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Abstract

Iran’s historical and complicated social situation has led to diverse attitudes toward Sufism and interpreta-
tions of Ibn ‘Arabi’s legacy. Many of Ibn ‘Arabi’s prominent followers and commentators were originally
from Iran; however, many of his notable opponents were also from Iran. These two historical currents of
followers and opponents of Ibn ‘Arab are still quite alive. Other currents with unique attitudes toward Ibn
‘ArabT also have been established recently in Iran. In this article, different attitudes towards Ibn ‘Arabi in
contemporary Iran are presented and contextualized. Attitudes represent not only the scholarly tendencies
of Iranian academics and Islamic scholars but also their role in forming diverse collective identities.
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Oz
Iran’in tarihsel ve karisik sosyal durumu, tasavvufa ve Ibn Arabi’nin mirasinin yorumlanmasina ydnelik

farkl1 tutumlarin ortaya ¢ikmasina neden olmustur. ibn Arabi’nin énde gelen takipgilerinin ve yorumcu-
larinin gogu Iran kokenlidir; ancak onemli muhaliflerinin gogu da yine Iranlidir. Iibn Arabi takipgileri ve
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muhaliflerinden olusan bu iki tarihsel akim hala oldukga canlidir. Yakin zamanda iran’da ibn Arabi’ye

yonelik 6zgiin tutumlari olan baska akimlar da ortaya ¢ikmistir. Bu makale, ¢agdas Iran’daki ibn Arabi’ye

yonelik farkli tutumlar: sunmayi1 ve kavramsallagtirmay1 hedeflemektedir. S6zii edilen tutumlar sadece

Iranli akademisyenlerin ve Islam alimlerinin ilm1i egilimlerini degil, ayn1 zamanda farkl kolektif kimlik-

lerin olusumundaki rollerini de temsil etmektedir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: ibn Arabi, Ekberi gelenek, tasavvuf, iran’da tasavvuf, iran arastirmalari, tasavvuf

arastirmalari.

Introduction

Although several academic studies have
been published on Sufi Studies in the West,
specifically in North America,' the cur-
rent status of Sufi studies, particularly Ibn
‘Arabt studies, in Iran, has been neglected
in academic literature.

This brief study is restricted to a more spe-
cific field, that is to say Ibn ‘Arabi studies,
and to the short period after Iran’s 1979 rev-
olution and so far. Major currents regarding
their contribution to Ibn ‘Arabi studies and
their role in interpreting and opposing him
are considered. I have limited my scope
to some more currently influential figures,
which means that some other figures were
excluded, who are still worth considering.
In addition to studying and contextualizing
some intellectual currents, a hotly debated
polemic will also be discussed and contex-
tualized, a polemic that plays an extensive
role in forming the Shia mentality concern-
ing Ibn “Arabi.

The Legacy of Tehran University

A scholarly current emerged in the
mid-twentieth century at the University of
Tehran,? focusing on literary aspects of Su-

1 Alexander Knysh, “Historiography of Sufi Studies in
the West and in Russia,” Written Monuments of The
Orient, 4 (2006): 206-238; Marcia Hermansen, “The
Academic Study of Sufism at American Universi-
ties,” American Journal of Islam and Society 24, 3
(2007):24-45; Atif Khalil & Shiraz Sheikh, “Sufism
in Western Historiography: A Brief Overview,” Phi-
losophy East and West 66, 1(2016): 194-217.

2 Hossein Kamaly, God and Man in Tehran (New York:

fism. Works of Badi® al-Zaman Foriizanfar
(d. 1970), Jalaluddin Homay1 (d. 1980), and
their students and colleagues, such as ‘Abd
al-Hossein Zarrinkoob (d. 1999)* brought
some already well-known Sufis such as
Jalaluddin Muhammad Balkhi Ram1 (d.
1273) and “Attar of Nishapur (d. 1221), a
famous Sufi poet, into scholarly attention.

These forefathers of the academic study of
Sufism at Tehran University were mainly
trained in Persian literature and their prime
objective was critical editing of Persian Sufi
literary works,* history of Persian literature,
literary criticism, and composing mono-
graphs on some Persian Sufi figures. The
legacy of Tehran University’s academics,
their tendency toward critical text editing,
their emphasis on the Persianate aspects of
Sufism, and their concentration on the aes-
thetic elements of Sufism, passed to the next
generation. Among others, these three fig-
ures are worth considering due to their un-
deniable influence on academic Sufi studies
in contemporary Iran.

Mohammad ‘Ali Movahed (b. 1924) is
usually known for his works on Riim1 and
Shams. Besides The Discourses of Shams

Columbia University Press, 2018), 168.

3 Zarrinkoob is the author of an important book-length
article, among many others, on Persian Sufism.

A. H. Zarrinkoob, “Persian Sufism in Its Historical
Perspective,” Journal of the Society for Iranian Stud-
ies 3, 3-4 (1970): 139-220.

4 The modern method of critical manuscript editing
was introduced to Iranian by the late Mohammad
Qazvini (d. 1949).
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al-Tabrizi (Magqalat-e Shams-e Tabrizi),
he made a critical edition on Mathnavi. In
2006, an annotated translation and com-
mentary of the first ten chapters of Fusiis al-
Hikam was published by Mohammad “Ali
Movahed in collaboration with his brother,
Samad Movahed. His translation and com-
ments on Fusizs have made it more accessi-
ble to a wide range of readers. Movahed’s
translation starts with a lengthy introduc-
tion to Ibn ‘Arabi, Fusis al-Hikam, and
Akbarian tradition; an introduction which
well-represents his attitude towards Ibn
‘Arabi. Although he does not express sym-
pathy for Ibn ‘Arabi and his commentators,
he acknowledges his intellectual character.’

Movahed’s criticisms fall into two catego-
ries. His criticism of Ibn ‘Arabi’s herme-
neutics is quite accustomed and familiar:
“Ibn “Arabi vacates the texts and quotations
which he cites from every simple and sensi-
ble meaning.”®

To be more straightforward, Movahed holds
that Ibn “Arab1’s hermeneutics led to the mis-
interpretation of holy texts, and therefore,
he and his followers put their own words
in the mouth of God and his Prophet.” Be-
side questioning Ibn ‘Arabi’s hermeneutics,
Movahed expresses his antipathy towards
Ibn ‘“Arabi’s language and style by compar-
ing him with one of the most well-known
representatives of Persian Sufism, “Attar of
Nishaptr: “‘Attar’s expression, unlike Ibn
‘Arabi, is infused with love and enthusiasm.
Ibn ‘Arabi’s problematic praise in Futihat,
‘Praise whom he manifested things and he
is identical with them’ is insipid, arid, and
cold to be just indeed.”®

5  Ibn ‘Arabi, Fusis al- Hikam, trans. Mohammad ‘Ali
Movahed & Samad Movahed (Tehran: Karnameh:
1400 sh./2021), 111.

6 Ibid., 53.
Ibid., 53.
8  Ibid., 69.

Neglecting Ibn “Arab1’s enthusiastic poems
and writings,’ he extends his criticism of Ibn
‘Arab1’s language to his followers, whom he
calls “Ibn ‘Arabists”: “Regretfully writing
in an obscure language [...] was the most
convenient thing that Ibn ‘Arabi’s disciples
learned from him.”"

Nearly the same unsympathetic approach
towards Ibn ‘Arabi repeats itself in the writ-
ings of Mohammad-Reza Shafi‘i Kad-
kani (b. 1939), who is perhaps the most
well-known Persian literature scholar of the
time. He studied at the Mashhad seminary'!,
the Ferdowst and Tehran Universities. His
works are mainly associated with “Attar and
some other important Persian poets.

Kadkani distinguishes between two types
of Sufism in his writings: Hurasani'* and
Ibn ‘Arabi Sufism, a distinction which he
considers as “the first major contrast”" in
the history of Sufism: “Hurdsant ‘erfan'* is
an aesthetic attitude toward religion; a reli-
gion that has both worldly and otherworld-
ly aspects, a religion that has both inward
and outward aspects. But Ibn Arabi’s ‘erfan
is an aesthetic attitude toward a religion,

9  Besides numerous poems scattered in his writings,
Ibn ‘Arabi’s The Translator of Desires (Tarjuman
al-Ashwagq) is notable in this respect, which is a col-
lection of romantic poems. Ibn ‘Arabi, The Translator
of Desires, ed. & trans. Michael Sells (Oxfordshire:
Princeton University Press, 2021).

10 Ibid., 59.

11 As it will be discussed, the Mashhad seminary is one
of the most important strongholds of anti-philosop-
hers in Iran, one could arguably express that Kad-
kanT’s tendency towards non-metaphysical aspects of
Sufism rooted in his intellectual background.

12 Hurasan is the name of a great region in the north east
of Iran.

13 Mohammad-Reza Shafi‘i Kadkani, Zabane she'r dar
nashr-e sufiyye (Tehran: Sohan, 1392 sh./2013), 362.

14 The mere transliteration of Persian pronunciation of
“‘irfan” have used intentionally to emphasize that, as
we are going to see, using “tasawwiif” is uncommon
among the majority of Iranian academics and even
Ibn ‘Arabi scholars of seminary.
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which merely cares about the invisible
world [...] and neglects the human world
thoroughly.”"

The question is not whether this dichotomy,
which will be discussed more, is valid from
a historical perspective, whatever we mean
by “validity.” My main consideration here is
the intentionality of this dichotomy and its
role in the formation of Ibn ‘Arabi studies
in contemporary Iran.

The formal and aesthetic dimensions of Sufi
texts play a significant role in Kadkan1’s un-
derstanding of Sufism.'® According to him,
Hurdsani ‘erfan or Sufism is an “artistic ap-
proach to theology or religion,”!” therefore
Western/Akbarian Sufism, which, from his
perspective, lacks artistic or aesthetic value
is dismissed as an absurd or, at best, an irrel-
evant form of Sufism.

Kadkant criticizes Ibn ‘Arabi’s metaphys-
ical approach to Sufism, which, according
to him, results in detachment from every-
day life of human beings. This detachment
from the human world and tendency toward
the invisible, non-humanly world drives
Ibn ‘Arab1’s Sufism toward an obscure and
non-humanly language:

Hurasani ‘erfan offers many values for
contemporary human beings: It reduces
bigotry, it praises unconditional philan-
thropy, and it extinguishes the fire of
human egoism, to relieve its desolater
flames [...] But the ‘erfan which is usual-
ly presented in Iran [...] will corrupt the
Iranian race and will not leave any place

15 Ibid., 519.

16  His formalistic approach towards Sufi texts, and the
way in which he considers them as literary devices
is rooted in his enthusiasm for the Russian School of
formalism. Mohammad-Reza Shafi‘i Kadkani, Ras-
tahiz-e Kalamat (Resurrection of Words: Lectures in
the Literary Theory of Russian Formalists), (Tehran:
Sohan, 1391 sh./2012).

17 Kadkani, Zabane she'r, 78.

for reason, human will, and human agen-
cy. [Ibn ‘Arabi’s] ‘erfan is a limitless col-
lection of wordplays; it is a ‘erfan which
its followers can watch thousands of
youths and olds be slaughtered and then
explicate that: ‘it was the manifestation
of God’s one-onlyness (ahadiyya) as the
name of avenger (gahhar) [...] or other
nonsenses which a computer can make
up a billion of them.'®

Much like his elder colleague, he acknowl-
edges the influence of Ibn “Arab1’s language
in later Sufism as “the most important and
the very last gradation in the language of
Sufism,”" although he criticizes the Ibn
‘Arab1’s vague language.

Like the two previous members of this
scholarly current, Nasrollah Pourjavady
(b. 1943) concentrates on non-metaphys-
ical® aspects of Sufism. His scholarly at-
titude is historical rather than philologi-
cal and formalistic. Most of Pourjavady’s
deep and vast works concentrate on pre-Ibn
‘Arabi Persianate Sufism, which he usually
calls neo-Hallajr Sufism.

Although he admits the essential role of
Fusis al-Hikam in Sufism, he does not
hesitate to question one of the most funda-
mental claims of Ibn ‘Arabl’s in Fusis:*!

18 Ibid., 99-100.
19 Tbid., 150.

20 The distinction between metaphysical and non-meta-
physical aspects of a phenomenon such as Sufism
sounds problematic, since they are quite intercon-
nected.

21 Ibn ‘Arabi in his introduction to Fusiis al-Hikam as-
serts that he received Fusiis from Prophet Moham-
mad:

“I saw God’s Messenger in a vision during the latter
part of the month of Muharram in the year 627 (1229)
in Damascus. Seizing in his hand a book, he said to
me: “This is kitab Fusis al-Hikam; take it and bring
it to people so that they might benefit from it. I said:
‘I hear and obey God, His Messenger and those in
authority among us as we are commanded.” There-
fore, I implemented the Messenger’s wish with sin-
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“Ibn “Arab1’s claim should not deceive us
[...] his imagination made up an angel or
invisible messenger, it is not the case that
someone dictated him a book [...] that is a
literary device which he used.””

Although Ibn ‘Arabi’s claim could be under-
stood and contextualized as a way of repre-
senting and asserting a God-given spiritual
and epistemic authority, it does not logical-
ly follow that the whole story is a fictional
work of Ibn ‘ArabT’s creative imagination.
His claim could be true, and at the same
time, it could play a symbolic and epistemic
role in legitimizing his Fusiis.

Following the same line in demystifying Ibn
‘Arabi, he argues that Ibn “Arabi was heavi-
ly influenced by his primary sources:

Ibn ‘Arabi, with all his glory, just as any
other authors [...] repeated the mistakes
of his sources, and sometimes because
of relaying on unreliable copies, he add-
ed some mistakes to the mistakes of his
sources [...] besides quoting these mis-
takes, he tried to justify those mistakes
by fantasizing about them.*

As he put forward, Ibn ‘Arabi’s works are
rooted in prior Sufi texts. Therefore, they are
not rooted in his mystical visions to some
extent. Much like the two abovementioned
scholars, he criticizes Ibn ‘Arabi’s language
and terms as arid and uninspired.*

cere intention and pure aim and aspiration and made
this book manifest as God’s Messenger determined
without increase or decrease.” (Ibn ‘Arabi, Fusiis al-
Hikam, trans. Binyamin Abrahamov (Oxon: Rout-
ledge, 2015), 14.)

22 The transcription of his speech about Movahed’s
translation of Fugsis is published at the end to
Mowahed’s translation. See Ibn ‘Arabi, Fusis al-
hikam, 731.

23 Nasrollah Pourjavady, “Seyre Istelahate Sufiyan az
‘Nahj al-Hase Abumansiir Isfehani ta Futithate Ibn
‘Arabi,” Ma'aref 48 (1999): 51.

24 Nasrollah Pourjavady, Qiit-e Del wa Nise Jan (Teh-
ran: Nashr-e Now, 2019), 349.

In terms of their presumptions in the study of
Sufism, the mentioned scholars are perfect-
ly aligned with the early orientalists who, as
Carl Ernst observes, understood Sufism “as
a spiritual movement that reached its apo-
gee during the medieval period of Islamic
history, with its crowning achievement be-
ing the brilliant literary productions in Ara-
bic and Persian that became the classics of
the Sufi tradition.”? Considering the classi-
cal period of Sufism, in which the great lit-
erary works of Sufism were composed, as
the so-called “golden age” of Sufism,?® roots
in reducing Sufi tradition merely to its liter-
ary heritage and neglecting its other cultural
manifestations.

This tendency towards monopolizing liter-
ary texts as the source of understanding Su-
fism originated in the background, training,
and intellectual tendencies of the aforemen-
tioned scholars. Their mastery, specifically
of the first two figures, in Persian literature
has led them to prioritize Persian sources
over Arabic and others.”” Their emphasis
on the Persianate manifestations of Sufism,
accompanied by so-called non-metaphys-
ical aspects, has led them to a profoundly
critical approach toward Ibn ‘Arabi. This
is because he was neither a Persian speak-
er or writer, nor was his writing as lucid or
non-metaphysical as that of others.

25 Carl Ernst, It’s Not Just Academic! Essays on Sufism
and Islamic Studies (Tamil Nadu: Sage, 2018), 391.

26 Kadkani expresses: “With the decline of language
(i.e. literally value of texts) in Sufi works, Sufis’ spir-
itually declined [...] it’s quite ridiculous to assert that
a Sufi had an elevated spiritual status, but his literary
language is lacking creativity and passion [...] as Sufi
texts indicate from 12-13" centuries and so on there
is nearly nothing new in Sufism.” (KadkanT, Zabane,
245-6, 261)

27 As Ernst justly asserts: “The study of Sufism also
tended to privilege the ‘classical’ sources in Arabic
and Persian over the ‘folk’ manifestations of Sufism
in Turkish, Urdu, and other.” (Ernst, /t’s Not Just Ac-
ademic, 392) In the case of mentioned scholars, even
Arabic sources usually stands out of their scope.
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Dividing Sufism into two geographical parts
as Eastern/Hurasani Sufism and Western/
Akbarian Sufism, ends up neglecting the
aesthetic aspect of Western/Akbarian Su-
fism and on the other hand the metaphysical
dimension of so-called Eastern/Hurasani
Sufism.

It should be clear by now that my intention
is not to show that these simplistic dichoto-
mies (classical/non-classical, Eastern/West-
ern) are invalid from a historical perspec-
tive, which I think actually are. I intended
to emphasize the function and role of these
dichotomies in contextualizing scholars’
understanding of Sufism and Ibn ‘Arabi. In
contemporary Iran, Ibn ‘Arabi is the subject
of not only the academic attention but also
non-scholarly intentions.

An Ideological Return to Ibn ‘Arabi

The need to form a whole new Islamic iden-
tity and legitimize Iran’s 1979 revolution
brought some neglected dimensions of Is-
lamic culture to the attention of ideologues.
As Kamaly put forward: “After the 1979
revolution, ‘erfan provided a framework
for legitimizing the modern nation-state [of
Iran].”?® A nation-state whose opposing with
the “West” is an essential part of its identity.

Among many ideologues of the Islamic
Republic of Iran, Asgar Taher-Zadeh (b.
1951) is considerable for his deep com-
passion with Ibn “Arabi, as he is the only
ideologue in favor of Iran’s revolution who
wrote a commentary on Fusis al-Hikam. In
challenging the “West,” which, according to
Taher-Zadeh, represents humanism and ma-
terialism, he relies on the mystical dimen-
sion of Islam: “The ‘erfan of Ibn ‘Arabi can
deliver us from modernity. In encountering
with West and returning to Islam, ‘erfan

28 Kamaly, God and Man, 172.

should be considered.”?

Taher-Zadeh, after studying geology, fell
under the influence of Ruhollah Khomeini
(d. 1989), and he studied Islamic sciences,
specifically theoretical mysticism ( ‘erfan-e
nazari)®® and Islamic philosophy, on his
own. Composing more than 70 books, nearly
half of which are concerned with Iran’s rev-
olution and the West, and giving lectures on
a weekly basis have made Taher-Zadeh the
most active and famous intellectual heir of
Ahmad Fardid (d. 1994) in Iran. Taher-Za-
deh blended Fardid’s legacy, which was a
fusion of Martin Heidegger’s philosophy
and Ibn ‘Arabi’s philosophical Sufism, and
his discourse of Westoxication,?' with his
deep sympathy for Iran’s 1979 revolution,
which he ([i.e.,] Taher-Zadeh) considers
“the Reality of this epoch” and “self-disclo-
sure of the Being.”*?

Using Ibn ‘Arabt’s ‘erfan, Taher-Zadeh in-
tends to pass from the state of Westoxica-
tion, which “is ignorance of West’s essence,
an ignorance which ends up in self-alien-
ation,”* and return to Islam, an Islam which
manifested in Khomeini, who is “the holy
intellect of the contemporary epoch.”** A
return which is “nor possible with Salafism

29  Asgar Taher-Zadeh, Sharh Fusis al-Hikam (Isfahan:
Lobb al-Mizan, 1399 sh./2020), 10-11.

30 Philosophical Sufism is usually called ‘erfan-e
nazart (theoretical mysticism) in Iran.

31 For Ahmad Fardid and his discourse and legacy, see
Ali Mirsepassi, fran’s Troubled Modernity, Debat-
ing Ahmad Fardid’s Legacy (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2019).

32 Asgar Taher-Zadeh, Gish Sepurdan be Nedaye
Bi-sedaye Engelabe Islami (Isfahan: Lobb al-Mizan,
1398 sh./2019), 23-24.

33 Asgar Taher-Zadeh, Engelabe Islami va Jahane
Gom-shode (Isfahan: Lobb al-Mizan, 1399 sh./2020),
40.

34 Asgar Taher-Zadeh, Sulik zeyl shahsiyaat emam
Khomeini (Isfahan: Lobb al-Mizan, 1390 sh./2011),
55.
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and neither with following the West”* but
with considering Ibn ‘Arabi’s ‘erfan.

Ideologizing Ibn ‘Arabi to create an Islam-
ic and anti-Western identity contrasts with
the tendency of some scholars to form an
“Iranian” identity.*® It’s considerable to note
that both currents use Ibn ‘Arabt in making
identities: Taher-Zadeh by ideologizing him
and using his language and terms, the latter,
Movahed and Kadkani, by underestimating
and neglecting him.*’

Continuity of Akbarian Tradition: Ibn
‘Arabil in Iran’s Shia Seminaries

Although Shia seminaries of Iran have been
anti-Sufi strongholds, specifically after the
Safavid era,* the deep compassion of Iran’s
1979 revolution leader, Ruhollah Khomei-
ni with Ibn ‘Arabi, and Seyed Muhammad
Husein Tabatabar’s (d. 1981) efforts in
teaching Islamic philosophy and mysticism,
constructed a circle in the Shia seminary of
Qom which somehow supported unofficial-
ly Iran’s government as well.* However,

35 Asgar Taher-Zadeh, Sharh Fusis, p 12.

36 Taher-Zadeh’s ideological return to Ibn ‘Arabt could
be contextualized in the terms of the efforts of Iran’s
state in constructing so-called Islamic humanities
versus Western humanities, which is considered as a
part and parcel of establishing a grand Islamic civili-
zation.

37 It is notable that this phenomenon was accrued in
Indian Subcontinent too, where opposing Ibn ‘Arabi,
by emphasizing on Sirhindi, used to fulfil a grow-
ing sense of Muslim ideological considerations. (See
William C. Chittick, “Wahdat al-wujid in India,” Ish-
raq: Islamic Philosophy Yearbook, 3 (2012): 29-40.)

38 As Asghari and others point out: “the post-Safavid
inclination of the Shi‘T seminaries has been officially
dominated by opponents of Sufism.” (Seyyed Amir
Hossein Asghari, “Replacing Shari‘a, Tariga and

Haqiqa with Figh, Akhlaq and Tawhid,” Journal of

Sufi Studies, 9 (2020): 203.)

39 In efforts to legitimizing Iran’s state founded nu-
merous institutions in the past 40 years in Iran. Take
Imam Khomeini Education and Research Institute

as way of example, which was founded by Moham-
mad-Taqi Mesbah-Yazdi (d. 2021), an institute which

it should be emphasized that although the
government somehow supports them, they
are still the minority in the Shia seminary,
and the currents against Sufism and philos-

ophy, as will be discussed, have the upper
hand.

In addition to some books and treatises on
theoretical and practical mysticism based on
Ibn ‘Arabi’s Sufism,* Khomeini expressed
his sympathy for Ibn “Arabi in his lectures
on Surat al-Fatiha,*' courses which were
broadcasted by Iran’s official national tele-
vision; the lectures stopped after five ses-
sions at the request of some of Mashhad’s
‘ulama. In addition to his lectures, his ac-
knowledgment of Ibn “Arabi is evident in
his letter to Mikhail Gorbachev.*

The tradition of teaching and learning Ak-
barian works constructed a chain of ‘erfan
masters in Iran, specifically in Isfahan and
Tehran and then in Qom.* The charac-
teristic of these ‘erfan teachers was their
mastery on Islamic philosophy, paticularly
on the transcendental philosophy of Milla
Sadra and the writings of later followers of
Ibn ‘Arabi. There is not a clear distinction
between philosophy and ‘erfan, and sub-

financially promoted by Iran’s government.

40 Besides, he composed super-commentaries on Fusis
al- Hikam and Fanari’s Misbah al-Uns.

41 For study of Khomeini and his reception of Sufism,
see Alexander Knysh, “‘Irfan’ Revisited: Khomeini
and the Legacy of Islamic Mystical Philosophy,” Mid-
dle East Journal 46, 4 (1992): 631-653.

42 “I will not tire you further by mentioning the works
of mystics, in particular Muhyi’d-Din ibn al-'Arabi.
If you wish to make yourself acquainted with the
doctrines of this celebrated mystic, send a number
of your brilliant scholars, who are well-versed in this
field, to Qum so that, by reliance on God, they may
glimpse the depth of the delicate stages of gnosis af-
ter a couple of years. It would be impossible for them
to acquire this knowledge without making such a
journey.” (http://emam.com/posts/view/4129)

43 For a study of some of key figures of this tradition,

see Reza Pourjavady, Philosophy in Qajar Iran
(Leiden: Brill, 2018).
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sequently between a philosopher and ‘Gref
(gnostic) in this tradition. It sounds surpris-
ing but the writings of Ibn ‘Arabi himself
has been scarcely read in Iran, he is rather
known through the works of his later fol-
lowers such as Dawiid Qaysari’s commen-
tary on Fusis al-Hikam, which provides a
highly philosophical account of Ibn ‘Arabi’s
Sufism. Notably, this integration between
philosophy and Sufism is also manifested in
the later history of this tradition.

Seyed Muhammad Husein Tabatabat’s sig-
nificant role in transmitting philosophy and
‘erfan should not be underestimated. Be-
sides composing several books and treatises
on Milla Sadra’s philosophy* and ‘erfan,
he is the central connecting ring of Seyed
‘All Qazr’s (d. 1947) circle with the Qom
Seminary.

Tabatabal was initiated into Sufism, or ‘er-
fan, by Seyed ‘Ali Qazi. Qaz1’s spiritual lin-
eage goes back to Seyed “Ali Shishtart (d.
1864), who was the disciple of Sadr al-Din
Kashef al-Dezfuli (d. 1842), who was a Da-
habi Sufi master and a disciple of Muham-
mad Bidabadi (d. 1783).* The followers of
this spiritual order usually conceal their con-
nections with Dahabi and other Sufi orders
to prevent accusations of anti-Sufis of the
seminary.* In doing so, they prefer not to
use the term “Sufi” in naming themselves;
instead, they prefer to be called “‘aref.”
This phenomenon is rooted in hot Safavid
polemics over Sufism,*” which are still com-
mon today, even after the revolution in Iran.

44  Two philosophical books that seminary students have
to read, Bidayat al-Hikma and Nihayat al-Hikma,
was composed by him.

45 Asghari, “Replacing Shar‘a, Tariqa and Haqiqa with

Figh, Akhlaq and Tawhid,” 207.

Ibid., 206.

For the historical roots of this transformation, see
Ata Anzali, Mysticism in Iran: The Safavid Roots

of a Modern Concept (University of South Carolina
Press: Columbia, 2017).
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Tabatabai’s tendency toward Ibn ‘Arabi
and Islamic philosophy passed through his
students, specifically Hassan Hassan-Za-
deh Amoli (d. 2021) and ‘Abdollah Javadi
Amol1 (b. 1933), to the next generation.
Nowadays, most distinguished ‘erfan and
philosophy teachers of Qom Seminary are
their students.

Metaphysical discussions are still pretty
alive and hotly debated even in 21st-centu-
ry Iran’s seminaries.*® The aforementioned
current should not be regarded as an aca-
demic phenomenon,; rather, it should be con-
sidered as a continuation of a long-standing
tradition within the field of philosophy,
commonly referred to as ‘philosophical Su-
fism, Sufism of Ibn ‘Arabi followers such as
Qunaw1 (d. 1274), Kashani (d. 1335), and
Qaysari (d. 1350). The essential characteris-
tic of this current is their philosophical atti-
tude towards Ibn ‘Arabi.

Perhaps the most well-known and distin-
guished master of philosophy and theoret-
ical mysticism in Qom is Seyed Yadullah
Yazdan-Panah (b. 1963), one of Hassan-Za-
deh and Javadi Amolt’s disciple/students,
who composed several books on Islamic
philosophy and ‘erfan, including a lengthy
groundbreaking book on theoretical mysti-
cism.* His philosophical approach to Ibn
‘Arabi is evident in the introduction of his
book: “In our seminary tradition, students
study theoretical mysticism after philoso-
phy [...] specifically after studying teach-

48 As Toshihiko Izutsu observed, “Eastern scholasti-
cism has had a much longer life [...] than its Western
counterpart. Metaphysical problems raised long ago
in the Middle Ages were still being hotly discussed
and seriously considered in the nineteenth century
[and they are still being discussed].” Toshihiko Izut-
su, The Fundamental Structure of Sabzewari’s Meta-
physics (Tehran: University of Tehran Press, 2000),
11.

Seyyed Yadullah Yazdan-Panah, Mabani wa Usiile
‘erfane Nazari (Qom: Moasseseye Imam Khomeini,
2014).
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ings of Milla Sadra in Asfar [i.e., Milla
Sadra’s major philosophical book].”*

It may not sound appropriate to put Mialla
Sadra before Ibn ‘Arabi, for he not only
lived hundreds of years before Miilla Sadra,
but also became an inspiration to him as
he drew upon Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings in
developing his own transcendental philos-
ophy. But Yazdan-Panah’s traditionalistic
approach’' to Islamic intellectual history
allowed him to do so. On legitimizing this
seemingly undermined curriculum, Yazdan-
Panah expresses: “The depth and complex-
ity of theoretical ‘erfan from one hand, and
the role of Milla Sadra’s teachings in under-
standing theoretical mysticism from anoth-
er hand [...]”** are two factors that justify
this curriculum. Yazdan-Panah’s account of
the history of theoretical mysticism should
be illustrated to explicate the role of Milla
Sadra in understanding Ibn ‘Arabt:

The history of theoretical mysticism can
be divided into three eras: the first era,
from the beginning [of Sufism] to Ibn
‘Arabi [...] second era was the era of
Muhyeddin mystical school, which be-
gan with Ibn ‘Arabi [...] by whom theo-
retical mysticism was presented as a co-
herent and majestic system and reached
to the perfection. With the emergence of
Miilla Sadra’s transcendental philosophy,
a third era of theoretical mysticism be-

50 Ibid., 21.

51 By “traditionalistic approach” I do not refer to the
school of Traditionalism, founded by French philos-
opher René Guénon (d. 1951), although methodologi-
cally speaking they seem quite similar. I merely mean
a historical approach which neglects the history, con-
text, and genealogy of ideas, and consider them as
universal and ever-lasting truths which are being re-
peated throughout the history. Holding this position,
Yazdan-Panah can confidently assert that there is no
need to study Mulla Sadra in the light of Ibn ‘Arabi,
since somehow both of them are expressing relatively
same things, although with distinct expressions.

52 Ibid., 21.

gan. The significant characteristic of the
third era is the total adaption of philoso-
phy and theoretical mysticism.*

According to Yazdan-Panah, Malla Sadra
philosophized Ibn ‘Arabi’s ‘erfan; the
transcendental philosophy of Mulla Sadra
is a synthesis of philosophy and theoreti-
cal mysticism, Yazdan-Panah sums up the
attempts of Mulla Sadra in presenting a
philosophized ‘erfan as such:

Milla Sadra, with coining new terms
and bringing already coined philosoph-
ical terms into perfection [...] made the
way to express the mystical teachings.
Secondly, the principal foundations of his
philosophy, such as the primacy of Being
(isalate wujid), gradation of Being (tash-
kik wujiid), and [...] the personal oneness
of Being (wahdate shahst wujiid), seem
quite adequate for expressing mystical
teachings, and they were principally de-
signed for this purpose.>*

To sum up, seminary scholastics can be con-
sidered as the continuity of Akbarian philo-
sophical Sufism.” They concentrate on the

53 Seyyed Yadullah Yazdan-Panah, Muhtasate Hekmate
Mut‘aliye (Qom: Ale Ahmad, 2020), 409-10.

54  Yazdan-Panah, Mabant, 59.

55 Yazdan-Panah is not alone in presenting a philoso-
phized account of Ibn ‘Arabi. The continuity of phil-
osophical Sufism can be traced to other seminaries
such as Isfahan, Mashhad, and specifically Tehran.
Few masters are left in the long-standing philosoph-
ical and mystical school of Tehran, among whom
Gholamreza Avani (b. 1943) and Manticheher Sadiiqi
Soha (b. 1948) are worth mentioning. The essential
role of Iranian Research Institute of Philosophy,
founded by Seyyed Hossein Nasr (b. 1933) in 1974,
in reviving philosophical Sufism in Tehran should
not be underestimated. The Akbarian tradition con-
tinued in Mashhad through the well-known philoso-
phers Seyed Jalaluddin Ashtiyani (d. 2005) and Seyed
Muhammad Husein Tehrani (d. 1995), who was a stu-
dent/disciple of Seyed Muhammad Husein Tabatabat
and Seyed Hashem Haddad (d. 1984). Tehrani’s in-
tense sympathy for Ibn ‘Arabrt passed to his sons and
from his older son to Muhammad Hasan Vakil1 (b.
1980), one of the most active Maktab-e Tafkik’s op-
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metaphysical aspects of Sufism rather than
the aesthetic aspects. Ibn ‘Arabi often con-
sidered a philosopher by them. Mysticism
and philosophy are unified in this current,
so we cannot easily distinguish between
philosophy and mysticism. Using ‘erfan
instead of Sufism, they try to differentiate
between themselves and the Sufis to be pre-
served from ‘ulama.

Ibn ‘Arabi and Ulama

Although historically speaking we can dis-
tinguish between anti-Sufis and Ibn “Arab1’s
opponents, this is not usually the case in
contemporary Iran. In addition, Ibn “Arab1’s
opponents in Iran often have intense an-
tipathy towards Islamic philosophy. The
Sufi- ulama controversy is quite fierce in
contemporary Iran, a controversy that dates
back to the Safavid era.* This debate can be
contextualized as the Shia ‘u/ama’s tenden-
cy to monopolize their religious perspective
and, therefore, their power. Even after Iran’s
revolution, the traditional side of the Shia
seminary, either in Iraq or in Iran, has not
changed its attitude toward Sufism.

Iran’s government, distinguishing between
Sufism and ‘erfan, and interpreting Sufism
as a false ‘erfan,”’ supports Shia wulama’s
antipathy to Sufism.*® ‘Ulama’s intense dis-

ponents in Mashhad.

56 For historical basis of this conflict, see Reza Taban-
deh, The Rise of the Ni‘matullahi Order (Leiden:
Leiden University Press, 2021), 47.

57 As Anzali put forward: “The regime has become
increasingly obsessed with drawing clear and fast
boundaries between “genuine,” Khomeini-style ‘ir-
fan and “pseudo-‘irfans.” (Anzali, Mysticism in Iran,
6).

58 The Supreme leader of Iran is a source of emulation
himself with seemingly not interest in Sufism. In the
past decades Sufis have been repressed by Iran’s re-
gime, As Anzali addressed: “The first major clash
between the regime and the orthodox Sufi networks
happened in May 2006, when one of the most import-
ant Ni'matullahi centers, located in the holy city of

sent to Sufism is crystal clear from their
Fatawa.

Seyed “Ali Sistant (b. 1930), the most well-
known, respected, and influential Shia
source of emulation (marja ), is originally
from Mashhad. Although he lives outside
Iran, his authority over Iran’s alleged or-
thodox Shias is undeniable. In a question
and answer issued a few years ago,* Sistani
expressed his attitude toward Ibn “Arabi as
follows:

Question: You are sincerely demanded to
give your opinion regarding the ‘erfan of
Fusiis’s author [i.e. Ibn ‘Arabi].

Answer: | believe in the way of great
Twelver ‘ulama [...], which corresponds
with the Quranic verses and the Ahl al-
Bayt’s sayings [...], and I do not admit the
above-mentioned way.*

By highlighting the identification of u-
lama’s way and the Qur’an and hadith,
Sistani asserts the unorthodoxy of Sufism
and points out that he is not alone in oppos-
ing Ibn “Arabt and Sufism.

‘Ulama’s negative attitude towards Sufism
evident in their Fatawa does not conclude
with Ibn ‘Arabi. They regularly express
their intense antipathy toward Sufism, even
toward some famous and popular figures
such as Rimi, whenever they observe a
slight tendency toward Sufism, specifically

Qum, was confiscated and razed to the ground in the
aftermath of a bloody clash between the Ni‘matul-
lahi dervishes and the Basij milita.” (Anzali, Mysti-
cism in Iran, 7). Another bloody confliction between
Gonabadr Sufis and regime took place in 2018 in
Tehran.

59  One of the most accessible ways for anti-Sufis to op-
pose with Sufis and Ibn ‘Arabi, is to use the authority
of the sources of emulations, therefore they ask for
the source of emulation’s idea on controversial topics
and then they broadcast the answer.

“Official Website of Seyyed ‘AlT Sistani,” accessed

April 6, 2024, https:/www.sistani.org/persian/
qa/02273/.
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among the masses. The role of the sources
of emulation should not be underestimated,
for these kinds of Fatawa play an extensive
role in forming the typical Shia mentality.*!

Makarem Shirazi (b. 1927) takes a step fur-
ther and accuses the followers of Wahdat
al-Wujiid (oneness of Being), a Sufi doctrine
associated with Ibn “Arab1 and the Akbarian
tradition, of heresy:

Question: What is the oneness of Being,
and what is the judicial status of who be-
lieves in it?

Answer: The oneness of Being has many
meanings; what is invalid and believing
it counts as heresy [...] is asserting that
there is only one Being in the world and
holding that God is identical with exis-
tents. And claims that there is no [duality
between] creator and nor creatures, and
there is no [duality between] worshipped
and worshippers.*

Although it is highly questionable that Ibn
‘Arabi considered the oneness of Being as
such, the oneness of Being is often depicted
in a rather exaggerated form and has been
ascribed to Ibn “Arabi and his followers by
‘ulama.

Besides ‘wulama’s long-standing and influ-
ential approach, the school of Detachment
is considerable in terms of its opposition

61 In a considerable instance, a movie series about
Mawlana was stooped because of a source of emula-
tion’s interference, who called Sufis misguided and
misguiding and enemy of Shia Imams.

“Exploring Ibn Arabi,” accessed April 6, 2024,
https://ebnearabi.com/14640/%d8%a2%d-
b%8c%d8%aa-%d8%a7%d9%84%d9%84%d9%87-
%d9%86%d9%88%d8%bl%db%8c-
%d8%b3%d8%a7%d8%ac%d8%aa-%d9%81%d-
b%8¢%d9%84%d9%85-%d8%b4%d9%85%d8%-
b3-%d8%ad%d8%bl1%d8%a7%d9%8S5 -
%d8%a7%d8%b3%d8%aa.html

62 “Official Website of Makarem Shirazi,” accessed
April 6, 2024, https://makarem.ir/main.aspx?typein-
fo=21&lid=0&catid=44744&mid=272784.

to Ibn ‘Arabi. The term “Maktab-e Tafkik”
(the school of Detachment) was coined by
Muhammad Reda Hakimi (d. 2021) to name
the scholarly current of Mahdi Isfahant (d.
1945) and his students in Mashhad.

Isfahant experienced a life-changing mysti-
cal experience that caused a U-turn in his
intellectual life. In his vision, he saw the
twelfth Imam (mahdi) and received a letter
from him, saying: “To not seek knowledge
from our (4hl al-Bayt) way is identical to
denying us.”® He interpreted the phrase
“not demanding knowledge from our way”
as demanding knowledge from philosophy
and mysticism, making him suddenly to
turn his back on both. After spending seven
years reconsidering his previous beliefs, he
went to Mashhad in 1921 and started to give
lectures on Islamic law and basics of juris-
prudence and then theology. Isfahant’s an-
tipathy toward philosophy and Sufism was
transferred to his students, among whom
Mojtaba Qazvini (d. 1967) was the most
notable, from whom the legacy of Tafkik
passed on to Seyed Ja'far Seyyedan (b.
1934).

With expressing the differences between
revelation and ‘erfan, Seyyedan undermines
Ibn ‘Arabi’s legitimacy:

‘Erfan is true in itself, but the so-called
‘erfan of Ibn ‘Arabi expresses that God is
identical with things, and it has indicat-
ed that whatever you worship, you have
worshipped God in real [...], but God in
the school of Wahy (revelation) does not
have any resemblance. The so-called ‘er-
fan is opposed to the school of Wahy.®*

63 Mahdi Isfahani, 4bvab al-Huda (Mu'seseye M ‘aref
Ahl al-Bayt: Qom, 2016), 17-28.

64 “Official Website of Seyyed Ja‘far Seyyed an,” ac-
cessed April 6, 2024, http:/seyyedan.org/fa/news-de-
tails/2964/%D8%A A%D8%B9%D9%82%D9%84-
%D8%AF%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%AD%D-
B%8C%D8%8C-%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B4-
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In addition to underlining the dissimilarity
between Ibn ‘Arabit and the school of Wahy,
which is quite enough to banish someone
out of the mainstream Shia seminaries,
align with the majority of Ibn ‘Arabi crit-
ics, Seyyedan considers Ibn ‘Arabi’s meth-
od of allegorical interpretation as a mis-
leading one. The only way of reaching the
inward aspects of the Qur’an and Islam is
through the Prophet himself and Twelver
Shia Imams. According to Seyyedan, “al-
though it is evident that Quranic verses have
inward dimensions [...] the inward dimen-
sions and allegorical interpretation can only
be discussed by Prophet Muhammad and
Imams.™®

In addition to the two abovementioned cur-
rents, a new current has emerged, perhaps
the fiercest opponent of Ibn ‘Arabi and
philosophy in the seminary of Qom: Has-
san Millani (b. 1959) and his circle, which
should be considered as the continuity of
some Shia anti-Sufi theologians such as
Muhammad-Bager Majlesi (d. 1699). Nota-
bly, MillanT has a strong antipathy to Mak-
tab-e Tafkik as well: “The school of detach-
ment [...] intensely oppose philosophers
and mystics apparently, but in time they ex-
press philosophers and mystics misleading
beliefs.”®

%D8%AT%D9 %85%D9 %86 -
%DA%A9%D8%B3%DS8%AS-
9%D9%85%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%81/

“Official Website of Seyyed Ja‘far Seyyed an,” ac-
cessed April 6,2024, http:/seyyedan.org/fa/news-de-
tails/1835/%D8%A A%D8%B0%DA%A9%D8%B1
%D8%A7%D8%A A%DB%8C-%D8%A7%D8%B2-
%D8%AT%D9I%86%D8%AF%D -
B%8C%D8%B4%D9%85%D9%86%D8%AF-
%D9%85%D8%BI%DE%AT%DSE%-
B5%D8%B1-%D8%A2%DB%8C%D8%AA-
%D8%AT7%DI9%84%D9%84%D9%87-
%D8%B3%DB%8C%D8%AF%D8%A7%D9%86/

Hassan Millani, Ma'rifat Allah Ta‘ala billah (E‘te-
qade Ma: Qom, 1394 sh./2015), 254.
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Putting all diverse philosophical and mys-
tical schools in the same basket and label-
ling them as non-Islamic schools, Millant
expresses:

In terms of principals and foundations,
there isn’t any difference between di-
verse philosophical and mystical groups.
The “Peripatetic school,” the “Illuminist
school,” the “Transcendental philosophy
of Mulla Sadra,” “Indian mysticism,”
“Buddhism,” “Greek mysticism,” “Ibn
‘Arabi” and etc. all hold the same idea.®’

“The same idea,” according to Millani,
is nothing but the oneness of Being or the
identification of God and his creatures. De-
spite his lack of engagement with the ac-
ademic literature on Sufi studies, he does,
however, share certain presuppositions with
early orientalists, such as the association of
Sufism and non-Islamic currents.®

Notwithstanding their differences, these
three anti-Ibn ‘Arabi groups have much
in common. Considering the Qur’an and
hadith as true and infallible sources of
knowledge, they dismiss any other sourc-
es, including mystical experience. Besides
questioning Ibn ‘Arabi’s hermeneutics, their
harshest criticism concerns the oneness of
Being, on which their interpretation seems
highly questionable. Their primary consid-
eration is to defend alleged Shia orthodoxy.
As previously discussed, Ibn ‘Arabi is most
criticized for his religious creed, which
plays an extensive role in either welcoming
or dismissing him.

67 Hassan Millani, Fara-tar az ‘Erfan (‘Ahd: Qom,

2016), 92.

For a study of early orientalists’ concepts of Sufism,
see Ernst, It’s Not Just Academic, 463-483.
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Ibn ‘Arabi; Shia or Sunni?

Perhaps one of the most controversial de-
bates on Ibn ‘Arabi in Iran is whether he
was a Sunni or Shia. Although it may sound
irrelevant, the religious creed of Ibn ‘Arabi
plays a crucial role for both followers and
opponents of Ibn ‘Arabi in Iran. In the so-
called orthodox Shia seminaries, following
someone who is ostensibly a Sunni (e.g. Ibn
‘Arabi), is a great malefaction. Ibn “Arab1’s
followers in the Shia seminaries consider
his teachings the most elevated form of ‘er-
fan, and use his teachings in understanding
and interpreting the Qur’an and hadith,* us-
ing an outsider’s teaching in interpreting the
Qur’an, and hadith exposes Ibn “Arab1’s fol-
lowers in the Shia seminaries to be accused
of misinterpretation of religious sources and
gaining religious knowledge from a Sunni.
Therefore his followers have to internalize
Ibn ‘Arabi to not be accused by his oppo-
nents.

The controversy over Ibn ‘Arabi’s religious
creed should be considered a polemic rooted
in a difference in understanding Sufism/ ‘er-
fan. In addition, religious exclusivism plays
a significant role in discussing Ibn ‘Arab1’s
religious creeds. Followers of Ibn ‘Arabi
in Shia seminaries are usually exclusivists;
therefore, according to them, the only way
to salvation and to achieve a profound spir-
itual state is to believe in Shiism. However,
they cannot ignore Ibn ‘Arab1’s profound
spiritual state. Hence, to defend Ibn “Arab1’s
spiritual state, in other words, to protect
their position in the Shia seminary, they had
to put forward a Shia conceptualization of
Ibn ‘Arabi.

The most well-known and influential current

69 “Ibn ‘Arabi’s works is the key of understanding Nahj
al-Balagah, Usil al-Kaft, Kitab al-Tawhid of Sadtq
and etc.” (Muhammad Hasan Vakili, Mohyeddin;
Shi‘aye Hales [Ibn Arabi; A pure Shia] (Mashhad:

Moasseseye Motale‘at Rahbordi, 2019), 12)

of Ibn “Arabi followers in Mashhad is root-
ed in Muhammad Husein Tehrani’s teach-
ings, as well as in his textual, and spiritual
heritage. Vakili’s exclusivist understanding
of Ibn ArabT’s religious creed can be traced
back to his intellectual father, Tehrani, who
points out that: “Throughout history, it is the
case that non-Shias either were not mystics
(“aref) or they were both ‘aref and Shia, and
they concealed their religious creeds since
they were afraid of Sunnis.””

Following an identical line, Vakili admits
that Ibn ‘Arabi was born in the Sunni part of
the Islamic world; therefore, he was initially
a Sunni. However, regarding his profound
spiritual state, it was the case that he per-
ceived the spiritual status of the first Shia
Imam and admitted his superiority over oth-
ers. In his youth, he met the twelfth Imam
and all twelve Shia Imams at the end of his
life. Such a person, who has witnessed the
spiritual status of twelve Imames, is a Shia in
its true sense.”!

By emphasizing the “true sense” of Shiism,
Vakili admits that Ibn ‘Arabi was a Sunni
based on standard and widely accepted cri-
teria, but he was a Shia in a certain sense.
Ibn “Arabi was Shia in its esoteric meaning
but Sunni in its exoteric meaning. In other
words, although Ibn ‘Arabi followed the
Sunni school of jurisprudence, he was a
Shia since he admitted twelve Imams’ pro-
found, exalted, and uncompetitive spiritual
state.

That being said, Shia opponents of Ibn
‘Arabt hold that he was a prejudiced Sun-
ni. They also emphasize that one should not
read Ibn “Arabi selectively to put forward a
Shia conceptualization of him: “Some Shia
scholars find a few scattered texts in the

70 Seyyed Muhammad Husein Tehrani, Rithe Mojarad
(Mashhad: ‘Allameh Tabatabai, 2004), 348-350.

71 Vakili, Ibn Arabi, 24.



IBN ‘ARABI IN CONTEMPORARY IRAN: SOME CURRENTS AND DEBATES

works of Ibn “Arabi implicating his belief in
Shiism, but numerous texts imply not only
his belief in Sunni Islam but also, his deep
sympathy for it.”””?

Shia opponents of ‘Arabi have specifically
found some highly controversial beliefs of
him, beliefs that cannot be expressed by any
Shia. According to Tayeb-Niya, Ibn ‘Arabi,
quite the opposite of mainstream Shia, held
that the Prophet did not choose anyone as
his successor in particular.”® Besides, like
any other faithful Sunni, he considered Abu
Bakr as the first caliph, and he praised the
first two caliphs after the Prophet™ to the
extent that he believed in the infallibili-
ty of ‘Omar (the second caliph).” Last but
not least, all groups of Shia, specifically
Twelvers, are considered the friends of the
Devil by Ibn ‘Arabi.” Vakili and others, on
the other hand, suggest that these beliefs ex-
pressed by Ibn ‘Arabi in his books should
not be considered his own beliefs, since he
was living in a time in which one could easi-
ly get killed by expressing a slight tendency
toward Shiism. Thus, he had to conceal his
beliefs.”

Tayeb-Niya, in the opposite camp, empha-
sizes that Ibn “Arab1 was not in the position
of concealment: “7Tagiye (concealment of
belief) is to conceal a belief or to speak and
write opposed to beliefs in some quite scarce
and difficult situations. But if a speaker or

72 Sayed Ja'far Murtada al-‘Ameli, Ibn ‘Arabi Sunni
Mut‘easib (n.p: al-Markaz al-Islami lldirasat, 2007),
9.

73 Seyyed Mohsen Tayeb-Niya, /bn Arabi az Negahi
Digar (Qom: Dalil-e ma, 2015), 83.

74 Ibid., 89.

75 1Ibid., 96. Asserting that Imam ‘AlT was the first true
caliph after the Prophet, is the very core idea of tradi-
tional Shiism.

76 1bid., 112. Tayeb-Niya, in his lengthy book, listed six-
teen beliefs expressed by Ibn ‘Arabi, which are plain-
ly opposed to Shia beliefs. Ibid., 83-123.

77 Vakili, Ibn Arabi, 25.

author expresses a belief frequently and
emphasizes on, it could not be considered
otherwise.””

To sum up, the everlasting controversy over
Ibn ‘Arabi’s religious tendencies should not
be considered merely a scholarly argument.
Shia followers of Ibn ‘Arabi, who have been
accused of following a non-Shia figure,
should preserve and defend their position
as a respected part of Shia Seminary, which
cannot be done unless by the construction of
a Shia Ibn ‘Arabi.”

Conclusion

After the Iranian Revolution, Ibn ‘Arabi
once more became a focus of academic in-
terest. More than a thousand graduate theses
and dissertations on Ibn ‘Arabi are listed on
an official website.*® Many students of phi-
losophy, religious studies, and even some of
Persian literature tend to work on Ibn ‘Arabi
and Akbarian tradition. This tendency re-
sults in critical editions of Akbarian works,
comparative studies of Ibn “Arabt and other
philosophers or mystics, and monographs
on related topics and figures.

Sufism and Ibn ‘Arabi have also entered
Iran’s popular culture. Distancing from fun-
damentalist approaches to Islam, an increas-
ing number of people have found them-
selves sympathetic to Sufism rather than
the official form of Shia Islam, represented

78 Tayeb-Niya, /bn Arabr, 90.

79 Besides already mentioned book of Vakili, another
lengthy book was composed by another follower of
Ibn ‘Arabi in Mashhad. See Qasim Tehrant, a/-Qawl
al-Matin fT Tasayy'e Seiyh al-Akbar Muhyeddin 1&I1
(Beirut: Dar al-Mahajat al-Bayda, 2003).

80 “IranianResearchlnstituteforInformationScienceand
Technology (IranDoc)”, accessed April 6,2024, https://
ganj.irandoc.ac.ir/#/search?basicscope=1&key-
words=%D8%A7%D8%A8%D9%86%20
%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A8%DB%8C&sort_
by=1&fulltext status=l&results per page=l&year
from=0&year to=1402&page=1
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by the sources of emulation and the state of
Iran. This tendency can be observed in the
popularity of some figures, such as Rimi
and Ibn ‘Arabi.®!

Ibn ‘Arabt and Akbarian tradition still play
a significant role in the intellectual trends of
Iran. On one hand, those who seek to preserve
Iranians from the corruption of philosophical
Sufism have to criticize Ibn ‘Arabi for the
sake of their sympathy for Iranian Sufism. On
the other, being the greatest representation of
Sunni Sufism, and therefore the sworn enemy
of Shia ‘ulama, Ibn ‘Arabi should be con-
demned to prevent young Shia clergies from
bending toward Sufism. However, followers
of the Akbarian tradition seek to create a Shia
Ibn “Arabi to legitimize reading and teaching
his works in the Shia seminaries.
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