Journal of
[slamic

Philosophy

A Special Issue on
Mulla Sadra

Volume 6, 2010



Journal of Islamic Philosophy



Journal of
Islamic

Philosophy

A Special Issue on

Mulla Sadra

Volume 6, 2010



© Copyright 2010, Journal of Islamic Philosophy, Inc.
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

Neither this journal nor any part thereof may be reproduced or transmitted in any
form or by any means, electronic or mechanical including photocopying, scanning,
microfilming, and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system

without the express written permission from the publisher.

ISSN: 1536-4569 — elSSN: 1536-4755

Printed in Canada, 2011

The editors would like to thank Mohammed Rustom for his dedication and
cooperation in putting together this special issue of the Journal; indeed the idea of

devoting an issue to Mulla Sadra was his and for this he is to be commended.



Journal of Islamic Philosophy / 2010

EDITORS
Macksood A. Aftab

Muhammad I. Hozien

Valerie ]. Turner

EDITORIAL BOARD
Mustafa Mahmoud Abu Sway
Al-Quds University

Mashhad Al-Allaf
Petroleum Institute

Munawar Anees
John Templeton Foundation

Massimo Campanini
University of Milan

Thérése-Anne Druart
Catholic University of America

Majid Fakhry
Georgetown University

Ibrahim Kalin
Georgetown University

Richard C. Taylor
Marquette University




9

JOURNAL OF ISLAMIC PHILOSOPHY

Mission Statement

The Journal of Islamic Philosophy encourages the academic study of
Islamic philosophy. The journal provides a unique peer-reviewed
forum for scholars interested in the philosophical study of diverse
topics in Islamic philosophy. Classical Islamic philosophy of past
masters will be re-examined with a new focus. The underlying
issues regarding the many ethical, metaphysical, existential, and
epistemological challenges posed by western philosophy will be
explored in comparison to Islamic philosophy. We hope to serve
as an impetus toward the renewal of the rich and dynamic spirit
of Islamic philosophical discourse in the current era.
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Editorial
MouaMMED RusTom

t is now safe to say that Mulla Sadra no longer needs an
introduction to students of Islamic philosophy. This is a
relatively recent phenomenon, thanks to the efforts of a number
of scholars over the past five decades. Today, almost all of Sadra’s
works are available in print, and many of these titles have found their
way into critical editions, courtesy by and large of the Tehran-based
Sadra Islamic Philosophy Research Institute (STPRIn). SIPRIn also
continues to publish, in Persian, monographs on Sadra as well as
a journal dedicated almost exclusively to him. In terms of works
on Sadra in European languages, there are a plethora of books and
articles. In English alone, we have some eighteen books on him,!
and at least eleven of his works are available in translation.”
Despite the vast amount of research that has already been done,
there are many facets of Sadra’s thought that are as yet unexplored, or
concerning which we still do not have a complete picture. These often
have to do with aspects of what can be called his “religious thought”

1 Some of the newer titles in English include Ibrahim Kalin, Knowledge in Later
Islamic Philosophy: Mullé Sadra on Existence, Intellect, and Intuition (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2010); Sajjad Rizvi, Mulld Sadra and Metaphysics:
Modulation of Being (London: Routledge, 2009); Mohammed Rustom, The
Triumph of Mercy: Philosophy and Scripture in Mulla Sadra (Albany: State
University of New York Press, forthcoming).

2 One of these being a new translation (accompanied by the Arabic text) of
Sadra’s Kitab al-mashdtir by Seyyed Hossein Nasr and edited by Ibrahim Kalin
(Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Press, forthcoming).

Journal of Islamic Philosophy 6 (2010): 1-3.
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2 MoHAMMED RusTOM

While some important studies have been carried out in this regard,
particularly with respect to his eschatology, many crucial questions
remain unaddressed. What, for example, is the relationship between
Sadrd’s philosophy and his numerous writings on the Quran and
Hadith? What is his attitude toward Islamic law, one of the many
disciplines in which he was thoroughly conversant? How indebted
is he to his Sufi predecessors, such as ‘Ayn al-Qudat Hamadani,
Tbn ‘Arabi, Sadr al-Din al-Qiinawi, and Dawiid al-Qaysari? What,
precisely, is his relationship to the other giants of Shii thought,
namely Nasir al-Din al-Tasi, Sayyid Haydar Amuli, Ibn Turka
Isfahani, and Ibn Abi Jumhir Ahsa’i? How have Sadra’s works
influenced the religious worldview of his “opponents” particularly
Shaykh Ahmad Ahsa’i?

The articles presented here seek to investigate some of these and
other cognate questions. Maria Dakake’s piece presents us with the
most in-depth investigation into Sadras understanding of walaya, or
sanctity, which emerges amidst the broader context of a discussion
of the hierarchical nature of his ontology and epistemology.

David Burrell’s essay navigates its way through Sadra’s
ontology, offering translations of some key passages from al-Hikma
al-muta‘aliya fi l-asfar al-aqilyya al-arba‘a in order to demonstrate
Sadrd’s concern with being vis-a-vis the God-creature relationship.
Thus, Burrell’s article can be seen as a useful exploration into the
importance of Sadra’s ontology not just for philosophy; but also for
philosophical theology.

Turning again to the theme of waldya, Shigeru Kamada inquires
into the manner in which Ibn ‘Arabi influenced Sadra’s treatment of
“sainthood.” Yanis Eshots’ article also brings Sadra and Tbn ‘Arabi
into conversation with one another, this time treating, in comparative
perspective, two key concepts in their thought—"“substantial motion”
and “new creation” respectively. Zailan Moris’s paper examines
Sadrds eschatological teachings as presented in one of his later and
certainly more “popular” works, al-Hikma al-‘arshiyya. It also seeks
to clarify the links between Sadré’s eschatological ideas and those
of Suhrawardi and Ibn ‘Arabi.

My article offers a comprehensive inquiry into the structure
and content of Sadra’s Quranic writings. The annotations on these
works illustrate how significant Sadr’s tafsir writings and theoretical
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compositions are in terms of their treatment of key ideas, range of
sources employed, and complex chronology.

Following the articles are reviews of four of the more recent
books in the field of Sadra studies. Among the reviewers of these
works we have not only scholars of Islamic philosophy, but also
specialists in analytic philosophy and comparative Western
philosophy—surely a positive indicator of Sadra’s broad appeal.

We are hopeful that the Journal of Islamic Philosophy’s special
issue on Mulla Sadra will spawn further interest in his work,
particularly the relatively understudied dimension of his religious
thought. But, just as important, we also hope that the questions
raised here will help draw the attention of students of philosophy
and intellectual history to the vast riches of the later period of
Islamic thought.




Hierarchies of Knowing in Mulla Sadra’s
Commentary on the Usil al-kaft

MARIA MAssI DAKAKE

pendent philosophers of his time. Though influenced by many
7 well-developed strands of thought in Islamic intellectual his-
tory—the Peripatetic and Illuminationist schools of philosophy, as
well as a number of different mystical traditions, including those
of Abii Hamid al-Ghazali and Ibn al-‘Arabi—he was able to create
a synthetic whole that did not merely reconcile these divergent
perspectives, but rather used them as reference points for his own
mystico-philosophical perspective. Mulla Sadra, however, unlike
most of the mystical and philosophical thinkers who influenced his
thought, was an Imami Shi‘i. Despite the struggles he may have had
with some of the ShiT authorities of his day, the nature of which con-
tinue to be a matter of scholarly debate,' he embraced the principal
doctrines of the Imami school of thought, and revered the Imams
as infallible sources of spiritual guidance. In this article, I explore
the relationship between Mulla Sadra’s metaphysics of knowledge
and his own Shii confessional views through an analysis of his
commentary on a major work of Shi canonical tradition—KulaynT's
Usiil al-kafi—with a particular emphasis on his commentary on
the chapter entitled, “The Superiority of Knowledge” (Fad! al-‘ilm).
Before turning to his commentary, however, it is useful to pres-
ent some of the key questions about Sadra’s life and thought that
complicate our understanding of his adherence to the Imami Shi1
school, and explain how our reading of his commentary on the Usiil
al-kafi might help us answer them.

Throughout his writing, Sadra consciously strives to reconcile
his own philosophical insights, and those of some of his predecessors,
with the “scriptural” sources of Islam—the Quran and, occasionally,
the hadith literature—the latter of which, for a Shi‘a, include the

S adr al-Din al-Shirazi was one of the most intellectually inde-

1 For an overview of the issues related to Sadra’s relationship with the scholars
of his time, see Sajjad Rizvi, Mulla Sadra Shirazi: His Life and Works and the
Sources for Safavid Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), ch. 1.

Journal of Islamic Philosophy 6 (2010): 5-44.
© 2010 by the Journal of Islamic Philosophy, Inc. All rights reserved. ISSN: 1536-4569




6 MARIA MassI DAKAKE

sayings of the Prophet and the Shi'i Imams. Yet while the centrality
of the Quran to Sadra’s mystical philosophy can hardly be denied,
the influence of the Imams’ teachings on his thought is a harder
case to make. The Imams are mentioned somewhat rarely, relative
to other important thinkers dealt with in Sadra’s philosophical
works. Even in Sadras many works of Quranic commentary, the
teachings of the Imams are invoked much less than one might
expect.? When he does cite the traditions of the Imams, it is often as
part of a concluding section to a metaphysical discussion in which
he provides a set of transmitted or scriptural (sam‘7) proof texts to
support his philosophical point* Even in such cases, however, Sadra
does not necessarily privilege Shi traditions over Sunni ones; and
at times, this gives the impression that the Imams’ teachings have

been mentioned as a matter of expected formality, almost as an

addendum to a philosophical point. Yet, near the end of his life, Sadra
wrote his lengthy commentary on Kulayns canonical collection

of Imami Shi‘a traditions. The devotion of time and effort to such

an endeavor seems to indicate a reverence for the traditions of the

Imams as a rich source of spiritual and religious knowledge. But

if this is the case, then why do these traditions, unlike the Quran

and the works of other Islamic thinkers, have relatively little place

in his philosophical works?

Perhaps more problematic, however, is the degree to which
Sadra’s gradated and fluid ontology and epistemology implicitly

3 OnSadrd’s relatively limited use of Shif hadith and tafsir literature as sources
for his exegetical writing, see Mohammed Rustom, The Triumph of Mercy:
Philosophy and Scripture in Mulla Sadra (Albany: State University of New
York Press, forthcoming), ch. 2.

3 See, e.g., Mulla Sadra, al-Hikma al-muta‘aliya fi l-asfar al-“aqilyya al-arba‘a, ed.
Muhammad Rida Muzaffar, etal,, g vols. (Beirut, 1981), 8:303-324 (esp. 316-317,
where several traditions from the Imams are cited); Kitab al-mashd'ir, ed. with
French translation, Henry Corbin (Tehran: Institut Frangais d'Iranologie de
Téhéran, 1982), 58-63, where he quotes from the works of several Imami tra-
ditionists, including al-Saffar al- Qummi’s Basa’ir al-darajat and Kulaynis Usal
al-kafi, as well as from some prominent Imami theologians near the conclusion
of this treatise. See also James Morris, Wisdom of the Throne (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1981), 141, where he lists some traditions from the
Imams to support his views of the pre-existence of the soul; and Trfan va Grif
namayan (Kasr asnam al-jahiliyya), trans. M. Bidarfar (Tehran: Intisharat-i
Zahr#’, 1992), 150-157, where this treatise concludes with a series of ahadith

from the Prophet and the Imams.
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contradict Twelver Shii hadith narrations on the status of the Imams.
For Twelver Shi‘a, the Imams occupy an ontological category all their
own; one that exists below that of the prophets, but transcends that
of ordinary human beings. This hierarchy is clearly articulated in
Shi hadith literature, which also represents this spiritual hierarchy
as fixed from pre-temporal times. In Shii hadith literature, the
Imam’s biological connection to the Prophet was mythologized
to mean that he was created from pure Muhammadan light (nir
Muhammadi),* or in an alternative formulation, from a pure clay,
superior to that from which other human beings were crafted.” Thus,
no matter how pious, learned, or spiritually pure an individual might
be, he could never ascend to the level of the Imams. Even if many
Shii scholars have rejected some of these mythological traditions
as exaggerations, at least with regard to their literal meaning, the
doctrine of the unique and superior knowledge of the Imam has
continued to fund Shi conceptions of their own unique claim to
religious knowledge as the community of their followers. Imami
hadith literature indicates that the Imams surpassed all others in
knowledge, even, perhaps, the pre-Muhammadan prophets. For just
as the Prophet had inherited the knowledge of all previous prophets,
the Imams were believed to have inherited the knowledge of the
Prophet Muhammad, and thus the knowledge of all pre-Islamic
prophets as well. Moreover, the Imams were considered to be in
sole possession of the true interpretation of the Qur'an, as recorded
by “Ali b. Abi Talib from the Prophet himself, and as passed down
from Imam to Imam. Beyond this, the Imams were said to receive
a form of divine knowledge and inspiration on a continuous basis.”

4  For Imami traditions about this, see al-Saffar al-Qummi, Bas@'ir al-darajat, ed.
al-Sayyid Muhammad al-Sayyid Husayn, 2 vols. (Beirut: Dar Jawad al-A’imma,
2007), 1:59-60; al-Hasan b. Muhammad Daylam, Irshad al-qulib, 2 vols. (Qum:
Manshiirat al-Rida, 1970), 211, 235, 258. See also Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi,
The Divine Guide in Early Shi‘ism: The Sources of Esotericism in Islam (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 1994), 57-59.

5 Muhammad b. Ya’qiib Kulayni, al-Kaff, ed. Muhammad Ja‘far Shams al-Din, 7
vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Ta%ruf li-1-Matbi‘at, 1990), 2:5-8; Ahmad b. Muhammad
al-Barqj, Kitab al-mahasin, ed. Jalal al-Din al-Husayni (Tehran: Dar al-Kutub
al-Tslamiyya, 1951), 133-135. See also Etan Kohlberg, “Imam and Community
in the Pre-Ghayba Period,” in Said Arjoman (ed.), Authority and Political
Culture in Shiism (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1988), 31.
Kulayni, al-Kafi, 1:280-283; Qummyi, Basd'ir, 1:246-250.

Kulayni, al-Kafi, 1:308-310; Qummi, Basd’ir, 2:118-120.
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These traditions about the superior knowledge of the Imams,
many of which crossed the line into obvious exaggeration (ghuluww),
nonetheless made it clear that the epistemological stature of the
Imams was as eternally unreachable as their ontological status. Even
if we were to put aside the more exaggerated claims of the Sh11 hadith
literature, the epistemological superiority of the Imams is sufficiently
established in the Imami doctrine of the Imams’ inerrancy (isma) in
matters of religious knowledge, a quality otherwise attributed only
to the prophets. The hierarchical categories of knowledge in Shi‘i
thought continued below the level of the Imam, with those scholars
well-versed in the teachings of the Imams holding the highest
status, followed by other devoted Shi‘is, non-Shii Muslims, and
everyone else. Moreover, Shi‘i tradition developed these hierarchical
categories of knowledge in the context of an early Shi1 electionist
perspective—well-attested in the Shi‘l hadith literature—according
to which one’s status as a Shi or a non-Shi was considered to have
been determined by God, or at least to have been established from
pre-temporal times, indicating the futility of changing one’s status
in this life.®

Mulla Sadréd’s ontology and epistemology is also clearly hier-
archical in nature, but it differs from the Imami Shii perspective,
particularly as found in canonical books of Shii hadith, in two
fundamental and interrelated ways. First, the establishment of a
hierarchy among men takes place in the course of earthly life, not
prior to it. From Sadra’s point of view, all human beings begin in the
same place, originated in the common human mold, or fitra, and
as a single “species,” and are only differentiated ontologically and
epistemologically through their actions and acquired knowledge in
earthly life. They undergo a second “origination” after death, whereby
the inner hierarchy of spiritual states acquired in this life becomes
a manifest hierarchy of corresponding psychic bodies of different
species.’ Second, Sadra’s conception of a human epistemological and

8  Foradiscussion of this, see Maria Dakake, The Charismatic Communily: Shi‘ite
Identity in Early Islam (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007),
212-218.

9  Asfar, 9:19-22, where Sadra claims to have obtained knowledge of these differ-
ent originations through inspiration, but also considers this to be the esoteric
meaning of Quran 10:19: Mankind was but one community, then they differed
and 59:14: . . . You suppose that they are together, yet their hearts are divided.
See also, Wisdom of the Throne, 144-145; Sadra, Ta'ligat ‘ald Hikmat al-ishraq
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ontological hierarchy is predicated upon the gradated and constantly
changing nature of both existence (wujitd) and spiritual knowledge,
allowing for innumerable ontological levels;®® and unlike traditional
Shii conceptions of spiritual hierarchy as static and fixed, Sadrés
system assumes the possibility of a fluid and continuous movement
from lower to higher states.

Given the questions discussed above, Sadra’s commentary on
the earliest and most comprehensive canonical collection of ShiT
hadith, Kulaynis Usil al-kaff, would seem an obvious place to look
for answers. While this commentary is not complete in its extant
form, what does remain offers a window onto the way in which
Sadra attempted to understand his lifelong religious affiliation
with the Shii school and his devotion to the Imams in the context
of his now fully developed philosophical perspective. Sadra’s com-
mentary on the first chapter of Kulayni’s collection, entitled Kitab
al-‘aql wa-l-jahl (The book of intellect and ignorance), contains
an extensive philosophical and mystical discussion of the intellect
which, of course, is foundational to his own metaphysics, as well as
to that of his philosophical predecessors, and, some would argue, to
the spiritual worldview of Twelver Shi‘ism as a whole."

In this article, however, I have chosen to focus on Sadrd’s com-
mentary on Kulayni's chapter on the Kitab fadl al-ilm (Superiority
of knowledge). Sadrd’s commentary on this section is complete, in
that he treats every hadith found in Kulayns chapter, and it com-
prises nearly 400 pages of the extant Sharh. Sadra’s commentary on
this chapter is particularly relevant because, for Sadra, knowledge
represents the purpose and ultimate end of all human creation; it is
the source and the consequence of all worthwhile human endeavor
and virtue, and it alone saves. Thus Kulayni’s chapter offers Sadra
a platform from which he can address some of the epistemological
issues he wrestles with in his philosophical works, as they relate to
the teachings of the Shi‘l Imams. Moreover, because the chapter is
concerned with “knowledge” in general, rather than with the more

on the margins of Qutb al-Din al-Shirazi, Sharh Hikmat al-ishrag (Tehran,
1898), 476.

10 Sadra, Sharh Usul al-kafi, vol. 2: Kitab fadl al-ilm wa Kitab al-hujja, ed.
Muhammad Khwajavi, 3 vols. (Tehran: Mu’assasa-i Mutala‘at va Tahqiqat-i
Farhangi, 1988), 5.

11 Amir-Moezzi, The Divine Guide in Early Shi'ism, 6-13.
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abstract, philosophical concept of the intellect (‘agl), it provides
Sadra an opportunity to comment on some of the more mundane
aspects of the role of knowledge in Islamic social life, and to offer, at
times, stinging criticism of the ways in which religious knowledge
was defined, measured, valued and peddled in the Safavid Shii
society of his time.

In what follows, I begin with an overview of the key aspects
of Sadré’s philosophy of knowledge as they are represented in this
commentary, including the ontological and eschatological function of
knowledge in Sadra’s thought. From there, I discuss the implications
of this theory of knowledge for the recognition of an ontological
and epistemological hierarchy among human beings—a “hierarchy
of knowers.” In this second section I begin with an examination of
Sadra’s views on various approaches to religious knowledge and his
criticism of the common understanding and assessment of religious
knowledge among the scholars of his own time. His criticism of
these scholars is well embedded in his commentary on this chapter,
and they serve as an important foil for his own philosophical claims
about the significance of knowledge in religious life and in human
eschatology, and for his conception of an epistemological hierarchy
among human beings. From there I discuss Sadra’s conception of
spiritual knowledge among the upper echelons of the epistemo-
logical hierarchy, a conception that embraces some elements of the
traditional Shi7 view of spiritual hierarchy, but also departs from it
in subtle, but ultimately radical, ways.

Sadra’s Philosophy of Knowledge in the Sharh kitab fadl al-ilm

Sadra’s epistemology as systematically formulated in his philosophi-
cal writing clearly undergirds his commentary on the Kitab fadl
al-ilm. As with most aspects of his thought, Mulla Sadra presents
his perspective on knowledge and its significance for the human
state as rooted in the Qurian and his own mystico-philosophical
interpretation of the sacred text. While the Qur’an sets out an
egalitarian principle—all human beings are created according to the
same primordial norm (fifra)*? and all human actions are weighed on
the same scale and entail the same recompense*—it also establishes
a hierarchical principle. If all human beings begin in the same

12 Quran 3o0:30.
13 Qurian 7:8-9; 21:47.
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place, they do not all end in the same place, and the twin bases of
this teleological differentiation, as expressed in the Qurian, are the
qualities of reverential piety (tagwa)" and knowledge.”” Are those
who know and those who do not know equal? (39:9)' the Quran
asks rhetorically. The answer is meant to be clear, as the Quran
directly links faith with knowledge and intellect,”” while connecting
unbelief to ignorance and short-sightedness.'® The believers are those
who reflect on and contemplate God’s revelation in scripture and
in the world around them, those who use their intellects and seek
to understand.” The unbelievers are those who refuse to see and
to reflect, those who are heedless—willfully ignorant—of what is
before them and what is to come.”

The role that Sadra assigns to knowledge in the human spiritual
vocation and spiritual destiny goes somewhat beyond the Quran’s
explicit teachings on this matter. While the Quran establishes a
relationship between faith and knowledge, it is nonetheless faith
and good works that are specifically associated with salvation in
the scriptural text, although in Islamic doctrinal formulations, true
faith had to be based upon knowledge (ma‘rifa). For Sadra, however,
both faith and good works are only “good” (and thus spiritually
efficacious) because they are forms of knowledge.” It is knowledge
alone that is spiritually transformative and that ultimately saves. As
Sadra writes in his commentary:

You know from what has come before, that religious acts,
such as prayer, fasting and so on, are only for the purpose
of [attaining] states, [by which] I mean, the cleansing and
purification of the heart from evils, earthly desires, and
attachments. The purpose of states is the [acquisition]

14 See Quran 49:a3: Truly the most noble of you before God is the most reverent.

15 See Sharh, 61, where Sadra says that “the provision (zad) of the Hereafter is
knowledge and piety (tagwa),” perhaps invoking Quraan 2:197, where it says
that the best provision (zad) is tagwa.

16 See also Quran 6:50; 11:24; 13:16, 19; 35:19; 40:58.

17 See, e.g., Qurian 3:7 190; 13:19; 38:29.

18 See, e.g., Qurian 7:179; 10:7; 16:107-108.

19 See, e.g., Quran 3:190-191; 10:24; 13:3; 16:11; 25:61-62.

20 See, e.g., Quran 7:146; 21:1.

21 Sharh, 74; a similar point is made on 53. See also 127, where Sadra comments,

“knowledge is the root of every righteous act, whether it is an act of commission,

such as worship, or an act of omission, such as renunciation (zuhd)”
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of the sciences (‘ulizm), and this is the meaning of [the
Imam’s] words (a.s.): “the perfection of religion is the
seeking of knowledge” That is, the ultimate objective
of religious acts and the obligations of the shari‘a is the
seeking of knowledge.

Knowledge, then, is of two types: the knowledge of
unveiling (‘ilm mukashafa), that is: knowledge of the
Essence of God and of His Attributes and Actions; and
knowledge of daily actions, that is: knowledge that
pertains to the manner in which one should accomplish
the acts of obedience and refrain from disobedient and
evil actions. The objective of the first type is knowledge
for its own sake, and the objective of the second is [so
that one may] act in accordance with it. But the objective
of action is also knowledge. Knowledge is the first and
the last, the origin and the end.

Thus one kind of knowledge is a means and the other
is an end; [the latter] being the more noble and lofty.
Action is only a means, since it belongs to this world, and
this world is only a means to the next, and likewise all
that belongs to it. There is no benefit in obedience that
is not a means to knowledge, and likewise, [there is no
benefit] in knowledge that pertains to [obedience], if it
is not a means to action which leads to the state, which
leads to pure knowledge (‘ilm) and sincere knowledge
(ma‘rifa) of the Face of God.”

While some knowledge can be a means to other knowledge,
knowledge is the true end in itself. Even knowledge whose immediate
benefit is a proper understanding of religious practice and obedience
to divine law is ultimately a means of acquiring more knowledge,
since religious practice has no meaningful purpose other than to
grant increased spiritual knowledge. If “the objective of action is
knowledge,” the objective of knowledge is not merely proper action.

Rather knowledge must be sought for its own sake.”

22

23
24

Quoting the hadith he is commenting upon here, which is found on 14-15 of
the Sharh.

Sharh, 15-16.
Ibid., 22-23.
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The Analogous Nature of Being (wujiid) and Knowledge

When examining Sadrd’s views on knowledge, it should be noted
that while knowledge is, ultimately, the only means by which a
person may advance along the spiritual and ontological ladder, and
thus is part and parcel of Sadras ontological theory, knowledge and
being (wujiid) are also construed, independently, in analogous ways.
Sadrd’s theory of tashkik al-wujiid (ambiguity or gradation of being)
posits Being (wujiid) as a single, unified reality that underlies and
is the source of all existent things, not as something divided and
apportioned among them. Rather existent things are differentiated
by their varying degrees of participation in wujiid as such, resulting
in differing levels of “intensity” of being (wujiid). An individuals
“intensity” of being can increase, raising that individual to higher,
nobler and more intellectual levels of existence, without the occur-
rence of ontological disjuncture—every lower level of being is
subsumed within the higher, as all being is essentially one,” with
God (the “Necessary Being,” wajib al-wujiid) alone possessing
wujiid as such. Mulla Sadra understands knowledge in precisely
the same way:

. .. the word “knowledge” (%ilm) like the word “being”
(wujiid) is one of those ambiguous (mushakkak) words
that has a single common meaning, but differs in the
degree of perfection or imperfection, intensity or weak-
ness, with which it obtains. . .

Despite its “single common meaning,” Sadra explains elsewhere
that the word “knowledge” may refer to three different, but related
things: 1) “a connection between the knower and that which is
known” (idafa bayna al-‘alim wa-l-ma‘liim), which is similar to the
principle of the union of the intellecting subject and the object of
his intellection (ittihad al-‘aqil wa-l-ma‘qil), a fundamental theme
in all of Sadra’s writing; 2) “the image that obtains in the soul” of a
concrete reality that it knows, be it knowledge of a universal reality
or a particular one; and 3) the faculty rooted in the human soul
(al-malaka al-rasikha) through which things come to be known

25  Asfar, 8:134.
26 Ibid,, 1:108-115.
27 Sharh, s.
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and truths are manifested.” For Sadra, knowledge exists in itself
and for its own sake, while it also denotes that faculty by which all
things come to be known and a mode of relation between knower
and known. Analogously, “being” (wujiid) exists in and of itself, and
is also that by which all other existent things have their being, just
as light exists and can be seen in itself, but is also that by which all
other things are seen.”

If knowledge is analogous to being in its gradated existence,
it is also, from another perspective, a reality possessing being or
wujiid—and indeed, possessing being in the highest degree. This
is because, for Sadra, the highest echelons of being are occupied
by those existents that are immaterial in nature. Knowledge—both
as a faculty and as the final end of this faculty—represents purely
immaterial reality: “Knowledge, for the intellect, is a conveyor of
the presence of immaterial form to the exclusion of materials and
bodies, and there is no doubt that the noblest of possible existents
and the highest and the most radiant of them is that existent that is
not attached to bodily things”* Being immaterial in its own nature,
the acquisition and possession of knowledge advances an individual
toward increasingly intellectual and immaterial modes of his own
existence. For Sadra, knowledge plays the most important role in
the final entelechy of every human being, given that it represents the
faculty and the means by which an individual proceeds from one
ontological level to the next.” Knowledge nourishes the intellectual
faculty, whose increasing maturation and intensification in turn
yields the possibility of acquiring higher levels of spiritual—indeed
salvific—knowledge. Both pure knowledge itself and the faculty for
acquiring that knowledge, the intellect (‘agl), are immaterial reali-
ties. The more one strengthens the faculty of intellect, the more one
grasps the true knowledge of things—that is, in their immaterial
reality—for the like can only know the like.

28 TIbid., 72.

29 For Sadra, both knowledge and being (wujid) are analogous to light. For
references to knowledge as light, see, e.g., Sharh, 96. It is, however, an “intel-
lectual” light, not a “sensible” light, in that unlike sensible light, it is “radiant
by its own essence” ( 96). For the analogy between being and light, see, e.g.,
Asfar, 1:63-64.

30 Sharh, 4.

31 Ibid. See also 28.
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The more one knows the reality of things, and is able to extract
their immaterial reality from their bodily and imaginal manifesta-
tions, the more one extracts one’s own spiritual reality from its
bodily form, thereby making “epistemology an exercise in ontology.™
Sadra writes:

... the intellect (‘agl) is a form (séira) which is separate
from matter, change, deficiency, nothingness, and evil.
[It is] the closest of all created things to Him, the All-
High, and the noblest of all existentiated things in His
sight. Man, in his first mode of being, is potential in
intellect (‘agl bi-I-quwwa) and actual in corporeality
(jismani bi-I-fil) and it is part of his vocation to move
from potentiality to actuality and from darkness to
light, and thus to become actual intellect after having
been potential intellect and actual soul. And it is only
through knowledge that one becomes an illuminated
substance (jawhar niirani), that is to say, through that
faculty which is established and obtained in the human
soul subsequent to repeated intellectual perceptions and
insights and through prolonged, intelligent thought and
contemplation. . .

And this intellectual faculty is the source of all happi-
ness and goodness and the repulsion of all misery and
evil, and it is the goal of all effort and movement and the
end of all right action and obedience. And what virtue
or good quality is better and nobler than that through
which the human animal is transformed into an angel
drawn nigh, and the dark substance into an intellectual
light, and blindness into vision and the one who was in
error into one who is rightly guided and rightly guiding,
and the lowest into the highest and the one who had
been imprisoned in the lowest depths (sijjin) into one
who soars to the the most exalted heights (‘illiyin).»

32 Ibrahim Kalin, Knowledge in Later Islamic Philosophy: Mulla Sadrd on Existence,
Intellect, and Intuition (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), XV.

33 This is a reference to the Quranic dyad, “sijjin” and “illiyiin” (Quran 83:7-8,
18-19), which some interpret as referring to the lowest level of Hell and the
highest realm of Paradise, respectively.
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Thus knowledge is the great elixir, since through it
the black and stagnant heart becomes valuable currency
in the market of the hereafter and hard and rigid iron
becomes a white pearl, indeed a luminous star* which
gives light to the inhabitants of heaven and earth. And
it is the antidote through which one discerns truth from
falsehood and through which one is able to distinguish
wickedness from goodness, and it is the light which
brings the dead back to life and which advances before
and to the right of the believers® on the Day on which
good and evil deeds are recompensed, and it is the
capability through which one is able to ascend to the
realm of the Throne*

Knowledge is the sole means through which human beings can fulfill
their ultimate, and indeed, only vocation. Therefore, the continuous
acquisition of knowledge is incumbent upon all people, regardless
of the level of knowledge they may have already attained.”

If the concepts of being and knowledge are parallel in their
unified and gradated natures, and linked in their teleological ori-
entation toward immateriality, Sadra also posits the unfolding
of knowledge from one level to the next in a way that parallels
his conception of ontological movement, which he refers to as

“substantial motion” (al-haraka al-jawhariyya). According to Sadra,
human ontological development occurs initially through a divine
overflowing or effusion (ifada) of being until it reaches the level of
the human form. Once having reached this form, a human being
becomes responsible for using his own faculty of intellect to move
upward toward greater degrees of ontological perfection. This view
approximates the Avicennan emanationist scheme in a general
way, but as Ibrahim Kalin has recently argued, Sadra’s formulation
places much less emphasis than Ibn Sina does on the role of the

“active intellect” (al-‘agl al-fa‘al), and union therewith, as a means
of intellectual advancement and realization, seeing the process as
one that is primarily driven by the individual’s own effort, and his

34 An allusion to Qur’dn 24:35, the “Light Verse.”

35 A reference to Qurian 57:12.

36 Sharh, 51-52.

37  Sharh, 8-9; see also 76, where he says that the acquisition of knowledge is
obligatory on the basis of sunna, consensus, and intellectual proof.
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own internal, if potential, intellectual faculties.” For example, in a
commentary on a hadith attributed to “Ali b. Abi Talib which states
that seeking knowledge is more incumbent on men than the seeking
of wealth, Sadra contrasts wealth, which is divided and apportioned
by divine decree, with knowledge, which is acquired only through
an individual’s concerted effort to acquire it.”

While Sadra may not assign a central role to the active intellect
in a human being’s movement from one level of existence to another,
he does acknowledge the role that human “knowers,” or teachers,
play in assisting the downward flow of knowledge from the divine
principle of all knowledge to its human seekers.® These advanced
knowers absorb divine knowledge into their own being, such that
they are transformed into the very “coffers of God,” that is, the
storehouses of His knowledge in the earthly realm:

... verily knowledge is stored in the coffers of God,
hidden from both lofty and base minds, and [these
coffers] are the people of knowledge. Mankind, in his
primordial state, is empty of [this knowledge] by virtue
of his being far removed from [any] relationship to the
lofty world of the malakiit, and it is only possible for
him to become one of the people of knowledge and to
accumulate [it] if he seeks [it] and exercises contempla-
tion and effort and devotes himself to the purification of
the heart and its refinement until he comes to resemble
the mines of knowledge and the coffers of true knowl-
edge (ma‘rifa), like a piece of hot iron resembles fire
through its proximity to it, and thus becomes like it in
its properties of illumination and burning. Likewise,
individual men, if they contemplate the malakiit and
seek knowledge with perseverance in acquiring it, come
to resemble an intellectual coffer and become like it.*!

Here Sadras transformative view of knowledge is poetically conveyed
as he compares the individual seeking knowledge to a piece of iron
moving ever closer to the fire. When close enough to the fire, the iron

38 Kalin, Knowledge in Later Islamic Philosophy, 148.
39 Sharh, 16-17.

40 Ibid., 96, 115.

41 Ibid,, 17.
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becomes red hot, and so acquires not only light and heat, but also
properties of illumination and burning that originally belong to the
fire itself. While remaining iron, it has nonetheless been transformed
so that it possesses in a virtual but efficacious way the ontological
qualities of fire, and is capable of actively transmitting those quali-
ties to something other than itself. Having sought out the coffers of
divine knowledge, the seekers have become coffers themselves. The
knowing human soul, enlightened by divine knowledge, comes to
possess perfection and luminosity in such fullness that it overflows
and becomes, not only a passive recipient of knowledge and “light,”
but also an active illuminator of others.”
Thus the transformation of the learner into a teacher is not
achieved by the mere quantitative accumulation of knowledge,
but via a process of substantial transformation that makes him
resemble the very divine source of knowledge he had been seeking.
The teacher exists on a higher ontological level®—a level of greater
intensity of being (wujiid)—able not merely to disseminate his
acquired knowledge, but to assist others in their own ontological
transformation. The ontologically transformative process of teaching
and learning is discussed throughout his commentary on the Kitab
fadl al-5ilm, and in one passage, Sadra makes this point through an
interesting reference to the Qurianic license to use hunting dogs.
Although dogs are generally considered unclean in Islamic tradition,
the Qurian allows people to consume the meat of animals caught by
trained hunting dogs. The relevant verse reads, in part, Say, “Lawful
unto you are all good things” And as for the hunting dogs you have
taught, teaching them from that which God has taught you, eat of that
which they catch for you (5:4). Sadra does not quote the verse, but
is clearly alluding to it when he says, “Indeed the prey of a ‘taught’
(mu‘allam) dog is pure, purified by the blessing of knowledge, even
though he was originally impure.”* The implication is that because
the dog has been “taught” some of the knowledge that God had
“taught” its master, the dog’s original ontological state of impurity
(najas) has been transformed.

42 Ibid., 84.

43 See Sharh, 3-4 where Sadra cites several ahadith on the status of the “men of
knowledge” in the next world on account of their having taught others.

44 Ibid., 88.
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Given the importance of human teachers in the acquisition of
knowledge, and thus in human ontological transformation, Sadra
stresses the importance of seeking knowledge from qualified teachers
and through interaction with learned men:

Verily, many religious as well as earthly aims cannot be
obtained except by seeking the assistance of another and
the greatest of all of these is the acquisition of knowledge
and understanding in religion, for this is the greatest and
most important of all acts of worship and obedience and
this is impossible except through interacting (mukhalata)
and conversing with teachers and learned men. . .

Thus the one who is in need of learning, inasmuch as
it is a religious duty upon him, which he cannot fail to
accomplish, for such a person, seclusion is forbidden.
And he would be in disobedience to God were he to
seclude himself in his home, unless it was the case that
he was not capable of the discussion and examination
of the sciences (‘ulizm), and he would prefer to occupy
himself with worship and content himself with following
what he has heard, and with what he has believed from
the outset. It is thus not unreasonable that seclusion in
the case of such a man should be preferable. . . though
in the worship of an ignorant man there is little good.

As for one who is capable of acquiring distinction in
the sciences of religion and the principles of certitude,
in his case, secluding himself before he acquires learning
and understanding is clear profligacy. For this reason,
someone said: “Acquire understanding, and then practice
seclusion’#

Although Sadra himself retired from public life for lengthy periods
of time at least twice in his life, he insists that the practice of seclu-
sion is only legitimate for one who is truly incapable of learning
and thus of benefitting from learned company, or for one who has
already acquired sufficient learning from others.*

45 Ibid., 34.

46 Sadra elsewhere describes the true “friends of God” (diistdaran-i khudavand,
likely a direct Perisan translation of the Arabic, awliya’ Allah) as those who
prefer solitude to engaging too much in the world and the company of others;
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Knowledge and Eschatology

For Sadra, salvation is dependent upon the progressive and inex-
haustible seeking of knowledge, and upon the sincerity and faithful-
ness of the seeking. But knowledge is not only the path to a blissful
life in the hereafter, it is also the essential content and ontological
reality of that life, for “the hereafter is none other than the capac-
ity for knowledge and perception (idrak).”” The Garden is pure
knowledge, for

verily the perfection of pleasure is in the perception of
the Beloved and the perfection of pain is in remoteness
from the Beloved. . . the deeper and more intense
the perception, and the nobler, more perfect, more
permanent and purer that which is perceived, the nobler
and more intense will be the pleasure.®
Pleasure in the hereafter is not material in nature, nor can it be
measured in physical terms; rather pleasure and pain in this context
are measured by one’s ability to perceive the divine realities of the
hereafter. To the extent that one has cultivated the faculty for such
perception in this life, one will be joyful in the next; to the extent that
one has allowed this faculty to atrophy, one will be tortured by the
eternal obscuration of these blessed realities. Most people, according
to Sadra, never reach the level of pure intellect, and remain at the
level of the imaginal soul. Even these may be resurrected, however,
since they have managed to reach an ontological degree that has
some separation from pure matter.*” But because their capacity to
perceive intellectual realities has not been fully developed, they are
unable to fully enjoy the intellectual pleasures of Paradise.*
'Those who reach the highest levels of spiritual knowledge
and being are most removed from their physical nature, and have

see Sadra, Trfan va ‘arif namaydin, trans. Bidarfar, 97-98. In the passage above,
however, he indicates that gaining real knowledge from others must precede
this, at least for most people.

47 Sharh, 50; see also 51, where Sadra says, “ . . the life of the Hereafter is life
through knowledge”

48 Ibid,, 69-70. For the role of perception in the experience of the hereafter, see
Asfar, 9:121-125.

49 Sharh, 297; 315-316.

so Ibid., 211-212; see also 145, where he states, “But as for the supreme triumph
in salvation, none attains it save the gnostics (‘arifin).”
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thus virtually attained or approximated “immateriality” They are
not only more capable of perceiving intellectual realities, but also
more capable of being intellectually perceived themselves since
they are more “intelligible” Thus when commenting upon the
controversial issue of God’s “gazing upon” the righteous in the
next life as mentioned in the context of a hadith attributed to Jafar
al-Sadiq, Sadra indicates that God, being perfectly immaterial, can
only know, or “gaze upon,” immaterial realities, that is, the inner,
non-material aspect of things. Thus only those who possess an
inner “heart illuminated by knowledge” will enjoy the otherworldly
blessing of God’s gaze.”!

All acquisition of knowledge leads to ontological transformation,
but it does not always lead to spiritual advancement or salvation.
Knowledge must be sought out and acquired from human teachers,
but one must use this knowledge in conjunction with various
religious and spiritual practices to bring about a positive spiritual
transformation. Sadra often speaks of intellectual advancement in
conjunction with the purification of the soul, tazkiyyat or tasfiyyat
al-nafs,” while also warning of the danger of seeking mystical
insights without the intellectual preparation that sufficient knowledge
provides. In his commentary on the Kitab al-hujja[The book of
proof] in Kulayni’s Usiil al-kafi, Sadra states that the true path to
God is found at the juncture (barzakh) of intellectual contemplation
(tafakkur) and spiritual purification (tasfiyya). This, he tells us, was
the way of both al-Ghazali and the Illuminationists (Ishraqiyyin).”
Thus there are those who acquire knowledge in this life, but perish
in the next for lack of spiritual practice and sincerity. In fact, Sadra
asserts that their punishment will be even more intense than that of
ordinary sinners, because of their heightened faculties of perception:

... for the changes brought about by the practice of the
speculative sciences and educational exercises move

st Ibid,, 25.

52 See, for example, 47, where he states that God has favored mankind with two
potential capabilities—one for knowledge and the other for patience and
suppressing passions and vain desires; and when both are brought to fruition,
they yield spiritual advancement. Sadra frequently connects the acquisition
of knowledge with the purification of the soul; see, e.g., Sharh, 17, 20, 46, 59,
83.

53 Ibid,, 423.
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souls intensely, and bring whatever characteristics or
actions were hidden in their essences from potentiality
to actuality, regardless of whether these are good or
evil in nature. And the soul, when it strengthens and
intensifies and moves from potentiality to actuality,
its experience of pain and loss. . . is stronger, and its
experience of torture derived from its perception of
torturous things and its attaining to hateful things is
more intense, in contrast to more deficient souls who
remain in potentiality regarding both evil and good
[characteristics], such as the mentally deficient (bulh),
children and others who are weak of soul, and the rest
of the common people who are not capable of saving
themselves (ld yastati‘iina hila) and are not guided to
any way (la yahtadiina sabil).** For these, because of the
limitedness of their substances and the deficiency of their
minds, when they are punished, their punishment is
not intense, but likewise, when they are rewarded, their
reward is not great.*

Here, as elsewhere, Sadra indicates that acquiring knowledge hardly
lets one off the hook, so to speak, in terms of the next world. In fact,
he asserts that “the danger of knowledge is greater than the danger
of ignorance, and God’s argument against the people of knowledge

is more certain, and He will tolerate from the ignorant that which

He would not tolerate a tenth thereof from the knower.”* The cor-
ruption of the best is the worst.

54

55
56

A reference to Quran 4:98. A hadith attributed to the Imams adduces this
same Qur’anic verse to explain the status of those who do not subscribe to the
Shii perspective, but fail do so out of inability, rather than willful rejection.
See Kulayni, al-Kafi, 2:383-385; Abfi Jafar Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-T1s,
Ikhtiyar ma‘rifat al-rijal, ed. Hasan al-Mustafawi (Mashhad: Danishgah-i
Mashhad, 1969), 141-142.

Sharh, 211-212.

Ibid., 119-120; see also 214, where Sadra states that one of the exquisite tor-
ments of the false or worldly knower in the hereafter is witnessing his former
students who, unlike himself, took his teachings sincerely and used them to
spiritually transform and advance themselves, in the bliss of paradise, while
he is in hell; indicating that the power of knowledge exists independent of its
conduit.
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The Hierarchy of True Knowers

It is clear that knowledge forms the basis of Sadra’s conception
of ontological and spiritual hierarchy in this world and the next.
However, this hierarchy is not based on the pure accumulation or
quantity of knowledge, but rather on the quality of that knowledge,
the purity and perfection of its source, and the reality and profun-
dity of its transformative effect on the soul. One must begin the
ontological journey by seeking knowledge from human teachers, as
Sadra makes clear, but which knowledge and which teachers? Are
there certain religious sciences that should be preferred to others
as a means of acquiring, or preparing oneself to receive, higher
forms of knowledge, and who holds the keys to these sciences?
These questions lead us to examine Sadra’s views on the nature of
religious learning and the religious sciences of his time, which take
up considerable space in his commentary on the Kitab fadl al-ilm.

Sadra on the Religious Scholarship of His Time

Sadra lived within the intellectually vibrant and contentious social
context of the Safavid empire at its political peak. Both Sufi and Shit
approaches to Islam flourished concurrently, and often competed
with each other for political and social influence. Within Safavid
Shi‘ism and Sufism, the intellectual approaches of the scholarly elite
co-existed, sometimes uneasily, with popular and purely devotional
manifestations. Sadra stood, no doubt, with the scholarly elite, but
the Shi‘i scholars were themselves divided into two approaches to
religious knowledge: the Akhbaris, who viewed the Quran and
the traditions of the Prophet and the Imams as the most reliable
sources of religious knowledge and religious law, and collectively as
a sufficient source; and the Ustlis, who felt that religious law had to
be arrived at through an arduous process of #jtihad which included
a careful weighing of the Qur'an and traditions of the Prophet and
the Imams within a system of jurisprudential and rational principles
(usil). While the Akbari/Usiili debate principally concerned Islamic
law, it came to have implications for other fields as well. For example,
since the Akhbaris relied primarily upon “transmitted” (naqli), rather
than “intellectual” (‘agli) sources of religious knowledge, they tended
not to look favorably on the more ‘agli sciences of philosophy and




24 MARIA Masst DAKAKE

certain forms of mysticism.” Lying at the heart of the Akhbari/Usali
debate was the fundamental issue of what should be considered the
true source of religious knowledge and, by extension, who could
claim religious authority on the basis of such knowledge. Sadra has
much to say about the provenance of true religious knowledge in
his commentary, and is highly critical of those who claim status and
authority on the basis of what he considers to be the mere pretense
of scholarly attainment. So where do we locate Sadra with regard
to these two approaches to religious knowledge?

The very fact, noted above, that Sadra devoted precious time
during what is believed to be the last years of his life to this com-
mentary on the transmitted traditions of the Imams would suggest
some sympathy for the Akhbari view. This was the view ascendant
in his own time, which held that such traditions represented an
essential and reliable source of religious knowledge. Moreover,
Sadra devotes extensive space in this work to discussing the isnads
attached to the traditions he comments upon, providing sometimes
voluminous notes on the transmitters as found in the rijal literature.
He thus gives the appearance of taking the transmitted (naqli)
science of hadith quite seriously, and he is careful to attend to the
methodological concerns of this science before launching into his
metaphysical commentary on the traditions.

At the same time, throughout the commentary, Sadra is critical
of those who limit themselves purely to the acquisition of the trans-
mitted (naqli) sciences. He derides and belittles those who memorize
the words of dead men,*® and who collect reports, traditions, and
scholarly opinions like trinkets, rather than concerning themselves
with the divine sciences and the transcendent knowledge they need
to transform themselves from lower ontological and epistemological
states to higher ones. For example, he describes those who falsely
claim knowledge, while being spiritually “ignorant™:

[This is] the one who is ignorant of heart, deceived and
deluded, claiming to possess knowledge because he has
memorized opinions (agwal), and undertaken journeys,
and because he is seated in the company of shaykhs

57 See Kalin, Knowledge in Later Islamnic Philosophy, 201, and Rizvi,“Reconsidering
the Life of Mulla Sadra Shirazi (d. 1641): Notes Toward and Intellectual Biog-
raphy,” Iran 40 (2002), 187.

58 Sharh, 44.
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and learned men (rijal), when his true state is that he is
ignorant and possesses no knowledge, and his heart is
blind, without insight (basira), self-satisfied with what
he possesses of the outward aspects of opinions, and
the forms of ahddith, and theological disputations, and
philosophical sophistries, or supposedly Sufi fantasies
and distortions, or poetic orations through which he
attracts common souls and the rest of the “worldly
scholars” (‘ulama’ al-dunya) who are fooled by him,
and [who is] drawn to money and high position and
prestige and fame, and he is one whom the life of the
world has deceived away from the hereafter.””

.. . Know that most of those in delusion and conceit
are a group who are limited to the knowledge of fatwas
and rules, and the memorization of issues of haldl and
haram, and who claim that this is knowledge of religion
and knowledge of the Book of God and knowledge of
the sunna of the Lord of the Messengers [Muhammad],
and who abandon knowledge of the path to the hereafter,
and struggling against the soul, and purifying one’s inner
state of blameworthy qualities, and forbidding the soul
from passions, and purifying the heart through ascetic
practice. . . and who reject entirely the path of gnosis
and religious understanding. . .%°

One might be tempted to read Sadra’s contempt for those who
marked religious and intellectual status on the basis of an ability
to reproduce the words of others as a stance against the Akhbari
school, which advocated reliance on transmitted teachings in the
attainment of religious knowledge. Reading this and other passages
carefully, however, we see that Sadra’s critique is not directed at
any one school of thought, but is rather an attack on intellectual
pretension,® on worldly approaches to religious learning,® and on
small-mindedness in all its forms.

s9 Ibid, 57

60 Ibid., 58~59; for similar criticism, see 50, 126-127.

61 For alengthy hadith on intellectual pretension with Sadra’s commentary, see
Sharh, 297-301.

62 For criticism of those who use knowledge primarily for worldly gain, see Sharh,
57, 135, 139, 211. For similar criticism of worldly ‘ulamd’, see, e.g., Sadra, Seh



26 Maria MAassi DAKAKE

In the passages quoted above, Sadra is equally disparaging of
those obsessed with other matters he considers petty and spiritu-
ally useless, even when they fall in the domain of the ‘agli sciences,
including theological debates, “philosophical sophistries,” and “Sufi
fantasies.” He is critical in general of those who spend their time in
what his contemporaries might have considered “intellectual pur-
suits,” but which bring one no closer to an understanding of spiritual
reality. For example, he criticizes those who concern themselves
with the legal minutiae of various hypothetical legal scenarios,”
or who engage in theological debate merely to prove their intel-
lectual dominance.® In fact, at times he compares the perspective
of the nagqli traditionists favorably with those who substitute their
own individual opinion (ra’) on a religious matter for the known
teachings of the Prophet and the Imams.® In his commentary on
the numerous ahadith in Kulayni’s chapter on the Imams’ strident
rejection of the practice of giyds in determining legal rulings, Sadra
follows the tone of the Imams’ antipathy to this practice. He asserts
that giyas offers “neither sound knowledge nor a strong opinion”
(zann gawi),® and in fact leads to a spiritually destructive pride
and desire for worldly dominance that one does not find among
those who limit themselves to the nagli sciences, which do not
provide the same prestige.”” Of course, even the Usiilis did not
engage in giyas strictly speaking, given the Imams’ widely reported
prohibition, but Sadra’s commentary elsewhere suggests criticism
of those who consider #jtihad, more generally, as a reliable method
of arriving at truth.®

asl, ed. M. Khwajavi (Tehran: Intisharat-i Mulla, 1997), 17-20.

63 Sharh, 214.

64 Ibid, 42.

65 Ibid., 294. See also Sharh, 39, where Sadra recommends that regarding subjects
that cannot be adequately apprehended by oneé’s intellect, one must defer to
the teachings of the Prophet.

66 Ibid., 315.

67 Ibid., 303.

68 Seelbid., 108-109, where Adam’s fall is said to result from an “error of ijtihad”;
and 320 where true knowledge comes neither from “hearing,” that is the nagli
sciences, nor from ijtihdd. On 97 the knowledge of the mujtahidin and those
who practice the speculative sciences is likened to the light of flames and
lamps, in contrast to the more “celestial” light of true knowers, because their
knowledge does not come directly from the essential source of knowledge,
just as the light of flames and lamps does not come directly from the sun.
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Taken as a whole, his commentary indicates that he is not
critical of any one school of thought or any one branch of the reli-
gious sciences; rather his criticism is directed against all who seek
knowledge with worldly intention, as well as those who would limit
necessary and worthwhile religious knowledge to any one form, be
it theology, jurisprudence, Qurianic recitation, hadith transmission,
or the experiential knowledge of Sufism divorced from other forms
of religious knowledge.® For Sadra, these sciences are a means to an
ultimate end, which is access to the divine knowledge that transcends
and is the source of them all.” He writes,

... every universal principle of knowledge has an open-
ing onto the acquisition of this luminous faculty called
guidance, since even if it is speculative, it has an essential
effect on the illumination of the heart; and if it is practi-
cal, it has an effect through the intermediary of acting
upon it, with regard to purifying the inward nature and
refining the mind and purifying the soul.”

The truth may be accessed by many different paths, and all
sound knowledge, when it is undertaken with proper intention,
leads in the direction of “purifying” and “refining” the soul.

Whatever the political situation of Sadra may have been at
various points in his life—and the existing biographical evidence
does not seem sufficient to determine his political position with
any real certainty”>—the virulence of his criticism of those who
trafficked insincerely or ignorantly in the religious sciences can be
sufficiently explained by his transcendent conception of knowledge
itself, as the single path by which one might purify and save one’s
soul, and by which one reaches the very proximity of God. It seems
clear that one who held such a view as consistently and, it appears,
sincerely, as Sadra did, would have little tolerance for those who
peddled knowledge in the intellectual marketplace for worldly

69 Ibid., 4-5.

7o Ibid,, 55, 60.

71 Ibid., 83.

72 See, in general, Rizvi, “Reconsidering the Life of Mulla Sadra” Nonethe-
less, hints of political motivations behind at least some of his criticism can
be seen in places where he chides the “worldly scholars” for aiding the

“sultans of oppression” and the “commanders of injustice” (umara’ al-jawr);
see Sharh, 135.
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gain. Furthermore, for Sadra, knowledge, like being, was a unitive
reality, differing only in intensity, and so there could be no toler-
ance for those who would divide knowledge into separate, isolated
branches, or make them compete in importance. Most importantly,
for Sadra, the acquisition of knowledge was theorized, and meant
to be experienced, as a purely vertical movement toward greater
intensity of being and proximity to the divine. Those who considered
knowledge to be the mere collecting of variant opinions would
seem, by contrast, to be traversing a purely horizontal plane—and
the “journey for knowledge,” much celebrated in Islamic intellectual
history but dismissed by Sadra,” is a perfect metaphor for this
“horizontal” pursuit.

Perhaps a more important consideration when trying to situate
Sadrd’s epistemology in the context of the intellectual politics of
his day, particularly in relation to the Akhbari/Ustli debate, was
the extent to which those on both sides of this debate represent
an epistemological break from the Shii scholars of earlier times.
While it might seem natural to view the Akhbari/Ustli divide as a
continuation of the traditionalist/rationalist scholarly divide of the
fourth/tenth-fifth/eleventh centuries, Robert Gleave explains in two
recent studies of the Akhbari school that while the traditionalist and
rationalist Shii scholars of earlier times held that the attainment
of certain religious knowledge was possible, albeit via competing
scholarly methodologies, both the Akhbaris and the Usiilis of the
Safavid era accepted and worked with the assumption of varying
degrees of “inevitable doubt” in religious knowledge, particularly
as regards formulations of the law.” Sadra, by contrast, was clearly
in pursuit of certain knowledge that approximated, or perhaps even
reached, the knowledge of the prophets themselves.” Given this, the
Akhbari/Usiili debate, with its competing strategies for managing
uncertainty in matters of religious (particularly legal) knowledge,
would have meant little to Sadra, at least intellectually.

73 Ibid., 57, 66-67.

74 Robert Gleave, [nevitable Doubt: Two Theories of Shi'i Jurisprudence (Leiden:
Brill, 2000), 28, 107-110; and Gleave, Scripturalist Islam: The History and
Daoctrines of the Akhbari Shi‘i School (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 5-7, 77, 88.

75 See Sharh, 218, where he compares those whose knowledge is based on certitude
with those whose faith is acquired “from the mouths of men” and from “blind
imitation” (taglid), and whose knowledge is therefore shaken by the slightest
doubt.
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Sadra has a terminology and a set of metaphors that he repeat-
edly draws upon to distinguish between the spiritually and ontologi-
cally transformative knowledge that he considered to be the only real
vocation of human life, and the various intellectual and transmitted
sciences that passed for religious knowledge in the society of his
time. He refers to those scholars who were masters of the traditional
religious sciences as the “conventional knower(s),” using the phrases
al-Glim al-rasmi’ or ‘ulamd al-rusiim, which he claims to have
adopted from ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Qashanfs, Istilahat al-sifiyya.”
He also makes widespread use of Ghazali’s division of religious
knowledge into “knowledge of transactions” (ilm al-mu‘amalat),
which can be known through transmitted reports and through
human reasoning, and “knowledge of unveiling” (‘ilm mukashafa),”
which can only be attained through divine bestowal, usually after a
long period of spiritual and intellectual preparation. Like Ghazali,
Sadra maintains that only a tiny minority of people attain to the
“knowledge of unveiling,” and that such people are “rarer than red
sulfur)”” although he criticizes Ghazali for limiting the pursuit of
this knowledge to those who are spiritually unsatisfied by the ‘ilm
al-mu‘amalat.® In keeping with Sadra’s continuous metaphorical
association of knowledge (and being) with light, he also explains the

76 Ibid., 211.

77 Ibid,, 67. See ‘Abd al-Razzaq Qashani, Latd'if al-i'lam fi isharat ahl al-ilham:
mu'jam al-mustalahat wa-l-isharat al-siifiyya, 2 vols., ed. Sa'id ‘Abd al-Fattah
(Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyya, 1995), 1:489, where rusiim is defined as all
that pertains to the created world and all that is other than God.

78 Sharh, 5-6, 36-37. Sadra opens his treatise, Iksir al-Grifin with a similar distinc-
tion between ordinary religious knowledge and the “knowledge of unveiling”;
see Sadra, The Elixir of the Gnostics, trans. W. Chittick (Provo, UT: Brigham
Young University Press, 2003), 4. Abii Hamid al-Ghazali presents this distinc-
tion in the introduction to his Iya’ ‘uliim al-din, 5 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub
al-Timiyya, 2005), 1:12, but says that the “knowledge of unveiling” is not
something to be written in books, but only something to be attained by the
true seekers, for even the prophets did not speak of this knowledge except in
symbolic terms.

79 Sharh, 36-37. The phrase “rarer than red sulfur” seems to have been a common
metaphor for rarity, employed in at least one Shi'l hadith to describe the rarity
of the Tmams’ true followers (Kulayni, Kafi,2:241-242, h. 1; Daylami, Alam
al-din [Qum: Mu’assasat Al al-Bayt li-Thya’ al-Turath, 1408/1988], 123). For
other references to the “knowledge of unveiling,” see 16, and 20-21 (where he
quotes Ghazali’s own discussion of these terms).

8o Sharh, 8-9.
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differences between various kinds of knowers through an analogy
to different intensities and sources of light. The knowledge of the
prophets and the saints (awliyad’) is like the light of the sun, which
illuminates by its own divinely-bestowed essence and nature, and
is dependent upon no external source for its light; the light of the
advanced and serious “knowers” who take their knowledge from
the prophets and the saints is like the light of the moon and the
fixed planets, which give off a less intense light that is nonetheless a
reflection of the light of the sun, and on which they are dependent;
the sincere worshippers, who do not possess or seek advanced
knowledge, are like the stars, which give off even less light, and
whose minimal light is effaced by the presence of the full moon.*
According to Sadra, it was the ancient Persian philosophers who
first realized this analogy, but it was later expounded by his Ishraqi
predecessor, Suhrawardi, whom he quotes in this context.®

If Sadra borrows much of the terminology for his hierarchy of
knowledge from his predecessors, his discussion of this hierarchy as
it is found in the Sharh usiil al-kafi also makes use, perhaps inevitably,
of Shi1 terminology and conceptual frameworks that would be
deeply resonant to a learned Shi audience; but he broadens and
nuances those terms and frameworks in ways that simultaneously
reinforce and undermine key ShiT notions of spiritual hierarchy. I
will review some of these hierarchical conceptions of knowledge as
found in Twelver Shif tradition, and then analyze Sadras use and
modification of these ideas in his commentary.

Shi‘i Views of Ontological/Epistemological Hierarchy: The Fixed
Status of the Imams

At the heart of Shi‘i notions regarding the spiritual authority of the
Imams is the belief that they possess extraordinary—even miracu-
lous—knowledge. The term “alim” is used in Shii hadith literature
to refer to the Imam,® and the Imams are collectively identified
with select groups of “knowers” in the Quran. When the Qurian
asks, “Are those who know and those who do not know equal?’* a

81 Ibid,, 74-7s.

82 Ibid., 74, where he quotes Suhrawardi’s Hikmat al-ishrag, although the editor
notes that the corresponding passage is found in Suhrawardi’s Hayakil al-niir.

83  Kulayni, al-Kafi, 1:269-270.

84 Quran 39:9.
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Shi hadith attributed to Muhammad al-Baqir reads this as a refer-
ence to the spiritual distinction of the Imams.®* When the Qurian
declares that none knows the inner meaning of its verses except
“those firmly-rooted in knowledge” (al-rasikhuna fi -ilm),* this is
likewise understood as a reference to the Imams.”” The Imams were
considered to be the referents of other Quranic terms of nobility:
they were, of course, the “People of the House” (ahl al-bayt),* and
the possessors of authority (éilii I-amr)® who had to be obeyed.®
They were also the awliy@’ (sing., wali), the true possessors of the
spiritual station of waldya. This is based, in part, on an interpretation
of Qurian 5:s55 that identifies the awliya’ of the believers as being God,
the Prophet, and those who believe, who perform the prayer, and give
the zakah, while bowing down. Both Shi7and Sunni sources widely
consider this verse to refer specifically to “Ali b. Abi Talib; thus ‘Ali
is the wali of the believers, a title that can then be extended to the
Imams among his descendants. The identification of “Ali and the
other Imams as wali/awliyd’ is also based on the famous Ghadir
Khumm hadith, wherein the Prophet said, “For whomever I am
their master (mawla, var. wali), ‘Ali is also their master; O God,
befriend (wali) the friend of ‘Ali (man walahu) and be the enemy
of his enemy.™
The Imams were the true “heirs of the Prophet” and are believed
to have exclusively inherited esoteric knowledge of the Quran and
other spiritual teachings from the Prophet Muhammad through
‘Ali. According to Shi hadith literature, this exclusively “transmit-
ted” knowledge was further enhanced by miraculous and divinely
bestowed intellectual capabilities (for example, a knowledge of
multiple sacred languages),” by secret esoteric writings and books

85 Kulayni, Kaff, 1:269; al-Barqi, Kitab al-mahdsin, 127-128.

86 Qurian 3:7.

87 Kulayni, al-Kdfi, 1:269. Le., to the inclusion of the Imams along with the
Prophet among those “firmly rooted in knowledge”

88 Qurn 33:33.

89 Qurin 4:59.

90 Kulayni, al-Kafi, 1:262.

91 For an extensive discussion of this tradition in relation to the terminology of
waldya in early Shi hadith tradition, see Dakake, Charismatic Community,
ch. 2,5.

92 See Kulayni, al-Kaff, 1:283-284.
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in their possession,” and by a form of indirect divine inspiration.”
No single technical term was definitively ascribed to the Imams’
special mode of divine inspiration;* rather, the Imams were said
to be those who were “spoken to” (muhaddath).*® The followers
of the Imams were similarly considered to enjoy access to a more
elite spiritual and intellectual station by virtue of their attachment
to the Imams. A tradition attributed to Muhammad al-Bagqir, for
example, identifies his Shi‘ followers with the Quranic #liz I-albab,
or “people of intellect;””” and a widely reported tradition states that
the teachings of the Imams are difficult, and that only “an angel
drawn nigh, or a sent prophet, or the heart of a believer that has
been tested for faith” (understood to mean the learned among the
Imams’ followers) can truly grasp them,* thus placing learned Shiis
in the company of angels and prophets as those who alone can bear
the weight of the Imams’ teachings.

A Sadrian View of the Hierarchy of Knowers: The Prophets and
the Awliva’

In his commentary, Sadra frequently mentions “the prophets and
the awliya@’) as those who together occupy the highest level of
his ontological and spiritual hierarchy. He considers both to be
analogous to the sun, radiating knowledge from their very essence,
rather than passively transmitting the knowledge of others. However,
the role of waldya in Sadra’s formulation of ontological hierarchy,

93 Ibid., 1:283-285, 294-298.

94 Ibid., 1:298-300.

95 Inafew places, it is referred to by the terms ilhdm, or more rarely, wahy, which
is usually used for prophetic revelation, see Amir-Moezzi, Divine Guide in
Early Shiism, 72.

96 Kulayni, al-Kaff, 1:230-231; for a fuller discussion of this term in Imami Shi
thought, see Etan Kohlberg, “The Term Muhaddath in Twelver Shi'ism” in
Belief and Law in Inami Shi‘ism (Aldershot: Variorum, 1991), 5:39-47.

97 This is a Qurianic phrase used often to refer to those who piously “remember”
[God] and who reflect on the signs of God around them. See, e.g., Qur'an
2:269, 3:7,13:19, 39:9. For Shi traditions that identify this phrase as a reference
to the Shis, see Kulayni, al-Kafi, 1:269; al-Baraqji, Kitab al-mahdsin, 127-128.

98 Kulayni, al-Kafi, 1:466-467; Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar, 110
vols. (Tehran: Dar al-Kutub al-Islamiyya, 1957-), 2:183-197, 208-213; Ja'far
b. Muhammad al-Hadrami, Asl Ja‘far al-Hadrami in al-Usil al-sittat ‘ashar
(Tehran: Markaz-i Nashr-i Kitab, 1951-2), 65. Sadra adduces this hadith in the
Sharh ( 49) to indicate the essentiality of knowledge and its acquisition to the
Shif community.
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coupled with his obvious reverence for the Imams, has led some
to overstate, perhaps, the importance of strictly Shi1 conceptions
of waldya and imama in his work.”® For it is clear, even in Sadras
commentary on the sayings of the Imams themselves, that the
category of the awliyg’ includes not only the Imams, or even the
Imams and their most learned followers, but rather extends to all
who have been ontologically transformed through the acquisition
of knowledge and the practices of spiritual purification. Sadra
describes this expanded category of saintly knowers using terms often
associated with the Imams in mainstream Twelver Shif tradition:
they are those “firmly-rooted in knowledge” (rasikhiina fi I-ilm),'”
they are the “People of the House, ! and they are the “possessors of
authority” (i I-amr)./” Sadra bases his more inclusive view of the
category of saintly knowers (awliya’) on a correspondingly broader
interpretation of “descent” and “inheritance” from the Prophet.

If access to extraordinary sources of knowledge was an inheri-
tance that Shif tradition claims the Imams received from the Prophet,
for Sadra they were not the only heirs. In Sadra’s view, the Prophet
and ‘Ali had both genealogical descendants and “spiritual” descen-
dants, such that it was possible to speak about a group of “spiritual
heirs” to prophetic knowledge—a group that includes the Imams,
but was not limited to them. Sadra writes, citing a “recent authority™

One of the contemporary, distinguished [thinkers] has
said, with regard to [this issue], in brief: “The family
of the Prophet (s.a.w.a.s.) are all those who descend
from him, and of these there are two types. The first
is the one who descends from him as a formal and
bodily consequence, such as his offspring and those of
his blood relations who proceed from him, for whom
the accepting of charity is forbidden according to the
Muhammadan shari‘a; and the second is the one who
descends from him as an immaterial and spiritual conse-
quence, and these are his spiritual children among those

99 See, e.g., Rizvi, Mulla Sadra and Metaphysics: Modulation of Being (London:
Routledge, 2009), 129-130, and Henry Corbin’s introduction to his translation
of Sadra’s Mashd'ir, 13-15, 80-82.

100 See Sharh, 43, 66-67, 72, 157-158.

101 Ibid., 41, 43.

102 Ibid., 91-92.
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firmly-rooted in knowledge and the perfected saints
and the divine sages who draw from his lamp-niche,
whether they precede him in time or are contemporary
[or posterior] to him.” And there is no doubt that the
second relation is surer than the first, and if the two are
combined, then it is “light upon light,” such as is the case
with the well-known Imams from the pure family (a.s.)
And just as formal [material] charity is forbidden to his
formal [bodily] offspring, likewise is spiritual charity
forbidden to his spiritual children—that is to say, the
blind imitation (taglid) of another in the sciences and
in true knowledge.'”

Here the spiritual descendants of the Prophet are identified as
those who “draw from [the Prophetic] lamp-niche;” as well as those
“firmly-rooted in knowledge”—a phrase that, as noted above, was
usually understood as a reference to the Imams in Imami hadith
literature. Thus these spiritual descendants of the Prophet, like the
Imams, have access to extraordinary sources of knowledge that
place them in a category hierarchically above the ordinary believer.
Sadra then makes the apt analogy that just as the material (genea-
logical) descendants of the Prophet are forbidden from accepting
material charity, so too are his spiritual descendants forbidden
from accepting spiritual charity—that is, the blind acceptance
of the doctrinal positions of others—since like the genealogical

descendants of the Imams, they are “fed” from a higher source.'**
Sadra does not put all “spiritual descendants” of the Prophet

on equal footing. The Imams who can claim both genealogical and
spiritual descent from the Prophet occupy a unique rank—they
are “light upon light”** Elsewhere, Sadra tells us that the “trustees”
(awsiy@), meaning the Imams, are “the most exalted of the knowers,
the best and the greatest of them [other than the prophets], while
the knowers are the lords of the [ordinary] people (nds).”* On the

103 Ibid., 41.

104 See also, Sharh, 49-50, where Sadra notes that a follower of the Imami Shi1
sect has a responsibility to be well-informed and have a deep understanding
of the principles of religion and must not be a “commoner” who follows the
doctrinal positions of others blindly.

105 A reference to Quran 24:1s.

106 Sharh, 48.



JournAL oF Iszamic PHILOSOPHY / 2010 35

basis of this comment, Sadrd’s conception of a spiritual hierarchy
based on knowledge would place the prophets at the pinnacle, fol-
lowed by the trustees (awsiya’), then the saintly “knowers” outside
the categories of the prophets and the awsiya’, and finally, the
ordinary people. This is similar to what one finds in Shi7 tradition as
well, which recognized a hierarchical relationship between learned
Shi‘a” and the more purely devotional Shii population, as well as
non-Shi‘a. The learned Shiis were the elite (khdssa) as compared
with the “commoners” (‘@mma or simply nds). In places, Sadra
seems to embrace the idea that the learned Shi‘a occupy a spiritual
and intellectual position above others,® although this is somewhat
belied by the greater extent to which he relies on non-Shif thinkers
as influences for his own philosophical thought.
Having explicitly expanded the concepts of “true knowers,”
“those firmly rooted in knowledge” and even the “People of the
House” (ahl al-bayt) beyond identification solely with the Imams, and
having identified them as the awliy@’ and the “spiritual descendants”
of the Prophet, Sadra goes on to make bold statements about the
cosmological and spiritual role of this expanded group. In particu-
lar, Sadra attributes to the “saints” the same, or similar, access to
extraordinary sources of knowledge as enjoyed by the Imams, and
indeed, as we shall see, even the prophets. While Sadra often groups
the prophets and the saints together as those who have access to the
highest form of knowledge—knowledge that comes directly from
the divine, rather than through human transmission—he usually
refers to the divine inspiration received by the saints as ilham, a
less direct form of inspiration than that designated by the terms
tanzil or wahy, usually associated with the prophets. In one passage,
Sadra comments on a hadith attributed to the Prophet through Jafar
al-Sadiq which says, “For every harmful religious innovation (bid‘a)
that will arise after me, and that threatens to undermine faith, there
will be a wali from the People of my House who will be charged
with refuting it, speaking through inspiration (ilhdm) from God,

107 Sadra distinguishes between those who identify themselves as Shil because
of their love and devotion to the ahl al-bayt, and those who truly understand
the esoteric sciences taught by the Imams, and the true interpretation of the
Quran and the sayings of the Imams (see Sharh, 66-67), a distinction also
articulated in the Shif hadith tradition.

108 See, e.g., Sharh, 4950, 66-67.
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publicly proclaiming and illuminating the truth. . . "* For Sadra,
this hadith, which employs the terms “people of the house” and
“walf” in connection with ilhdm, indicates that the awliy@’, along
with the prophets and the Imams, have an important role to play in
bringing corrective divine guidance to the human community. In
his commentary on this hadith, he presents the officially accepted
distinction between the prophets and the awliya’, indicating that
the prophets are aided by wahy and evidentiary miracles (mu'jizat),
while the awliya are aided by ilham and lesser miracles (karamat).
Nevertheless, he indicates that both types of divine “aid” are the result
of the overflowing of divine light upon the hearts of the prophets
and the awliya’,"*® thus locating the origin of the epistemological
and ontological status of both groups in their direct relationship
with the divine.

Sadra argues that true knowledge comes not from books or
scholarly transmission, but only from divine inspiration that falls
upon a heart spiritually prepared to receive it.""! Shifi tradition,
however, maintains that one of the primary sources of the Imams’
knowledge is a unique series of books and written texts in their
possession, whereby the special knowledge of the Prophet, or even
previous prophets, was conveyed to them. Sadra does not refute
this belief directly, but suggests that such references might be meant
as metaphors for inward states of knowledge."? Commenting on a
hadith that states that the answers the Imams give their disciples’
come directly from the Messenger of God, Sadra writes:

Know that the meaning of what [the Imam] said: “I do
not give you a response to anything except that it comes
from the Messenger of God (s.a.w.a.s.)” is not what the
exoterists (zahiriyyiin) among the people understand,
namely that it is [the Imam’s] vocation to memorize
sayings from one generation to the next such that their
superiority in relation to the rest of the people is the
strength of their memorization of transmitted things,
or the great number of things they have memorized.

109 Ibid., 290.

1o Ibid, 290-201.

m See, e.g., Ibid., 322-323.
12 Ibid, 310.
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Rather, the intended meaning is that their holy souls
are filled with the light of knowledge and the strength
of gnosis because of following the Messenger (s.a.w.a.s.)
in spiritual striving (mujahida), and spiritual exercises
(riyada), along with their inherent state of spiritual
preparation (istidad asli) and clarity (safd’) and purity
(tahdra) of mind, such that they become like a polished
mirror turned in the direction of the truth through the
intermediary of another mirror, or without intermediary.
Do you not see that the mirror prepared for reflection
and the reflection of the other mirror are turned in the
direction of the sun and reflect the radiance of the sun
to all? Thus the state of one who follows the Messenger
(s.a.w.a.s.) with a true following becomes the beloved of
the Real, the All-High, and in His words, the All-High:
“If you love God, then follow me and God will love you™
(3:31). And whomever God loves, He makes divine lights
overflow upon him (afada ‘alayhi), as He makes them
overflow upon His beloved [Muhammad] (s.a.w.a.s.),
although the difference is firmly established between
the followed and the follower.

And in general, one should know that the knowledge
of the Imams (a.s.) is not based on ijtihad, or on hearing
transmitted reports through the senses. Rather their
knowledge is unveiled (kashfiyya), presential (laduniyya),
the lights of knowledge and gnosis having overflowed
upon their hearts from God, glory be to Him, not
through the intermediary of something based on sensible
hearing or writing or upon a report, or anything of this
sort.

An indication of what we have just explained and its
clarification is [found in] the saying of the Commander
of the Faithful, [‘Ali] (a.s.), “The Messenger of God
taught me one thousand doors of knowledge, each door
opening upon a thousand doors. . .

And the meaning of the Messenger’s teaching (s.a.w.a.s.)
was the preparation of [‘Alf’s] noble soul, receptive to the
lights of guidance, over the course of his companionship
[with the Messenger] and constantly being by his side,

37
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through his teaching him and guiding him as to how
to travel on the path to God by taming the animal soul
and strengthening it for what it has been commanded,
and making it subservient to the divine, intellectual
spirit; and [through] his teaching him by allusion the
means of taming [it] and spiritual exercises [‘Ali] (a.s.)
was prepared for the extraction of hidden things, and
to be informed about the unseen things. '

Thus the most important spiritual bequest from the Prophet to
‘Al was not specific religious teachings that could then be transmitted
verbatim to other Imams and their disciples; rather it was knowledge
of the spiritual exercises—similar to those practiced by other mystics
in Islam—which prepared the heart to receive the overflow of divine
knowledge, and to be a clear mirror for the reflection of divine truth.
Rather than “horizontal” knowledge that becomes attenuated as it
is transmitted from generation to generation, the Prophet gave ‘Ali
the key to the door of “vertical” knowledge, coming straight from
its eternal source. The implicit but provocative aspect of Sadra’s
commentary here is his suggestion that other human souls, perhaps
all human souls, have the potential to acquire those same “keys” to
vertical knowledge if they, like “Ali, engage in the spiritual practices
necessary to purify their own hearts and souls.

For those who succeed and thus reach the level of the awliya’
and the true “People of the House,” Sadra indicates that their degree
of knowledge approximates, not only that of the Imams, but even
that of the prophets themselves. He writes:

Thus the People of the House (a.s.) are those firmly
rooted in knowledge, and they possess the interpretation
of the traditions. The people of the outward husk are
distanced from true knowledge of the inner meanings of
the Quran, and the interpretation (fa’wil) of traditions;
since the husk can only know the husk, while the kernel
(lubb) is only known to the possessors of understand-
ing (ulii I-albab)."* They are those whose spirits have

13 Ibid., 319-320.

114 For a similar comparison between the people of the husk and the people of
the “kernel” (#lii I-albab) as it relates to knowledge of the Qur'an in particular,
see Asfar, 7:39-40.
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been conveyed from the world of form and sense to
the world of spirit and intellect, for they acquire their
knowledge from God through the light of [spiritual]
states, while others acquire their knowledge from men,
whose method is but the collection of words.

Know that the difference between the People of the
House (a.s.)—that is, the perfected saints—and other
learned men with regard to the inheritance from the
Prophet (s.a.w.a.s.) is that the saint, protected against
error (ma‘siim min al-khata’), does not acquire that
knowledge, which is the inheritance of the prophets and
the messengers, until God inherits it from [the proph-
ets] and sends it to [the saint]. And as for other men,
learned in written documents, they acquire knowledge
transmitted from generation to generation . . . while
the relation [to the initial source] becomes increasingly
remote. As for the saints (a.s.), they acquire the inherit-
ance of the prophets (s.a.w.a.s.) from God, insofar as
it is His inheritance and He gives it freely to them, for
they are heirs to the messengers and the transmitters
of their traditions, through something like the exalted
and preserved authority that does not allow falsehood to
enter into it from in front or from behind—a revelation
(tanzil) from the Wise, the Praiseworthy."*

A number of extraordinary claims are put forth here. Sadra
ascribes to this expanded group of “spiritual descendants,” whom
he here refers to as the “perfected saints” (awliy@’), immunity from
error (‘isma) and a form of divine inspiration (tanzil) that is usually
said to be the preserve of the prophets and the Imams. These two
distinctions are directly related. Ordinary knowers receive knowledge
by way of human transmission from one generation to the next. As
the transmission becomes more remote from its initial source, it
becomes increasingly attenuated and sometimes corrupted. The

“perfected saints,” however, acquire prophetic knowledge directly
from God—who bequeaths it to the prophets, and takes it back
upon their deaths, and then transmits it in pure, unadulterated form
directly to the awliyd’. Sadra refers to this transmission of prophetic

1us Sharh, 43.
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knowledge through the intermediary of divine inheritance and
bequest as a kind of tanzil—a remarkable statement, considering
the nearly exclusive association of this term with historical prophecy,
rather than with some form of inspiration (ilham).

While Sadra keeps the categories of prophet and wali nominally
distinct, he elsewhere describes the nature of waldya in a manner
that brings it very close to the status of prophethood. For example,
Sadra describes the saintly knowers as “following a clear proof from
their Lord” (‘ald bayyina min rabbihim),"¢ a phrase used repeatedly
by the prophets in the Qur’an to assert the divine provenance of their
missions."” In one passage that occurs in Sadra’s commentary on a
hadith found in Kulayni's chapter, Kitab al-hujja [The book of divine
proof], he equates waldya with the lowest degree of prophethood,
which is occupied by a prophet who receives a divine message in
his own soul, perhaps through ilham, but is not required to convey
that message beyond himself. Here Sadra adds:

... this is the degree of the awliya’. . . except that the title,
wali, was not applied to any of the awliya’ (a.s.) before
the sending of our Prophet Muhammad (s.a.w.a.s.);
rather they were called “prophets” (anbiya’). For there
is no difference between prophethood that does not
bring with it a scriptural message (risala) or a divine
law (tashri), and waldya, except in name rather than
meaning. Thus before the sending [of Muhammad],
every wali was a prophet (nabi) in name."®

Sadra is not alone in defining waldya in such a way that it
approximates the level of prophethood, at least the level of the
non-lawgiving prophets before the time of Muhammad. Ghazali,
for example, suggested that one can attain to the properties of
prophethood through the “fruitional experience” that some acquire
by following “the way of Sufism.'** Ruzbihan Baqli, in his Unveiling

ué Ibid,, s7.
117 See Qurin 6:57, 157; 7:73, 85, 105; 11:28, 63, 88; and also Nasr b. Muzihim, Wagat
Siffin, ed. “Abd al-Salam Muhammad Har{in (Beirut, 1990), 484, where one of
‘Ali’s followers describes him in a similar manner.
18 Sharh, 423.
119 Ab@ Hamid al-Ghazali, Deliverance from Error, trans. R. ]. McCarthy (Louisville,
KY: Fons Vitae, 1980), 85; for the fuller discussion, 84-86.
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of Secrets (Kashf al-asrar) asserts that God chose him for walaya,'*

but also recalls that when he was a young boy, he heard a voice that
identified him as a prophet.”” And Ibn al-‘Arabi claimed to have

reached a state of sanctity such that he became receptive to direct
divine inspiration, reporting in his massive work, The Meccan Open-
ings (Futithat al-Makkiyya), that all the words that would follow had

been “dictated” to him by God.™

In fact, Sadré’s assimilation of the state of waldya with certain

kinds of prophethood seems, in places, to have a strong Akbarian

flavor. For example, in Sadrd’s commentary on a hadith in Kulayni's

Kitab al-hujja, he presents a metaphorical image of the Prophet
Muhammad as the center point of a necklace, with the pre-Islamic
prophets who came before him ranged on one side, and the saints

(awliya’) who come after him ranged on the other. Each saint is posi-
tioned opposite a pre-Islamic prophet whom he resembles in some

way. Sadra says that ‘Ali, the closest of the awliya’ to Muhammad,
faces Jesus, who is correspondingly the closest of the prophets to him,
and notes that ‘Ali and Jesus resemble each other insofar as their
spiritual stations were exaggerated by certain of their followers.'

The conceptual relationship between the awliya’ and the prophets

suggested in this passage is highly similar to Ibn al-‘Arabi’s discus-
sion of saints who take on the spiritual characteristics of various

Islamic prophets.'? Sadra is not the first thinker to try to reconcile

Twelver Shi‘i belief with an Akbarian conception of waldya; Haydar
al-Amuli is known for doing the same. But by comparison, al-Amulf’s

formulation was more firmly wedded to Twelver ShiT imamology.
For example, he accommodates the doctrine of the occultation of the

Twelfth Imam in this discussion of sainthood by identifying him as

120 Riizbihan Bagqli, The Unveiling of Secrets, trans. C. Ernst (Chapel Hill: Parvardigar
Press, 1997), 13.

121 Bagli, Unveiling of Secrets, 10.

122 See Ibn al-‘Arabi, al-Futihat al-Makkiyya, ed. O. Yahia, 14 vols. (Cairo: al-
Hay’ah al-Misriyya al-‘Amma li-I-Kitab, 1972), 1:10 and 2:246. See also Ibn
al-“Arabi, Bezels of Wisdom, trans. R. W. J. Austin (New York: Paulist Press,
1980), 45-46, where he claims this book was given to him by the Prophet to
share with others, making him not prophet in his own right, but an “heir” to
the Prophet’s knowledge.

123 See Sharh, 433.

124 See, e.g., Ibn al-“Arabf’s discussion of the affinity between the spiritual natures
of certain saints and the various Islamic prophets in Futiihat, 3:372.
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the “seal of sainthood” (khatam al-awliy@’), just as Muhammad was
the seal of the prophets.'* Sadra does not show similar concern for
such doctrinal matters. His conception of waldya and the spiritual
position and characteristics of the awliya’, as he describes them,
are more closely aligned with Sufi formulations of the term, and
have a lesser, and at times almost nominal, connection to Twelver
Shiiimamology.

Like the Sufi thinkers who influenced his thought, Sadra is
aware of the hesitation and even repulsion with which ordinary
people and “conventional” religious scholars viewed claims of divine
inspiration outside the category of prophethood. Such a response
would have to be expected, even from a metaphysical point of view—
for how can the lower grasp the higher, how can the limited know
that which is free of those same limits? As he says above, those who
receive their knowledge in this extraordinary way are “those whose
spirits have been conveyed from the world of form and sense to the
world of spirit and intellect” By virtue of the purification of their
souls, they have acquired a form of prophetic knowledge through
a divine conduit that has transformed their ontological state. Those
who remain at a lower level of being—in the realm of sense and
form—deny the existence of what transcends them:

... understanding the stages of waldya and prophecy are
difficult [for those] at the stage of intellect the majority
of people have reached. As it is the nature of common
people to deny what they have not grasped, so it is also
their nature to deny the state of waldya and its wonders,
and the state of prophecy and its unique qualities. In fact,
it is their nature to deny the next level of being and the
life of the hereafter, which is the life of knowledge and
of witnessing the angelic realm, because the ontologi-
cal levels of waldya and prophecy are also among the
manifestations of authority in the hereafter, and whoever
denies the reality of the hereafter inevitably denies
these two states. He does not recognize the prophet as
a prophet, nor the wali as a wali.*

125 Haydar Amuli, Inner Secrets of the Path, trans. Assadullah al-Dhaakir Yate, with
notes by M. Khwajavi (Longmead, Shaftesbury, Dorset: Zahra Publications,
1989), 121.

126 Sharh, 60. For a similar argument, see Baqli, Unveiling of Secrets, 7.
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For Sadra, who viewed all of reality as a gradated continuum
of being, the existence of the state of waldya between prophethood
and ordinary humanity was a logical necessity. Sharp ontological
distinctions made no sense within the logic of this system, and
so between the exalted stage of prophecy and the pitiful state of
ordinary humanity, there had to be grades of closeness to the light
of prophecy itself, and the movement upward through these grades
of nearness and perfection was ontologically transformative. Not
only should ordinary people not deny or begrudge the awliya’ their
ontological station, they should seek to reach it themselves through,
in part, a humble obedience to these same perfected saints.™”

Conclusion

Sadra’s commentary on Kulaynt's Usiil al-kaff is naturally assumed
to be an exercise in reconciling his philosophy of knowledge and
being with the transmitted sayings and doctrinal positions of the
Twelver Shi‘i community to which he unambiguously belonged.
Yet what we find in this commentary is a faithful presentation of
the fluid, gradated, and hierarchal epistemology and ontology he
expounds in his systematic, philosophical works. There is little
evidence that Sadra tailors his views to accord with the ahadith on
which he comments. Knowledge is intimately connected to being, it
is the ultimate purpose of all human activity and the vocation of all
human life, it is the path to salvation and the very essence of life in
the hereafter. It is the light that leads the soul on its journey through
higher ontological levels and degrees of spiritual perfection in this
world, and that guides it across the sirdf in the next.

This journey is powered by the soul’s own effort, but initially
requires the guidance of true teachers and knowers, who not only
possess higher levels of knowledge, but who also occupy a higher
ontological level, although among them there is a hierarchy as
well. There are the worldly knowers whose “light” is like that of a
lamp, emanating from earthly, not celestial, sources; they provide
limited guidance, but are saved by their knowledge if their teaching
and learning are sincere. Then there are the true knowers, whose
knowledge is taken directly from the prophets and the saints (awliya),
and as such are like the moon, illumined by the light of the sun
and transmitting it to those below them. And finally there are the

127 Sharh, 115.
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prophets and the awliya’ themselves, radiant by their own essence
like the sun, with knowledge bequeathed to them directly by God.
These categories are not fixed: Every learner, in the right company,
with proper intention and effort, may become a true knower. Every
true knower has, in principle, the potential to reach the level of the
awliya@’, occupied by the Imams but not exclusive to them—like the
iron rod that moves ever closer to the fire, and eventually becomes
like the fire itself. The category of prophethood is exclusive to the
prophets, although the status of the awliya’ approximates it in ways
many might find controversial.

The hierarchical nature of Sadra’s ontology, its close correlation
with degrees of knowledge, and its positing of an intermediate
spiritual level between the Prophet and the ordinary believer are all
consistent with the Shif religious perspective. But the lack of fixed
ontological categories below the level of the Prophet, and Sadra’s
concomitant broadening of the category of the awliya’ beyond the
Imams—even if he maintains a certain privilege for them within
this category—challenged more traditional conceptions of the
Imams’ uniqueness. Moreover, Sadra’s inclusive definition of the
category of awliy@ puts the Imams in the company, not of the exoteric
Shi religious scholars who claimed to be heirs to the knowledge
and authority of the Imams, but of the saints and gnostics who in
Sadra’s description look far more like Sufi mystics than Shi‘T devo-
tees. The challenge to exoteric Shii tradition that this represents
is largely smoothed over throughout the commentary by Sadra’s
use of multivalent terms—wali, ‘alim, ‘arif, even imam—and the
continual grounding of his spiritual hierarchy in the terminology
of the Quran—ilii I-albab, rasikhiina fi I-ilm—terms used by Shiis
and Sufis alike as Qurianic proof texts for their own conceptions of
spiritual hierarchy. But his view of the highest form of knowledge
(the knowledge of unveiling), and of the penultimate rung on the
human ontological ladder (waldya), are recognizably Sufi rather than
ShiT in orientation. Given his reported and repeated demonstra-
tions of reverence for the Imams, Sadra’s commentary is not likely
meant to undermine their position, but rather to demonstrate the
way in which the teachings of the Imams, if read correctly, open
onto an esoteric dimension missed by the majority of his scholarly
contemporaries.




Mulla Sadra’s Ontology Revisited
Davip B. BURRELL

onvening in Tehran in 1999, the Mulla Sadra Institute drew

numerous participants who had never before heard of this

philosopher. Indeed, I had known little more than the
name until I read Henry Corbin’s edition of a summary work—
Les penetrations metaphysiques—and was fascinated to find many
affinities with the work of Thomas Aquinas, notably in his exposition
of existence.! The gathering itself inspired me to translate the
passage on existence from Mulla Sadra’s magnum opus, al-Hikma
al-muta‘aliya fi l-asfar al-‘agilyya al-arba‘a [The transcendent wisdom
on the four journeys of the intellect] 2 The experience of translating
encourages me to present Mulla Sadra by extending the standard
narrative of Islamic philosophy to make way for both Sunni and Shii
successors to Ibn Rushd, while making al-Ghazali—the scapegoat
of the standard narrative—into the axial figure in this recasting of
the history of Islamic philosophy.

The new narrative will need a plot, which sustained efforts on
the part of thinkers in each of the Abrahamic faiths readily supply:
the struggle to articulate the relation between the created universe
and its singular source.” Moreover, what makes the relation quite
ineffable is the unique “distinction” of creator from creation; a
distinction that proves axial to each faith-tradition’s averring that
creating is the free act of one God.* So it is not surprising that it

1 David Burrell, “Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) and Mulla Sadra Shirazi (980/1572~
1050/1640) and the Primacy of esse/wujiid in Philosophical Theology,” Medieval
Philosophy and Theology 8 (1999): 207-219. Mulla Sadra on ‘Substantial Motion’:
A Clarification and a Comparison with Thomas Aquinas,” Journal of Shia
Islamic Studies 2, no. 4 (2009): 369-386.

2 Mulla Sadra, al-Hikma al-muta‘aliya fi l-asfar al-“agilyya al-arba‘a) o vols., ed.
Muhammad Rida Muzaffar, et al. (Beirut, 1981).

3 David Burrell, Knowing the Unknowable God: Ibn Sina, Maimonides, Aquinas
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1986).

4  Robert Sokolowski, The God of Faith and Reason (Washington, D.C.: Catholic
University of America Press, 1994); and David Burrell, “The Christian Dis-
tinction Celebrated and Expanded,” in The Truthful and the Good, ed. John
Drummond and James Hart, 191-206 (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1996).
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@ 2010 by the Journal of Islamic Philosophy, Inc. All rights reserved. ISSN: 1536-4569



46 Davip B. BURRELL

is philosophical theology that shapes the now extended narra-
tive, moving us beyond the ways in which al-Farabi and Ibn Sina
employed the model of logical deduction to present creating as a
timeless and even necessary emanation from the One. For while
emanation is a metaphor that can move in diverse directions, as
it clearly does in Plotinus, the deductive model inhibited a clear
elucidation of “the distinction,” since the initial premise of a logical
deduction differs from its consequences only by its pre-eminent
position. Even Ibn Rushd, who had little patience with al-Ghazali’s
critique of “the philosophers” in Islam, had even less hope that Ibn
Sind’s scheme, adapted from al-Farabi, could elucidate the act of
creating. Yet his own attempt to clarify that, while subtly intimating
Islamic tradition and Qur’anic precedent in its focus on “practical
reason,” set the stage for further development more than it resolved
the outstanding issues. This development would follow Islamic
thinkers from Andalusia back to the heartland of the Levant, in the
persons of Suhrawardi (1154-1191), Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240), and Sadra
al-Din al-Shirazi [Mulla Sadra] (1572-1640). All of these thinkers
are explicitly beholden to Ibn Sina, yet each endeavors to adapt his
philosophical mode of inquiry to articulate the relation between
creation and the creator. So their agenda, singly and cumulatively,
brings explicitly theological issues to the fore; however each of
them is still taken up with philosophical concerns ancillary to that
central task: Suhrawardi with epistemology, Ibn ‘Arabi in searching
for ways to articulate so unique a relation, and Mulla Sadra with
bringing a bevy of philosophical issues under the ambit of existing
as resulting from the One who is existing.

As the last of this trio, Mulla Sadra is hardly intelligible without
his two predecessors in the Levant, so these efforts to identify his
specific position and contribution demand that we present their
achievements in the process of elucidating his. Yet economy demands
that Suhrawardi and Ibn ‘Arabi be included by way of background
briefing, as we present specific issues in Mulla Sadra’s thought. Superb
explications of Suhrawardi are readily accessible in the work of John
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Walbridge® and Hossein Ziai,* together with their joint translation of
Suhrawardt’s central Philosophy of Illumination,” and of Tbn “Arabi in
William Chittick’s two works: Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn al-Arabi’s
Metaphysics of Imagination and Self-Disclosure of God: Principles of
Ibn al-Arabi’s Cosmology.®

I offer excerpts from our translation from Mulla Sadra’s Asfar
to convey the flavor of his mode of inquiry, utilizing as well the
work of Christian Jambet,® illuminating articles by Hamid Dabashi,"
Hossein Ziai,"" and Seyyed Hossein Nasr.’? A lasting gratitude is
due to Henry Corbin, whose pioneering work opened this field to
so many, most of whom will also endeavor to reflect the particular
orientation he celebrated in Ishraqi [“oriental”] thought. It should
be clear by now that this later extension of Islamic philosophy enjoys
far less publicity than the earlier Peripatetic phase; yet, unless it is
brought into focus, to show how it both develops and alters earlier
themes, any presentation of Islamic philosophy will unwittingly
falsify the picture. It has surely been the case, however, that short of
a distinctly “postmodern” sensibility, philosophers have found their
inquiries bordering on the esoteric, and are thus hardly fit for sober

5 John Walbridge, Leaven of the Ancients: Suhrawardi and the Heritage of the
Greeks (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2000); Wisdom of the
Mystic East: Suhrawardi and Platonic Orientalism (Albany: State University
of New York Press, 2001).

6 Hossein Ziai, Knowledge and Illumination: A Study of Suhrawardis “Hikmat
al-Ishrag” (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1990).

7 Shihab al-Din Suhrawardi, The Philosophy of lllumination, ed. and trans. John
Walbridge and Hossein Ziai (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Press,
1999).

8  William Chittick, Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn al-Arabis Metaphysics of Imagina-
tion (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989) and Self-Disclosure of
God: Principles of Ibn al-“Arabi’s Cosmology (Albany: State University of New
York Press, 1998).

9  Christian Jambet, Lacte detre: la philosophie de la revelation chez Molla Sadra
(Paris: Fayard, 2002).

10 Hamid Dabashi, “Mir Damad and the founding of the ‘School of Isfahan,”
in History of Islamic Philosophy, ed. Leaman and Nasr, 1:597-633 (New York:
Routledge, 1996).

1 Hossein Ziai, “Mulla Sadra: His Life and Works,” in History of Islamic Philosophy,
ed. Leaman and Nasr, 1:635-642.

12 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, “Mulla Sadra: His Teachings,” in History of Islamic
Philosophy, ed. Leaman and Nasrt, 1:643-662.
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philosophical elucidation. Indeed, Corbin’s presentation had the
effect of intensifying those fears, so the guides whom I have indicated
are intent on offering an alternative view of their work, as am I. Yet
the fact remains that any attempt to elucidate the ineffable relation
between creator and creatures, which is the central task of these
thinkers, challenges categories exclusively tailored to created things.

The Primacy of Existing over Essence

Mulla Sadra is best known for taking issue with Suhrawardi, and
insisting that existing take precedence over essence in explicating
the metaphysical composition of creatures, as well as their mode
of emanating from the Creator. But the very distinction between
existing and essence, as well as the role it played in offering a way
of identifying creatures as created, anchors our narrative in Ibn
S$ina, and shows the inherent continuity in a philosophical saga
whose second phase often appears to be very different from the
first. Yet both, as we shall see, were shaped by Ibn Sina. The overall
context is Mediterranean, and lest this sound banal, we need only
remind ourselves that the bulk of western reflection on medieval
philosophy was crafted in western and northern Europe. So the
standard accounts we have received spoke little of the philosophy
(or the philosophers) in the Muslim or Jewish traditions, yet we have
found that they were, where possible, in contact with one another,
and beholden to one another.” Yet all three traditions had to con-
tend with Plotinus’ radical adaptation of Aristotle to focus on the
origination of the universe, retrospectively seen as paradigmatically
“neo-Platonist.” For it had come to occupy the philosophical center
stage, so that later thinkers who sought to incorporate a revealed
creator into the Aristotelian worldview would spontaneously begin
with a Plotinian scheme, with which some found it necessary to
contest. This is especially clear in al-Farabi, who adopts the emana-
tion pattern quite directly to signal the relation between “the First”
and all that emanates from It; that is, everything else.!* Ibn Sina
modifies the scheme inherited from al-Farabi (and so from Plotinus),
and introduces his initial version of the essence/existing distinction

=)«

to clarify how al-Farabi’s “First now Ibn Sinas “necessary being,

]

13 John Inglis, ed., Medieval Philosophy and the Classical Tradition in Islam,
Judaism, and Christianity (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003).
14 Richard Walzer, Al-Farabi on the Perfect State (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985).
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relates to everything else: being possible in itself, when it exists,
becomes ‘necessary’ by the existence it derives from the One, who
is distinguished from all else as necessary being. It will prove crucial
to the later development of the essence/existing distinction that this
One, ancestrally related to Plotinus’ One (explicitly “beyond being”)
is now denominated “necessary being.” The Jewish interlocutor in
this discussion, Moses Maimonides, was well-instructed by Ibn
Sina, yet took issue with his apparently seamless adaptation of the
Farabian/Plotinian scheme to display the free creation of the universe
by the one God, now revealed in the Torah. In so reacting, he may
well have been emboldened by al-Ghazalt’s trenchant critique of Ibn
Sina’s apparently necessitarian picture of creation, for Maimonides’
cultural context was thoroughly Islamic."

The opening lines of Abil Nasr al-Farabi's cosmological/
political treatise, Mabadi’ ar@’ ahl al-madina al-fadila [On the
perfect state] offer the following straightforward assertion of the
original distinction, with clear intimations of the metaphysical one:

The First Existent is the First Cause of the existence of all

the other existents. It is free of every kind of deficiency,
whereas there must be in everything else some kind of
deficiency. . . but the First is free of all their deficiencies.
Thus its existence is the most excellent and preceded

every other existence. No existence can be more excel-
lent than or prior to its existence. Thus it has the highest

kind of excellent existence and the most elevated rank of
perfect existence. Therefore its existence and substance

cannot be adulterated by non-existence at all. It can in no

way have existence potentially, and there is no possibility

whatever that it should not exist.'®

He continues with a host of nearly equivalent statements,
capped by: “it is the existent for whose existence there can be no
cause, . .. and it is impossible for anything else to have the existence
it has” Note that he has not taken the boldest step of all: to identify
the First in what it is (its essence) with existing, for he still speaks of
the First as “having” existence. But he has taken us to the brink, by

15 David Burrell, Freedom and Creation in Three Traditions (Notre Dame, IN:
University of Notre Dame Press, 1993).
16  Walzer, Al-Farabi on the Perfect State, 57.
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emphasizing how utterly different is the “First Cause” from all that
emanates from it; that is, from all else. Ibn Sina, with Maimonides
in his wake, makes that further precision.

Ibn Sina takes the next step of integrating the original (creator/
creature) distinction into the very metaphysical “composition” of
every created thing, thereby offering a signal innovation to Aristotle’s
metaphysics of substance. This may indeed reflect his awareness
of the aporia that Edward Booth has identified as central to the
Aristotelian tradition: that between the essence of a thing and the
individual thing itself.” Aristotle had, of course, taken pains to
identify the individual existing thing with its essence, precisely
to avoid Plato’s notorious “third man” argument; much as he had
insisted that the paradigm for substance is the individual existing
(even better, living) thing. Yet when it came to his exposition of
substance in book Lambda (V1I) of the Metaphysics, the best he could
do in explicating substance was to identify it with form."” So in the
end, if you will, Plato won, despite Aristotle’s opening polemic (in
the same book) against Plato’s apparent insouciance for individual
things. This aporia recurred throughout the commentary tradition,
which largely attempted to suppress it rather than address it; much
as it will emerge in the course of an introductory class. Nor did
Ibn Sina himself succeed in neutralizing it, though the distinction
he proposed helped others to resolve it. Like Aristotle, in other
words, he has the essence in mind, but unlike Aristotle, he needs
to offer an explicit account for its existing only in individuals. That
is, of course, Aristotle’s anti-Platonic assertion, but he was unable
to explain how it works; while Ibn Sina saw clearly that Aristotle’s
paradigmatic individual existence cannot be accounted for by the
essence itself. So, in what we might dub a neo-Platonic manner, Ibn
Sina identified essences with possible beings, and asserted that, “as
regards the possible existent, . . . it necessarily needs some other

thing to render its existing in actuality.*

17 Edward Booth, Aristotelian Aporectic Ontology in Islamic and Christian Writers
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983).

18  Aristotle’s Metaphysics, 1031a10.

19 Avicenna, The Metaphysics of Healing, trans. Michael Marmura (Provo, UT:
Brigham Young University Press, 2005), 38; Ibn Sina, Al-Shifa’: al-Ilahiyyat,
ed. G. C. Anawati and S. Zaydi (Cairo: al-Maarif, 1978), 47, Il. 10-11.
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As if to show how the distinction for which he is reaching
reflects the original distinction of creator from creatures, Ibn Sina
draws the contrast in philosophical language. There is one alone
whose existence is necessary, and that One, “the first, has no essence
[mahiyya] except in its existence [anniyya]” So necessary being
has no essence [mahiyya] except that it be necessary being, and
this is its existence [anniyya] ® By proposing another term for the
essence of necessary being, dhat, Ibn Sina intended to remove
consideration of its whatness from that attending creatures, whose
quiddities [the Latin answer to the question ‘quid est?, or ‘what is
it?), as mahiyya functions in Arabic] will ideally be articulated in
the normal form of genus/species (e.g., ‘speaking animal’). Con-
trary to the essence of the one necessary being, however, Ibn Sind’s
insistence that all other essences require something else to bring
them into existence introduces a new mode of composition into
all creatures, beyond that of matter and form, which he presumes
throughout: one of essence [mahiyya] with some other factor that
causes the individual thing to be. That factor is never identified by
Ibn Sina; the elusive term anniyya expresses the “real existence of a
particular individual” rather than identifying what it is that makes
the individual exist. Yet by distinguishing what something is from
that which makes it be, he seeks to introduce a notion of essence
without any qualification: “mere essence,” best parsed as what the
normal formula (e.g., ‘speaking animal’) signifies. Neither universal
nor particular, essence is taken simply as what can be predicated
of individuals, in which it alone exists, thereby formulating what
Aristotle was reaching for. (C. S. Peirce shows how the modern
proclivity to identify essences with universals misses the point of
the relation peculiar to predication; for in saying that Socrates is a
man, we are not saying something universal about him, but simply
stating what he—in all his individuality—is.)

So far, so good; a brilliant stab at the kind of reformulation of
Aristotle required to accommodate the grounding fact that all such
substances are created. Yet some infelicities remain. One respects
identifying such essences with possibility, and doing so in such a
way that “they” receive existence, which he would name (in Arabic)
as an “accident,” or something which “happens” to essence. Ibn

20 Ibid,, 344, 1. 10; 346, 1. 11.
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Rushd fastens onto this error, which any student of philosophy can
quickly identify: if existing is an accident, there would have had to
be something in which it could inhere. But “simple essences” cannot
be said to be, nor is it possible for there to be anything to receive
existence. Later commentators on Ibn Sina will neutralize the aporiae
stemming from a simple-minded identification of existing with an
ordinary accident, but the dilemma imbedded in the language of

“receiving existence” will perdure.?* The identification of “simple
essences” with possibility, and especially with “possibilities,” extends
to discussions in our day, so Ibn Sina cannot be said to have the last
word, either on the subject itself, of relating created to uncreated
and creating being, or on the distinction intended to suggest that
relation without pretending adequately to display it.

Ibn Sina’s distinction set the stage not only for comparing
essence with existing, but also for employing the distinction itself
to find something of their source mirrored in creatures. Yet since
the essence of a thing corresponds quite simply to what it is, and
revelation tells us that things are created according to their kinds,
essences structure the created universe without bespeaking its
dynamic. So the obvious candidate for articulating the founding
relation of creation would seem to be existing. Yet when it came to
articulating that relation, Suhrawardi contented himself with the
classic metaphor of light to model the issuing forth of creatures from
the creator.? Moreover, in this respect, Mulla Sadra parted company
with his distinguished master, Mir Damad, who may be considered
the founder of the illustrious “school of Isfahan” in which Mulla
Sadra can be located.” Hamid Dabashi offers this translation of Mir
Damad’s way of arguing for the primacy of essence over existing:

The essence of a thing, in whatever shape or format it
might be, is the occurrence of that very thing in that
vessel; not the attachment or appendage of something

21 Fazlur Rahman, “Essence and Existence in Avicenna,” in Medieval and Renais-
sance Studies 4, ed. Richard Hunt, et al. (London: Warburg Institute, 1958);
Alexander Altmann, “Essence and Existence in Maimonides,” in Studies in
Religious Philosophy and Mysticism, 108-127 (London: Routlege and Kegan
Paul, 1969).

22 Ziai, Knowledge and Illumination.

23 Dabashi, “Mir Damad.”
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to it. . .. Yet the bringing into being of a thing in itself
is the bringing-into-being of that thing in that thing.**
Taken by themselves, these words do little more than re-state
philosophers’ general predilection for essences as grounding “sci-
entific” inquiry into things by their kinds. Little or nothing is said
about the “bringing-into-being” of things. So we might be prepared
for Mulla Sadrd’s passionate recounting of his “conversion” from
this default position:

In the earlier days I used to be a passionate defender of
the theist [belief that] the quiddities are extramentally
real while existence is but a mental construct, until
my Lord gave me guidance and let me see His own
demonstrations. All of a sudden my spiritual eyes were
opened and I saw with utmost clarity that the truth was
just the contrary of what philosophers in general had
held. Praise be to God who, by the light of intuition,
led me out of the darkness of the groundless idea and
firmly established me upon the thesis which would
never change in the present world and the hereafter.
As a result [I now hold that] the individual existences
of things are primary realities, while the quiddities are
the “permanent archetypes that have smelt even the
fragrance of existence” The individual existences are
nothing but beams of light radiated by the true Light
which is the absolutely self-subsistent existence. The
absolute existence in each of its individualized forms is
characterized by a number of essential properties and
intelligible qualities. And each of these properties and
qualities is what is usually known as quiddity.*

As we shall see, Mulla Sadra’s account depends directly on
Suhrawardf’s master metaphor of light to depict the relation between
self-subsistent existence and existents, yet identifies the active prin-
ciple with existence itself. So it seems accurate to say that his move
to assert the primacy of existing offers an attempt to articulate the
relation between existing things and their source. We shall also have

24 Ibid., 616.
25 Muhammad Bagqir Mir Damad, Kitab al-gabasat, ed. Mehdi Mohagheh, et al.,
trans. Toshihiko Izutsu (Tehran, 1977), 13-14.
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to explore the way he identifies essences with “permanent archetypes
that have smelt even the fragrance of existence,” in an effort to
ascertain what such “things” might be. So let us examine his sober
prose rendition of this spectacular “conversion,” by attending to the
introductory remarks of his magnum opus, the Asfar, as they locate
this inquiry in a wisdom tradition that sees our life and inquiry as
a journey with significant stages.

The First Journey: from creation to the One who [alone]
is real and true [al-Haqq], by way of investigating the
nature of existence [wujiid] and its essential attributes,
in distinct stages. The First Stage: the knowledge which
human beings require for this task, from among all
the [modes of] knowing, with an introduction and six
stations.

Introduction. Concerning our knowledge of philosophy
with its primary divisions, its goals and its dignity.

Know that philosophy is able to perfect the human soul
by bringing it to know the reality of existents according
to their proper essences, as well as accurately assessing
their existence by way of proofs grasped by the mind;
or else accepted by tradition, as befits the majority of
human beings. Now if you wanted, you could say that the
order of the universe is intelligibly ordered according to
human capacity, which can attain to a certain qualified
resemblance [tashbih] of the Creator most High, since
human beings came to be as something kneaded from
dough—that is, [by way of] intelligible form together
with created sensible matter—“We created man from
clay, from earthy substance duly fashioned” (15:26). Yet
there is also a dimension of the soul which remains
independent and separate, capable of being attracted to
wisdom, as is the case with the party of the zealous and
whoever is endowed with power to continue inquiry into
things free of matter, and such intellectual endeavors.

For inquiry with these aspirations [has the effect of]
drawing out the soul, along the lines of the form of
existence, to [perceive] its order, its expression and
its perfection, after which it can become knowing and
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rational and conformed to knowledge of things seen
not in matter but in their forms, thereby adorning, [21]
shaping and embellishing the soul. Indeed, this sort of
wisdom is that to which the chief Messenger—praise
and blessing to him—aspires as he asks in his invocation
to his Lord, saying: “Lord, show us things as they really
are” And also to the friend of God [Abraham]—may he
be praised and blessed, when he asked: “Lord, grant me
wisdom” (4:83). Now the wisdom in question must be
right judgment regarding existence, attending to what
may be needed to conceive things properly.

So it is clear that such an inquiry will entail a spiritual journey,
as intimated in the very title of the work itself, and clarified in these
introductory remarks. As we shall see, each thing is linked with
its creator by its very existence, so the link itself will share in the
inexpressibility of God. In this way, a philosophical inquiry into
existence cannot be a merely conceptual (or “abstract”) endeavor. It
is fascinating to note how carefully Mulla Sadra proceeds, altering
ways of inquiry already standard to “philosophers,” notably Ibn Sina,
to meet his stringent demands for articulating existence as the link
of creatures to their creator.

So it seems that the best way one can proceed here is
by an interior path, since there can be no definition of
existence, and so no demonstration regarding it. For
definition and demonstration can only proceed when
the definitions concern those things between which we
can distinguish [by weighing them] on proper scales.
But what if one must believe what one cannot perceive,
without perceiving anything else preceding it? So, for
example, when we wish to know whether intelligence
exists, we must first have arrived at yet other beliefs, yet
will certainly come in the end to a belief without any
other belief preceding it [27], indeed one necessarily
[imbedded] in the soul, offering a primary elucidation
from the intelligence itself—like saying that something
is a thing.? For a thing has nothing contrary to it; while

26 Avicenna on being as the first notion in the intellect: “We say: ideas of ‘the
existent, ‘the thing’, and ‘the necessary’ are impressed in the soul in a primary
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two contraries cannot come together, nor can one be
elevated above the other in position or according to
position, for were one to reason that way, one would
be entering the realm of conceptions.” Yet here there
is no need to begin conceiving prior conceptions, as
one must in any [sequence of] conceptions, for [any
such sequence] will certainly be able to be traced back
to an initial conception—Ilike necessity, possibility or
existence—not dependent upon a preceding concep-
tion. Now these conceptions, and those similar to them,
provide trustworthy meanings at the very center of the
intellect, inscribed in [our] intelligence by the inscription
of the first intelligence [fitr]. So when one intends to
clarify these meanings by way of kaldm, that can act as
a stimulus to the mind, [turning them into] objects of
attention by focusing on them as significant signs among
the other items at the center of the intelligence. Indeed,
these [conceptions] are better known than others, since
they do not come to the mind from things.

So existence will partake of the primary notions available quite
naturally to intellect, yet there will be further peculiarities with this

“notion” which must be more than a notion, since what it expresses
cannot properly be expressed in a predicate form. For that reason
Ibn Sind’s strategy of articulating existence as something which

“comes to” [arada, accidit] the essence will not do, for existing must
be more interior to existing things than a feature of them could ever
be. One way to see this is to remark on the inherently ambiguous
character of the term ‘exists’ as we apply it. And closely linked to
that, we shall notice his recourse to participation. He begins chapter
2 by announcing its subject.

[1.35] On understanding [that] participated existence
[is] predicated according to the ways in which what
[participates in it] comes under it: gradated predicates
rather than conventional predicates.

way. This impression does not require better known things to bring it about”
(Metaphysics, trans, Marmura, 22; Ibn Sind, al-Shif@’, 5.

27 Mulla Sadra is following Aristotle, who insisted that substance has no contrary,
though predicates will always have them.
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Given that essences participate in existence in such
a way that existence brings them nearer to the first
beings, it is also the case that intelligence mediates
between one existent and another by way of relation
and similarity, while nothing can mediate between an
existent and nothingness. For if existents were unable
to participate in a [single] understanding, so that they
would differ in all respects, their situation would be
like that of existence with respect to nothingness: no
relation at all between them. . . . But we have here
before us an infinity of things that can be understood,
though one can only consider each one of them singly,
asking whether it participates [36] in existence or not;
unless it were [clear that] its existence is participated,
so one would not need to inquire into it.. .. Regarding
existence being attributed to what is below it in gradated
ways—that is, regarding their being unities or one or
eternal or perduring—existence in some existing things
is determined by their essence, while in others it issues
from them by way of nature, while in still others it will
be perfected and powerful. Now the existence which
has no cause has primacy over what takes its existence
from another, and so is naturally prior to all existing
natural things. Similarly the existence of each one of the
active intelligences is prior to that of subsequent ones,
as the existence of substance is prior to the existence
of accidents.

]

The Aristotelian way of speaking of “systematically ambiguous’
discourse, which Aquinas will ennoble as “analogous,” proceeds
“according to prior and posterior”?® Mulla Sadra explores this route
to help us see how terms used equivocally may lead to unambiguous
understanding.

[37] Indeed, without considering existence, there can be
no priority or posteriority, since being prior or posterior,
perfect or deficient, strong or weak, are found in existents,

28 G.E. L. Owen, “Logic and Metaphysics in Some Earlier Works of Aristotle;” in
Aristotle and Plato in mid-Fourth Century, ed. 1. Diiring and Owen (Goteborg,
1960).
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which properly give rise to them without [needing] any

other thing. For with regard to things and essences taken

in themselves, their existences do not properly belong

to them, as you saw again quite clearly in this chapter,
following the investigation of such ambiguities in this

book, where it has already been clarified how existence—
in so far as it can be understood—is something common

to be predicted of existing things according to differences

and not merely conventionally.

Yet the most telling ambiguity in the term “existence” stems from
its ordinary use to identify individuals, by contrast with its more
“philosophical” use as “common existence.” an ambiguity already
present in Aristotle’s Metaphysics. Mulla Sadra takes great pains to
separate these two meanings in chapter 3: “That common existence,
[known] spontaneously, is equivalent to intellectual existence, and
so differs from what subsists or is individual”

So we [must] say: this distinction between things and
existence is not part of our comprehension of existing
things, but involves attempting to grasp them together
in general terms, which is like melding two discourses.
For the being of an existent may or may not involve
things other than existence, but its existence will shine
forth in the measure that what is fitting to it emerges
from the properties of a thing rather than from an
attempt to comprehend existence itself. What Ibn Sina
says in his [book on] metaphysics (al-Shif@’) clarifies
this: “necessary existence is already understood by the
very [expression] ‘necessary existence; just as unity
is already understood by the very [expression] ‘one”™
(al-Shifa’ 1.6). Now one can understand by this either
that the essence of necessary existence is like that of
humanity, or that it is an essence quite different from
other essences like humanity; it simply is what it is:
necessary existence. Recall what we understood about
unity: whatever anything is—something or its very self
or humanity, it remains one. So let it be said: we must
distinguish unity or existent as essences attributed to
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something, from unity and existent in so far as a thing
is one and existent.

This last animadversion should remind us of Plotinus’ insistence
that we cannot even say that the One is one! So existing, as what
links the One with the many, will share in that same ineffability. Yet
now, it appears, Mulla Sadra is ready to say what can be said.

Moreover, the following corollaries must be noted as well:

should I be asked whether existence is existent or not,
the answer should be that it is existent in the sense that

the true reality of existence is existent: that is, existence

is what existentializes. This can be confirmed by what is

found in renowned commentaries, namely that under-
standing a thing need not involve an understanding of
speech, for example, unless there be an accident shared

within the field. Yet were one to consider the derived

expression to be adequate to the thing [itself], matter

would be transformed into a proper potency. [42] Hence

that thing to which laughter belongs is human, which

necessarily affirms the thing as what it is; for to speak
of the thing in interpreting what follows upon [such

considerations] can show clearly why the mind which

speaks of it returns to it, which seems to be the way some

recent thinkers consider the union of accidents with

accidentality, but that cannot be verified. [43] Yet those

allusions regarding the soul and the separate substances

above it as unadulterated individuals and pure existences,
presented by the divine shaykh [Ibn ‘Arabi], might lead

in that direction. But I cannot understand how he could

be thought to have denied that existence is something

happening to individuals, or if so, whether the contradic-
tion is only verbal.

In other words, Ibn ‘Arabi cannot elide the central insight of
Ibn Sina regarding the crucial distinction of creator from creatures,
as between that which exists “by right,” and that to which existing
is granted. Mulla Sadra attempts to express this existing yet more
intimately:
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So we [must] say: if existence were not an individual true
reality [hagiqa], distinct from the properties [a thing
has], how could essences differing in themselves ever be
described? Or different levels [of things]? Yet they are
described in this way. Now necessary existence has no
need of a cause to be what it is, while the existence of
possible [beings] differs from it essentially. Nor can there
be any doubt of the difference, by way of negation or
privation, between need and lack of need regarding the
necessity of essences or levels of essence. Therefore there
can be no doubt that there is in every existent something
beyond its properties: namely, understanding it to exist.
Otherwise, how could existences differ essentially, as
even those who go astray suggest; or [how could there
be] different levels [of being], as yet other sects have
noticed? Yet sheer generality, by analogy with properties,
yields species without any differences. .. . To realize this,
[know that] existence itself establishes the essence, for a
thing is not established in its essence unless there be a
way of proposing the essence be established. . ..

As the master [Ibn Sina] said in his inquiries: . . . existence
which has emanated from another has its being dependent
on that other, and subsists in it as though bestowed
from another which subsists according to an existence
necessary in itself (al-Shifa’ 1.6). Now the subsistence
proper to a thing cannot be separated from it since it is
proper to it. And he says in another place concerning
this: either existence requires another and so is in need
of another to subsist, or it is so well endowed with it that
its subsistence is proper to it. So it would not be true
[in general] that existence exists requiring another and
depend on it as though it were not true that existence
[also] exists well-endowed and independent, without
subsisting from another but rather as an unlimited true
reality. I say that a sensible intelligent person, exercising
the power of intuition, understands from this discussion
why we [47] resist proposing a demonstration of these
matters, notably with respect to that time in which all
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possible existents and ordered individuals depend on
necessary existence for their consideration and their
nature, along with the diffusion and blockage of light
which does not subsist independently with respect to
its very essence [huwiyya]. Now it is not possible to
perceive [a thing’s] proper individual essence separate
[from this dependence, any more than we can perceive]
individual existents independently, since what is natural
is also dependent upon another. . .

Differing from a true reality [essence] in that it is pure
individual realization and the bearer of individuality,
[existence is what] individuates without needing any
property to identify it. On the contrary, by its union
with every essence it affords distinction and realization
to the essence, bringing it out of obscurity, ambiguity,
and concealment. For true existence appears per
se in all its ways of appearing, so appearing [69] in
everything else that essence appears to, with, in, and from
existence. . . [71] It is as though one were to think of the
degrees of existences as glowing with the light [proper
to] necessary true realities, manifesting the true divine
existence as it is manifested in the form of individuals,
colored with the colors of possible essences, yet blocked
by their created forms from [manifesting] the identity
of the divine necessity.

While there can be no demonstration of these matters, primarily
since existing defies definition, we are nonetheless led to realize that
we cannot understand created things properly without a sustained
attempt to grasp the internal link they have with the creator in
their very existing. Yet while this mode of inquiry exceeds the
bounds of philosophical inquiry as normally practiced by Islamic
philosophers like Ibn Sina, it is arguable that they too realized that
an authentically philosophical search must move into these more
esoteric arenas.” Yet Mulla Sadr@’s inspiration is clearly Ibn “Arabi.
It is that connection which needs to be more thoroughly explored.

29 David Burrell, “Avicenna,” in A Companion to Philosophy in the Middle Ages, ed.
Jorge J. E. Gracia and Timothy B. Noone, 196-208 (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003).
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Ibn ‘Arabi: “rationalizing mystic”

If Suhrawardi provides the indispensable background for Mulla

Sadra, Ibn ‘Arabi offers the bridge from Suhrawardi to Mulla Sadra,
by way of intensifying the “therapeutic” role of philosophy signaled

to us by Pierre Hadot, in essays Arnold Davidson introduces with a

phrase from Wittgenstein: “philosophy as a way of life”* Sajjad Rizvi

adopts the descriptor “rationalizing mystic” from Philip Merlan’s

way of depicting “later Neoplatonists, [to convey] absolute trans-
parency between the knower, the known, and knowledge itself” in

such a cognitive relation to the creator God. Indeed, what specifies

this cognitive manner of relating to the creator, as articulated in

“illuminationist [ishragi] philosophy, is its integration of spiritual

practice into the pursuit of wisdom.™ What is sought here is a way of
articulating the relation itself between creator and creatures, parallel
to that between existence and existents, a relation which one knows
to be unique, unassimilable to relations between existents. Here
the celebrated “distinction,” articulated (albeit differently) in Ibn
Sina and in Aquinas, is intensified by insisting that the One alone
exists. Ibn ‘Arabi uses Qurianic language to intimate the manner of
bestowing a share of that existence on existents: He originates and
brings back (85:13). While this verse had been understood to refer
to “God’s bringing people back at the resurrection,” Ibn “Arabi offers
a more metaphysical reading linked to the conserving dimension
of creating;

There is no existent thing to which the Real gives exis-
tence without finishing with giving it existence. Then
that existent thing considers God and sees that He has
come back to giving existence to another entity. So it
continues perpetually and endlessly.*

God’s creating takes the form of command, the “engendering com-
mand” God said: ‘be’ and it came to be (16:40). Though the Qurian is
largely concerned with God’s “prescriptive commands,” the “Be that

30 Pierre Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life, trans. Arnold Davidson (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1995).

31 Sajjad Rizvi, “Mysticism and Philosophy,” in Cambridge Companion to Arabic
Philosophy, ed. Peter Adamson and Richard Taylor (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2005), 227.

32 Chittick, Self-Disclosure of God, 65, 66.
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brings creation into existence moment by moment is. . . the more
basic”® Ibn ‘Arabi’s contribution to this essentially Quranic view
of God’s creating lies in his identifying the ensuing relation with
a Qurianic term adapted to this use: barzakh. “It stands between
Unbounded wujiid [existence] and absolute nonexistence” in this
way:
When the cosmos becomes articulated as the words of
the All-Merciful, it reflects three fundamental realities
from which it emerges—wujiid [existence], the Highest
Barzakh, and nonexistence. . . . Just as the Highest
Barzakh brings together wujiid and nonexistence, so
also the cosmic barzakh brings together spirits and
bodies. Through its very essence, a barzakh possesses
the properties of the two sides.*

In other words, we are focusing on the ineffable relation between
creator and creatures, to which Ibn “Arabi finds an epistemological
parallel in the imagination, posed as it is between intellect and sense,
spirit and bodies. Yet the key to this partitioning is the unique
relation to the creator.

Salman Bashier has delineated the key function of the barzakh
as attempting to elucidate the relation between creator and creatures
as the space of union-in-difference which characterizes such a
form of knowing.* Identified Quranically as the barzakh, or the
isthmus between heaven and earth, it represents the limit of human
understanding which also serves to relate it to its source. As such,
it is the “third entity, represented epistemologically as “the perfect
man’” This intermediate place is identified by Ibn ‘Arabi with the

“imaginal world;” referring to the way in which “the cosmos is real,
but its reality consists in the fact that it is/is not the real [Hagq]."*
Citing Chittick, we are reminded how,

according to Ibn al-‘Arabi, the Realizers’ [who have the
knowledge of the Saint: ‘Grifiin] answer to every question

33 Ibid, 251

34 Ibid, 259.

35 Salman Bashier, Ibn al-Arabi’s Barzakh: Concept of the Limit and the Relation-
ship between God and the World (Albany: State University of New York Press,
2004), 68.

36 Ibid.
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concerning God and the world is “Yes and no,” or, “He/
not He” (huwa la huwa). This is “because the cosmos is
imagination, and imagination is that which stands in an
intermediary situation between affirmation and denial.
About it one says ‘both this and that’ or ‘neither this nor
that! The universe is neither Being nor nothingness, or
both Being and nothingness”*’

How else can a believer refer to created things, except to allude
to their emanating from a creator as the continuing source of their
being? Yet since what links them, being, cannot be a feature of things,
we have no direct way of expressing the relating of creatures to their
creator beyond (as Aquinas expresses it) to insist that their being
must be a “being-to-the-creator”

Yet such a situation cannot but be paradoxical, since authentic
knowledge of the source of being must be of One beyond our compre-
hension: “the possessors of knowledge see that their reason delimits
everything that it knows, while the divine Essence remains beyond
delimitation. Thus they come to know that the only knowledge
about God that reflection can provide to reason is the knowledge
of what God is not”*® This carefully constructed sentence deserves
attention: knowledge, for reason, can only be “knowledge about”
something, whereas the knowledge that seekers seek is “knowledge
of” the One, which can only be parsed by reason as “knowledge of
what God is not” Bashier cites Nicholas of Cusa at this point, for
whom “the Essence of God can never be found, since it is beyond
all limits,”* yet Ibn “Arabi highlights this limit-situation by inviting
a dialectical exchange between those in his tradition who declare
God incomparable [tanzih] and those who declare God comparable
[tashbih): “this attitude holds that each of the contradictory views
regarding the knowledge of the Real can be correct from a differ-
ent perspective, despite the fact that the two views are exclusive
to each other. The attitude of complementarity comes very close
to the true knowledge of the Real” Another way of putting this is
to parse Ibn “Arabi as “saying that there is something that ties the
real to creation, but that this something is not something added to

37 Ibid.
38 Ibid,, 136.
39 Ibid., 137.
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the real and creation. He is actually stating that there is something
and that this something is nothing; . . . the closest definition of the
limit situation.* So readers are taxed to follow this philosopher into
regions which lie beyond the articulation to which philosophers
have become accustomed, a space epitomized by Ibn Rushd. Yet
what impels philosophy beyond itself is the call to articulate the faith
assertion of free creation. This exercise in philosophical theology
itself displays the contours of that hybrid inquiry.

However difficult it may be for contemporary philosophers
to follow such a hybrid inquiry, especially those who cannot avail
themselves of a faith tradition of free creation, all could nevertheless
be assisted by Chittick and Bashier to move beyond the stereotype
of Ibn “Arabi as a “monist’—that is, one who elides “the distinction”
of creatures from creator. For the precise function of the barzakh
is to highlight the relation between creator and creatures, which
however paradoxical it may be for us to formulate, remains a rela-
tion, even though comparing it to an ordinary relation between
creatures effectively elides creation itself—as Maimonides saw so
clearly. On this reading, what makes Ibn ‘Arabi so radical is not a
heretical denial of “the distinction” between the One and all-that-is,
but rather a thoroughgoing attempt to keep that distinction from
being so trivialized that the One ceases to be “the One” or “the Real,”
and becomes “the biggest thing around.”* Yet to negotiate such
paradoxical articulation demands the practice of a set of “spiritual
exercises;” as we have noted to be the hallmark of classical Hellenic
philosophy as well as of later Islamic philosophical theology, yet
already intimated in the later allegorical writings of Ibn Sina.

Concluding Remarks

There are many other features of Mulla Sadra’s thought worthy of
attention, for which clear treatment can be found in Jambet, Nasr,
Ziai, Rizvi, and most recently in Bonmariage.” Hamid Dabashi® gives
especially illuminating “deep background” on the sociopolitical

40 Ibid., 139.
41 David Burrell, “Creation, Metaphysics, and Ethics,” Faith and Philosophy 18
(2001): 204-221.
42 Cécile Bonmariage, Le Réel et les réalités: Mulla Sadrd Shirdzi et la structure
de la réalité (Paris: Vrin, 2007); Jambet, Lacte detre; Ziai, “Mulla Sadra”; Rizvi
“Mysticism and Philosophy”
43 Dabashi, “Mir Damad?”
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situation in Isfahan and Shiraz, which helps us to appreciate the
difficulties which philosophers faced in this time of otherwise
spectacular development and opulence. T have focused on the relation
between creator and creatures, and Mulla Sadra’s identification of
existence as the philosophical strategy for articulating that relation
in order to offer some suggestions how his inquiry may attend to
issues that continue to bedevil philosophical theology.




Mulla Sadra’s imama/walaya: An Aspect of His
Indebtedness to Ibn ‘Arabi

SHIGERU KAMADA

his brief paper examines the role of the Shaykh al-Akbar Ibn

‘Arabi (d. 1240) in the formation of Mulla Sadra’s thought,

by examining the short passages that he quotes from an
Akbarian text.

Ibn “‘Arabi’s thought has been widely disseminated in Muslim

countries from Andalusia to China.! The philosophy of Mulla
Sadra (d. 1640) was also heavily influenced by the worldview of Ibn
“Arabi, often epitomized in the doctrine of the Oneness of Existence
(wahdat al-wujid). All existents are different manifestations of
the Absolute, which is technically explained as manifestations of
the absolute non-articulated Existence. However different they are,
all existents are one in the sense that all are different manifesta-
tions of the same Absolute. Mulla Sadra reformulates this mystical
intuition in his philosophy and presents the thesis of the Primacy
of Existence (asalat al-wujiid).* He grasps different existents as
different modes or different articulations of one Reality, namely,
Existence, giving them their reality with different shades of mean-
ing. Their identities, insofar as they are different from others, derive
from their corresponding different quiddities (mahiyya), which are

1 Ibn ‘Arabf’s influence covers a wide range of historical and geographical
settings. A recent publication easily convinces us of his great influence on
later generations. See Catalog for the Printed Books of the School of Tbn ‘Arabi
Collected in Japanese Libraries, ed. Tonaga Yasushi and Nakanishi Tatsuya,
Center for Islamic Area Studies at Kyoto University, 2010 [Mostly in Japanese
with bibliographical information in original scripts].

2 Among many research works on Ibn ‘Arabi, Izutsu deals with the wahdat
al-wujid theory in a wider philosophical framework in his “An Analysis of
wahdat al-wujiid—Toward a Metaphilosophy of Oriental Philosophies—," in
The Concept and Reality of Existence (Tokyo: The Keio Institute of Cultural
and Linguistic Studies, 1971), 35-55.

3 On the issue of the position and relation of existence (wujiid) and quiddity
(mahiyya), Tzutsu gives a clear survey of Islamic philosophy in his “The
Fundamental Structure of Sabzawari’s Metaphysics,” The Concept and Reality
of Existence, 57-149.
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mentally constructed in the human mind. Through their quiddities,
non-articulated Existence transforms itself into actual things differ-
ent from each other. Similar to Ibn “Arabi’s worldview, Mulla Sadra
intuits unity or oneness in different existents of the phenomenal
world in the depth of pure Existence. In this way, Ibn ‘Arabi and
Mulla Sadra share the same kind of mystical intuition, that is to say,
the actual phenomenal world seemingly consists of many different
things, but is one in the real sense, because seemingly different
things are simply different manifestations of the same Absolute or
Existence.

In Ibn ‘Arabf’s thought, the idea of the Perfect Man (al-insan
al-kamil) also plays an important role as a mediator of the process
of the self-manifestation of the Absolute in the actual world.* A
hierarchy of a series of Perfect Men spiritually controls the world.
In his discussion of the spiritual hierarchy, Ibn ‘Arabi introduces
such various notions as messengership (risala), prophethood
(nubuwwa), and sainthood (waldya), in addition to Sufi terms like
pole (qutb), pillars (awtad), and substitutes (abdal). His idea of
spiritual hierarchy has enormously influenced later Islamic mysti-
cism, as well as Shi1 mystical philosophy,® in which Mulla Sadra’s
work is counted.

It is clear that Mulla Sadra is heavily indebted to his great
predecessor Ibn “Arabi, especially in his formulation of the Primacy
of Existence, which has a cardinal significance in his philosophy.
Although the concept of al-insan al-kamil or waldya may not
occupy such an important position as wujiid in his system of
thought, Mulla Sadra discusses the issue in some of his works.

4 On Ibn “Arabi’s concept of the Perfect Man, see M. Chodkiewicz, Le Sceau
des saints: Prophétie et sainteté dans la doctrine d'Ibn Arabi (Paris: Editions
Gallimard, 1986) and M. Takeshita, Ibn ‘Arabi’s Theory of the Perfect Man and
its Place in the History of Islamic Thought (Tokyo: Institute for the Study of
Languages and Cultures of Asia and Africa, 1987).

5 Fayd al-Kashani (d. 1680-1681), one of Mulla Sadra’s students, formulates a
spiritual hierarchy based on Ibn “Arabl’s worldview in a unique Akhbari way.
See S. Kamada, “Fayd al-Kashani's Waldya: The Confluence of Shii Imamology
and Mysticism,” Reason and Inspiration in Islam: Theology, Philosophy and
Mysticism in Muslim Thought, ed. Todd Lawson (London: 1.B.Tauris, 2005),

455-468.
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In his al-Shawahid al-Rubiibiyya [Divine witnesses],® one of
the smaller compendia of his philosophical system, Mulla Sadra
deals with various topics on prophethood and, in its last part, with
sainthood. In the present study, I take the idea of prophethood, or
sainthood, and show Mulla Sadra’s indebtedness to Ibn “Arabi in a
more concrete way.

Mulla Sadra’s Idea of Sainthood’

The human being who attains a degree of perfection combines in
himself the three worlds that correspond to the different principles
of cognition of sensation, imagination, and intellection.® He who
reaches the stage of comprehensiveness (jam‘iyya) of the perfection
at these three levels is one of the very few men who has the status
of the divine vicegerency (al-khilafa al-ilahiyya) and is entitled to
the leadership (riyasa) of human beings (khalg). He is called a mes-
senger (rasiil) of God. Thus, the person who combines three levels
of perfection in himself can be called a prophet in a general way.’

According to his emanative cosmic view, all knowledge is
eternally recorded (predetermination, gad) in the Preserved Tablet,
which is never altered. From the Tablet located at the intellective
level, the noble tablets at the psychic level receive emanation in the
form of imaginal forms. When human souls establish a connection
with the noble tablets, they receive the imaginal forms, which are
knowledge of the particulars. The knowledge that the messengers of
God transmit to people can be explained as emanation of realities
from the One with the intermediary of the Preserved Tablet and
the psychic tablets.

Mulla Sadra enumerates three channels of the soul’s reception
of knowledge. They are [1] acquisition (iktisab), [2] inspiration [or
intuition] (ilham, hads), and [3] revelation (wahy). These three

6 al-Shawahid al-rubiibiyya fi I-mandhij al-suliikiyya, ed. Sayyid Jalal al-Din
Ashtiyani (Mashhad: Danishgah-i Mashhad, 13465h/1967). This work is referred
to in the following notes as Shawdhid.

7  Discussion in this section is based on a part of my previous study, “Mulla
Sadra’s Notion of Prophecy (nubiiwah) in the Context of Spiritual Perfection of
Soul,” which I presented for International Colloquium “Cordoba and Isfahan”
in April 2002 in Isfahan, Iran.

Shawadhid, 344.
Ibid., 341.
10 Ibid., 346.
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channels are specific to the ordinary speculative thinkers (nuzzar),
saints (awliya’), and prophets (anbiyd@’), respectively. The com-
mon characteristic that acquisition and inspiration share is the
knowledge acquired through either channel; a knowledge that is
based on the emanation of forms of knowledge (fayadan al-suwar
al-‘ilmiyya). The only difference is the ways the veils disappear and
its direction. In a similar way, the difference between inspiration
and revelation is a matter of degree; namely, difference of intensity
of clarity (wudiih) and of luminosity (niiriyya). They are common
in receiving knowledge through angels, that is, the productive
intellects (al-‘ugil al-fa“ala), and the difference between them is
that one (i.e., revelation) is accompanied with the vision of an angel,
while the other is not. In this way, the substance of the revelatory
knowledge consists of emanated forms, just as that of speculative
thinkers, but it completely differs in its intensity from knowledge
of inspiration or acquisition."

Of all creatures, human beings unite in themselves angelic
and animal aspects, and are higher in degree than either angels
or beasts because of their comprehensiveness. Among the various
groups of human beings are those who sit on the common border
between the world of the intelligible and that of the sensible. They are
sometimes with the Absolute (al-Hagqq) in His love, and sometimes
with creatures (khalq) in mercy (rahma, shafaqa) to them. They are
messengers (mursalin) and saints (siddigin).” They comprehend in
themselves the two aspects, namely, the intelligible realm and the
sensible. They can receive divine messages and give proper guidance
to their fellow men. They can communicate either with God or with
creatures. Thus, they are men who have the most comprehensive
ability, and, therefore, occupy the highest position among creatures.
The prophets or the messengers of God come under this category of
human beings. In Mulla Sadra’s understanding, prophets in general
have two kinds of specific abilities; one is the ability to receive
knowledge from the Preserved Tablet, and the other is a keen sense
perception that affects matter and causes miracles.”

Mulla Sadra elucidates the necessity of prophets in the
following way. Human beings cannot live as isolated individuals,

1 Ibid,, 348-349.
12 Ibid,, 355.
13 Ibid,, 356.
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and civilization, society, and cooperation are necessary for them
when they live in this world (dunya). They are essentially social
beings. Without the regulation of the social life, they would violently
compete with each other; all of them would perish and their progeny
would cease to exist. The divine law (shar®) is absolutely necessary
for the existence of human beings. From the necessity of shar’, a
lawgiver (shari‘) is naturally indispensable. A lawgiver must be
human, because angels cannot properly work on the earth to teach
human beings and animals cannot lead them because of their lower
status.'*

In sum, the prophet is a comprehensive existent who comprises
in himself perfection at the intellective, psychic, and sensual levels.
He receives knowledge as emanation from the Absolute One with
the intermediary of the cosmologic psychic tablets. At the same time,
as a human being, he communicates his knowledge, or shari‘a to
his fellow people with miracles if necessary.

Mulla Sadra’s Adaptation of Ibn ‘Arabi’s Text

As discussed, divine law and its transmitter, namely the prophet,
are indispensable for human existence. The question arises, how do
human beings order their lives once the prophet passed away? Divine
law that the Prophet left is enough. This is one possible answer. But
there are those who are not satisfied with this answer and search
for an extension of the idea of a prophet. In addition to Ibn ‘Arabi,
Mulla Sadri in particular and Shi‘a in general are among them.

In the last section of the Shawahid al-rubiibiyya,’* Mulla Sadra
discusses the problem of the continuation of prophethood. This
section is an almost complete quotation from Ibn ‘Arabi’s magnum
opus, al-Futithat al-Makkiyya (Meccan Revelations), though the
name of the original writer is not mentioned.®

14 Ibid., 359-360.

15 Ibid., 376-379.

16 Tbid., 377. On this reference and others, A. K. Moussavi comments: “The
words [mujtahid and fagih] seem to be used in a much broader sense than
their technical meaning” in his Religious Authority in Shi‘ite Islam—From
the Office of Mufti to the Institution of Marja‘ (Kuala Lumpur, 1996), 122 with
reference to the usage in Mulla Sadrd’s ‘Arshiyya. The word ijtihad (masdar
of mujtahid) is used in the sense of the spiritual efforts toward the perfec-
tion of the soul as found in Mulla Sadra’s al-Hikma al-muta‘aliyya fi l-asfar
al-‘agliyya al-arba‘a (Qum: Maktabat al-Mustafawi, n.d.), 51197 and 347, not
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With regard to the continuation of prophethood, Mulla Sadra

in the sense of Islamic jurisprudence. However, from one of Mulla Sadra’s
minor works, the Kitab al-‘arshiyya (Arabic edition and Persian translation
by Ghulam Husayn Ahani [Isfahan: Intisharat-i Mahdawi, n.d.]), 64; English
translation by J. W. Morris in The Wisdom of the Throne—An Introduction to
the Philosophy of Mulla Sadra (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1981),
233-234), we know that ‘ulamd’ (fuqahd in another reading in the footnote)
and mujtahids are the followers of the Prophet (nabi) and his Trustee (wasi),
both in the rational sciences (‘uliim ‘aglivya) and in the legal understanding
(furia® fighiyya) until the Resurrection. About the ‘ulama”s authority, another
of his works, al-Mabda® wa-I-ma‘ad, ed. 8. ].-D. Ashtiyani (Tehran: Anjuman-i
Shahanshahi-yi Falsafa-yi Iran, 13545/1976), 489 mentions that the ‘ulama’ are
mediators (wasd’if) between the Imams and the general believers (‘awdmsm).

In the same paragraph ( 377) of the Shawahid where appears the word
mujtahid to which the present note refers, Mulla Sadra, based on Ibn “Arabi,
states that they (ahl al-dhikr, taken from Q 16:43, i.e., mubashshir, imam and
mujtahid in his context) give him (who lacks knowledge) formal legal opinions
(yuftina-hu) through that to which their independent judgment (ijtihad) leads,
and again, that to everyone a mujtahid provides law (shir‘a) out of his proof
(dalil). He also writes on the following page ( 378) that after the awliyd’ take
it (al-wardtha; divine inheritance) as the Prophet’s inheritance, the scholars
of formalities (‘ulamad’ al-rusiim) take it (al-waratha) in place of forefathers
(I read khalafan ‘an salafin, based on Ibn “Arabi’s text, instead of salafan ‘an
khalafin in Mulla Sadra’s) until the Day of Resurrection.

In the Shawahid and some of his other works, Mulla Sadra presents his
discussion on the mujtahid in a framework of Islamic legal thinking, namely,
that a mujtahid is qualified as a scholar of the formal aspect of religion, with
a function of giving a fatwd. From his several references above to mujtahid,
we may infer that in Mulla Sadra’s understanding, the ‘ulamd, or mujtahids,
serve as intermediaries between the Imams and the general believers until the
Day of Resurrection and that their important function is that of the Islamic
jurists as the heirs of the Prophetic authority.

Mulla Sadra does not discuss law a great deal and, therefore, gives us no
clear view of his understanding of it. However, his sporadic references to legal
matters, in which he seems to use the word #jtihdd in a legal sense, may lead
us to understand that he is sympathetic to a rational type of jurisprudence in
which ijtihad has a significant role. Since the passages that refer to mujtahid
in the Shawahid are based on Ibn “Arabi’s text, the opinion expressed there
may not exactly reflect Sadra’s own idea. However, he quotes them from Ibn
‘Arabi without alteration while he changed the texts in other quotations where
he thought changes necessary. It seems to me, therefore, that Mulla Sadra
accepts the authority of mujtahids as heirs of the Prophet and Imams. His
position might be close to that of the Shii Usiili school, though he has no
clear reference to Usiili or Akhbari legal positions. Sajjad H. Rizvi’s judgment
of Mulla Sadrd’s legal position may be what we can say in the present state of
research. Cf. Sajjad I1. Rizvi, Mulla Sadra Shirazi: His Life and Works and the
Sources for Safavid Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 4.
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(based on Ibn ‘Arabi) states that, though prophets or messengers
of God disappear from the earth and their message of God’s revela-
tion is interrupted with their death, “Prophethood (nubuwwa) and
messengership (risala), insofar as their quiddities and essential
mode (hukm) are concerned, neither cease to be nor perish”” He
thinks that a certain essential part of prophethood is enduring and
continues in different forms. Even after the disappearance of the
prophets or the messengers, the prophetic authority remains in the
form of bringers of good news (mubashshirat), the infallible Imams
(al-@imma al-ma'simin), and expert jurists (mujtahidin), though
the titles of prophet or messenger are not applicable to them.

As he mentions, “Saints (awliy@) have an especially large foun-
tain in this messengership (risala),”® the saints of God have very
close common characteristics with the prophets and messengers.
The term “prophethood” (nubuwwa) in this context of his thought
is used either as that of the prophets in a specific sense, namely, as
those who receive the revelation from God through the angel of
revelation, or as that of the prophets in a general sense, which is
usually expressed by the word “sainthood” (waldya). The prophet-
hood in this general sense continues in the form of the infallible
Imams and expert jurists.

From Mulla Sadras discussion, we understand that prophethood
of such messengers or prophets as Muhammad and Musa stops at
the time of their death, while the essential aspect of prophethood
does not cease; it continues in such different forms as imams or
expert jurists (mujtahids). This idea may lead to the conclusion that
Shit Imams and Shii expert jurists embody the prophetic authority.

Mulla Sadra conducts the above discussion by quoting
approximately one-third of the entire text of chapter 155 of al-Futithat
al-Makkiyya.* The quoted text correctly reflects Tbn “Arabis original
text, though there are some minor but important additions and
omissions in Mulla Sadras text. By examining the alterations made by
Mulla Sadra, I would like to clarify his understanding of prophethood
and imdma. He changed four places in Ibn ‘Arabis text, as follows.

17 Shawahid, 377.

18 Ibid.

19  al-Futihat al-Makkiyya (Beirut: Dar al-Sadix, n.d.), 2:252-254. Ibn “Arabi’s text
occupies some 33 lines of the total 38 lines of the last section of the Shawdahid.
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1. INSERTION OF “AUTHORITY OF THE INFALLIBLE IMAMS”
(SHAWAHID, 377, L. 2)

Ibn “Arabf’s text® mentions only the authority of mubashshirat* and
mujtahidin as the enduring aspect of prophethood. Mulla Sadra
inserts between the mubashshirat and the mujtahidin a phrase “the
authority of the infallible Imams” (vele Uasl o o panall 20591 S
).

Mulla Sadra retains the two words mubashshirat and mujtahidin
in his text without further elucidations. In comparison to imams
and mujtahids, which have definite significance in ShiT thought,
the term “mubashshirat” has no specific Shi‘l equivalent. We may
understand it, based on its usage in the Qur’an, as persons qualified
to convey divine knowledge. Since his insertion of the Imams after
mubashshirat gives an appositional context to mubashshirat, we
can understand them here as those similar to the Imams. While
mujtahid in the Sunni usage is restricted to a small number of great
scholars of law, such as the founders of the authorized schools of
law, in the Shi‘i usage, it refers to an expert jurist qualified to make
independent legal judgments, who has the authority in everyday
legal rulings in the life of ShiT Muslims. In modern times, especially,
the increase of the authority of mujtahid is remarkable. In ShiT
legal theory, mujtahids derive their authority from the idea of their
vicegerency of the Imams, who are, in turn, successors of the Prophet
Muhammad. From Mulla Sadra’s text, we thus draw the impression
that he views both ShiT Imams and Shi‘l expert jurists (mujtahids)
as heirs of the prophethood.

How can we understand this passage in Ibn ‘Arabf’s original context?
Mulla Sadra gives no elucidations of these terms, i.e., mubashshirat
and mujtahidin, though Ibn ‘Arabi explains them in detail.

20 al-Futiihat al-Makkiyya, 2:252, 1. 3 from the bottom.

21 'The word mubashshirdt is found in the Quran 30:46 in the sense “bearing
good tidings.” The word mubashshir/bashir (or mubashshiriin) is, in most
cases, paired with mundhir/nadhir (mundhiriin) in the Quran (e.g., 34:28,
17:105, 2:213, etc.) and refers to a prophet (nabi or rasil Allgh). Ibn “Arabi’s
usage of mubashshirat certainly has a wider connotation than that which we
find in the Qurian. According to Ibn “Arabi’s text (2:252, L. 3 from the bottom),
an aspect of prophethood (messengership), namely, the concrete presence of
a prophet, ceases to be, while another aspect, namely, mubashshirdt and hukm
al-mujtahidin continues to be.
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With regard to the mubashshirat, Ibn “Arabi presents some
examples? that Mulla Sadra omits. They are told as his own experi-
ence; in a dream Ibn ‘Arabi meets the Prophet Muhammad and finds
that the Prophet does not like for the bier of the funeral procession
to enter the mosque, or for the male corpse to be covered with an
additional piece of cloth on the shroud. Further, the Prophet ordered
Ibn ‘Arabi himself, in his dream, to prepare hot water to conduct
ablution for the major ritual impurity, since it was a cold day. In
the dream Ibn ‘Arabi receives knowledge directly from the Prophet.
Thus it is the mubashshirat who acquire knowledge through such a
supra-sensory function as a dream. Ibn ‘Arabi himself is one of the
mubashshirat. The quality of mubashshirat is, essentially, sainthood,
in the context of Islamic mysticism. It has no connotation of Shi‘
imama that strictly limits its qualification to the Prophet’s direct
descendants.

Ibn ‘Arabi also refers to mujtahid and ijtihad as related to
the essential aspect of prophethood. A mujtahid is a man who is
entitled to independent judgment in legal questions. Ibn “Arabi
counts as mujtahids the most respected scholars of law established
in Sunni Islam, namely, Abii Hanifa, Malik, al-Shafii, and Ahmad
b. Hanbal**—all founders of Sunni legal schools. Their opinions may
differ from each other, but their position is high because they are
concerned with the divine law (shar®), on which everything in this
community (umma) is based, though their position (as mujtahids)
is inferior to that of messenger of God. A mujtahid leads people to
the right way, and in this way his work is similar to that of prophets
or messengers of God; but the name/title (of nabi or rasiil) cannot
be applied to him. A mujtahid is neither a prophet nor a messenger
of God, but is an heir of the Prophet in his enduring aspect and
shares a prophetic authority. Mulla Sadré&s insertion of the word

“Imams” transforms Ibn “Arabi’s original idea that mystic saints
and authoritative jurists are the heirs of the prophet into a Shii
imamology, in which imams and (Shi7) expert jurists are his heirs.

22 al-Futithat al-Makkiyya, 2:253.
23 Ibid.
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2. INSERTION OF THE WORD IMAM AFTER MUJTAHID

(SHAWAHID, 377 L.10)

The essential aspect of prophethood and messengership does not
cease to be, “but either mujtahid or imam cannot be called prophet
or messenger of God.” Mulla Sadra’s text runs in this way. But Ibn
‘Arabi’s original refers only to mujtahid with no mention of imam.
I suggest that the addition of imam in this passage is done in order
to harmonize the insertion of imam between mubashshirat and
mujtahidiin in the previous passage, which suggests that both Imams
and mujtahids are heirs of the Prophet.

3. ADDITION OF HADITHS: (SHAWAHID, 377 LL. 11-14)

In order to support the thesis that saints (awliya’) have a large share
in the (enduring aspect of) prophethood, Ibn ‘Arabi quotes only
one hadith, namely, “He who retains the Qur'an in his memory has
a prophethood in his soul (janbay-hi)"* In addition to this, Mulla
Sadra quotes two more hadiths. They are: “God has servants who
are not prophets, but who are envied by prophets”™ and “In our
community are those who are talked to and spoken to (by God).”
These two hadiths may have nothing specific to Shii thought, but
can be interpreted as referring to the Shii Imams. The addition of
hadith quotations gives much support to the enduring aspect of
prophethood in those who are neither prophets nor messengers of
God [i.e., Imams].

24 The text runs: “se=r ot 85l oyl L8 OLAN Bk 0 012 A similar hadith:
“aar o Byl ol LIS 0T A > " is found in al-Kulayni, al-Usil
min al-Kafi, ed. ‘Ali Akbar al-Ghaffari (Tehran: Dar al-Kutub al-Islamiyya,
1388AH), 2:604.

25 This hadith in a longer version “pglax: s ig= Yy elsl lpd sl Jorg 5o al)
Lobiil pgs aldl -0 A P.m\.ni«.l sldgidly 0gcdl” is found in Ibn Hanbal, Musnad
(Beirut: Dar Sadir, n.d.[repr. of Cairo 13134H edition]), 5:341. See its Shi1
versions in Muhammad Baqir al-Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar (Beirut: Mu’assasat
al-Waf?’, 1403/1983), 7:180 and 7:185. The servants (ibad) in the Shii hadiths
refer to the Party of ‘Ali (shi‘at-hu).

26 Muhaddath in this hadith refers to the second caliph, “Umar, in the Sunni
version, for example, Bukhari, Sahih al-Bukhari (Beirut: Dar Thya’ al-Turath
al-‘Arabi, n.d.), 4:211; and Abt Nasr al-Sarraj, Kitab al-luma’ fi I-tasawwuf, ed.
R. A. Nicholson (London: Luzac & Co., 1963), 125. In the Shi1 interpretation,
on the other hand, it refers to imams. Cf. al-Kulayni, al-Usil min al-Kafi, 1:
270ff. William A. Graham gives some other references in Divine Word and
Prophetic Word in Early Islam (The Hague: Mouton, 1977), 37 and 46n9g9.
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4. OMISSION OF THE WORD “COMPANIONS” (SAHABA) AND
INSERTION OF “PEOPLE OF THE HOUSEHOLD” (AHL AL-BAYT)
(SHAWAHID, 378, L. 2)

Mulla Sadra writes: “Some of the saints take prophethood as a legacy
of the Prophet, and they are those who witnessed him (Muhammad)
like People of the Household” In this sentence, he regards People
of the Household, namely, the direct descendants of the Prophet
Muhammad, as the saints sharing the (essential aspect of) prophet-
hood. However, Ibn ‘Arabf’s original text runs as follows: “Some of
the saints take prophethood as a legacy of the Prophet, and they
are either Companions who witnessed him, or those who saw him
in a dream.?

The Companions are the first generation Muslims who met
the Prophet Muhammad, and they are the most respected Muslims
in Sunni Islam. Most of them did not accept ‘Alf’s leadership as
imam immediately after Muhammad’s death. Therefore, Shii Islam
considers most of them unreliable in religious matters. It is natural
that Mulla Sadra, a Shii thinker, erased the word “Companions”
(sahaba) in the original text and inserted “People of the Household”
in its place.

Mulla Sadra basically accepts Ibn ‘Arabi’s mystical framework
of sainthood, though Ibn “Arabi’s idea, in its original form, does
not relate to the Shi‘i concept of imam. Mulla Sadra adapted Ibn
“Arabl’s text to his own Shii way of thinking when he incorporated
it into his work. Specifically, he changed Ibn ‘Arabi’s reference to
saints (in mysticism) to Shi1 imams; he omitted the connotation of
mujtahid as Sunni legal authority, and indirectly subscribed to the
ShiT concept of mujtahid; and he inserted a Shi concept “People
of the Household” in place of the Sunni “Companions.” In this way
Mulla Sadra transformed Tbn ‘Arabi’s mysticism into Shimystical
thought.

27 al-Futithat al-Makkiyya, 2:253.
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Conclusion

It is well known that Mulla Sadra’s thought is much indebted to the
mystical intuition of the Oneness of Being (wahdat al-wujiid) of Ibn
‘Arabi, with whom Ibn Sina and the Shaykh al-Ishraq al-Suhrawardi
should also be mentioned. As an aspect of his indebtedness to
his preceding thinkers, Mulla Sadra incorporates or quotes in his
works various texts of the forerunners of Islamic thought, with or
without mentioning names.” The present study, which takes a short
section of his Shawghid as an example to show how Mulla Sadra
modified Ibn “Arabf’s text to his own understanding, can help us
better understand Mulla Sadra’s text with Ibn “Arabi’s original in the
background. When we study Mulla Sadra’s thought, we should pay
more attention to the texts which Mulla Sadra incorporates in his
works often without mentioning the names of their original authors,
in order to understand his thought better and more correctly.

[/

28 For example, Mulla Sadra’s treatise, Iksir al-%rifin, relies heavily on Baba Afdal
Kashant's Jawiddnndma. See William C. Chittick’s introduction xvii-xix in
Mulla Sadra, The Elixir of the Gnostics (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University
Press, 2003).




“Substantial Motion” and “New Creation” in
Comparative Context

YaNis EsHOTS

ne of the earliest definitions of motion in Islamic philosophy

belongs to al-Kindi: “Motion is a change of the state of the

essence” (al-haraka tabaddul hal al-dhdt).! This definition,
however, provokes more questions than it answers. What exactly is
‘state’? Does the change of state necessitate the change of essence?
If yes, in which way?

The problem of motion received a more substantial treatment
in the works of Ibn Sina, who wrote in the Najat: “[The word]
‘motion’ is employed to describe (1) a gradual change of a stable
state in the body, in such a manner that through this change the
body directs itself towards something and (2) the arrival through
this change at this thing?™

He adds that motion must manifest itself as leaving the previous
state and that this state must be capable of decreasing and increasing,
because that from which the body gradually emerges, as it directs
itself toward something [different], remains, in such a way that
its remaining does not contradict [the body’s] emergence from
it—otherwise, this emergence would be an instantaneous affair, not
a gradual one. Then, Ibn Sina continues, the state of such a body
is either similar in every moment of this emergence, or not. But it
cannot be similar, because, if it had been similar, then its emergence
would not have occurred, since everything, the emergence of which
occurs gradually, remains, without being similar in itself in respect of
its state, during its emergence from this state. Such a thing, inevitably,
allows increase and decrease.

Among the states that experience motion Ibn Sind names white-
ness and blackness, heat and cold, length and shortness, nearness and

1 al-Kindi, Rasa’il, part 1, 196, quoted from Roger Arnaldez, “Haraka wa sukin,”
EF, 3:169b.

2 Ibn Sina, al-Najat min al-gharq fi bahr al-dalalat, ed. M. T. Daneshpazhih
(Tehran: Tehran University Press, 1379Sh), 203.
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distance, greatness and smallness in volume.’ Following Aristotle,
he describes motion as act (fi7) and the first perfection of the thing
in potentiality, in that aspect in which it is in potentiality: “Motion
is what is conceived from the state of the body, due to its gradual
coming out of stable form (hay’a), and it is coming out of potentiality
into actuality in a continuous manner, not instantaneously.*

As is well known, Aristotle and Ibn Sina limited motion to
four of ten categories—namely to place (or “where”) (mov/ ‘ayn),
position (xeiofai/ wad"), quality (motov/ kayf), and quantity (mogov/
kamm).* Regarding substance (otgia/ jawhar), Ibn Sind’s view was
that it does not experience motion. Although engendering (kawn)
and corruption (fasad) of substance outwardly resemble motion,
in fact they cannot be regarded as such, because, according to Ibn
Sina, they occur instantaneously, not gradually.®

In the philosophy of Mulla Sadra, the (existence of) substantial
motion is an undeniable and self-evident truth (the veracity of which
Sadra demonstrates in many ways). Perhaps only the principle of the
analogical gradation of existence (tashkik al-wujiid) can be regarded
as more significant and entailing more important consequences than
the principle of substantial motion (but, in fact, both are intertwined
and inseparable from each other). In order to understand what Sadra
meant by “substantial motion” and why he was so firmly convinced
of its existence, we need to examine his concept of motion first,
finding out how it differs from that of Ibn Sina.

Sadra describes motion as “a flowing state, whose existence
is between pure potentiality and pure act and whose concomitant
is a finite gradual continuous affair which has no existence that
is described with presence and all-comprehensiveness (jam‘iyya)
elsewhere except in the estimative faculty (wahm).” This definition,
in fact, represents a combination of two Avicennan definitions of
motion, each of which deals with the latter in a different aspect. In the
first definition, Ibn Sina describes motion as “a continuous intelligible

Ibid., 203-204.

Ibid., 208.

See Ibid., 204-208.

See Ibid., 205.

Sadr al-Din al-Shirazi, al-Hikma al-muta‘dliyya fi I-asfar al-‘aqliyya al-arba‘a,
9 vols., ed. R. Lutfi, I. Amini, and F Ummid (Beirfit: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath
al-"Arabi, 1981), part 3, 59.
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affair of the object, moving from the place of the beginning [of the
movement] to the place of its end.” This definition deals with the
continuous (gat‘iyya) movement, which exists only in our mind
(dhihn) or estimative faculty (wahm), but is not found in the outside,
“among the entities” (fi I-a‘yan). Notice that Sadra treats it as the
concomitant of the real motion that exists in the outer world.
The second definition describes motion as

an existential affair [that exists] in the outside and which
consists in the body’s being in an intermediate position
between the place of the beginning [of its movement]
and the place of its end, so that, whichever point between
these two is taken, its [the body’s] “before” and “after” is
not in it [the supposed point]. This state lasts as long as
the thing continues to be moving.’

This is the definition of the “instantaneous movement”
(al-haraka al-tawassutiyya), i.e., the movement as it is perceived
by our sense faculties. Sadra describes it as a “flowing state” (hala
sayyila) between potentiality and actuality. Despite his criticisms
of the above quoted Avicennan definitions'® (which result from
Sadrd’s extreme existentialist position and his denying any reality
to quiddity), one cannot fail to notice that he develops his teaching
on movement on the basis of Ibn Sind’s doctrine. In other words,
Sadra treats an instantaneous movement, understood as a flowing
affair, as a reality that exists in the outside, while he views the
continuous one as a concomitant of the former, which exists only
in the estimative faculty—i.e., he sees the continuous movement as
a shadow of the instantaneous one.

However, if we consider movement as the mobility of a thing
(mutaharrikkiyyat al-shay’), it is nothing but self-renewal (tajaddud)
and passing (ingid@). Its proximate cause (al-illa al-qariba), by
necessity, must also be an affair which is not stable in its essence—
otherwise, the parts of movement would not become non-existent.
Or perhaps it is more appropriate to say that motion is an essential
concomitant of the existence of this affair, which is fixed in its

8  Ibn Sina, Shifi: Jadal, ed. F. El-Ahwani (Cairo: GEBO, 1965), quoted from
Sadra, Asfar, part 3, 31.

9 Ibid, 32.

10 Ibid, 32-37.
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quiddity and self-renewing in its existence—and, if it is so, it is
more suitable to focus our attention on the accompanied (malzam),
not on the accompanying (lazim). The accompanied affair, whose
concomitant is motion, is, of course, nature (tabi‘a).

The proximate cause of every species of motion is nature, and it
is the substance which constitutes the body and through which the
body is actualized as a species, and it [and not motion] is the first
perfection of the natural body in the aspect of its actual existence.
Hence, it is established and verified that every body is an affair
which is self-renewing in its existence and flowing in its ipseity
(huwiyya), although it is fixed in its quiddity, and through this, it
differs from motion, because the meaning of the latter is self-renewal
and passing."

In other words, there is no such a thing as a stable body, as far
as existence is considered. On the contrary, every body should be
considered as a particular aspect of the flow of existence—an aspect
whose apparent stability results from an error of our sense perception.
Motion is not external to such a body and is not predicated to it
from outside. Rather, this is a certain quiddity which is predicated
on this or that aspect or level of existence.

The principles of Peripatetic philosophy require an unchanging
substratum for every change. In Sadrian philosophy, in which the
body is viewed as an existentially self-renewing and perpetually
flowing affair, it apparently cannot serve as such substratum. Sadra
solves the arising difficulty by stating that the requirement for the
stability of the substratum applies only to those motions which are
not existential concomitants of nature (for example, passage from one
place to another, transmutation, and growth). As Tabataba’ remarks
in his gloss, this assertion, in fact, testifies that Sadra believes that
all categories move through the movement of the substance which
is their substratum. Tabataba’ also notes that non-concomitant
movements, which occur in the categories of place, position, quality,
and quantity, do not rely on the nature of the moving substance as
such, but, nevertheless, the furthest limits of these non-concomitant
movements are the concomitant ones that directly depend on the
nature of their substratum.'?

1 Ibid., 62.
12 See Ibid,, 62n2.
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Another difficulty concerning the substratum of movement
lies in the fact that, according to Aristotle and Ibn Sina, it consists
of something potential and something actual. Sadra’s answer to
them is that the postulate of the existence of two different affairs,
one of which is potential and another actual, is a product of mental
analysis (tahlil ‘agli), while in reality the potential and the actual
is one and the same thing and belongs to one existential direction.
The fixity (thubiit) of movement manifests itself as its self-renewal,
and, likewise, the fixity of that through which movement occurs,
that is, nature which is engendered in the bodies, manifests itself as
its essential self-renewal. But what is the mechanism of this fixity
and self-renewal? According to Sadra, it is based on the possibility
of preparedness (imkan isti'dadi), and the self-renewal of nature
manifests itself as “dressing after dressing” (al-labs ba'd al-labs).
As Fazlur Rahman justly remarks, the self-renewal is perceived by
Sadra as an “essentially evolutionary and unidirectional individual
process-entity.?

To understand this properly, we must keep in mind that the
reality of prime matter is nothing other than potentiality and pre-
paredness, while the reality of form is nature with its self-renewing
temporal origination. Through its evolving preparedness, the prime
matter receives a new form in every instant, each form having a
different matter, which accompanies it by necessity. In turn, this
matter is prepared to receive another form, different from that
which necessitated it (matter) through preparedness. Thus we find
that form is prior to matter in essence, but its (the form’s) individual
ipseity is posterior to matter in time. Hence, both form and matter
possess self-renewal and perpetuity through the other. The popular
belief that the form of a non-compound body remains forever the
same and does not undergo any change arises from the similarity
of the changing forms. In actual fact, however, these forms are one
by their philosophical definition (hadd) and meaning, but they are
not one in number, because they are renewed and replaced with
each other in every instant, in a continuous manner.** This made
Tabataba1 conclude that Sadra saw existence as a single continu-
ous flowing affair, from which hypothetical limitations (i.e., the

13 Fazlur Rahman, The Philosophy of Mulld Sadrd (Albany: State University of
New York Press, 1975), 100.
14 See Sadra, Asfar, part 3, 63-64.
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intelligible quiddities—e.g., those of man, animal, plant, etc.) are
abstracted by the mind.'

There is a single continuous (or: uninterrupted) individual
existence, which has infinite limitations in potential in respect to
instants, hypothesized in its time, and [therefore,] in it exist an
infinite number of species—in potentia and in meaning, not in actu
and in [actual] existence.'s

The difficulty with the apparent lack of an unchanging and
persisting substratum (mawdii) in substantial motion to which Ibn
Sina pointed, is easily resolved if we agree to treat substance not as
a static affair, but as a dynamic one and as an individual process.”

Although it is necessary that the substratum of every movement
subsist through its existence and individuation, in the individua-
tion of a corporeal substratum, it is sufficient that there is matter
which is individuated through the existence of some [sort of] form,
quality, and quantity, and it [matter] can change in respect to the
particularities of each of them [i.e., form, quiddity, and quantity].:¢

In other words, the subsistence of the substratum is achieved
through the existence of matter and some indeterminate form, quality,
and quantity. As Fazlur Rahman observes, this indeterminate form,
quality, and quantity behave vis-a-vis the progressively emerging
infinity of determinate forms, qualities, and quantities “as a genus
does vis-a-vis concrete species.”"” Hence, the persisting substratum
is an unbound/non-delimited body (jism mutlag), i.e., a body-
in-general, not a particular body, while the unity of the moving
substance is one of the process-entity or the event-structure.?

On the other hand, as Tabataba’i remarks, if the movement lacks
the unity of continuity, the subsistence of substratum alone does not
provide the unity of movement. Moreover, according to TabatabaT,
while the subsistence of substratum is a necessary precondition of the
accidental movements (such as the movements in quality, quantity,
position, and place), because they are accidents, whose existence is
only possible in substratum and whose individuation takes place

15 Seelbid., 64n2.

16 Ibid., 86.

17 See Rahman, Philosophy, 100.

18  Sadra, Asfar, part 3, 87-88.

19 Rahman, Philosophy, 100.

20 See Sadra, Asfar, part 3, 92-93 and Rahman, Philosophy, 100-101.
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through it, this is not the case with the material substance, which
exists through itself and, in its individual unity, does not require
anything else apart from its own existence, which is simultaneously
its individuation.

The material substance, says Tabataba’, insofar as it is con-
sidered the possessor of substantial motion, is both the movement
and the moving one, because its selfhood, which is movement, is
attributed to its selfhood which is substance. In sum, accidental
movements in respect of their unity and individuality require a
substantial substratum, a possessor of unity and individuality, as
a root and basis of their flowing unity and individuality.** While
accidents need substance as their substratum and cannot exist
without it, the substance in a substratum has no need for other than
itself. Since Sadra views every corporeal and psychic substance as
an evolutionary and unidirectional process, its actual substratum
is nothing other than the continuity of this process.”

Does Sadr#’s theory of substantial motion, as gradual and
evolutionary unidirectional movement toward perfection, constitute
a revolutionary new teaching in the context of Islamic philosophy?
By no means—the idea, probably stemming from the Neoplatonic
concepts of processio and reditus, found its expression in the well-
known teaching of scala naturae, which was equally popular in
medieval Europe and the medieval Muslim East.” The uninterrupted
chain of being, which ascends from the lowest and simplest to the
highest and most complex creatures, was viewed as the product
of gradual emanation and natural growth of things in perfection.
Among the first Muslim philosophers to discuss the issue in their
treatises in detail were the Ikhwan al-Safa’ (Brethren of Purity).
Thus, they wrote:

Know, O brother, that the sublunary beings begin from
the most imperfect and lowest states and then ascend
towards the most perfect and eminent state. This occurs
with the passage of time and with every instant, since
their nature does not receive the emanation from the

21 See Sadra, Asfar, part 3, 87n1.

22 See Rahman, Philosophy, 100.

23 On scala naturae, see A. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being (Cambridge, MA:
Cambridge University Press, 1936).
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spherical forms at one single time, but gradually, one
thing after another.*

Sadra’s merit lies in discussing this Neoplatonic theory in terms
of Peripatetic philosophy and in overcoming the resistance of the
latter by interpreting material substance as a continuous flow and
evolutionary process, instead of viewing it as a static and unchange-
able entity. While the Ikhwan al-Safa’ focused their attention on the
universal chain of being, Sadra’s main concern was with a particular
corporeal or psychic substance. It was not mineral becoming plant
and plant developing into animal that concerned Sadra, but body
becoming soul and soul becoming intellect, this world growing
into the other (the hereafter) and the transformation of the first
(corporeal) configuration (al-nash’a al-iila) into the other (spiritual)
one (al-nash’a al-ukhra). This is primarily an eschatological concern:
this-worldly life, events, phenomena are regarded by Sadra as (a)
preparatory stage(s) and shadow(s) of the other-worldly one(s).

In the world of nature all substances are subject to substantial
motion, because the existence of a material substance, regardless
of the corruptibility (in the case of elemental bodies) or the incor-
ruptibility (in the case of celestial bodies) of its matter, can only
be envisaged as an unidirectional evolutionary process—or, more
precisely, in respect to its existence, every material substance is
an individualized unidirectional evolutionary process. During its
development, this substance becomes subject to an infinite number
of changes and alterations— “dressing after dressing,” which means
that, in order to assume a new and higher form, it does not need to
take off the previous lower one (e.g., in order to assume the form of
the animal soul, the substance does not need to abandon and take
off the form of the vegetative soul). Quite the opposite, in order to
be able to receive a higher form, the substance must first receive
the lower one (thus, in order to be able to receive the form of the
animal soul, the respective substance must first receive that of the
vegetative soul). Sadra calls this rule (the principle of) “the lower

24 Tkhwan al-Safa’, Rasa’l, 4 vols. (Beiriit: Dar al-Sadir, 1957), 2:183, quoted from
D. De Smet, “The Sacredness of Nature in Shi'i Isma'ili Islam,” in The Book
of Nature in Antiquity and Middle Ages, ed. K. van Berkel and A. Vanderjagt
(Louvain: Peeters, 2005), 87n8. Cf. also Y. Marquet’s French translation, “La
determination astrale de I' evolution selon les Freres de la Purete;” Bulletin
d Etudes Orientales 44 (1992), 129.
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possibility” (al-imkan al-akhass) (which is to be understood as the
necessity to previously actualize the lower possibility in order to
allow the actualization of the higher one) and, in the ascending
arc of being, places it opposite the well-known Peripatetic rule of
“the higher possibility” (al-imkan al-ashraf), according to which
the actualization of the lower possibility is only possible through
and after the actualization of the higher one in the descending arc.
More importantly, the existence of the natural body is only possible
and can only be conceived of as substantial motion and stability in
flow. The particular evolutionary path taken by a certain aspect of
the flow of material existence (thought of in terms of substantial
motion) is determined by its particular principle, referred to as its
“nature” (tabi‘a). This particular principle or nature of the body is,
in fact, nothing but tenuity (ragiga) that links the reality (haqiga) or
immaterial archetype of the thing with its material idols. Although
nature is the proximate cause of substantial motion, the ultimate
goal of the latter is to bring the substance out of the world of nature,
and place it among the inhabitants of the world of command, that
is, increase the intensity of its existence to a level sufficient to make
it possible for it to exist as pure disengaged dominating light (nir
mujarrad qahir), or Intellect.

Sadra’s theory of substantial motion can now be compared
with Ibn ‘Arabf’s teaching on new creation (khalg jadid). During
the twentieth century it became almost commonplace for experts
in Islamic philosophy to believe that Sadra’s theory represents
nothing other than a philosophical demonstration of Ibn ‘Arabi’s
teaching on new creation. (Sadra himself was partially responsible
for the spread and strengthening of the belief, since in his discourses
on substantial motion he employed the expression khalg jadid a
number of times).? Here, I ask, is it really so? Or is Sadra’s usage
of the aforementioned Quranic and Sufi term merely a rhetorical
technique, designed to capture the attention of the audience and to
intrigue them? Before I try to answer these questions, I first briefly
examine the concept of new creation and its history.

As Tbn ‘Arabi himself acknowledges, his idea of the perpetual
renewal of creation was, at least partially, inspired by the Ash‘arl
teaching on substances and accidents. As is well known, the Ash‘ar

25 See, for example, Sadra, Asrdr, 63, 86.
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believed that the world consists of immutable substances and ever
changing accidents. Their famous axiom was “accidents do not
remain for two moments” (al-arad la tabqa zamanayn). While the
Ash‘ari viewed substance as the underlying substratum of accidents,
they held that the substances of which the world consists have no
independent existence in themselves, but wholly depend on God'’s
power, which continually recreates the world in every instant (need-
less to say, such an understanding of substance (jawhar) makes it
practically synonymous with atoms (al-jawhar al-fard, literally—"an
indivisible particle”).” In the twelfth chapter of the Fusiis, which
contains one of the most important discussions on khalg jadid,
Ibn ‘Arabi admits that two groups—the Ash‘ari and the Relativists
(hisbaniyya)—in their reasoning approach an understanding of the
mystery of perpetual creation, but, he states, both fail to penetrate its
heart and core. As for the Ash‘ari, they have grasped the perpetual
renewal of some of the existents, namely the accidents, but they have
not realized that the world in its entirety represents nothing other
than the totality (majmii‘) of accidents, for which reason it entirely
changes in every moment. In turn, the Relativists apprehend that
the world perpetually changes in its entirety, but fail to notice the
oneness of the entity of the substance which receives the form of
the world and which only exists through it (whereas the form also
cannot be conceived other than through this substance).”
Importantly, in this discussion Ibn ‘Arabi defines the new
creation as the “self-renewal of the affair with every breath” (tajdid
al-amr ma‘a al-anfas),* which (self-renewal) is necessitated by the
fact that “God manifests Himself [anew] in every breath” and
“a [particular] self-disclosure is never repeated.” (However, Ibn
‘Arabi’s commentator Mu’ayyad al-Din al-Jandi remarks that God’s
essential self-disclosure is one and eternal, and, if considered without
any relation, never changes in any way. The perpetual change and
alteration of the self-disclosures of the Real witnessed by (certain

26 See S. van den Bergh, “Dhawhar;” EI?, 2:493a.
27 See Ibn al-“Arabi, Fusiis, 125.

28 Ibid,, 125.

29 Ibid, 126.

30 Ibid.
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strata of ) mystics are occasioned by the change of the preparedness
of the receptacles).*

One notices that each a new creation is necessitated by and
depends on a new breath. These breaths represent fragments or
instances of the all-encompassing Breath of the Merciful (nafas
al-Rahman). It seems not unreasonable to assume that perpetual
origination, in a way, results from the fragmentation of the Breath
of the Merciful in respect to its particular receptacles, which, due to
their limitations and difference in preparedness, cannot receive this
all-encompassing breath in its entirety at one time, but are only able
to do this gradually, dividing it in different directions and aspects
according to the division that exists between God’s names. Hence,
in the same way as no human being, due to the narrowness of his
breast, can partake of the Breath of the Merciful, except through a
series of subsequent breaths, our mystical intuition cannot conceive
of creation other than as an (infinite) chain of self-disclosures, every
link of which simultaneously marks the appearance of a new form
and the disappearance of the previous one. Thus, the teaching of new
creation in Ibn “Arabi’s thought deals mainly with the relationship
between the limited existence and the unlimited one.

Due to its confinement in time and space, the material universe
is also confined in meaning—or probably the actual case is vice versa:
its limitation in meaning manifests itself as spatial and temporal
limitation(s). The narrowness of the receptacle, thus, makes the act
of the Real actualized gradually, step by step, instant after instant
(breath after breath), creation after creation. (Sadra would certainly
say that this narrowness and confinement results from the weak-
ness /lowness of the intensity of the natural existence—or that at
its lower degrees of intensity existence manifests itself as natural,
i.e., as an existence that is confined in time and space and cannot
simultaneously assume more than one particular form.)

A number of passages found in the Futizhat testify that the
perpetual new creation of the world is necessitated by the narrow-
ness of the receptacle. However, to Ibn ‘Arabi, this receptacle is
existence (=finding) itself:

31 See Muayyad al-Din al-Jandi, Sharh Fusiis al-hikam, ed. S.]. Ashtiyani (Qum:
Biistan-i Kitab 1381Sh), 494-49s.
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Within the Treasuries are found the individuals of genera.
These individuals are infinite, and that which is infinite
does not enter into existence, since everything confined
by existence is finite.*

The possible things are infinite, and there cannot be
more than the infinite. But the infinite does not enter
into existence at once (daf‘atan); rather it enters little
by little, without an end.”

But, upon a more careful examination of the above quotations,
one realizes that what the Greatest Shaykh understands here by
existence is the external and natural existence.

Furthermore, one notices that, to Ibn ‘Arabi, new creation is
not a unidirectional and evolutionary process—i.e., the subsequent
form is not necessarily more perfect in any aspect than the previ-
ous one. Also, in new creation, through assuming a new form, the
(material) existence unclothes itself of the earlier one, whereby the
process must be described as “dressing after undressing” (al-labs
ba'd al-khal‘), not as “dressing after dressing” (al-labs ba'd al-labs),
as is the case with substantial motion. Ibn ‘Arabi is overwhelmed by
the vision of the perpetual renewal of the world, which can probably
be characterized as the attempt of the finite to grasp the infinite and
the attempt of the limited to grip the unlimited—a task that can
never be completed. Sadra, in turn, envisages the material world as
a flowing substance which, in every part and every instant, moves
one—albeit an immeasurably small—step closer toward spirituality
and perfection.

The new creation, as it is understood by Ibn “Arabj, i.e., the
limited’s attempt to express and manifest the unlimited, takes place in
keeping with a certain regular pattern (likeness is normally replaced
with likeness, not opposite with opposite) that is cyclically repeated
and recreated. For this reason, it can be described as a cyclical event
and presented graphically as circular motion.

In turn, substantial motion as envisaged by Sadra, i.e., as a
unidirectional evolutionary process and gradual spiritualization of

32 Ibn ‘Arabi, al-Futithat al-makkiyya (Beiriit: Dar al-$adir, n.d.), part 3, 361,
quoted from William C. Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn al-‘Arab?’s
Metaphysics of Imagination (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989),
96.

33 Ibid.
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material existence, occurs due to the increase of the latter’s inten-
sity, can be graphically presented as a half of the circle, i.e. as its
ascending arc. What happens to the moving substance once it has
reached the summit of the arc? According to Sadra, it remains with
the Godhead, becoming existentially one with its noetic archetype
(the respective dominating light).

This difference in approaches results from a more principal
difference between the visions of the two thinkers. For Ibn ‘Arabi,
existence is an accident of the entity, eternally fixed in the knowledge
of the Real, the presence or absence of which does not in any way
change the quiddity/whatness of the respective entity and its status
in God’s mind; to Sadra, there is no such thing as an externally
non-existent entity, eternally present in God’s mind. Rather, the
existence is the only thing which is/exists, whereas quiddities are
nothing other than its potential limitations, which do not really exist,
but are abstracted by the mind from the perpetual flow of (one and
the same) existence and its different aspects.

The substantial motion, in brief, comes down to the increase
of the intensity of the thing’s (i.e., the essence’s) existence. That is
to say, an affair (e.g., the human soul), which begins to exist as
an entirely corporeal thing, gradually comes to experience, first,
imaginalization (takhayyul) and, subsequently, intellectualization
(ta‘aqqul). Although Ibn ‘Arabf’s teaching on the “new creation”
(as numerous references to the latter, found in Sadra’s works, seem
to suggest) is likely to have been one of the principal sources of
Sadra’s inspiration for proposing the theory of substantial motion,
he appears to have missed the focal point of Ibn “Arabis doctrine.
Ibn ‘Arabi defines the “new creation” (or: “new measuring out”)
(khalg jadid) as “the renewal of the affair with every breath” (tajdid
al-amr ma‘a l-anfas)* or “the change of the world with every breath
[occurring] in one entity”* This renewal or change results from
the difference of the relations of wujiid in respect to each pos-
sible thing in every instant® and is based on the mystical intuition
that perceives the world (cosmos, ‘Glam) as the Real’s imagination
(khayal). Though Ibn ‘Arabi sometimes refers to the process of new

34 Ibn al-“Arabi, Fusils, part 1, 125.

35 Ibid.

36 See‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Kashand, Istilghat al-siifiyya, ed. M. Hadizade (Tehran:
Intisharat-i Hikmat 13815h), 133.
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creation (as perceived by a particular mystic) as taraqqi (‘advancing,
developing’),” this advancing is not to be interpreted as advancing
toward and achieving a certain final and ultimate perfection, e.g.,
a child becoming adult or a minor clerk’s becoming the director
of a company. Rather, this is an imaginal advancing—the kind of
advancing that we experience in dreams (and, therefore, it is called
by Ibn “Arabi taraqqi ba'd al-mawt, ‘advancing after the death’),” and
is not unlike the Real’s advancing from task to task.*

Sadrd’s “substantial motion,” in turn, is a finite unidirectional
evolutionary affair. Upon attaining the desired perfection (be it
physical or psychic—as we know, according to Sadra, there is no
haraka jawhariyya in the world of intellect, because intellect is a
fully perfected soul), it ceases. Therefore, substantial motion (also
referred to by Sadra as the increase of the intensity (“strengthening”)
of the thing’s existence (fashdid al-wujiid) must be understood as
the gradual return of the instance to its archetype (lord of species).
The expressions haraka jawhariyya, tashdid al-wujiid, and tajawhur
(‘substantialization’), thus, are all used by Sadra to describe the
process of the thing’s gradual return to its root and principle (asl).

Both concepts—“new creation” and “substantial motion”—are
employed by their creators to describe certain journeys toward
perfection. However, in each case, this journey appears to be of
an entirely different character. While Ibn “Arabi has in mind an
infinite journey in the realm of (the cosmic) imagination, Sadra is
concerned with the finite journey of a physical and psychic instance
to its intelligible archetype.

37 e.g., Ibn al-‘Arabi, Fusis, part 1, 124.

38 Ibid.

39 According to the Qurian, every day He (i.e., God) is upon a [different] task
(55:29).




MULLA SADRA ON ESCHATOLOGY IN
AL-HIKMA AL-ARSHIYYA

ZAILAN MoORIS

he Asfar or al-Hikma al-muta‘aliyya fi al-asfar al-‘agliyya

al-arba‘a [The transcendent wisdom concerning the four

intellectual journeys of the soul] which extends over a
thousand pages in Arabic, is Mulla Sadra’s magisterial work. The
Asfar is a compendium of nine hundred years of Islamic learning;’
it discusses in great detail and depth the intellectual journey of the
human soul in quest of true and certain knowledge to transform it
from an ignorant and carnal soul “inciting to evil” and dwelling in
darkness to an enlightened and perfected soul “at peace.™ The Asfar
is Mulla Sadra’s definitive philosophical work that demonstrates
his particular perspective, style, and unique manner of approach-
ing philosophy. Mulla Sadra also wrote several comprehensive
philosophical texts which can be regarded as abridgements and
summaries of the Asfar. Although these comprehensive texts have
different emphases depending on their individual foci, they each
provide the reader with an overview of Mulla Sadra’s transcendent
philosophy or al-hikma al-muta‘aliyya.* Mulla Sadras philosophy
deals essentially with knowledge of the origin (al-mabda’) and of
the return (al-ma‘ad), or the knowledge of being and becoming and
knowledge of the soul and its ultimate destiny. These comprehensive
philosophical texts that condense the materials in the Asfar all share

1 For a detailed treatment on the Asfar, see Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Sadr al-Din
Shirazi and His Transcendent Theosophy (Tehran: Imperial Iranian Academy
of Philosophy, 1978).

2 “The carnal soul that incites to evil” (al-nafs al-ammadra bi-sii’) and “the soul
at peace” (al-nafs al-mutma’inna) are Quranic terms for the different stages
of realization or consciousness of the human soul.

3 The term “al-Hikma al-Muta‘aliyya,’ which means “an exalted or transcendent
form of wisdom” is used by the disciples and students of Mulla Sadra to refer to
their master’s philosophy and distinguish it as a new philosophical perspective
and school. Mulla Sadra himself did not refer to his philosophy directly and
specifically by this term but he used it in the title of two of his works: the Asfar
and al-Masa’il al-qudsiyya.
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the same intention: to guide the reader to the highest understanding
of metaphysics (ilahiyyat) and eschatology (al-ma‘ad).

Al-Hikma al-Arshiyya* is one such philosophical text. Extending
to approximately eighty pages in Arabic, it has been ably translated
into English by James W. Morris as The Wisdom of the Throne: An
Introduction to the Philosophy of Mulla Sadra. In the Prologue to
the ‘Arshiyya, Mulla Sadra states that this text, dealing with two of
the “noblest of the true forms of knowledge through which man can
become part of the host of ‘angels drawn near to God;’ is written as a
guide for “discerning travelers” (al-sullak al-nazirin) on the spiritual
path. The ‘Arshiyya is divided into two major parts, termed “places
of illumination” (mashrig). The first part, or “place of illumination,’
deals with “knowledge (al-ilm) of God, His attributes (al-sifat), His
names (al-asma’) and His signs (al-dyat),” and it contains sixteen
principles (gawd‘id). The second “place of illumination” is subdivided
into three sections or “illuminations”. The first “illumination” deals
with “the true inner meaning of the soul (ma‘rifat al-nafs);” the
second with “the true reality of the return (haqigat al-ma‘ad) and the
manner of resurrection of the body (hashr al-jasad),” and the third
with “the states (ahwal) that occur in the other world (al-akhira)”
The first “illumination” contains eleven principles, the second has
five principles, and the third has seventeen principles.

Eschatology (al-Ma‘ad)

Mulla Sadra begins his discussion on eschatology, which constitutes
the second part of the ‘Arshiyya or the “second place of illumination,”
with a discussion of the knowledge of the soul (ma'rifat al-nafs).
Here it is important to note that Mulla Sadra uses the term ma'rifa—
which signifies inner experiential knowledge obtained by means

4 Al-Hikma al-‘arshiyya means ‘wisdom from the divine throne’ The term ‘arsh
is used in the Quran to refer to the divine Throne. In Islamic cosmology
al-‘arsh is used as a symbol to delineate the boundary between the created
order and the divine order. For a study of al-hikma al-‘arshiyya, see Zailan
Moris, Revelation, Intellectual Intuition and Reason in the Philosophy of Mulla
Sadra: An Analysis of the al-Hikmah al-Arshiyyah (London and New York:
RoutledgeCurzon, 2003).

5  Sadr al-Din Shirazi, al-Hikmah al-‘Arshiyya (Isfahan: Shahriyar Books,
1342/1962), 219. James W. Morris, The Wisdom of the Throne: An Introduction
to the Philosophy of Mulla Sadra (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1981), 92. Translations throughout are based on Morris’ translation, with slight
modifications by the author, citations are to both texts.
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of intellectual illumination and intuition—rather than the term
“ilm, which means knowledge in general and when juxtaposed to
ma‘rifa denotes a form of knowledge acquired through formal
learning and discursive thought. The early Islamic philosophers,
such as al-Farabi and Ibn Sina, employed the term ‘ilm al-nafs to
indicate the knowledge or science of the soul and treated it as a
part of natural philosophy or physics (tabi‘iyyat).c The term ma‘rifat
al-nafs came to be used in the later history of Islamic philosophy to
distinguish a presential knowledge (al-ilm al-hudiiri) of the soul,
from acquired knowledge (al-‘ilm al-husili) of it. Unlike earlier
philosophers, Mulla Sadra treats the science of the soul as a part of
eschatology (al-ma‘ad), since it is the soul that will experience the
return and the various eschatological events described in the Quran
and Hadith. Therefore, the differences in the terms employed for the
science of the soul relate to the different sources of knowledge of
the soul and their treatments reflecting their differing philosophic
and experiential perspectives.

Knowledge of the Soul

In the first principle of the “first illumination” (ishraq al-awwal) on

“the inner knowledge of the soul,” Mulla Sadra explains the neces-
sity for illumination to attain esoteric knowledge of the soul. He
considers esoteric knowledge of the soul as “one of the extremely
difficult fields of knowledge” that cannot be attained merely by
discursive thought and philosophical investigation alone. In the
‘Arshiyya Mulla Sadra states:

Know that the inner knowledge of the soul is one of
those extremely difficult (fields of) knowledge in which
the philosophers were exceedingly neglectful, despite
the length of their investigations, the power of their
thought and the frequency of their endeavors in this
field. For this knowledge can only be acquired from
illuminations drawn from (igtibas) the lamp-niche
of prophecy (mishkat al-nubuwwa) and by following
the lights of revelation and the divine message (anwar
al-wahi wa-1-risala) and the lanterns of the sacred book
(masabih al-kitab) and the tradition (sunna) that has

6 For example, in his Kitab al-najat, Ibn Sind’s discussion of the soul forms the
sixth section of the second book devoted to natural philosophy (fabi‘iyyat).
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come down to us in the path of our Imams, masters of
guidance and infallibility, from their ancestor the Seal
of the Prophets. . .7

By using the terms mishkat (lamp-niche) and masabih (lan-
terns), Mulla Sadra makes explicit references to the famous ‘Light
Verse' in the Qurian (Q. 24:35). For Mulla Sadra, the Prophet or
prophecy is the “lamp-niche” (mishkat) illuminated by the “lantern”
or “lamp” (misbah) which is the Quran. By receiving revelation,
the Prophet was illuminated with knowledge. Similarly, those who
assent and have faith in the veracity and guidance of the Qurian,
Muhammad’s prophethood, and the infallibility of the Imams on
religious matters,” may also attain true and certain knowledge
such as that concerning the nature of the soul, and thereby receive
illumination.

Nature of the Soul

Having asserted the necessity of accepting revelation and prophecy
for attaining esoteric knowledge of the soul, Mulla Sadra then gives
a philosophical exposition of the nature of the soul. According to
Mulla Sadra, the soul, from its origination to the end of its goal, has
many levels (darajat) and stations (maqdmat). In the beginning, the
soul is connected with the body and is a corporeal substance (jawhar

7 ‘Arshiyya, 234; Wisdom of the Throne, 131.

8  Allah is the Light of the heavens and the earth. The similitude of His Light is as
a niche (mishkat), wherein is a lamp (misbah). The lamp is in a glass. The glass
is as it were a shining star. (This lamp is) kindled from a blessed tree, an olive
neither of the East nor of the West, whose oil would almost glow forth (of itself)
though no fire touched it. Light upon light, Allah guides to His light whom He
will. And Allah speaks to mankind in allegories, for Allah is Knower of all things
(Q. 24:35).

9  In Shif theology, the “cycle of prophecy” (da’irat al-nubuwwa), which comes to
an end with the Prophet Muhammad who is the “Seal of the Prophets” (khatm
al-anbiy@’), is succeeded by the “cycle of initiation” (da’irat al-waldya). Walaya,
which means “dominion,” “friendship,” and “protection” refers to the esoteric
aspect of prophecy, which is an eternal prophecy, unlike the legislative aspect
of prophecy, which comes to an end with the Prophet Muhamimad. In Shii
Islam, prophecy (nubuwwa) is succeeded by the Imamate (waldya); both the
prophets and the Imams are the Friends or Beloved of Allah (awliya® Allah)
who are guided by God and protected from error (ma‘siim) on religious and
spiritual matters, For a detailed treatment on this subject, see Henry Corbin,
History of Islamic Philosophy, trans. L. Sherrard (London: Kegan Paul, 1993),

25-30.
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jismani). However, through the process known as ‘transubstantial
motion’ (al-harakat al-jawhariyya) the soul becomes gradually
crystallized or intensified (ishtidad) and its mode (tawr) of existence,
or being, is likewise transformed until it is abstracted from the
body or attains its independence (tajrid), finally subsisting as spirit,
at which point, it “returns to its Lord” (Q. 89:27). As summarized
by Mulla Sadra, the soul originates as body but subsists as spirit:
“jismaniyyat al-hudiith rithaniyyat al-baqa’™"

Mulla Sadra delineates the various stages of the development
of the human soul from the vegetative soul (al-nafs al-nabatiyya)
to the animal soul (al-nafs al-hayawaniyya) and then the rational
soul (al-nafs al-natiga) with its practical intellect (al-‘aql al-‘amali)
and theoretical intellect (al-‘agl al-nazari); the subsequent stages
of development of the theoretical intellect from the intellect-in-
potentiality (al-‘agl bi-l-quwwa) to the intellect-in-actuality (al-‘aq!
bi-I-fil), finally attaining union with the Active Intellect (al-agl
al-fa“al)."* Mulla Sadr@s delineation of the various developmental
stages and faculties of the human soul is similar to teachings by
Ibn Sina. Mulla Sadra identifies the Active Intellect with the Holy
Spirit (al-rith al-qudus), or the Archangel Gabriel, who is the angel
of revelation in Islamic tradition. In contrast to the Mashsha’i (Peri-
patetic) philosophers, but in agreement with the Sufis, Mulla Sadra
considers human effort and labor alone insufficient to attain this
highest station of unity with the Active Intellect. There is a need for
divine aid and grace for the attainment of intellectual and spiritual
perfection, as testified by a prophetic hadith cited by Mulla Sadra:

“A single attraction (jadhb) from the Real (al-Haqq) outweighs all
the effort of men and jinn*?

In the ‘Arshiyya Mulla Sadra states that human souls that have
become fully actualized are very few in number. The vast majority
of individual human souls are imperfect and have not attained the
rank of ‘intellect-in-actuality’ when they become united with the
Active Intellect. Nevertheless, the fact that these human souls have
not attained the highest state of intellectual perfection does not
mean that they will perish or are annihilated after death, as taught by

10 ‘Arshiyya, 230; Wisdom of the Throne, 132.
1 Ibid.
12 Ibid.
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Aristotle and his Neoplatonic commentator Alexander Aphrodisias,
whose works were well-known among the Muslims."

Unlike Ibn Rushd, who agreed with Aristotle and Alexander
Aphrodisias and considered only the intellect in man to be immortal
and therefore the only part of the human soul that becomes actual-
ized in the intelligible world and survives death, Mulla Sadra viewed
the individual human soul as immortal, as did Ibn Sina. In Mulla
Sadrd’s perspective, denial of the immortality of the individual
human soul is contrary to the Islamic eschatological belief that
explicitly states that every soul will be justly requited with what it
has earned in this world.

According to Mulla Sadra, the view of Alexander Aphrodisias
is based on the supposition that there exist only two kinds of worlds:
the sensible world of material bodies and the immaterial world of
intellects. In this cosmological scheme, there is no place for imperfect
souls that have not become fully actualized during their association
with the physical body. In the ‘Arshiyya Mulla Sadra asserts that
there is an imaginal world intermediate between the spiritual and
sensible worlds. All souls that have not attained perfection or unity
with the Active Intellect, which is also the station of the Universal
Man (al-insan al-kamil), will be placed in the intermediate world. It
is in this intermediate realm of existence that souls will experience
certain eschatological events of the Hereafter, as described in the
Qur’an and Hadith. In the ‘Arshiyya Mulla Sadra explains this reality:

But it is not like that [referring to Alexander Aphrodi-
sias’s view]. Rather, there is another world of being, alive
and sensible (mahsiisa) by essence, unlike this (physical)
world—a world that is perceived by these true (inner)
senses (al-hawas al-haqiqa), not by these transient exter-
nal ones (al-hawas al-zahira al-dathara). That world is
divided into a sensible Paradise (al-janna al-mahsiisa)
containing the felicities of the blessed (na‘im al-su‘ada’),
including food, drink, marriage, sensual desire and

13 Several works by Alexander Aphrodisias, or al-Iskandar al-Afrudisi (second
century CE) as he was known among Muslim scholars, were translated into
Arabic in the third/ninth century and made a definite impact on Islamic
philosophy, notably his commentary on Aristotle’s de Anima (Kitab al-nafs);
see Richard Walzer, “On the Legacy of the Classics in the Islamic World,” Greek
into Arabic (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1962).
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all that could delight the soul and give pleasure to the
eyes; and a sensible Hell (nar mahsiisa) containing
the punishments of the wretched (‘adhab al-ashqgiyd’),
including hellfire, torments, serpents and scorpions.
If this imaginal world did not exist, what Alexander
mentioned would be undeniably true and that would
mean that the revealed laws (shard’i) and divine books
(al-kutub al-ilahiyya) were lying when they maintained
the resurrection (ba‘ath) for everyone.™

It is significant to note that Mulla Sadra refers to the sacred law
(sharta) and the divine book (al-kitab al-ilahi) in the plural, thus
indicating that the rejection of the immortality of the individual
human soul is contrary not only to Islamic teachings, but also to the
other revealed religions. He was obviously aware of similar debates
over this issue among Christian and Jewish thinkers.

Elsewhere in the ‘Arshiyya, Mulla Sadri describes the remark-
able nature of the human soul and its amazing potentiality:

. . . the human soul is “the conclusion of the world of
sensible things (nihayat al-‘alam al-mahsiisat) and
the beginning of the spiritual world (bidayat al-‘alam
al-rithaniyya). It is God’s great gateway (bab Allah
al-‘azim), through which one can be brought to the
highest kingdom (al-malakiit al-ala); but it also has “a
certain portion of all the gates of Hell” (Q. 25:44). It is
the dike standing between this world and the other world
because it is the form (siira) of every potency (quwwa)
in this world and the matter (madda) for every form in
another world.”

Thus Mulla Sadra views the human soul as the conjunction of
the terminal point of the sensible world and the initial point of the
spiritual world, or, using a Qurianic description: “the junction of
the two seas” (Q. 18:59).* It has the capability of having dominion
over the physical world and the possibility of entering into all of
the higher levels of reality.

14 ‘Arshiyya, 243-244; Wisdom of the Throne, 150.
15 ‘Arshiyya, 242; Wisdom of the Throne, 148.
16 Ibid.
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The Immortality of the Imaginative Faculty

One of the most important doctrines discussed by Mulla Sadra
concerning the human soul is the immortality of the imaginative
faculty (quwwa khayaliyya). In the ‘Arshiyya Mulla Sadra states:

In man, the imaginal power is a substance that is inde-
pendent of this world (jawhar mujarrad), that is, the
world of physical beings (al-akwan al-tabiiyya) and of
the motions (haraka) and transformations of material
things. . . But this power is not (totally) independent of
the two realms of generated being (al-kawnayn), since
in that case it would have to be (pure) Intellect (‘agl)
and an obj