itself a 
result of the 'naturalization' of Christian man as a well-contented citizen of 
this world" (KS 163). Nasr contrasts this proto-Nietszchean construction 
with that "primordial and plenary nature of man which Islam calls the 
'Universal or Perfect Man' (al-Insan al-kamil) and to which the sapiental 
doctrines of Graeco-Alexandrian antiquity also allude" (KS 166), "who is 
the mirror of the Divine Qualities and Names and the prototype of creation" 
(KS 168). 

But this exalted human nature is only imperfectly realized in human 
beings, who thus need a revelation given them in their own language. So the 
actual "human state ... gives a certain particularity to various revelations of 
the Truth while the heart of these revelations remains above all form. In fact, 
man himself is able to penetrate into that formless Essence through his 
intelligence sanctified by that revelation and even come to know that the 
formless Truth is modified by the form of the recipient according to the 
divine Wisdom and Will, God having Himself created that recipient which 
receives His revelation in different climes and settings" (KS 181 ). As 
presented here, revelation influences intellection by sanctifying it, coming 
as it does as a grace. So without these revelations, we must conclude, 
everything said about "intellectual intuition" will remain unactualized, as 
Nasr himself averred in the chapter dedicated to scientia sacra (KS 148). So 
human beings without revelations can only evidence their "nostalgia for the 
Sacred and the Eternal [by turning] to a thousand and one ways to satisfy this 
need" (KS 161 ), for "this basic nature of man . . . makes a secular and 
agnostic humanism impossible." Indeed, "the kind of humanism associated 
with the Promethean revolt of the Renaissance has led in a few centuries to 
the veritably infrahuman which threatens not only the human quality of life 
but the very existence of man on earth" (KS 181 ). 

Nasr will treat the relation of the different revelations to one another in 
chapter 9: "Principia! Knowledge and the Multiplicity of Sacred Forms," 
where the very title points to the way he will elaborate the suggestions 
offered here: that the heart of these revelations remains above all form. What 
Nasr's trenchant reiteration of his critique of modernity (now displayed in 
Promethean man) intimates here, however, is'the need for revelation to recall 
human beings from the intellectual and moral meanderings which have in 
fact characterized what we called "the Enlightenment." That dynamic 
replays the central Muslim theme ofjahiliyyah, or the "time of ignorance" 



ISLAMIC PHILOSOPHICAL THEOLOGY 649 

which characterizes human beings without divine revelation. Reprising his 
initial critique here also underscores the affinity of Nasr's alternative 
philosophical strategy with the animus animating a bewildering variety of 
"postmodern" approaches: reason without a living context will betray the 
very intellectual eros which animates human inquiry. I have consistently 
anticipated Nasr's identifying that context with faith, indeed his own Muslim 
faith, yet my anticipations seem blocked by an ambivalence regarding the 
precise role which faith plays in guiding intellect in its quest. Sometimes it 
seems that "intellectual intuition" would suffice were the human intellect 
able to be sufficiently unencumbered, in which case faith and the practices 
of faith would at best be needed to remove those obstacles; while at other 
times, the relationship seems more inherent, more intimately related to the 
inquiry itself, as "sanctifying" it. 

IV. "REALIZED KNOWLEDGE" AND SPIRITUAL EXERCISES 

I have proposed to resolve this ambiguity by reading these chapters (1 
through 9) in the light of the final chapter: "Knowledge of the Sacred as 
Deliverance," where the inner dynamic of scientia sacra articulated at the 
end of chapter 4 is fulfilled in what he calls "realized knowledge." This is 
contrasted with "intellectual intuition" in that the former "concerns not only 
the intelligence which is the instrument par excellence of knowing but also 
the will and the psyche" (KS 311 ). Moreover, we are told that "realized 
knowledge resides in the heart, which is the principle of both the mind and 
the body and cannot but transform both the mind and the body" (KS 311 ). 
Here we are reminded of the classical "tripartite nature of the human being 
consisting of spirit, soul, and body" (KS 172), or even better, its image itf"the 
human body . . . : the head, the body and the heart" (KS 1 7 4 ), already 
elaborated in chapter 5 on human being as microcosm. But how is "realized 
knowledge" realized? Pursuing this question makes it clear that Nasr himself 
appreciated just how misleading his previous exposition had been, for he 
insists: "To speak of sacred knowledge [scientia sacra] without mentioning 
the crucial importance of the virtues as the conditio sine qua non for the 
realization of this knowledge, is to misunderstand completely the traditional 
sapiental perspective" (KS 312). Indeed, the accompanying note makes this 
quite explicit: "If in this present study more accent has not been placed upon 
this question, it is because our subject has been knowledge itself in its 
rapport with the sacred. But one should not gain the impression that this 
knowledge can in any way be divorced from the moral and spiritual virtues 
which the traditional texts never cease to emphasize" (KS 329, n.l 0). Yet 
discerning readers will note that the ambiguity remains: what could 
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"knowledge itself' be if it cannot be divorced from virtue? Or put another 
way, if knowledge without virtue cannot qualify as knowledge, then the 
implicit metaphor of marriage must be taken in the strongest possible sense 
in which either spouse cannot be themselves without the other. It is here that 
Nasr could profit immensely from the work of Pierre Hadot, notably for the 
way he unveils the critical role which "spiritual exercises" played in ancient 
philosophy to supply the context which Nasr wants to display in "realized 
knowledge." 10 

That context is, of course, supplied by the intellectual and moral virtues. 
It can perhaps best be illustrated by invoking another thinker in the Christian 
tradition who should prove enlightening in his own way, Aurelius Augus
tine. Readers of the Confessions steeped in modernity find it odd when, in 
his struggle for intellectual clarification detailed in the seventh book, he feels 
it necessary to decide between Platonism and Christianity. Why can't he 
think of himself as a Christian Platonist; certainly many have done just that? 
Yet Pierre Hadot' s familiarity with the demands which ancient philosophy 
makes on philosophers themselves reminds us that they could only see this 
mode of thinking as involving the entirety of a person's relation to the 
universe, and so comprehending not just a "set of beliefs" but a way of life 
as well: a way of life embodied in a set of practices which embraces one's 
life and forms one's attitudes. Now this is precisely what any liturgical 
formation is intended to do: introduce us into a world which should become 
more and more an alternative to ihe world in which we live; indeed, (in 
Christian terms) into the "kingdom of God." If the Platonism of his time 
pretended, as philosophies tend to do, to offer a complete comprehension of 
the universe, then it would come replete with practices as well, and some of 
these would inevitably clash with the mystagogy of Christian initiation. That 
is, at least, a plausible reconstruction of what faced Augustine. What is more 
telling for us is that we needed to reconstruct our own conception of 
philosophy to appreciate his dilemma, yet that reconstruction may bring us 
closer to an authentic understanding of the role of philosophy in human 
existence than the modernist frame of a set of beliefs (or "propositional 
attitudes")-a presumption which Nasr has so effectively exposed. 

Yet more constructively, however, can we mine this same thinker for a 
positive conception of the mutual clarification which reason and faith can 
bring to one another? The answer is contained in an attentive reading of the 
Confessions themselves, for the final word is not one of opposition, but one 
which reshapes the Plotinian directions whicq initially gave Augustine a way 
entering the world of spirit as the domain of mind and of mind's internal 
good, God. That reshaping will follow the form of the incarnation of the 
Word made flesh, to bring human beings into a tensive relation between time 
and eternity, flesh and spirit, precisely where Platonists tend to oppose 
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them. 11 What allowed Augustine so to reconceive philosophy and its role 
was the fresh context which revelation provided, an illumination which the 
Confessions puts in disarmingly simple terms: "the mystery of the Word 
made flesh I had not begun to guess .... None of this is in the Platonist 
books" (7.19,21). He would not even be able to "guess" such a mystery, of 
course; nor indeed can we, for that very thought exceeds our imagination of 
what is possible-even when imagination of what is possible is the very 
thing for which philosophy has long prided itselfl These final chapters of 
Book 7 of the Confessions offer a paradigm for "faith seeking understand
ing," the celebrated formula of Augustine's which animated the work of 
medieval philosophical theologians beginning with Anselm, and also give 
us a commentary which presents that effort in a more favorable light than 
Nasr's reference to the cognate formula: credo ut intelligam (KS 36). 

Book 7 of the Confessions documents the discovery ofthe idiom which 
Augustine needed to find a proper way of conceptualizing God, not as 
another being amo11g beings, but as the "life of the life of my soul" or the 
wisdom which grants wisdom to the wise-in short, the source of all that is, 
and hence God should never be thought of as standing over against anything 
that is. 12 It was probably the Enneads of Plotinus which offered Augustine 
this idiom, and chapter 16 notes why it recommended itself: "I asked myself 
why I approved of the beauty ofbodies, whether celestial or terrestrial, and 
what justification I had for giving an unqualified judgment on mutable 
things .... In the course of this inquiry why I made such value judgments as 
I was making, I found the unchangeable and authentic eternity of truth to 
transcend my mutable mind" (7.16). 13 The text goes on to describe how he 
appropriated that idiom for his own quest: 

And so step by step I ascended from bodies to the soul which perceives tmough 
the body, and from there to its inward forces, ... [and] from there again I 
ascended to the power of reasoning to which is attributed the power of judging 
deliverances of the bodily senses. This power, which in myself I found to be 
mutable, raised itself to the level of its own intelligence, and ... at that point 
it had no hesitation in declaring that the unchangeable is preferable to the 
changeable, since unless it could somehow know this, there would be no 
certainty in preferring it to the mutable. So in the flash of a trembling glance 
it attained to that which is. At that moment I saw your "invisible nature 
understood through the things which are made" [Rom 1:20] (7.16). 

It should be clear how intimately this description relies on the Neoplatonic 
structure of the mind's capacity to return to its origin, and equally clear how 
cognate these passages are with Nasr's presentation of"knowledge itself." 

Yet a further consideration will actively structure Augustine's own 
search for the truth. Chapter 7 of the Confessions remains incomplete 
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without its companion chapter 8, as the closing words of the previous 
chapter intimate: "It is one thing to descry that land of peace from a wooded 
hilltop and, unable to find the way to it, struggle on through trackless wastes 
where traitors and runaways, captained by their prince, who is 'lion and 
serpent' [Ps. 91: 13] in one, lie in wait to attack. It is another thing to follow 
the high road to that land of peace, the way that is defended by the care of 
the heavenly Commander" (7 .21 ). Rhetorical flourish, indeed, yet to 
appreciate what it takes to live our way into that which we have apparently 
understood is to grasp the significance of "spiritual exercises." In what do 
these consist? In practices, of course, which cannot themselves be contained 
in a text, but chapter 8 does occupy itself with what Augustine then did: he 
encountered individuals in situations similar to his own, in stories and even 
in stories imbedded within stories-as was the case with Ponticianus, "who 
held an important imperial post in Africa," recounting· how reading 
Athanasius's life of Anthony had moved him to take the step he did (8.6). 
Then follows a telling set of reflections on doing under the rubric of willing, 
where we are reminded that while we can move our body in the example of 
bending our knees-perhaps to pray?-we cannot move our own will; we 
cannot will to will! Yet that does not dispense us from finding the proper 
exercises which will allow Another to move our will freely. Chapter 8 
outlines the steps involved by two relevant "spiritual exercises:" responding 
to the invitation as presented in the lives of other people, notably friends; as 
well as hearing the words of revelation as inviting an inner resonance and 
response. The first presages the role of community in structuring our own 
response, intimating the continuing efforts involved in becoming part of any 
communal endeavor. The second uses revelation as the present vehicle for 
that grace which allows us to receive when we can no longer actively will: 
"and the light of confidence flooded into my heart" (8.12). 

Are these observations too explicitly Christian to make contact with 
Nasr's intent? Certainly Augustine's remarks about incarnation will be, yet 
Islamic attention to the Quran as the Word of God made Arabic, and to the 
umma as the living context for guidance along the "straight path," as well as 
Sufi insistence on the need for a pir or personal guide, all conspire to 
construct a context analogous to the one Augustine forged in chapter 8. 14 

Moreover, these living analogies are hardly foreign to Nasr's life and 
practice. One suspects that what kept him from introducing the lived context 
of the final chapter, indeed, from outlining in greater detail the requirements 
for "realized knowledge" throughout the preceding lectures, could well have 
been the Enlightenment presuppositions built into the Gifford Lectures 
themselves. Here Nasr's critique of Aquinas, for whom he also shows 
immense respect, might be directed to his own efforts in Knowledge and the 
Sacred. Recall how he found that Aquinas's preoccupation with syllogistic 
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reasoning or conceptual clarity tended to obscure Aquinas's own commit
ment to a sapiental tradition, leading Nasr to query sadly: "Had Thomism 
continued to be interpreted by a Meister Eckhart, the intellectual destiny of 
the West would have been different" (KS 37). To which I would respond: 
Amen! Yet Aquinas's efforts at clarity had a role to fulfill, as Nasr explicitly 
conceived his lectures in the Gifford mode to be fulfilling a specific role, 
indeed that of "being the first Muslim and the first Oriental to have the 
occasion to deliver [them]" (KS vii). Not that Nasr pulled any punches; his 
critique of the Enlightenment mode is trenchant and telling, and probably 
less well-received in 1981 than it would be now. Yet may it be that he left 
his own reliance on faith and revelation under-expressed, in an effort to meet 
a mode of discourse expressly identified with an eighteenth-century model 
of "natural theology?"15 I leave that question to my interlocutor, as yet 
further testimony to how much these lectures have informed my own cognate 
inquiry, and as a way of displaying to others how much Muslims and 
Christians have to learn from one another in our shared attempts to show 
how faith can be a way of knowing. A brief look at the two figures whom 
Nasr himself finds paradigmatic will complete this grateful response to his 
work. 

TWO PARADIGMATIC ISLAMIC THINKERS: RDMi AND MULLA SADRA 

These two thinkers are quite different from one another in their mode of 
presentation, yet they are brought together here for their formative presence 
in Seyyed Hossein Nasr's life and thought. Jalal al-Din Riimi (604/1207-
67211273) "was born in a major centre of Persian culture, Balkh, from 
Persian-speaking parents and was the product of that Islamic Persian culture 
which in the seventh/thirteenth century dominated the whole of the eastern 
lands of Islam and to which the present day Persians as well as Turks, 
Afghans, Central Asian Muslims and the Muslims of the Indo-Pakistani 
subcontinent are heir." His formation allowed him to "master ... both the 
SharTite sciences and Sufism" by the time he was thirty-three years old, 
when he "established a circle around him in Qonya ... and was occupied 
with teaching the religious sciences." A few years later his life "was 
transformed through his encounter with that mysterious and powerful figure 
Shams al-Din Tabrlzi," 16 which launched Riimi himself into composing in 
poetry-a step which "transformed the history of Persian literature" (lAS 
119). His Mathnawi, translated into English by Nicholson in eight volumes, 
presents an epic poetic work, whose only western analogue would be 
Dante's Divina Comedia. Nasr reminds us that this work is in effect a 
commentary on the Quran (KS 150), and does so poetically in such a way as 
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to "reflect nearly all earlier works of Islamic masters from Quranic 
commentaries to the Sufi treatises of Sana 'i, 'A!!lir, and Ibn 'Arabi" (lAS 
120). As we find with Dante, Riirrii's massive learning is refracted through 
a poetic mode, designed expressly to assist readers' interiorizing the 
teaching. It is this characteristic above all which qualifies him as a paradigm 
of scientia sacra for Nasr, and merits his inclusion in a work elucidating 
Islamic art and spirituality. 

Time, space, and ignorance prevent me from making anything more of 
Riirrii's poetic genius in the Mathnawi, but a glance at his Discourses reveals 
a structure similar to the eighth book of Augustine's Confessions: a plethora 
of stories designed to meet persons on their way and insinuate directions to 
take to set them on the "straight path." 17 While Dante's epic poem was 
structured as a journey of faith, one might say that any poetic expression is 
crafted so as to intercept us as journeyers, and give momentary expression 
to the station to which we have arrived, suggesting as well a direction to the 
next. The episodic character of the stories contained in Riimi' s Discourses 
serve a similar purpose: to help us articulate where we have come and 
whither we are headed. And the journey must be a journey of faith, for if the 
way could be articulated we would be in possession of a map, and stories of 
this sort would prove at most encouraging, but have little to do with showing 
us the way. Here we have a further argument for understanding "realized 
knowledge" in the way suggested: as the product of steps taken in response 
to the call of revelation, heard personally, to undertake a path in trust. 

Together with Shihab al-Din Suhrawardi, whose work he both assimi
lated and criticized, ~adr al-Din Shirazi [Mulla ~adra] (980/1572-
1050/1640) represents the translation of Islamic philosophy to the east from 
its western migration to Andalusia (and Ibn Rushd). A Persian philosopher 
of the Savafid period, Mulla ~adra appropriated the perspectives of Ibn 
'Arabi into a mode of philosophizing which became identified with ~ikmat 
al-ishriiq, or Eastern wisdom, the title ofSuhrawardi's major work on which 
Mulla ~adra commented. Like his mentor, Mulla ~adra sought to articulate 
a vision of the universe together with its divine origins. Where he differed 
was in insisting that the connection (as well as "the distinction") between 
existing things and their source is displayed in their very existence: 

Now contingent beings, [that is, those not necessary in themselves], need 
something proper to them [dhuwat] constituting what they are in themselves 
[huwiyyat], for should one consider them apart from the One who originates 
them by that very fact they must be consid~red to be empty and impossible. 
[That factor proper to them, then, must be] the act constituted by the One who 
originates them (Kitab al-masha'ir par. 42). 18 

So the existence proper to contingent things is also what links them to "the 
One who originates them." 
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Yet the mode ofknowing which connects creatures with their source can 
easily escape philosophers, since a thing's existing is precisely what makes 
it the individual which it is, and the reality of individual existing things 
seems ever to elude philosophy: 

. . . we say that it is not possible to attain to knowledge of the precise 
particularity of a mode of existence unless its very individuality be unveiled 
[mushahadah], and that cannot be realized without some kind of unveiling of 
the cause of its emanation. That is why they say that knowing what possesses 
a cause is only attained by knowing its cause. Ponder this well! (Kitab al
masha'ir, par 92). 

The "unveiling" required to capture the uniqueness of wujiid signals that we 
are in the logical domain of a creator/creation relation. For to speak of things 
as created implies some knowledge, however imperfect, of their being 
created and hence of a Creator. So it would follow that even to perceive the 
uniquely non-conceptual character of wujiid/esse would require an "unveil
ing" analogous to the Sufi "knowing" [ma 'rifah] of God as al-lfaqq [the 
True Reality]. Yet knowing as "unveiling" cannot be equated with that 
knowing which has dominated modem treatises on epistemology, as Nasr's 
opening critique showed so clearly. Indeed, while it seems on first glance to 
be identified with what he calls "intellectual intuition," we have also seen 
how, humanly speaking, that gnosis can only be realized by way of spiritual 
exercises. So Mulla ~adra can be seen as completing what his mentor 
Suhrawardi began: a recapitulation of Islamic philosophy into a fresh 
context, that of the Sufi disciplines of heart as well as mind; and doing so 
precisely by accentuating the surprising reality of each individual thing's 
existing. Indeed, such respect for the cognate disciplines of the heart is what 
philosophy has come to mean in Islam, Nasr would remind us, as his 
predilection for Mulla ~adra displays. 
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REPLY TO DAVID B. BURRELL 

Professor Burrell is not only a distinguished Islamicist but also a Catholic 
theologian as several of his important comparative theological and 

philosophical studies reveal. He is in fact heir to men such as Louis 
Massignon and Louis Gardet who were both outstanding scholars of Islamic 
thought and Catholic thinkers. Burrell seems to be especially a successor to 
Gardet who, more than Massignon (who was an expert in Sufism), dealt with 
comparative Islamic and Christian philosophical and theological themes. 
And like Gardet, Burrell possesses deep knowledge ofThomism and has not 
left the grand synthesis of St. Thomas aside as have a number of Catholic 
modernists. His essay dealing with Islamic philosophical theology must in 
fact be seen in light of his background as a Catholic theologian rooted in the 
Thomistic tradition and his command of important aspects of Islamic 
thought, which he, like Gardet, has been limited mostly to the line of al
Hirabi, Avicenna, al-Ghazzali, and Averroes. His encounter with the Ishriiqi 
School within the Islamic intellectual tradition, with which he identifies me, 
is in a sense a new step for Burrell himself in the field of Islamic thought. In 
any case, this essay is written from the perspective of faith as well as 
philosophy and is very valuable in bringing up certain issues in my thought 
with which I have not dealt elsewhere in this volume. 

Burrell pleads at the beginning for the usage of the term "philosophical 
theology" rather than "theosophy" whose "resonances keep obscuring what
ever sense one might wish to give it, given the recent history of its use." Yet, 
he also accepts that in order to use the term "philosophy" we must resusci
tate its original meaning or "recapture" the term, to use Burrell's formula
tion. Now, I have great sympathy for Pierre Harlot's critique and firmly 
believe, as he does, in the necessity of spiritual practice as a complement to 
mental activity in order for a person to be a philosopher in the original and 
time-honored sense of the term. But for that very reason, I do not think that 
"recapturing" the term "philosophy" in its authentic sense is in any way 
easier than rendering to "th~osophFits_nriginal meaning and washing away 
all the unfortunate accretions that have been added to it in recent times. 
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I believe that in every integral tradition, whether it be Jewish, Christian, 
Islamic, Hindu, Buddhist, Confucian, or otherwise, there must exist 
something corresponding to what in the Christian tradition is called 
theology, something to philosophy in the traditional Aristotelian sense and 
something to what in the West has been called gnosis, theosis, esoterism, 
theosophy or sometimes mystical theology, and especially more recently as 
mystical philosophy. In Islam we have kalam, falsafahl~ikmah (the term 
~ikmah having several levels of meaning) and rna 'rifah/'irfan just to cite an 
example. There are of course also schools that combine some or all of these 
perspectives together. To substitute philosophical theology for theosophy as 
suggested by Burrell might avoid the negative connotations associated with 
the term "theosophy" in the minds of some readers, but also it leaves the 
impression ofbeing precisely "a genuine hybrid" to which he himself refers. 
Since the third category which I have called gnosis, theosis, and theosophy 
disappeared from the mainstream intellectual scene of the West during the 
past few centuries, it is natural that for those used to only the categories of 
philosophy and theology, philosophical theology, as used by Burrell, would 
appear as a hybrid, and here lies my criticism. If he uses this term to replace 
that kind of knowledge which I call theosophy or gnosis, then there is the 
major problem that principia! knowledge, or gnosis, which is an independent 
mode of knowledge, is reduced to a hybrid which it certainly is not. 
Moreover, this kind of knowledge cannot be equated to either theology or 
philosophy, even in its traditional Aristotelian and medieval sense, unless we 
go back to the Pythagorean and Parmenidean definition of philosophy. That 
is why I have sought to revive the terms gnosis and theosophy to demon
strate that what I am dealing with as scientia sacra is not theology nor is it 
philosophy as this term is understood today or was understood even in its 
everyday sense by an A verroes or Duns Scotus. 

This situation is quite clear in the Islamic intellectual tradition where not 
only the distinctions mentioned above are widely known, but also many 
authors have distinguished between falsafah and ~ikmah. I have written 
extensively on this subject in many of my works, especially those dealing 
with Suhrawardi and Mulla Sadra, and explained why I translate ~ikmah as 
theosophy when it is used in relation to the thought of such figures. But even 
in the domain of Islamic philosophy, once I made these distinctions clear, I 
did not remain completely rigid in my terminology. When necessary, I have 
used the term Islamic philosophy in the most general sense embracing both 
falsafah and ~ikmah. And yet, those who have read my works know that 
what we call philosophy in the case of Suhrawardi or Mulla Sadra is not 
exactly the same thing as the term used in reference to Avicenna (in his 
Peripatetic works) and Averroes. The clarification ofterminology is a long 
and painful process and I do not wish to delve any more into it here. But it 
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was necessary to make these comments in response to Burrell's proposal to 
employ the term "philosophical theology." In any case, despite differences 
in our use of terminology, there is no doubt that the kind of knowledge with 
which he is concerned and which he calls philosophical theology is close to, 
if not identical with, what I have described by other names. I am also in 
complete agreement with Burrell that human inquiry into knowledge of the 
Divinity needs the proper intellectual and philosophical tools which have to 
be transformed in such a way as to be worthy of serving as means for the 
carrying out of such an exalted task. 

The heart of Burrell's criticism and commentary upon my views has to 
do with the relation between knowledge and intellection on the one hand and 
faith on the other. Before turning to answer him point by point, I wish to 
summarize my views about this complicated situation by saying that intellect 
and spirit are two sides of the same reality in the perspective from which I 
speak. In Islamic metaphysics in fact al-riil} or Spirit and a/- 'aql or Intellect 
are often equated and reference is made to the sayings of the Prophet, "The 
first thing that God created was al-riil}" and also "The first thing that God 
created was a/- 'aql." Intellection, as I understand it, is to the human 
microcosm what revelation is to the macrocosm, and in order for inward 
intellection to be efficacious and become totally actualized there is need of 
acceptance of revelation, which means having faith. Sapience at once relies 
on faith for its full flowering and illuminates faith from "blindness" to 
luminosity and vision. The intellect is a supernaturally natural presence 
within human beings and is itself sacred, but it needs the grace emanating 
from revelation to become fully realized within the being of man. If there are 
exceptions, they are there to prove the rule. "The Spirit bloweth where it 
listeth." That is why I have always related the full flowering of intellectuality 
to orthodoxy in the widest sense of the term, which includes, of course, faith, 
without which one would not become fully attached to an orthodox tradition. 
On the one hand, revelation provides grace which allows the veils to be 
lifted from the soul and for the inner eye of the heart to open or the intellect 
to function and become fully operative and actualized. On the other hand, 
revelation is itself the source of knowledge as well as providing the language 
of symbolism which the intellect uses for the expression of the Truth in a 
particular traditional universe. In any case, I attach the greatest importance 
to faith and the grace emanating from revelation for the attainment of 
authentic realization, and, as far as grace is concerned, even the possession 
of genuine metaphysical knowledge on the theoretical level. But, of course, 
faith becomes even more central when' one seeks realization. Every 
intellectual intuition itself is a grace f~ Heaven. That is why the person 
who is blessed with this gift is i_!l--<iatfger of losing it if that intuition does not 
lead him to attachment to aJrtidition and faith in a revelation in the highest 

~-~ 
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sense of that term as well as to the practice of virtue. 
Having made this general statement, it is now possible to turn to 

Burrell's comments step by step. He speaks of the possibility of my 
surrendering something of the uniqueness of my tradition to the norm I call 
"intellectual intuition." First of all, in speaking of the one and unique God 
and many traditions, each unique in its own particular genius, I am certainly 
not sacrificing the uniqueness of any tradition, least of all niy own in which 
I am deeply immersed on every level of my being. What I assert is that in 
order to confirm the uniqueness of each tradition, it is not necessary to have 
many unique "gods," each being the source of a unique tradition. The 
uniqueness of each tradition is on the level of the world of forms, spiritual, 
liturgical, artistic, moral, and even intellectual. Yet, these forms, having 
issued from the one and unique Source of all reality, which is beyond all 
forms, are themselves gates through which one can reach the Formless. 
When I speak of"intellectual intuition," I do not mean that it expresses itself 
in the same fashion everywhere. Johannes Scotus Erigena and Suhrawardi 
both possessed "intellectual intuition" of the highest order, but their 
expressions of metaphysical truth do not in any way violate or destroy the 
uniqueness of their respective traditions. As for myself, while I have written 
extensively of traditional metaphysics, the perennial philosophy, and 
comparative religious subjects, most of my intellectual activity has been 
devoted to the resuscitation of the Islamic intellectual and spiritual tradition 
with full awareness of both its uniqueness and also its universality by virtue 
of its traditional character. And here I need to repeat that although 
"intellectual intuition" is available only to the few, it is also dependent for 
its full flowering and efficacy upon faith and revelation, as is the religious 
life ofthe many who are not concerned with the path ofsalvific knowledge. 

In part two of his essay, Burrell alludes to my offering an alternative 
narrative, "emphasizing voices usually relegated to a minor role ... ,"to the 
main scholastic tradition associated with St. Thomas, Duns Scotus, and the 
like, and then adds that it is truly disappointing that I only "allude (here and 
elsewhere) to Dante," whose "deliberate turn to the poetic already bespeaks 
a trenchant critique of the medieval tradition, which could have advanced 
Nasr's own argument in a constructive fashion." This comment provides me 
with an opportunity to say something about my relation to Dante. Like C. S. 
Lewis, I consider Dante to be the supreme poet of Christianity and the 
Divine Comedy the greatest synthesis of medieval Christianity, including its 
inner teachings associated with the anagogicallevel of the interpretation of 
the text. I was introduced to Dante by Giorgio de Santillana at MIT, an 
Italian who had unbelievable mastery of all the levels of meaning of the 
Divine Comedy. I spent a whole year studying the complete text with him 
while also attending some of Charles Singleton's lectures at Harvard on 
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Dante. Despite all my other courses, I even studied Italian for a while just to 
be able to read the Divine Comedy and I fully agree with Jacques Maritain 
that this veritably inspired text of Dante represents, along with Chartres and 
the B Minor Mass of Bach, the peak of Western Christian art. If in 
Knowledge and the Sacred I did not refer more to Dante, it was because that 
work is written in a highly intellectual language since it intends to challenge 
the modern philosophical edifice intellectually. I therefore used poetry only 
here and there as examples, and this includes even Persian Sufi poetry with 
which I have a more intimate knowledge than I do of Dante. This having 
been said, I am glad that the author mentions Dante in this context and I 
fully confirm his view of the poet's opposition to the excessive externaliza
tion of the truths of Christianity in the Middle Ages but not the whole 
medieval tradition. 

As for seeing the "other side of Aquinas," different from the Aquinas 
presented by recent generations of Thomists, I am only too glad to accept 
such a thesis if it is shown to be so by those more qualified than I am to write 
of the Angelic Doctor. I have always had the greatest admiration for him and 
intuited that there must be another dimension to that greatest of medieval 
Christian theologians than the Aristotelianization of Christian doctrines. But 
what I have written about him and his role in European intellectual history 
is most of all based on such interpreters as De Wulf, Gilson, Maritain, and 
Wolfson as well as the original texts themselves which were, however, read 
mostly in light of modern Thomistic interpretations. In any case, I am 
grateful for this clarification, but also I must add that in my writings, 
although I have sometimes had the name of St. Thomas followed by that of 
Duns Scotus, I have never believed that they were simply saying the same 
things. 

As for St. Augustine, Burrell writes that "he [Nasr] explicitly praises 
Augustine 'despite his emphasis upon faith as the key to salvation"' and 
concludes that I am belittling faith and consider the function of the intellect 
to be sufficient for leading to wisdom. As I mentioned above, this is a 
misunderstanding of my position because while in principle it is sufficient 
for the intellect, that divine spark within, to function in order for man to 
attain wisdom, the intellect does not function fully within a man who does 
not possess virtue and whose being is not transformed by the truth, although 
at the beginning a person might gain a vision or theoria of the truth with the 
help of "intellectual intuition." It might be said that "intellectual intuition" 
provides, through grace and as a divine gift, a vision of the mountain of 
truth, but to attain wisdom fully means to' climb that mountain and that 
requires faith and the grace that emanates from revelation. Where I criticized 
Augustine, or at least the prevalent interpretation of him, was in his 
emphasis upon faith irrespective of whether it was illuminated by sapience 
or not. Now, for ordinary believers faith is the key to salvation and this is 
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true as much of Islam as it is of Christianity. From the sapiental point of 
view, however, faith needs to be illuminated by sapiental knowledge. This 
is certainly the case in Islam where the Quranic verse "We have created the 
}inn and men in order to worship us [ya 'budiin]" has been interpreted by 
numerous representatives of the sapiental tradition, from Ibn 'Arabi to Mulla 
$adra, in such a way that to worship means "to know," that is, they consider 
ya 'budiin to mean in this verse ya 'rifiin. Now this knowledge is never 
divorced from iman or faith, but knowledge of a principia! order made 
possible by grace and faith·is the supreme goal of human existence and for 
those created to follow the path of knowledge it is the means to their 
salvation in the highest sense of this term, which means total deliverance 
from the bonds of all limitations. Certain anti-intellectual fideists in 
Christianity cited St. Augustine's assertion of faith as key to salvation in 
support of their view and developed a decidedly anti-intellectual attitude, 
and it is this possibility that I opposed not as a possibility for some but as 
categorical opposition to the salvific role of sanctified intelligence. 

The author writes that chapters 1 through 9 of Knowledge and the 
Sacred believe that intellection short of faith can be itself a means of 
sanctification while chapter 10 does not. There is, I believe, a serious 
misunderstanding here concerning the very structure of this book. Delivered 
as the Gifford Lectures concerned with natural theology, the work was not 
written as a treatise starting and ending with mystical theology. My goal was 
first of all to clear the ground that has prevented modern man from 
understanding the relation between knowledge and the sacred. Then I set 
about to discuss what sacred knowledge is in itself and in its ramifications. 
Throughout this discussion, by virtue of the fact that I spoke constantly of 
sacred knowledge, I took for granted that the attainment of the sacred implies 
faith and revelation and that man cannot attain his heart or each heart
knowledge without the help of revelation. But in these chapters my goal was 
to present the contour of this sacred knowledge itself rather than dealing 
with the question of salvation. Having completed this task, I then turned in 
the last chapter to the question of realized knowledge in order to make 
certain that the reader understand what the realization of the truth in our 
whole being, which alone brings about salvation in the deepest sense of the 
term, really implies and why it is necessary to cultivate the virtues and 
undergo spiritual practice. In the context of Islam I have in fact written often 
of the insistence of the Muslim sages (and my own agreement) upon spiritual 
practice as well as guarding strictly to the tenets of the Shari'ah. My whole 
reinterpretation of later Islamic philosophy, which has found many 
opponents among rationalists in both the West and the Islamic world, is 
founded on this view and my own life has been also based on combining 
intellectual activity with spiritual practice. 

If what I have written were to be understood, then one could no longer 
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assert that I claim a sanctifying role for intellect as such and then modify a 
further perfection in "realized knowledge." The intellect, understood in the 
sense I use it, is itself sacred and does illuminate and sanctify the mind, 
provided man possesses a soul embellished by virtue and therefore deprived 
of the power to place impediments before the functioning of the intellect 
within. But even in this case there must be a sanctification of the total being 
of man, achieved through realized knowledge, which actualizes within the 
whole being of man what the mind has received through grace from 
illumination by the intellect. The greatest Hindu metaphysician, Sankara, 
who considered knowledge of the Atman to be the only means of deliver
ance or salvation in its highest sense, nonetheless sang devotional hymns to 
God. The knowledge received by the "intellect within," about which he 
spoke so powerfully as a metaphysician, had also become realized knowl
edge which embraced his whole being. I cite here the supreme case of 
Sahkara. It is even easier to cite a number of Sufi saints, who possessed both 
metaphysical knowledge of the highest order on a theoretical level and were 
sanctified beings in the full sense of the term "sanctity," which, although a 
Christian term, has its complete correspondence in Islam, with the difference 
that one might say that in Christianity, esoterism is usually associated with 
sanctity and in Islam sanctity with esoterism. 

After mentioning the relevance of a reading of creation and the 
intellectual response of those traditions which avow the free creation of the 
universe, Burrell states that I refer to creation in pejorative terms. This is not 
at all the case. I have written that the world or creation possesses at once 
discontinuity and continuity vis-a-vis the Divine Principle or Creator. God 
is both transcendent and immanent in relation to the world. Now, theologies, 
whether they be Jewish, Christian, or Islamic, usually emphasize the 
dimension of transcendence and hence the total discontinuity between God 
and the world. In this perspective, God is the Creator who infinitely 
transcends His creation. Traditional metaphysics and the perennial philoso
phy, while accepting this radical discontinuity, also emphasize the dimension 
of continuity and immanence according to which the world is the manifesta
tion of the Divine Principle and the Principle is immanent within the world. 
Now, from the perspective of the latter, whether it be in the teachings of the 
Areopagite, Johannes Scotus Erigena, the Kabbalists or a whole array of 
Islamic esoteric thinkers from Suhrawardi to Ibn 'Arabi to Mulla Sadra, to 
look at the world as only creation but not manifestation, in the sense ·of being 
both created order and manifested reality in relation to the Divine Principle, 
which is at once transcendent and immanent in relation to this manifested 
reality, is only partly true but not completely false. It is a truth precious for 
the understanding of religions on the exoteric level, but it is not the total 
truth which must of necessity embrace the dimensions of both transcendence 
and immanence. As the Quran asserts, "There is nothing like unto Him" but 
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also "Whithersoever ye tum there is the Face of God." What the author 
refers to as my usage of a pejorative term concerning creation is a misunder
standing of what I have just stated. If Burrell understands creation in another 
way, such that it does not entail a hiatus or separation, then our difference 
is simply a question of semantics. 

As for creation being free, this assertion brings up the questions of 
necessity and contingency and also the Nature and the Will of God. It is 
theologically correct to assert that God has created this world according to 
free will. But God is both absolute freedom and absolute necessity (the Wiijib 
al-wujiid of the Islamic philosophies going back to Ibn Sina). Metaphysically 
speaking, one can ask the question, "Is God free not to create?" If the answer 
is yes, then God would cease to be the Creator and a change would take 
place in His Nature, which is impossible because God cannot will not to be 
God. Here the whole question of the relation between Divine Will and 
Divine Nature, which has occupied Islamic thought since its inception, and 
especially since the rise of Ash'arite voluntarism in the 4th/10th century, 
comes into the foreground. I have dealt with this issue in several of my 
writings but just to respond to this question briefly here, I would say that 
God must of necessity create; otherwise He would not be the Creator. But He 
has created this particular creation, which for us is creation as such, in 
freedom. 

In the same section, after criticizing my making gnosis independent of 
faith to which I have already replied, the author asks how faith is related to 
what I call "intelligence of the heart," and also poses the question, "Can we 
say that this intelligence is in any way informed by the revelation which is 
needed to actualize it?'' First of all, faith is definitely related to the 
intelligence of the heart because although the heart, spiritually understood, 
resides at the center of our being, in our present-day condition we have no 
direct access to it. It has become hardened and covered by the rust to which 
the Prophet of Islam referred. In order for this rust to be removed and the eye 
of the heart opened, there is need for revelation as well as faith in that 
revelation. To quote the Prophet, "For everything there is a polish. The 
polish for the heart is the remembrance of God (dhikr Allmz)." Now the dhikr 
in its Islamic form was first of all revealed through the Quran by God. 
Second, in order to practice it, there is the necessity of absolute faith in God 
and the sacramental power of His Name. Therefore in order for the 
intelligence of the heart to function and the eye of the heart to open, there is 
unconditional need of faith. The tradition I have quoted here from Islamic 
sources has its equivalent in other religions. Once the eye of the heart is 
opened, then it can "see" the spiritual world or, in other words, the 
intelligence of the heart, which itself is sacred and functions only within a 
sacred ambience, is able to know the truth, but that itself depends upon faith 
and grace. And yes, it is informed by the revelation, of which it is the 
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microcosmic counterpart, as well as being actualized by it. 
I agree with almost all that is presented in section four dealing with 

realized knowledge except where, at the beginning of this section, the author 
writes, "Nasr himself appreciated just how misleading his previous 
exposition had been." I do not admit to anything of the sort. The order of 
chapters and materials presented in Knowledge and the Sacred was chosen 
very carefully in light of the audience I was addressing and as I already said 
the format of the Gifford Lectures. Also as I have already stated I wanted to 
show how in modem times knowledge had become separated from the 
domain of the sacred, then show what sacred knowledge is in itself and its 
application to various domains of reality, and finally, what it means to realize 
this knowledge within oneself. The first step was necessitated by the 
secularized ambience in which I had to present my thesis. The second and 
the third, however, are very much in line with how wisdom is taught to this 
day in the Islamic world. For those of intellectual bent, and not necessarily 
any adept of Sufism, to this day works of gnosis (ma 'rifah/'irfan ), such as 
those ofibn 'Arabi and al-Jili wherein the highest principles of metaphysics 
and cosmology are revealed, are taught in small sessions to gifted students. 
At the same time those students who are really serious begin spiritual 
practice under the guide of a master, practices whose fruit is the actualization 
ofthe knowledge contained in the works they are studying. There is a Sufi 
adage according to which the truth is like a seed which is planted in the soil. 
From this seed grows a plant which flowers and bears fruit within which is 
to be found that seed again. The first seed is knowledge of a sacred order 
described by teachers and learned by those with sufficient intelligence, 
which in Islam is itself a divine gift and in its pure state a sacrament. The 
second seed is none other than the first but now realized and interiorized. My 
book in a sense repeated this propedeutic process in the altered conditions 
in which I had to expose these teachings. As for the wedding between 
knowledge and virtue, yes the term "wedding" must be taken in the strongest 
sense in this context, for sacred knowledge is impossible without great virtue 
and even ordinary knowledge requires at least the virtue of objectivity. As 
for the virtues themselves, in the deepest sense they belong to God and our 
soul possesses the virtues to the extent that it confirms itself to its Divine 
Norm. Moreover, virtue within the soul implies a kind of "intelligence" of 
our human substance, a manner of our soul being intelligent and participat
ing in the light of intelligence. 

Burrell concludes by mentioning two major Islamic figures who have 
had a "formative presence" in my life and thought, these being Jalal al-Oin 
Riimi and Mulla Sadra. I agree with this assessment but need to add to it. 
First of all I have lived with the poetry of Riinrl since I was five years old. 
This deep immersion in Persian Sufi poetry, which also included Sa' di, 
I:Iafi~, and 'A!tar, did not only become a source of wisdom for me, but it 
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taught me that great poetry, more than acting as a vehicle for the teaching of 
wisdom, is the means for the experience of that wisdom itself. Sixty years 
later, I still read Riimi and I:lafi? more for the direct experience of the 
highest wisdom dressed in the robe of beauty, which as Plato said is the 
splendor of the truth, than only for didactic purposes, and I would be glad to 
read practically nothing else save the Sacred Scriptures. Furthermore, Riimi 
has also been an intimate inner guide through all the phases of my life. 

As for Mulla $adra, I came to him in my late twenties after my return to 
Persia and the beginning of the second phase of my study of Islamic 
philosophy with traditional Persian masters. But before coming to Mulla 
~adra, I had immersed myself deeply in the thought of Ibn Sina (Avicenna), 
Suhrawardi and Ibn 'Arabi, the three figures to whom I devoted my Three 
Muslim Sages. To understand my intellectual lineage in the Islamic universe, 
therefore, in addition to Riimi and Mulla ~adra, the names of Ibn Sina, 
Suhrawardi and Ibn 'Arabi should also be remembered, while spiritually my 
perspective cannot be understood without reference to Shadhili spirituality 
going back to the teachings of the first master and founder of the order, 
Shaykh Abu'l-I:Iasan al-Shadhili 

I wish to conclude this response as I began it by turning to further 
general considerations which complement what I have written at the 
beginning of my response to this important essay of David Burrell which 
poses so many delicate and profound questions. At the beginning of 
Knowledge and the Sacred I wrote about the unity of being, knowledge, and 
bliss at the beginning and their subsequent separation. I believe that this long 
lost unity cannot be regained save with the help of revelation and faith in 
that revelation. Only the grace of Heaven can overcome the poison of what 
the Bible calls the tree of good and evil. While Adam was in paradise he saw 
all things in God and faith for him was nothing but knowledge through 
vision itself; knowledge of the highest or seeing the highest also corre
sponded for him to belief in the deepest sense. But for fallen man that unity 
has been lost and faith remains a basic necessity for regaining the Adamic 
state and that unitary vision. Furthermore, man is composed of intelligence, 
will and the substance we call soul. To become unified and at the highest 
level sanctified, the intelligence must know the Truth, the will must submit 
itself to the Truth and the soul must become embellished with the virtues 
which descend from the Truth. Now, none of this is possible without 
revelation, faith, and grace. But the highest goal, from the sapiental point of 
view, remains unitive knowledge and vision whose fruit is the scientia sacra 
that cannot be fully attained without total realization which implies the 
intelligence, the will, and the virtues of the soul. Knowledge sanctifies us 
precisely if the Truth embraces every aspect of our being. 

In my emphasizing intellectus, I have not meant to belittle revelation and 
faith, as the thrust of the totality of my writings reveals. Rather, my intention 
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has been to reinstate the status of the intellect, as the crowning faculty within 
the human being and as a supernaturally natural sacramental faculty whose 
eclipse is responsible for this dichotomy between "intellect" and faith that 
concerns Burrell so deeply. If we look at my exposition from the Christian 
point of view, it might be said that I have tried to bring back to life the 
epistemological hierarchy of Boethius who distinguished clearly between 
intellectus, ratio, imaginatio, and sensus, a hierarchy which provided a basis 
for medieval Christian thought. 

Finally, I need to add that there is a question of emphasis between 
Christianity and Islam as far as the will and the intelligence are concerned. 
The first is addressed more to the will and the second to the intelligence 
within man. This difference in emphasis must also be seen in the different 
nuances one finds in the relation between knowledge and faith in the two 
traditions in question, although of course both elements are vital to each 
religion. It can in fact be said that what saving love is in Christianity, _Sincere 
faith in the one and Absolute Reality is in Islam. As far as Islam is con
cerned, over the centuries there have developed nQt---en1y schools of 
philosophy and theology but also that sapiental knowledge known sometimes 
as tzikmah, but usually as ma 'rifah or 'irfan. Now, it is true that in Christian
ity the category of theology is much more inclusive than in Islam, but I 
believe that even in Christianity there has existed that third category known 
sometimes as gnosis or mystical theology and at other times as theosophy as 
we see in a Jakob Bohme, although this dimension has been eclipsed in 
Western Christianity in recent centuries in contrast to Orthodox Christianity. 
In any case I do not believe that gnosis, scientia sacra, traditional metaphys
ics, or the perennial philosophy should be considered as simply another type 
of theology, but that it should be given its own legitimate place in contempo
rary Western intellectual life as one finds in other living intellectual 
traditions, such as the Islamic and the Hindu, unless one makes a clear 
distinction between mystical theology and ordinary theology and adds to the 
condition for being a theologian the necessity of the presence of God in him, 
such as one finds in the Orthodox understanding of the term "theologian." 
Professor Burrell might consider this to be only a matter of terminology, but 
I believe that something more essential is involved. In any case, I am grateful 
to him for bringing up some very important issues in the relation between 
intellection and faith and for allowing me to clarify my views on this matter 
which is of great concern to both Christianity and Islam, not to speak of 
other religions, as well as to nearly all schools of the philosophy of religion. 

S.H.N. 
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Leonard Lewisohn 

SUFISM IN THE THOUGHT OF S. H. NASR 

1 t was a sultry summer afternoon: crouching in the corner of a Sufi khanaqah 
in south Tehran, dressed in a long-sleeved shirt and dark suit coat, I wore 

the de rigueur respectable attire in Pahlavi Iran, whether for dervish or 
prince, prime minister or taxi-driver. Across from me sat the venerable Mr. 
Hasan Kobari, chief shaykh of the khiinaqiih, a man who never seemed to 
utter a word or move a limb without one feeling that either a thunderstorm 
was breaking or a rosebud bursting into bloom. All the voluminous 
publications of Dr. Nurbakhsh, the Ni'matu'llahi Order's current Master, 
were edited and proofread by him; all responsibility for the financial 
accounts for the sixty-odd Sufi centers run by the Order sat on his shoulders. 
Iron will, sincerity, rigor, directness to the point ofbluntness, merciless wit, 
the dignity and seriousness of which was never compromised by irony, his 
silence, inspiring awe, and his speech imposing respect, his gaze as piercing 
as Ozymandias' s sneer of cold command, while his humility and readiness 
to apply himself, unhesitatingly, to the most humble chores, always left his 
critics ashamed and abashed, bemused before their own conceit and false 
self-esteem: These were the qualities of the man which now filled the air 
before me, burning hotter than the breezeless summer heat. "Mr. Kobari," 
I asked rashly, "what do you think of Dr. Nasr? It is said that his political 
affiliation and connection with the government ... "Mr. Kobari turned, his 
eyes scorching me with indignant wrath. The thunderstorm broke out, then 
the rose blossomed forth. "What are you saying?" he cried. "One hundred 
Kolbaris would not equal one Dr. Nasr. His service to the understanding of 
Islam and Sufism is unrivaled by anyone else today." I was of course 
silenced and dumbfounded, full of reverence and reflection, or rather, made 
to feel the full impact of my lack of reverence and reflection, and so forced 
to revise the folly of youthful judgment. 

I tell this personal vignette to illustrate the impact of Dr. Nasr among 
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dervishes and on Sufism in Iran during the 1960s and 1970s, although that 
is not the subject of this essay. In what follows, instead I shall examine some 
of his works and comment on their contribution to the field of Sufism within 
the general framework of Islamic Studies. If neither the heat of that intense 
Tehran summer remains, nor now in the West the terror of mullahs seems as 
oppressive as it still is, the words of Mr. Kobari, words of praise for Dr. Nasr 
with no other motive but to cook the raw understanding and correct the rash 
perception of the present author, still echo in my mind's eye with their 
thunderous lightning and overpowering fragrance. 

S. H. Nasr's voluminous writings encompass a wider scope of topics 
than any other modem Muslim thinker. The scope of subject matter his 
works survey encompasses not only most aspects of Islamic Studies but also 
comparative philosophy and religion, the philosophy of art, history of 
science, as well as the philosophical and religious dimensions of the 
ecological crisis. 1 Underlying thjs diversity of interest, 'ilm al-ta$awwuf 
(Sufism) and 'irfan (mystical gno~is) constitute the leitmotif of his composi
tions, remaining the fundamental ahd focal source of inspiration in his work. 

So pervasive is the influence of Sufism and so prevalent are the 
expressions of Islamic gnosis and S fism in his writings that it is nearly 
impossible to discriminate and separate n the basis of subject matter or title 
alone which compositions should be place~ amongst his "Sufi" or "theosoph
ical" works, and which amongst his scientific and philosophical ones. As 
Nasr himself points out, "Gnosis has played a more central role in the 
Islamic tradition than it has in the West."2 This being true, with gnosis 
located at the heart of the spiritual life of Islam, then for a major modem 
Muslim thinker it also naturally lies at the center of his intellectual life as 
well. 

Nasr's Sufi Essays, which I first encountered in the early 1970s in a 
London bookshop, was the first work of its kind in any European language 
during that decade. "Of its kind ... "? Well, there were some works of I dries 
Shah then available in Europe and the United States as well. But these were 
hardly scholarly, liberally mixing the water of fiction with the wine of truth. 
I remember strolling into Orientalia, a bookstore in New York's Lower East 
side specializing in Islam and the Middle East in 1972 and requesting any 
works on Sufism. The learned proprietor brought forth a shiny new copy of 
Sufi Essays and two well-thumbed books of I dries Shah. And that was his 
full selection of works on the subject. "Of course, Nasr's works are more 
authentic, but no one reads them," he sighed, "while !dries Shah is very 
popular, but obviously content-wise oflittle value." Today, the situation has 
changed drastically. Nearly every bookshop with any selection of works on 
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Islam also now has a correspondingly wide range of books on Sufism. And 
yet, the serious consideration given today to the study of Sufism in scholarly 
circles in the West was largely generated by the profundity and novelty of 
Nasr's pioneering academic treatment, for his Sufi Essays was the first solid 
general work on Sufism to be written in the latter half of the twentieth 
century. 

The list of works composed on Sufism per se by Nasr is quite small. It 
amounts actually to only two books, the above-mentioned Sufi Essays 
(London, 1972) and Jalal al-Din Riimi' Supreme Persian Poet and Sage 
(Tehran, 1974). Nonetheless, important essays on Sufi themes can be found 
in many of the available collections of his writings. Among these, the 
following four articles should be mentioned: "The Flight of Birds to Union: 
Meditations upon 'Anar's Mant_iq al-t(lyr," "The Influence of Sufism on 
Traditional Persian Music," "Riimi, Supreme Poet and Sage," and "Riimi 
and the Sufi Tradition," in his Islamic Art and Spirituality.3 In addition, the 
chapter on "Ibn 'Arabi and the Sufis" in his Three Muslim Sages;4 on "The 
Prayer of the Heart in Hesychasm and Sufism," in Greek Orthodox 
Theological Review (1986, pp. 195-203); and "The Relation Between 
Sufism and Philosophy in Persian Culture," in Hamdard Is/amicus (6; 
Winter 1983, pp. 33~7), should also be cited as exemplifying his profound 
interests in Sufism. 

N asr' s contribution of articles related to the study of Sufism to various 
edited collections has also been substantial. First in order of significance is 
his editorship of and substantial contributions to a massive two-volume 
collection entitled (vol. 1) Islamic Spirituality: Foundations, and (vol. 2) 
Islamic Spirituality: Manifestations, 5 the latter volume being dedicated 
primarily to the "manifestations" of Sufism. In this tome one finds essays on 
Sufi topics such as "The Spiritual Significance of the Rise and Growth ofthe 
Sufi Orders" (pp. 3-5); "Sufism and Spirituality in Persia" (pp. 206--22); 
and "Theology, Philosophy, and Spirituality" (pp. 393-446). His "Spiritual 
Movements, Philosophy, and Theology in the Safavid Period" in The 
Cambridge History of Iran, VI: The Timurid and Safavid Periods,6 also 
briefly touches on Sufism. More recently, one may cite his three quite 
different introductions to three respective volumes entitled The Heritage of 
Sufism.7 

Although the geographical scope of Dr. Nasr's researches in Islamic 
Studies is not confined to any particular area or land of the Muslim world, 
intellectually speaking the primary focus of his writings revolves around the 
relationship between Islamic philosophy, theosophy, or wisdom-spirituality 
(~ikmah ), Islamic science, and Sufism. In this respect, it should be pointed 
out that his interests in Sufi literature and poetry, as well as in the fine arts 
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in Islam, are not primarily or even secondarily of a purely "literary" or 
"aesthetic" nature; his writings are in fact seldom characterized by any 
interest in exploration of novel or obscure details of the literary or historical 
biographies of writers and poets, nor in the minute analysis of aesthetic 
nuances and meanings of poetic metaphors after the fashion of a literary 
critic. Rather, his concern is primarily to expound on the doctrinal import 
and metaphysical meaning of the ideas of a given poet's or artist's work, 
thus highlighting what he understands to be the sacred foundations of their 
work. 

In his various essays on Jalal al-Oin Riimi (d. 1273), for instance, Nasr 
does not approach Riimi' s poetry with the same concern for detailed literary 
or philosophical analysis to which he subjects the thought of theosophers 
such as Mulla $adra or Suhrawardi. He does not attempt to explore Riiml's 
theology or metaphysics systematically, nor to analyze in any detail his 
notion of love and reason, his theory of the body, soul and spirit, nor to 
explore the poet's angelology o/'Prophetology, as for instance, one finds in 
his treatment or-&llu-awardf.S Nasr presents Riimi as an illustrator of 
metaphysical truth rather than as a creator of beauty; Riimi is cited for the 
sake of edification, his verses adduced solely to highlight the doctrinal truths 
of Islamic gnosis, vis-a-vis which Sufism remains a most significant 
tributary. 9 As Nasr observes: 

In the strict sense one should refer to the Islamic tradition and not to the Sufi 
tradition, because the first is an integral tradition and the second a part of the 
first and inseparable from it. In using the term "Sufi tradition," therefore, the 
more limited sense of the word is intended without wishing in any way to imply 
that Sufism can be practiced in itself without reference to the Islamic tradition 
of which it is a part. 10 

Nasr's study ofRiimi thus reflects his own philosophical aims: to expound 
genuine Islamic gnostic and metaphysical doctrine. The expression of Truth 
as divine Beauty or as beautiful poetry remains marginal to this aim. It is the 
category of Sacral Expression, the evocation of the Sacred Temenos of 
Riiml' s poetry which concerns him, insofar as "the beauty of his [Riimi' s] 
verses is like the beauty of a sanctuary which is there of necessity as the 
'existential' condition for all authentic manifestations of the sacred. " 11 

At the center of Prof. Nasr's approach to Sufi literature in general, be 
this prose or poetry, lies his own spiritual attitude to the Sacred Truth as 
constituting the central divine Origin of all human creativity. As with many 
other exponents of the perennial philosophy, Nasr considers "Tradition"12 to 
be the sole source of all creative expressions of beauty, the latter being 
merely marginal emanations of the former. 
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That which encompasses both logic and poetry is the nature of Ultimate Reality 
as revealed in various traditional metaphysical doctrines according to which 
this Reality ... is at once logical and poetic, mathematical and musical. 13 

The Intellect corresponds to the masculine aspect of the Divine Reality, 
and poetry vis-a-vis the Intellect corresponds "to the feminine pole which is 
at once an extrusion of the masculine and its passive and substantial 
complement."14 In this fashion, poetry, beauty, and the fine arts are (albeit 
indirectly) subsumed to logic, philosophy, and metaphysics, just as the 
feminine can be said to follow the masculine. The common ground between 
logic and poetry, and by extension, between a "masculine" theosophical 
reason and a "feminine" creative intuition, is found only in "gnosis or 
traditional metaphysics," which must be "rediscovered" if any wedding 
between the two is to take place. 15 

In his essay on "Traditional Art as Fountain of Knowledge and Grace," 
these ideas are given an eloquent and substantial exposition. Nasr comments 
that "[traditional sacred] art reflects the truth to the extent that it is sacred, 
and it emanates the presence of the sacred to the extent that it is true." 16 

Stressing the religious significance of the sacred dimension ofbeauty, Nasr 
maintains that "the knowledge of the sacred cannot be ... separated from 
beauty," for beauty "far from being a luxury or a subjective state, is 
inseparable from reality and is related to the inner dimension of the Real as 
such." 17 At the same time, "what in fact distinguishes metaphysics and 
gnosis from profane philosophy is not only the question of truth but also 
beauty. Gnosis is the only common ground between poetry and logic, 
whether formal or mathematical. ... It is only in gnosis or scientia sacra that 
the rigor of logic and the perfume of poetry meet, for this science is 
concerned with the truth." 18 The centrality of Sufism in Nasr's thought here 
becomes evident, for only through the sacred literary and artistic master
pieces of Sufism can a complete "wedding between truth and beauty" in the 
world of Islam be achieved. 19 

When it comes to actual definitions and descriptions of Sufism, instead 
of referring to the normal ethical prescriptive categories used by the classical 
exponents/0 Nasr generally treats the subject as the given esoteric dimension 
of the sacred Islamic Tradition, which is understood to be a compound of a 
civilization's "cumulative historical" development, to use W. Cantwell 
Smith's term, and to be vouchsafed to man by grace of its divine origin. "In 
the Islamic period," Nasr states, "mysticism is nearly identical with the inner 
dimension of Islam known as Sufism, and also exists within Shi'ism."21 Nasr 
thus attempts to revive the classical Muslim outlook on Sufism, reiterating 
"the views of authorities such as al-Ghazzali, in the Sunni world, and 
Shaykh Baha' al-Din al-'Amili, in the Shi'ite world, who ... have defended 
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both [the esoteric and exoteric] dimensions of Islam,"22 explaining that: 

Traditional Islam considers it [Sufism] as the inner dimension or heart of the 
Islamic revelation, without denying either the state of decadence into which 
certain orders have fallen over the centuries or the necessity of preserving the 
truths of Sufism only for those qualified to receive them. The attitude of 
traditional Islam to Sufism reflects that which was current during the centuries 
prior to the advent of puritanical and modernist movements in the 12th/ 18th 
century, namely that it is the means for the attainment of sanctity meant for 
those wishing to encounter their Creator here and now and not a teaching meant 
to be followed by all members of the community. 23 

While this view illuminates his own position regarding the relationship 
between Sufism and the exoteric dimension of Islam, in order to grasp the 
various nuances and strands of this tradition, the following description ofhis 
own native Persian S~fi tradition, within which he was born and raised, is 
even more significant:\ 

Altogether one can de~t in contemporary Persia three distinct spiritual types 
with many possibilities ~hin each type. These types include first of all the 
regular and orthodox Sufi _o~s, some of which are ofShi'ite inclinations and 
other Sunni. There is much contact between the two kinds of orders, and they 
are far from being mutually exclusive. Second, there is spiritual initiation and 
instruction given by masters of Sufism who do not belong to a distinct Sufi 
order and who are either independent masters, as in the early centuries of 
Islam, or are of the Uwaysi type. Many of the great gnostics of contemporary 
Persia like 'Allamah Tabataba'I have received their spiritual instruction 
through such a channel. Third, there is Shl'ite spirituality and initiatic guidance 
independent of the Sufi orders but issuing from the same esoteric dimension of 
Islam which has given birth to Sufism and Shl'ism.24 

Examining the threefold division among the different types of Sufism 
expressed here, it would appear that, personally speaking, Nasr favors the 
second two types of Sufism over the first. Thus, Prof Nasr's describes his 
two decades of study of gnosis and philosophy under three different Iranian 
mentors: 'Allamah Taba!aba'I, Mahdi llahi Qumsha'I and Sayyid Mul;lam
mad Ka~im 'A~r, 25 none of whom were formally disciples or followers of 
a master belonging to any organized Sufi order ([ariqat) of the first type 
mentioned above/6 but who nevertheless were affiliated with a quasi-Sufi 
esoteric tradition parallel to ordinary (ar I qat Sufism. 27 However, from certain 
encomiastic comments made about the French scholar of the Traditionalist 
School, F. Schuon,28 it is clear that for Nasr it is Schuon, rather than any of 
those modern Persian sages cited above, who plays the pivotal role of the 
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"Supreme Master" in his spiritual life and thought. 
In terms of comparative religion, the most important contribution of 

Nasr to inter-religious dialogue is his use of Sufi esoteric ism as a basis for 
a philosophy of religious pluralism.29 With their focus on esotericism in 
general and Sufism .in particular, Nasr's writings have been most successful 
in arguing that religious plurality does not necessarily imply the relativity of 
religions. Speaking of"Islam and the Encounter of Religions," he observes: 

The most powerful defense for religion in the face of modem skepticism is 
precisely the universality of religion, the realization of the basic truth that God 
has addressed man many times, in each case saying "I'' and speaking in a 
language that is suitable for the particular humanity to which the revelation is 
addressed. 30 

Following in the footsteps of Louis Massignon and Henry Corbin, the 
influence of whose lives and scholarship upon his thought Nasr has readily 
acknowledged,31 in his Sufi Essays Nasr boldly introduced many of the 
classical Sufis as the real ecumenical thinkers of classical Islam. The 
writings of Riim1, Ibn 'Arab!, Al-Jill, Shabistari, Hatif I~fahan1, Dara 
Shikiih, and many others are here presented as champions of cross-religious 
dialogue and inter-faith understanding, as the mystic forerunners of the later 
scholar-sages such as Ananda Coomaraswamy and Rene Guenon. Nasr 
proposes that Islamic philosophical and mystical thought contains within 
itself the seeds of a genuinely higher synthesis of religious diversity. This 
synthesis is based on a knowledge, which "is already blessed with the 
perfume ofthe sacred," envisioning 

in the multiplicity of sacred forms, not contradictions which relativiz8, but a 
confirmation of the universality of the Truth and the infinite creative power of 
the Real that unfolds Its inexhaustible possibilities in worlds of meaning which, 
although different, all reflect the unique Truth.32 

Based on the Quranic doctrine of Unity (taw~id), it does not aim to reduce 
all religions to a uniform monolithic abstraction, for, as he points out: 

Metaphysically speaking, unity lies at the opposite pole of uniformity, and the 
reduction of religions to a least common denominator in the name of religious 
unity of mankind is no more than a parody of the "transcendent unity of 
religions" which characterizes the traditional point ofview.33 

Nasr's attempt to resuscitate exoteric Islam by revival of its esoteric 
dimension or Sufism still remains his most important intellectual legacy, 
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offering a spiritual palliative to our soullessly secular modem world 
alienated from its spiritual traditions and all sacred values, where he says, 

As far as Islam is concerned the key necessary for opening the door towards a 
true encounter with other religions has already been provided by Sufism. It is 
for contemporary Muslims to use this key and to apply the established 
principles to the particular condition presented to the Islamic world today.34 
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REPLY TO LEONARD LEWISOHN 

Jhave known Dr. Lewisohn since as a young student he came to Tehran 
seeking instruction in Sufism. Now an accomplished scholar of Sufism and 

Persian Sufi literature, he is intimately familiar with my works on the subject 
of his essay which is of central importance for the understanding of all 
aspects of my thought. His statement that" 'ilm al-ta~awwuf(Sufism) and 
'irfan (mystical gnosis) constitute the leitmotif of his compositions, 
remaining the fundamental and focal source of inspiration of his work" is 
fully confirmed by me. While the perennial philosophy constitutes my 
general perspective, it has been through the engagement on both the 
doctrinal and practical planes with Sufism that I have sought to reach and 
realize the truths of the perennial philosophy. Whatever I have written, 
whether it be in the field of religion, philosophy, science, or art, has been 
from the perspective of Sufism in its most universal sense, which is none 
other than the sophia perennis expressed in the language of the Islamic 
tradition. Throughout Islamic history there have been Sufi figures such as 
Qu!b al-Din Shirazi, Baha' al-Din 'Amili and more recently Shaykh A~ad 
al-' Alawi who have written not only on Sufism but also on law, philosophy, 
astronomy, and the like; but all of their works have been influenced by their 
fundamental "philosophical" perspective drawn from Sufism and in fact 
constituting the heart of Sufism itself. On a more humble scale the whole 
corpus of my writings must be viewed in the same way, although I have 
turned to non-Islamic worlds in a way that these and other classical figures 
did not do because they did not need to do so. In any case I identify myself 
as belonging to the Sufi tradition in the same way that I am in a more general 
sense an Islamic thinker and a follower and propagator of the perennial 
philosophy. 

The author states that since according to my own words gnosis has 
played a central role in the Islamic tradition, "then for a major modern 
Muslim thinker it [gnosis] also naturally lies at the heart of his intellectual 
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life as well." First of all I am not a "modem" Muslim thinker but a con
temporary one who has opposed during all of his life the very tenets of 
modernism. Secondly, there are many present-day Muslim thinkers, or those 
who are at least called Muslim thinkers, who precisely because of their 
modernism are totally opposed to gnosis or Sufism. Unfortunately, in the 
present-day Islamic world, it does not follow from the fact that gnosis lies at 
the heart of the Islamic tradition that all those who consider themselves 
Muslim thinkers are also concerned with gnosis. On the contrary because 
modernism is based on the forgetfulness of gnosis, as I have defined it as 
being equivalent to 'irfiin, most modem Muslim thinkers are opposed to 
gnosis and Sufism as a conseq11ence of their modernism. I am fully aware of 
my relatively lonely position 'in~_is respect in relation to other Muslim 
thinkers who are modernists, but I nee-<tto_ add that many of the younger 
Western-educated Muslim thinkers who are no longer blinded by modernism 
are turning to Sufism and gnosis again. The revival of Sufism and gnosis 
among Western-educated Muslims (whether they have been educated in the 
West or in Western style institutions in the Islamic world) during the past 
few decades is a very important reality of contemporary Islamic history to 
which not enough attention has been paid. 

Lewisohn provides a list of my works specifically devoted to Sufism. 
This list is well prepared but I need to add that I have written a number of 
essays such as those dealing with the subject of God, the cosmos, the Quran, 
and lfadith in the first volume of Islamic Spirituality which, while not 
displaying the word Sufi or gnostic in their title, are concerned directly with 
Sufi doctrine, as are certain chapters of my books not cited by the author 
such as the final chapter of Science and Civilization in Islam and several 
chapters of Islam and the Plight of Modern Man and Islamic Life and 
Thought. Even my short biography of the Prophet, Muhammad-Man of 
God, is in reality a Sufi biography written in a simple language for younger 
readers. 

When it comes to the question of my understanding of beauty, the author 
makes certain statements which need to be corrected. He says that I present 
Riiml "as illustrator of metaphysical truths rather than as a creator of 
beauty." I object strongly to the word "rather," because for me the two di
mensions complement each other entirely. I was brought up with the poetry 
of Riiml and was attracted to its beauty long before I understood its meta
physical significance. I would therefore not agree with Lewisohn' s statement 
that "the expression of Truth or Divine Beauty or as beautiful poetry remains 
marginal to his [my] aim." Strangely enough a page later Lewisohn quotes 
my statement that "knowledge of the sacred cannot be ... separated from 
beauty," which contradicts the earlier assertion. 
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In any case to make my position clear on this crucial issue, I must state 
that I have always been and remain very sensitive to beauty whether it be of 
nature, art, or the human soul, and beauty has always wielded great power 
over my mind and soul, carrying me to the Abode of the Source of all 
beauty. Also I have never expressed a moralistic cult of ugliness opposed to 
beauty, seen as dispersion or luxury, such as one finds among certain 
modem Christian and also, to a lesser extent, Muslim thinkers. More 
specifically I have been immersed all my life in Sufi poetry and have even 
composed a few humble poems now and then in Persian and English. The 
reason that I have not emphasized aesthetic elements of Sufi poetry 
independent of the truth contained therein is twofold: first, to bring out the 
primacy of metaphysical truth for many, especially among my own 
countrymen who have become drunk with the divine beauty of a f:Hifi~ or 
Rumi and who quote their poems over and over again for aesthetic 
enjoyment but separated from the truth they are meant to convey. Such 
people seem to have forgotten the Platonic dictum that beauty is the splendor 
of the truth. Second, as one who has sought to present Sufi metaphysics to 
a Western philosophical audience and also to challenge the philosophical 
errors of the modem world, I have had to emphasize the pole of the truth 
over that of beauty, which does not hold the same status in modem 
philosophical discourse as in traditional philosophies. 

In my writings, especially if one reads all of them, it is not true that 
"poetry, beauty, and the fine arts are (albeit indirectly) subsumed by logic, 
philosophy, and metaphysics, just as the feminine can be said to follow the 
masculine" as claimed by the author. I see the relation of the feminine to the 
masculine as one of complementarity, like the Far Eastern yin-yang. It is true 
that poetry and beauty represent the feminine element and logic and 
intellectual activity in general the masculine element. But I see their refation 
as full complementarity rather than either opposition or domination of one 
over the other. I have often written that poetry and mathematics can meet 
and have a common ground only in gnosis which possesses both the rigor of 
mathematics and the beauty of poetry. God is both the supreme Architect 
and Geometer and the supreme Poet and Musician if these terms are 
understood symbolically and not anthropomorphically. Rumi writes in a 
verse addressing God, "we are the lyre that Thou plucketh." This principia! 
truth is present in all authentic manifestations of gnosis which are both true 
and beautiful. 

In any case, in my own life even from childhood I was drawn to both 
poetry and music on the one hand and mathematics and science on the other. 
It was only later that I discovered that traditional philosophy whose most 
perfect expressions are both beautiful and true. Both in my writings and in 
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my own life I have never separated the two. Rather, I have sought to see in 
every beauty the reflection of the Divine Beauty, the Divine Name al-Jamil 
as the Sufis would say, and also never to identify beauty with dispersion but 
rather with the Truth and its realization. My immersion in the Persian Sufi 
poetical canon with which Dr. Lewisohn is well acquainted is closely 
connected with the inner nexus I have both come to realize intellectually and 
to experience inwardly between truth and beauty. 

At the end of his paper the author speaks"'quoting my own words, of the 
three spiritual types consisting of orthqdt>X/Sufi orders, initiation given by 
masters of Sufism who do not b~orig to a distinct Sufi order, and Shi'ite 
spirituality outside the Sufi orrlers. Then he adds, "Nasr favors the second 
two types of Sufism over the first." I am very surprised at a person who has 
known me for over a quarter of a century for making such a statement. I 
cannot go into details concerning my personal spiritual life here, but for the 
sake of the record it is necessary to mention that although I have had a 
profound personal as well as intellectual relation with the second two types, 
it is with the first type that I have been involved since my youth. I have 
belonged to the world of orthodox Sufi orders, although not a Persian order, 
since my twenties and experienced the two spiritual types mentioned above 
as a practitioner of what Lewisohn himself refers to as khanaqahiSufism. 
There is a great deal that I could say on this subject but will not do so here. 
But it is necessary at least to clarify this point. 

Turning to the question of Sufism and religious diversity, much of what 
the author has written meets with my approval. Only when he writes, 
"Islamic philosophical and mystical thought contains within itself the seeds 
of a genuinely higher synthesis of religious diversity" do I need to qualify 
this statement in several ways. First of all, the Islamic esoteric tradition does 
not contain only the seeds but also fully developed doctrines pertaining to 
religious pluralism which can and in fact have already been expanded to 
fulfill present-day needs. Second, the synthesis of all manifestations of the 
truth as stated already by an Ibn 'Arabi or Riim1 is already of the highest 
order and not only a seed for a higher order. There is no order higher than 
the One in which all diversity finds its origin and end. 

At the end Lewisohn states that "Nasr's attempt to resuscitate exoteric 
Islam by revival of its esoteric dimensions or Sufism still remains his most 
important legacy." Only time will tell what will be my most important 
legacy, but as far as I am concerned my goal has not been only to revive the 
esoteric dimension of Islam in order to resuscitate exoteric Islam. I have 
sought to revive the esoteric dimension of Islam also in itself and for its 
innate value. In fact within the realm of the Islamic tradition my goal has 
been to revive Islam in both its exoteric and esoteric dimensions as well as 
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the Islamic intellectual tradition, especially philosophy and the sciences, by 
presenting them in a contemporary language and by responding to modem 
challenges while preserving their traditional authenticity. 

Dr. Lewisohn has chosen a subject for his essay which lies at the heart 
of my whole intellectual and philosophical worldview. He has clarified many 
points and provided me with the occasion to clarify others as far as my 
relation with Sufism is concerned. My thought cannot be understood without 
a clarification of the role that Sufism has played in my life, both philosophi
cal and spiritual. There is much more to say on this question, but at least, 
thanks to the author, a number of important issues are made clear as a result 
of this exchange between us. Certain other matters pertaining to this delicate 
question must be treated in another context while there are aspects of this 
issue which, because of their very nature, must continue to remain confiden
tial for now. 

S.H.N. 
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William C. Chittick 

THE ABSENT MEN IN 
ISLAMIC COSMOLOGY 

Nearly thirty years ago, someone told me about a lecture that had recently 
been given by Seyyed Hossein Nasr. During the question and answer 

period, the great Orientalist Gustave von Grunebaum remarked that Nasr's 
talk presupposed a power structure. What was it? Nasr replied with a sparkle 
in his eyes, "The rijiil al-ghayb," and von Grunebaum along with those who 
caught the reference laughed. Like all good jokes, this one has an element 
of truth in it-mythic truth, no doubt-but it certainly helps explain the 
voice of authority that often surfaces in Nasr's writings, producing a variety 
of reactions in his readers. 

The term rijiil al-ghayb means literally "the Men of the Absent," and in 
Sufi lore it refers to those human beings who live in the spiritual world and 
govern the visible world as God's representatives, thus fulfilling their cosmic 
and human functions. God created the universe, as the ~adith puts it, "in 
order to be known," and among all creatures, only human beings have the 
capacity to know God in his full amplitude and grandeur. In their historical 
actuality, human beings are indefinitely diverse, and their diversity pertains 
to every modality of their being and knowledge. It follows that some people 
are better at knowing God than others, just as some people are better at 
understanding mathematics than others. From the Sufi perspective, 
"knowing God" has relatively little to do with the rational sciences, and 
much to do with God's gifts to those whom he chooses as his friends (wali 
or "friend" being the term that is commonly translated into English as 
"saint"). The Prophet reported that God says, "My friends are under My 
cloak-no one knows them but 1." These unknown friends of God are 
known as "the Men of the Absent," whether they be male or female (the 
Arabic word for "man" here has connotations not unlike those which 
allowed Latin vir or "man" to give rise to the word virtue). 
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According to some accounts, the Absent Men can be divided into two 
sorts. One sort, known. as "the Men of Number" (rijiil a/- 'adad), fill a static, 
ever-ptesent hierarchy, so their number never changes (some say it is 
124,00~ like the prophets from Adam down to Mul)ammad). Their chief is 
the "Pol~," who is the most perfect human being of the time and the axis 
around whom the human world revolves. Outwardly, the Pole may be an 
ordinary[ and unremarkable person, but inwardly, as the texts put it, "He 
holds the reins of affairs in his hands." When the Pole dies, God replaces 
him with one of the two Imams, who had been the Pole's viziers, and he 
replaces the missing Imam with one of the four Pegs. Below the Pegs stand 
the seven Substitutes, below them the twelve Principals. Among the Men of 
Number, one manifests the perfections of the angel Seraphiel, three the 
perfections of Michael, five those of Gabriel, seven those of the prophet 
Abraham, forty those ofNoah, and three hundred those of Adam. The ranks 
of the Men of Number are constantly replenished as people pass on to the 
next world. As for the second sort of Absent Men, their number is not fixed, 
and they play a variety of roles according to circumstances. Most of them fall 
under the authority of the Pole, but one group, known as "the Solitaries," 
stand outside his realm. 

It is not clear how literally these reports are meant to be taken, but, 
however we understand them, they speak eloquently of a certain concept of 
human nature, and that concept underlies Seyyed Hossein Nasr's writings. 
It is a view that is usually ignored in modern studies of Islamic religious 
teachings, which tend to focus on superficial overviews of Islamic theology 
and brief descriptions of the duties and obligations imposed on believers by 
the Shari'ah. Nonetheless, any investigation of the literature that informed 
the Islamic world view, from the most technical philosophical and theological 
texts to the most popular poetry, will find that human beings are always 
given a unique role in the cosmos. Even texts on the Shari'ah recognize it 
implicitly, because they set down duties and responsibilities that God has 
imposed on no other creature. 

Nasr often speaks of the loss of the traditional Islamic worldview and the 
havoc wreaked on the Muslim mind by scientific theories about the universe. 
As he points out, and as is obvious to those conversant with the texts, we are 
dealing with two diametrically opposed ways of looking at reality, even if 
many contemporary Muslim intellectuals see no contradiction between belief 
in the Islamic God and belief in the objective status of scientific "facts." 
Throughout the Islamic world, two basic groups of Muslim intellectuals are 
found. One group, which is constantly becoming smaller, still lives more or 
less in the traditional worldview, while the other, ever on the increase, is led 
by the engineers, doctors, and other professionals trained on the Western 
model. These two groups do not speak the same language, and neither has 
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any real idea of what the other is saying. So utterly self-evident is the nature 
of the "world" to each group that they cannot imagine any other way of 
seeing it. The fact that they do not understand each other helps explain why 
contemporary mullas can preach about the necessity of studying modem 
science, employing the term 'ilm or "knowledge" (which has always been 
recognized as the backbone of Islam), without recognizing that modem 
science has practically nothing in common with the traditional understanding 
of' ilm and that, in effect, they are encouraging the young to abandon their 
own intellectual heritage. Of course many if not most reflective Muslims are 
caught somewhere in between the traditional and modern perspectives, and 
this helps explain the "cultural schizophrenia" that Daryoush Shayegan has 
written about and made manifest so eloquently. 1 

In several of his works, Nasr has explained the main principles of the 
traditional Islamic worldview. I would like to reformulate certain aspects of 
this worldview-not in terms of his expressions, but in terms of my own 
understanding based on twenty-five years of studying Islamic texts. My 
purpose is not to claim that Nasr is right or wrong, but simply to reformulate, 
in a language as unencumbered by technical Islamic terminology as possible, 
the basic Islamic ideas on human nature as related to certain key notions in 
Nasr's writings, especially his evaluation of modem thought. I offer one 
person's opinion that Nasr's interpretation of the implications of the Islamic 
tradition for the contemporary world are firmly grounded in the classical 
texts, much more so than many of his critics want to acknowledge. The fact 
that he does not always cite Muslim authorities, but instead is likely to refer 
to authors such as FrithjofSchuon and Ananda Coomaraswamy, cannot be 
taken as evidence that his views do not have the Islamic support that he 
claims. 

Nasr, of course, does not write only about Islamic teachings. Part of his 
relevance as a contemporary philosopher has to do with the fact that he 
claims a universal validity for a point of view which he and others (including 
Schuon and Coomaraswamy) usually call "traditional" and which observers 
have often called "traditionalist" or "perennialist." This perspective asserts 
that humanity, wherever it has been found, has recognized the reality of one 
unique Principle and received guidance from it on various levels. What 
makes human beings "human" is not the peculiar biological, social, and 
historical constraints placed on the species, but the fact that they have been 
given access to the Infinite, the Absolute. This access is given to them, 
which is to say that it comes to them from the other side, and they cannot 
reach it on their own; hence the necessity of prophets, avataras, buddhas, 
sages, shamans, and so on, and the necessity that the guidance be transmitted 
from generation to generation by "tradition." This is not to say that all claims 
to suprahuman guidance are true, or that all the forms that guidance takes 
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will lead to the same "place." Nor does this standpoint deny the important 
role played in the human world by misguidance and evil. Although Nasr 
does offer spme general principles as to how truth is to be discerned from 
falsehood, l'y and large he leaves the issue of judging the correctness of 
specific teftchings to the traditions within which they are offered. What is 
importari for Nasr's own writings is the principle of the universality of the 
guidanfe that comes from the Absolute and the fact that it is always available 
to human beings.2 

One ofNasr's subtexts is the relevance of Sufism to the contemporary 
situation and the catastrophic results that modem Muslims suffer by ignoring 
or rejecting Sufism. For a great variety of reasons, people in both the Islamic 
world and the West become suspicious at the mention of Sufism. In 
contemporary America, for example, it is often associated with gullibility, 
sentimentality, and New Ageism. In the Islamic world, Muslim modernists 
from the nineteenth century onward have taken Sufism as a kind of bugaboo 
that must be driven out if Islam is to enter the modem world. The more 
recent offshoot of modernism, "fundamentalism," has agreed with this 
assessment.3 However, relatively few Muslims have any idea of the historical 
role that Sufism has played, even though they all have strong opinions on the 
topic. A colleague who teaches at Harvard recounts with amusement that a 
young Egyptian studying at MIT took a course with him on al-Ghazzali, who 
has universally been recognized as one of the greatest masters of the Islamic 
sciences and who is known especially for authoritatively establishing the 
central role of Sufism in Islam. At the end of the semester, the student 
submitted a paper beginning with the sentence, "Islamic ta~awwuf does not 
exist" (ta~awwufbeing the Arabic term for "Sufism"). This opinion, despite 
its contradictions, is widely held among Muslims, and the historical record 
is considered of no account.4 Moreover, those who hold the opinion can 
draw support from the works of the early Orientalists, who saw Sufism as a 
clear example of borrowing from other religions (after all, they imply, the 
Sufis were loving, open-minded, and well-intentioned people, so they could 
hardly have been real Muslims). 

Even specialists in fields like Religious Studies or Islamic Studies will 
sometimes remark, "Oh, but he's a Sufi," meaning, "You do not have to take 
him seriously, because he's a mystic," or, "You know, Sufism really has 
nothing to do with Islam, so don't pay attention to him." Yet for Nasr, and 
for the grand authorities like al-Ghazzali who have spoken on behalf of 
Sufism throughout Islamic history, the diverse beliefs, practices, and 
institutions of Islam that are apparent to outside observers make up Islam's 
body, while Sufism is Islam's life-giving spirit. From this standpoint, 
Muslim modernists and fundamentalists, who violently reject the Sufi 
tradition, are trying to breathe a new sort of life into Islam's body, and this 
life can only be drawn from alien sources. The discussion here, of course, is 
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not about the history of the word ~zgY(and its derivatives), since the term 
came into regular use only in the third/ninth century, but rather about what 
Nasr and many of the great authorities of the past have understood by it 
when they employ it.5 

Although Nasr has written eloquently and persuasively about Sufism's 
centrality to the Islamic tradition, he cannot repeat these remarks in 
everything he writes, and even if he could, many observers reject this 
understanding of Sufism's role in Islam, so they feel no need to consider his 
position. I do not think that Nasr has helped his case by describing Sufism 
as "Islamic esoterism." In this he is presumably following Schuon (and to a 
lesser degree, Henry Corbin). Schuon has written voluminously employing 
the esoteric/exoteric dichotomy as a key conceptual tool for understanding 
religion. However, not more than a handful of English-speaking scholars 
have followed this practice, partly because few specialists have found it 
helpful in dealing with the actual texts. 

One of the problems with the word esoteric is that, no matter how 
carefully terms may be defined, negative connotations cannot be eliminated. 
The word is suspect by its very aura, and little can be done about it. One of 
its many disadvantages is its high degree of abstraction, which results in a 
constricted semantic field that does not easily allow it to embrace the vast 
diversity of phenomena that have always been associated with Sufism. The 
restricted field becomes obvious if we compare the English word esoteric 
with the Arabic word batin, of which it is sometimes said to be the transla
tion. The two terms may indeed be employed in parallel ways on occasion, 
but ba{in (which derives from the term batn,. meaning "innards") has a 
concrete meaning and vast possibilities for metaphorical use. In other words, 
the basic meaning of bapn is "inner" or "inward," not "esoteric."6 If it is said 
that Sufism emphasizes the more "inward" teachings of Islam, few Would 
object. The point is simply that Sufism's perspective contrasts with that of 
disciplines likefiqh Uurisprudence) and Kalam (dogmatic theology), which 
emphasize the more outward and socially oriented teachings. The terms 
inward and outward are broad and inclusive enough so that everyone will 
understand an appropriate meaning without being drawn into irrelevant 
questions, such as the "elitism" that is typically associated with "esoterism." 
Both esoterism and exoterism introduce nuances and connotations that are 
not present in the Arabic terminology. It then makes perfect sense to criticize 
Nasr for being an "esoterist" or for supporting the views of contemporary 
esoterists-and people quite sympathetic to Sufism have done so (naturally, 
they ignore Nasr's nuanced definitions and appeal rather to the prevalent 
connotations of the word). 

The cosmic role ofhuman beings lies in the background of many ofthe 
criticisms that Nasr levels at the scientific worldview, criticisms that fly in 
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the face of popular opinion and raise the hackles of numerous scholars and 
thinkers, especially among Muslims. The notion of the "Men of the Absent" 
is one way of expr~1ng some of the tradition's fundamental insights here, 
and the ideasJying behind it can help us understand why Nasr stands where 
he stands./ 

In the traditional, broad-based Islamic view of things, one cannot 
disengage anthropology from cosmology-though many contemporary 
Muslims, in their ignorance ofQuranic teachings and their entrancement by 
modem thought, do so blithely. Of course, everyone recognizes that Islamic 
anthropology is rooted in theology, since Islam agrees with the 
Judea-Christian tradition in holding that man was created in the divine 
image. But nowadays, the cosmic dimension of Islamic anthropology is 
much more difficult to understand and easy to ignore, not least because 
cosmology has long since been delivered over to physicists in the West. 
Moreover, most contemporary Muslim thinkers, in their eagerness to prove 
Islam's respectability in modem terms, have ignored or attacked all Islamic 
teachings on the universe and human beings that are difficult to reconcile 
with the rationalistic and scientistic world view of the contemporary world. 
Hence they have either gone straight back to the Quran, which, shorn from 
the commentarial tradition, is easy to interpret however one likes, or they 
have appealed to Kalam, which is the most rationalistic form of Islamic 
theology and the least concerned with the nature of God's ontological 
relationship with the universe. Kalam is polemical and voluntarist, devoted 
to nit-picking attacks on any form of thought that is deemed to threaten 
God's absolute legal authority. It asserts God's radical transcendence and 
argues vehemently for human responsibility before the divine law. 

Most Muslims with a modem education see things in terms of the 
worldview that has informed the Western tradition since the beginning of the 
modem period. This worldview is rooted in what Nasr calls a "sensualist and 
empirical epistemology," and its net result has been the reification and 
objectification of the cosmos. The world and all its contents, including 
human beings in most of their roles, have been turned into isolated things 
standing in ontological, spiritual, and moral vacuums. Of course, the 
politicians and ideologues who rule the various countries of the Islamic 
world claim that they can adopt the science and technology without the 
moral vacuum. They blusteringly tell us that they will not suffer the social 
disorder of the West, because they will see to it that society observes God's 
commands as set down in the Shari'ah-as interpreted by themselves, of 
course. Their first mistake is to suppose that the Shari'ah can be imposed by 
modem states-with their historically unprecedented ability to indoctrinate 
and coerce-without turning society into another version of the monstrous 
totalitarianism that has too often characterized the twentieth century. The 
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Muslim leaders have offered no empirical evidence that this is possible, 
quite the contrary. 

Even if we grant that the Shari'ah can be applied by government fiat, 
without the individual religious conviction that has always given life to it in 
the traditional Islamic world, the legal constraints of the Shari'ah pertain 
only to certain limited spheres of the human domain, and these spheres 
become more and more constricted under the dehumanizing effects of 
modem institutions. The pervasiveness of bureaucracy, technology, and the 
scientistic worldview, and their steady encroachment on the human domain, 
mean that more and more of the world is reified and opened up to manipula
tion. Traditional moral constraints carry little weight in face of the institu
tions of modernity, especially at the time of crisis-and when has there not 
been a crisis? 

In the West, ecologists of various stripes have recently attempted to 
show the short-sightedness of current conceptions of the world, usually in 
terms of an enlightened self-interest. Some have gone so far as to propose 
alternative cosmologies, but these are almost always "scientific" in that they 
take for granted the necessity for empirical verification and the nonexistence 
of any truly transcendent dimension to reality. The few who have recognized 
a need to recapture transcendence have, by and large, cobbled together 
diverse notions from science and various traditional worldviews with the 
hope that they can come up with a softened and sensitized scientific 
mind-set. 

Nasr's critique ofscientism and technology is rooted in the understand
ing that science, standing on its own, cannot conceive of what it means to be 
human. Many hard scientists, at least, are aware of these limitations, but not 
the popularizers of these sciences who have the greatest effect on how 
people perceive the world. As for the scientists and scholars who delve into 
biology, psychology, sociology, the humanities, and even theology, they 
seem much less convinced about the inadequacy of scientific findings, often 
because, without being aware of it, they take the universe of pop-science as 
reality and speak as if scientific theories provide us with undisputed "facts."7 

As long as the truncated worldview of scientism remains the arbiter, no 
opening to the Infinite is possible, or, at best, people will devise an imitation 
that hardly lets them see beyond the horizons of popular culture. 

There are many versions of Islamic cosmology, few of which have been 
studied in modem times. 8 Common to all of them, and indeed to all Islamic 
thinking, is the idea of unity. Islam's fundamental axiom is that there is one 
supreme principle-an ultimately unnamable and unknowable princi
ple-and that all things appear from it, whether through the divine 
command, or creation, or emanation, or various other modes that are 
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discussed in detail in different schools of thought. Once we recognize that 
this ultimate principle is there, it can be given various names, with the 
reservation that the names do not really help us to understand the named in 
itself. Nonetheless, naming the principle is a necessary stage in coming to 
understand its implications for human reality, and in the Islamic view of 
things, the only truly efficacious naming-efficacious in terms of the full 
reality of what 'it means to be human-comes from the principle itself. 

Naming is efficacious by nature. When we name something, we situate 
it in a pre-existe~t view of reality that allows the name to have meaning. We 
deal with things, in terms of the names that we give to them. If we name 
something a "chair," we sit on it, and if we name it "firewood," we bum it. 
The Islamic tradition-like other traditions-names the world and its diverse 
contents in ways that let people see the function and role of human beings, 
and this function and role is conceived of in terms of a divine compassion 
that has brought the universe into being in the first place. 

The Quran tells us that "God taught Adam the names, all of them" 
(11:30). This verse epitomizes Islam's theology, anthropology, and cosmol
ogy. It alerts us to the three basic realities that must be taken into account if 
we are to understand the nature of things-God, human beings, and the 
cosmos, whose names God taught to human beings at their origin. It needs 
to be remembered here that in the Islamic view of things, Adam is not 
primarily the first sinner but rather the first prophet. He is the primordial 
recipient of divine guidance and the leader of all his children on the road to 
salvation. However, in order to deal with the cosmos appropriately and to 
reach the fullness of their own nature, Adam and his children need to 
understand the God-given names and act accordingly. 

Human beings will always name things, because they are by definition 
"speaking animals" (~ayawan nat,iq). The Arabic expression is usually 
translated into English as "rational animals," in keeping with the way the 
ancient Greek expression entered the English language, but the Arabic n§_tiq 
or "speaking" preserves a nuance of the Greek that has been lost in English. 
Human rationality is articulate, uttered, spoken; and proper human speech 
is intelligent and rational. In the Islamic worldview, the full realization of 
this spoken, articulate rationality presupposes knowledge of the real names 
of things, and knowing the real names means knowing things in the context 
of God's knowledge of them, which only comes to us when He Himself 
names the things. If people do not name things in the context of God's 
naming, they will name them as they see fit. However, there is no possible 
way for them to know the real names of things without assistance from the 
divine Namer, because the real names are precisely those names that God 
himself bestows on the things before He creates them. In other words, God's 
activity is essential to the names, and any worldview that leaves out the 
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divine dimension will necessarily be dealing with inadequate names if not 
misnomers. The net result of misguided naming will be disaster for those 
who employ the names, if not for humanity as a whole-a "disaster" that is 
understoodin terms ofthe whole human domain, not just the world this side 
of death. 

One ofthe most fundamental differences between the Islamic cosmol
ogies and modem scientific cosmology lies in the names of things. How do 
we name the ultimate and mysterious principles or realities that determine 
the configuration of the real world? What happens when the important 
names are "quasars," "quarks," "muons," "black holes," and "big bangs?" 
What is the spiritual fruit of naming the ultimate things with mathematical 
formulae? The basic characteristic of the mathematics that nowadays is 
deemed able to express with authority the nature of things is its abstraction, 
its abstruseness, its reconditeness-the fact that only a tiny elite are able to 
grasp its significance and explain it to the commoners. In the popular 
perception at least, the more the experts learn of the ultimate mysteries of the 
scientific universe, the more they find that it is impersonal, unintelligible (to 
the commoners), and arbitrary. The cosmos, the hard-nosed scientists tell us, 
is basically inhuman, and human beings are an oddity, a cosmic accident. Let 
a few romantics talk of"anthropic principles" or "Gaia hypotheses" if they 
wish, but these are simply the last gasps of the pre-rational urge to feel safe 
in an alien world, new versions of the old psychological props known as 
"gods" and "saviors." 

Islamic cosmology begins with a transcendent, ultimate One, and then 
it names this One with a variety of names that are derived from the divine 
self-naming. None of these names is abstract or inhuman. In fact, the Islamic 
God is anthropomorphic, because the Islamic human is theomorphic. If God 
is understood in man's image, it is because man was created in God's image. 
Unless God is understood in human terms, an unbreachable gap will remain 
between the ultimate and the here and now. Re-ligio or "tying back" to God 
is impossible without images of God and imagining God. People need to 
take an active role in tying themselves back, and they can only do so in terms 
of themselves and their own understanding. They understand only what they 
are; if they do not display the traces of the divine in some way, they cannot 
tie themselves back to the divinity. People who live in such a traditional, 
anthropomorphic universe will necessarily deal with it in human terms. In 
contrast, those who live in an abstract universe will deal with things and 
living beings as abstractions. Those who live in a mechanistic universe will 
treat all beings as machines. Those who find the universe cold and uncaring 
will reciprocate. 

It is of course true that Kaliim and some forms of Islamic philosophy 
assert God's absolute transcendence and claim that the names of God should 
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not be understood in human terms. This perspective is necessary, since it 
helps preserve the primacy of God's reality and the understanding that things 
begin with God, not with us. In any case, Islamic anthropomorphism is not 
the crude sort that we know through various unsympathetic accounts of 
polytheistic worldviews. Rather, it is the recognition of the mercy, goodness, 
and wisdom that pervade reality, whether or not we are able to grasp how 
these qualities are present in any given circumstance. 

Although the Quran's depiction of God is far from that of polytheistic 
myth (in tlfe Hindu or Greek sense), it is certainly polynomial. The 
"ninety-pine" names of God, enacted and performed in the diverse modes of 
Musljm religious life, determine the Islamic mind-set far more than the 
abstractions of the Kalam experts or the rules and regulations of the legal 
scholars. Muslims, to the extent that they put their religion into practice and 
assimilate the teachings of the Quran, cannot fail to see God's wisdom in the 
"signs" (ayat) that are the phenomena of the universe and the self, just as 
they see it in the "verses" (again ayat) that make up the Quran and other 
scriptures. Muslim praxis is studded with the divine names. Every significant 
act begins with a formula that epitomizes more than any other the Muslim 
understanding of God and his relationship with his creation-"In the name 
of God, the All-merciful, the All-compassionate." God deals with the 
universe in terms of his own names, and his primary names assert his 
universal mercy and compassion. Every prayer, every supplication, every act 
of "remembrance" (dhikr) is highlighted by divine names. And every 
rational attempt to understand these names is propelled by the intuition that 
God lies infinitely beyond human conceptualization. God gives, and he takes 
away. He gives the names through his revelations, and he takes away our 
understanding of them through our attempts to understand them. The more 
we try to grasp their significance, the more they turn us back to the 
unknowability of God in Himself. These are the two movements of the 
divine and the human--descent and ascent, origin and return, revelation and 
concealment, disclosure and curtaining. They mark a creative dynamics in 
Islamic culture that has totally disappeared in the monolithic thinking of 
Muslim modernists and ideologues. 

Muslims who practice the Prophet's Sunnah and live in the Quranic 
universe cannot help but think of the universe and themselves in terms of the 
revealed divine names. These are not strictly personal names, nor are they 
impersonal. God is Living, Knowing, Desiring, Powerful, Speaking, 
Hearing, Seeing, Creator, Life-giver, Death-giver, Forgiving, Pardoning, 
Avenging, Bestower, Withholder, and so 'on. The names of the ultimate 
reality establish the significance of what people encounter in the signs. The 
universe is imbued with purpose, and the individual instances of its purpose 
become clear when situations are understood in terms of the divine attributes 
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that become manifest through the names. Not that this is easy-how can we 
be sure if an instance of our pleasure displays God's mercy or his wrath, his 
compassion or his vengeance? We have no way of knowing the final 
outcome of affairs. How many things we delight in one day, only to regret 
the next. Even worldly successes or failures can be reversed in a moment, so 
what about acts and events that impinge on ultimate success and failure? 

Traditional Muslims are confident, however, that things will work out 
for the best, no matter how badly they may go in any given situation. "In the 
name of God, the All-merciful, the All-compassionate" announces all the 
phenomena of the universe. The Quran says that God's mercy "embraces all 
things" (VII: 156), and the Prophet emphasized the point with his famous 
saying, "God's mercy takes precedence over His wrath." This is an 
ontological and cosmic precedence, and it means that all is well in the divine 
scheme of things. It follows that, as the Prophet put it, "The believer is fine 
in every situation" (al-mu 'minu bi '1-khayr ftkulli l}al). Repeatedly the Quran 
commands the believers, "Trust in God," and the attitude of trust in God's 
mercy infuses the traditional worldview. Both the modernists and the 
"fundamentalists" ask Muslims instead to trust in military technology, 
utopian dreaming, and the latest demagogue. Then alone, they tell us, will 
Islam be put back in the driver's seat of history where it belongs. They never 
question the legitimacy of the impersonal view of reality that has allowed 
science and technology to dominate people's understanding of the world in 
the first place. 

Although the One God in himself cannot be known, his manifestations 
cannot be avoided, so much so that it can be said that, from a certain point 
of view, nothing but the One can be known. However, knowledge of the 
One's infinitely diverse manifestations is infinitely diverse, though ircan be 
put into general categories. Knowledge that clings to the data of sense 
perception (whether or not this is mediated through instruments) is limited 
to the surface, the outward, the superficial, the skin-all these terms 
understood as metaphors, not as literal, scientific designations. The One can 
only be truly known inasmuch as it names itself, and these divinely-taught 
names have everything to do with the genesis of the universe. A typical 
listing of the names that generate the cosmos begins with Living, Knowing, 
Desiring, and Powerful. Among these, Living is especially interesting. When 
the Sufi theoreticians explain the nature of the divine life, they are likely to 
employ the term wujiid, which is typically translated as "existence" or 
"being" and which was originally used in this meaning when Greek 
philosophical texts were translated into Arabic. However, the Islamic context 
allows for no wholly inanimate wujiid. "Existence" cannot be conceived of 
as dead matter. An implicit, and often explicit, side to the Islamic teachings 
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is that God's own life, awareness, and consciousness course through 
everything that exists, though these show themselves most clearly in what we 
call "living things"-plants, animals, and human beings. 

The single, supreme Principle manifests itself through multiplicity, but 
this i~ an ordered and hierarchical multiplicity, one that begins with twoness 
and ~adually differentiates itself into various cosmic levels. Two ness is an 
especi~lly important notion in cosmological thinking, because it allows us 
to con~ive of a world along with the supreme One. The duality that appears 
when ~e conceptualize the world next to God colors all the relationships 
between\the One and the many and has repercussions throughout the cos
mos. As the Quran puts it, "And of everything We created a pair" (LI:49). 

For many cosmologists, the basic duality of God and the world gives rise 
to two complementary points of view. From one standpoint, God is utterly 
real and the world utterly unreal; from another standpoint, the world has a 
relative reality (when compared to pure nonexistence), and this reality can 
only derive from God. Inasmuch as we emphasize God's reality and the 
world's unreality, we conceive of God and the world in terms of 
unbreachable otherness. Inasmuch as we conceive of God as giving rise to 
the world through his activity and attributes, we conceive of God and the 
world in terms of unfathomable sameness. In other words, God is both 
transcendent and immanent (or, as I prefer to translate the Arabic terms, both 
"incomparable" with all things and "similar" to them). In terms of God's 
transcendence, the world is nothing. In terms of his immanence, it is 
something, because it displays the divine attributes and qualities that he 
bestows upon it. True life and consciousness belong to God alone, and 
everything else is strictly dead. But once we note the divine life in the 
cosmic signs, we see that everything is alive and aware to some degree. 

The vertical duality that differentiates God from the world gives rise to 
the understanding of a horizontal duality in divinis-a duality sometimes 
referred to in Quranic terms as God's "two hands." Inasmuch as God is 
distant, transcendent, and incomparable, he is conceived of in terms of the 
so-called names of "majesty" and "severity"; inasmuch as He is near, 
immanent, and similar, he is conceived of in terms of the names of "beauty" 
and "gentleness." Ultimately, "God's mercy takes precedence over His 
wrath" because beauty and gentleness pertain to God's own fundamental 
reality, while majesty and severity pertain to God when conceived of in 
terms of distance from his creatures. But since creatures have no reality of 
their own through which to be distant from God, perforce they remain in 
nearness and sameness, despite the vagaries 'of time and the unfolding of the 
diverse possibilities for the manifestation of otherness. 

From the point of view of Islamic cosmology, what is called "science" 
in the modern world is a reading of the universe that ignores all but the most 
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insignificant truths the universe has to offer. When the universe is named by 
names that apply primarily to dead things or to machines or to impersonal 
processes, we will understand it in terms of death and mechanism and 
impersonal process. We will necessarily miss the significance of the life, 
mercy, and awareness that suffuse every atom. 

A Sufi axiom holds that "Wujiid descends with all its soldiers." Wujiid 
designates being, existence, finding, consciousness-it is God's "life" as 
found in himself and as reflected in all things in the universe. Wujiid leaves 
its traces in creation when it "descends," that is, when God creates the 
universe in a manner analogous to the way in which the sun gives rise to its 
own rays. In God, wujiid is pure, which is to say that God is simply pure 
wujiid, nothing else-pure being, sheer finding, undiluted consciousness, 
infinitely effulgent light. When God creates the universe, he does so by 
dimming the light in keeping with his infinite wisdom. Wherever anything 
finds and is found, this is nothing but refracted light. Wujiid 's soldiers are the 
divine attributes, the qualities by which wujiid in its purity is named. We 
come to know them when God names himself by them-the Living, the 
Knowing, the Powerful, the Compassionate, the Wise, and all the rest. Every 
name leaves its traces in everything in the universe, even if we fail to 
perceive the traces. The names are present in everything, because wujiid is 
present, failing which, the things would not be found. 

Just as God is absent from all things because of his transcendence, 
absoluteness, and incomparability, so also he is present in all things because 
ofhis immanence, infinity, and similarity. Because ofhis reality in face of 
our unreality, he makes demands on us, and because of our relative reality, 
we have the power to respond to his demands. From one point of view, these 
demands are ontological and cannot be rejected, for we are his creatures, the 
rays of his light. But the relative fullness of God's presence in his own 
human image bestows upon people a certain mysterious freedom, and this 
results in moral and spiritual demands. They have no choice but to try to live 
up to the divine attributes found in themselves and the universe. There is no 
refuge from the divine demands, since the King and his soldiers are present 
in all things, in all "objects." There can be no moral vacuums, no hideouts 
for "pure objectivity" and "scientific disinterest," no ivory towers. Scientific 
"objectivity" and "disinterest" become at best ignorance, at worst moral 
failing and spiritual disaster. 

If this view of things is inherent to Islamic cosmology, it may be asked, 
why was Islamic science the most advanced in the world for several 
centuries? The very formulation of this question raises several issues that 
need to be considered before any attempt is made to answer it (here Nasr's 
Science and Civilization in Islam can be consulted with profit). First, the 
great historians of Islamic science have believed implicitly if not explicitly 
in scientific progress, and they measure "advancement" in terms dictated by 
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this belief. The earlier historians in particular were interested in the Islamic 
texts (and in Western texts as well) because of the "scientific" elements in 
these texts, and they discarded everything that they considered theological, 
mystical, or superstitious-just as they discarded 90 percent ofNewton's 
works so as to make him a father of modern science. Historians have 
continued to study Islamic sciepce trying to discover why it did not follow 
the route that was followed by science in the West, as if modem science is 
by definition normative and has brought unquestioned benefit in its wake. 

Second, even if we gran~ that some of these texts are "scientific" in a 
modem sense, their cultural context is every bit as important as their overt 
content. How did Ibn al-Haytham or al-Biriini, for example, understand their 
own scientific works? Was t~eir optics, mathematics, astronomy, and 
geology totally distinct from th~ology? And more importantly, how were 
their works read by their contemporaries? The work of the medieval Muslim 
"scientists" was understood in terms of the dominant worldview of the time. 

Third, the modem Western tradition has ascribed the highest value to 
rational thinking, but rationalism has in fact played a more restricted role in 
Islamic history than historians suggest. Both modernist Muslims and 
Western scholars have highlighted the rational sciences in the Islamic past. 
The early Western scholars were busy tracing the origins of the types of 
thinking that they considered significant, and they were attempting to 
explain why rationalism did not follow the same enlightened path in Islam 
that it followed in the West. Causes for what they thought was aborted 
progress have usually been sought in the conflict between "free thinking" 
and "orthodoxy." On the Muslim side, the apologists have been eager to 
show that at the beginning, Muslims were enlightened, rational, good people, 
and that they were diverted from their glorious heights of scientific progress 
only by sinister and evil forces, if not by foreign invasions. It was not Islam, 
they tell us, but the un-Islamic intrusions, that led the Muslims to abandon 
scientific progress and devote themselves to obfuscation and darkness. 

If we look at the Quran and the way it has been interpreted by the 
Islamic community as a whole-not just by its rationalistically oriented 
theologians and jurists-we see that it stresses both God's unity and his utter 
control of the universe. To speak of"control," however, is to use a scientific) 
rational term. We would do much better to speak of God's symbolic 
presence in all things through his signs, through the soldiers that follow 
wujiid in its descent. The net result of these two complementary ways of 
looking at God's relationship with the universe is that two different modes 
of knowledge became established among Muslim intellectuals. Knowledge 
through rational processes stressed God's distance and transcendence and 
became codified especially in Kalam and certain forms of philosophy, while 
knowledge through direct perception of God's presence in the things, or 
through the "symbolism" of the things, came to be codified in Sufism and 
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some philosophical currents. The former, rational approach seems almost 
"scientific," and hence it has been the focus of studies for most Western 
scholars and the Muslim modernists and fundamentalists. The latter, 
symbolistapproach-branded "mystical," "irrational," and "superstitious" 
by the same people-came to be looked upon with contempt and was 
dismissed by the Muslims as "un-Islamic." If it is un-Islamic, it follows that 
the true Islamic cosmology can be recovered by ridding Islamic thought of 
the vestiges of Quranic language and pushing God as far as possible from 
the universe, so that there will be no need to pay heed to any of wujiid 's 
soldiers. Then it will be easy to justify the technological rape of the earth and 
the electronic impoverishment of the human soul-so long as lip service is 
paid to the Quran, the Sunnah, and the Shari'ah. 

It was said earlier that names are efficacious by nature. Scientific names 
allow us to think of things "scientifically," which means that we can dismiss 
anything but quantifiable reality from our view. Islamic reality is not 
quantifiable, which is to say that real things possess the attributes of life, 
knowledge, desire, power, speech, hearing, seeing, and so on, and the degree 
to which they possess them has nothing to do with "quantity" and everything 
to do with "quality." Things possess these attributes through a subtle and 
immeasurable participation, and these attributes are divine, cosmic, and 
human. Thus the attributes that pertain to human beings also pertain to 
non-human things-including totally inanimate "objects"-because they 
pertain to God, the Creator of all things, "the Light of the heavens and the 
earth" (XXIV:35), who sends down his light on everything in a measure 
known only to himself. Once things have been named, we deal with them as 
their names allow. Cultural anthropology has illustrated the arbitrariness 
with which names can be given to things-especially if we take "rafional" 
or scientific nomenclature as normative. But scientific nomenclature is itself 
arbitrary when viewed from the standpoint of any of the traditional cultural 
matrices, which bestow orientation on human beings by naming things in the 
context of grand master schemes of meaning. 

What appears arbitrary to Islamic thinking is any system of naming that 
ignores the total nature of things and wrenches them from the qualitative 
contexts that allow us to see how they are connected with greater wholes and 
with the ultimately Real. God, after all, is the only reality that can be called 
"real" in a full sense. All other things, including the universe as a whole, 
take their reality from God's reality. People can, if they choose, close 
themselves off to reality, at least for a time-death marks the great 
awakening for everyone. As Sufi texts put it, then the apple will be split 
open and the worm will recognize the utter insignificance of what it had 
been calling the "real world.'' 

The fundamental, governing insight of Islamic thinking, after the 
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assertion of the unity and ultimacy of the Real, is that the true nature of the 
world is inaccessible to human beings without help. Indeed, it is not difficult 
to see that it is precisely here that the great split occurred between the 
Western tradition and Islam (not to mention other traditional worldviews). 
Take, for example, Toby E. Huffs summary of the worldview and 
metaphysics of modem science: 

We must keep in mind that the modem scientific worldview is a unique 
metaphysical structure. This means that the modem scientific worldview rests 
on certain assumptions about the regularity and lawfulness of the natural world 
and the presumption that man is capable of grasping this underlying structure . 
. . . [MJodem science is a metaphysical system that asserts that man, unaided 
by spiritual agencies or divine guidance, is single-handedly capable of 
understanding and grasping the laws that govern man and the universe. The 
evolution of this world view has long been in process, and ... we in the West 
simply take it for granted .... The rise of modem science was not just the 
triumph of technical reasoning but an intellectual struggle over the constitution 
of the legitimating directive structures of the West.9 

The breakthrough to modem science occurred when people learned how 
to name things on their own, but this constrained the efficacy of the naming. 
Having assumed full responsibility for naming things, people remain blind 
and deaf to the Real and can never see beyond their own horizons. 

In Islamic terms, the fact that God names himself is the key to the 
extraordinary efficacy of the revealed names-their ability to chart a happy 
course through all the worlds that follow upon death. God's primordial act 
of naming took place when he taught the names to Adam, and he has kept 
these names alive by sending the 124,000 prophets down to Mu~mmad. It 
is as if, by naming the cosmos, he bestowed sight on the blind. As al
Ghazzall puts it, the Quran in relation to intelligence is like the sun in 
relation to the eye. By naming the cosmic order, God allows people to see its 
significance in the whole of reality. By naming the human order, he allows 
people to see their proper role in society and nature. By naming human 
attributes, he allows people to grasp the difference between a sick and a 
healthy soul. By naming right and wrong actions, he allows morality and 
ethics to have an efficacy that transcends limited human views of the world 
and society. The overarching order in all these domains can never be grasped 
by strictly human means, because the overarching order is God himself, the 
ultimately unnamable and unknowable. Until he names himself, human 
beings live in the darkness of misnomers. -

From the standpoint of the Islamic cosmologies in general and the Sufi 
cosmologies in particular, the peculiar course of modem history is driven by 
the systematic application of inadequate names. No one will doubt that such 
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names have an efficacy all their own. The enormous power of modem 
technology and the unprecedented coerciveness of modem institutions 
became possible only when the human, anthropomorphic names were 
relegated to the domain of superstition and, at the same time, the "real 
names" were found through quantification and scientific analysis. Quantifi
cation makes sense in the context of mechanism, and conceiving of reality 
as a machine allows for manipulation without any restraints but the 
mechanical. When things are looked upon as mere objects, reality is 
perceived as objective and impersonal, and this demands that we treat things 
with objectivity and disinterest. If the immediate is impersonal, so also must 
be the ultimate. In contrast, anthropomorphizing-especially as carried out 
by those who see themselves as theomorphic-diverts people from 
contemporary "reality" and prevents them from becoming docile produc
tion-line workers and hard-nosed doctors, engineers, and CEOs, hence the 
real danger of "Sufism" for the Muslim modernists and fundamentalists. 

Once I heard Nasr say in a lecture-no doubt with a touch of Oriental 
hyperbole-that as soon as a Muslim boy learns in school that water is in 
fact H20, he stops saying his daily prayers. I offer my own commentary: 

The traditional view of the cosmos presses upon people the interrelated
ness of the divine, cosmic, and human orders. The daily prayers that God 
commands people to perform are nothing but the natural activities of all 
God's creatures. As the Quran puts it, "Have you not seen that everything in 
the heavens and the earth glorifies God, and the birds spreading their wings? 
Each knows its daily prayer and its glorification" (XXIV :41 ). In the 
traditional Islamic worldview, "water" is not a substance to be quantified but 
a quality to be appreciated at every level of created reality. "God's throne is 
upon the water" (XI:7); "Of water We made every living thing" (XXI:30). 
Water is one of the four elements, which is to say that it is one of the four 
qualities or characteristics that allow us to speak of diverse tendencies in the 
visible universe. All visible things are made of these four elements, but the 
elements combine in differing proportions, thus helping to determine each 
thing's aggregate of attributes. Earth keeps things stable and low. Water 
allows for movement, flow, and the penetration of light. Air is permeable, 
subtle, naturally clear. Fire is inherently luminous, changeable, and 
ascending. Such notions are standard fare in texts on cosmology and 
permeate the thinking of traditional Muslims. People know intuitively the 
qualities associated with the four elements, with foods, with innumerable 
natural phenomena. Scientific thinking condemns such knowledge to 
superstition, or at best, condescends to recognize a certain poetic sensibility. 

When science is taught in the West, it is typically taught by believers in 
a scientific orthodoxy who never question the objective truth of their beliefs. 
But in the Islamic countries, where the traditional worldview still shows 
signs of life, science is taught by converts, and they are much more fervent 
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than born believers in their denunciation of superstition and the old ways. 
Since the worldview of their fathers still persists, they consider it their moral 
duty to convert the young to the one and only truth. 10 The Islamist rhetoric 
that may nowadays accompany their teaching is designed to wrench the still 
remaining Islamic teachings from the traditional context and politicize the 
students in keeping with the current ideologies. Such rhetoric simply hastens 
the reification of the cosmos by diverting Islamic sensibilities into an alien 
but very modem sphere. 11 The mulla regimes have changed nothing here. 
They are just as enamored of the scientific worldview as anyone else, and in 
any case, the school teachers are the same. They have simply learned to toe 
the party line, which now means spouting religious pieties, whereas before 
it had meant reciting political slogans. The official, government worldview, 
though labeled "Islamic," is now totally politicized, and it owes its 
genealogy to the same ancestors that gave us Marxism and its descendants, 
well known on the contemporary academic scene. 

In short, the Muslim boy who learns that water is H20 is learning that 
the qualities his grandmother sees in things and the names she applies to 
them are primitive and superstitious, and he jettisons her understanding 
along with all its accouterments, including her daily prayers. If, nowadays, 
Muslim boys have started to pray again, as likely as not they are acknowl
edging their allegiance to the Islamist party, or protecting themselves against 
the dangers of not acknowledging such allegiance. 

The notion of "the Men of the Absent" is a particularly potent way of 
presenting several Islamic notions in a coherent myth and showing the 
inseparability of anthropology and cosmology. The basic notions include 
unity, bilateralism or complementarity, hierarchy, and human theomorphism. 

As already noted, the Islamic idea of unity recognizes two modalities. 
The first stresses the divine transcendence and absoluteness and rejects the 
idea that anything other than God can be one in any real sense; God is 
uniquely and utterly one and real, and all else partakes of inherent multiplic
ity and unreality. The other modality stresses the divine immanence and 
infinity and asserts that nothing can escape the umbrella of God's oneness, 
so all things, through their very multiplicity, display various aspects of the 
uniquely One. The simultaneous oneness of the Real and manyness of its 
creations or manifestations are prefigured in divinis by the divine names, 
each of which designates the One along with a specific quality of the One, 
different from every other quality. 

By speaking of the Men of the Absent,- Muslims assert God's transcen
dence and uniqueness by putting God at the pinnacle, beyond the universe, 
and they assert his immanence and polynomiality by conceiving of the basic 
structure of the universe in terms of human functions, each of which 
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manifests various divine attributes. Within the created order, God's unity is 
reflected in the fact that the Pole is always one, while the hierarchy of God's 
names is reflected in the fact that the Men ofNumber are ranked in degrees 
below the Pole. The mathematical progression of the Men-such as 1, 2, 4, 
7, 12, and so on-reflects the modes in which the divine Principle unfolds 
its potentialities through a hierarchy of created realities. Cosmically, these 
numbers can be found in natural phenomena throughout the universe; here 
we have a traditional mathematical scheme, but one that is hardly abstract, 
since anyone can grasp it immediately by reflecting on the world. The 
number one appears in the unity of each individual thing; two in day and 
night, heaven and earth, light and darkness; four in the elements, the 
seasons, the directions, the humors; seven in the heavens and the planets; 
twelve in the zodiac. 

Some authors explain the Absent Men by illustrating the interrelation
ship of all things in terms of the divine names. Thus, for example, the Pole 
manifests the name God, because the Pole is the fully actualized image of 
God, comprehending and embodying all the divine attributes without 
exception. The two Imams manifest the names King and Lord-that is, God 
as ruler and controller of the universe (the Absolute) and God as nurturer 
and protector of each thing in the universe (the Infinite). The four Pegs 
display the traces of the names Living, Knowing, Desiring, and Powerful 
(often called the "four pillars" of the divinity). The seven Substitutes reveal 
the properties of the names Living, Knowing, Loving, Powerful, Grateful, 
Hearing, and Seeing. 

The bilateralism of transcendence and immanence is implicit in the term 
Men of the Absent because "absent" (ghayb) is the conceptual counterpart 
of"witnessed" (shahadah). Sometimes the two terms together are translated 
as "unseen and visible," as in the Quranic Name of God, "the Knower ,of the 
unseen and the visible." Islamic cosmology typically sees the universe in 
terms of two great primary worlds, the absent or invisible world and the 
witnessed or visible world. The witnessed world is what we see or can see 
in principle, and the absent world is what we cannot see. Our seeing or not 
seeing is not an accidental quality, but rather, essential to the two domains. 
In other words, the absent world is inaccessible to our senses by its very 
nature, not simply because we do not have the appropriate circumstances or 
adequate instruments. It pertains to a suprasensory domain that the senses 
will never grasp, though intelligence (or "intellect" as Nasr would say) does 
have access to it, because intelligence is that dimension of human reality that 
partakes of God's absoluteness and transcendence. 

In short, the witnessed world is the body of the cosmos, and the absent 
world is its spirit. Like all bodily things, the witnessed world is indefinitely 
divisible, and its predominant characteristics are multiplicity, darkness, 
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grossness, opacity, fragility, evanescence, change. In contrast, the absent 
world partakes of unity, light, subtlety, transparence, strength, permanence, 
fixity. But these specific attributes are applied to the two worlds when they 
are envisaged in relatively impersonal terms. In fact, the absent domain 
partakes of all the personal, divine attributes in a relatively direct and active 
mode. Hence it is living, knowing, desiring, powerful, speaking, hearing, 
seeing, compassionate, forgiving, vengeful. These attributes can hardly be 
found in the witnessed world itself, though their traces do appear. We notice 
such attributes through deducing the absent attributes that motivate 
witnessed activities. Some acts suggest generosity, some vengefulness, some 
compassion. The fact that these attributes stem from an absent domain is 
acknowledged by traditional expressions such as "soul" and "spirit." The full 
actualization of these attributes can only be sought in the absent realm, 
which helps explain the special characteristics of angels, who are among that 
realm's inhabitants. 

The many and diverse Sufi expositions of the nature ofthe universe are 
much more explicit than those of the philosophers and theologians concern
ing the utterly central role of human beings for cosmic reality itself. Modern 
sensibilities dismiss this "anthropocosmism" (to use Tu Wei-ming's term) 
for many reasons, not least because it seems to ignore the vast reaches of the 
universe brought to light by modern scientific techniques. But the Sufis were 
well aware that our specific world has no great significance in the overall 
scheme of things and that the universe is unlimited in time or space, except 
inasmuch as its createdness differentiates it from the Uncreated, which is 
"infinite" in the strict sense. One can easily imagine them shrugging their 
shoulders at the "revelation" that there are billions of galaxies and replying: 

All that is of no account in relation to the human role in the world that we do 
know or may know through our own direct and personal experience. Our texts 
often speak of 18,000 worlds, and what is meant is everything created by God, 
just as the Chinese speak of the 10,000 things and mean "everything in the 
universe." Everyone knows that there are other worlds, and that God fills his 
worlds with his creatures, because nothing can hold back his infinite creative 
activity. There are certainly living things in other worlds, and no doubt human 
beings as well, or beings that play the same role there that human beings play 
here. But what does this have to do with our own function in the world that we 
face directly every day of our lives? Our world depends on us. It is we and no 
one else who can tum it into a realm of harmony or a cosmic waste. We alone 
have been given the responsibility to maintain it. Moreover, compared to the 
World of the Absent, the whole visible universe-this vast world of cosmic 
dust and galaxies that you might see if you had the right instruments-is, as the 
Prophet put it, but a ring lost in the desert. Human beings have been given 
responsibility not only for their own witnessed realm, but also for diverse 
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domains of the Absent World. When they treat the witnessed world as if it were 
the whole universe and ignore the demands of the Absent World, humans waste 
their precious talents and ignore their own human nature. 

The relationship between the two worlds is analogous to the relationship 
between God and the universe. This means that, on a cosmic scale, the 
Absent World is infinitely more vast, powerful, active, intelligent, conscious, 
and compassionate than the witnessed world, even though the two worlds 
together are as nothing compared to God. Human beings possess the peculiar 
characteristic of being made in the image of God, and so they are also 
images of his whole creation, which is the sum total of the absent and 
witnessed worlds. Human reality pertains fundamentally to the absent realm, 
not to the witnessed realm, because people reflect the universe as it is, and 
absent reality is much more real and significant than witnessed reality. We 
recognize this even today to the extent that we find human significance in 
qualities such as love and compassion--qualities not found in the witnessed 
world, but perceived as essential characteristics of the divine and the human, 
wherever the interrelationship of these two is acknowledged. To say that the 
absent world is more real than the witnessed world is to acknowledge that 
qualities such as intelligence, love, forgiveness, generosity, discernment, 
justice, and pardon pertain to what is truly real, and that the more intensely 
these qualities are found, the more intensely reality is present. In no way are 
these qualities "epiphenomena" of the human order or any other order. To 
look at the universe in that way is to invert the normal, normative, human, 
and divine order of things; it is to take the highest as the lowest, and the 
lowest as the highest. 

Because human beings are made in the divine image, they have the 
potential to manifest all the divine names in diverse degrees of int~psity. 
They differ radically from all other creatures because they possess a 
synthetic and all-comprehensive nature, which allows them to manifest the 
most fundamental divine qualities in a fullness that is inconceivable in any 
other mode of being, absent or witnessed. Compassion, love, justice, and 
forgiveness are human qualities, and they are not found anywhere else in the 
universe as we know it, except in dim and metaphorical modes. It follows 
that human beings are the most real beings in the universe that we know. 
What modern scientism would call "objective reality" is as impermanent, 
evanescent, and insignificant as a cloud-as many physicists have been 
telling us. The only permanent realities, the only things that are truly real, are 
the divine attributes, and these become manifest to significant degrees only 
in the absent domain. What appear as "epiphenomena" to the proponents of 
scientism are the face of reality itself, hidden behind the veil of phenomena, 
and what appears to be real is in fact a fading illusion. 
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Where is the "real world?" Only in the absent domain, and it is fully 
actualized only in the absent domain of human beings. Even angels, though 
they dwell in the absent domain, are peripheral beings, which explains why 
God commanded them to prostrate themselves before Adam after he had 
taught him the names (11:34). Human beings alone can name reality in its 
fullness, because their innermost nature has access to every name God has 
taught. When they name reality as it names itself, they necessarily name the 
absent domains as the primary and most significant domains. This explains 
why those among them who have traditionally been recognized as the wisest 
and most humane have consistently affirmed the overriding reality of the 
absent-of all the hidden, divine attributes that need to be made manifest in 
terms ofwitnessed, social reality, through morality, ethics, and law. 

The Absent Men do not live primarily in the visible world. They live 
with God, who manifests himself most directly through the divine qualities 
in the absent domain. Just as human beings play a central role in the 
witnessed realm because of the self-awareness that allows them to rule over 
the world by taking an active role vis-a-vis the relative passivity of all other 
creatures, so also they play a central role in the absent realm, since the great 
ones among them rule over the world of consciousness and awareness. The 
grand difference between the two types of rulership is that in the witnessed 
realm, rulership too often follows the whims of individuals and the vagaries 
of human institutions, while in the absent realm, the human rulers follow the 
divine King in perfect harmony. Those who deny or reject the authority of 
God's self-naming, or those who misinterpret it for their own aims, may 
attempt to govern the witnessed world according to their own misnomers. 
But those who name all things through the God-given names deal with them 
exactly as God himself is dealing with them through his continual recreation 
of the universe. True control belongs to God alone, no matter who appears 
to be in charge. 

In this scheme of things, problems arise only from human beings, from 
their misunderstanding or misapplication of the divine names (Satan also 
plays a role, but not without the intermediary of human beings). But the 
Muslim view allows for no despair, because it recognizes that God's mercy 
takes precedence over his wrath, and that, in the last analysis, he holds the 
universe in mercy's hand. Those who fail to follow his instructions by 
submitting to him voluntarily, but who instead, like Satan, embark on their 
own courses, fit nonetheless into the divine scheme of things, and in the end, 
God's wisdom will be perceived even in the worst of men and the worst of 
evils. Everything will be well, but not acc'ording to our lights-unless, of 
course, our lights have submitted absolutely to the divine Light. 

It is the recognition of this underlying mercy, I think, that allows Nasr 
always to put the best spin on things. For those who know him personally, 
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Nasr has always appeared as someone who sees the good side of reality, so 
much so that-contrary to what one might expect from some of his 
writings-he appears as an eternal optimist. Certainly, he never suggests that 
people should lose hope or cease trusting in God's wisdom and compassion. 
At the same time, he asks people to take advantage ofthe best in themselves 
to rethink their relationship with God and the world. On this note, I will let 
Nasr have the last word, as he offers in one of his most recent books the 
Absent Men's answer to the way out of the impasse that modem humanity 
has constructed for itself: 

What is needed is a rediscovery of nature as sacred reality and the rebirth of 
man as the guardian of the sacred, which implies the death of the image of man 
and nature that has given birth to modernism and its subsequent developments. 
It does not mean the "invention of a new man" as some have claimed, but 
rather the resurfacing of the true man, the pontifical man whose reality we still 
bear within ourselves. Nor does it mean the invention of a sacred view of 
nature, as if man could ever invent the sacred, but rather the reformulation of 
the traditional cosmologies and views of nature held by various religions 
throughout history. It means most of all taking seriously the religious 
understanding of the order of nature as knowledge corresponding to a vital 
aspect of cosmic reality and not only subjective conjectures or historical 
constructs. There must be a radical restructuring of the intellectual landscape 
to enable us to take this type of knowledge of nature seriously, which means to 
accept the findings of modem science only within the confines of the 
limitations that its philosophical suppositions, epistemologies, and historical 
development have imposed upon it, while rejecting completely its totalitarian 
claims as the science of the natural order. It means to rediscover a science of 
nature that deals with the existence of natural objects in their relation to Being, 
with their subtle as well as gross aspects, with their interrelatedness to the rest 
of the cosmos and to us, with their symbolic significance and with thei1nexus 
to higher levels of existence leading to the Divine Origin of all things. 12 
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NOTES 

1. See his Cultural Schizophrenia: Islamic Societies Confronting the West, 
translated by John Howe (London: Saqi Books, 1992). 
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2. Although it may not be obvious to those unfamiliar with the traditional 
understanding of the Quran, this principle is supported by numerous verses and is 
implicit in the double testimony of Islamic faith-"There is no god but God and 
MuQ.ammad is His Messenger." SeeS. Murata and W. C. Chittick, The Vision of 
Islam (New York: Paragon, 1994), pp. 164-75. 

3. In several works, Nasr provides a useful classification of contemporary 
Muslims into three categories-the modernists (who wish to make whatever 
changes necessary to "bring Islam into the modem world"), the "fundamentalists" 
(who differ from the modernists mainly in their Islamist rhetoric and political 
activism), and the traditional Muslims (who would like to remain faithful to both the 
spirit and the letter of the living tree oflslam). See, for example, the prologue to his 
Traditional Islam in the Modern World. 

4. Westerners should keep in mind that most Muslims, especially in the West 
and despite the rhetoric to the contrary, know practically nothing of their own 
tradition, even if they can recite long sections of the Quran in Arabic. They take as 
their Gospel what they have learned in their family or local environment. They are 
not much different from those fervent believers in the American context who speak 
of their own sect as "Christianity," consider Catholics on a par with Hindus, and 
have never heard of Orthodoxy. 

5. On Sufism's role in Islam, see Nasr, Sufi Essays (London: Allen & Unwin, 
1972; republished as Living Sufism, Albany: SUNY Press, 1991 ); see also Murata 
and Chittick, Vision; Chittick, Faith and Practice of Islam: Three Thirteenth 
Century Sufi Texts (Albany: SUNY Press, 1992). 

6. If one claims that "esoteric" is equivalent to the Arabic bifini, this is much 
worse, because this Arabic term is employed for heretical sectarians who reject the 
Shari'ah, and hence it carries negative connotations perhaps even stronger than the 
word esoteric in English. 

7. At least belief in evolutionism is beginning to crumble, despite the fact that 
the vast majority of contemporary scholars take it for granted. There have been 
scientific and philosophical critiques all along, but these have largely been ignored. 
David Berlinski's recent article, "The Deniable Darwin" (Commentary, June 1996), 
along with the heated debate it produced (Commentary, September 1996), is now 
being cited by some observers as the beginning of the end for this pillar of 
scientistic belief. 

8. Nasr provides the historical context and basic teachings for three of these 
schools in his Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1964). Sachiko Murata deals with cosmological schemes 
in the Quran and a variety of Muslim authors in her Tao of Islam: A Sourcebook on 
Gender Relationships in Islamic Thought (Albany: SUNY Press, 1992). The most 
detailed study of any Islamic cosmologist in a Western language is found in 
Chittick, The Self-Disclosure of God: Principles of Ibn a/- 'Arabi's Cosmology 
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1998). ' 

9. Toby E. Huff, The Rise of Early Modern Science: Islam, China, and the 
West (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), p. 65. 



THE ABSENT MEN IN ISLAMIC COSMOLOGY 709 

1 0. This sort of fervor is not so obvious in the West, except in cases like the 
debates between "creationists" and "evolutionists," where the latter exhibit all the 
indignation of Puritan preachers-if the former do so as well, that is hardly 
remarkable. 

11. If anything has characterized the traditional Islamic worldview, it is its 
apoliticism (when politics is conceived of in modem terms), despite all the false 
implications that are drawn from the highly questionable assertion that Islam has 
never distinguished between religion and politics. In The_Rise of Early Modern 
Science, Huff provides an interesting analysis of the social and political institutions 
of the premodern Western world that allowed for the rise of science and technology 
and suggests, quite rightly, that the lack of such institutions in the Islamic world 
helps explain why science in the Islamic world did not follow the same route that 
it followed in the West. However, he implies that thereby Islam lost something of 
great worth, whereas it can easily be argued that thereby Islam was able to preserve 
its own integrity much longer than it otherwise might have. 

12. Nasr, Religion and the Order of Nature (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1996), p. 287. 



REPLY TO WILLIAM C. CHITTICK 

The unusual and provocative article of Professor William Chittick not 
only contains many profound truths with which I agree wholeheartedly, 

but also deals with a subject of great importance for the understanding of the 
background of the philosophical thought with which I identify myself. The 
points mentioned in my response are more in the way of clarifying some of 
my views on the subject rather than responding in the sense of providing a 
criticism of and rebuttal to the author's theses. To start with the title of the 
article, although I consider it to be both innovative and attractive, I continue 
to prefer the term "invisible" rather than "absent" for ghayb. It is true that 
in Arabic ghayb or gha'ib is usualiy opposed to ~ucjiir or ~acjir which mean 
"present" and would therefore warrant being translated as "absent," but in 
the context ofthe term rijal al-ghayb the very absence also implies presence. 
The rij aJ al-ghayb are absent from the senses. They cannot be seen, heard, 
touched, smelled or tasted but their presence is very much a reality in the 
traditional cosmos. Although invisible refers only to something inaccessible 
to the sense of sight, I believe nevertheless that it is metaphysically more 
correct to render ghayb as "invisible" rather than "absent." In any case it is 
essential to remember that according to traditional Islamic cosmology the 
rijal al-ghayb, although invisible and in a sense absent, possess a living 
function in the universe which makes their "presence" a reality in all levels 
of the cosmos, even in those such as the terrestrial from which they are 
outwardly absent. 

One of the great virtues of Chittick's essay is that it is courageous 
enough to call a spade a spade and to criticize the modem scientific 
worldview as it deserves to be criticized. His analysis of the two types of 
intellectuals in the Islamic world, one still following the traditional 
perspective and the other, "ever on the increase, ... led by the engineers, 
doctors, and other professionals trained on the Western model" is certainly 
correct, as is his assertion that many a mulHi "can preach about the necessity 
of studying modem science, employing the term 'ilm or knowledge .. · 
without recognizing that modem science has practically nothing in common 
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with the [traditional] understanding of 'ilm." I am certainly fully aware of 
this dilemma against which I have been battling for over forty years. But I 
do want to add that while on a certain level the modernist perspective based 
on science as understood in the West since the seventeenth century is 
increasing, voices critical of the facile identification of the Islamic under
standing of 'i/m with modem science are also increasing in number, and that 
the intellectual debate on this issue among Muslim thinkers is much more 
serious today than it was a generation ago. 

Chittick's comments about the attitude of modernists and fundamental
ists toward Sufism is also true and of central importance. I agree completely 
that precisely because they are impervious to the living reality of Sufism, 
both groups seek outside of Islam for a source from which they could draw 
the life and the spirit necessary "to rejuvenate" Islam-with catastrophic 
consequences for the religion which they seek to revive. But again I believe 
that many groups within the Islamic world, which until quite recently were 
adamantly opposed to Sufism, are now beginning to show a more open 
attitude towards its teachings. This has certainly been my experience in 
lecturing throughout the Islamic world and the West for several decades. In 
contrast to what Chittick asserts, I have not found a lack of interest in my 
lectures or writings because of my open espousal of Sufism. But this is based 
on my own experience and he may be right as far as others that he may have 
met are concerned. 

As for my usage of the term esoteric or Islamic esoterism, although it 
may have put certain people off, its usage is essential and its benefits far 
outweigh whatever negative connotations it might evoke in the minds of 
certain Westerners or Muslims. In the contemporary world it is necessary to 
refer clearly in some way to the reality of the inward dimension of both 
revelation and cosmic reality if one is going to deal with this dimension 
whose forgetfulness is at the base of the errors that comprise the modem 
world. The term esoteric is simply the Greek equivalent of "inward" and 
therefore needs to be used in its correct sense (as distinct from its occult 
sense) if one is going to speak seriously about traditional metaphysics as well 
as religion in its integral reality, which comprises both the outward and in 
inward dimensions. R. Guenon, F. Schuon, and other expositors of tradi
tional teachings in the contemporary West had no choice but to use the terms 
exoteric and esoteric and to point to the exoteric/esoteric distinction. Schuon 
clarified what authentic esoterism is and is not in his Esoterism as Principle 
and as Way. I have consciously and voluntarily used their language precisely 
because I have wanted to express certain teachings and concepts which 
necessitate recourse to this term. I have always been aware of negative 
reactions it might create in certain quarters, wary of so much pseudo
esoterism parading as veritable esoterism, but I have been willing and remain 
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willing to take responsibility for its usage and defend reasons for employing it. 
As for the Islamic world, I agree with Chittick that the term bii{ini 

(literally esoteric), as identified in the earlier periods of Islamic history with 
Isma'ilism, gained a pejorative sense among the opponents of the Isma'ilis, 
as can be seen in the title of one of the polemical treatises of al-Ghazzali 
against them, al-Faqa'i~ al-ba{iniyyah ("The Ignominy of the Batinis"). 
Nevertheless the term ba{in, which is in fact a Name of God, has continued 
to be revered in a positive sense in both Arabic and Persian when used in 
connection with Sufism. In Persian a person of spiritual quality with an 
attraction to the inner spiritual world is often called ahl-i ba{in, literally "a 
person of the esoteric" or an esoterist, and this term is used with a com
pletely positive connotation. Moreover, the founder of the gnostic branch of 
the School of Tehran in the early 13th/19th century Sayyid Ra~i Larijani, 
who was one of the most revered spiritual teachers of his day, respected by 
the learned and the unlearned alike, was given the honorific title of malik-i 
ba(in, or "possessor of the esoteric realm." In any case, in seeking to 
resuscitate the primacy of the inward dimension and of esoteric knowledge, 
there is no doubt that one has also to accept the risks of miscomprehension 
in certain quarters, especially in an age mesmerized by quantitative equality 
-an age possessing a hatred of all that transcends the mediocre; an age that 
cannot distinguish pseudo-esoterism from traditional and denounces both as 
"elitist." I have always written with all these factors in mind and have sought 
to use the nuances necessary while remaining faithful to the content and 
form of the traditional teachings that I have been trying to expound. When 
writing in Persian, I have used the term ba{in and its derivatives with full 
awareness of all their connotations, and the same holds true for the use of the 
terms "esoteric" and "esoterism" when writing in English or French. 

Turning to Chittick's criticism of the modem scientific worldview and 
the naivete bordering on sheer folly that determines for the most part the 
angle of vision of political authorities in the Islamic world, I could not but 
agree fully with it. Throughout my writings I have dealt with these issues 
over and over again and have been perhaps the first person in the Islamic 
world trained in the Western sciences who has provided a critique of 
Western science on the basis of traditional Islamic metaphysics and 
cosmology. It therefore gives me special satisfaction to see other scholars 
now pursuing the same line of argument and willing to point out the 
disastrous consequences for the Islamic world of surrendering the Islamic 
understanding of the cosmos to the quantitative and uni-dimensional 
perspective of modem science. 

Chittick, who has written extensively on Ibn 'Arabi's cosmology in his 
masterly work The Self-Disclosure of God, follows the Murcian master in 
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developing a whole cosmology based on the interplay of the theophanies of 
the Divine Names and the significance ofthe "naming of things." While I 
concur with him about the significance of the "naming of things," I want to 
add that what is also significant is the consideration that a particular 
philosophy gives to the act itself of "naming of things." Chittick also asks 
what happens when important names in the cosmos are "'quasars', 'quarks,' 
'muons,' 'black holes' and 'big bang"' rather than, let us say, the Divine 
Names and Qualities as well as form, substance, angels, creative act, etc.? 
Of course the changing of names is important, but what is even more 
essential is what naming signifies. For modem science a name is simply a 
signifier agreed upon by those who use it. For traditional man the "name" of 
a thing is related to its essential reality. It is in light of this sense of the term 
that the Bible and the Quran mention that God taught Adam the names of 
things. It is therefore essential not only to point out the significance of the 
changing of names in our understanding of things, but also the importance 
of what naming itself signifies. If the physicists and astronomers today were 
to change the current names of quarks, gluons, the big bang, and so on, to 
traditional terms, that would not change their perspective on the cosmos 
because they would not take these names to be anything but names. I 
remember that when I was at MIT I had an exceptionally gifted physics 
teacher who would refer to sub-atomic particles as animals in a zoo, but his 
naming of these particles in such a way did not alter his view of physics 
which he understood and taught as others who used conventional terms. 

In speaking of God's self-Naming Chittick mentions that these Names 
are not abstract or inhuman and then adds that "the Islamic God is anthropo
morphic" adding only later that "if God is understood in man's image, it is 
because man was created in God's image." To avoid all misunderstanding, 
I would formulate this basic doctrine differently. I would say that Ged in 
Islam appears to be anthropomorphic but in reality the reverse is true. It is 
man who possesses a theomorphic nature and reflects within his being the 
Divine Names and Qualities. Therefore God reveals Himself to man through 
Names which he can understand, without God becoming thereby in any way 
human or anthropomorphic. Having said this, I agree completely with 
Chittick that it is the Islamic view of the Divinity which enables man to 
recognize "the mercy, goodness, and wisdom that pervade reality." 

In discussing the Islamic view of God, Chittick asserts, "the One God in 
Himself cannot be known." My view on this basic point is somewhat more 
nuanced. Of course we cannot know God in Himself through the use of 
reason. A l:zadith of the Prophet of Islam also advises man to meditate upon 
God's Names and Qualities and not upon His Essence. Many Sufis also deny 
the possibility even to the intellect to know God in Himself. But there lies 
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at the heart of man a divine spark. At the center of the heart resides the 
Divine Throne, to use the traditional Islamic imagery. The Sun of the Self 
shines at the center of man's being. By passing through the gate of 
annihilation (al-fanii') and reaching the state of subsistence (al-baqii') in 
God, man is able to swim in the Infinite Ocean of Divinity, to paraphrase a 
famous statement of Meister Eckhart, and to participate in a unitive state 
which transcends the dichotomy of knower and known beyond all mental 
and even intelligible categories. He cannot comprehend God in Himself, 
since God is infinite and to comprehend means literally to encompass; 
therefore how can one encompass that which is infinite? But one can become 
immersed in that ocean of Light on the condition of becoming no one, by 
becoming totally transparent before the God within or the inner Self which 
in knowing Itself knows all things. 

The question of Islamic science and what it means in the context of the 
cosmology described by Chittick is a complex one which involves many 
elements. What Chittick mentions is certainly true in that the Western 
historians of science developed their discipline on the basis of their view of 
scientific progress and their positivistic understanding of science. In order 
to understand the significance of Islamic science in the context of Islamic 
civilization and the total Islamic intellectual perspective, it is necessary to 
develop a methodology for the study of the history of Islamic science which 
would not be simply an adaption of positivistic history of science prevalent 
in the West. One must develop a properly Islamic methodology for the study 
of the history of science. In several of my writings I have turned to this task, 
and in fact my Science and Civilization in Islam and Islamic Science-An 
Illustrated Study, to one of which Chittick refers, are written from the point 
of view of Islamic science itself rather than Western conceptions of it. To 
understand fully Islamic science and its history and status within the Islamic 
intellectual citadel, it is necessary to remember the hierarchy of knowledge 
so central to the Islamic worldview. To be sure there is every legitimacy for 
the existence of a rational science in the Islamic context, provided it is not 
taken to be the only legitimate science or even the highest form of 
knowledge-which is none other than 'irfiin or ma 'rifah that can be 
rendered as "gnosis" or "noesis" based upon the twin sources of intellection 
and revelation. 

In all that follows in this essay, I agree in general with Chittick's refined 
analysis, except where he says "The . . . symbolic approach-branded 
'mystical,' 'irrational,' and 'superstitious' by the same people~ame to be 
looked upon with contempt and was dismissed by the Muslims as 'un
Islamic'." I think that this statement is somewhat exaggerated, save in the 
case of those who adhere strictly to one form or another of rational 
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puritanism or the more radical forms of modernism. For most Muslims, 
however, even those attracted to the more rational sciences, the evaluation 
of the symbolic and mystical understanding of things, even if critical, is 
usually not as severe as Chittick takes it to be, although his characterization 
definitely applies to certain Muslims. 

At the end of his discussion of traditional cosmology Chittick turns 
again in an important paragraph to the question of "Divine Naming" and 
describes eloquently the significance of naming in determining the nature of 
things and the relation of man to the cosmos and, above all, to God. There 
is, however, one point which I believe needs further clarification, and that 
is the hierarchic and principia} distinction between God's Naming of 
Himself and His teaching Adam the names of things, and furthermore, on a 
deeper level, the inward relation between those two acts of "naming." 

In conclusion I must mention again the significance of Chittick's essay 
in dealing with an important subject to which little attention has been paid 
by other scholars. Even in my own writings I have not dealt to any great 
extent explicitly with the theme of the "Absent Men" while referring to the 
subject through allusion and indirectly in several contexts. But as mentioned 
at the beginning, the ideas expressed in this essay are essential to the 
understanding of the world view which I espouse. Therefore, I am grateful 
to Chittick for having brought them forth in this remarkable text. 

S.H.N. 
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Pierre Lory 

KNOW THE WORLD TO 
KNOW YOURSELF 

Throughout his manifold publications, Seyyed Hossein Nasr has not 
limited himself only to the explanation of the main doctrinal elements 

of the different trends of thought which have passed down through the 
medieval and contemporary Islamic world. He also has, and above all else, 
tried to extract from them the first articulations, the common intuitions 
which were conferring upon them all, an undeniable Islamic mark. Like an 
alchemist trying to extract from different substances the active principle 
allowing the constitution of gold, he read the works of the great philoso
phers, mystics, and artists in order to reconstruct the outlines of the 
primordial Wisdom present in the whole set of manifestations of Islamic 
civilization. He has, in this way, explained the foundations of an ideal model 
of thought, behavior, and sensibility representing the permanent, unchang
ing, and timeless element of Islam, in order to suggest to the man of the 
twentieth century a picture of this religion and of its culture, which could be 
both fully reliable to its past and able to fit into a modem world in continu
ous mutation. 

The fundamental principle of this Wisdom would be taw~Jd, this 
conception of divine unity and of the unification of the creatures around 
God, which emerges from Quranic predications and which will be taken up 
by the great thinkers, jurists, and artists of Islam, 1 each in his own way. It is 
not only a question here of an intellectual or general ideological principle: 
the use of the word "Wisdom" (~ikmah) emphasizes the fact that there is 
here a total commitment of the mind, including the metaphysically primary 
intuition leading the believer to recognize in the One, his origins as his end, 
and to get reunited to God in the different circumstances of his earthly life. 
The impulse of faith is here not separated from the rest of the "secular" 
activities of the society. More than that, in such a perspective-and this is 
one of the major interests of the "perennialist" reflection which is of 
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importance here-mysticism is not at all rejected as being on the fringe of 
Islamic civilization. On the contrary, mysticism is its spinal column, the 
active principle, the sap itself, and has been so from its origin to the present. 2 

For Nasr, this model of thought, this approach of the real, constitutes the 
implicit mental structure of the totality of Islamic culture, and has repercus
sions in mysticism as well as in the ethics of work, in cosmography as well 
as in architecture, in philosophy as well as in gender relationships.3 This very 
"Platonic" approach might be difficult to accept for the "positive" minds 
which refuse to consider religious life or thought outside an historical and 
precise geographical context, and which exclude a priori every timeless and 
invariable element in a society. This approach certainly also goes against a 
lot of Muslims who deny every central importance granted to Sufism or to 
theosophy, and see in Islam, before anything else, respect for a certain 
number of juridical rules. However that may be, it is not our purpose here to 
tackle those debates. We will not consider Muslim thought as a whole, but 
instead we will look at it from the point ofview, already more limited, of its 
spiritual currents, so as to extricate certain complementary aspects from the 
traditional model proposed by Nasr. 

The relationship among those different forms of thought-whenever it 
concerns Sufism or the Shi'ite theosophy, the philosophy of Hellenic 
ifalsafah) or Illuminationist (ishraq) inspiration-is nonetheless undeniable. 
All of them are notable in considering that the phenomena appearing in the 
sensible world (;ahir) are the products of dynamisms stemming from 
concealed dimensions ( ba[in ). Etymology illustrates well such an approach 
to the real. ?ahir comes from ;ahr, "the back," which evokes a surface all in 
exteriority, and which is not related to a precise organ. Ba[in comes from 
ba{n, "the belly," which refers, on the contrary, to the idea of viscera, or vital 
organs. Those expressions suggest that we are usually looking at things, 
which are in the world, inside out, "from the back," according to their least 
deep aspect, and that perceiving them rightly depends on us, "in front," to 
discover the inside, the "bowels" of this reality that we perceive. 

The expression of this vision of the world can be constructed philosophi
cally (particularly in Neo-Platonic terms), or be the concern of an esoteric 
exegesis of the Quran, or even of a simple, immediate intuition in the case 
of such and such illiterate saint or thaumaturge; nevertheless, there is here, 
among Muslim mystics, a common approach to the real. We are even 
tempted to say that there is a common perception of things, even prior to the 
reflection itself. The Homo is/amicus, immersed in a traditional society since 
his childhood, feels at the same time the rough phenomena (natural 
phenomena, aesthetic form, disease, ... ), and the dynamism there present in 
action. Indeed, he did acquire this "naiveness in the mentality"4 that allowed 
him to connect his most elementary perception to a network of relations and 
symbols, and to enter immediately in resonance with other notions, feelings, 
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or forms. These notions and feelings in tum have repercussions upon the 
activity of his own mind. This is the effect which arouses, for example, in 
the alchemist watching the purification and vivification of the mineral, a 
transmutation of his own mind. It is also this effect that prevents philosophi
cal reflection in traditional Islam from limiting itself to a purely formal and 
cerebral exercise of reason, making it instead a real way of life and wisdom. 
Basically-and this is the subject of the present contribution-all knowledge 
of the exterior world is correlative in the traditional scholar with a trans
formation of the self. Let us try to clarify this. 

The fact that there is parallelism, and consequently, interaction between 
the inner world of the human being and the exterior world( s ), is explained 
in numerous traditional texts by the homology of structure between the 
microcosm and the macrocosm. This idea of hermetic origin bore fruit in 
numerous areas of the religious and scientific thought of Islam, where it is 
emphasized that the human compound reflects integrally the whole cosmos, 
or else, where the cosmos is thought of as the "Big Man." Ibn 'Arabi (d. 
1124) wrote, based on his predecessors over three centuries, an ample 
synthesis on this matter around the notion of Mu~ammadan Reality and 
Universal Man. This Universal Man, the first human being to be created, is 
himself the model of the whole creation, macrocosmic as well as human. 
However, each human being reproduces at his own level this totality of the 
model. "You are yourself the totality of the sphere of the world," wrote an 
esoterist of the thirteenth century A.D., "and you are contemplating the 
realities of the Divine mercy."5 

The question we would like to ask here is the following: if the human 
compound is the replica of the great cosmos, in which way can the study of 
this latter help the man looking for truth to discover himself? Some sciences, 
such as alchemy, openly appear as access roads to Wisdom; otherS'"·are, 
without a doubt, based on sapient presuppositions, such as astrology. But 
how do the two processes-of scientific apprenticeship and of gnostic 
knowledge-join together in the mind of the one who acquires knowledge? 
For it is not enough to assert peremptorily the principle of the universal 
correspondences to explain the psychological process here implied. 
Concerned with rigor and synthesis, the Ikhwan al-~ala' suggest, in several 
passages of their Rasa'i/, some systematic correspondences. They distinguish 
nine parts in the human body corresponding to the nine celestial spheres, 
seven human faculties each one connected to a particular planet, twelve 
openings in the body parallel to the signs of the Zodiac, and so on. 6 But do 
those lists really put us on the right track? We do feel a certain arbitrariness 
and a forced concordance: how can those enumerations help, spiritually 
speaking, a mind in search of the discovery of its self? We were speaking 
above of this ~'naiveness in the mentality" allowing a traditional mind to let 
itself be enriched and led into the contemplation of external facts; but still 
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those facts-whether they concern the human body, or a metallic or celestial 
body-have to comprise an effective symbolism, to be able to "attract" the 
meditation of the seeker, and finally to be able to ensure the mediation 
between the particular man and the Universal MuJ:tammadan Reality from 
which that man proceeds. 

Without at all claiming to bring a definite and unequivocal answer to 
this question, we would like to underscore here the absolutely essential 
importance which language and word take on in this process of joining the 
human spirit to its archetypal models; it is by the word that the seeker 
transforms himself and conforms to the model of the Perfect Man, for the 
word gives him at the same time meaning, guidance, and energy for that 
transformation. Here is a tropism appropriate to Islamic spirituality. Other 
religions have underscored the role of the image (for example in Christianity, 
Hinduism, or Buddhism), of music, or dance (Afro-West Indian worship) as 
means to reunite humans with their own celestial roots. Without ignoring 
other forms of expression of the sacred, Islam confers on the written as well 
as to the oral word a first rank place, according to the logic inherent in its 
own historical manifestation. For God, in the beginning, revealed Himself 
through the word, according to the Quran. The Muslims believe that the 
prophet MuJ:tammad has always been a neutral messenger in the Revelation 
which was fully dictated to him without any intervention by the Angel. Most 
theologians consider the Quran as divine uncreated verb, co-eternal with 
God. In other words the Quran is theophany above all else for the Muslim 
consciousness. The Muslim who recites the Quran (for example, during the 
five daily ritual prayers), re-actualizes the descent of the eternal Verb, he 
makes present the energy and Wisdom of the Creator, he becomes unified, 
by this word, with the divine source from which this word comes. 

But the mystics have gone even further in their evaluation of the saving 
role of this Word. For the Sufi doctrinarians, there is homology, or identity, 
between the uncreated Quran ("Mother of the Book," see Quran XIII:39 and 
XLIII:4) and the Universal Man; for the Universal Man, and hence, all of 
what is left of the cosmos, is built as a language, himself being integrally 
language and Book. This idea arose at the end of the first century of the 
Hegirian era in the ultra-Shi'ite circles of Iraq and Iran. It was in the town 
ofKufa that Mughira ibn Sa'Id (executed in 737) taught, having seen the 
Divinity in the form of a Man of Light whose body was constituted by the 
letters of the alphabet, and who started to create the world by writing on his 
own palm, under the impulse of the Supreme Name. 7 Even though the 
visionary form ofMughirah's doctrine was not acceptable for most Muslims, 
his intuition was to be found, in a more elaborate form, in other trends of 
thought. The Twelve Iman Shi'ites have underlined the necessary homology 
between the deep nature of the Imams and the Quran: the twelve Imams are 
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"silent Qurans," and finally the text of the Quran does not point anything 
else out than the Face of God which is, in Twelve Iman Shi'i theology, the 
Fourteen Immaculates. 8 

Nonetheless, this kind of speculation was also found quite early in the 
Sufism of Sunni allegiance. During the third/ninth centuries, the great master 
Sahl Tustari (d. 283/896) wrote a short, but very condensed Treatise on 
Letters. His ideas would be taken up again and expanded in the next 
generation by the Andalusian philosopher and hermit Ibn Masarrah (d. 
319/931) in his Book of the Properties of Letters.9 According to those 
authors, God instituted first of all the different letters of the alphabet, which 
constitute, at the same time, the first particles of the whole creation, the 
orientation of the direction of the beings brought to existence, and the 
vectors of the creative energy itself. Those primordial letters, which can 
combine with others, constitute the Beautiful Names of God, which generate 
the different universes. We therefore could not better emphasize how the 
metaphysical worlds, the manifested cosmos, and man himself, are built as 
a language, are a language, and are the same 10 language from the throne of 
God to the smallest midge. Human languages are the refraction in the human 
mind of this universal organization; the words will naturally correspond, 
according to such a vision, to the essence of what they indicate. And in 
emphasizing this we will better understand how the contemplation of the 
created world can awaken human consciousness to its own internal 
dimensions. By naming a thing of the world, the human being awakens 
because the name brings forth the internal reality which corresponds to what 
exists in himself. Sky, earth, star, fire, and water are as many essential 
elements inside the human compound; to invoke them, and above all by 
means of the Quranic verb, is to shake the human soul or bring it into 
movement. Those considerations are based on the Quranic passage where 
God confided in Adam about the science of the names of the things (Quran 
II: 31 ), and, who after his disobedience and his repentance, helped him by 
sending him "words" (kalimat, II: 37). 

The ideas presented by Sahl Tustari and Ibn Masarra would find their 
way into later Sufism, and would find their accomplishment in the work of 
Ibn 'Arabi (12th andl3th centuries A.D.). This latter figure would devote 
large treatises to the symbolism of letters. 11 Nevertheless, he would not be 
the last to practice this science of letters, which spread throughout the 
Islamic world, and particularly in Iran. 12 The speculations on the symbolic 
and mystic value of the letters of the alphabet are not somehow the 
prerogative only of Sufism. Avicenna dedicated a small treatise to the 
symbolism of letters wherein he tried to integrate speculations about the 
alphabet into his own philosophical system. 13 Suhrawardi also made some 
short but very suggestive allusions to it. 14 
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The extensive literature given over to magic and occult sciences, makes 
such great use of it that we cannot pass by in silence. 15 For in fact, the field 
of symbolism of letters goes beyond simple mysticism and includes a great 
part of the sciences of nature. In fact, the letters of the alphabet have been 
assigned to the seven heavens, to the planets, to the signs of the Zodiac, and 
to the different cutouts of the ecliptic. The twenty-eight letters, each one 
having numerical value, have been divided up into four groups: hot and cold, 
dry and humid. By means of this kind of speculation, it is all the natural 
world-its substances and its rhythms-which has been made "readable" 
according to a literal and numerical scale. The largest and most audacious 
synthesis in this field was expounded from the 2nd to 4th century of the 
Hegirian era in the immense alchemical corpus attributed to Jabir ibn 
Hayyan. It tried to summarize the natural laws of the world in a series of 
mathematical matrixes called "Balances" (mawiiziil); the main one of which, 
the one that generated all the others, was the Balance of the Letters. This 
Balance was based on the principle that words of the daily language 
correspond to the intimate nature of the thing that they indicate. Thus, the 
analysis of the names of mineral substances was supposed to give the 
opportunity to know, in a certain way, their deep composition, their 
archetypal formula; the alchemical work was here based on a "syntax of the 
natural phenomena," according to the literal meaning of the expression. 16 

From what has been said, we are thus guessing at the paradoxical and 
eminent function that language plays in the Islamic spirituality mentioned 
above. In fact, in such a perspective, the words of the language are not just 
present to indicate the concrete or abstract things, for those things them
selves refer to a new language, to the creative language which has generated 
them, and which constitutes them. And if the cosmos is effectively 
comprehensible, it is because its structure itself is of a linguistic nature, and 
because the human language is precisely medial, the area of coherence above 
all else where in the human mind and the Mind moving the Universe join 
together. Everything in this world can and must be perceived as an element 
of a transcendental message, linguistically structured and endowed with a 
corporeal (consonant) and a spiritual (vowel) dimension; with a movement 
(l}arakah, vocalization) or a rest (sukiin, quiescence); according to a straight 
(na~b, accusative case), rising (raf', nominative), or falling (khafd, dative) 
orientation. The elements ofthe world can hold the function of names, verbs 
or particles. 

We are here far away from the Aristotelian universe surrounded by the 
principle of identity: each earthly phenomenon corresponds to several 
dimensions, to several "sentences" in the Book of the world. The human 
mind can only remain bewildered before the thousands of relations that can 
be discovered in the texture of the sensible world. Yet, the mystics of Islam 
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assert that man is not helpless in the face of those real metaphysical continents 
that are to be explored. For he has in himself the faculty of exegesis, of 
ta 'wil, that allows him to interpret the perceived phenomena and to bring 
them again to their concealed dimension in the ba[inian nature. This is not 
surprising, for man is himself an integral part of this creation; furthermore, 
he epitomizes it in its whole. Thus there exists a certain interaction ofbeing 
between the seeker of truth and the objects that he meets along his earthly 
journey. Each man carries in himself the nine spheres, the seven planets, the 
twelve zodiacal "towers." 17 The interpretation that man is able to give con
cerning them has its source not in a pure inductive process, but in a meeting 
between the empirical observations and his spiritual intuition. Ibn Khaldiin 
(14th century A. D.) denied to astrology any certitude; 18 however, he based 
his theory on the impossibility of applying to this discipline a rational 
induction and never dealt with its inner or "b§[inian" dimension. Among 
some authors like Jabir ibn I:Iayyan, the laboratory work is accompanied by 
a sustained meditation on terms that help to indicate the things of the world. 
Thus, a study of the words such as, for example, dhahab (gold), or zirnikh 
(arsenic), will lead, according to him, to the discovery of the intimate 
composition of these substances, regarding their external (!Ehir) manifesta
tion, but also regarding their inner, concealed (ba[in) composition. 19 

Nevertheless, it is possible to object here that this personal intuition still 
is a means of very precarious knowledge, subject to error; and the examples 
of deductions from the language that Jabir is proposing to us are full of 
arbitrary and fabricated reasonings. But, in reality, Muslim esoterists seldom 
refer to this kind of approach in the study of natural phenomena, literally 
speaking. Its most usual dimension is mainly closely akin to mysticism. Most 
of the speculations of esoterists are based on the text which is the best in 
accordance with the divine enunciation that can be: the Quran. .,.. 

As we mentioned above, the celestial Quran is similar to the Universal 
Man. The first model of all that exists is a "human" reality, ofwhich on one 
side the human being and on the other side the divine revelation, are the 
earth's most accomplished typifications. It is therefore rather natural that 
esoterists have sought, in the sacred text, not only for directives of faith and 
action given by its literal meaning, but also for less accessible secrets about 
the concealed dimensions of human destiny, about the way that man can 
accomplish his plenary vocation as a mirror of divine lights. Thus, the 
Quranic commentaries proposed by Sufis20 refer, for example, to such and 
such Quranic passages on the prophets' lives and to processes of mystical 
psychology. Even more profoundly, they speculate on some Quranic verses 
(those of the first siirah, the Fiitif:zah, or on those of the Throne, II: 255) and 
on some letters (particularly the fourteen "isolated" letters set at the head of 
some siirahs) to discover there the mysteries of the ascension of the soul 
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towards God. Thus, the Quran is no longer a reference text for good 
behavior of the Muslim: the Quran is the text which, in a secret but still truly 
real manner, shows the way of the self towards the Self. It is the simultaneity 
of those two styles that constitutes for the Sufi the most supernatural 
characteristic of the revealed text. 

Now, if we return to the question asked at the beginning, "how does the 
knowledge of the world lead to the knowledge of the self?" we notice that 
in light of putting into play of the sacred language, we have thus to refer to 
numerous dimensions: 

(1) The knowledge of an external object designated by its name 
awakens, as we note, the area of the human soul that corresponds to it. The 
principle "we are what we know" is here confirmed. Contrary to what a 
purely conceptual, cerebral teaching leads to, the apprenticeship as a 
meditation, which is in question here, implies progressively a real transmuta
tion ofthe mind. The discovery of the self and the discovery ofthe world are 
correlative: a man will know the ba[in of the world that surrounds him as far 
as his state allows him to grasp it and to accomplish the necessary exegesis. 

(2) The Quranic word, more particularly, is endowed with a real 
operative power, the same power that the Sufis bring into action during 
sessions of dhikr. It is characteristic that the dhikr is by far the most 
practiced ritual in Muslim spirituality, where the "sacramental" value of the 
verb has been so much emphasized. For to utter the divine uncreated verb is, 
for each individual, to animate again in himself a timeless memory and to 
make thus possible the growth of gnosis. 

(3) Such a knowledge cannot be summarized as the comprehension of an 
inanimate object by a subject thinking: this knowledge results, in fact, from the 
meeting of two consciousnesses. The stars observed by the astrologist are 
angels, for example, and the material worked by the alchemist manifests the 
Mind of the world in all its Wisdom. In the traditional science, the mind 
meets the Mind; this is what makes the mind grow and what purifies it. 

( 4) If the reading of the Book transforms the individual, the spiritual 
growth of the Sufi comes in tum to complete the redaction of the Book of the 
universe. Those saints in whom "the Quran is mixed with their flesh and 
blood"21 actualize, in a certain way, this eternal Quran. Just as the Universal 
Man actualizes himself in the manifestation of the Perfect Man, 22 in the 
person of the prophets, great saints, or Poles, the Quran of the beginning is 
performed through mysterious volumes23 which contain the eschatological 
evolution ofhumanity-that is to say, the Quran is fulfilled through the life 
of man in flesh and blood. ' 

This omnipresent function of the Word in Muslim spirituality finds, 
nonetheless, its achievement-it has to be underlined-in the ultimate 
message of a divine silence; silence, of course, not of privation, but of 



KNOW THE WORLD TO KNOW YOURSELF 725 

plenitude. For God Himself is forever unknowable, remaining beyond every 
human discourse, even if symbolic or sacred. "The word is veil, the veil is 
word," wrote the great Sufi Niffari/4 admirably summarizing all the dialectic 
of the sacred reading of the Book of the world. Arriving at the point of 
tangency of the world of the word with the one of mystery, the human mind 
skims past the last of the veils and the last of the letters. There, human 
language explodes in paradox, takes refuge in repetition, or ends in the 
silence of Wisdom. An ancient tale relates that the Sufi al-I:IalHij, on the eve 
of his execution in the town of Baghdad in 922, said his prayers, then began 
to repeat "makr, makr" ("trickery, trickery"); after a moment of silence, he 
shouted, "~aqq, ~qq" ("Reality, Reality") before uttering the last orison of 
his earthly life.25 This oscillation between the divine illusion to which our 
existence in this world constrains us, and the absolute truth that this 
existence can reveal to us, seems well to translate the look cast at the world 
by most Muslim mystics: sublime camouflage of the divine Wisdom, the 
language of the Book of the universe is fulfilled in its own annihilation. For 
the believer immersed in concrete history, the horizon of every exegesis of 
the world becomes, eventually, messianic. 
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Professor Lory and I are linked together not only in our common interest 
in Islamic esoterism and philosophy, but also through Henry Corbin who 

was his teacher at the Sorbonne and my colleague in Tehran and friend of 
two decades until his death in 1978. In his essay Lory deals with a subject 
of great interest to me but not treated to any extent in other essays in this 
volume, the subject being the rapport between philosophy and esoteric 
sciences in Islam. This rapport concerns not only the general relation 
between Islamic philosophy and the quintessential esoterism of Islam found 
in Sufism and certain aspects ofShi'ism, both Twelve-Imam and Isma'Ill, 
a relation with which I have dealt extensively in my writings and also in 
certain responses in this volume. This rapport involves also the nexus 
between Islamic philosophy and the "Hidden Sciences" (a/- luliim al
gharibah or khafiyyah) such as alchemy and the science of letters, a domain 
in which Professor Lory is an expert and to which he has contributed a 
number of valuable studies. Before responding to his essay in a specific 
manner, it would be appropriate for me to say a few words on my general 
views concerning the relation between philosophy and esoterism. 

In the West with the eclipse of authentic esoterism and its reduction to 
occultism, the whole relation of philosophy to esoterism became suspect at 
least in the mainstream of Western philosophy. Esoteric philosophy made 
people in the West think, at best, of Agrippa, Robert Fludd, Michael Maier 
or the salons of Paris, and even such major esoteric thinkers as Bohme and 
Eckhart were shunned in official philosophical circles. In more recent times 
anyone who has sought to speak of esoteric philosophy in Europe and 
America has been accused of following on the path of Annie Besant and 
Madame Blavatsky. The reaction of Corbin himself, at once philosopher and 
esoterist as well as a formidable scholar, among many Islamicists and 
philosophers in France is itself indicative ef the climate of which I speak. 
Yet Corbin himself was able to open a foothold in the official academic 
world for esoteric philosophy, at least in its Islamic form, and had a number 
of followers among French philosophers such as Gilbert Durand and 
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Christian Jambet. Also he was certainly influential in the establishment of 
a chair for the study of Occidental esoteric philosophies at the Sorbonne, 
now occupied by his student Antoine Faivre. One needs also to mention here 
the central importance of the works of Rene Guenon who, in expounding 
authentic esoteric teachings and pure metaphysics after the lapse of many 
centuries in the West and in clarifying the distinction between esoterism and 
occultism, opened the door for a "new" consideration of the significance of 
esoterism and esoteric philosophy. Although opposed severely in French 
academic circles, his ideas along with those ofSchuon have had an immense 
influence upon both scholarly and philosophical studies being carried out on 
the subject in continental Europe today. As for the Anglo-Saxon world 
where positivism has continued to reign supreme for the past half century, 
the whole idea of esoteric philosophy is still mostly shunned in philosophy 
departments, and, if studied at all, is confined to religion or literature 
departments. 

In the Islamic world the destiny of philosophy was to be very different. 
Even in the early centuries, many of the Islamic Peripatetic philosophers 
such as al-Hirabi and Ibn Sina intertwined esoteric ideas with more rational 
aspects of their philosophies as did many of the ancient Greek philosophers 
such as the Pythagoreans, Platonists, Neoplatonists, Neopythagoreans, and 
Hermeticists. Moreover, even during the early period of Islamic history, 
Isma'ili philosophy always connected philosophy to the esoteric (ba{in) 
dimension of the religion. In later centuries, Islamic philosophy moved even 
closer to the esoteric dimension of the religion, and esoteric ideas which 
issued either directly from the Quranic revelation or came from elsewhere
mainly Athens and Alexandria-but were integrated into Islamic esoterism. 
The case of Suhrawardi is a major example of this trend. His ~ikmat al
ishraq or Philosophy/Theosophy of Illumination, which became a major 
philosophical school in the later period of Islamic history, combines 
philosophy even in its rigorous rational sense with esoteric ideas. As we look 
upon the centuries that followed, we see many of the schools of philosophy 
becoming even more closely wed to gnosis and esoterism until, with Mulla 
~dra and his illustrious students, such as Mulla 'Ali Zunuzi and }:ffijji Mulla 
Hadi Sabziwari, philosophy and esoterism in the form of gnosis became 
fused in a unity. 

There was, moreover, another group of esoteric philosophies in Islam 
which often interacted with the above schools but remained distinct from 
them. These types of esoteric philosophy were associated with alchemists 
such as Jabir ibn J:Iayyan, certain Sufi masters of the science of letters such 
as Abii Sahl al-Tustari, Ibn Masarrah, Ibn 'Arabi, 'Abd al-Karim al-Jili and 
many others, and some ofthe masters ofthe "occult sciences," chief among 
them Shams al-Din al-Biini. Although not as popular and accessible as the 
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first kind, this second group of esoteric philosophies have had a continuous 
life throughout the Ishtmic world since the beginning of Islam and have 
contributed major philosophical ideas to the general tradition of Islamic 
philosophy. Pierre Lory deals with some of them in this essay. Personally, 
I have been much interested in all these types of esoteric philosophy in Islam 
and have contributed a number of studies on them, but more to the first kind 
than the second. What is important to state here is that both kinds are 
important for understanding the Islamic intellectual tradition in its integral 
reality. It is also important to note that the destiny of esoteric philosophy and 
the relation between philosophy and esoterism in the Islamic world was to 
be very different from what happened in the West after the Renaissance. 

Turning now to the text of Lory, at the beginning ofhis essay he writes, 
"He [Nasr] has, in this way, explained the foundations of an ideal model of 
thought, behavior, and sensibility representing the permanent, unchanging, 
and timeless element of Islam." He mentions this point in a positive manner 
but there are many in the West who have criticized me precisely for having 
carried out such a task. They consider the task illusory, since for them the 
only reality is the temporal and historical. For my part, however, religion 
possesses a meta-historical and celestial archetype which manifests itself in 
a temporal sequence but is never reducible to that sequence. For me the 
"ideal model" does not mean simply a goal sought in the mind but that 
which is related to the "Idea" in its Platonic sense. It is that "Idea" which is 
immutable and unchanging, while its manifestations in time naturally partake 
of the character of change that is inseparable from history as usually 
understood. The "Ideal Model" of a religion in this sense is not only the sum 
of its earthly manifestations or even the faith of its believers, but a heavenly 
reality reflected in all authentic manifestations of the tradition created by the 
descent or revelation of that "Ideal Model," to quote Lory. It is possible 
through active participation in the tradition and through the use of God
given intelligence freed from the fetters of the passions and by the grace of 
Heaven, to gain knowledge of that "Ideal Model" or archetype and to make 
it known to those interested in grasping the essence and not only the 
historical accidents of a religion. In seeking to explain the "foundations of 
an ideal model of thought, behavior, and sensibility" of Islam, I have not, 
however, neglected the historical realities. Like Lory's teacher Corbin, I 
have opposed historicism while holding much respect for what Corbin and 
I have called the historial. 

I agree with Lory that this approach, which he calls "Platonic," is 
difficult for minds trained in positivism to -accept. This difficulty is in fact 
to be seen in the general modem attitude towards perennial philosophy and 
traditional metaphysics. The refusal to see a permanent reality beyond 
measurable and observable temporal change is also at the root of the current 
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crisis in the field of religious studies in the West, as far as it concerns 
comparative studies versus deconstructionism, phenomenology versus 
historicism, attitudes towards truth claims in religions, and so on. But during 
the past forty years I have been little affected by positivistic and historistic 
criticisms and will most likely not be in the future. Whatever historical and 
phenomenological studies may reveal about a religion's manifestations in 
history, they cannot fulfill the task of understanding its essence, its heavenly 
archetype which only the traditional approach is able to attain. As Lory says, 
one has to be like an alchemist and "extract" the principle from the 
"different substances" at hand. 

Pierre Lory also points to the relationship between several forms of 
Islamic thought, namely Sufism, Shi'ite theosophy, and the School of Illumi
nation, all ofwhich rely upon the same view ofthe world as consisting of an 
outward and an inward dimension and of authentic knowledge as being able 
to cast aside the veil of outwardness to reach the inner meaning through the 
process which is called ta 'wil or esoteric hermeneutics. I agree fully with the 
author's assertion and will only add that it is precisely these schools of 
Islamic thought, along with aspects of the Islamic cosmological sciences, 
whose symbolic significance I have sought to unveil in some of my writings, 
and that have been at the center of my attention during all the decades I have 
been studying Islamic intellectual life. I am by nature attracted to esoteric 
knowledge not in the sense of occultism but in its authentic sense, and 
therefore share with Pierre Lory a strong interest in what one might call 
"esoteric philosophy," although I prefer the terms "traditional metaphysics" 
and "esoterism." 

I am also in full agreement with the author when he states, "every 
knowledge of the exterior world is correlative in the traditional scholar with 
a transformation of the self." As I turned from the study of philosophy in a 
Western academic context to the traditional setting of Persia, I began to 
realize even more fully how true the above assertion is. Traditional 
philosophy transforms the being of the knower, and in tum requires a degree 
of virtue before being understood. I comprehended why Pythagoras and the 
Pythagoreans had set so many moral conditions upon their adepts before they 
accepted them into their philosophical circles and why this was still the case 
in small and fairly closed circles in Persia where the higher doctrines of 
traditional philosophy were being taught. Some of my traditional teachers 
used to make their ritual ablutions (wur;fii) before embarking upon teaching 
the text of a Suhrawardi or a Mulla ~adra. In any case there is certainly a 
correlation between one's mode of being and the knowledge one gains. At 
the highest level the very dichotomy ofknowledge and being, subject and 
object, is transcended in that unity which transcends all duality and 
opposition and is itself the coincidentia oppositornm. 
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Lory asks the question "if the human compound is the replica of the 
great cosmos, in which way can the study of this latter help the man looking 
for truth to discover himself?" The first answer to this seminal question is 
that the qualitative knowledge of the cosmos is also self-discovery precisely 
because of the correspondence between man and the cosmos. For example, 
correspondences established by the Ikhwan al-~a:ta', whom the author 
mentions, far from being arbitrary and forced, provide occasions for 
recollection, for intellectual intuition, for awareness of relations not before 
realized and for gaining a vision of the cosmos as support for the "inner 
work." All traditional sciences of nature, based as they are on metaphysics, 
symbolism, and cosmic correspondences, are also sciences of the self on the 
basis of the microcosmic/macrocosmic correspondence mentioned by the 
author. But each traditional science achieves this end in a different way. If 
a science be authentic, however, it is always a key for the understanding of 
the inner reality of the cosmos and therefore ourselves, a means of access to 
the vision of the hierarchies of cosmic existence and, therefore, also a ladder 
by means of which we can ascend through the various realms of the cosmos 
itself to the Metacosmic Reality. But these functions can only become 
actualized in the presence of a living spiritual and esoteric current which 
allows these sciences to be channels for the emanation of the light and grace 
which alone makes self-realization possible, the element of grace (drawing 
here from the vocabulary of the three monotheisms) having its equivalent in 
other worlds, including non-theistic ones. As Titus Burckhardt has written, 
the traditional sciences are like a jewel and the living esoteric and spiritual 
current of a tradition like light. In a dark room a jewel is no different from 
an opaque stone, but held before light, the jewel displays its very different 
properties of being able to enhance and elaborate the light in contrast to the 
opaque stone. What transforms man's being in the study of the traditional 
sciences and the harmonies and correspondences upon which they are based 
is the light emanating from that jewel, and not the jewel itself if it were to be 
kept in a dark room. The occultist as opposed to esoteric understanding of 
the traditional sciences proves the case in point. 

As for the cosmological sciences serving as support for contemplation 
of metacosmic realities and inner transformation, perhaps no better example 
can be provided for this function than alchemy with which the author has 
dealt in so many of his important studies, and to which I have also devoted 
some attention in my Science and Civilization in Islam and elsewhere. 
Alchemy is at once a science of the cosmos and a science of the soul, at once 
an external and internal medicine, at once a manner of ennobling matter and 
the being of the alchemist. Its laboratory is at once the chamber in which the 
alchemist works and his inner being. And alchemical transformation cannot 
occur save with the presence of the Philosopher's Stone which is none other 
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than the symbol of Divine Presence and grace by means of which "nature 
can surmount nature," to quote the famous alchemical saying. 

I also agree fully with Pierre Lory in his emphasis upon sacred language, 
the words and letters of which both the revealed book and the cosmic book 
are comprised. The act of creation or the cosmo gonic act can be conceived 
in terms of the emanation of light (jiat lux) or the Word (in principia erat 
verbum), or to use the language of ontology in the Quran, kun fa yakiin "be 
and there is." It can also be expressed in terms of mathematical symbolism 
(both arithmetic and geometric) as we see in Pythagoreanism, or, in the 
issuing of sound as music from the primordial silence as in Sivite Hinduism. 
There are also other symbolic representations to be found in other traditions. 
In Islam the revelation came in the form of a book whose every letter and 
word is sacred, for the book is none other than the Word of God itself. In 
Islamic esoterism each letter and word of the sacred language of the Quran, 
that is Arabic, has an archetypal reality and is also in its primordial reality 
a divine energy as well as "idea" in the Platonic sense. It is in light of the 
primacy of this vision that one must understand not only the esoteric 
commentaries upon the Quran by the Sufis and Shi'ite gnostics, but also 
Jabir ibn I:Iayyan's application of the idea ofthe cosmos as the cosmic book 
(al-qur'an al-takwini), to use the terminology oflater Sufism, to the realms 
of particular sciences, and his idea of the balance (al-mizan) established 
between the letters comprising the name of a substance in Arabic and its 
natural characteristics, both inward and outward. Even Jabir ibn I:Iayyan' s 
application of the science of letters to the name of gold ( dhahab) and arsenic 
(zirnikh), for example, must be seen in the symbolic sense (including the 
numbers involved), as must the mizan itself and not literally, although he 
was also concerned with the outward properties of things. 

Lory summarizes his own answer to the question of "how does the 
knowledge of the world lead to the knowledge of the self?" under four 
headings with which I concur completely. However, I would like to 
comment briefly on his third point, which is that the knowledge of the world 
is "the meeting of two consciousnesses" and not a mind and an inanimate 
object. This is an esoteric understanding which is certainly correct on a 
certain level. But it is also possible to say that in the traditional sciences, 
using the language of Islamic philosophy and science here, man knows the 
forms of things that have themselves become generated by the intellect, 
which also plays the central role in cognition because it is through the 
illumination of the mind by the intellect that perception itself takes place, as 
stated by Ibn Sina. Mulla ~adra goes a step further and asserts that there is 
the union (ittif:iEd) of the knower or "intellector" (a/- 'aqil), intellect (a/- ·aql) 
and the intelligible (al-ma 'qiil) at the moment of intellection, which is the 
basis of all perception (idrak). I have the greatest sympathy for this 
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perspective and likewise believe that every act of knowing is an illumination 
that binds the being of the knower and the known together as knower and 
known. I would, however, use a more nuanced language than Lory in 
discussing this very important point. 

In the last paragraph of his essay the author speaks of speech reaching 
silence and the fact that "the language of the Book of the universe is fulfilled 
in its own annihilation." I will comment on this poetic utterance by saying 
that the Book of the universe is not annihilated until all creation returns to 
God, but it helps us to become "annihilated" in that silence which is the 
source of all language, in that ineffable Formlessness which is the origin of 
all forms. To become nothing is to swim in the Ocean which is the origin of 
everything. To hear that silent music is also to hear all traditional music, 
celestial and terrestrial, produced through the ages. 

The relation between philosophy and authentic esoterism needs to be 
investigated again seriously as a philosophical issue in the West. As for the 
Islamic world, this nexus has never been severed. Professor Pierre Lory, who 
is one of the rare experts on this subject in the West, has expounded 
important aspects of what one might call esoteric philosophy in Islam, and 
has thereby afforded me the occasion to make a few critical comments. I am 
happy to have been afforded such an opportunity. 

S.H.N. 
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Parviz Morewedge 

THE TRANSCENDENT SPIRIT, 
PRIVATE LANGUAGE FALLACY, 

AND ISLAMIZATION OF IBN SIN A: 
REFLECTIONS ON THE WORKS 

OF S. H. NASR 

NASR'S CONTRIBUTIONS TO ISLAMIC PHILOSOPHY 

D ue to his scholarship, his peerless ability in organized research, as well 
as his graceful ambience and personality, Seyyed Hossein Nasr is well 

known to a majority of investigators in Islamic philosophy, including this 
writer. In the '60s, as a graduate student, I was introduced to Ibn Sina's 
philosophy through Nasr's two early works, Three Muslim Sages and Islamic 
Cosmological Doctrines. In the '70s, after my twenty-five year absence from 
Iran, Nasr brought me as a guest lecturer to his academy in Tehran, where 
I was a witness to the best of Persian hospitality and the vigor of his 
organizational ability. From the '70s to the present, I have attended his 
presentations at many conferences and have benefited from his counsel on 
a number of professional matters. In sum, my reflections on Nasr's 
philosophy are due to my acquaintance with his work and lectures for the 
past forty years. For the sake of brevity and the space allowed to me, I begin 
by delineating briefly four aspects of his contribution to Islamic studies and 
then proceed to a critique of three themes in his philosophy. 

First, Nasr is an excellent manager of organized research, as is evident 
from the fruits of his directorship of the Imperial Iranian Academy of 
Philosophy. His philosophical foresight and personal strength resulted in the 



736 PARVIZ MOREWEDGE 

:·stabllshment of an academy where a number of Islamic philosophical texts 
were edited, including the complete works of S. Suhrawardl and a number 
of important manuscripts of Isma '111 writers. 1 His managerial genius brought 
to Tehran the best scholars from abroad. Notable among them were H. 
Corbin from France and T. Izutsu from Japan. Under Nasr's direction, they 
and a group of other scholars from abroad collaborated with their Iranian 
counterparts, such as J. Ashtiyani and M. T. Danish-Pashuh, to form one of 
the most vibrant centers of Islamic philosophy ever established. For the next 
two generations, this group published the major references for scholarship 
on post--Ibn Slnan philosophers, especially Shi'ite thinkers. It is impossible 
to overstate the debt of Islamic philosophical scholarship to Nasr. 

Second, Nasr is to be praised for his personal dignity, for not seeking 
security and fame by following the trodden path of philosophers such as Ibn 
Slna and Ibn Rushd. Instead, against all odds, he single-handedly champi
oned the scholarship ofthinkers who were unknown to the West, namely 
post-Ibn Sin an philosophers. It was he who brought to the attention of the 
English-speaking public the significance of the philosophy of Mull a $adra 
and other members ofthe School of Isfahan (PAPSB, 337--44). In doing so, 
he was instrumental in the development of research in these traditions. Since 
the 1990s, a number of organized efforts, such as the Mullii $adrii Congress 
in Tehran, the Institute of Ismii'ili Studies in London, and The Islamic 
Translation Series in Utah and Binghamton have focused on this post-Ibn 
Slnan period. I can only hint at the extent of his contribution by the 
following analogy. Imagine that in the West, instructors of philosophy 
stopped with Kant's writing; then someone enriches historical scholarship 
by encouraging the editing of works by Hegel and later German idealists. 
Imagine. Where would the history of postmedieval Western philosophy be 
without Hegel? In the same manner, Nasr's contribution to the scholarship 
of the history of Islamic philosophy cannot be overstated. Even now, the best 
accounts of later Islamic philosophy are found in his contributions to various 
encyclopedia sources (Oxford II, and RIP). 

Third, Nasr has always spoken out for the ideals of the Islamic tradition, 
and he has done so regardless of the popularity of this message for his 
audience. A good example of this is his explanation of various aspects of 
"temporary marriage" (SI, 227-30). It is ironic that he has never benefited 
from his stance as a defender of Islam, either during the Pahlavi regime or 
postrevolutionary Islamic Republic of Iran. 

Finally, a number of original ideas appear in his writings; these include 
the notion of sacred space and unity as expressed by Islamic architecture (see 
RIP, vol. 5, 18-19). As another example, Nasr depicts two dialectical phases 
of religious experience. The first phase occurs in ethnic isolation, when a 
member of each creed takes his/her system to be the only available system. 



REFLECTIONS ON THE WORKS OF S. H. NASR 73 7 

The next phase occurs in a multicultural context, when different specific 
creeds can harmonize their urge via a mystical interpretation of the specifics; 
for example, in the Jungian sense, there is an archetype of the mediator 
figure as a member of a clergy, be it a rabbi, a priest, or a shaykh. Thus 
mysticism ironically expresses themes of different religious perspectives 
(SE, 124-25). 

Prior to my critique of Nasr' s views I would like to share a point of 
frustration in writing this article. A majority of classical Muslim philoso
phers write clearly about philosophical topics; in contrast, many ofNasr's 
philosophical views are more analogous to poetry than to analysis. While 
most philosophers are careful with their use of key philosophical primitives, 
Nasr uses vague expressions such as "spirits breathing in the world" and 
"Being radiating its light." Moreover, I do not understand his consciously 
offensive and almost insulting treatment of "sacred cows of modernity." 
Here are two general observations: first, Nasr intends to shock the reader; 
second, often he presents his objections without adequate justifications. Here 
are two examples: Nasr claims that in some sense alchemy is better than 
chemistry, and that evolution is incorrect. What is the most reasonable 
understanding of his praise of alchemy and attack on theory of evolution? 
This type of attitude is either a poetical cry of religious anti-scientism or 
incorrect understanding of contemporary views of science. No biologist 
claims that she/he observes a scientific law such as evolution. Does Nasr 
claim that he observes the immutable and the supposed process of the 
immutable seeing its fleeting nature in the outward nature? The main 
question is how different theories of evolution and postulation of creationism 
explain facts such as fossils; scientific laws are not observed but proposed 
to explain observation and used for predication. 

Although there may be no tradition of censorship on entertaining a 
philosophical position, nevertheless one obviously expects some explana
tions for holding a non-canonical position against modernity, chemistry, 
evolution, and science in the third millennium. Unfortunately, Nasr's 
remarks against the "sacred cows of modernity" seldom contain logical 
arguments or useful references. He charges against whatever does not 
support the religious tradition-modernity, modem philosophy, and 
rationalism. While his writing provides comfort to the religious audience, the 
secular reader often questions his work. Prima facie, there are at least two 
problems with his arguments, when he presents them. One may ask, are 
these arguments sound? Do they represent the ethos of the majority of the 
Islamic philosophical tradition? I will examine answers to these questions in 
the context of my evaluation ofthree topics in Nasr's writings: Ibn Sina's 
ontology of the analytic of"being" and cosmogony, the transcendent spirit, 
and issues related to the "private language fallacy." 
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I. ON NASR'S INTERPRETATION OF IBN SfNA
ANAL YTIC OF "BEING" AND COSMOGONY 

In this section I question Nasr on two notions oflbn Sina's philosophy: (a) 
a transcendent notion of being and its confusion with being-qua-being and 
an existent, and (b) attribution of "religious creationism" to Ibn Sina' s system. 

Let me begin by clarifying my own reading of Ibn Sina' s metaphysic as 
a basis of my criticism ofNasr's interpretation.2 The two primary notions of 
the soul for Ibn Sina are "being" (hasti, wujild) and the modalities of 
necessity (wajib), contingency (mumkin), and impossibility (mumtani '). 
When "being" is concatenated with "necessity" the result is "the necessary 
being," which, according to the second version of the ontological argument, 
equates with "the Necessary Existent." When "being" is concatenated with 
"contingency," the result is a "contingent existent" only if there is a cause; 
for example, in the case of"being a human," persons are existents because 
they have parents, whereas "being a unicorn" has no existent cases because 
there are no causes to generate specific unicorns. "Impossibility" and 
"being" lead to no existent, as illustrated by "round squares," "the largest 
number," and similar examples. So far we have a purely syntactical model, 
which clarifies our discourse about some intelligible realm of experience. I 
hold that the remainder of Ibn Sina's primary language is very clear, as 
follows: 

(a) "Being-qua-being" (hasti, wujild) corresponds to Aristotle's 
Metaphysica 1002a20 (to on he on) and Ockham's use of"ens" in Summa 
Totius Logicae.3 It signifies the most determinable concept. "Non-being" is 
meaningless. We should note that all mental concepts (actual or not actual) 
signify a being. For this reason it is different from an existent. 

(b) "Existent" (maujiid), signifies an actual entity, Aristotle's notion of 
first substance (prate ousia). There are no impossible existents. For Ibn Sina 
there is only one Necessary Existent, which is the ultimate cause of 
generation of other existents. "Existence" itself is not an existent, but 
signifies those entities, which are neither uncaused "contingent being," nor 
"impossible entities." 

I have laid out other specific features of the primitives of Ibn Sina' s 
metaphysics elsewhere;4 the above formulation is sufficient for my eval
uation ofNasr's position, as expressed by a sample selection from his work 
on Ibn Sina and others. Let us look at some passages: 

Being in itself is the cause of all particular existing things without being 
reduced to a genre common to all of them. Being is above all distinctions and 
polarization and yet the cause of the world of multiplicity, casting its light upon 
the different and distinct quiddities (maJziyat) of all things. Being is the reality 
of each thing, as it is the source of all goodness and beauty as well as the cause 
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of all perceptions the quiddities constituting no more than the limitations of 
Being. (ISCD, 197-98) 

Let us evaluate the above passage in the light of our reading of Ibn 
Sina' s ontology. "Being" cannot be a cause of any entity, because it is the 
most common term applicable to the designata of all meaningful notions. 
There is no existent which is not a being. Every actual cause is also a being, 
thus being-qua-being cannot be a specific cause. Here I hold that Nasr is 
making a category mistake, like saying that "'two' is blue." The expression 
"casting its light" is a beautiful metaphor, but it is philosophically confusing. 
It gives to the reader the false notion that "being" has a normative dimension 
in Ibn Sina' s metaphysics. Let me make it clear that all "bad" existents, such 
as the AIDS virus, poison ivy, a non-~/a/ ham sandwich, and a glass of wine 
are also cases of "being"; does Nasr want to say that being is "casting its 
light" through these entities? Also, a black hole is a being without any kind 
of light in it. "Being" definitely is not the reality of all things-why? It is 
not, because an impossible entity like "a round square" is a being that cannot 
be realized. It does not make any sense to point to being as a cause of all 
goodness, beauty, and so on. Also, the expression "limitation" cannot be 
applied to "being" but only to "existent." What Nasr asserts may be applied 
to an interpretation ofMulla ~adra's philosophy that God is pure existence 
and the cause of existents. It is questionable if such an interpretation is either 
consistent or correct. At any rate there is no passage in Ibn Sina which fits 
Nasr's transcendent notion of being. Let us examine the next passage. 

If in his [Ibn Sina 's] ontology ... emphasis is on the transcendence of Being, 
or God, above all particular beings or creatures, in cosmogony, on the contrary, 
accent is placed upon the relation of generated beings to Being and their 
effusion ifaicj) from the source of all things. (ISCD, 202) .,.. 

The expression "transcendence" cannot be meaningfully applied to "being" 
since "being" is the most common notion and there cannot be any meta
being. First of all, use of"transcendence" in ordinary philosophical English 
is confusing. In Kant we have either "transcendent" (which is in the 
noumena) or "transcendental" which applies to a set of necessary conditions 
for having an experience. Neither of these applies to the Ibn Sinan sense of 
"being." Being is not transcendent because every actual entity, like the piece 
of paper that is this page, is a being and can be experienced. Being is not 
transcendental, because a round square which is inconceivable is also a 
being. 

Now let us direct our attention to" ... above all ... "For Plotinus and 
Proclus, the One is "uper ousias," which can be translated as either "beyond 
being," or "supra being."5 Ibn Sina specifies that "the Necessary Existent" 
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is beholder (darandah) of the world, or a ground of being. Ibn Sina's 
"Necessary Existent" is not the creator-God of Islam, but the emanator of the 
cosmos. Why Nasr capitalizes "Being" in the above passage is baffling. In 
Ibn Sina' s system, every entity is a being, and there is no pure being which 
exists independent of other notions, as "being" is an abstraction from 
meaningful entities-possible or impossible. In the next sentence, Nasr 
introduces three notions: "generated being," "Being," and "the source of 
being." "Generated being" signifies all contingent beings, which have 
causes; neither "Being" nor "the source of all things" makes any sense. 

Nasr's use of"being" is also baffling when he notes other philosophers' 
treatments of"being"; here is an example ofNasr's account ofal-Biriinl's 
system: "Pure being, which is metacosmic, is hidden by the signs while at 
the same time its polarization is manifested by them" (ISCD, 159). 

What does Nasr mean by "metacosmic"? Literally it means that it is 
about the cosmos and not in the cosmos. Cosmos is our (ordered) concept. 
So a meta-cosmos is about cosmos, in the sense that meta-mathematics is 
about mathematics. It appears that Nasr has attempted to give the term a 
normative flavor, like a mother telling a child or a lover speaking to a 
beloved that "You are out of this world." But "being" is the most common 
aspect of all things and thoughts. This is why Father J. Owens proposes the 
term "entity" to denote the term "ousia" in Greek.6 

Another ambiguous expression is "the polarization ofx is manifested by 
y." Philosophers often use complex expressions to depict their system. But 
when they do, normally they place their non-ordinary uses in the context of 
an axiomatic system where signs and rules of their language are defined. 
Neither Plotinus nor Whitehead is confusing, as their iconic expressions are 
accompanied by specific philosophical systems. The problem with Nasr's 
treatment of being is that there is no detailed clarification of his key terms. 
Nasr's writings are like butterflies circulating around a monotheistic ethos 
of the divine. He is not describing Ibn Sina's ontology. 

Here is another example: 

The gradual forgetting of the reality of Being in favor of the concept ofbeing 
and then the disintegration of even this concept in the mainstream of Western 
philosophy was directly connected to the dissociation of ens from the act and 
reality ofbeing itself. (PAPSB, 340) 

This ascription to Western philosophy is definitely not the true light of a 
number of Western philosophers' attention to "being" and "existence," e.g. 
M. Heidegger, J.-P. Sartre, R. Camap, and W. V. Quine. I do not know of 
any Muslim classical thinker who follows this line of "Western philosophy 
bashing" without any reason. 

Next I will criticize his interpretation of Ibn Sina' s theory of emanation 
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as a religious type of creation. Nasr accepts the fact that Ibn Sina uses 
several terms for depicting the generation of the world, i~dath, ibda' and 
takwin-all signifying a "non-creation of out nothing" type of generation. To 
this list he adds the term "Kha/q," signifying "creation out of nothing," and 
states, "Ibn Sina uses four words [for] designation or creation of the 
universe" (ISCD, 212-13). Then he claims that according to Ibn Sina God 
created the world. Now, Ibn Sina was very familiar with the Biblical and the 
Quranic theory of creation as well as the Aristotelian doctrine of emanation, 
and intentionally chose emanation. I have not found a passage in Ibn Sina' s 
emanationistic cosmogony that warrants a creationist interpretation. It is 
interesting that Nasr omits the recognition ofNeoplatonic emanation. Nasr 
correctly points to the significance of Neoplatonism and Alexandrian 
tradition, where according to him "the study of mathematics and natural 
sciences was often carried out in the matrix of a metaphysics that was aware 
of the symbolic and transparent nature of things" (EMN, 54-55). What Nasr 
does not mention is that the emanationism ofNeoplatonism, which Ibn Sina 
adopted, runs counter to the creationism of Islamic orthodoxy. 

Nasr admits that Ibn Sina's philosophy is open to criticism by the 
Muslim orthodoxy with regard to his depiction of God in a deterministic 
system, but views Ibn Sina' s cosmogony as compatible with religious 
creation (ISCD, 234). In addition to Ibn Sina's deterministic system, there 
is a very sharp anti-monotheistic theme in his work. I am referring to the fact 
that, like Plotinus, in Ibn Sina's system there is no place for Divine grace or 
calling of the chosen. Salvation is purely due to the efforts of the soul. When 
we add Ibn Sina' s remarks that he cannot discuss the topic of resurrection of 
bodies, there is much to doubt in Nasr' s religious interpretation of Ibn Sina. 

II. "THE RELIGIOUSLY TRANSCENDENT SPIRITUAL" 
AND THE NON-MATERIAL 

My second criticism concerns Nasr's presupposition and the polemical use 
of what may be called "the transcendent spiritual" as a solution to blind 
materialism. Most philosophers from Plato onwards have been wary of a 
purely discursive materialistic philosophy for several reasons. Take Plato's 
argument that matter cannot be depicted as the cause of its motion. Aristotle 
states that "unity" cannot be constructed out of discursive language. Finally, 
we have arguments proffered by N. Tiis1 and G. Leibniz against the on tic 
primacy of "materiality" and legitimacy of a discursive language for physics. 
In our times, philosophers such as R. Camap and A. N. Whitehead have 
succeeded in describing the physics of space in topological terms. So, many 
agree with Nasr that we need more than matter to explain experience, but 
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they do not conclude that spirituality is the only solution. 
Moreover, just because pure materialism is not satisfactory, it does not 

follow that a philosophical system can be constructed successfully without 
any reference to material entities. Even ifthere were spirits as claimed by 
Nasr, material entities could nevertheless be considered as necessary, useful, 
praiseworthy, and beautiful. This is logically possible even if the so-called 
"spiritual" were essential for a good life. The view that one should deny the 
significance of material possessions per se is asceticism, a principle prohib
ited in Islamic culture. Nasr's strong reaction to materialism, physical 
pleasure, and the like seems to advocate that the only use of material entities 
is their function as an icon for the spiritual. In this tenor, he talks of "the 
nothingness of man," and "his limited knowledge before the Divine" (ISCD, 
214 ). Even Plotinus, who compared the human body with a musical 
instrument, which had its limited but valuable use, shuns this attitude. 7 

It is not clear what Nasr is saying, as his writing is blessed with poetical 
metaphor and moral prescriptions; permit me to clarify my interpretation of 
his position using ordinary language. 

The spiritual is the essential element that connects persons to the divine 
and to happiness. (a) Material concerns work innately against this liaison 
and thus should be shunned. 
The spiritual is the essential element that connects persons to the divine 
and to happiness. (b) At best, material entities should be viewed as the 
icons of the spiritual. 

If these formulations depict Nasr's view, then I question the a priori truth of 
the first part of these premises-that there is a transcendent being who is the 
source of the spiritual. This may be the case, but if so, we need proof; none 
is found in Nasr's writings. This dogma is thrown to the reader as an 
incorrigible fact; in reality, it is a corollary in very common religious beliefs. 
Incidentally, Nasr does not present his explanation as a representation of 
commoners' philosophy-that would be simple journalism. 

The second part of each of the above statements is not logically implied 
by the first. In case "a" we observe that some material entities like oxygen 
are necessary for sustaining life; others like ice cream are pleasant and 
relatively harmless; finally, acts like experiencing secular arts, making love, 
and hugging our children are often very satisfying. A comprehensive 
philosophy should take account of these pleasures. 

In case "b" we note that an entity can have a use both as an icon and as 
part of other natural experiences. Forgive me if I interject a little humor here. 
Consider the myth of Count Dracula, wherein garlic is a positive natural icon 
used to protect a person from Dracula. But even if this is true, it does not 
mean that garlic does not have other good qualities--qualities like being an 
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ingredient of a fine tasty Spanish soup. Or, for another example, why praise 
light only as the illumination of the soul by God, the light of lights (niir-i al
anwar). Light in the sense of fire is also useful for cooking fine Persian food 
like Ghormah Sabzi! Missing from Nasr's writings is praise of natural 
experience, like parenthood, beautiful paintings, tasty food, and so on. In 
sum, his asceticism cannot be deduced from his other premises, nor is it 
compatible with Islamic doctrines. Nasr states, "The nothingness of man and 
his limited knowledge before the Divine is hidden by the veil of a rationalis
tic system in which Ibn Sina clothes his intuitions" (ISCD, 214). 

We should also point out that Nasr's choice of transcendent spiritualism 
is not the only alternative to materialism. There are many other choices that 
avoid pure materialism, such as consideration of the "mental," or 
spiritualization of nature and human deeds. John Dewey, for example, has 
successfully proffered a vision of experience and nature in which norms are 
essential dimensions of experience. Morality is not limited to religious 
persons. And as another example, B. Russell was both an atheist and a very 
moral man. Nasr writes as if the only worthy life is that of a monotheist who 
believes in a transcendent realm of spirit. Obviously he has a right to his 
belief, shared by a majority of persons in Europe, the Americas, and the 
Middle East. But it is expected of a philosopher to clarify his premises and 
provide valid arguments for his conclusions. 

The ambiguity of the term "spirit" is also a major problem in Nasr's 
interpretation. The original Latin version of the term "spiritus" has two 
primary connotations. The first sense is found in the context of monotheistic 
theology, referring to the divine breath blown into the body that generated 
life. Hebrew's "ruwach," Arabic "rii~," and Greek "pneuma" signify this 
term in different sacred texts. Second, the word "spirit" refers to the non
physical aspect of a person, distinguished from the soul (nafs, psyclre) and 
intellect ('aql, nous, intelligencia). There are, as well, secondary uses ofthe 
word "spirit," such as "life," as used in the expression "the spirit had not yet 
left his body," as well as "liquor" in ordinary English, but these are far 
different from Nasr's usage. His use of"spirit" can be understood only in the 
context of his notion of a transcendent that is considered to be the source of 
the spiritual. Accordingly, Nasr depicts the world as divided into two realms, 
the physical and the non-physical, with the non-physical as the higher of the 
two. 

Why "higher," one may ask? Here is an answer. "And in order to have 
peace and harmony with nature one must be in harmony and equilibrium 
with Heaven, and ultimately with the Source and Origin of all things. He 
who is at peace with God is also at peace with creation, both with nature and 
with man" (EMN, 136). We note here that at least a little bit of nature with 
its materialistic dimension creeps in as a compromise. But the reader is 
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warned-no humanism or ecumenism. "This type of ecumenism ... insists 
upon the love of the neighbor in spite of a total lack of the love for God and 
the Transcendent. The mentality which advocates this kind of 'charity' 
affords one more example of the loss of the transcendent dimension and the 
reduction of all things to the purely worldly" (SI, 5). 

It should be mentioned that Nasr uses "transcendent" very loosely. For 
example, he introduced to the English translators ofMulla $adra's philoso
phy the expression "transcendent philosophy," as rendering of the Arabic 
term "al-~ikmat al-muta 'aliyah" (Oxford II, vol. III, 333). The unfortunate 
adaptation of this term has confused many Western readers to whom 
"transcendent" prima facie implies the misapplication of reason to the 
noumena which are beyond experience; this is a correct philosophy, but an 
exercise in dialectical illusion. Translators ofMulla $adra not familiar with 
Kant are confused by this use of the word "transcendent." The problem does 
not stop here. Without much evidence or clarification, Nasr leads a series of 
attacks on various topics such as "reason": "The power of reason given to 
man, his ratio, which is like the projection or subjective prolongation of the 
intellect or intellectus, divorced from its principle, has become like an acid 
that bums its way through the fiber of cosmic order and threatens to destroy 
itself in the process" (EMN, 20). 

In this tenor, Nasr lists "Islamic rationalism" next to "Islamic democ
racy" and "Islamic socialism"; for him these are unfortunate examples of a 
tendency to "adopt an ideology that happens to be fashionable in the 
Western world and attach the adjective Islamic to it" (SE, 52). He takes 
exception to the misuse of "rationalism" and, like al-Ghazzali, accepts it in 
the sense of"logic," which for him "is [an] aspect of the truth and truth (al
~aqq) is a Name of Allah" (SE, 53). This rationalism seems to be grounded 
in God and not on the coherence of syntax. 

Finally, the following passage clarifies his major thesis that each person 
is endowed with a spiritual dimension from the Divine realm: " ... the 
human microcosm has itself lost its tripartite structure of spirit (spiritus), 
soul (anima), and body (corpus)" (EMN, 116), excluding any reference to 
intelligence ('aql, nous, intelligencia). He repeats the same tripartite theme 
in another text, and poetically adds, "the Spirit is like the sky, shining and 
immutable above the horizons of the soul. It is a world, which, although not 
yet God, is inseparable from Him so that to reach it is already to be in the 
front courtyard of paradise and the proximity ofthe Divine" (SE, 68). 

Nasr, as a sophisticated Persian, has an admirable habit of writing in 
poetic allegory. This mode is fine and playful when it is positive; it becomes 
unjustified, and definitely counter to the main thrust of Islamic tradition, 
when reason is described as a poison acid. Reason is not alone-Nasr attacks 
science, Western philosophy, modernity, and whatever is different from the 
so-called traditional. 
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Most of us do not observe any poverty in Western philosophy because 
of its omission of the transcendent. Some of the contemporary Western texts 
written by A. N. Whitehead, L. Wittgenstein, R. Carnap will surely become 
part of the body of the world's classic culture. This is also true of contribu
tions in other fields· by thinkers such as Sigmund Freud, Karl Marx, and 
Charles Darwin. Nasr has a right to attribute "poverty" to these and others, 
but as a philosopher he needs to back up his maxims with arguments. The 
anti-modem ethos reaches very strange extremes when alchemy is praised 
over chemistry and creation theory over the theory of evolution. 

The traditional sciences such as alchemy, which can be compared to the 
celebration of a cosmic mass, became reduced to a chemistry in which 
substances lost all their sacramental character. In the process, the sciences of 
nature lost their symbolic intelligibility, a fact that is most directly responsible 
for the crisis which the modem scientific worldview and its applications have 
brought about. (EMN, 21) 

What is wrong with this approach? First, some of this message is not 
new. C. G. Jung, for example, clarified the de-alienation effects of the 
alchemist's ethos. And it is true that ecological perspectives take environ
mental accounts of chemical entities; for example, rivers polluted by sulfur 
are not good for fishing. But this consequence, an accidental byproduct of 
sulfur production, need not be in a chemistry book to be significant. Prima 
facie, there is no requirement that the pragmatic dimensions of all elements 
of science should be mentioned in a descriptive empirical text. Is Nasr 
arguing that a religious body that is aware of the spiritual implication of a 
descriptive account of nature should monitor scientific writings? I hope not; 
these strong condemnations remind us of the mentality that condemneg_ poor 
Galileo. 

N asr asserts, "taken as a dogma, evolution is presented without 
considering biological cases which cannot be explained by it" (EMN, 126). 
He places a footnote to this assertion, which consists of nothing but the 
claim of two authors who make some vague reference to "wisdom of nature" 
with no apparent connection to questioning the superiority of"the theory of 
evolution" over the "theory of creation" (EMN, 141 ). Here is an example of 
how Nasr simply states an opinion without proffering justification. Any 
modem biologist knows that a scientific theory, like evolution, is a model in 
the meta-language. As Plato asserted, a science of nature at best is a likely 
story of reality, rather than another reality. Who is being attacked by Nasr? 
Is he attacking the straw man, or does he just want to put in a good word for 
creationism? His text achieves neither of these goals. 

There are some statements about science that are simply inaccurate. 
Consider the following passage: "It is indeed curious that in the modem 
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world, where everything is criticized and questioned, where there are critics 
of art, of literature, of politics, of philosophy and even of religion, there are 
no critics of science" (EMN, 114). Obviously, there is ample criticism of 
science in modem times. Consider how Heidegger attacks Descartes's 
account of experience and how Bergson advocates an "intuitive sense of 
time" over a geometric one. Also, philosophers such as John Dewey propose 
a different reading of science, considering it not as a set of doctrines but a 
method of inquiry. Science develops by criticisms and rejection of older 
theories. 

Nasr's praise of the non-modem man is questionable. He notes that "the 
cosmos speaks to man and all its phenomena containing meaning. They are 
symbols of a higher degree of reality which the cosmic domain at once veils 
and reveals" (EMN, 21 ). Obviously Nasr's account is allegorical, for the 
cosmos is not a sentient being that can speak. Let us suppose that Nasr 
implies that ancient and medieval cosmologies have positive pragmatic 
implications for persons in the sense that a human being does not feel 
alienated from the cosmos he/she projects in nature. There is a problem here. 
Does he proffer that we should choose cosmological theories based on their 
therapeutic dimension? If so, suppose it is more therapeutic to choose an 
inconsistent theory than a consistent one. But science is not a therapeutic 
inquiry; it should inform individuals of such matters as global warming and 
clashes of planets, and the fact that their mothers die and never return to 
nurture them. Therapy may include "a white lie"; science, however, does not 
need to be "human friendly." For example, consider Freud's claim that his 
discoveries where not aimed to please persons but were intended to 
illuminate them. 

But Nasr's views are open to more serious objections. Not only does he 
wish to choose human-friendly cosmologies; it seems that he believes there 
is a correct cosmology connected partially with revelations. If this is his 
view, then his perspective has two prima facie problems: (a) only religiously 
inclined persons who accept revelation should be allowed to participate in 
scientific inquiry; and (b) scientific theories are facts, not pragmatic per
spectives. I leave to the reader the implications of this view, and to Nasr. I 
hope I am incorrect in my interpretation ofNasr's views on this topic. If I am 
correct his position advocates that religion censors science. 

In sum, Nasr's use of"spirit" as a divine gift to human beings presup
poses a monotheistic religious set of doctrines which are not accepted a 
priori by non-believers. If Nasr uses "spirit" in this sense, he has to make 
clear that his philosophy presupposes Islamic dogmas as truths. Thus he is 
an apologist for Islam. Is this his position? I do not know. I do not see him 
as a philosopher like Leibniz who reflects carefully to design an analytically 
clear metaphysics. 

Nasr's writings can be classified into two categories: (i) very valuable 
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historical accounts of post-Ibn S!nan Muslim thinkers which clarify an 
important dimension of the history of philosophy for the West; and (ii) 
ethical writings filled with normative prescriptions that presuppose without 
any justification the existence of a transcendent sense of the spiritual. In his 
defense, it may be pointed out that all arguments begin with a set of 
premises. But some premises are more questionable than others. It is 
definitely not obvious that there is an invisible transcendent world. IfNasr 
holds these premises, he should clarify them or at least make us, and perhaps 
himself, aware that these are indeed premises. Moreover, the assumptions 
that underlie his works have received strong criticism from most philoso
phers. Take, for example, Kant's objection to the transcendent being part of 
the noumena and to its investigation a dialectical illusion. A philosopher 
ordinarily defends his system against "standard" criticisms. For example, 
those who wish to use the "causation argument" must make an effort to 
answer Hume's criticism of this view. Muslim philosophers such as Ibn S!na 
traditionally evaluated previous positions that they opposed, such as Ibn 
S!na's argument against Porphyry. Nasr, who praises Islamic philosophy, 
should follow the tradition on this point. 

(a) He presupposes a transcendental spirit as a premise in his writings. 
(b) There is no prima facie basis in experience or in reason to support 

the existence of a transcendent entity. A philosopher who does not 
base his system on the authority of religion cannot base her/his 
theories on the assumption that there is a sound argument for the 
existence of God, such as the ontological or the cosmological 
argument. 

The designation of God or a Transcendent Spiritual as an essential constitu
ent of whatever is good implies censorship of modernity and modem 
science. 

III. PRIVATE LANGUAGE FALLACY 

When a critic trained in Western philosophy reads Nasr's writings, she/he 
notices citations of a family of self-reference notions such as "knowledge of 
the self," "inner experiences," "knowledge by immediate presence," 
"intuition," and "the spirit within." This ethos of"incorrigible knowledge of 
the self," as well as "interior place of the Divine spirit in human beings," and 
"esotericism" is repeated in Nasr's writings. Prima facie, there are two 
dimensions of misuse of the term "spiritual." The first points to a false 
assumption that praise of the spiritual implies degrading the physical. The 
second mistake is to postulate an inner, intuitive realm which is subject to 
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a series of objections known as "liar paradox, self-reference, and private 
language fallacy." 

Let us examine the first problem in Nasr's note on the Isma'Ili tradition. 
He asserts that for the Isma'Ilis "nature('s] inner spirit ... breathes through 
all things" (EMN, 55). He never clarifies the term "inner." What does it 
mean for a spirit to breathe through all things, such as a piece of rock? We 
are familiar with the monotheistic myth of the Divine breathing into clay, 
resulting in a living person. This myth is by no means a clear a priori truth; 
it is very vague and open to misinterpretations. Nasr' s imagery plays on this 
archetypal theme without any clarification of the original myth. A legitimate 
philosophical theology should clarify a religious myth through ordinary 
language or with a clear philosophical model. Nasr's writings are often 
poetic variations of religious writings that result in beautiful prose rather 
than clear philosophy. Here is another example, explaining the essence of 
Isma 'iii thoughts as ". . . esoteric knowledge associated with the inner 
meaning of religion" (RIP, 329). It is true that Isma 'iii thinkers rely on 
concepts such as "ba{in" (inner) as contrasted to "~hir" (outer); but there is 
no anti-rationalism or anti-nature/materialism in Isma'Ili thought. 

Let us consider the case of Na~ir-i Khusraw, the most significant 
Isma'ili theologian. For Na~ir-i Khusraw, material entities are positive icons 
of the spirits and are sought as mediator figures for salvation. Let us take an 
example: "~ra(' depicts a bridge over hell, sharper than a sword. 8 The ethics 
of this physical icon points to the ethos of humanity. He/she operates on a 
very fragile moral threshold, where there are two possible outcomes: the 
possibility of de-alienation from his/her origin, as well as the possibility of 
being lost to the exclusive search for satisfaction of needs that one shares 
with animals. Here Na~ir-i Khusraw asserts that salvation for humanity is not 
faith. Why? Because faith is a passive state; it is a condition between fear 
and hope. The true salvation lies in knowledge in two senses: first, 
knowledge expressed through the hermeneutic incarnation of us as rational 
beings; and second, observation of our physical nature.9 

Incidentally, there is no necessity to force a transcendent deity into this 
perspective. For example, a parent can appreciate his/her child as a concrete 
person, while simultaneously experiencing the universal feeling of care for 
the young. A universal perspective is immaterial but need not to be anti
material and anti-humanist. Obviously, Nasr is free to have his religious 
opinions; nevertheless, he should be aware that these maximums are 
premises and not facts. Such opinions, however, cannot serve as incorrigible 
premises. , 

Now let us turn to the private language fallacy. A clear case of this 
fallacy is expressed in Descartes's cogito, where the French philosopher 
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claims that he knows that he exists as a substantial soul and uses language 
to converse with himself. A number of objections have been made to 
Descartes, from Kant's attack on subjective idealism, to type fallacy, and 
what Wittgenstein calls private language fallacy. The general idea is that 
language is a game and the criteria of correctness have to lie outside of the 
game-one cannot measure a ruler by itself. In other words, a reference to 
a sign in the object language must be in a meta-language. Let us take an 
example ofNasr's statements in his account of Suhrawardi's philosophy: 

This doctrine is based not on the refutation of logic, but of transcending its 
categories through an illuminationist knowledge based on immediacy and 
presence, or what al-Suhrawardi himself called knowledge by presence (a/- 'ilm 
al-~uqiiri), I contrast to conceptual (a/- 'ilm al-~u~iili) which is our ordinary 
method of knowing by concepts. (RIP, 618) 

Why is Nasr certain of this mode of knowledge? The answer as to the root 
of his convictions may be found in his presupposition about the objective 
force of revelation. Let us note how he connects "truth" and "revelation," 

The truth in its unlimited and infinite essence is thus particularized by the 
specific form of Revelation as well as by the characteristics of the people who 
are destined to receive it. This particularization of the Truth has a direct 
bearing upon the study of Nature and the whole cosmological perspective 
which is concerned for the most part with the world of forms. Unlike pure 
metaphysics and mathematics which are independent of relativity, cosmological 
sciences are closely related to the perspective of the "observer" so that they are 
completely dependent upon the Revelation or the qualitative essence of the 
civilization in whose matrix they are cultivated. (ISCD, 3) 

It is not clear ifNasr is guilty of the private language fallacy here because of 
his ambiguity. 10 Such an ambiguity does not appear in the meticulous 
classics of either Islamic philosophy or mysticism. Here are three examples: 
Ibn Sina's "flying man argument," Ibn Sina's theory ofprehensive imagi
nation ( wahm ), and the notion of "state" (~al) in Mulsim metaphysics. 11 

There is a strong philosophical tradition that points to the incorrigibility 
of knowledge of the ground of experience. Here are some examples: 
Augustine correctly stated that he wanted to know two things, his soul and 
his God; in this vein, Ibn Sina mentions the following celebrated Arabic 
proverb, "he who knows his soul, knows his God"; Al-Ghazzali states that 
both soul and God are without quantity and quality; Wittgenstein asserts that 
the self is not in the world, but is the boundary of the world; Kant expresses 
the same theme in his doctrine of transcendental unity of apperception about 
the subject ofthe ground of a person's experience. Pedagogically, we can 
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classify these epistemic notions into two types: those like the Cartesian 
Cogito, which coiTli11it the private language fallacy; and those like 
Heidegger's Dasein, which do not. The first group presumes that the private 
experience reveals a substantial self with whom the subject can communicate 
in a private language, that is, question the ontic ground of its images; the 
second group, like Heidegger's notion of Dasein, points to the logic of 
discourse-that a ground of experience with a temporal dimension is 
presupposed by any conscious activity. For the specifics of these distinctions 
and the claim that Ibn Sina' s so-called "flying man" argument does not com
mit the private language fallacy, I refer the reader to Nader El-Bizrl, The 
Quest for Being: Avicenna and Heidegger. 12 A number of investigators like 
L. E. Goodman mistakenly link Ibn Sina's views to Descartes despite the 
fact that the Muslim philosopher clearly does not assert any type ofNasrian 
communication of the subject with his/her inner spirit; all Ibn Sina states is 
that even if the subject abstracts away his/her sense-fields, he/she cannot 
abstract away the ground of some-experiencing subject. 13 There is a vast 
difference between the presupposition that one can have a communication 
in a private domain and the claim that if one thinks, then the world in which 
this thinking takes place is not empty. 14 

Finally, one of the pillars of Islamic mysticism lies in the doctrine of the 
twofold stages of the mystics' way ({ariqah), namely stations (a~wal) and 
states (maqamat). The dialectics of the progress of the mystics through 
stations and states does not represent any interiority or integration of any 
kind of inner spirit. Let me illustrate in a non-mystical context. Suppose a 
student memorizes French vocabulary and "the verb wheel" and receives 
practical instruction to reach a certain station of mastery of vocabulary and 
grammar. Having reached this station, the student experiences a state of 
comprehension of spoken and written French. Consider a typical case in 
Sufic initiation. Suppose that a novice is overly proud of his/her virtue and 
purity in following religious ritual. The master may then ask the novice to 
commit a degrading act, like carrying non-~alal meat on his back in the 
market place. When the novice carries out this act, he experiences the loss 
of respect from common people. Finally, the novice focuses on actions for 
their own sake and not for public rewards. To relate this topic to a more 
general dimension, I think that the questionable aspect of Nasr's ecstatic 
spiritualism is that human life involves material entities, and many ethical 
concerns deal with societal relations rather than pure private spirituality. As 
a matter of fact, Plato submits an idea in the Euthyphro, which is developed 
in The Laws, and adopted in The New Testament, that religiosity lies not in 
passivity; instead religiosity lies in a praxis of service (therapia, a Greek 
word used by both Plato and The New Testament). 
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CONCLUSION 

It is impossible to exaggerate the debt of scholarship of Islamic philosophy 
to Seyyed Hossein Nasr. His contributions lie in his original ideas, in his 
peerless ability in organized research, which produced close to fifty texts in 
the field, as well as in his insightful vision of the significance of post-Ibn 
Sinan Islamic philosophy. Moreover, Nasr is to be praised for his moral 
integrity; he has stood by his principles. This writer criticizes Nasr for his 
interpretation of Ibn Sina' s concepts of being and cosmogony, his loose 
treatment of first person statement which opens his views to the private 
language fallacy, and finally for his vague assertion of transcendent 
spirituality. It may be true that classical Muslim philosophers are most 
precise in both style and content. Nevertheless, Nasr's poetic portrayal of the 
religious ethos depicts a beautiful illustration of the sentiments of not only 
Islamic but of all monotheistic believers. His legacy will continue to have a 
positive impact on Islamic studies. 

BINGHAMTON UNIVERSITY 
THE STATE UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK 
JUNE2000 
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REPLY TO P ARVIZ MOREWEDGE 

As Professor Morewedge mentions in the beginning of his paper, I have 
known him for over three decades and my early works were instrumen

tal in attracting his attention to Islamic philosophy while he was studying 
Western and primarily Anglo-Saxon analytical philosophy. It seems, 
however, that some thirty years of study of Islamic philosophy and even 
journeys to Iran, where he met a number of the living traditional masters of 
this philosophy, have not weaned him away from his analytical moorings. It 
is still as a follower of this philosophy and not as a follower of one of the 
schools of traditional Islamic thought that he views Islamic philosophy. His 
criticism of my views of Ibn Sina's ontology reflects very much this fact, for 
he speaks as a logical positivist for whom traditional ontology has essentially 
no meaning. 

Although his philosophical views are not typically Persian, More
wedge's human kindness and sense of humor reflect the traditional norms of 
Persian adab and therefore he begins by praising my organizational abilities 
and scholarly contribution to later Islamic thought before attacking me 
philosophically. While I am grateful for his kind comments, what is at issue 
in this volume is my philosophical thought and not organizational abilities 
or lack thereof or even my textual scholarship. It is therefore to his 
philosophical criticism that I will tum directly. 

In speaking of my original ideas, the author turns to my views about the 
inner relation among religions as a means of bringing harmony arnong them. 
Then he adds, "for example, in the Jungian sense, there is an archetype of 
the mediator figure as a member of a clergy, be it a rabbi, a priest, or a 
shaykh. Thus mysticism ironically expresses themes of different religious 
perspectives." First of all I have never spoken of a mediator figure nor its 
archetype in the Jungian sense. I have in fact written against Jung's 
interpretation of the archetype which he associates with the "collective 
unconscious" rather than with the noumenal world. Secondly, it is not ironic 
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that mysticism expresses themes of different religious perspectives. Rather, 
because, in its authentic sense, mysticism is concerned with the mysterium, 
with the inner dimension of a religion, by virtue of its inward and hence 
universal character, the heart of the mysticism of one religion is also present 
in the inner dimension of other sacred universes or religions in the deepest 
sense of the term. 

Morewedge then turns to the critique of my views by objecting that my 
philosophical views "are more analogous to poetry than to analysis." Here 
he gives away completely his positivistic bent and forgets that much of 
philosophy in both the West and the Islamic world was written in either 
poetry or highly poetic prose. Has he forgotten Pythagoras, Parmenides, 
Plato, Marcus Aurelius, and in his own country ofbirth, Suhrawardi? Clarity 
is not the opposite of poetry unless one reduces the activity of the intellect 
to only analytical reason and language to only logic. I studied physics and 
mathematics for many years before beginning to write on philosophy, but I 
am also deeply rooted in the symbolic dimension of language and have 
developed carefully over the years a style in English which would seek to be 
both clear and poetic. I do not believe that the possibilities of language can 
be reduced to its analytical element, and therefore I stand opposed to all the 
positivistic attempts to destroy the metaphysical possibilities inherent in 
language. When Morewedge accuses me of using vague expressions such as 
"spirit breathing in the world" and "Being radiating its light," he is 
forgetting the usage of these and similar expressions for over two thousand 
years in Western philosophy itself. All he has to do is to tum to the texts of 
a Ficino or St. Thomas, not to speak of countless earlier texts. Or perhaps 
Morewedge is simply repeating the views of many logical positivists for 
whom there was no serious philosophy before Hume and Kant, and for 
whom the earlier philosophical texts are full of what they call vagueness. In 
this case I take pride in standing with the long list of premodern philosophers 
who, because of their speaking of matters not rationally definable, are 
considered vague by those who reject what cannot be logically defined 
according to their own understanding of logic. 

Morewedge is quite irritated by my criticism of modernism, such as my 
speaking about the "sacred cow of modernism" or criticizing Darwinian 
evolution. He writes, "this type of attitude is either a poetical cry of religious 
anti-scientism or an incorrect understanding of contemporary views of 
science." He should rest assured that my criticisms are not the result of either 
of these elements. Rather, they are based on the application of the teachings 
of traditional metaphysics and the perennial philosophy to the modem world 
which I believe I know, in both its cultural and scientific aspects, as well as 
the author. To demonstrate his point he says, "no biologist claims that she/he 
observes a scientific law such as evolution." How then can evolution be 
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considered a law for an observational science as claimed by so many 
evolutionists? Even as rigorous a logician as Karl Popper asserted that 
evolutionary theory does not fulfill the criteria of a scientific law. What is 
even worse, Morewedge adds that the purpose of scientific laws is to explain 
observations and to be used for prediction. As all honest paleontologists 
know, there is in fact no way of explaining satisfactorily the evidence of the 
palentological record in terms of Darwinian evolution. As for prediction, I 
hardly need to mention how irrelevant the theory of evolution is to this 
question. 

I mention these points only in passing and have dealt more fully 
elsewhere in this volume with them. If I do mention a few points here, it is 
to refute the remarkable assertion ofMorewedge that my remarks against the 
"sacred cow of modernity" "seldom contain logical arguments or useful 
references." In fact, my criticisms are logical and certainly never illogical, 
although not reducible to rationalism alone, and they usually contain many 
references which have been useful to many people if not to Morewedge. It 
might be helpful for the author to know that chapter 7 of my Knowledge and 
the Sacred entitled "Eternity and the Temporal Order" and dealing with the 
critique of the theory of evolution was printed along with its Italian 
translation in the leading periodical on biology in Italian and has been 
debated by many biologists on both sides of the fence. 

Morewedge asks whether my arguments are sound and also whether they 
represent the ethos "of the majority of the Islamic philosophical tradition." 
As for the soundness of my arguments, the understanding of the term 
"soundness" is usually colored by the worldview of the person who makes 
the judgment. Aristotelian philosophers for two thousand years considered 
the arguments of Aristotle to be sound while Hume and Kant did not 
consider them to be so. This proves in a sense that philosophy iS not 
reducible to logic, although logic is of course of great importance in 
philosophy. From the point of view of logic alone one can judge whether the 
arguments of Aristotle were sound or not, but the question of the premises 
upon which the logical arguments are based is something else. Now my 
arguments may not appear to be sound to Morewedge and those who think 
like him, but many other thinkers have considered them to be sound indeed. 
The least I can say is that they are not illogical, taking into consideration the 
fact that I also do speak of matters which transcend the categories of 
ordinary logic. As for whether my arguments represent the ethos of the 
Islamic philosophical tradition or not, they may not do so for those who, like 
Morewedge, interpret the Islamic philosophical tradition from the point of 
view of modern Western philosophy. But among those belonging to that 
tradition, some have certainly asserted that my arguments reflect the ethos 
of the Islamic philosophical tradition. All Morewedge has to do is ask this 
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question of a person such as Sayyid Jalal al-Oin Ashtiyani, perhaps the 
foremost living representative of the Islamic philosophical tradition in Iran 
today, as he could have posed it to 'Allamah Taba!aba 'I and Murti<;la 
Mu!ahharl before their deaths. What the author must remember is that I 
spent long years studying Islamic philosophy with the traditional masters in 
Iran, as well as with authorities in the West, and identify myself with the 
Islamic philosophical tradition rather than Western interpretations of it. So 
I would never use such a term as "analytic of 'being"' in dealing with Ibn 
Sina' s ontology as does Morewedge. 

In discussing wujiid or hasti(beinglexistence) in Ibn Sina's philosophy 
Morewedge begins by equating it with Aristotle's to on he on (Metaphysica 
I 002 a 20). This itself is not acceptable from the point of view of the 
tradition of Islamic philosophy at least not as the Aristotelian text is 
interpreted by modem Western philosophers. Nor is it acceptable to 
Thomism as shown so clearly by the work of E. Gilson and others. For 
Aristotle, existence is "a block without fissure," to use the expression ofT. 
Izutsu, whereas for Ibn Stna the Necessary Being is discontinuous with 
respect to the chain of being and wujiid is understood in a manner radically 
different from Greek philosophy. It is not accidental that Gilson calls Ibn 
Stna the first "philosopher of being." 

When Morewedge writes that "all mental concepts (actual or not actual) 
signify a being," he rejects the very foundation oflbn Stnan ontology which 
is the distinction between wujiid and mahiyyah or quiddity. To say that 
quiddity has being but is not existent is meaningless in the context of Ibn 
Sina' s thought. On the basis of this interpretation, which I consider totally 
erroneous, the author makes many statements, all of which suffer from this 
original error. He even goes so far as to say, "it does not make any sense to 
point to being as a cause of all goodness, beauty, etc." This is an unbeliev
able statement, easily deniable if one simply turns to the writings of the 
whole of the Ibn Stnan tradition, not to speak of St. Thomas. Morewedge 
goes on to claim that "there is no passage in Ibn Sina which fits Nasr's 
transcendent notion of being." This exposition is not the place to provide 
long quotations to refute this assertion. Let me just say that the author should 
tum to a treatise such as Risalah ji maratib al-mawjiidat as well as to the 
Kitab a/-shifa' itself (Tehran, 1887, p. 598) where Ibn Sina writes, "To the 
Necessary Being belongs beauty and pure brilliance and It is the source of 
the beauty and brilliance of all things ... " I need hardly quote any other 
references, of which there are many in Ibn Stna' s work, to refute the 
incredible claim of Professor Morewedge. Unfortunately, he also confuses 
the concept or notion of being with its reality and many of his statements 
follow from this confusion. 

The author also fails to distinguish between absolute and relative being 
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(al-wujiid al-mu{laq and al-wujiid al-muqayyad), and having reduced being 
to simply a concept cannot understand why, when I refer to Absolute Being, 
I capitalize the word "being." He calls my practice baffling whereas his 
question as to why I capitalize being when it refers to the Absolute Being is 
itselfbaffling. I wonder if he remembers works written by major Thomistic 
scholars on Thomistic ontology in which "being" is always capitalized when 
it refers to Pure Being or God. As for the Necessary Being differing from the 
Creator-God of Islam while being only the source of emanation, this is also 
more complicated than simply the either/or situation that he states. One 
needs only to turn to the meaning of the term "create" in Ibn SYnan 
philosophy. If Ibn Sina had not been able to incorporate the Islamic 
understanding of God into his understanding of the Necessary Being, or 
w~ib al-wujiid, this latter term would not have become so widely used by 
Muslim theologians and even religious preachers. If one goes to a Friday 
sermon in a mosque often one hears the term w~ib al-wujiid used for God 
by preachers who do not have any knowledge of Ibn S!na's philosophy but 
who are the representatives par excellence of the Islamic religion in its social 
aspect. The term wajib al-wujiid is in fact one of Ibn Slna's greatest 
contributions to not only philosophy but also to the general religious 
discourse of Islam. 

Turning next to the question of emanation, Morewedge writes, "Ibn Slna 
was very well familiar with the Biblical and the Quranic theory of creation 
as well as the Aristotelian doctrine of emanation, and intentionally chose 
emanation." First of all the doctrine of emanation is Plotinian and is not to 
be found in Aristotle himself. Secondly, by making such a black and white 
distinction, the author is simply taking the side of the mutakallimiin against 
the philosophers and does not wish to pay attention to what an Ibn Slna says 
about the meaning of "creation" itself. I am certainly aware of over a 
thousand years of debate among the theologians, philosophers, and Sufis 
about the meaning of "creation" and the relation of the world to its Divine 
Origin. I have not necessarily taken the side of Ibn Slna in this debate and 
have expressed my own views based on Sufi metaphysics in my writings. 
But I oppose strongly identifying a Ia the Orientalists one side of this issue 
with Neoplatonism and the other with orthodoxy. This is to do injustice to 
Ibn S1na and other Islamic philosophers and the subtlety of their arguments. 
As for the resurrection of bodies, Morewedge fails even to mention that Ibn 
Sina states explicitly in the Shifa' that he believed in it even though he could 
not prove it philosophically. This makes it easier for the author to cast doubt 
on my religious interpretation of Ibn S1na. 

In the second part of his criticism Morewedge seeks to attack my 
opposition to materialism by making many statements which are only half
truths. I have never sought to construct a philosophical system without 



758 SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR 

considering the material world. What I have sought to do is to show its status 
in the total scheme of reality and have refused to reduce the spiritual to the 
material or to consider the material plane as an independent order of reality. 
I have not denied sensual pleasure but have opposed hedonism. In fact every 
pleasure on the material plane is an echo of a much more intense spiritual 
reality but cannot be experienced as such without a degree of distancing 
oneself from the world. There is no possibility of the full appreciation of 
even the material realm of reality without a degree of asceticism and 
"emptying," as the Tao Te-Ching reminds us so powerfully. And contrary to 
what Morewedge says, Islam is not opposed to asceticism (zuhd) but to 
monasticism which is quite another thing. In fact the Quran and lfadith 
encouraged asceticism as long as it is not in an extreme form. Otherwise how 
could the Prophet of Islam, 'Ali and other major figures of the Islamic 
tradition live so simply and ascetically and praise zuhd so highly? 

It is unbelievable that Morewedge equates my speaking of "the 
nothingness of man" with my denial of the body and its spiritual signifi
cance. He should study the chapter on the wisdom of the body in my 
Religion and the Order of Nature. If I speak of material forms as symbols of 
the spiritual, that is not certainly a way of denigrating them. On the contrary, 
to realize that material "facts" are symbols is the means of elevating and 
integrating material forms into their principle. In any case I have a millen
nium of Sufi metaphysics behind my assertions and have not said anything 
concerning the relation between material form and the spiritual world that 
has not been expounded in one language or another by an Ibn 'Arabi, a 
Riimi, or an Aw~ad al-Oin Kirmani. 

Morewedge follows this criticism by asking me for a proof of the 
existence of God and asserts that he finds none in my writings. It is true that 
I have not provided a systematic treatment of the various proofs of God in 
a separate treatise or chapters such as one finds in the writings of Islamic and 
Christian theologians. Speaking from the point of view of the perennial 
philosophy and from within the Islamic philosophical tradition, I have 
presumed the proofs offered by them as my own. Moreover, my exposition 
of philosophy does not start with doubt and skepticism, as is the case with 
much of modem Western philosophy, but with intellectual certitude. 
Nevertheless, I have provided several "proofs" of the existence of God from 
both the metaphysical and cosmological points of view. As I have written 
already, the cogito ergo sum of Descartes is a metaphysical absurdity 
grounded in a basic distortion since it places thinking above being. He 
should have said cogito ergo Est, "I think therefore He is." One of the 
profoundest proofs of the existence of God is my or your consciousness 
which can think and say "I." I have asserted in many places that our 
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consciousness itself, or knowledge by presence (a!- 'ilm al-~ucfiiri) of 
ourselves, is the proof of God, an argument which is also central to 
Suhrawardi and the ishraqitradition. 

I will not take the time here to respond to Morewedge' s discussions of 
Count Dracula and Persian cuisine because they are based on the same 
misunderstanding of the relation between sensual pleasures and spiritual 
experiences, between material forms and their intelligible principles. The 
whole idea of the chain of being, hierarchical levels of both macrocosmic 
and microcosmic existence, and grades of reality which I have mentioned so 
often in my writings are completely forgotten by the author. Or perhaps they 
have not been forgotten but make no sense to him, since he accepts a 
philosophical view dominated by logical positivism. 

The author also speaks of morality not being limited to religious persons, 
citing Bertrand Russell as an example of a moral atheist and criticizing me 
for claiming that "the only worthy life is that of a monotheist who believes 
in a transcendent realm of the spirit." I do believe that the goal of man on 
earth is to go beyond himself and to seek the Transcendent and that without 
the Transcendent and the Sacred, man is only accidentally man and lives 
below the fullness of human potentiality. But I certainly do not limit this 
access to the Transcendent to the Abrahamic monotheisms. As for moral 
atheists, I believe that all morality has originally issued from religious 
teachings, but that it is possible for someone to live by a set of moral values 
while denying their source. It is like a prodigal son living off the inheritance 
of his father while cursing him. There is of course such a thing as rational 
ethics going back to the Greek philosophers and also found in Islamic 
philosophy, but even in these and similar cases what is presumed to be 
rational moral value and virtue has itself a religious origin and basis. 

Morewedge is very uncomfortable with what he believes is my "Western 
bashing" since, although he is originally Persian, he identifies himself with 
that world which he claims I am bashing. Let me make it clear that I have 
never participated in "Western bashing." Rather, my attack has been against 
modernism. I have always defended the traditional West and at the same 
time criticized severely modernism in the Islamic world or in other non
Western societies and cultures. The author criticizes me for speaking of the 
"poverty of the current Western philosophical scene" and adds "most of us 
do not observe any poverty in Western philosophy because of its omission 
of the transcendent." This may be the view of Morewedge, but then why 
have figures as different as Martin Heidegger and Richard Rorty spoken of 
the end of Western philosophy, and why is there a flood of writings 
bemoaning the failure of modem philosophy? Just to cite an example, there 
is the recent work entitled The Failure of Modernism-The Cartesian 
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Legacy and Contemporary Pluralism ( ed. Brendan Sweetman, The 
American Maritain Association, 1999), which criticizes the state of Western 
philosophy and which traces the fall of philosophy in the West to the errors 
of Descartes. In contrast to what Morewedge thinks, I am not a lonely voice 
speaking of the poverty of modem Western philosophy, nor are my 
judgments based on mere sentimentality. On the contrary I make such a 
judgment by applying the principles of the perennial philosophy which I 
consider to be valid for all times. 

As to the relation of the religious view of nature vis-a-vis the view 
generated by modem science, what I claim has nothing to do with what the 
author asks namely if a religious body should monitor scientific writings. I 
think that I have made my views on this matter clear enough in several 
works, including The Need for a Sacred Science, so that there is no need to 
repeat them here, save to remind Professor Morewedge that a sacred science 
of nature does not invalidate modem science on its own level or for what it 
is, but disclaims what it is not but many claim it to be. Sacred science would 
reject, of course, all hypotheses that are paraded around as "scientific truth," 
such as evolution, which, in contrast to what the author writes, is not only a 
meta-language for biologists but also a pseudo-religious ideology for the 
worldview of modernism. 

My proposal to take seriously traditional sciences and cosmologies has 
to do with their truth and not only with their therapeutic value. It must, 
however, be remembered that truth alone is therapy for ignorance, and that 
therefore it also has the most powerful therapeutic effect upon the soul. In 
contrast to what Freud asserted when he claimed not to please but to 
illuminate his patients, while he was in fact the farthest removed from the 
source of illumination, truth does indeed illuminate and by virtue of this 
power also heals. In emphasizing the importance of traditional cosmologies, 
I have not sought to use only "human friendly cosmologies" but also those 
which correspond to the full reality of the cosmos that is conveyed to us 
through either objective revelation or that "inner revelation" which is 
intellection. If our horizons were to be expanded once again to include 
revelation and intellection as sources of knowledge and not restricted to 
reason and the empirical data received through the external senses, then all 
of the dichotomies and divisions posed by Morewedge would simply 
disappear. 

Morewedge does not see me as a philosopher but as a religious apologist 
with two categories of writings: one, on the history of Islamic philosophy 
and two, what he calls "ethical writings." Needless to say I do not see myself 
only as such. In a sense I am an apologist in the original meaning of the 
term, but not only for Islam, rather for all divinely ordained religions. And 
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I have written some works relating ethics to the act of knowing and to any 
science that can be considered fully legitimate. But these have been only a 
part of my writings, the bulk of which deal with traditional thought and the 
perennial philosophy, including especially metaphysics and cosmology. I 
consider myself primarily a traditional philosopher and in Western categories 
perhaps also a theologian. Whether Morewedge considers me a philosopher 
or not depends on how he defines a philosopher. Although he does not make 
that clear, I can almost guess, and if my guess is anywhere close to the truth, 
then yes, I would accept that I am not a philosopher according to his 
definition and that of other positivists. What is much more important for me 
is whether I would be considered one by those who are still rooted in various 
traditional schools of philosophy and thought. 

In the last part of his criticisms entitled "private language fallacy" 
Morewedge takes me to task for the usage of such terms as "inner," which 
he claims I do not define when I speak of Isma 'iii philosophy. This is really 
begging the question. How can one study Isma 'iii philosophy without being 
aware of the distinction between the "inner" and the "outer" dimensions of 
reality? This zeal for logical definition of all that is metaphysical in language 
and intuitively grasped is a mark of the positivistic perspective with which 
the author views my works. And yes in contrast to the author's claim, there 
is an element in Isma 'iii thought which is anti-rationalistic, although of 
course not anti-rational or anti-logical. And again in contrast to the views of 
the author, who says "there is no necessity to force a transcendent deity into 
this perspective," I have to assert that the whole of Isma'ili philosophy is 
based on the Transcendent Deity and leads back to Him. Needless to say, 
since this is the case, only in this sense there is no need to "force a transcen
dent deity" into Isma'ilism. 

Morewedge asks, "why is Nasr certain of this mode ofknowledge'?" (in 
referring to illuminative knowledge). The answer is of course certitude and 
illumination itself which knowledge by presence involves. The answer is 
immediacy, direct knowledge like that of the sun when we observe it, or of 
ourselves in moments of introspection. 

There are many other assertions made by Morewedge which would need 
to be answered if I were to write a whole treatise in response to him, but 
what I have said should suffice as to essentials. 

In conclusion let me go back to the Cartesian cogito ergo sum which 
made being an accident of thinking and removed ontology in favor of 
epistemology as the main concern of modern Western philosophy. 
Morewedge is the product of the unfolding of that reduction ofbeing to an 
accident which, through a series of metaphysical descents, finally ended with 
modern analytical philosophy. I stand on the side of Johann Georg Hamann 
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who reversed the Cartesian dictum saying sum ergo cogito, making thinking 
an accident of being. From the perspective of a positivist, what I and those 
like me say is not considered philosophy but at best theology. That is why 
Morewedge concludes by praising my contribution to Islamic studies and not 
philosophy. But it should be remembered that from the point of view of the 
perennial philosophy which I champion, most of what the author stands for 
and defends as philosophy is in reality itself not philosophy but 
"misosophy," a hatred rather than that love of that sophia which is veritable 
philosophy and which I have sought to reach and to express throughout my 
life. 

S.H.N. 
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Hossein Ziai 

NOR AL-FU'AD, A NINETEENTH
CENTURY PERSIAN TEXT IN 

ILLUMINA TIONIST PHILOSOPHY 
BY SHIHAB AL-DIN KUMIJANI 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr's well-known pioneering studies on the great Iranian 
philosopher, Shihab al-Din Suhrawardl, have helped demonstrate the 

continuation of philosophical discourse within Islamic philosophy after 
Avicenna. In his seminal work, Three Muslim Sages, as well as in his 
numerous articles, Nasr has made major contributions to the analysis and 
explication ofSuhrawardl's llluminationist philosophy. In part due to Nasr's 
careful and penetrating studies we are now in a better position to revise the 
earlier Orientalist view that Islamic philosophy ends with A verroes, and that 
the spirit of free philosophical analysis and discourse ceases to exist after the 
end of the twelfth century. On the contrary, Islamic philosophy after 
A vicenna is developed in ways even more innovative than before, where the 
earlier dominant Greek element is transformed within new reconstructed 
holistic systems with their own distinguishing characteristics. There are 
many such distinguishing components ofpost-Avicennan developments in 
Islamic philosophy, specifically in the Illuminationist system (some will be 
discussed later in this essay). Foremost is the principle position of "knowl
edge by presence" (a!- 'ilm al-~ucjiiri) as a unified epistemological theory 
which is capable of describing types of knowing, including the obtaining of 
primary principles. Also the Illuminationist theory of light and vision, and 
the principle ontological position of the "sameness of knowing and being" 
rank among the technical refinements specifically of the Illuminationist 
system. As demonstrated in the works of such scholars as H. Corbin, S. H. 
Nasr, S. J. Ashtiyani, M. Ha'iri Yazdi, Gh. H. Dinani-Ibrahimi, S. J. Sajjadi, 
J. Walbridge, M. Aminrazavi, and others, the main conduit for post
A vicennan developments in Islamic Philosophy has been Suhrawardi' s 
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Suhrawardl' s holistic_ reconstructed system named "Philosophy of 
Illumination." The epistemology of knowledge by presence serves to 
distinguish the new system from the earlier A vicennan Peripatetic 
philosophy. 

Soon after his execution in Aleppo in 1191, Suhrawardi's innovative 
philosophical work was hailed as a major achievement and he was bestowed 
with the epithet "founder" of the new system and given the title "Master of 
Illumination" (Shaykh al-Ishraq). Foremost among the thirteenth-century 
philosophers who wrote commentaries on Illuminationist texts was Shams 
al-D1n Shahraziiri, author of Shar~ lfikmat al-lshriiq. The Illuminationist 
tradition became widely recognized as the second school of Islamic 
philosophy (after Avicenna's Peripatetic), and following Shahraziirl, thinkers 
such as Qu~b al-D1n Sh1raz1 and Sa'd b. Man~iir Ibn Kammiinah (thirteenth 
century); Qiyas al-D1n Man~r Dashtaki and Jalal al-D1n Dawwan1 (fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries); Ni~m al-D1n Haraw1 (sixteenth century); and ~adr 
al-D1n Sh1raz1 (seventeenth century), among others, wrote extensive com
mentaries on Illuminationist texts. The last great Illuminationist work is 
recognized to be ~adr al-D1n Shirazi's al-Ta (llqiit 'alii shar~ ~ikmat al
ishriiq. However, considerable further research is required in order to 
ascertain the nature and extent of texts composed in the Illuminationist 
tradition after the seventeenth century. The discovery of the manuscript of 
the text N iir al-fu 'iid, here introduced for the first time, is a clear indication 
that during the nineteenth-century Illuminationist texts were studied and 
independent works were written in this tradition. 

During my research on Arabic and Persian manuscripts of UCLA's 
Special Collections I have discovered a unicorn autograph Persian 
manuscript titled Niir al-fu 'iid written by the nineteenth-century 
Illuminationist philosopher, Shihab al-D1n Kumijani 1 The author is reported 
to have been a strict follower of the Illuminationist school and was given the 
title "The Second Master of Illumination," which is of historical significance 
indicating the status ofllluminationist philosophy as a living tradition in the 
nineteenth century. The work is an original and engaging Illuminationist text 
of a period in Islamic philosophy which has remained mainly neglected in 
Western scholarship. The author, Kum1jan1, was one of Had! Sabziwari's 
students for nearly two decades in the city Sabzivar in northeastern Iran. The 
author's full name, as it appears in the manuscript, and also reported by 
Manuchehr Saduqi in his pioneering study of post ~adr al-Muta'allih1n 
philosophers in Iran, Tiirikh-i ~ukamii' wa 'urafii'-i muta 'akhkhir bar $adr 
al-Muta 'al/ihin is: Shihab al-D1n Muham1nad b. Miisa al-Buzshallu'1 al
Kum1jan1 with the title "The [Second] ·Master of Illumination" as reported 
by Bad!' al-Zaman Furuzanfar.2 The style and contents of the text plus the 
author's presumed title are clear indications of the significance of 
Illuminationist philosophy in nineteenth-century Iran. 
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innovative, and on occasion creative philosophical text is important for 
several reasons, some philosophical per se, and some of relevance to the 
study of nineteenth-century intellectual history of Iran. Given the Orientalist 
view that creative philosophy suddenly died out altogether after Avicenna 
in eastern Islam, such fresh discoveries will help the new revisionist trends 
in Islamic philosophy. These trends address philosophical problems 
systematically, and this point is evident in the present text here introduced. 
Kumijani's text is testimony to the fact that philosophy in the eastern lands 
of Islam did not die, nor did it deteriorate to some kind of ill-defined 
"sagesse oriental." There has been, it seems at this point, a continuous line 
of creative thinkers who kept the creative endeavor of philosophy alive; and 
this activity found a renewed energy in nineteenth-century Iran. 

The text Niir al-fu 'ad is written in an elegant philosophical Persian, it 
is replete with standard Illuminationist terminology, but also introduces a 
number of new technical terms. The text itself is divided into four main 
chapters with the heading "Ishraq" (Illumination); with further divisions in 
each chapter under the heading "Tajallf' (Manifestation); with a few lemmas 
and corollaries added. In what follows I will present a synopsis of the text's 
contents: 

THE FIRST ISHRAQ 

Introduction; discussion of methodology of Illuminationist philosophy 
named "the science of lights" (·am al-anwar); and establishing the priority 
of knowledge by presence. 

Tajalli I 

A correspondence is shown between demonstrated science (that is, deductive 
metaphysics) and the purely empirical-the sense-data prior to demonstra
tion. Here a most significant methodological principle informing of Illumi
nationist "realist" principles is discussed. 

Tajalli II 

Light is self-evident and cannot be known by definition and is known by 
"sight" which informs of the Illuminationist epistemological principle of the 
correspondence of mushahada and ib!iar. 

THE SECOND ISHRAQ 

On the reality of light and the sameness (' ayniyyat) of light with the 
sequence of all existent entities. 
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Tajalli I 

Examines the term "Allah." 

Tajalli II 

Discusses the stated main purpose of the work which is analysis of the 
proposition sameness (' ayniyyat) of the essence light with each and every 
existent entity in reality. The discussion informs us of the sameness of 
knowing and being from the perspective of Illuminationist principle 
epistemological and ontological views. 

Tajalli III 

To know light is to see light. The Illuminationist ontological position is that 
"light" is the most well-known real thing and cannot be known primarily by 
the construction of essentialist definitions. Epistemological priority is given 
to knowledge by presence when established by the "Illuminationist relation" 
(icjafah ishraqiyyah) between the knowing subject and the manifest object 
in durationless time. 

THE THIRD ISHRAQ 

On Platonic Forms. 

Tajalli I and II 

Makes the distinctions among Form, image, and paradigm. 

Lemma I 

The epistemology of unified vision requires the proper functioning of the 
subject as instrument (say, eye); visibility of object (say, lit entity); and the 
medium (say, light). Relational, identity preserving correspondence between 
subject and object is thus defined. 

Lemma II and III 

On the Illuminationist theory of sight and vision. 

This part of the text is indicative of one of Illuminationist philosophy's 
significant principles regarding the unified theory of knowledge and 
incorporates a rather novel view of physical sight. From the Illuminationist 
perspective, theories of the natural philosophers, Peripatetics, and others are 
discussed and mostly rejected: the corporeality of rays (jismiyyat al-shu 'a'), 
the view that holds rays to be colors (lawniyyat al-shu 'a'), and the theory 
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which holds that sight (ib~·ar) takes place solely because rays leave the eye 
and meet (yulaqi) objects of sight, are all rejected. The Illuminationist also 
rejects the view that the act of"sight" takes place when the form of the thing 
(!f tlrat al-shay ') is imprinted in the "vitreous humour" (al-ru{iibat al
jalidiyya). Illuminationists argue that "vision" has no temporal extension, so 
there is no need for a material relation (rabi{at) between the "seer" and the 
"thing seen," which means that "sight" or "vision" are prior to syllogistic 
deductive reasoning and superior to it. The mechanism which allows for the 
subject to be "illuminated" is a complicated one and involves a certain 
activity on the part of the faculty of imagination. When an object is "seen," 
the subject has acted in two ways: by an act of vision and an act of 
illumination. Thus, vision-illumination is actualized when no obstacle 
intervenes between the subject and the object. This general theory of vision 
requires the description of reality as a continuum. Let us explain further: 
This world of sense-data is a "segment" continuous with and in the whole, 
wherein its locus time is the usual Peripatetic time as measure, and space as 
the extended-Euclidean, to put it simply. But, as the "subject" moves away 
from the center of this segment, nearing the boundaries with the non
corporeal segment, strange things begin to happen. This is when the subject 
actually "enters" the intermediary realm-a "boundary" realm-called 
'"a/am al-khayal," or "'a lam al-mithal," which is as real as the other 
segments, all of them part of the existing whole as continuum. As in all 
immense (qualitative) and critical changes associated with boundary-value 
problems (that is, 1/x, as x nears the "boundary" zero), things: time, space, 
motion, shape, and so on, rapidly and suddenly change. This is a wondrous, 
amazing realm, H iirqalya dhat a!- 'a} ayib, but the fundamental principles and 
mechanisms that regulate things remain the same. For example as witlJ. sight 
in the corporeal, in the "boundary" realm, "visions" take place where the 
subject, whose material body has changed qualitatively to an "Imagined, or 
Formal" one (badan khayali aw mithab) will move in a time-frame, not as 
measure, from "here" to "there" in a different space where no longer the 
shortest distance between the two points "here" and "there" is necessarily the 
single straight line between them-rather "here" is some other kind of space 
which we may name non-Euclidean. 

THE FOURTH ISHRAQ 

On cosmology and generation. 

Tajalli I and II 

Discusses the effects of Heavenly principles on existent entities in the sub
Lunar realm. 
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Illuminationist Corollary 

Relates Shi'ah principles regarding I111Emat and Vi/ayat (Wi/ayat) to Illumi
nationist cosmological and epistemological principles. 

The treatise is fraught with Illuminationist technical terminology, but 
more significantly a number of the basic Illuminationist principles that 
clearly distinguish this system from the Peripatetic are presented, discussed, 
and in a few cases, philosophically refined. Perhaps the most technically 
refined philosophical argument is where Kumijani elaborates the idea of 
"sameness" between subject and predicate, and/or substance and attribute 
said of specific constructed and formulated propositions that relate to 
primary principles, and from the distinctly Illuminationist perspective, 
between "light" (niir) as subject, and "evidence" (~hiir)/"presence" (bucjiir), 
as attribute, or object. The discussion of the related epistemology of 
knowledge by presence also serves further to confirm the distinct lllumi
nationist nature of the text Niir al-fu 'ad. I will later discuss the distinguish
ing Illuminationist epistemology in more detail. Before doing so, however, 
it is important to examine views concerning the position and nature of 
schools of Islamic philosophy, thus to recognize and confirm the place of the 
text N iir al-fu 'ad as an Illuminationist text. 

It is generally accepted that ~adr al-Din Shirazi's interpretations of 
Islamic philosophy have played the dominant role in scholastic centers in 
Iran from the seventeenth century to the present. Therefore, it is against his 
views that Kumijani's position will be gauged. 

While the development of philosophy in Iran from the thirteenth to the 
seventeenth century has not yet been systematically studied, one of the main 
characteristics of this period that can be identified is its fundamentally non
Aristotelian "attitude" to philosophical investigation and construction. This 
also serves to characterize Illuminationist philosophy. This "attitude" is 
explained by Mulla $adra in his al-Asfar al-arba 'ah in terms of the divisions 
within philosophy. He makes specific references to many works he 
designates "Illuminationist," such as Ibn Kammiinah's Commentary on the 
Intimations (al-Tanqibatjlsharb al-talwibat), Shahraziiri's Commentary 
on the Philosophy of Illumination and his al-Shajarat al-Ilahiyyah, as well 
as others. The references are notably to be found in the Asfar where Mulla 
~adra discusses problems taken from logic, physics, epistemology, meta
physics, and eschatology, in relation to which he carefully delineates the 
philosophical positions of the various "schools." 

One of the many such specific references is the following taken from 
Mulla Sadra 's al-Asfar al-arba 'ah: al-safar al-thalith:ft al- 'ilm al-ilahi· a/-
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mawqif al-thalith: fi 'ilmihi ta 'ala: al-fa~l al-rabi ': fitaftil madhahib al
nas jJ 'ilmihi bi-al-ashya'. Here Mulla $adra distinguishes seven schools of 
thought, four philosophical, two "theological," and a "mystical" (the latter 
combining 'irfan and la$awwuj). This is typical ofMulla $adra's classifica
tion ofthe history of philosophy, theology, and mysticism, and also reflects 
an earlier, albeit incomplete, classification found in Shahraziirl' s al-Shajarat 
al-ilahiyyah three centuries before the composition of the Asfar. Only the 
four philosophical "schools"-referred to as madhhab-need concern us 
here, for the theological and the mystical fall outside of the domain of 
philosophy proper. The four in Mulla $adra's order are: 

1. "The school of the followers of the Peripatetics (madhhab tawabi' al
mashsha'In)." Included in this category are the "two masters" (al-shaykhan) 
al-Farab1 and Avicenna. Followers of the two masters such as Bahmanyar 
(Avicenna's famous student and author of al-Ta~$1!), Abii al-'Abbas al
Lawkarl, and "many later Peripatetics" (kathir min al-muta 'akhkhirin) are 
also included in this group. Mulla $adra's group "later Peripatetics" is 
confined to philosophers in Islam, but al-Kind1 is not included. The 
philosophical position of this group concerning being is called "primacy of 
being" (a$8/at al-wujiid); adherents of this school are said to uphold the 
principle of the eternity of the world (qidam); they are said to reject bodily 
resurrection and posit that the soul is separated from the body, but their 
position is said to be unclear on the question of the immortality of the 
individual soul. Of their views Mulla $adra only accepts the ontological 
principle of the "later Peripatetics." 

2. "The school of the Master Shihab al-D1n [Suhraward1] al-Maqtiil, 
follower of the Stoics (madhhab shaykh atba' al-riwaqiyyah Shihab al-Din 
al-Maqtiil), and those who follow him, such as al-Mu};laqqiq al-Tiis1, Ibn 
Kammiinah, al-'AlHimah [Qu!b al-D1n] al-Sh1raz1, and Mul;lammad al
Shahraziirl, author of al-Shajarat al-ilahiyyah." The addition of the attri
bution "Stoic" to the Illuminationist school appears in many places in the 
Asfar. However, concerning certain "novel" philosophical issues, such as the 
distinction between the idea of "intellectual form" (al-$iirat a/- 'aqliyyah) 
and the idea of"archetypal form" (al-$iirat al-mithaliyyah)-the latter also 
as "the idea shape," or "imagined shape"-Mulla $adra is careful to use only 
the attribution "Illuminationist." In general the epithet "Stoic" is added to the 
Illuminationist designation only in conjunction with questions that relate to 
logic and physics, but in matters that pertain to epistemology, cosmology, 
and eschatology, "Illuminationist" is used alone. Among the central 
doctrines of this "school" is said to be the position that upholds the real 
existence of the forms of things outside the mind ( al-qawl bi-kawn wujiid 
$Uwar al-ashya' jJ al-kharij), be the things corporeal or not (mujarradat aw 
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maddiyyat), or simple or not (murrakabat aw basa'i(). As I have explained 
elsewhere, this type of a "realism" is a cornerstone of the philosophy of 
illumination. 

3. "The school attributed (al-mansiib) to Porphyry, the First ofthe Peri
patetics (muqaddam al-mashsha'Jn), one ofthe greatest followers of the First 
Teacher." It should be noted that the reference to Aristotle in relation to 
Porphyry includes views of "Aristotle" of the Uthuliijiya, i.e., to Plotinus. 
Among the views associated with this "school," their view of the "unity" 
(itti~ad) of the intelligible forms (al-~uwar al-ma 'qiilah) with God, and 
through the Active Intellect with a "select" number of humans, is considered 
central to their philosophical belief(' aqldah ). Aristotle himself is not always 
associated with a "school," but is deemed an exemplum against whom every 
philosophical position is to be judged. 

4. "The school of the divine Plato." It is possible that Mulla $adra here 
means Plato himself and not a "school of thought" that may have continued 
after him. I so surmise from his statement: rna dhahaba ilayhi Afla[iin al
ilahiyyah. The distinction would indicate an attempt on the part of Mulla 
$adra to define the philosophical position of Plato himself as distinct from 
later syncretic texts designated "Platonic." For example, Mulla $adra in the 
Asfar (Vol III: 509), clearly attempts to refer specifically to Plato himself by 
stating "qala Ajla[iin al-sharlf," and not as elsewhere "jJ madhhab al
ajla[iiniyyah." The central philosophical doctrine here is said to be the 
"objectified" reality of the Separate Forms (al-§uwar al-mufaraqah) and the 
Intelligible Platonic Forms (al-muthul a/- 'aqliyyat al-afla[iiniyyah), a 
position upheld strongly by Mulla $adra, who adds that in reference to this 
position God's knowledge of all existent entities ( 'ilm Allah bi-al-mawjiidat 
kulluha) is proven. 

The "second school" of philosophy here mentioned, namely the Illumi
nationist, is distinguished from the other schools in every philosophical 
domain: methodology and the division of the sciences, logic, ethics and 
political philosophy, physics, metaphysics and eschatology. This school's 
main philosophical position, as examined and identified by Mulla $adra 
throughout the Asfar, gives it a distinct position in the history of philosophy. 
The main philosophical position may be outlined as follows: Philosophical 
construction is founded on a primary intuition of time-space, and visions and 
personal revelations are valid epistemological processes. Knowledge by 
presence is considered prior to predicative knowledge, and the separate 
intellects (a/- 'uqiil al-mujarradah I a/- 'uqiil al-mufaraqah) are considered 
multiple, and said to be uncountable (bi.:la nihayah). The ontological 
position of this school is one designated "primacy of quiddity" (a~alat al
mahiyyah ), which, briefly stated, holds "existence" ( wujiid) to be a derived 
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This "realist" position is one of the most essential overall features of 
Mulla $adra's characterization of the Illuminationist position, which he also 
discusses in great detail in his al-Ta 'liqat (Glosses on lfikmat al-ishraq). 
Intensity, or its lack (more and less) is considered an attrib~te of categories, 
in which motion does enter-a view itself related to Mulla $adra's own 
notion of transubstantial motion (al-!Iarakat a/-jawhariyyah). The immortal
ity of the soul and its "ranks" after separation from the body is a fundamental 
escatological position of this school. The Platonic Forms are considered 
objectified, and the mundus imaginalis of Illuminationist cosmology is 
considered a separate realm whose existence is attested by experience. 

Finally, metaphysics is divided into two parts: metaphysica generalis 
and metaphysica specialis, which was so indicated for the first time in the 
history of Islamic philosophy systematically by Shahraziiri in his al-Shajarat 
al-i/ahiyyah. The Illuminationist treatment of metaphysica specialis (al-ilahi 
bi-ma 'na a/-akha:j:f) gradually departs from the A vicennan view of a pure 
ontology (wujiid bi-ma huwa wujiid) and includes discussion of such sub
jects as mystical states and stations, love, secrets of dreams, prophecy, 
sorcery and the arts of magic. Though we may characterize this philosophical 
attitude as Platonist, which it is in many essential ways, it is best described 
as a "new" non-Aristotelian philosophical constructivist endeavor. The 
problems discussed from the distinct perspective of Illuminationist 
philosophy, taken together, overturn the foundation of the Aristotelian 
scientific method, the imprint of early Islamic philosophy, and pave the way 
for every major philosophical (and gnostic) reconstruction culminating with 
the seventeenth-century Transcendental Philosophy (al-lfikmat al-muta
'aliyah) of Mulla $adra himself. Regarding all of the above stated phi
losophical positions, Niir al-fu 'ad must be indeed seen as a distinctly 
Illuminationist text. ?· 

Mulla $adra's view of the Illuminationist methodology of philosophy 
may be further summed up as follows. This philosophy posits that philosoph
ical construction is founded on a primarJ intuition of time-space, and that 
visions and personal revelations are valid epistemological processes. 
Illuminationist philosophy, Mulla $adra surmises, holds that knowledge by 
presence (a/- 'i/m al-~ufjiiri) is prior to predicative knowledge (a/- 'ilm al
~u:jiili), and he further contends that the multiplicity of intellects is an 
"improvement" of the Peripatetic model. We are finally told that the onto
logical axiom known as "primacy of quiddity" (a$8lat al-mahiyyah), is 
central to the Illuminationists' view of being, but must be rejected in favor 
ofMulla $adra's own position "primacy of being" (a:ja/at al-wujiid). 

Illuminationist epistemology, as I indicated, is the single most significant 
distinguishing characteristic of this school in Islamic philosophy, a view 
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upheld by Kumljanl _as well. Here knowledge, according to the 
Illuminationist theory of knowledge by presence, is not founded on the input 
of sense-data and the extrapolation of universal concepts. At best the 
universals established in logic are nothing but relative truths. Knowledge 
rests on: (1) a knowing subject, al-mawrjii' al-mudrik, who is self-conscious 
and knows its "I" necessarily-a/- 'ana 'iyyat al-muta 'aliyah-by means of 
the principle of self-consciousness, the "I" recovers, intuitively, primary 
notions of time-space, accepts the validity of such things as the primary 
intelligibles, and confirms the existence of God (unlike the host of philo
sophical and quasi-philosophical proofs for the existence of God, like the so
called "ontological proof' of Avicenna). Thus knowledge is founded on 
innate principles, which in a somewhat Platonic manner are "recovered" in 
the knowing subject's being. (2) Knowable objects, in accordance with 
Illuminationist cosmology, are part of the continuum of luminous entities 
(al-anwar al-mujarrada) and are inherently knowable. (3) An "a-temporal" 
relation between the knowing subject and the object takes place in a dura
tionless "instant" ( an). This type of knowledge is called "knowledge by 
illumination and presence" (a!- 'ilm al-ishraqi al-butfiiri), which is activated 
whenever an Illuminationist relation (al-icfafat al-ishraqiyyah) is obtained 
between the subject and the object. The religio-mystical and political 
implications of this epistemology are to be held premier in our understanding 
of all subsequent bikmah compositions in Iran, and the text of Niir al-Fu 'ad 
falls within this category, as is evident in the Third Ishraq of the text outlined 
above. 

Intuition (bads), personal revelation (ilham), and insight (mukashafah) 
are integral constituents ofllluminationist theory ofknowledge by presence. 
And knowledge at every age rests on a "superior" individual's personal 
experience of reality. Illuminationists argue that just as astronomers observe 
the heavens-ir~ad jismani-and arrive at certitude vis-a-vis planetary 
motion and are thus able to predict such phenomena as eclipses and so on, 
so too the divine philosophers, al-bukama' al-muta 'allihiin (who combine 
discursive philosophy with intuitive philosophy to a perfect degree), observe 
reality as-it-is and are thus the most perfect potential "leaders" of society, 
which in the text Niir al-fu 'ad are the Shi'ah Imams who act according to the 
principle of Vilayat ( Wilayat). The result of such non-Aristotelian philoso
phizing paves the way for the triumph of al-bikmat al-muta 'aliyah in Iran, 
and is indicative of the victory of practical reason over theoretical science in 
Islamic philosophy by the seventeenth century. Theoretical philosophy fails 
because of the impossibility of constructing, valid universal, always true, 
propositions, formalized and employed as the building block of science. In 
its stead "living" sages at every era determine what "scientific" attitude the 



NOR AL-FU'AD 773 

society must have, which is based on their own individual experiential, and 
subjective knowledge. The real, separate Platonic Forms may be known, not 
by the Aristotelian demonstration (burhan) of the Posterior Analytics, but by 
intuition and vision-illumination, which is a coupled atemporal epistemolog
ical process initiating from the knowing "I" of the subject, and is considered 
prior to the Peripatetic conception-assent (ta~awwur-ta~diq) which is 
temporally extended. 

The notion of philosophical "intuition" is of central importance for the 
constructivist methodology of Illuminationist philosophy. Intuition, in the 
Illuminationist sense is: ( 1) similar to the Aristotelian "quick wit," 
agkhinoia, where the truth of propositions may be known immediately, or 
stated otherwise, prior to constructing a syllogism the conclusion may be 
struck at once; and (2) recovery by the subject of universals, and of sensible 
objects. But intuition plays a further fundamental role in that it is an activity 
of the self-conscious being in a state where the subject and the object are 
undifferentiated (of things existing in the separate realm of the imaginalis ). 
To use the Illuminationist technical terminology, this activity is the "unity 
of perception, the perceived and the perceiver" (itti~ad al-mudrik wa '1-idrak 
wa '1-mudrik) as an altered state in the consciousness of the knowing subject. 
This altered state, when it is "linked" or "related" to the separate realm, is 
the mundus imaginalis. This philosophical position further posits a 
multiplicity of self-conscious, self-subsistent "monads" designated "abstract 
light" (al-niir al-mujarrad) in place of the finite number Peripatetic 
"intellects" (a/- 'uqiil al-mujarradah). The "abstract lights" which are 
continuous one with the other, differing only in their relative degree of 
intensity, form a continuum as the whole (al-ku/1), also conscious of its self. 

This type of a cosmology bears directly on the question of God's 
knowledge. The designation "intuitive philosophy" (al-~ikmafz· al
dhawqiyyah) is employed to distinguish Illuminationist philosophy from the 
purely discursive (al-~ikmah al-ba~thiyyah). Kumijani in his Niir al-fu 'ad, 
by clearly stipulating the essential priority ofknowledge by presence of the 
sage-philosopher (but also of the inspired knowledge of the Imams), hence 
the essential priority ofVilayat (Wilayat), has further expanded on the basic 
views of Suhrawardi. 

Finally, the use of the term "sameness" ( 'ayniyyat) by Kumijani is 
perhaps philosophically the most significant aspect of the text Niir al-fu 'ad. 
Here the term 'ayniyyat is employed to present the idea of the unity of the 
knower and the known which, in Peripatetic texts, is normally presented in 
the form of the proposition ittil}ad al-aqil wa '1-ma 'qiil. The term "unity" 
(ittil}ad) I "conjunction" (itti~al) was seen by the Illuminationist philosophers 
of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries to be problematic for a complex 
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number of reasons, but mainly because the relation "sameness" must be an 
identity-preserving relation, and concepts such as ittii}Ed and/or itti~l do not 
fulfill this requirement. It seems that by his statements "sameness of light 
and manifestation" (' ayniyyat-i niir va tajalllyat-i vujiid [ wujiid]) and 
"sameness of light and presence" Kumljanl has refined the argument 
pertaining to the problem of the sameness of being and knowing, and of 
knower and object of thought. It is testimony to the living legacy of 
Suhrawardl' s Philosophy of Illumination that Kumijani was recognized as 
"The Second Master of Illumination" in nineteenth-century Iran. 

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, LOS ANGELES 
AUGUST2000 

NOTES 

HOSSEIN ZIAI 

1. M. T. Danesh-Pajhiih named the text in his Nuskhihii-yi kha{!i(Tehran: 
Tehran University Press, 1980, p. 347), but did not mention its distinct Illumi
nationist nature. 

2. See Maniichehr $adiiqi, Tiirikh-i /fukama' va 'iirafa'-i muta 'akhkhir bar 
$adr al-Muta 'allihin (Tehran: Anjuman-i Islami-i ~ikmat va Falsafah-i Iran, 1980), 
p. 123. $adiiqi writes that Badi' al-Zaman had personally told him Kumijani's title 
on "the day 16/9/1345" (December 7, 1966). 
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Professor Ziai is one of the foremost scholars ofthe School of Illumination 
(ishraq) today and his essay containing an unexpected discovery of a 

new ishraqi work is a further contribution to the field of study of this 
important philosophical school. At the same time it affords me the opportu
nity to clarify further some of my views concerning the School of Illumina
tion to which I have devoted a number of studies over the years. At the 
outset I should mention that I became deeply attracted to the School of 
Ishraq and its founder Suhrawardi in my twenties, and he has remained a 
most appealing figure to me throughout my scholarly and philosophical life. 
His mastery of discursive philosophy in combination with spiritual vision, 
his universalist view of philosophy along with his espousal and explicit use 
of the term "perennial philosophy," and his combining the rigor of logic and 
beauty of poetic expression so evident especially in his Persian works, which 
took me many years to edit critically for the first time, are all close to my 
mind and heart. My own thought and its expression have in fact sought to 
incorporate these and other elements associated with his philosophy. Just the 
title of the treatise analyzed by Ziai, namely, Niir al-fu 'ad or The Lighi"ofthe 
Heart, so rich in symbolism and of such poetic quality, reveals something of 
the characteristics of the School of Illumination and more particularly its 
incredible founder, Suhrawardl 

Of all the major figures of Islamic thought, there are a few with whom 
I have always felt a very close personal affinity for one reason or another and 
have studied not only their thoughts but also their lives carefully. These 
figures include Ibn Sina, al-Ghazzali, Suhrawardi, Ibn 'Arabi, Riimi, Af~al 
al-Din Kashani, Shabistarl and Mulla ~adra. Each has left an indelible mark 
upon my thought and has been a constant source of inspiration for me. In the 
field of philosophy, in the more technical sense ofthe term, no person has 
attracted me, qua person, more than Suhrawardi, whose life combines such 
brilliance and tragedy. I remember that when I stood long ago inside the fort 
of Aleppo and within the prison room in which Suhrawardi was incarcerated 
just before his death and where he perhaps died, I felt as if his very presence 



776 SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR 

were there. He was also the only figure about whom I consented to make an 
hour-long film, which I did for the National Iranian Television in the '70s 
when I was living in Iran. For that occasion I flew with a helicopter to the 
completely isolated village of Suhraward in the heart of the rugged Zagros 
mountains and wondered how a philosopher of the magnitude ofSuhraward1 
could have hailed from such a far away place and yet was able to illuminate 
the Islamic world with the light ofhis ishriqiphilosophy (which Corbin and 
I have also called "theosophy" in the original sense of the term). The sources 
of his philosophical knowledge, especially the elements drawn from the 
Mazdean tradition, as well as of his personal inspiration, remain obscure, but 
the results of what he drew from these sources are luminous in both form 
and content. To understand fully my synthesis of the perennial philosophy 
in its contemporary expression and traditional Islamic philosophy, the role 
of Suhrawardi and the School of Illumination remains of great importance. 

Ziai writes of the importance of the Jshraqi School in later Islamic 
philosophy. This goes without saying but needs to be repeated again and 
again because those who hold tenaciously to the old view that considers Ibn 
Rushd as the end of Islamic philosophy do not want to relinquish such a 
view despite the vast amount of evidence to the contrary. There is in fact a 
new wave in the Arab world which in face of such figures as Suhrawardi, 
Mir Damad and Mulla ~adra, still considers Ibn Rushd to be the last so
called Arab philosopher (which for them means Islamic), because its 
members believe that, since these later philosophers were not rationalists, 
they were not really philosophers at all. Therefore they can be dismissed as 
not being real philosophers while they themselves, being out and out 
rationalists, are good second-rate philosophers in the modern Western 
definition of the term, while Ibn Rushd as seen by them in his Latin 
incarnation as A verroes, the arch rationalist, is of course a true philosopher. 
It is against such unbelievable misinterpretations of Islamic philosophy that 
the words of Ziai serve as a precious response. If Suhrawardi were not a 
philosopher, then neither were Pythagoras, Empedocles, Parmenides, Plato, 
Plotinus, Proclus, Erigena, St. Bonaventure, St. Thomas, and even Aristotle. 

Coming back to the later ishriqitradition, years of studying later Islamic 
philosophy in Persia, and to some extent India and the Ottoman world, have 
made it clear to me that Mir Damad and Mulla ~adra were of course deeply 
influenced by Suhrawardi and the latter integrated many ishraqiteachings 
into his ~ikmat al-muta 'aliyah or "transcendent theosophy," but the vast 
influence of these figures, and especially Mulla ~adra, was not the only 
channel through which Suhrawardl's teachings were propagated in later 
centuries. Rather, parallel with the Sadrian School, the lshraqi School 
continued to be cultivated as a distinct philosophical tradition. 

In Persia itself today many people think that as soon as the teachings of 
Mulla Sadra were propagated, they dominated the whole philosophical 
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scene. That is in fact not true. For some time his teachings were eclipsed and 
mashsha'i thought continued to be widely cultivated as we see in the works 
of MulHi Rajab 'All Tabrizl and Sayyid A~mad 'Alawl. Even when in the 
Qajar period the philosophy of MulHi ~adra became resurrected by Mulla 
'All Niirl and others, and soon became the most dominant school of 
philosophy, three other philosophical schools survived and were in fact 
active outside the dominant ~adrian School. These three schools were the 
mashsha'i or Ibn Slnan, represented by Mirza Abu'l-I:Iasan Jilwah, the 
philosophical Sufism of the school of Ibn 'Arabi, whose most luminous 
representative in that period was Aqa Mu~ammad Ri<;la Qumsha'l, and the 
school of Suhrawardi, represented by Kumijanl whose important treatise has 
been brought back to life by Ziai. When I was studying Islamic philosophy 
with traditional masters in Persia in the late '50s, as well as the '60s and 
'70s, they attested to this fact. Especially Sayyid Mu~mmad Ka?im 'A~r 
would often mention the continuation of the ishraqitradition even after the 
spread of the school of Mulla ~adra. 'A~~ar was himself in a sense both an 
ishraqiphilosopher and a ~drian one; that is, he could place himself in each 
perspective and teach it in a masterly fashion as one possible metaphysical 
formulation of the truth. 

In the Ottoman world there is hardly a trace of the influence of Mulla 
~adra's philosophy until quite recently, while there is definitely a whole 
ishraqitradition in that world which has not been as yet fully investigated. 
The recent study of Isma '11 Anqarawl by Bilal K~pinar is a good example 
of the richness of this tradition. As for India, there the situation was different 
from both Persia and the Ottoman world. Islamic philosophy itself first 
spread to India on the wings ofSuhrawardl's ishraqiphilosophy, rather than 
through the works of al-Farabl and Ibn Slna, who became widely known in 
that land only after the fourteenth century. But the teachings ofMulla $adra 
also spread to India rapidly even in his own lifetime. The IshraqiSchool, 
however, guarded its independence from ~adrian teachings fully and the 
ishraqi current remained stronger and more distinct as an independent school 
of thought than in the case in Persia. In Persia the Ishraqi School continued 
while the ~adrian School became the most dominant, but in India probably 
the reverse is true. Of course one cannot judge fully the relative significance 
of the two schools until a thorough study is made of later Islamic philosophy 
in the Subcontinent, a task which has not been accomplished as yet. But 
judging from the presence of many ishraqitexts in India, one of which has 
been edited and published by Professor Ziai himself, and the importance of 
the Ni?ami curriculum for Islamic madrasahs in which ishraqiteachings 
played a major role, one can only conclude that the school of Suhrawardl 
remained of major intellectual concern for many Muslims in the Subconti
nent. Can it be an accident that the most philosophically minded of the 
modem Muslim reformers of the Subcontinent, Muhammad Iqbal, should 
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have devoted his doctoral thesis, published later as The Development of 
Metaphysics in Persia, primarily to ishraqiteachings? 

To understand fully the history of the later ishraqi school one would 
have to know in detail the development of the School of Illumination not 
only in Persia, the Ottoman world (including the Arab east, especially Iraq 
and Syria and to some extent Egypt) and the Indian Subcontinent, but also 
the development of ishraqi teachings in Jewish philosophy, medieval 
Christian philosophy and even certain strands of medieval Hindu thought. 
When I wrote Three Muslim Sages nearly forty years ago, the text serving as 
the basis of a series of lectures delivered at the Center for the Study ofWorld 
Religions at Harvard University in 1962, I already referred to some of these 
influences, and in later essays I pointed out the necessity of pursuing the 
study of all these branches of the lshraqiSchool. Since then, a number of 
important studies have been carried out on the later ishraqitradition by a 
number of scholars, foremost among them Ziai himself; but much remains 
to be done as the author himself mentions. The presentation and analysis of 
Kuniijani in this essay is itself a step in this effort and therefore has provided 
me with the occasion to return to the question of the importance of the later 
ishraqi tradition. 

In mentioning later ishraqithinkers the author includes the name of Sadr 
al-Oin Shirazi whose Ta 'liqat 'ala shar~ ~ikmat al-ishraq he calls, "the last 
great Illuminationist work." I agree completely with this assessment, at least 
given our present state of knowledge oflater ishraqitexts. But I want to take 
this occasion to add that this work is also one ofMulla ~adra's own greatest 
masterpieces, a work which has not received its due until now. I am glad that 
Professor Ziai has prepared a critical edition of this text and hope that it will 
see the light of day soon. The study of this work reveals Mulla ~adra' s 
incredible depth of understanding of Suhrawardi, and at the same time 
shows his vast knowledge of other earlier schools of Islamic thought. 
Paradoxically enough, therefore, Mulla ~adra is at once a philosopher who 
created a new school which integrated much of ishraqithought and became 
dominant in the philosophical scene in Persia from the Qajar period onward, 
and himself an ishraqiphilosopher in the line ofMugammad Shams al-Oin 
Shahrazilri and Qu!b al-Oin Shirazi The interaction between the Sadrian and 
the IshraqiSchools from the seventeenth to the twentieth century in Persia 
would constitute the subject of a most fascinating and revealing study, 
because these two major metaphysical syntheses, one based on the 
principiality of essence and the other the principiality of existence, both 
remained realities to be contemplated and studied by those attracted to the 
intellectual sciences in general and to philosophy in particular. 

Ziai mentions that Kuniijani was given the title of "The Second Master 
of Illumination." One wonders when this title began to be used because it is 
certainly significant and points possibly to the singular importance of 
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Kumijani in Qajar Persia as the foremost authority in ishraqiteachings of 
that time. We know that Aqa Mu~mmad Ri9a Qumsha'I, his contemporary, 
was given the title of "The Second Ibn 'Arabi" because he stood out as the 
foremost expositor of theoretical gnosis ( 'irftin-i na~ari) of the nineteenth 
century in Persia. If the title given to Kumijani is born out in other docu
ments, it would put him in a position parallel with Qumsha'I and would be 
further reason for turning to his other writings and studying him as the torch 
bearer of the !shraqiSchool in his day. Unfortunately, this subject has been 
neglected not only in Western scholarship, as mentioned by Ziai, but by 
contemporary scholarship in Iran as well. 

Ziai writes quite justly that "KumJjanl's text is testimony to the fact that 
philosophy in the eastern lands of Islam did not die." Then he adds, "nor did 
it deteriorate to some kind of ill-defined 'sagesse orientale."' In defense of 
Corbin who used this term, let me say that in a world in which philosophy 
is reduced to rationalism or sub-rationalism, and in which positivists believe 
that there was no stfious philosophy before Hume and Kant, it is necessary 
to take recourse to terms which do not share this limitation in definition and 
meaning. If we define philosophy as love of sophia, then there is no need of 
using any other term than "philosophy" when speaking of a Suhrawardi or 
a Mulla ~adra, but if philosophy is confined to logical positivism or 
existentialism, then a term such as sagesse orientale can be a means of 
opening the reader's intellectual horizon and showing that there is more to 
philosophy than rationalism or sub-rationalism, as Suhrawardi would be the 
first to accept. Besides, Corbin translated al-~ikmat al-mashriqiyyah as 
sagesse orientale, a term which has had a long honored history in Islamic 
thought, and while not confined to rationalism, has always emphasized the 
necessity of logical rigor in the understanding of ~ikmah. 

There is no need for me to go over again Ziai' s analysis of the texfitself 
which is carried out in a clear and masterly fashion. There are only a few 
points upon which I would like to make brief comments. In enumerating the 
schools of philosophy according to Mulla ~adra, Ziai mentions under the 
second category the term riwaqi or "Stoic" which Mulla ~dra identifies with 
the school of Suhrawardi. Despite a few studies carried out on the subject, 
the usage of the term "Stoic" in this context is still a mystery to me, seeing 
how different Stoic philosophy is from that of Suhrawardi. Since in more 
specific cases Mulla ~adra adds the epithet "Stoic" to ishraqi only when 
issues of physics and logic are concerned, could one say that in these two 
domains the Stoics influenced Suhrawardi, or that Mulla ~adra, having 
studied directly through some source unknown to us Stoic logic and physics, 
saw such a parallel and therefore equated the two? When one studies Stoic 
physics as expounded by specialists such as Samuel Sambursky and 
compares it with ishraqiphysics, one does not find such close resemblances, 
although there are points of accord. The case oflogic is somewhat easier and 
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one could make a case that Suhrawardi's criticism of Aristotelian formal 
logic reflects his knowledge of Stoic logic. In any case I have not been able 
to find a solution to this enigma and hope that Professor Ziai, who is well 
versed in classical logic and physics as well as ishraqiteachings, will be able 
to cast light on this matter. 

I confirm fully Ziai's emphasis on the ishraqitheory ofknowledge by 
presence (a/- 'ilm al-~ucfiiri) and its difference from predicative knowledge 
(a/- 'ilm al-~u~iili). But I do not understand his assertion that "such non
Aristotelian philosophizing ... is indicative of the victory of practical reason 
over theoretical science in Islamic philosophy." Even in the case of the 
Imams "who act according to the principle Vilayat (Wi/ayat)," to quote Ziai, 
knowing always preceded acting. Perhaps Ziai has something in mind of 
which I am not aware. As far as I can see, in Islamic thought the na~arior 
theoretical element has always accompanied the 'amali or practical element 
and has preceded it in principle. In the teachings of traditional philosophy 
the theoretical branches of philosophy were in fact held in higher esteem 
than the practical, while at the same time all masters of traditional thought 
emphasized that knowledge without the appropriate action is like a tree that 
bears no fruit (repeating the famous Arabic aphorism). 

One of the most interesting parts of Ziai' s essay is the last part of his 
analysis where he speaks of Kumijani' s views of the inspired knowledge of 
the Shi'ite Imams and the priority of vilayat (wilayat). In the writings of 
Suhrawardi there are no signs of distinct and explicit Shi'ite doctrines, 
although he was accused by his opponents of Ba{ini (that is, Isma'Ili) 
sympathy. The Niir al-fu 'ad seems to present Suhrawardi in Shi'ite dress in 
the same way that I:Iaydar Amuli integrated Ibn 'Arabi into the matrix of 
Shi'ite gnosis. If such is in fact the case, there is an added significance to 
Kumijani. The early schools of Islamic philosophy continued and were 
revived in the Shi'ite Persia of the Safavid period. by being brought into the 
Shi'ite intellectual universe and being made "Shi'ite." We have ample 
evidence of this process in the case ofal-Farabi, Ibn Sina, Ibn 'Arabi, and 
even al-Ghazzali. Now with Kumijani we see the same process taking place 
for Suhrawardi and his ishraqiteachings. 

I am grateful to Professor Ziai for not only unveiling another monument 
of ishraqithought in his indefatigable effort to bring back to life the major 
works of the ishraqitradition, but also for affording me the opportunity to 
clarify further some of my views on this school. As I wrote nearly forty years 
ago, I still believe that the School of Illumination founded by Suhrawardi is 
not only one of the richest philosophical schools in the Islamic world, but it 
is also one that is still alive today and that has much to offer to both the 
contemporary Islamic world and to those in the West in quest of a philosophy 
which combines the rigor of logic and the ecstasy of spiritual vision. 

S.H.N. 
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Enes Karic 

NASR: THINKER OF THE SACRED 

I 

Almost all of the fourteenth and the beginning of the fifteenth century of 
Islam (the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries according to the 

Western calendar) have, among other things, been marked in the Muslim 
world by an extensive search for the Islamic interpretations of the Moderna 
and new Islamic interpretations of Islam. If the Moderna has happened to the 
West, does it inevitably have to happen to Islam and the Islamic East, and 
has it already taken place? Is the Moderna something like the destiny that 
cannot be avoided, since the West has become a planetary civilization which 
celebrates the divinity of Moderna, which devours other civilizations and 
deprives them of their own eras, of their feelings of time and eternity? Have 
the very roots of traditional Islam been shaken, waking it from its centuries
long repose by an external factor which forces it to live in the shadow of the 
powerful West-which, aided by its technology, endangers others, levels all 
differences, looks upon the world "conqueringly" and lasciviously, in com
pliance to the well-known Hegelian metaphor about the relationship between 
the servant and the master? What hope is there for the Muslims? And can 
these hopes be founded in their own, still living and still powerful tradition? 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr, a Muslim and, more particularly, a Persian Shi'ite, 
has been asking these and many other questions in his numerous works, but 
also gives lucid answers which fill with enthusiasm his exceptionally large 
audience. This audience ranges from the ranks of the Muslim intelligentsia 
from the Atlantic to the Pacific coast, an audience acquainted with the West 
but deeply rooted in the unextinguished Islamic tradition. It suffices to say 
that Nasr's works have been translated into dozens of languages spoken by 
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Muslims and non-Muslims1 and that he is equally gladly read by the 
Muslims, Buddhists, Christians, and the so-called secular intelligentsia of the 
West. Nasr's thought is as challenging as the vision of Islam he shapes into 
words; it is as sharp as a knife and as bright as the flash of sunlight reflected 
from a swaying sword! It confronts the Muslims and non-Muslims alike with 
the world and the heritage of the Moderna, but also with the Islamic answers 
and Islamic criticism of the Moderna: emanating from his pen and prose is 
that ancient knowledge according to which the subject and the object 
embrace and caress each other like lovers. 

II 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr was born in 1933 in Tehran to an educated family 
whose members were traditionally physicians, philosophers, poets, or 
theologians. He received his early education in Tehran, with special 
emphasis upon classical education in religion, Persian poetry, and classical 
literature. He completed secondary school in the United States of America 
and studied physics and mathematics at the Massachussets Institute of 
Technology. He graduated in 1954 with honors and continued advanced 
studies at Harvard University. He received his M.S. degree in 1956, and 
Ph.D. in 1958 in the history of science and philosophy with special emphasis 
upon Islamic science. 

In the period between 1955 and 1958 he was a teaching assistant at 
Harvard University, and from 1962 to 1965 a visiting professor at the same 
university. From 1958 to 1979 he worked at Tehran University, first as an 
associate professor (up to 1963), and then as full professor. Nasr was the first 
professor of Islamic Studies at the American University of Beirut (1964-
1965). He was a visiting professor at Princeton University (1975) and at the 
University of Utah ( 1979). In the 1979-84 period he was full professor of 
Islamic Studies at Temple University. Since 1984 he has taught Islamic 
Studies at George Washington University. 

Aside from teaching, Nasr has been engaged in the organizational and 
administrative aspects of university life. He was Dean of the Faculty of 
Letters at Tehran University, Vice-Chancellor of Tehran University, and the 
founder and first President of the Iranian Academy of Philosophy. He was 
the first chairman of the Board of Governors of the RCD (Iran-Pakistan
Turkey) Cultural Institute (1964-66), and a member of the Organizing 
Committee of the First Muslim World Educational Conference (Mecca, 
1975-77). From 1959 onward, Nasr has been examiner in the field of 
philosophy for several universities in Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and Malaysia. 

Generally speaking, Nasr is the best known contemporary Muslim 
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intellectual. He has lectured extensively throughout the Islamic world as well 
as in Western Europe, North and Central America, India, Japan, and 
Australia. He has participated in numerous conferences and congresses on 
Islam, philosophy, comparative religion, and the environmental crisis. He 
has delivered a number of famous lectures: the Iqbal Lecture in Pakistan in 
1966; the Azad Memorial Lecture in India in 1975, and the Gifford Lectures 
at the University of Edinburgh in 1981 (where he was the first Muslim ever 
to give these prestigious lectures on religion). 

Nasr's research and publishing activity has been very extensive. He has 
written more than twenty books and two hundred articles. Besides, he has 
participated in numerous research projects and contributed to many 
contemporary encyclopedia in the fields of philosophy, religion, Islamic 
science, and the like. His book, Islamic Science: An Illustrated Study, was 
nominated for the Faisal A ward. He was awarded the Honorary Doctorate 
by the University ofUppsala and by Lehigh University. He is a member of 
the Institut International de Philosophie and the Greek Academy of 
Philosophy. For ten years now he has been a member of the Board of 
Directors of Federation Internationale des Societes Philosophiques (FISP). 

He writes in English and Persian, and occasionally in French and 
Arabic. His works have been translated into Arabic, Urdu, Bengali, Turkish, 
Indonesian, Japanese, Polish, French, Spanish, Italian, German, Malay, 
Portuguese, and the like, and published in the leading scientific periodicals 
the world over. 

III 

I have been studying and translating Nasr with pleasure and affection for 
fifteen years now, consider him a deeply traditional thinker. This corre
sponds to the Islamic attitude according to which the world is seen as 
traditional (not traditionalistic): the Prophet Mu~mmad did not bring a new 
religion but only revealed the ancient one, linked to the inexhaustible spring, 
and heralded by all ofthe Divine Messengers. The word "Islam" (dedication 
and surrender to an only God) is deeply traditional in itself, for if God is the 
beginning and the source, is there anything more traditional than a dedica
tion to God? This commitment has necessarily confronted Nasr with 
criticism of a nontraditional spirit which has been spreading in the West for 
a long time, particularly in the course of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and 
twentieth centuries. Nasr is also faced with the criticism of certain modernist 
and non-modernist trends in the Islamic world-trends which saw the logical 
continuation of Islamic science in the rise of the Western science and 
technology. 
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It seems that Nasr's primary task was to bring back to the Muslims the 
belief in a living and inexhaustible Islamic tradition. His success is 
indisputable: Muslims all over the Islamic world read his works with pride, 
acknowledging him with the merit of discovering Islam anew, through past 
(but by no means extinguished) intellectual dimensions. Due to its central 
geographic position in the world, Islam is the natural inheritor of all of the 
great traditional teachings of the ancient cultures. For the same reason it is 
easily able to assimilate these cultures and their achievements. Islam 
appeared in the part of the earth most heavily marked by human presence for 
thousands of years; it inherited those spaces not only horizontally (spatially), 
but vertically (spiritually) as well. In his book, An Introduction to Islamic 
Cosmological Doctrines,2 Nasr indirectly points out that Islam has no 
complex about the past because all of the Greek, Roman, Byzantine, Near
East, and Far-East courses of learning flowed into the mainstream of its 
knowledge. In the Golden Age of Islam its territory was the center of the 
world. Islam had its geographers, travellers, physicians, mathematicians, 
men of letters, philosophers, translators, and so on. Islam developed the 
science3 which surpassed all sciences that had appeared on the face of the 
earth before that time and which was rooted in the so-called sacred science 
(scientia sacra). It was a science which, through its various disciplines, did 
not break being into fragments and did not answer to the satanic cry of the 
analytical Cartesian science which sees this same world as a carcass and not 
as a blooming, fragrant rose-garden.4 

It has been said that in his early works Nasr polemicizes with Western 
science simply because that science is polemical in itself. He looks down on 
it just because it looks down on all other traditional sciences. Needless to 
say, Nasr is one of the most competent contemporary critics of modem 
Western science because of all the contemporary Muslim intellectuals, he is 
acquainted with it best. Just as we cannot give up something we do not have, 
we cannot criticize something we do not know.5 

Nasr attacks the triumphalism of modern science and its Promethean and 
Titanic character which has developed in the West from Descartes onwards. 
He condemns its attempts to reduce human beings to what they know, 
neglecting their other dimensions and compelling them to be creatures 
merely earth-bound. Modem man ceased gazing into the depths of the 
heavens and asking himself what is there behind the starry curtain. He has 
come to an absurd situation in which he communicates with the world in one 
dimension only-scientific knowledge-and forgets other dimensions such 
as love, beauty, grace, contemplation, and imagination, through which 
various aspects of the world and self can be comprehended. Therefore Nasr, 
whenever writing about the traditional teachers of Islam such as Ibn Sina, 
Ibn 'Arabi, Suhrawardi, Mulla Sadra,6 and others, emphasizes that they were 
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the teachers of Wholeness, because the rays of Taw~id (in this case, a 
specific "method" by which the One is seen in the multitude and the 
multitude in the One) shine through them. This is what is missing in modem 
Western science which approaches things as if they were cut off from the 
living tree of the world and as if they could be studied correctly and 
comprehensively outside of the God-given hierarchy of knowledge. 

Nasr warns his readers, particularly the Muslim ones, that the paradigm 
of the West, created as early as the Renaissance and existing for five 
centuries now, is dangerous. This paradigm is based on rationalism, 
humanism, Eurocentrism, and the like, and these fundamentals have been 
persisting not only in philosophy, but also in the sciences based on the 
nontraditional Eastern paradigms as well. He points out to Muslims that the 
Western paradigm has exhausted its potential because it is essentially 
secularist; because it caused an unimaginable ecological catastrophe; and 
because it turned man against nature at the same time when it turned him 
against God. Nasr emphasizes that to be at peace with the earth, one must be 
at peace with Heaven. 7 

This truth is often neglected by many modem Muslims who are 
enthusiastic about the West and who even claim that Islam made the 
Renaissance possible, and consequently the industrial (and other) revolutions 
that shook the West. It is true that Islam had developed sciences, but not 
those sciences and philosophies which imply rebellion against God, 
according to Nasr. The Promethean or Titanic spirit never ruled the Islamic 
sciences because the idea of man without Center is alien to Islam. "What is 
man without God?" is a question implicitly present on almost every page of 
Nasr's numerous works, even those dealing with modern industry or 
technology. 

This is exactly the point in Nasr's works which is often misunderstood 
by many present-day Muslim authors. Thus he is accused of bias towards 
Sufism and traditional metaphysical doctrines. His critics, as a rule, are those 
modernist or secularist intellectuals from Muslim countries who have not yet 
reached a well-rounded scholarly development, and their criticism does not 
at all affect seriously Nasr's theses. When Nasr claims that the spirit of the 
Renaissance is in essence non-Islamic and non-religious, he has proofs for 
that claim in the consequences which humanism and the Renaissance 
produced and still produce. Had their consequence been just a single atomic 
bomb, that, in itself, would have already been far too much. 

In his works Nasr, too, tackles a significant issue dealt with by 
Heidegger, Adorno, Horkheimer, Gadamer, and many other German 
philosophers: Is mankind today suffering because of the lack of (exoteric) 
knowledge or because of its excess? Nasr goes a step further and claims that 
the lack of the sacred, salutary knowledge (not exoteric and quantitative) has 
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brought mankind to total collapse, to the edge of the abyss, to an inconceiv
able ecological catastrophe. In other words, he says that a drama is taking 
place before our eyes and many of us are not fully aware of it. It is a drama 
in which the dignity of life and death disappear, in which man takes over the 
prerogatives of the Absolute. Modem man's present philosophy and poetry 
resemble an uproar against Heaven more than a beautiful harmony of 
thoughts and ideas. The culmination of the catastrophe is that man is 
usurping absolute rights: through the numerous modem rebellions against 
the Absolute, man denies that umbilical cord (Revelation) which links him 
to the Absolute and thus creates satanic weapons by which he slowly but 
irreversibly destroys much more than just human nature. This is one of the 
major reasons for Nasr's insistence on traditional authors and traditional 
metaphysical doctrines (but not the kind of metaphysics which does not yield 
salutary knowledge and with which he has nothing in common). 

IV 

We have come now to the essence of Nasr's work, the cradle of sacred 
knowledge in Islam-Sufism. Nasr wrote many beautiful pages on Sufism. 
Moreover, Nasr's works themselves are Sufism of the highest order, fed 
from the sources of the traditional Sufi fountains. 8 

In its process of becoming a culture and a civilization, Islam gave birth 
to magnificent mystic teachings which exist within it and which constitute 
a part of its very "beginning," alive within the framework of eternal 
philosophy and eternal wisdom (al-~ikmat al-khalidah, or sophia perennis). 
The Revelation in Islam is in the form of the Word. It is like the River 
flowing incessantly from the Source. Thus the Word cannot be reduced to 
a petrified legal convention or exoteric and rigid codices. Bas~nrl, or Ibn 
'Arabi, or Nasr (it does not matter which one, for all of them agree on that 
subject) have said that the experts on law ifuqaha') get their knowledge still
born-they get it from dead people-while mystics get their knowledge from 
the Living (God) who never dies. This is not a mere maxim. It means (as 
Nasr emphasizes) that Islam has a certain inner resistance to any tradition that 
conceals the sources. This reminds us that Husser!, too, in the European con
text, expressed a request for a tradition which does not conceal the sources. 
Sufism is exactly that kind of tradition in Islam; it does not conceal the sources 
but emanates from them and makes them permanently flourishing. 

Sufism made the magic robe of the Quran transparent, so that it may 
yield its interior in the same way in which a crystal yields its interior when 
exposed to the light. For centuries Sufism has been giving birth to the 
doctrines which illuminate the universal message of the Quran. For instance, 
when Goethe reminds us ofJ:Iafi~'s saying, "All I ever managed to do I did 
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owing to the Quran,"9 then we should have in mind that the Sufism of 
supreme poetry enabaled J:lafi? to identify the universal message of the 
Quran, that is, to find with ease the One in the multitude. When we ask 
ourselves what the central theme of the Quran is, we are perplexed because 
we are bound to say that on some of its pages the theme is an ant, on some 
other pages man, on yet other pages a bee, or the stars, or constellations and 
so on. Sufism teaches us, however, that this is an illusory "dispersion" and 
that in everything, in all of the universe "built without pillars," as well as in 
the Quran, we feel one common pulse and never think that the universe is 
"nailed to a board somewhere above." And just when we are about to 
conclude that the Quran is going to disclose to us what is there on the other 
side of the starry curtain, it takes us back to decaying human bones. This 
pattern repeats endlessly. 

Sufism, in itself derived from the Quranic message, discovers in the 
Quran the elements which cannot be discovered by the }egalitarian reading 
of the Quran. Thus Nasr reminds us of the role of Sufism in the Quran's 
hermeneutics. He likes to repeat al-Ghazzall's metaphor about the spectre of 
sunlight. Our eye, such as God has given us, sees the light of the sun the way 
it sees it. But when this light is refracted through a ground crystal, we see 
colors which would otherwise remain hidden. Sufism has clearly expressed 
a need for a man-crystal who will enable the rays oflight of the Quran's iiyiits 
(verses) to shine through him. 

It is a great merit ofNasr to have drawn the attention of the contempo
rary reading public to this still living tradition in Islam. Through this 
knowledge Muslims are capable of helping themselves, and others as well, 
to reach those often forgotten messages of the Eastern sciences whose 
significant portion was cradled and nourished in the Islamic East. 

v 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr is also a great critic of contemporary Islamic "isms"
Wahhabism, Fundamentalism (which he labels as "so-called fundamental
ism"), Modernism, and so on. It is not difficult to discern that in the wide 
palette of Islamic trends Nasr stands for traditional Islam. But it is our 
impression that he uses this syntax in a very specific sense, namely, that 
Islam begins with the Quran but does not end with it! This thought is by no 
means blasphemous because the line of development of traditional Islam has 
been such that it remained true to the Quran and the Prophet Mu~ammad 
while at the same time it continued to internalize and externalize the Quranic 
and Sunnatic message. Traditional Islam is a tree on which new branches can 
always grow beside the existing ones which remain alive. In traditional 
Islam, tradition does not conceal the Quran nor puts it aside. This is one of 
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the most important ofNasr's messages. 
This is exactly what many contemporary trends in Islam fail to compre

hend. One of them is Wahhabism. This movement turned against some of the 
vital arteries of traditional Islam and at the same time magnanimously, yet 
incautiously, embraced and implemented Western technology. Wahhabistic 
struggle against the so-called admixtures to "pure Islam" proved to be the 
cruelest puritanism, sterile and unproductive, although seemingly strong (like 
incubator eggs which are many, strong, but cannot propagate). Nasr's book, 
Traditional Islam in the Modern World, 10 shows the whole variety of 
perspectives of Islamic "isms." But it is a topic for a separate study. 

VI 

How is Seyyed Hossein Nasr to be viewed in the context of contemporary 
thought? He is now at the peak of his creative powers and will probably 
produce a number of new works and further develop his ideas. Nevertheless, 
some underlying constants can already be discerned in the body of thought 
of the most constructive Muslim critic of the Moderna. First of all it should 
be said that he "deliniates the direction of thought which marks the peak of 
the spiritual and intellectual reflections on Islam in our time." 11 His work is 
among the most original and most influential among Muslims. 

The language ofNasr is "Islamic" simply because he tells us the greatest 
truths in the simplest possible way. He is a thinker who, like the great 
classical thinkers of Islam of a thousand years ago, not only confronts Islam 
with all the great and living world traditions, but also with Islam itself. 
Therefore Nasr's thinking is open towards the "outside" as well as towards 
the "inside." Nasr is an engaged thinker, very dear to Muslims because he 
gives them back their confidence in their own tradition. But Nasr is also 
important for non-Muslims because his work represents an "indisputable 
contribution to the expansion of the spiritual and cultural horizons of 
contemporaneity." 12 It could be added that "Nasr's writings and books are 
metaphysical in nature regardless of their topics since they are based on, and 
permeated with, the desire not to simply link the reader-Muslim or 
Western-to Islam, but, through Islam, its sources and primeval discovery 
of man and the world, link him to the Absolute."13 

Nasr criticizes the imperialistic West; but he also criticizes the slumber
ing East, but not in the manner of modernist criticism which considers the 
East inferior to the West and holds that its task should be to chase and try to 
"catch up with" the West. In his criticism of the East, Nasr searches for the 
original, perennial knowledge and truths. He does not support the idea of 
time understood as a straight line; he is not one of those who worships 
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"progress" and defines Islam according to the schemes projected into the 
future. 

His major achievement is the discovery of the congeniality of the ancient 
sciences of the East and the Islamic East-the congeniality of perennial 
truths and the traces of the Absolute within the ancient world tradition. Nasr 
is not the theoretician of world history, or world revolution, or world 
progress. In a word, he is not a thinker of the projects of mind whose aim is 
to change mankind and the earth at any cost. On the contrary, Nasr is the 
thinker of the ancient, perennial world tradition and that places him among 
the most engaged advocates of tradition with a capital "T." The achievements 
of Frithjof Schuon and Titus Burckhardt enable us to see the magnitude of 
Nasr's achievement. Namely, Nasr owes them as much as they owe him: 
without him, their penetration into philosophia perennis would remain 
without a proper answer on the part of Islam. 

In his book, Knowledge and the Sacred, 14 Nasr explains why it is 
necessary for the Sacred to knock on our door again. The Sacred rises when 
danger is near, the Sacred comes as the salutary Sacred, as the Message 
whispering to the human dust that it is not here, under the moon's sphere, in 
vain. Knowledge and the Sacred is one of the most beautiful comments on 
the Sacred in modem times. 

Let me mention, in the end, a very significant detail which is not 
sufficiently emphasized by the critics of Nasr's work. To wit, on almost 
every title page of his many works there is a significant detail from Islamic 
art. 11 It is as if Nasr were providing the pleasure for our eyes equal to the 
pleasure for our spirit while we read the filigrees of his sentences. In his 
numerous studies dedicated to the wide palette of Islamic art and spirituality 
Nasr clearly emphasizes that Islamic art is a traditional art whose arabesques, 
for example, make us experience "certain infinite wholes" as Hans-6eorg 
Gadamer qualifies them. Nasr, as a matter of fact, insists on the comparative 
study of Islamic Wholeness, that is, on the need to experience simultaneously 
the Universal Message of the Quran and Islam in Sufism and Islamic art in 
many ways in the grandiose esoteric systems of Islamic Persia and in Islamic 
poetry, architecture, and miniature; in the great, traditional "theological" 
systems and in Islamic music. In other words, this is the traditional Islam 
which does not permit any branch to be amputated from its tree, because 
each branch is connected to the Source of the Revelation. Nasr is a laudable 
gardener of that tree, the type of gardener traditional Islam had earlier in the 
personalities of Ibn 'Arabi, al-Ghazzali, or Riimi 
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NOTES 

1. So far, Nasr has written many works, enough to comprise a library. If all 
of his works that are published and translated in dozens of languages were brought 
together, they would surpass in number the works of Ibn Rushd and al-Ghazzali. 

2. See S. H. Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1964). In this work Nasr writes about 
the cosmological doctrines of Ikhwan al-Safii, al-Biriini, and Ibn Sina. 

3. Nasr's book Science and Civilization in Islam (New York: Mentor 
Classics, 1970) shows in the most beautiful way the universality oflslamic science, 
speaks of educational institutions, the classification of sciences, observatories, 
hospitals, mystic centers, cosmology, cosmography, geography, and natural history, 
as well as about Alhazen (Ibn al-Haytham), al-Biriini, al-Khazini, the Brethren of 
Purity, al-Khwarazmi, 'Umar Khayyam, and so on. 

4. The very titles of traditional Islamic works indicate that Islamic culture and 
civilization are not somber; that they resemble a fountain whose waters come from 
the springs of eternal beauty. N asr never fails to emphasize that. 

5. Nasr's criticism of modem Western science is a constructive one. He 
almost always finds the forgotten counterparts to the traditional Western sciences 
and points out that the West, too, had its primordial science, and its eternal wisdom 
(philosophia perennis). It is necessary for the West to return to those sources. But 
Nasr also criticizes the incomplete Muslim scientists ('ulama ')who are not trying 
to get to know the West, although it represents an imminent threat for them. 

6. Compare Nasr's works: Three Muslim Sages (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1964), $adr al-Din Shiriizl and His Transcendent Theosophy 
(Tehran: Imperial Iranian Academy of Philosophy, 1978), Western Science and 
Asian Cultures (New Delhi: Indian Council for Cultural Relations, 1976), and An 
Annotated Bibliography of Islamic Science (Tehran: Imperial Iranian Academy of 
Philosophy, 197 5). All these works deal with the heuristic character of ancient 
Islamic science and other sciences of traditional Eastern cultures. 

7. Nasr's work The Encounter of Man and Nature: The Spiritual Crisis of 
Modern Man (London: Allen and Unwin, 1968) represents the sincere cry of a 
traditionalistic intellectual to save the earth from the jaws of modem technology. 
This is the most beautiful work ever dedicated to ecology and ecophilia. 

8. We would like to direct the reader to the following ofNasr's works: Sufi 
Essays (London: Allen and Unwin, 1972); some chapters from the book Ideals and 
Realities of Islam (London: Allen and Unwin, 1966); and the book Jaliil al-Din 
Riimi, Supreme Persian Poet and Sage (Tehran: High Council of Culture and the 
Arts, 1974). 

9. Goethe first read the translation of Hafiz's Diwiin translated into German 
by Joseph Hammer-Purgstall. See: J. Hammer-Purgstall, Der Diwan, 2 vo1s. 
(Stuttgart: J. G. Cottaschen Buchh, 1812-1813). Upon this reading he composed his 
own West-Eastern Divan, trans. J. Whaley (London: Oswald Wolff, 1974) in 1814. 
For a brief discussion of this, see: Joseph McCabe, Goethe: The Man and His 
Character (London: G. Bell & Sons, 1912), pp. 333-35. 

10. S. H. Nasr, Traditional Islam in the Modern World (London: KPI, 1987). 
As early as 1967 Nasr published a very significant book entitled Islamic Studies: 
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Essays on Law and Society, the Sciences, Philosophy and Sufism (Beirut: Librarie 
du Liban, 1967). In several chapters of this book he speaks about the significant 
social, religious, and scientific trends in the Islamic world. This book struck a 
responsive chord because of its challenging and critically intoned assumptions. It 
should be pointed out that Nasr published numerous studies in Western languages 
in which he dealt with the question of traditional Islam in modem times and the 
modem world. Special emphasis is given to an inter-religious, ecumenic dialogue 
of the Muslims, Hindus, Christians, Jews, and Buddhists. Nasr is a great advocate 
of inter-religious tolerance. 

11. My friend Hilmo Neimarlija, professor at the Islamic Theological Faculty 
in Sarajevo, who introduced me to Nasr's works and who earned my eternal 
gratitude for doing that, wrote a short introductory note to my translations ofNasr's 
articles published in the periodical Islamic Thought in the course of 1986. The note 
is entitled "Spiritual Perenniality of Islam" and some of its phrasings are quoted in 
this paper. 

12. Ibid. 
13. Ibid. 
14. S. H. Nasr, Knowledge and the Sacred (New York: Crossroad, 1981). 
15. See Nasr's book Islamic Art and Spirituality (Albany: State University of 

New York Press, 1987), dedicated to the Islamic experience of art as sacred art. 



REPLY TO ENES KARIC 

As one of the leading intellectual figures of Bosnia, Professor Enes Karic 
is among those Muslim intellectuals who by their geographical as well 

as cultural situation are more deeply aware ofthe challenges of modernism 
for Islamic thought than most Muslim thinkers living in the heartland of the 
Islamic world-who usually have less direct access to the primary sources 
of modem thought. Moreover, Karic is also very well acquainted with my 
ideas and has translated many of my works into Bosnian. It is therefore 
natural that in his very kind and laudatory essay, he, as a Bosnian intellec
tual, should deal first and foremost with my attitude towards modernism. In 
my response I shall try to clarify my position concerning this issue, especially 
in the general context of contemporary Islamic thought, rather than com
menting upon specific points of his presentation-except at the end where 
I hope to clarify further two specific statements made by him. 

Since the onslaught of the West and the modernism it brought with it to 
the Islamic world, the question of dealing with modernism, within which I 
would include in the context of the present discussion postmodemism as 
well, has been central to Islamic intellectual concerns. Well-known Islamic 
thinkers from Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, Mu~ammad 'Abduh, Sayyid Sa'id 
Nursi, and Mu~ammad Iqbal to Mawlana Abu'l-Kalam Azad, Mawlana 
Abu'l-'Ala' Mawdudi, Sayyid Qu!b, and more recently Murtic;la Mu!ahhari 
(and to some extent his and my own teacher, 'Allamah Taba!aba 'i), 'Ali 
Shari'ati, Fazlur Rahman, Isma'il al-Faruqi and during the last few years 
Sayyid Naquib al-Attas, Mu~mmad Arkoun and' Abd al-Karim Surush, just 
to name some but not all of the better known figures, have sought to deal 
with this multifaceted issue. Meanwhile, numerous Sufis and scholars of 
jurisprudence or fuqaha' appeared during this period of one and a half 
centuries who rejected modernism outright without seeking to study it in 
depth and refuted it without providing an 'intellectual response, although 
there are a few exceptions such as 'Abd al-J:Ialim Ma~mud. 

My position vis-a-vis what Karic calls the Moderna in the context of 
contemporary Islamic thought can be understood by comparison with the 
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views of these and other Islamic thinkers not mentioned here. I have always 
stood in defense of the traditional perspective in general and specifically in 
the Islamic context of all dimensions of that tradition including the Divine 
Law or al-Shari'ah, Sufism and the Islamic intellectual tradition including 
theology, philosophy, and the sciences. In this sense, I belong to the rank of 
traditionalist Islamic thinkers who have rejected modernism since its 
appearance in the Islamic world some two centuries ago. And yet, my 
position is different from most of them in the sense that my rejection has 
been more pervasive and, moreover, it has been based upon first-hand 
knowledge of what I have criticized. I have sought to understand the 
challenges of modem thought before confronting it, whether this challenge 
be philosophical or scientific. In the sense of being involved with modem 
issues, and only in this sense, have I been engaged in an activity similar to 
that of the Islamic modernists, but because of the perspective from which I 
have made my criticisms, my works have reached very different conclusions. 
I do not in any way identify myselfwith any ofthe forms of modernism in 
the Islamic world. 

Perhaps I was the first Islamic thinker who, having studied extensively 
in the West and having become deeply immersed and formally educated in 
different facets of Western thought, rejected the very foundation of modern 
thought and returned to the bosom of traditional Islam. Of course, in this task 
of understanding the real nature of modernism, I was aided to a very great 
extent by Western traditional critics of modernism, especially the masters of 
traditional thought in the West, Guenon, Coomaraswamy, and Schuon, as my 
intellectual autobiography contained in this volume reveals. Also in 
undertaking my critique of modernism from the traditional point of view, I 
was equipped perhaps with greater in-depth knowledge of Western science, 
its history and philosophy, than other well-known Islamic thinkers ~who 
sought to deal with these issues on the basis of the Islamic intellectual 
tradition. Moreover, my exposition of traditional Islam has embraced nearly 
all the intellectual and spiritual dimensions of it including Sufism, philoso
phy, theology, and the cosmological sciences, in contrast to many others who 
have espoused one or two dimensions while rejecting others. Since I began 
to criticize modernism in detail some forty years ago, there has appeared a 
younger generation of Islamic thinkers who have followed in one way or 
another some of the perspectives opened by my writings. But it might not be 
too audacious to say that I was perhaps the first Islamic thinker rooted 
completely in the Islamic intellectual tradition in all of its major facets who 
set out to provide an Islamic response to modernity on the basis of firsthand 
knowledge of the sources ofboth modern and Islamic thought. The hands of 
destiny allowed me to gain this knowledge through long years of study in the 
West and also provided me with the opportunity to study the intellectual and 
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spiritual aspects of Islam with some of the greatest masters of these subjects 
in my home country of Persia and elsewhere. 

My treading upon an as yet untravelled ground, my defense of the 
universality of religious truth, espousal of Sufism and at the same time the 
Islamic philosophical tradition embracing most of the intellectual elements 
of both Sunni and Shi'ite thought, and holding on to an uncompromising 
stand against various currents of modem and postmodem philosophical 
thought from rationalism and empiricism to existentialism and deconstruc
tion ism gained me many opponents not only in the West, but also among 
modernists within the Islamic world. Even some traditional authorities, for 
whom I have held the greatest respect, could not understand my defense of 
the universality of religious truth or both Sufism and Islamic philosophy at 
the same time. 

Also, my criticism of the limitations and dangers resulting from the 
generalization of the scientific world view in the form of scientism and my 
severe criticism of the calamities brought about by the blind importation of 
modem technology and its ever greater applications-resulting in profound 
alterations in the quality, the rhythm and tempo of everyday life of 
Muslims-fell at first on deaf ears in the Islamic world. At this time at least 
a few in the West were willing to listen to what I had to say when from the 
'60s I began to speak of the impending environmental crisis and its spiritual 
causes. It is only now, some forty years later, that my appreciation ofislamic 
science from its own perspective, my criticism but not a simple rejection of 
the presumptions of modern science, and some of the conclusions drawn 
from it and analysis of the environmental crisis, its religious and spiritual 
causes, and the necessity of an Islamic response to this central issue, are 
receiving wide attention in the Islamic world. I have never written a separate 
treatise criticizing systematically various modem Islamic thinkers and the 
lack of serious intellectual content on the one hand and lack of Islamic 
authenticity on the other within most works by Islamic modernists who claim 
to be dealing with serious philosophical and intellectual issues. But many of 
my writings contain sections dealing with these questions. 

I want to be clearly distinguished from various types of Islamic 
modernistic thinkers who, instead of criticizing prevalent "isms" in light of 
the perennial truths contained in Islamic thought, surrender to these "isms" 
and try to change Islamic teachings to accommodate the mental fashions of 
the day. I would be much happier were I to be identified with the traditional 
thinkers whose knowledge of the tradition on whatever level is highly 
respected precisely because it is traditional, even if confined to only one 
dimension of the Islamic tradition. But I identify myself most of all with 
those within this group who have been concerned with traditional truth at its 
highest level found at the heart of Sufism and later Islamic philosophy. 
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Wherein I differ from this group is not in the mode and context of the 
knowledge in question, but in my being able to formulate that knowledge in 
a contemporary manner, and in my applying it to the problems at hand, most 
of which are the result of the philosophical challenges posed by modem and 
postmodem Western thought. I am now no longer a lonely figure seeking to 
carry out this task. A whole new generation of Islamic thinkers is now 
coming forward who are pursuing the same goals. 

There is another issue which needs to be mentioned in this context. 
Nearly all Islamic thinkers who have tried to confront the problems of 
modernity have turned naturally to the West, the original home of modem
ism. But rarely have they concerned themselves seriously, at least until quite 
recently, with one of the consequences of the secularism brought about by 
modernism; this consequence is the creation of a religious vacuum that has 
caused many Western theologians, philosophers, and scholars of religion to 
consider under new light the presence of other religions on a global scale. I 
was interested in this issue from my youth and have devoted a lifetime to 
carrying. out religious dialogue and writing about other religions including 
Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, and other non-Abrahamic religions. What has 
now become popular as the question of religious pluralism, and more 
recently civilizational dialogue, has been at the center of my interests during 
the past four decades and my philosophical concerns have always been 
global. In this domain also there are now many younger Islamic thinkers 
devoted to these issues on a world wide scale, but among well-known Islamic 
thinkers who have been concerned with the relation of Islam to modernity, 
such an interest on a truly global scale has been very rare indeed. 

Today one can no longer speak, as is often the case in Western studies 
of Islam which I have criticized on many occasions, of only traditional 
Muslim thinkers who know nothing of modernity and its philosophica~-roots 
on the one hand, and modernists who are trying to accommodate the 
perennial and traditional teachings of Islam to whatever "ism" happens to be 
current at the time on the other. There is now a third group of thinkers in the 
Islamic world who are as firmly rooted in the Islamic tradition as the first 
group, but who also know modernism as well as, if not better than, the 
second group, but who instead of trying to accommodate the teachings of 
Islam to various imported "isms," seek to apply the teachings oftradition in 
providing answers to the challenge of these "isms." I think that Professor 
Karic is himself an eminent representative of this third group in Bosnia. I 
take pride in being a pioneer in the training of this new category of Islamic 
thinkers who are now coming to the fore to an even greater degree as the 
main defenders of the Islamic tradition before the unprecedented intellectual 
and social challenges that the Islamic world is facing today. In trying to 
understand my role as a critic of the Moderna, to use the terminology of the 
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author of this essay, in the general context of contemporary Islamic thought, 
the comments I have made here may be of some value. 

Following these general comments, there are two specific points 
mentioned by Karic upon which I wish to elaborate further. In referring to 
my claim that the paradigm which has dominated Western thought since the 
Renaissance has exhausted its possibility and is coming to an end, Karic 
writes, "this truth is often neglected by many modem Muslims who are 
enthusiastic about the West and who even claim that Islam made the 
Renaissance possible, and consequently the industrial (and other) revolutions 
that shook the West." This is a major problem which I have been discussing 
in the Islamic world since the 1950s when I first began to write and lecture 
publicly. Meanwhile I have also criticized the philosophical assumptions of 
the Renaissance for the Western audience. 

As a result of an inferiority complex vis-a-vis the modem West, many 
modernized Muslim thinkers, going back to the nineteenth century, have 
tried to give Islam the credit for the European Renaissance without fully 
understanding what the Renaissance really meant for the world of faith and 
tradition in the West. Their argument, even if some of the presumptions are 
held by them unconsciously, can be summarized as follows: The West is 
great. This greatness began with the Renaissance. The Renaissance was 
brought about by the transmission of Islamic learning and philosophy to the 
West. Therefore, Islam is great. This absurd idea presented here on purpose 
in syllogistic form is so widely held, especially among the Muslim intelligen
tsia of the Indo-Pakistani subcontinent, that few are willing to examine its 
premises. Few in this group have read what a Petrarch wrote about Islam or 
what the rise of skepticism as a philosophy during the Renaissance entailed 
for the very religious philosophy in the West which had been deeply 
influenced by Ibn Sina, al-Ghazzall, Ibn Rushd, and other Muslim thinkers. 
I was perhaps the first Muslim thinker to carry out an in-depth criticism of 
the Renaissance and the premises and consequences of the syllogism 
outlined above and to try to refute the philosophy of history derived from this 
interpretation of the Renaissance. I have, of course, also discussed in many 
of my works the transmission of Islamic philosophy and science to the West. 
My works have also been concerned with a reevaluation of medieval 
European thought and culture which many modern Muslim thinkers have 
chosen to see almost completely through the eyes of humanistic and often 
secular historians of the West who coined the term "Dark Ages." This idea 
is still alive in everyday Western discourse despite the rediscovery of the 
Middle Ages in the age of Romanticism and extensive research carried out 
in the fields of medieval philosophy, theology, art, and so on, during the past 
century. 

Finally in section V, Karic, in referring to my defense of traditional 
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Islam, writes, "it is our impression that he [Nasr] uses this syntax in a very 
specific sense, namely, that Islam begins with the Quran but does not end 
with it!" This statement can be misleading as far as my thought is concerned. 
For me, Islam both begins and ends with the Quran, but it begins with the 
outward meaning of the Quran and "ends" in the infinite ocean of its inward 
meaning. The understanding of Islam must of necessity begin with the 
outward meaning of the Sacred Text, but the Sacred Text possesses many 
levels of meaning, the highest, according to tradition, known only to God. 
The more one grows in the understanding of Islam, the more one penetrates 
the inward and esoteric meaning of the Quran, which is considered to be the 
source of all authentic sophia by traditional Islamic thinkers including 
myself; but no matter how deeply one advances in the comprehension of 
Islam and succeeds in its application to new circumstances and current 
philosophical and theological issues, one will never transcend the Quran. 
Rather, one always ultimately "ends" with it, although that "it" is no longer 
confined to the literal and outward understanding of the Sacred Text. One of 
the names of the Quran is the Guide (al-Hudi) and another Light (al-Niir). 
My view is that an Islamic thinker can never function as an Islamic thinker 
without that Guidance and without that Light, no matter in what circum
stance he finds himself. 

The full exposition of my critique of modernism and my philosophical 
position dealing with this question in the matrix of contemporary Islamic 
thought is a vast subject whose full treatment would require a separate 
treatise. I am grateful to Professor Karic in affording me this opportunity to 
deal at least with some of the major aspects of my perspective and those 
places wherein I differ from other well-known Muslim thinkers who have 
concerned themselves with this critical issue of modernism during the past 
two centuries. 

S.H.N. 
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Marietta Stepaniants 

SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR: 
APOLOGIST OR REFORMER OF ISLAM? 

I t was in the late sixties that I met Dr. Seyyed Hossein Nasr. He was the 
Iranian participant in the UNESCO seminar at the Indian International 

Center in New Delhi. I could not then expect him to become a "hero" of my 
academic writings for many years to come. I still remember how Dr. Nasr 
looked: a handsome man in an elegant white suit, very self-confident, in all 
appearance, quite successful in his career. My memory also keeps some of 
his views, especially the one about an analogy between the Islamic teaching 
and the Ka'bah-the perfect cube that does not need any change; conse
quently, any attempt to bring reforms in Muslim teaching is alien to the true 
spirit of that religion. His stand was in dissonance with what I was thinking 
about modem developments in Islam, and that made me later write to him. 
However, I never got a response. It might not be his fault at all, but the result 
of the shortcomings of communication between a Soviet and an Ira:rrtan in 
those years. 

There was no other occasion for me to meet Nasr personally. Yet, I 
encountered him many times indirectly through reading his books and 
reflecting on them. At first, my evaluation of Nasr's views was rather 
negative. I took him for a Muslim conservative, even a reactionary, who 
stands for the status quo and opposes any new trend in Islam and in the 
Muslim society. In fact, this evaluation was prompted, to a large extent, by 
my own understanding of the reformative process in Islam. 

Being a student of Urdu language and doing research mainly in the field 
of Muslim studies on the Indo-Pakistani subcontinent, I wrote my first 
dissertation in 1964 which was soon published, first in Moscow and then in 
Lahore, in the form of a book under the title Pakistan: Philosophy and 
Sociology. Thus, from the very start of my academic work I was under the 
impact of such Muslim thinkers as Seyyed Ahmad Khan, Abu'l-KaHim 
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Azad, Mu\mmmad Iqbal, and Mawlana Abu'l-'Ala' Mawdiidi whose ideas 
shaped my understanding of what was Muslim apology or Muslim reforma
tion. Later on I tried to "cross" the borders of the Indo-Pakistani subconti
nent by writing on Islamic philosophy and social thought in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries and dealing with such personalities as Mu~ammad 
'Abduh, Jamal al-Oin al-Afghan'i, Sayyid Qu!b, and so on. The judgment, 
to which I had come finally, made me think that the response of the Muslim 
world to the challenges of modem times expressed itself in three main forms: 
Islamic orthodoxy, standing for the status quo; modernism, inclined to reject 
its own tradition and to accept Western values and institutions; and a 
reformative trend, similar to the Reformation in Christianity. 

The views ofNasr do not match any of those divisions. Reckoning upon 
his appearance, on the social status he held, being closely associated with the 
Shah of Iran, on the modem education he received as a graduate ofMIT and 
Harvard, one could expect him to belong to the ranks either of modernists 
or of reformers. However, his writings do not substantiate that. Since 
Mu~ammad Iqbal is my favorite among Muslim reformers, I see him as a 
Muslim reformer par excellence, and I have always been inclined to compare 
others with him. From this perspective, the views ofNasr seem not only to 
be unlike those of Iqbal, but to conflict with them. 

Iqbal, the poet and philosopher of the Indo-Pakistan subcontinent, aims 
to reconstruct the religious thought of Islam. He believes that "with the 
reawakening of Islam in modern times Muslims should examine, in an 
independent spirit, what the Europeans have thought and how far the 
conclusions reached by them can help them in revision and, if necessary, 
reconstruction, of theological thought in Islam."1 As to Nasr, he insists on 
the necessity of reasserting the principles of Islam. In his words, "putting 
aside the preservation of the Islamic religion itself, no task is more crucial 
in the present context of Islamic society than this reassertion of the 
immutable principles of Islam. "2 

Looking at the example ofTurkey, which in his time was the only one 
among Muslim nations to shake off its dogmatic slumber, and to attain to 
self-consciousness, Mu~ammad Iqbal praises it for stepping forth and 
creating new values, while the other Muslim countries were mechanically 
repeating old values. The poet-philosopher shares the opinion of those who 
affirm that "to have a succession of identical thoughts and feelings is to have 
no thoughts and feelings at all. "3 

Dr. Nasr, in contrast, considers modernity and tradition to stand in 
opposition to each other. He does not hesitate to side with the latter and to 
reject the former in a categorical manner: "One could say that the traditional 
worlds were essentially good and accidentally evil, and the modem world 
essentially evil and accidentally good. Tradition is therefore opposed in 
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principle to modemism."4 Nasr does not accept modernism in principle since 
he believes that it is due to it that the history of Western men during the past 
five centuries became an anomaly in the long history of the human race. 

Tradition is understood by the Iranian philosopher as "inextricably 
related to revelation and religion, to the sacred, to the notion of orthodoxy, 
to authority, to the continuity,"5 while he views modernity as consisting 
mainly of secularism, humanism, rationalism, and historicism. It is well 
known that Muslim reformers highly appreciate the above mentioned aspects 
of modernity and are of the opinion that the backwardness of Muslim 
societies results from the lack of them. The reformers reinterpret Islam, 
striving to prove that their religion does not object to all those elements of 
modernity; conversely, if it is "purified" from the burden of traditionalism, 
one would find out that the teaching of Mul)ammad is fully in tune with 
them. As to Nasr, his writings are dedicated to confirming the hostility of all 
the above mentioned components of modernity to the true spirit of Islam. 

The sharpest criticism is addressed toward desacralization, on which 
modernity is essentially based. Nasr charges desacralization with making a 
bad impact on everything: religion, knowledge, history, cosmos, language, 
and so on. In his words, "reason cut off from its root in the permanent could 
not but reduce reality to process, time to pure quantity, and history to a 
process without a transcendent entelechy and, at the same time, the mother 
and progenitor of all that the modem mentality considered as reality."6 

The clear difference between Nasr and reformers like Mu.\Jammad Iqbal 
can be seen in comparing their views on three main notions of modernity 
associated with the theory of evolution, with the Enlightenment's concept of 
man, and with rationalism. 

In The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam Mul)ammad Iqbal 
a number of times speaks about the concept of evolution. He appeals ~to the 
authority of the Quran (Ill: 131, VII: 181, XIV :5) constantly citing historical 
instances; to the writings oflbn Miskawaih (d. 421 A.H.)-"the first among 
Muslim thinkers to give a clear and in many respects thorough modem 
theory of the origin of man"; 7 to the great Sufi poet Riimi, who, in his words, 
expressed "tremendous enthusiasm for the biological future of man" under 
the impact of the theory of evolution;8 to Ibn Khaldiin's view of history. 
Finally, Iqbal comes to the conclusion that it is "a gross error" to think that 
the Quran and the Islamic teaching as such "have no germs of a historical 
doctrine. "9 

The Iranian philosopher sees, on the contrary, "the logical and even 
biological absurdity of the theory of evolution."10 The absurdity of that 
theory, in his view, results from its futile attempt to substitute horizontal, 
material causes in a unidimensional world to explain effects whose causes 
belong to other levels of reality, to the vertical dimensions of existence. The 
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main fault of the theory of evolution is that it does not acknowledge the first 
stage of the genesis of man, which is the Divinity Itself, thus ignoring an 
uncreated "aspect" of man. As to the concoctions of scriptural evidence 
made up to support evolutionary theory, Nasr considers them to be based 
upon the forgetting of the traditional commentaries pointing out the vertical 
scale of existence. 

Mul).ammad Iqbal is, surely, in great sympathy with the ideas of the 
Enlightenment, in particular with those concerning the concept of man. He 
acknowledges man to be superior to nature. Iqbal strongly criticizes those 
who regard the world as a process realizing a pre-ordained goal, since "that 
is not a world of free, responsible agents; it is only a stage on which puppets 
are made to move by a kind of pull from behind." 11 He affirms that "the lot 
of man is to share in the deeper aspirations of the universe around him and 
to shape his own destiny as well as of the universe sometimes by adjusting 
himself to its forces, sometimes by putting the whole ofhis energy to mold 
its forces to his own ends and purposes," in this way becoming a co-worker 
with God. 12 

Nasr looks at the modem conception of man as the antipode to that 
which considers man to be the pontiff or bridge between Heaven and earth. 
The worldly humanism of the Renaissance, in his opinion, has brought into 
life the Promethean rebel with whom modem man usually identifies himself. 
The Iranian philosopher claims that the kind of humanism associated with 
the Promethean revolt of the Renaissance, in the long run, has led to "the 
veritably infrahuman which threatens not only the human quality oflife but 
the very existence of man on earth."13 His vision of man's role in this world 
is in clear opposition to the reformers' views mentioned above, since Nasr 
believes that "the grandeur of man does not lie in his cunning, cleverness or 
titanic creations but resides most of all in the incredible power to empty 
himself of himself, to cease to exist in the initiatic sense, to participate in the 
state of spiritual poverty and emptiness which permits him to experience 
Ultimate Reality." 14 Surely, one might easily take this quotation for the 
words of any mystic. 

The life of man, as Mul).ammad Iqbal believes, depends on his ability to 
"establish connections" with the reality that confronts him. Those connec
tions could be established by knowledge-"sense-perception elaborated by 
understanding." 15 Knowledge is understood by Iqbal in a very broad sense
as based on all possible kinds of experience. In fact, Iqbal refuses to accept 
any discrimination in that matter. For him, "the facts of religious experience 
are facts among other facts ofhuman experience and, in capacity of yielding 
knowledge by interpretation, one fact is as good as another." 16 

Following the tradition of Islamic philosophers, especially oflbn Rushd, 
Iqbal takes science and religion as two separate spheres of knowledge: "In 
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the domain of science we try to understand its meanings in reference to the 
external behavior of reality; in the domain of religion we take it as 
representative of some kind of reality and try to discover its meaning in 
reference mainly to the inner nature of that reality. The scientific and 
religious processes are in a sense parallel to each other." 17 

Nasr, vice versa, states that an essential feature of the Islamic worldview 
has always been the hierarchy ofknowledge. 18 To demonstrate the genuine 
attitude of Islam towards knowledge Nasr refers to the Quran (VI:8): 

And with Him are the keys of the invisible. 
None but He knoweth them. 
And He knoweth what is in the land and the sea. 
Not a leaf falleth, but He knoweth it, 
Not a grain amid the darkness of the earth, 
Naught of wet or dry 
But (it be noted) in a clear record. 

The Iranian philosopher interprets the above quoted ayah as meaning 
that, since Allah is the knower of all things and the cause of all events, His 
Knowledge overshadows the possibility of any secondary cause: "This is not 
to imply that the study of nature and natural causes is futile. On the contrary, 
both the Quran and ljadith give specific instructions to man to study God's 
creation. However, this study should be directed towards an understanding 
of His Wisdom in creation rather than to discover any causes which may be 
placed alongside Him, thereby destroying His Unity." 19 Hence, in Nasr's 
opinion, the purpose of getting knowledge is "to study nature as the unified 
handiwork of God in order to discover His Wisdom, to see His sign upon the 
horizon, as the Quran states, and to learn spiritual lessons from it. "20 

.... 

To the hierarchy of knowledge corresponds the hierarchy of means of 
knowledge. The Intellect is on the top. It is defined by Nasr in the following 
way: "The Intellect, the instrument through which this type of knowledge is 
obtained, which is at once the source of revelation and exists 
microcosmically within man, must not be mistaken for reason alone. The 
'aql is at once both intellectus or nous and ratio or reason. It is both the 
supernal sun that shines within man and the reflection of this sun on the 
plane of the mind which we call reason."21 The possession of the Intellect is 
Intelligence, which is nothing but "a divine gift which leads man to an 
affirmation of the doctrine ofunity (al-taw~Id) and of the essential verities 
of the Islamic revelation. "22 

While the Intellect is a means of obtaining the knowledge of the Reality 
that transcends nature, reason is an instrument of getting the knowledge of 
the phenomenal world, of nature. The former deals with the ultimate causes 
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of the Universe, its origin, constitution, and qualitative content, seeking 
through the understanding of the symbols present in nature to gain knowl
edge of Reality. The latter, that is reason, occupies itself with phenomena of 
nature as pure facts without relating them to a higher order of Reality. 

The reduction of knowledge to its lowest stage, where individual reason 
functions cut free from the Intellect, in Nasr's view, has brought rationalism 
into life. The Iranian philosopher strongly criticizes rationalism, particularly 
as it developed in the West, for "an attempt to build a closed system 
embracing the whole reality and based upon human reason alone."23 Nasr 
claims that rationalism affirms as the ultimate criterion of reality the human 
ego and not the Divine Intellect or Pure Being. 

Nasr insists on the unacceptability for Muslims to separate the spiritual 
and the secular. Any true knowledge, including the knowledge in the domain 
of philosophy and science, has been derived from revelation, from "the niche 
of prophecy," to use the Quranic terminology. Islam could not remain 
indifferent to any form of knowledge, hence, any idea or doctrine should be 
charged in accordance with their conformity with the teaching of Islam. 

It is quite significant that when talking about reason and its functions 
Nasr always deals with its abilities in obtaining knowledge about nature. He 
never speaks about the role of reason in social life and its organization. On 
the contrary, the Muslim reformers, like Mu~mmad Iqbal, concentrate their 
attention on the role that reason could play in regulating and improving 
social life. Never in Nasr's writings, at least in those which were available 
to me in Russia, have I found him mentioning ijtihad-the right of 
independent private judgment on legal questions. As to Iqbal, he joins his 
voice in support of a call to "open the doors of ijtihad'' that were closed 
practically for the last five hundred years. The poet-philosopher believes that 
Muslim society based on the Islamic conception of Reality, which conceives 
the ultimate spiritual basis of all life as eternal and at the same time revealing 
itself in variety and changes, must reconcile in its life permanence and 
change. If eternal principles are understood in such a way as to lead to the 
exclusion of all the possibilities of change, it results in the immobility of that 
which is essentially mobile in its nature. While Europe, in Iqbal's opinion, 
demonstrates the failure in maintaining eternal principles to regulate its 
collective life, the world of Islam illustrates for centuries the immobility 
caused by its underestimation of and opposition to changes.24 

Do all of the above mentioned comparisons between the views ofNasr 
and of Iqbal lead us to the conclusion that the former is a conservative 
apologist who opposes reformative process as such? Quite a number of those 
who are aware of Nasr's views think about him in this way. (I have 
determined this by talking to many scholars, including Muslims.) However, 
nowadays I hesitate to make such a verdict. At least two aspects ofNasr's 
worldview prevent me from that. 
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The first is Nasr's approach to Sufism. Apologists, conservatives among 
Muslims, as a rule, base their arguments on the authority of so-called 
Muslim orthodoxy. Hence, they are commonly named traditionalists or 
fundamentalists. Sufism as a mystical trend in Islam usually is viewed by 
Muslim traditionalists either as a kind of heresy or at least as a marginal 
trend in Islam. At the same time, it is not by chance, Sufism has attracted the 
attention of many Muslim reformers (including Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, 
Mu~ammad 'Abduh, Mu};lammad Iqbal, and so on) in the beginning of their 
careers because of its relatively independent spirit. Nasr has never betrayed 
his loyalty to Sufism. To him it is not just one ofthe trends in the frames of 
Islam, Sufism is its esoteric and inner dimension, "the marrow of the bone."25 

Tariqah is a spiritual way, while Shari'ah is a Divine Law. 
Second, Nasr's preoccupation with the theme ofknowledge, in general, 

and scientific knowledge, in particular makes him look quite different from 
traditionalists, who either express their negative attitude to sciences or at 
least ignore them as though they do not deserve serious attention. 

In reflecting on Nasr's views it might be useful to keep under consider
ation a hint he drops about his own stand among the main trends in 
contemporary Muslim thought. Here is the passage from Sufi Essays in 
which Nasr speaks about two kinds of moods prevailing among the students 
of universities in the more modernized Muslim countries: " ... those who 
were completely secularized and Westernized and more or less rejected 
Islam, at least as a complete code and way of life; and those who were very 
pious and devout Muslims but who limited Islam to the most outward 
interpretation of the Shari'ah and rejected all that pertains to Sufism and the 
whole intellectual and spiritual dimension of Islam."26 It looks as if Nasr 
takes neither modernist nor traditionalist sides. Yet, neither does he very 
much resemble reformers as has been shown above. The reason couia be a 
peculiar strategy suggested by the Iranian philosopher to reform Muslim 
society. 

This strategy is based upon the conviction that Muslim society should 
be modernized or reformed on grounds rooted in Islam. Hence, Nasr does 
not oppose scientific progress as such (he is too well educated not to be able 
to grasp its significance), but advocates the development of so-called Islamic 
sciences. The latter are supposed to be based upon the particular genius of 
the Islamic perspective which is centered upon unity: "To see the signs of 
God in nature ... for the purpose of seeing Divine wisdom therein. "27 

The idea of unity seems to be of the greatest importance for Nasr, not 
only in its cosmological sense, but in a social as well. His strategy of 
reforming aims to avoid disintegration, loss of the spirit of solidarity in 
ummah. It is that very integrating power of Sufism which attracts the Iranian 
philosopher most. He speaks about this function of Sufism constantly: "The 
method of integration contained in Sufism concerns not only the individuals 
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who are affected by it but also casts its light upon the whole of society and 
is the hidden source for the regeneration of Islamic ethics and the integration 
of the Islamic community."28 Over and over Nasr warns against disorder, 
anarchy caused by the "malady of secularization" and its "negative freedom." 

Iqbal's approach to freedom is strikingly different. In one ofhis lectures 
the poet-philosopher analyzes the causes that had brought the closure of the 
door of ijtihad and reduced the Law of Islam to a state of immobility. The 
main cause, in his view, is an incorrect supposition that the survival and 
prosperity of the Muslim world depends exclusively on preserving the social 
integrity of Islam by a jealous exclusion of all innovations. Iqbal acknowl
edges that those who hold this position are partly right because the social 
order maintained by organization to a certain extent counteracts the forces 
of decay. However, according to Iqbal, they, as well as modem 'ulama', 

do not see, that the ultimate fate of a people does not depend so much on 
organization as on the worth and power of individual men. In an over
organized society the individual is altogether crushed out of existence. He 
gains the whole wealth of social thought around him and loses his own soul. 
Thus a false reverence for past history and its artificial resurrection constitutes 
no remedy for a people's decay .... The only effective power, therefore, that 
counteracts the forces of decay in a people is the rearing of self-concentrated 
individuals .... They disclose new standards in the light of which we begin to 
see that our environment is not wholly inviolable and requires revision.29 

This passage from Mu~ammad Iqbal clearly shows the principal 
difference in strategies adopted by the Muslim reformer and by Seyyed 
Hossein Nasr. The views of the Iranian philosopher are of a particular 
significance because they reflect a certain trend of thought which is gaining 
momentum in many parts of the non-Western world. Disillusion is wide
spread: the hopes and plans for overcoming backwardness and for bringing 
prosperity by following non-traditional models, either of Western capitalism 
or Soviet socialism, have failed. All the attempts to transplant alien values, 
institutions, and so on, happen to be futile. The painful reaction against that 
kind of transplantation takes sometimes the most extreme forms-the anti
Shah revolution in Iran is the best example of that. 

Though I do not belong to the world of Islam, I believe I am sensitive to 
what is taking place due to the similarity of processes in my country, Russia. 
Here once again, as it was before the October revolution of 1917, the public 
mood is divided between so-called Westemizers and Slavophiles. The 
former believe that the future of Russia lies in following the way of the 
capitalist West. The latter seek to find for their Motherland its own way out, 
looking back at the traditional values of Orthodox Christianity. Between the 
two there are also those who try to find the golden middle way. 
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might share Seyyed Hossein Nasr's understanding about what 
reorientation for a nation should mean. Nasr interprets reorientation as "are
penetrating" into the spiritual and inner contents of one's own culture and 
"an absorption of its essential truths, or in other words a re-understanding in 
the profoundest sense of this word."30 

However, the problem is that there always exist differences in the 
appreciation of those essential truths. Much depends upon to which tradition 
of our own cultures we refer and appeal, which of them we consider to be 
genuinely essential. Another, no less important, point that raises doubt in the 
way of reorientation suggested by Nasr is his insistence on the necessity of 
remaining "faithful to both the spirit and the form" oflslam.31 Does not this 
claim prove Nasr's unreadiness for or objection to bringing any change, even 
in forms, and thus result in presenting Islam not as a living teaching but 
instead as a deadly static set of tenets? Can apology and reform go together? 
It seems that the forthcoming twenty-first century will bring the solution to 
the controversy; it will demonstrate whether, in fact, the much sought-after 
third golden way, for each nation from outside the Western world, is possible 
and real, or is just another illusion. 

RUSSIAN ACADEMY OF SCIENCES 
AUGUST 1996 
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REPLY TO MARlETT A STEP ANIANTS 

! agree with Stepaniants in the manner in which she compares my thought 
with that of Iqbal. In nearly every philosophical domain he and I differ on 

major issues, many of which she has brought out quite correctly. If one puts 
aside the fact that both Iqbal and I are Muslim thinkers seriously interested 
in the future of the Islamic world, there is little upon which we agree 
philosophically. Iqbal is a modernist while I am a traditionalist. He is deeply 
impressed by nineteenth-century European philosophy while I belong to the 
Islamic philosophical tradition. He is often critical of major aspects of 
Sufism while I am a follower of the Sufi tradition. Likewise, Stepaniants is 
quite correct in distinguishing me from the well-known reformers of either 
the Indo-Pakistani sub-continent or the Arab world. In fact I do not consider 
myself a "reformer" in that sense but a "renewer" of the Islamic intellectual 
tradition and a follower of the perennial philosophy within that tradition. 

There are, however, a number of points in Stepaniants's presentation 
that need clarification from my point of view. She uses the term "Islamic 
orthodoxy" in the rather narrow sense of exoteric orthodoxy alone. Now, I 
consider myself to be orthodox through and through without in anf way 
limiting myself to the exoteric realm. There is such a thing as legal or 
Shari'ite orthodoxy which I accept fully. But there is also orthodoxy on the 
intellectual and spiritual levels in which I also participate. Throughout my 
diverse writings I have often discussed the universality of orthodoxy which 
as literally "correct doctrine" can be rendered in the Islamic context as ~ira[ 
a/-mustaqim in its doctrinal aspect. Therefore, when she says that I do not 
belong to any of the three forms of the response of the Muslim world to the 
challenges of modem times including Islamic orthodoxy (which she claims 
stands for the status quo), I do not consider this to be true if Islamic 
orthodoxy be considered in its more universal sense. There is needless to say 
some confusion in this domain related to the definition of orthodoxy itself. 
But it is important to note here that I consider myself completely orthodox 
on all levels ranging from the outward aspects of religion to theology, 
philosophy, and Sufism and do not consider orthodoxy as understood in its 
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universal sense to be any way opposed to intellectual creativity or universal
ity. On the contrary I believe that only in orthodoxy can the full possibilities 
of the intellect be actualized. 

Stepaniants also speaks of my desire to have Islamic society modernized. 
In fact nothing could be further from the truth as I have opposed the very 
philosophical presumptions and basis of modernism all of my life. What I 
have always sought and in fact strived to achieve in my own works on 
Islamic thought is the revival and rejuvenation of the Islamic intellectual 
tradition and the traditional patterns of Islamic life as I have understood the 
term "tradition." This has meant knowing the West in depth, including 
Western science, but not simply emulating and imitating it; knowing it from 
the point of view of Islamic thought and providing responses to challenges 
posed by modernism rather than simply accepting one form or another of 
modernism as being inevitable. I have always opposed the intellectual 
inferiority complex of Muslim modernists who can hardly think independ
ently vis-a-vis whatever current or fashion of thought happens to issue from 
the West. Needless to say, I have also opposed the anti-intellectual attitude 
in certain Islamic religious circles which is sometimes misnamed as 
"traditionalism." My understanding of tradition is that of sacred principles 
rooted in revelation and their application in the context of a living religious 
universe. I oppose modernism in principle without in any way forgetting the 
significance of opening a new chapter in traditional Islamic intellectual life 
in response to the situation in which the Islamic world finds itself today and 
in providing responses to the challenge of modernism. This new chapter is, 
however, meant to be a chapter in the book of traditional Islamic thought and 
not a chapter belonging to another book. There must be continuity as well 
as renewal. I am all in favor of renewal (tajdid) of Islamic thought and 
philosophy to which much of my own life has been devoted, but I oppose the 
modernist so-called reforms (i~laf:z) which usually lead to deformation rather 
than reformation and have moreover produced for the most part intellectually 
pitiful results in the present-day Islamic world. 

In light of these comments my attitude toward ijtihad or exercise of fresh 
opinion should become clear. Stepaniants mentions that in contrast to Iqbal 
I never mention the term ijtihad. First of all this is not true; I have discussed 
it several times in my works but certainly not as much as Iqbal. The reason 
I do not use this term often is that it has become somewhat trivialized 
through over-usage by all the Muslim modernists without consideration of 
what were the traditional conditions set for the practice of ijtihad. Tradition 
is not opposed to ijtihad. In fact ijtihad itself is a completely traditional 
concept. One should certainly encourage serious thinking on the basis of 
Islamic doctrines and teachings, but one cannot accept the attack against the 
body of Islamic tradition on the pretext of carrying out ijtihad by a person 
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whose mind is cluttered by concepts of a secularist nature drawn from 
another civilization. Such an activity could not but bring about the destruc
tion of the religion itself, not to speak of its philosophy and theology. 

Iqbal attacks constantly the idea of imitation (taqlid) which is juxtaposed 
to ijtihad. Now it is true that on a certain intellectual and spiritual level one 
must transcend taqlid, but that is only after one has realized the truth to such 
an extent that one's own inner nature becomes the norm which one 
"imitates." But even if one has attained such an advanced stage, taqlid of the 
norms established by Islam must continue on the legal level. Throughout 
Islamic history the greatest intellectual figures and sages have continued to 
emulate the Prophet of Islam both outwardly and inwardly. Specifically, in 
Shi' ism each believer is expected to emulate (taqlid) in matters of Islamic 
law a person who has himself reached the level of ijtihad (and is called 
mujtahid), having fulfilled both the intellectual and moral conditions 
necessary for the carrying out of this great responsibility. 

In every field those who cannot themselves perform ijtihad must follow 
and imitate (taqlid) those who can do so. In the realm of secular life that is 
done all the time. If we have not reached the level of ijtihad in the field of 
medicine, then we find an authority who has and accept his words and 
instructions. We literally imitate (taqlid) the model of action he has set 
before us when we go to him as a patient. This whole debate between ijtihad 
and taqlid in Iqbal and many others lacks the necessary intellectual rigor as 
far as I can see. In the traditional context the truth is that ijtihad always 
implies taqlid. 

Finally I must comment upon the phrase ofStepaniants at the end ofher 
essay that my insistence upon preserving both the spirit and form of Islam 
would result in presenting Islam "not as a living teaching but instead as a 
deadly static set of tenets." My response to this assertion is that my vi"'ew is 
definitely not what this assertion claims. Let us look at ourselves; we have 
both a spirit and a body recognizable by its form. While we are alive both 
spirit and body are preserved, and yet we are alive and not dead. Biological 
form survives not in being static and dead but in being alive. The survival 
of the form is not opposed to its possessing life. This metaphor can be used 
to understand what I have claimed about religion itself, although of course 
religions and biological forms are not the same. If I assert that Islam must 
preserve both its spirit and form, that does not mean that Islam will therefore 
be nothing more than a dead set of tenets. For thirteen centuries until the 
advent of modernism, Islam had preserved both its spirit and form, ranging 
from rites to social institutions, while having a most dynamic history, 
creating a major world civilization and spreading to new areas. The loss of 
energy and decrease in creativity during the past two centuries are the result 
of both a degree of decadence within the classical Islamic civilization, but 
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not the religion itself, and the onslaught of the West which has not allowed 
this civilization to act freely in order to respond to the challenges facing it. 

It must be remembered that in contrast to what Iqbal and many other 
Muslim reformers say, dynamism is not always a greater virtue than being 
static. Two and two have been four ever since we started counting and this 
static knowledge has not prevented dynamic use of it in countless ways. The 
dynamic and static poles of existence are like the Far Eastern Yin-Yang. 
They complement rather than oppose each other, if one understands their 
true nature and function. A tree is both static and dynamic. Its roots are firm 
in the ground while its branches grow. If the roots were to become dynamic, 
the tree would die. But it would also die if its branches were to become 
static. I am fully aware of the significance of both of these qualities in all 
things, including in the Islamic tradition, in which I defend strongly the 
static nature of what is immutable by nature, and hence appears as static to 
us, as well as the dynamic which marks the continuity of the life of Islam as 
a vibrant and living tradition. 

S.H.N. 
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PERENNIAL PHILOSOPHY NOW: 
THE CASE OF WILAYAT-1 FAQIH 

Thus we must concede that the incompatibility of modern civilization 
with our tradition-bound civilization is one of the most important causes 
of the crisis in our society. What is to be done? Should we insist on 
remaining immersed in our tradition, or should we melt fully into 
Western civilization? Or is there another way of removing this contra
diction, or at least taming and channeling it such that it does not lead 
to our destruction and the unraveling of our social fabric and historical 
identity? 1 

OPENING REMARKS 

Many years ago I began an intensive study of Iranian thought, first 
through the lens of Sufism. My interest and development in the course 

ofthis inquiry led me to the study of: language, poetry, literature, philoso
phy, history, politics, and, most recently, the Iranian cinema-in other 
words, any subject related to the Iranian culture. And as anyone the least bit 
familiar with Iranian studies would have guessed, in the course of my 
studies, I have had many an occasion to become familiar with the massive 
corpus of writings compiled by Seyyed Hossein Nasr. His works have been 
a constant encyclopedic source of information and inspiration for me. 
Moreover, beyond mere academic influence, I have been deeply influenced 
personally by his depiction of philosophia perennis-traditional philoso
phy/wisdom. 

Thus, upon the invitation of Professor Lewis E. Hahn and the Library of 
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Living Philosophers, I am pleased to offer this short contribution for the 
current volume. However, I would like to note here that not only am I still 
literally a graduate student, I consider myself a student of sorts of Dr. Nasr 
himself via the narrative ofhis writings. Consequently, I intend to make full 
use of the format provided by this series-that is, my essay and his reply to 
it-and submit this essay as an inquisitive student's appeal for clarification 
and explication from his teacher. 

INTRODUCTION 

As a student of Islamic and, more particularly, Iranian thought, I am not 
merely concerned with my research and studies for sheer historical 
understanding and appreciation. Rather, I am concerned with the ability to 
perceive the continuity and/or discontinuity of the tradition as it extends into 
the current day. The Iranian tradition is a living one and within it is a rich 
mosaic of its entire history and people. 

Among the massive collection of writings, translations, edited volumes, 
and the like composed or compiled by S. H. Nasr throughout his distin
guished career there is, nevertheless, a noticeable gap. Nowhere is there to 
be found amongst his work anything concerning Nasr' s own living tradition 
in its most current form. That is, since the Islamic Revolution of 1979, and 
even before that, he has not written a word as to whether or not the current 
society in the Islamic Republic of Iran is or is not up to par, so to speak, in 
the perennial tradition ofShi'ite Iran. It is, to say the least, curious that as a 
proponent of the Shi' ite tradition and, moreover, of the philosophia perennis 
as a living philosophy, he does not apply this knowledge as a critique to the 
particular major concerns of that tradition as they exist now. 

It should be noted at the same time that Nasr has not entirely neglected 
any application of his philosophy or dialogue with contemporary concerns. 
In his academic attempts to lay out the religious and philosophical frame
work of the Islamic tradition, he has been very critical of the West and 
modernity. He has even written a text intended to be used as a guide for 
young Muslims encountering the contemporary Western dominated world? 
Finally one need only study his work on the ecological crisis3 to know that 
indeed Nasr is not interested in mere academic pursuits or pure theory, but 
in the practice and application of these thoughts as well. 

But still the question remains, why has he not addressed in more specific 
terms his own Iranian tradition in its current state? This is most crucial now 
when Iran stands at one of its most pivotal moments since the 1979 
revolution. With the modernized West pressuring Iran more and more to 
"develop" and even democratize-not to mention the internal strife and 
pressure of the majority youth who have seemingly grown disenchanted with 
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the current state of affairs-Iran and the Shi'ite community need a figure 
with the stature and character of Nasr, with his deep, encyclopedic under
standing of the tradition, to speak out directly on current matters. 

One of the most vital notions for contemporary Shi'ite Iran to come to 
terms with is wilayat-ifaqih (guardianship of the jurisconsult). It was one 
of the main theological/philosophical concepts utilized by the late Ayatollah 
Khomeini to propagate the Islamic Revolution. Furthermore, it is the single 
most debated topic in current Iranian political thought. The controversy over 
this notion is directly associated with the debate between traditional Islam 
and the pressures coming from modernity. Thus, the philosophia perennis 
should partake in this debate and who is better qualified than Nasr who has 
always championed it? 

In this brief essay, I will first present Nasr's explanation ofwilayah, the 
root concept for the development ofwilayat-ifaqih, in its traditional sense 
and use. Before moving on to a short summation of wilayat-i faqih itself, 
however, I will need briefly to discuss secularism in Islam. 

WILAYAH 

Wilayat-i faqih is a relatively recent development; however, it stems from 
the already established Shi'ite tradition in the form of wilayah (Arabic) I 
wilayat (Persian). In fact, indirectly Nasr has indeed given some attention to 
this idea, albeit not in its contemporary, but in its historical manifestation. 
In his explication of the Shi'ite Islamic doctrine in and of itself, he has had 
to address the place and role of wilayah which he has most impressively 
done in "Sunnism and Shi'ism-Twelve-Imam Shi'ism and Isma'i1ism."4 

Here he concisely depicts the development and application of this important 
matter. 

Since the passing of the Prophet MuJ;mmmad in 632 C.E. there has been 
one ongoing major "crisis" internally in the Islamic tradition-the authority 
to govern in the absence of the prophet. This, of course, is the root of Islam's 
division into two major sects, the Sunni and the Shi'ah. It is an extension of 
the handling of this dilemma that lead to the development of first the concept 
ofwilayah and furthermore to the more current wilayat-ifaqih. Nasr writes, 

Specifically in Islam the door of prophecy closed with the Prophet Mul;mmmad 
-upon whom be peace. He was both the exoteric and esoteric source of the 
revelation but in his function as revealer of Divine legislation he represents the 
exoteric aspect. After him there must be those who inherited his esoteric 
function and whose duty it is to expound the inner meaning of the Divine Law 
[Shari'ah]. ... [T]he function of interpreting its inner meaning to men and 
preserving a link with the source of the revelation [is] called wilayah in 
Shi'ism. In general the word wi/ayah in Arabic, Persian and other Islamic 
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languages means sainthood and the saint is called walialliih "the friend of 
God." But in the specific context ofShi'ism it refers, not only to the saintly life 
in general, but to the very function of interpreting the esoteric dimension of the 
revelation. 5 

Here, Nasr not only sets out the strong root from which wilayah grows into 
its current manifestation, but also states precisely what the paramount task 
of the waliyallah is. That is, in the absence of the leadership of the prophet, 
the only one(s) with the authority to interpret the Shari'ah and serve as the 
conveyor of it to the Islamic community, is the walial/ah. 

The cycle of prophecy (dii'irat al-nubuwwah), terminated with the Prophet 
who was the "Seal of prophecy." Henceforth no new revelation will come in 
the present cycle of humanity. But with the termination of this cycle there 
began, as already mentioned, what one might call the "cycle of initiation" 
(dii 'irat al-wiliiyah ) .... What this second cycle implies is the beginning of a 
chain of authorities concerned with the esoteric interpretation of the revelation 
and issuing directly from the Prophet himself who is the source of both the 
exoteric and the esoteric dimensions. Moreover, this cycle will continue until 
the Day of Judgment when the historic cycle itself is brought to a close. But as 
long as man lives on this earth the cycle of wiliiyah subsists, providing a direct 
channel to the source of the revelation itself and the means whereby man can 
perform the fundamental operation of ta 'wil, of hermeneutic interpretation, of 
going from the exoteric to the esoteric. This basic process of ta 'wil, or of 
journeying from the ~iihir [outer/exterior] to the bii(in [inner/interior], is made 
possible only through the presence of the cycle of wiliiyah. Without it there 
would be no way of escaping from the prison of limited forms to the abode of 
celestial essences.6 

This is most crucial in that it allows for the tradition to remain a living one; 
that is, although the cycle of prophecy has ended, there still remains a strict 
source of authority for the Shl' ah community. Furthermore, this authority is 
legitimized internally within the tradition. The community, then, relies upon 
the legitimated walial/ah to continue the hermeneutic process and to keep 
the community intact as a unified, cohesive whole. 

Further on, Nasr describes the mode of transmission of this authority 
within Twelve-imam Shi'ism as follows: 

The person who inaugurates the cycle of wiliiyah, and whose duty it is in every 
age to fulfill the function of wiliiyah, is the Imam, whose figure is so central in 
Shi'ism. That is why the first Imam, 'Ali, is, in fact called walialliih .... [I]t is 
also used in Sunni political theory to designate the ruler of the Islamic com
munity, the imamate being in this sense synonymous with the caliphate. 

But as used specifically in Shi'ism the Imam means that person who is the 
real ruler of the community and especially the inheritor of the esoteric 
teachings of the Prophet. He is one who carries the "MuJ:tammadan Light" (al-
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niir al-mu~ammadi) within himself, and who fulfills the function of wiliiyah. 
As already mentioned, according to both Sufism and Shi'ism there is a 
prophetic light which has existed from the beginning within the being of every 
prophet from Adam onwards. It is the source of all prophetic knowledge and 
is identified with the "Mu}:lammadan Light" or "Mu}:lammadan Reality" (al
~aqiqat al-mu~ammadiyyah), which is Logos. It is this Light that continues 
from one cycle of prophecy to another and it is this Light that exists within the 
Imam, by virtue of whose presence he becomes the Imam. 

The Imam who fulfills the function of wiliiyah is the sustainer of the 
religious law and the guarantee of its continuation. A prophet brings a Divine 
Law and then himself leaves the world. There are thus times when the world 
is without a prophet. But the Imam is always present. The earth can never be 
devoid of the presence of the Imam be he even hidden or unknown. Therefore, 
once the Prophet of Islam has left the world it is the Imam who, in his 
continuous presence, sustains and preserves the religion from one period to the 
next. The Imam is, in fact, the sustainer and interpreter par excellence of the 
revelation. His duty is essentially threefold: to rule over the community of 
Muslims as the representative of the Prophet, to interpret the religious sciences 
and the Law to men, especially their inner meaning, and to guide men in the 
spiritual life. All of these functions the Imam is able to perform because of the 
presence of the "Light" within him.7 

Thus, the Imam, in Twelve-imam Shi'ism is the most significant figure after 
the prophet himself. The Imam is an extension of the "Light ofMu.pammad." 
Hence he carries full legitimacy of religious and political authority over the 
Shi'ah community. Moreover, he does so infallibly-<>r as Nasr states, with 
"the quality of inerrancy ( 'ismah), in spiritual and religious matters."8 In the 
absence of the prophet, the Imams act as "the intermediaries between man 
and God."9 

A DIFFERENT KIND OF SECULARISM 

Before moving forward to the extension of the concept wilayah into the 
more current idea of wilayat-i faqih, I want to make one critical point. It 
stems from some of the remarks quoted from Nasr in the previous section 
and is, in the end, my open-ended question for him. 

In his concise and decisive essay, "Religion and Secularism, Their 
Meaning and Manifestation in Islamic History," Nasr explains why there 
simply is no opening for secularism within Islam. The reality that is Islam is 
a unified matrix of many categories and disciplines which, it must be 
stressed, are not mutually exclusive. "In the unitary perspective of Islam, all 
aspects of life, as well as all degrees of cosmic manifestation, are governed 
by a single principle and are unified by a common center. There is nothing 
outside the power of God and, in a more esoteric sense, nothing 'outside' 
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His Being, for there cannot be two orders of reality." 1° Furthermore, and 
even more basic, he states as a matter of fact that "there exists no term in 
classical Arabic or Persian which is exactly synonymous with the word 
'secularism.'" 11 

The West's insistence upon the primacy of the "self' or "individual" 
does not bode well in the Islamic tradition, particularly in the more esoteric 
nature of Islam which Nasr favors. He dismisses Western critiques of Islam 
by holding steadfast to the Islamic looking glass (and philosophia perennis) 
and critiquing the Western modem tradition with traditional Islamic criteria. 
Thus, "secularism," according to Nasr, "may be considered as everything 
whose origin is merely human and therefore non-divine, and whose 
metaphysical basis lies in this ontological hiatus between man and God." 12 

Those who do not ground their thought in tradition are guilty of such hubris 
and, hence, subject to human error. 

Yet, that said, in the same breath as one can renounce the secularist 
critique of Islam, one must also be critical of an apolitical approach as well. 
It is true that Islam is a unified whole of several non-independent disciplines, 
and consequently one cannot ignore its crucial political dimension. Nasr, 
however, throughout his writings and career has seemingly intentionally 
done this. He only discusses the political aspects of Islam in their most 
general and historical terms. 13 

Nasr attempts to defend this apathetic, or even absent, approach to 
politics by the basic Shi' ah principle that in the absence of the twelfth and 
final Imam (the Mahdi), who is now in occultation, there is no true walialtah 
present. 

As far as the political aspect of Twelve-imam Shi'ism is concerned, it is 
directly connected with the personality of the Imam. The perfect government 
is that of the Imam, one which will be realized with the coming of the Mahdi 
who even now is the invisible ruler of the world but does not manifest himself 
directly in human society. In his absence every form of government is of 
necessity, imperfect, for the imperfection of men is reflected in their political 
institutions. The Shi'ites, especially of Persia since the Safavid period and even 
before, have considered the monarchy as the least imperfect form of govern
ment in such conditions. 14 

Therefore, all forms of government are fallible as opposed to the true Shi' ite 
community which would be a reality through the infallible hermeneutic lens 
of the twelfth Imam had he not gone into occultation. Consequently, Nasr 
argues, Shi'ites have not been politically engaged within the community. 

The distrust of all worldly government after the disappearance of the Mahdi 
and the early experience of the Shi'ite community made Twelve-imam Shi'ism 
apathetic towards political life. This is one of the features that distinguishes it 
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from both Sunnism and Isma 'ilism. The Twelvers or Imamites remained 
content with being observers of the political scene rather than the originators 
ofpolitical movements. 15 

That said, however, Nasr does not want there to be any misconstrual of this 
apparent apathy. Rather, he argues that this instead reflects the zealousness 
of the Shi'ite community in that in understanding and fully accepting the 
Shi'ite doctrine and the authority of the Imam, any interest in other political 
affairs would in fact be a movement away from the true political schema of 
Shi'ism. 

The withdrawal of the Shi'ites from political life should not however be 
interpreted as their withdrawal from the life of the community. On the contrary, 
this very apathy towards politics intensified the religious and scholarly activity 
of the Shi'ah ... Therefore, although politically aloof, Twelve-imam Shi'ism 
made an immense contribution to the life of the Islamic community in domains 
that were more connected with the knowledge of things rather than the ruling 
ofmen. 16 

In all fairness to Nasr, the essay quoted above was composed and 
published by Nasr in 1966, many years before the Islamic Revolution of 
1979. 17 However, in the aftermath of that significant event, one cannot make 
such claims of justified apathy. As a matter of fact the Shi'ah community is 
immersed in political activity in contemporary times. Seeing that the 
Sharl'ah is the code of Islamic life itself, it seems impossible not to be 
somehow politically concerned. I would like to note then, that when Nasr 
refuses to address Islamic political issues, he is guilty of another type of 
secularism-he is ignoring and, hence segregating, an essential part of the 
whole that is Islam. He may object to these current discussions because so 
much of the modem Islamic political dialogue is infused with foreign ideals 
such as secularism and democracy. He can even declare that all such 
political dialogue is impregnated with fallacy since the absence of the 
Mahdi. Regardless and, for that matter, in lieu of this, he should bear the 
responsibility of pointing out these inconsistencies with tradition and of 
attacking them as such at the very least. Nasr, in fact, cannot abstain from 
participating in this central dialogue. 

WILAYAT-1 FAQIH 

In this last section I would like to tum the attention towards the idea of 
wilayat-ifaqih. For this purpose, I will refer to Hamid Dabashi's informative 
essay, "Mulla Al;lmad Nadiq'i and the Question of the Guardianship of the 
Jurisconsult (Wiliiyat-ifaqih)," which appears in the volume Expectation of 
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the Millenium: Shi 'ism in History--co-edited by Nasr himself. 18 

At the outset ofDabashi's explication ofwiliiyat-ifaqih, we revisit what 
I mentioned above with regard to the main crisis of Islam in general and of 
Shi'ism in particular, that is, who has the authority to guide the Muslim 
community-first in the absence of the prophet, and second, in lieu of the 
occultation of the twelfth Imam? Dabashi writes: 

Perhaps it would not be an exaggeration to suggest that the development of this 
political doctrine [wiliiyat-i faqih] in its integral juridical context has been in 
dormant process since the very inception of the Shi'i cause in the early Islamic 
history. As the most successful doctrinal-political movement to perpetuate 
Mu~ammad's charismatic legacy, Shi'i Islam has endured and surpassed 
persistent tensions that chiefly characterize its understanding and recognition 
of political authority. The doctrinal development of wiliiyat-i faqih, long 
before its institutional crystallization in the Islamic Republic, is the chief 
nucleus of that characterizing tension of Shi 'i Islam: "By what authority?" 19 

This question consequently has been a source of great debate, even amongst 
earlier Shi' ite thinkers. 

In extension, the development of the concept of wiliiyat-i faqih is 
grounded deeply in the Shi'ite tradition. As Dabashi himself writes, "to be 
sure, wiliiyat-ifaqih is much too recent in its theoretical development to be 
in any significant way articulated in its reciprocal relations with other Shi' i 
dogmas. However, certain credal dimensions ofShi'ism, in their historical 
constitution, perhaps are, inevitably and inadvertently, conducive to wi/ayat-i 
faqih." 20 Thus, the foundation for such development already existed within 
the tradition before evolving into what, some may declare, is its inevitable 
consequential form. 

The most immediate intrinsic Shi'i dogmatic force with which wiliiyat-ifaqih 
is organically related is the doctrine of Imiimah. The inevitable and divinely 
ordained community ofMu~mmad's charismatic authority in the physical and 
metaphysical lines of descent through the Imams has kept the tenacious 
spontaneity of Shi' i political tract much too alert and responsive to be 
circumscribed by institutional routinization. Perpetually keeping Shi'ism on the 
edge of political outburst, the doctrine of /miimah has been its single most 
important surviving and flourishing force. While in the pre-ghaybah 
[occultation] period, Imiimah was the legitimating doctrine of the specific Shi' i 
Imams; in the post-ghaybah period it has grown gradually into the tacit, yet 
most emphatic, source of authority for the Shi'i jurisconsults ifuqahii'). Thus, 
the very seminal doctrine of Imiimah, so crueial to the theological foundation 
ofShi'ism, has anticipated some mode of authority, the specifics of which are 
always the subject of legal disputations, for the jurisconsult.21 
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Even within the earliest formulation of Islam at the time of the prophet there 
was a specific and primary position for the jurisconsults (juqaha '). They 
were trained rigorously in Islamic Divine Law. It was their duty to make 
informed interpretations and judgments of the law for exoteric and even 
esoteric purposes. 

In the absence of the Mahdi, and the primary source of authority of the 
prophet himself, who then is best equipped to guide the Muslim community? 
The obvious answer is, of course, the fuqaha', who are the most thoroughly 
trained and most familiar with the entire corpus of Shari'ah-this includes 
in the Shi'ite tradition, not only the Quran and the I:Jadith of Prophet 
Mu):lammad, but also the lfadith of the Imams as well. The problematic 
question then arises as to how much authority the jurisconsults should have. 
For that matter, it was not entirely decided if in fact they did have legitimate 
authority to begin with. "In the post-ghaybah period, while the world 
awaited its apocalyptic end in the 'peace of the Mahdi,' the political 
apparatus and its basis of legitimacy always faced the equivocal approval of 
the religious order."22 But if not the jurisconsult, then who? As we saw 
above, according to Nasr, this is not an issue. That is, without the Mahdi, 
there simply is no truly legitimate authority-any claim to it would be a false 
one. This is consistent with earlier debates on this matter. 

The founding fathers of Shi'i jurisprudence, for example, Kulayni and Ibn 
Babiiyah, opposed the idea of"representing the Hidden Imam" on the basis of 
his being eternally alive and present. Most Shi 'i scholars never specifically 
stipulated the possibility of any "deputy" for the Hidden Imam or even, as in 
the case of al-Tiisi, emphatically forbade it. Al-Tiisi had specified that "other 
than the Hidden Imam nobody can occupy the position of the prophet.'m 

The primary source of such refutation of the concept of a stand-in 
authority in the absence of the Mahdi stems from the exalted position which 
the twelfth Imam possesses-that is, the "Light of Mu~ammad." This 
position, first and foremost, is not something which can simply be applied 
as a title to someone. Moreover, it is ontologically granted; that is, this 
position is not a man-made decision arrived at for the sake of convenience. 
Rather, it has deep implications, the most drastic of which is the infallibility 
of the carrier of this Light. "His [Mu):lammad Jawad Mughniyah's] 
disagreement is principally on the doctrinal basis of the infallibility of the 
Imam ( 'ismah). The jurisconsult simply cannot claim overriding authority 
as that of the Imam; this would equate his status with the Infallible, which 
is not pennissible."24 

If this rebuttal is accepted fully, then there still remains a dilemma as to 
who guides the community in the absence of the Mahdi. It is one thing to 
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suggest that the monarchy is the lesser of all evils and submit the Islamic 
community to the Leviathan. But what if the monarch is oppressive and, 
even more significant, acts in open contradiction to the values of the Islamic 
community?25 There needed to be an avenue for an Islamic source of 
political authority. 

Dabashi, in his essay, elucidates the argument ofMulUi A};lmad Nadiqi 
(1185/1771-1245/1829) who "expounded the necessity and legitimacy of 
'legal speculation' (al-ma~annah) on part of the jurisconsult in the absence 
of the Twelfth Imam."26 This clever argument paved the way for the 
contemporary understanding of wilayat-i faqih. 

The fact is that, in the absence of the Hidden Imam, as al-Tiisi had argued, the 
fuqaha' had a difficult theological position to appropriate for themselves what 
doctrinally belonged to the "Rightly Guided." They had no claim to infallibil
ity, nor could they have any. As such, they were theoretically as much in 
danger of error as the political powers. The significance ofNaraqi's notion of 
'al-ma~annah' lies in providing the faqih with a doctrinal basis to speculate 
rather more freely in judicial issues, with its political repercussions.27 

The faqih, who has the authority to use ijtihad (reason) in deciphering 
the Shari'ah in order to make decisions based on it, according to Naraqi, has 
a legitimate claim to interpret more freely. This, however, does not equate 
the stature ofthefuqaha' with the Imam; Naraqi makes a clear ontological 
distinction. 

The primary source of wilayuh, whose authority upon man is permanent 
(thabit), 1s Allah. The recipients of this wilayah are ( 1) the Messenger 
[Mul,lammad] and (2) his successors (awssiya ').These two secondary sources 
of authority are infallible, and thus wilayah is incumbent upon them on a 
permanent (thabit) basis. On qualifying these two sources, Mulla AI:tmad 
[Naraqi] considers them "the rulers of the human race" (sala~n al-anam), "the 
kings" (al-muliik), "the governors" (al-wullah), and ')udges" (~uklmm). There 
are those, however, whose wilayah is not on a permanent basis (ghayr 
thabit}--because of their fallibility-and, furthermore, is limited to that to 
which they have been delegated. The latter kind of waif includes "the 
jurisconsults, fathers, grandfathers, guardians [in the sense of father figures, or 
foster parents], husbands, masters [of slaves], and the representatives [of such 
figures]. "28 

Thus, only the prophet and the twelve Imams have permanent wilayah. They 
are distinguished by their infallibility. Yet, there is still the presence of 
wilayah in a less robust fashion found on the personal level. Therefore, the 
fuqaha' indeed carry the wilayah (albeit impermanently) and hence have a 
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legitimate source of political authority. Naraql substantiates his argument 
with lfadith, thus tying it deeply within the tradition itself, and not relying 
on any external, secular sources. 

Then Mulla Al:unad [Nadiqi] proceeds to enumerate nineteen different ~adiths 
in support of the wilayat-i faqih: among them, that "the learned men [ 'ulama', 
a term also used interchangeably with fuqaha '] are the successors of the 
prophets"; and "the 'ulama' of my people are like prophets before me." This 
emphasis on successorship to Mu}:lammad as the prerogative of the religious 
authorities is particularly important in reading a political dimension into the 
doctrine of wilayat-i faqih. 

The eleventh tradition introduced in support of the doctrine is of 
immediate significance. According to this tradition, "the kings have authority 
over [~ukkam 'ala] the people, while 'ulama' have authority over the kings" 
(al-muliik ~ukkam 'ala '1-nas wa 'I 'ulama' ~ukkam 'ala '1-muliik). Here, by 
~ukkam, the reference is clearly to political and not merely judicial authority. 
In fact, in this formulation, the mode of authority established between the 
'ulama' and the kings is precisely that of the king over his subjects.29 

This being the case, the blind surrender of authority to any existing political 
regime, or "the lesser of all corrupt forms of government," finds itself 
mistaken. There is, according to Nadiqi and later explicators of wilayat-i 
faqih, a Shi'ah source for political legitimization and authority after the 
occultation of the twelfth Imam. Finally, this legitimacy and authority give 
religious and traditional credibility to any critique and dismissal of such 
"false" governments ruling over the Islamic community. This, of course, was 
adopted and slightly altered by Ayatollah Khomeini in leading the Islamic 
Revolution of 1979. 

CONCLUSION 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr will always stand as one of the most prolific academics 
in the Islamic tradition, particularly in the West. As such, he has made an 
invaluable contribution to the field and to the Muslim community itself. His 
work and teachings have provided inspiration for many interested students 
to pursue their studies, of which I am one example. As one of the inspired, 
I have found only one frustrating point throughout his works. Appreciating 
his insights and views into the Islamic tradition, as well as his uncanny 
ability to elucidate and elaborate on it in an impressive and accessible prose, 
I have been left wondering what his exact sentiments are with regard to the 
current manifestation of the Shi'ite tradition as it exists in the Islamic 
Republic of Iran. I hope this point of curiosity proves to be legitimate 
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enough to elicit a clarifying response from Professor Nasr whose grateful 
students we are and will always remain. 

SOUTHERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY AT CARBONDALE 

JULY 2000 
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REPLY TO LUCIAN STONE 

The essay of Mr. Stone deals with a very sensitive subject as far as the 
present situation in Iran and contemporary interpretations ofShi'ism are 

concerned. There are currents, trends, and forces involved in this issue which 
have not as yet worked themselves out and more time is needed before the 
consequences ofthe concept ofthe wilayat-ifaqih and its application to the 
political domain can be evaluated in light of both Iranian history and the 
tradition of Shi'ism. As the author surely knows there have been eminent 
Shi'ite jurists before the Iranian Revolution of 1979, such as Shaykh 
Murta<;Ia An~arl, who explicitly limited the power of wilayat of the juris
prudence to those unable to administer their affairs, while others such as the 
Arab Shi'ite scholar Shaykh Mu~ammad Jawad Mughniyah, even in sup
porting the Iranian Revolution, limited the wilayat of the jurisprudence to 
only the juridical realm, relying for his interpretation upon the views of such 
eminent earlier Shi'itejurists as Ba~ al-'Uliim and Mlrza-yi Na'Ini. And yet 
others have pointed to the historical roots of this issue within Shi'ite juris
prudence going back especially to Naraqi whom Stone mentions in this 

,.. 
essay. 

My response to Stone is not to enter into this debate and act as a jurist 
over a matter which must be and will be ultimately settled religiously by the 
official Shi'ite 'ulama' and politically by the people of Iran on the basis of 
its success or failure in present-day Iran. I need to emphasize here that 
throughout my life I have never given juridical edicts. This does not mean 
that my exposition of traditional doctrine is incomplete. Like so many 
classical expositors of Islamic philosophy and metaphysics before me, such 
as Ibn Sina, Jami or Mulla ~adra, I have not dealt with Shari'ite questions 
in my writings on intellectual subjects because, like them, I have taken for 
granted the acceptance of promulgations and rulings ofthe Shari'ah, whose 
meaning and significance in Islam I have sought to explain in my general 
works on Islam as a religion. 

The perennial philosophy is concerned before all else with metaphysics 
and subsequently the application of metaphysical principles to the realms of 
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the cosmos, and the human order, both individual and collective. There is no 
realm which it leaves untouched, but that does not mean that each exposition 
of traditional doctrines must include every realm of contingency. In my own 
writings I have been concerned most of all with the metaphysical and 
cosmological realms and less with social philosophy and especially political 
philosophy. As the author points out, in my exposition of Islamic thought I 
have on occasion dealt with classical political philosophy but hardly ever 
with the contemporary situation. The reason for that is first of all because of 
my personal attraction to prime philosophy and natural philosophy, to use 
the language of Aristotle, rather than to philosophy dealing with law, society, 
and politics; and secondly, the personal need to stand above the din of 
political contention and ever changing circumstances in a world in which the 
political realm is so chaotic and in which, even in the Islamic world, 
religious and secular elements vie and intermingle with each other. My 
vocation has been to state the traditional principles rather than to enter the 
political arena even on the intellectual level. I feel that in this way I can 
render greater service to the cause of traditional teachings and the perennial 
philosophy which determine my worldview. 

There is not, however, as great a gap in my writings on the situation in 
Iran as Stone thinks. He writes, " ... there is, nevertheless, a noticeable gap" 
in my writings. "Nowhere is there to be found amongst his work anything 
concerning Nasr's own living tradition in its most current form." If he were 
to study some of my essays as well as numerous talks and interviews given 
in Persia from 1958-1979 when I resided in my country of origin, he would 
realize how much in fact I was concerned at that time with my own living 
tradition, and, played a role in the practical realm in which I sought to avoid 
direct political involvement. The term sunnat used currently in Persian for 
"tradition" was in fact used in this sense for the first time by myself in the 
late '50s and soon became widely accepted. As for after 1979, ifi have not 
written about current affairs in Iran, it is because, first of all, I never write on 
current affairs as such, and secondly, because I am not there to study the 
situation firsthand. Moreover, my position in Iran before the Revolution and 
the close contact which I had with both the court and the 'ulama' made me 
aware of many things about which I have chosen deliberately to remain 
silent. Yet, I have remained and continue to remain very much concerned 
with what goes on in Iran even if I do not write about it. 

Stone must remember, however, that during the years following the 
Iranian Revolution I have continued to defend traditional Islam which in its 
political aspect rejects all the ideological and revolutionary concepts that 
grew out of nineteenth-century European thought. The very fact that I have 
not written about the different sides of the debate going on in Iran today but 
have continued to write about and defend traditional Islam has been itself an 
indirect commentary upon what goes on in Iran. It is not accidental that after 
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several years of neglect, my writings are very widely read in Iran today and 
many there now speak of is/am-i sunnati(traditional Islam), whose foremost 
spokesman they consider me to be, and distinguish this understanding of 
Islam from both modern interpretations and bunyad-gara'ior "fundamental
ism." I may not "speak out directly on current matters" in Iran, but my voice 
is far from being absent there. Plans are in fact now being made to bring out 
my complete works in Persian in some thirty volumes. 

Turning to the question of wilayah, as Stone mentions I have of course 
dealt with it, seeing how central the concept and reality of wilayah/walayah 
is to both Sufism and Shi'ism. But it is important to make clear how this 
traditional idea differs from the current understanding of wilayat-i faqih. 
When I was in fact writing about wilayat in the '60s and '70s and discussing 
the matter with such leading masters of Shi'ite learning as 'AlHimah 
Taba!£lba'1 and Sayyid Mu~mmad Ka?]m 'A~r, they never even envisaged 
or mentioned its current interpretation. Whether the current understanding 
is simply a new application of the traditional idea and the realization of 
certain possibilities latent within the Shi'ite tradition which had not become 
manifested until now, or simply an "innovation" (bid'ah) to be re-interpreted 
in its traditional sense in the future, only the Shi'ite 'ulama' and the 
response of the Shi'ite community will determine in coming years. 

For my part the traditional sense ofwilayahlwalayah is what is of basic 
import. Stone writes, "in the same breath as one can renounce the secularist 
critique of Islam, one must also be critical of an apolitical approach." This 
statement is only true if the apolitical approach is posited as a principle. If 
I were to say that Islam has nothing to do with the political realm and is in 
principle apolitical, then I would certainly open the door to secularism. But 
if I were to say that Islam possesses a Shari'ah, which encompasses all of 
life and applies to the socio-political as well as the personal realm, along 
with spiritual and intellectual teachings, and that I accept all these dimen
sions but will concern myself primarily with the intellectual and spiritual 
dimensions, then I certainly would not be opening the door to any form of 
secularism. The author can rest assured that my position is the second and 
not the first. I think that in light of what I have said, I cannot be accused of 
being guilty "of another type of secularism" as stated by Stone. 

After discussing the concept of the wilayat-i faqih, the author states, 
"there still remains a dilemma as to who guides the community." This is true 
but the complementary question which is just as important is "guides in what 
domain?" Is it religious and juridical guidance, or political guidance or 
inward, spiritual and ethical guidance, or all of them? What is then the 
relation between the wali-ifaqih, the marja '-i taqlid and the Twelfth Imam? 
These are questions crucial to Shi' ism; that is why they are so hotly debated 
and contested in present-day Iran as well as among non-Iranian Shi'ites, 
whether they be in Iraq, Pakistan, or London. As for the question of an 
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oppressive monarch mentioned in the same paragraph, Shi'ism has always 
taught opposition and disobedience in such a situation, but traditional 
Shi'ism did not identify this opposition with the institution ofwi/ayat-ifaqih 
as currently understood. 

As far as Naraqi is concerned, first of all his view of al-ma~annah is not 
the same as the wilayat-ifaqih as promulgated in his later life by Ayatollah 
Khomeini. Also although Naraqi quotes ~adiths in favor of his view, a 
millennium of eminent jurists held the opposite view also basing themselves 
on the Quran and lfadith. It is important to bring this point out in order to 
demonstrate the situation of the concept of the wilayat-ifaqih vis-a-vis the 
long tradition of Shi'ite jurisprudence and theology. 

Mr. Stone has sought to "force me" to "elicit a clarifying response" 
concerning the situation of Shi'ism in present-day Iran. He has in fact not 
been the first person to try to do so. There are those who have insisted that 
I enter directly the arena of politico-religious debates going on in Iran or 
even the political domain itself. At the present moment I see my role 
otherwise. What I consider most important globally in general, and for Iran 
in particular, is the formulation and expounding of various facets of the 
perennial philosophy and tradition, and more specifically, as far as Iran is 
concerned, the Islamic tradition in all its facets to the extent of my ability. 
Vis-a-vis the Shari'ah, my duty has been first of all to live according to it 
and secondly to point out its significance and meaning without giving 
juridical edicts for which by training I am not qualified. I believe that 
without entering into the current religious and political fray in Iran, I am 
playing a role in the country which I do not believe to be completely 
inconsequential. The hands of destiny have placed me in a situation, at least 
for the time being, in which the most effective action is what the Far Eastern 
tradition calls wu-wei or action without acting. 

Finally, let me add that, paradoxically enough, interest in the perennial 
philosophy and traditional doctrines grows from day to day in Iran. Based on 
seeds which I and a small circle of friends planted over forty years ago, this 
interest has blossomed in a remarkable fashion and is more intense than in 
any other Islamic country. It has caused a renewal of intellectual life, 
philosophically and theologically speaking, in both traditional centers of 
learning such as Qum and even in Western-style universities. It is this 
intellectual activity that is bound to determine the future course of Shi' ite 
thought, at least in Persia if not everywhere, and to evaluate wilayat-ifaqih 
in light of the long tradition of Shi'ite juridical and theological thought. 
What is important for now everywhere and in Iran in particular is to keep the 
flame of traditional thought burning strong and it is primarily to this task that 
my writings are devoted. 

S.H.N. 
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The present bibliography, compiled by Mehdi Aminrazavi, Zailan Moris, 
and Ibrahim Kalin, is a revised and updated version of two previously 
published bibliographies: William Chittick, The Works of Seyyed Hossein 
Nasr Through His Fortieth Birthday, Salt Lake City, The Middle East 
Center-University of Utah, 1997; and Mehdi Aminirazavi and Zailan 
Moris, The Complete Bibliography of the Works ofSeyyed Hossein Nasr
From 1958 Through April 1993, Kuala Lumpur, Islamic Academy of 
Science, 1994. 

There are inherent complexities involved in composing a multilingual 
document. We chose software with the most inclusive set of diacritic marks 
in addition to having multilingual capabilities. Nevertheless, we were unable 
to incorporate some of the proper diacritic marks. Furthermore, we also lost 
the capability of using smart quotes (" ") which is most noticeable with 
respect to certain Arabic and Persian transliterations in which ( ' ) and ( ' ) 
serve as distinct characters; e.g., 'AlHimah Tabataba'I will instead appear as 
·Anamah Tabatabal. These slight stylistic inaccuracies, however, should not 
in any way diminish the usability of the bibliography as the most complete 
resource on Nasr's extensive work. 

At this time I would like to express my gratitude to those who have 
dedicated so much time and effort to produce this final product. Prof. Nasr 
himself has been actively involved with this aspect of the volume, both in 
compilation and editing, for which I am grateful. Of course the compilers of 
the bibliography who did the brunt of the work, deserve the appreciation of 
all of those who will come to use this valuable resource. Finally, but 
certainly not least, I must acknowledge my sincere indebtedness to Frances 
Stanley, Kerri Mommer, and Dr. Randall Auxier for all of their help in 
preparing the manuscript. 

SOUTHERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY AT CARBONDALE 
MARCH2001 

LUCIAN W. STONE, JR. 
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673 

Revelation, 623-25, 649, 723 
Truth, 373, 554, 561, 592 
Unity, 568, 584, 621, 717 
Will, 97, 171, 177-78, 665 
Word, 644 

Donatello (Donato di Nic'col6' Bet'to 
Bar'di), 287 

dualism, 253, 259, 262-63, 291, 353, 453, 
456,489,503,530-31,534,547, 
574-75,581,599 

Duerlinger, James, 143 
Dugat, G., 133 
Duhem, Pierre, 27 
dukkha. See Buddhism 
Dumas, Alexandre, 9 
Duns Scotus, 179, 258, 642-43, 645, 659, 

661-62 
Durand, Gilbert, 66, 192, 194, 728 

Eckhart, Meister, 111-12, 143, 157n8, 
160-61,178,197,210,216,229, 
258,290,295,365,384,502,544, 
586,591,599,612,642,653,714, 
728 

ecology,29,260,273,277,287-89,308, 
395,491,509,520,526-27,691, 
745, 785-86. See also 
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environmentalism; nature 
crisis, 36, 284-85, 430, 495, 498, 505, 

507-8,516,606-7,670,814 
Eddington, Sir Arthur, 4 77 
Einstein, Albert, 166,316-17,324,369, 

396,471,487 
El-Bizrl, Nader, 750 
Eliade, Mircea, 36, 59, 65, 78, 147, 194, 

249,677n12 
Eliot, T. S., 156, 297n9, 375, 384, 424 
Ellwood, Robert, 600 
emanation, 123, 143, 180, 255, 290, 

318-19,337,343,362,555-56, 
577,579,592,594-95,622,655, 
672,692,732-33,740-41,757. 
See also Platonism, Neo
Platonism; Plotinus 

Emerson, Ralph Waldo, 23, 259,607 
Empedocles, 112, 502, 566, 634, 637, 776 
empiricism, 33, 155, 177, 180, 191, 263, 

271,274,283,285,287,289, 
291-93,313,315-16,318-22, 
336,346,350,367,386,395-96, 
399,450,452-53,455-56,479, 
481,494,559,460n26,571, 
590-91,594,598-99,601,615, 
691,723,745,760,765, 794.See 
also Bacon, Francis; Berkeley, 
George; epistemology; Hobbes, 
Thomas; Hume, David; Locke, 
John; Newton, Isaac 

British, 137, 254, 269 
knowledge, 255, 261, 690 
modern, 174,182,449,454,456, 

461n26 
science, 180, 263, 274, 454 

energy, 535, 537 
Enlightenment. See Europe 
Ente~am, 'Abdollah, 54 
environmentalism, 67, 70, 143, 166, 266, 

273,277-79,286-88,308-9, 
375-76,389,430,446,456,464, 
468,494,498,507,513-14,527, 
554, 559, 570, 745, 806. See also 
ecology; nature 

crisis, 28-29, 36, 62, 64, 76, 80, 192, 
201,285,441,453,508,516-18, 
566, 783, 794 

epistemology, 45, 121, 134, 143, 145, 

151,161,176,197,206,257,293, 
313,315,339,341,352,394-95, 
397,399-401,412,453-56,471, 
475,487,556-58,599,614,621, 
637,644,646,655,668,707,761, 
763-64, 767, 768, 770, 771, 773. 
See also empiricism; intellect; 
knowledge 

certainty, 277, 284 
empiricism, 255,261, 690 
Illuminationist, 765-66, 768, 770, 772 
sacred,288-89,292,294,309,311 
scientific, 289, 449, 472, 488, 560 
secular, 289 
traditional, 310, 449, 488, 569 

Erigena, Johannes Scotus, 258, 436n2, 
568,591,642,661,664,776 

eros,600,607,649 
Eskandarl, Iraj, 8 
esoterism, 3, 27, 41, 43, 50, 66, 68, 81, 84, 

93-4, 101-2, 108, 110,134, 
149-50, 163, 181-82, 196, 198, 
201,203-4,206,210-12,217, 
221-24,226-28,238,241,249, 
264,328,331-32,350-51,368, 
383-84,387,395,398,495,499, 
501-2,556,561,576,585,622, 
628,636-37,646,659,664, 
673-75,682,689,711-12,718, 
728-34,747-48,789,797,805, 
815-18, 821. See also al-bafin 
("inward"); Ibn 'Arabi, MuJ:tyi al
Oin; Kabbala; mysticism; al-fahir 
("outward") 

Ess, Josefvon, 55, 67 
esse, 49, 122, 479,490, 656n9. See also 

wujiid 
ethics, 4, 14, 77, 114, 130n80, 261, 278, 

281,285,287-88,305,317,330, 
335,346,436,505,529,548, 
553-54,578,586-87,606,633, 
637,641,673,700,706,718,746, 
748,750,759-60,770,806,829. 
See also morality 

Ettinghausen, Richard, 25 
Etzionit Amitai, 79 
Euclid, 271,477,478, 485n13, 490, 767 
Europe(an), 6, 8-10, 12, 18-19, 26-27, 

30,32,35-36,38,40,49-50,63, 
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66-67,69-70,75,80,84,107, 
111,117,160,171,173,176-77, 
183-84, 191, 195-96, 199-200, 
248,258,271,279,284-85,287, 
307,310,397,404,423-24,441, 
453,488-89,495,502,506,514, 
518,520,530-31,533,537, 
564-65,600,612,628,662,670, 
728-29,743,783,786,800,804, 
828 

Enlightenment, 275, 283, 312, 
455-56,649,653,801-2 

philosophy, 7, 17, 23, 47, 106, 169, 
257,270,389,397,809 

Renaissance, 20, 101, 105, 116, 163, 
25-260,286,300n48,306,309, 
366,385-86,398-99,493-94, 
504,505,517,526,554,601,648, 
730, 785, 796, 802. See also 
humanism 

Evola, Julius, 68, 494, 496-97, 513 
evolution, 143, 174, 180, 195, 199, 

256-57,272,338,341,344,361, 
445,462n37,507,512,528-30, 
540-41,543,545,550-51, 
563n15,595-96,615, 700, 708n7, 
709n10, 724, 737, 745, 754-55, 
760, 801-2. See also Darwin, 
Charles 

biology, 155 
paleontology, 21, 496 

faith, 26-27, 77, 163, 184, 191, 200, 209, 
238,242,258,266,271,273,276, 
310,320,373,435,494,504,517, 
589,595,597,605,628,632, 
643-46,651,654,658,660,717, 
723, 730, 748 

Christian, 117, 182,257,503,591, 
600,606,649,662-63 

inGod,8,262,319,629,665,667 
and grace, 600, 663, 665, 667 
im3n,93,98,663 
Islamic, 108, 124, 264, 629, 630n21, 

638-39,649,663,665,668, 
708n2, 796 

and reason, 106,257, 637,641, 650, 
653,668 

religious, 262-63, 309, 599 

and revelation, 653, 661, 663, 667 
Faivre, Antoine, 66, 78, 81,497, 515, 729 
Fala~uri, Jawad, 67 
falsafah ("philosophy"), 97, 99-104, 110, 

112, 114, 116, 119-21, 124-25, 
134, 620, 638, 659, 718. See also 
Arabic, philosophy; ~ikmah 

al-fana'. See Sufism 
Fang, Thome H., 253-54 
Fantappie, Luigi, 496 
faqr. See Sufism 
ai-Farabi, 89, 93, 96, 112-13, 118, 123, 

134,320,488,553,592,620-21, 
623,626-27,658,729,769,777, 
780 

Farah, Caesar, 24 
Fardid, A~mad, 33 
al-Faruqi, Isma'il, 39, 76, 792 
ai-Fariiqi, Maysam, 76 
Fat~y, I:Iasan, 38 
Federation Intemationale des Societes 

Philosophiques (FISP), 56, 70, 783 
Felsenthal, Peter, 17 
Fermi, Enrico, 15 
Feuerbach, Ludwig, 191, 286-87 
Feyerabend, Paul, 459n14, 460n16 
Feynman, Richard, 394 
Fichte, Johann Gottlieb, 292-93 
Ficino, Marsilio, 141, 398, 470, 600, 754 
Filippani-Ranconi, Pio, 68 
finitude, 8, 144-46, 162, 171, 174-75, 

179-80,213,215,292,315,318, 
432,442,504,573,773 

al-fiqh. See jurisprudence 
Firdawsi, Abu') Qasim, 7, 423 
Fludd, Robert, 728 
Fondi, Roberto, 496, 514, 516 
Fowler, James, 341 
Francis (of Assisi), Saint, 503 
Frankfurt School, the, 33, 285. See also 

Adorno, Theodor; Horkheimer, 
Max 

Franklin, Benjamin, 23 
Franklin, Rosalind, 594 
Frege, Gottlob, 530, 531 
Freud, Sigmund, 208, 222, 395, 565, 

745-46, 760 
Fried, Shems, 609nn 14,19 
Friedlander, Paul, 147 
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Friedman, Charles, 15 
Friedrich, Casper David, 288 
Frye, Richard N., 24-25 
fuqaha'. See jurisprudence 
Furiigh1, Mu~ammad 'All, 7, 32 
Furiizanfar, Bad!' al-Zaman, 8, 44, 764 

Gabriei(Archangel), 119, 409, 623, 633, 
686. See also Quran; revelation 

Gadamer, Hans-Georg, 67, 377, 785, 789 
Galilei, Galileo, 17, 20, 195, 198, 287, 

308,454,456,460n26,467,490, 
505,513,745 

Gandhi, Mahatma, 244 
Gangadean, Ashok K., 519-50 
Ganovski, Sava, 70 
Garaudy, Roger, 34 
Gardet, Louis, 26, 60, 133, 658 
Gardner, David, 73 
Gauguin, Paul, 387 
Gauthier, L., 133 
Geist, 376, 389. See also Hegel, G. W. F.; 

spirit 
George, Stefan, 375 
Gerber, William, 245 
Geulinx, Arnold, 574 
al-ghayb ("Unseen" or "Absent"), 619, 

685, 703, 710 
al-Ghazzall, 46, 92, 96-97, 102, 113, 124, 

127n16,320,553,605-6,630n21, 
658,673,688,700,712,744,749, 
775, 780, 787, 789, 796 

Ghose, Sri Aurobindo, 150, 549, 595-96, 
615 

Gibb, Hamilton A. R., 22-24, 61, 90 
Gifford, Adam Lord, 469 
Gilkey, Langdon, 78 
Gill, Eric, 26, 387-88, 435, 438n4 
Gilson, Etienne, 17, 26, 133, 557, 634, 

662, 756 
gnosis, 8, 42-43, 45, 47, 50, 52, 69, 

92-93,96,102,104,106,109, 
111, 116, 119, 121, 135, 177, 
328-29,396,398-99,404-5,411, 
423,425,503,506,522,571,591, 
593,599,614,641,644,646-47, 
655,665,672-74,678,681,724, 
729, 780 

'irfiin ("gnosis"), 41, 99, 112, 115, 

117, 134, 136, 331, 615, 637, 659, 
668,670,677n26,679,680, 714, 
769, 779. See also gnosticism; 
ma'rifah 

Ibn 'Arabi, 636, 666 
scienta sacra, 100 

gnosticism, 50, 92, 95-96, 109, 111, 
115-17, 122, 134, 177, 257, 322, 
394,396-97,399-400,403-4, 
406-8,410-12,425,589,600, 
603,614-15,637,641,648,672, 
674,680,712,719,733, 771.See 
also gnosis; Ibn 'Arabi, Mu~y1 al
Oin 

Christian, 591 
and Ibn 'Arabi, Mu~y1 al-Oin, 93, 100, 

104, 112,401, 599 
and Mulla ~adra, 93 

God, 8, 17, 94, 97, 102, 108-9, 112, 114, 
116, 121-24, 143-45, 153-54, 
162, 166, 171-72, 174, 178-82, 
194,198,203,206,209,211-12, 
214-15,217,223-28,258,262, 
270,272,277-82,285-95,304, 
308-9,318-22,331-32,335-38, 
342,348,359-61,364,368,371, 
373,391,396-400,403-12,426, 
431,433,436-39,442,444, 
448-51,454,456,463,466,470, 
480-81,488,500-501,503,505, 
507,523,528,535,537,554, 
556-57,559-60,567,575,578, 
582-83,585-88,589-96,599, 
603-5,616,619,621-23,627, 
629, 643--52, 655, 660-61, 
664-68,675,680-81,685-86, 
690-707,712-15,717,720-21, 
724-25, 730, 733-34, 739, 
741-44, 747-49, 757-59, 770-73, 
783-87, 797,802-5,816-18.See 
also Bible; Christianity; creation; 
Divine; immanence; Islam; 
Judaism; Logos; omnipotence; 
omnipresence; omniscience; 
Quran; transcendence; Unmoved 
Mover 

as Absolute, 206, 460n22, 535, 557, 
588, 703-4 

as beyond Being, 122, 162, 172, 174 
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and Buddhism, 211, 224-25, 228, 322, 
436 

and Christianity, 153, 209, 225-26, 
258,262,503,505,535,650 

and creation, 45, 123, 178, 180, 198, 
272,286,294,304;308,318-20, 
448-49,463,505,586,627, 
657n12,664-65,685,697,699, 
757,803 

divine attributes of, 97, 412, 562, 583 
as Divine Light, 282, 488 
as Divinity, 286, 621 
as Eternal Being, 258, 406 
as Father, 172 
fear of, 109 
forgetfulness of, 285 
glory of, 286, 309, 405, 409 
God's knowledge, 123, 153, 1 57n8, 

290,488,557,586,623,692,770, 
773, 785 

grace of, 439 
and l}ikmah, 121 
and Hinduism, 322 
as holy, 181-82 
as immanent, 145, 226, 400 
as infinite, 179, 209, 404, 523, 535, 

537,538,588,714 
and Intellect, 143, 145, 623 
and Islamic philosophy, 114, 123, 198, 

226,262,331,686,693,696,713, 
739 

knowledge of, 94, 179, 290, 295, 449, 
557,567,616,622,685 

as Logos, 535, 537 
love of, 108 
and Mu~ammad, 404, 459n15, 466, 

616, 708n2 
names of, 694, 703, 713, 721. See also 

Allah 
Allah, 214, 535 
al-lfaqq, 411, 622, 655 
al-$amad, 332 
YHWH, 535,537 

as necessary (wajib al-wujiid), 123, 
460n22,627,665, 739,757 

as One, 209, 371, 437, 702 
perfections of, 94 
and prophecy, 121 , 644 
as Pure Being, 123, 757 

and revelation, 122,397,554,619, 
621 

and salvation, 578 
and Taoism, 322 
and transcendence, 145, 203, 262, 279, 

281,400,505,582,604,627,664, 
694,696-97,703-4,747 

as Truth, 226 
as Ultimate Reality, 212, 523, 528 
union with, 102, 557, 587 
unity of, 109, 290, 331, 627, 698, 703 
as Unmoved Mover, 258 

Godel, Kurt, 352, 369 
gods,225,237-39,256,262,405,408, 

431,433,442,502,594,661,693 
Goethe, Johann Wolfgang, 21,259, 278, 

292,295,424,426,496,515,786, 
790n9 

Golpinarli, 'Abd al-Baqi, 59 
Gomez, Garcia, 69 
Goodman, L. E., 750, 752n13 
Gorgias, 255 
Gould, Stephen J., 155. See also evolution 
grace, 14,90,99,234,243,287,335,350, 

359,379,401,419,439,481,509, 
521,525,600,644,648,652,660, 
662-65,667,673,678,730, 
732-33, 741, 784 

barakah,604,624 
Green, Arthur, 78 
Gregorian Chant, 20, 386 
Gregory ofNyssa, 503 
Gropius, Walter, 25, 282, 306-7, 389. See 

also Bauhaus 
Grunebaum, Gustave von, 685 
Guenon,Rene, 18-19,27,34,59,66, 79, 

133,160,184,201,253,260,270, 
280,359,371,401,421,440,446, 
460n16,494,497, 515,542,544, 
548,565,615,675,711,729,793 

"l' experimentalisme modeme," 
449-50 

phi/osophia perennis, 41, 50, 132, 
141,194,242,249,394 

"the reign of quantity," 164, 479 

Habermas, Jiirgen, 67, 156, 280, 291-92, 
297n7,303n66 

Haddad, Robert, 24 
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ljadith, 103, 114, 121, 123-25, 227,328, 
404,488,603,620,622,625-26, 
628,632,636,680,685,713,758, 
803, 830. See also Mu~ammad; 
Sunnah 

Hadot, Pierre, 639--42, 650, 656n I 0, 658 
I:Iafi~, Shams al-Din Mu~ammad, 7, 14, 

43,85,225,298,400,423-24, 
427,666-67,681,786-87, 790n9 

I:Ia' iri, Hadi, 8, 41 
~akim ("physician," "scientist," or 

"philosopher"), 39, 41, 94, 98, 
103, 119, 556, 623 

Halevy, Judas, 111 
al-I:Iallaj, I:Iusayn ibn Man~iir, 209,411, 

725 
Hamadani, 'Ayn al-Qu9at, 328 
Hamann, Johann Georg, 761 
Handel, George Frideric, 20 
al-/faqiqah. See truth 
al-/faqq. See God; truth 
al-I:Iaqq, Inti~ar, 57 
Harawi, Ni~am al-Din, 764 
harmonics, 20-21, 304, 306, 501. See also 

aesthetics; music 
Harris, Baine, 149 
Hartmann, Nicolai, 474 
Hartshorne, Charles, 259 
I:Iaydar, Mulla I:Iubb-i, 41 
Hayden, Franz Joseph, 20 
Heaven,28, 78,90,210,216,225,234, 

253,256,261-63,271-72,289, 
310,366,383,393,399--401,403, 
408-10,420,454,483,493,504, 
509,521,523,558,560,578,591, 
594,598,643,648,660,667,703, 
730,743,785-86,802 

Hebrew, 23, 257-58, 272, 501-2, 743. 
See also Jewish; Judaism; ruwach 

Hegel, G. W. F., 8, 17, 22, 32, 151, 192, 
258,260,278,29-294,299n28, 
376,530,563,565,596,634,736, 
781. See also Geist; idealism 

Heidegger, Martin, 33, 49, 151, 192,271, 
281-82,292,295,298n20, 
298n22,337,340,349,46ln31, 
530, 740, 746, 749-50, 759, 785. 
See also Dasein 

Heisenberg, Werner, 478, 485n15 

Heitler, Walter, 496, 516 
I:Iekmat, 'Ali A~ ghar, 8 
Hellenism, 24, 112, 718 
Heraclitus, 502 
Herbert, Jean, 66-67 
hermeneutics, 101, 121, 124-25, 153, 170, 

180-81, 183, 192, 200,206, 221, 
264,313,552,558,620,731,748, 
787,816,818 

hermeneutics of suspicion, 153, 
180-81,183,200,206,221 

ta'wil, 101,551,723,731,816. See 
also Quran 

Hermes,99, 107-8, 112,551,620,630n13. 
See also Hermeticism; ldris 

Hermeticism, 24, 50, 68, 78, 81, 92, 94, 
107,112,290,506,589,598,600, 
603--4, 729. See also Hermes; ldris 

Hernandez, Miguel Cruz, 69 
Hesche!, Abraham, 62 
Hick, John, 65, 75 
~ikmah ("wisdom" or "philosophy"), 

40-42,98,114,122,137,469, 
551,564,589,621-22,625,629, 
629n7,633,636,668,671, 717, 
772, 779. See also falsafah 

andfalsafah, 100-2, 104-5, 110, 112, 
119-21, 125, 134,620, 659 

ljikmat al-Ishraq. See Illuminationism 
Hildegard (of Bingen), Saint, 503 
Hindemith, Paul, 20 
Hinduism, 16, 18-19, 27, 30, 59-60, 110, 

133,163,193,196,203,208,210, 
215-16,222-23,225,228,230, 
232-37,240-45,247-51,254, 
262-65, 274, 306, 310,322, 328, 
331-32,337,341,343,359-64, 
384,386-87,393,397,431,433, 
435,438,440,443,447,465-66, 
469-70,492,497,499,502, 
532-34,547,549,581,587,590, 
600,604,606,659,664,668,694, 
720, 733, 778, 795. See also 
Aman; Brahma; Brahman; 
dharma; India(n); karma; Lila; 

, non-dualism; Vishnu 
bhakti ("devotion"), 243 
tat tvam asi ("That thou art"), 144 
van;a system, the, 239-40, 251 
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Hintz, Walter, 67 
Hisamatsu, Shinishi, 25, 90 
"historial," the, 50, 635, 730 
history, 9, 14, 20, 26, 29, 40, 47, 53-54, 

56,58,65-66, 79,92,97,99, 106, 
117, 119-20, 122, 124, 134-35, 
144-45, 149, 156, 157n16, 
159-60, 165, 170, 175, 180-81, 
191, 198,200,204,221-22, 
227-28,259,263,270-72,277, 
279-80,290,312,315,318,341, 
345,349,351,359,363,365-68, 
376-77,385,393,398-99,421, 
425-26,430,443,446,455,463, 
484,493,498,502,506-8,526, 
540,565,567-69,571,573,579, 
588,591,600,612,621,625-26, 
632,635,640,643,654,658, 
671-73,685,687,689,695,701, 
707, 708n8, 718, 720, 725, 
730-31,736,760,764,771,777, 
779,789,793,796,801,806, 
813-15,817-18,825n13,827.See 
also time 

"anti-history," 50 
ofart, 74 
human, 107,147,206,274,391,438, 

545,559 
intellectual, 91, 105, 109, 136, 283, 

308,518,564,628,631n47,662, 
765 

Islamic, 24, 98, 100, 102-3, 113-14, 
121,125,223,328,564,636, 
679-80,688,698,712,729,811, 
817,820 

modem, 470, 700 
natural, 174, 460n23, 790n3 
Persian, 5 
ofphilosophy, 32, 84, 114, 121, 140, 

257,570,591,634,678n27, 746, 
769-70 

prehistory, 431 
sacred, 6, 327 
ofscience, 10,17,21-23,27,30-32, 

59,90, 155,295n1,300n50, 
460n24,464,497,516,590, 
592-93,670,714,782 

Hobbes, Thomas, 120. See also empiricism 
Hocking, William E., 23 

Hodgson, Marshal, 24 
Hofstadter, Albert, 373 
Holderlin, Friedrich, 292, 299 
Hollinger, David, 350 
Horkheimer, Max, 285,785. See also 

Frankfurt ~khool 
I:Iossein, Mulla Majed, 3 
Hourani, Albert, 64 
Huff, Toby E., 700, 709n11 
Hugo, Victor, 9 
Hujwiri, 403 
Huma'i, Jalal, 8 
humanism, 58, 99, 253, 265, 269, 309, 

379n4,382,385-86,420,454, 
456,461n31,505,517,520, 
524-26,554,559,572,582-83, 
648,743,748,785,796,801-2. 
See also Europe, Renaissance; 
modernism; secularism 

human nature, 200, 648,686-87,705, 
786. See also nature 

Hume, David, 120, 255, 258, 293, 452, 
460n26, 747,754-55, 779.See 
also empiricism 

Huntington, Samuel, 82, 300n36 
Husserl, Edmund, 280, 297n7, 340,437, 
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545,564 

Western, 44, 311 
Meyendorff, John, 78 
Meyerson, Emile, 17, 90,466 
Michaud, Roland, 40 
Michel, Albin, 67 
Michelangelo, 287 
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620,633,637,645-47,649-51, 
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125,254,260-61,274,384 
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