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chapter 17

Wisdom as the Sublime Measure: A New
Epistemology of Ḥikma

Mukhtar H. Ali

1 Introduction: The Love of Wisdom and Its Enduring Universality

Among the earliest Greek sages and founders of philosophy, Socrates (469/
470–399bce) remains one of the most enduring figures, despite having left no
writtenworks. Like his predecessor Pythagoras, Socrates held that true philoso-
phywas the love of wisdom, as theword “philosophy” in theGreek derives from
“philo” (love) and “sophia” (wisdom). His ideas were preserved chiefly through
the writings of his remarkable student, Plato (428–348bce), who recorded
and transmitted Socratic teachings and later expanded on them. While Plato
exhibited a mystical inclination toward the transcendent, his student Aristotle
(384–322bce) favored deductive reasoning to arrive at truth and comprehend
reality. Nevertheless, both figures exemplified the classical Greek ideal of wis-
dom (sophia). In the Protagoras, Plato records Socrates’ mention of the Seven
Sages of Greece, Thales of Miletus, and Pittacus of Mytilene, and Bias of Priene,
Solon, and Cleobulus of Lindos, and Myson of Chenae, and Chilon of Sparta.
Yet, it was Aristotle who greatly expanded the scope of knowledge, founding
the disciplines of logic, metaphysics, and natural philosophy. Both Plato and
Aristotle exerted immense influence on Islamic civilization; indeed, Aristotle’s
ethical framework became the classical model of virtue ethics for centuries in
theWest and in the Islamic world.
If philosophy in its original sense is the love of wisdom, then religionmay be

seen as awisdom tradition accompanied by a cosmology and a path of spiritual
realization. Yetwisdom transcends the boundaries of any one tradition. It is the
universal and enduring phenomenon, at once the common thread linking all
religions and the underlying fabric of existence itself. In Islamic theology, God
describesHimself as theWise (al-Ḥakīm), and theological doctrines emphasize
that He created the world with wisdom and order, hidden purpose, assigning
to every creature its proper place in existence. Since everything bears the sign
and imprint of its Creator, the pursuit of wisdom becomes the exploration of
life itself and the very nature of divinity. The Greek sages regarded wisdom as
the highest ethical ideal: not merely the perfection of the theoretical intellect,
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but the realization of right thought and action. As the Prophet Muḥammad’s
cousin, ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib (d. 40/661) said, “There is no wisdomwithout infallibil-
ity,”1 where infallibility here refers to the domain of action, so the sage arrives
at perfection with respect to word and deed.
Though the true nature of wisdom is subtle and elusive, its expression tends

to have a near-universal appeal. There are several reasons for this, which we
will explore in this paper. The first and most basic quality of wisdom is that its
expression possesses a certain beauty. A second feature is its simplicity: wis-
dom often conveys profound truths with remarkable clarity and economy of
language, making it accessible to both scholar and layperson alike. Yet, wisdom
can easily become obscured when subjected to excessive analysis and discur-
sive thinking. Knowledge is discursive while wisdom is pithy; each requires a
different type of sensibility and awareness.
Since our focus is the Islamic tradition, we begin by examining the lexical

definition of ḥikma, followed by traditional accounts drawn from ḥadīth, phi-
losophy and the Sufi tradition. We then turn Dr. Akram Almajid’s critique of
these accounts, offering a new elucidation of the nature of wisdom in light of
form, content and philosophical significance.2

2 Lexical Roots and Classical Definitions of Ḥikma3

Wisdom in Arabic is ḥikma, derived from the root letters, ḥ-k-m, which convey
themeaning of restraint and control. Just as reins (lijām) are used to subdue an
unruly ( jumūḥ) horse,wisdomreins in thepowers of anger anddesire, restrain-
ing ignorance and injustice. The term carries wide semantic range: it canmean
law, knowledge, action, justice, judgement, the Quran or the Bible, as well as
the capacity to know things as they truly are placing everything in its proper
place. Other associated meanings include itqān (mastery or skillful execution)
and iḥkām (soundness or perfection).4 The author of Tāj al-ʿarūs defines ḥikma

1 Āmidī, ʿAbd al-Wāḥid, Ghurar al-ḥikam wa durar al-kalim, Qom: Dār al-Kitāb al-Islāmī, 1990,
no. 10916.

2 These teachings are derived from his lectures on ḥikma, delivered in London, 2018.
3 The most comprehensive treatment of ḥikma in modern scholarship is Hikmet Yaman’s

Prophetic Niche in the Virtuous City: The Concept of Ḥikmah in Early Islamic Thought, Leiden:
E.J. Brill, 2011.

4 See Aḥmad, al-Khalīl b., Kitāb al-ʿayn, eds. Mahdī al-Makhzūmī and Ibrāhīm al-Sāmarrāʾī,
Baghdad: n.p., 1980–1985, vol. 3, 66–67; Ibn Manzūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, Cairo: n.p., 1981, vol. 2,
953; al-Fīrūzābādī, al-Qāmūs al-Muḥīṭ, [Egypt]: n.p., 1884, vol. 3, 97; Murtaḍā al-Zabīdī, Tāj
al-ʿarūs min jawāhir al-qāmūs, ed. ʿAlī Shīrī, Beirut: n.p., 1994, 16, 161–162; al-Azharī, Tahdhīb
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as: “Knowledge of the truenature of things, and action according to the require-
ments thereof; and therefore, it is divided into the theoretical and practical. Or
a state, or quality of the intellectual faculty. Attainment of that which is true,
or right, by knowledge and deed.”5
Al-Rāghib al-Iṣfahānī (d. 502/1108) writes: “Ḥikma is the attainment of that

which is true by knowledge and intellect (iṣābat al-haqq bi-l-ʿilm wa-l-ʿaql).
With respect to God, it signifies the supreme knowledge and origination of
things, and with respect to human beings, it means knowledge of creation and
doing good (maʿrifat al-mawjūdāt wa fiʿl al-khayrāt).”6
Al-Sayyid al-Sharīf al-Jurjānī (d. 816/1413) writes, “Wisdom is the knowledge

that investigates the realities of things as they truly are in existence, accord-
ing to human capacity. It is a form of theoretical knowledge (ʿilm naẓarī) and
not merely an instrumental means (ghayr ālīn).” He adds that wisdom is also
a state of the rational, intellectual faculty which straddles between the excess
of cunning ( jarbaza) and the deficiency of stupidity. Jurjānī further identifies
three additional meanings: an underlying cause (ījād), knowledge (ʿilm), and
celestial influences (al-afʿāl al-muthallatha), such as the sun and the moon,
etc.7 According to Ibn ʿAbbās, when mentioned in the Quran, wisdom often
refers to the knowledge of the lawful and the forbidden. Lexically, wisdom is
defined as “that which is true in reality according to human capacity. It is every
statement that accords with truth, or every correct statement that is free from
superfluity and embellishment (al-maṣūn ʿan al-ḥashw).”8
Muḥammad b. ʿAlī al-Tahānawī (d. 1185/1745) defines ḥikma as “the skill-

ful execution and perfection of actions and speech (itqān al-fiʿl wa-l-qawl wa-
iḥkāmuhumā). In the terminology of the scholars, it refers to the philosophical
sciences, encompassing both theoretical and practical philosophy, economics
andpolitics. The people of wayfaring [Sufis] state that it is the knowledge of the
pitfalls (āfāt) of the soul, Satan, as well as disciplines (riyāḍāt). In this sense, it

al-lugha, ed. ʿAbd al-Karīm al-ʿAzabāwī and Muḥammad ʿAlī al-Najjār, Cairo: n.p., 1964–1967;
Ibn Durayd, Jamharat al-lugha, ed. RamzīMunīr Baʿalbakkī, Beirut: n.p., 1987–1988; Ibn Fāris,
Muʿjam maqāyīs al-lugha, ed. Ibrāhīm Shams al-Dīn, Beirut: n.p., 1999.

5 Cited in Lane’s Lexicon, the most comprehensive English-Arabic dictionary, compiling over
120Arabic sources. SeeLane, E.W., ALexiconof theArabic Language, Cambridge: IslamicTexts
Society, 1984.

6 Iṣfahānī, Rāghib, Mufradāt alfāẓ al-Qurʾān, ed. Ṣafwān ʿAdnān Dāwūdī, Damascus: Dār al-
Qalam, 1992, 249.

7 See Yaman, Prophetic Niche in the Virtuous City, 35.
8 Jurjānī, ʿAlī b. Muḥammad, Kitāb al-taʿrifāt, Beirut: Muʾassasa al-Aʿlamī li-l-Maṭbūʿāt, 2003,

124.
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is more specific than the philosophical sciences since it is among them. Alter-
natively, it is a state of the practical intellect that lies between deceit ( jarbaza)
and stupidity (balāha).”9

3 ScripturalWisdom: Ḥikma in the Quran

Ḥikma is mentioned twenty times in the Quran. In some cases, it refers to the
Quran itself, as in the verse: “Alif, Lām, Rāʾ. These are the verses of the wise
Book” (10:1).10 Elsewhere, it appears alongside the “Book” (kitāb) as a distinct
yet complementary category: “Remember the favor of God upon you and what
has been revealed to you of the Book and wisdom by which He instructs you”
(2:231). Similarly, in the supplication of Abraham: “Our Lord, send among them
a messenger from themselves who will recite to them Your verses and teach
them the Book and wisdom and purify them. Indeed, You are the Mighty, the
Wise” (2:129).
The Quran further describes divine instruction given to prophets: “O Jesus,

son of Mary, remember My favor upon you and upon your mother when I
supported you with the pure Spirit and you spoke to the people in the cradle
and in maturity; and when I taught you the Book, wisdom, the Torah and the
Gospel” (5:110). Likewise, it states: “He is the onewho has sent to the unlettered
a Messenger from among themselves, reciting His signs and purifying them,
teaching them the Book and wisdom, before which they were clearly astray”
(62:2). In many of these verses, the divine name al-Ḥakīm (the Wise) is paired
with the name al-ʿAlīm (the All-Knowing), underscoring the intimate connec-
tion between knowledge and wisdom in the divine attributes.
The Quran also employs the term ḥikma and its derivatives in relation to

the qualities of clarity, precision, and inviolability. “A book whose verses have
been made definitive (uḥkimat āyātuh)” (11:1), highlighting its firmness and
authority, distinguishing between unequivocal verses (āyāt muḥkamāt), which
form the foundation of the Book, and allegorical ones (mutashābihāt): “He it is
Who has revealed unto you the Scripture wherein are unequivocal verses (āyāt
muḥkimāt) they are the Mother of the Book, and others which are allegorical
(mutashābihāt)” (3:7). Another verse affirms: “It is in the Mother of the Book
kept with Us, sublime and wise” (43:4).

9 Tahānawī, Muḥammad Aʿlā b. ʿAlī, Kashshāf iṣṭilāḥāt al-funūn, Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-
ʿIlmiyya, 1988, 405–406.

10 Translations of the Quran are my own.
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Finally, the Quran emphasizes the value of ḥikma as a divine gift: “[God]
gives ḥikma to whomever He wills, and whoever is given ḥikma has indeed
been given much good; yet none remembers except men of understanding”
(2:269).

4 Prophetic Sayings as Maxims of Wisdom11

One of the defining features of a prophetic saying is the axiomatic and apho-
ristic quality of its utterance. Many statements of Prophet Muḥammad encap-
sulate profound truths in concise memorable form, fusing meaning with form
in a manner that is both elegant and impactful. The Prophet himself affirmed
his unique linguistic authority when he declared: “I am the most eloquent of
those who uttered [the letter] ḍāḍ,”12 referring to mastery of the Arabic lan-
guage.While prophetic speech does not reach the sublimity of divine speech—
the Quran—it occupies a higher register than ordinary human discourse. The
Prophet stated, “I have been given comprehensive speech ( jawāmiʿ al-kalim),”13
referring to the divine gift of expressing vast meanings in succinct phrases.
This eloquence (balāgha), defined as the compelling and graceful articula-

tion of meaning, is a hallmark of prophetic expression and is one of the reasons
Prophetic speech is often classified as ḥikma (wisdom). Inwhat follows, I exam-
ine a selectionof ḥadīth and related sayings on the subject of ḥikma, themselves
functioning as maxims (ḥikam) on wisdom.
The exalted status of the sage (ḥakīm) is indicated in a ḥadīth attributed

to the Prophet: “The sage is all but a prophet,”14 suggesting that wisdom ap-
proaches the threshold of prophecy itself. Wisdom, in turn, is presented as the
fruit of the sincerity of heart, as the Prophet said, “Whoever becomes sincere
for God for forty days, springs of wisdom will flow from his heart and onto his
tongue.”15 This sincerity is not easily attained, but is the result of spiritual dis-

11 The term “ḥadīth” differs in the Sunni and Shiʿi tradition, since in the former it refers exclu-
sively to the Prophetic speech and in the latter, it includes statements from the twelve
Imams and earlier prophets, which I have included here.

12 ʿAjlūnī, Ismāʿīl b. Muḥammad Jarrāḥ, Kashf al-khafāʾ wa muzīl al-ilbās, Beirut: Dār iḥyāʾ
al-Turāth al-ʿArabī, 1968, 200.

13 al-Bukhārī,Muhammad b. Ismaʾīl, Saḥīḥ al-Bukhārī, Beirut: ʿĀlam al-Kutub, 1986, no. 6845.
This is because prophetic speech is derivative of divine speech, a branch from the same
tree.

14 Hindī, ʿAlī b. ʿAbd al-Malik, Kanz al-ʿummāl fī sunan al-aqwāl wa-l-afʿāl, Beirut: Dār al-
Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2004, no. 44123.

15 Suyūtī,̣ Jalāl-al-Dīn ʿAbd-al-Raḥmān, al-Durr al-manthūr fī-l-tafsīr al-maʾthūr, Beirut Dār
al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 1998, vol. 2, 69.
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cipline and self-purification, as reflected in the ḥadīth: “Struggle against the
desires of souls and wisdom will enter your hearts.”16 The primacy of wisdom
over ritual worship is also affirmed: “A word of wisdom that the believer hears
is better than a year’s worth of worship.”17 Wisdom is thus positioned not only
as the outcome of devotion but also as its refinement and elevation. In ethi-
cal terms, the Prophet stated, said, “The noblest speech is the remembrance of
God and the fountainhead of wisdom is obedience toHim.”18 The Prophet said,
“Leniency is the fountainhead of wisdom,”19 linkingwisdom to virtue, humility,
and receptivity.
The sayings attributed to Luqmān,20 a paradigmatic figure of wisdom in

Islamic tradition, reinforce this moral and social dimension. He is reported to
have said to his son: “My son, learn wisdom and you will attain nobility, for ver-
ily wisdom guides one towards religion, elevates the slave above the free, raises
the poor over the rich, and advances the young before the old.”21 When was
asked about the essence of his wisdom, he replied: “I do not concern myself
with what I know already, nor do I not preoccupy myself with that which does
not concern me.”22 Such statements reflect not only restraint but a discerning
economy of attention, hallmarks of the wise.
A similar view is attributed to Jesus (ʿĪsā), who said: “Verily wisdom is the

light of every heart.”23This statement highlights thatwisdom is not only a beau-
tiful word in the form of an aphorism, but also a form of inner illumination, a
guiding light that illuminates the path of moral and spiritual discernment.
Numerous aphorisms on ḥikma are attributed to Imām ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib,

whose legacy in Islamic thought embodies the union of knowledge, piety, and
eloquence. Among them are:

“Wisdom is the garden of the intelligent and the pastime (nuzha) of the
noble.”24

16 Hillī, Warrām b. Abī Firās, Tanbīh al-khawāṭir wa nuzhat al-nawāẓir, Najaf: al-Maktaba al-
Ḥaydarīya, 1969, vol. 2, 122.

17 Majlisī, Muḥammad Bāqir, Biḥār al-anwār li-durar akhbār al-aʾimmat al-aṭhār, Beirut: al-
Wafāʾ, 1983, vol. 77, 72, no. 8.

18 Hindī, Kanz al-ʿummāl, no. 5873.
19 Hindī, Kanz al-ʿummāl, no. 5444.
20 The Quran says, “We endowed Luqmān with wisdom” (31:12).
21 Majlisī, Biḥār al-anwār, vol. 13, 432, no. 24.
22 Majlisī, Biḥār al-anwār, vol. 13, 417, no. 10.
23 Majlisī, Muḥammad Bāqir, Biḥār al-anwār li-durar akhbār al-aʾimmat al-aṭhār, Beirut: al-

Wafāʾ, 2011, vol. 14, 317, no. 17.
24 Āmidī, Ghurar al-ḥikam, no. 1715.
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“Wisdom is a tree that grows in the heart and produces fruit on the
tongue.”25

“The one known for wisdom is looked upon with reverence and awe.”26
“Wisdom is the lost property of the believer: take it even from the hyp-
ocrite.”27

“The depths of wisdom are mined through the intellect, the depths of
the intellect are mined through wisdom.”28

“Wisdom entails avoiding disputes with those above you, belittling
those below you, and undertaking tasks beyond your capacity. Wis-
dom entails that your tongue does not contradict your heart, nor
your words contradict your actions; nor that you speak on mat-
ters of which you have no knowledge; and that you do not aban-
don a matter when it is at hand, only to pursue it when it slips
away.”29

“The fountainhead of wisdom is to hold fast to the truth and obey those
who are on [the path of] truth.”30

“Conquer your desires and your wisdom will be perfected.”31
“Wisdom is never without infallibility.”32
“One in whom wisdom is established takes heed.”33

Imām Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq, a major figure in early Islamic theology and spirituality,
also articulated a vision of wisdom grounded in spiritual knowledge andmoral
refinement. He stated: “Wisdom is inner knowledge and deep understanding
of religion—for the one who has understanding is truly wise.”34 Elsewhere he
declared: “Whoever abstains fromworldly pleasures,Godwill establishwisdom
in his heart and make it flow from his tongue.”35 In another saying, he empha-

25 Āmidī, Ghurar al-ḥikam, no. 1992.
26 Ḥarrānī, Ḥasan b. ʿAlī, Tuḥaf al-ʿuqūl ʿan āl al-rasūl, Beirut: Muʿassisa al-Aʿlamī li-l-Maṭbu-

ʿāt, 1974, no. 97.
27 Abī Ṭālib, ʿAlī b., Nahj al-balāgha, Beirut: Muʾassasa al-Aʿlamī li-l-Maṭbūʿāt, 1996, saying

no. 80.
28 Kulaynī, Muḥammad b. Yaʿqūb, Uṣūl al-Kāfī, Beirut: Manshurāt al-Fajr, 2007, vol. 1, 15,

no. 34.
29 Āmidī, Ghurar al-ḥikam, no. 9450.
30 Āmidī, Ghurar al-ḥikam, no. 5258.
31 Āmidī, Ghurar al-ḥikam, no. 2272.
32 Āmidī, Ghurar al-ḥikam, no. 10916.
33 Āmidī, Ghurar al-ḥikam, no. 8706.
34 Majlisī, Biḥār al-anwār, vol. 1, 251, no. 25.
35 Kulaynī, al-Kāfī, vol. 2, 128, no. 1.
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sized the generative power of reflection: “Much contemplation on matters of
wisdom causes the intellect to flourish.”36
In amore elaborate narration attributed to him, Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq is reported to

have said:

Wisdom is the light of gnosis (maʿrifa), the measure of piety and the fruit
of truthfulness. You can say that God has not given any of his servants
a blessing greater, more favorable, generous, loftier or more resplendent
than wisdom in the heart … [God said] “No one knows what wisdom I
have reserved and prepared for one whom I have singled out for Myself
and onewhom I have entrusted to him.”Wisdom is salvation; its attribute
is steadiness at the beginning of the affair and a stability at the end. It
makes God’s creatures aspire to Him.37

Taken together, these sayings reflect a broad yet cohesive vision of ḥikma in
Islamic tradition, as an inward light, a moral compass, a fruit of spiritual disci-
pline, and a divine gift that shapes not only the mind but also the soul.

5 Ḥikma and Philosophy: The Classical Convergence

In Islamic intellectual history, the termḥikmahas frequently beenequatedwith
philosophy, as well as the fields of medicine and law. The term ḥakīm may
accordingly refer to a philosopher, a physician or a jurist. This broad appli-
cation reflects a worldview in which wisdom encompasses both theoretical
insight and practical judgment. The reverence for philosophy as the highest
and noblest pursuit, dovetailing the Quranic emphasis on knowledge and wis-
dom, led early Muslim thinkers to adopt ḥikma as the term for their disci-
pline.
This trend extended across diverse scholarly genres. Whether in legal the-

ory, medicine, or theology, ḥikma was understood to denote the highest form
of knowledge. Ibn Sīnā succinctly captures this view when he states, “Ḥikma
is knowledge that yields certainty of God.”38 In defining philosophy, he elab-
orates, “Philosophy (ḥikma) is the perfection of the human soul through con-

36 Majlisī, Biḥār al-anwār, vol. 78, 247, no. 73.
37 al-Ṣādiq, Jaʿfar,Miṣbāḥ al-sharīʿa, Beirut: Muʾassasa al-Aʿlamī li-l-Maṭbūʿāt, 2000, 198.
38 Ibn Sīnā, al-Shifāʾ: al-Ilāhiyyāt, ed. Georges Anawātī, et al., Cairo: al-Hayʾa al-ʿĀmma li-

Shuʾūn al-Maṭābiʿ al-Amīriyya, 1960, 15.
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ceptualization (tasawwur) of things and judgment (taṣdīq) of theoretical and
practical realities to the extent of human capacity.”
Given the foundational role of Aristotelian thought in the development of

Islamic philosophy, it is useful to consider Aristotle’s definitions.39 Aristotle
distinguishes between two types of wisdom: theoretical and practical. Theo-
retical wisdom, he writes, is, “scientific knowledge, combined with intuitive
reason, of the things that arehighest bynature.”40 By contrast, practicalwisdom
is the ability to deliberate effectively about the human good. Aristotle notes: “It
is thought to be the mark of a man of practical wisdom to be able to deliber-
ate well about what is good and expedient for himself, not in some particular
respect, e.g. about what sorts of thing conduce to health or to strength, but
about what sorts of thing conduce to the good life in general.”41 He contrasts
this with what he terms purely speculative wisdom, observing: “This is why we
say Anaxagoras, Thales, and men like them have philosophic but not practi-
cal wisdom, when we see them ignorant of what is to their own advantage,
and why we say that they know things that are remarkable, admirable, diffi-
cult, and divine, but useless; viz. because it is not human goods they seek.”42
Pythagoras, however, had amore transcendental view of wisdom, defining it as
“the knowledge of the essential natures of the things that exist eternally in a
single state.”43
Abū Yūsuf Yaʿqūb b. Isḥāq al-Kindī (d. ca. 256/870), regarded as the first

Peripatetic philosopher in the Islamic tradition, provides a definition in close
fidelity to Aristotle. He defines ḥikma as “the virtue of the rational faculty (al-
quwwa al-nuṭqiyya), the knowledge of the universal things in their realities
(ʿilmal-ashyāʾ al-kulliyya bi-ḥaqāʾiqihā), and the employment (istiʿmāl) of those
realities that require implementation.”44 He further defines philosophy in its

39 For a discussion of the Greek influences on Islamic thought see Gutas, Dmitri, GreekWis-
dom Literature in Arabic Translation, New Haven: American Oriental Society, 1975, and
“Classical ArabicWisdom Literature,” 49–86; Gutas, “Classical ArabicWisdom Literature,”
50.

40 Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, vi, 1141b, in Richard McKeon, The BasicWorks of Aristotle,
New York: Random House, 1941.

41 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, vi, 1140a–1140b.
42 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, vi, 1141a.
43 Hindū (Ibn Hindū), Abū al-Faraj b., al-Kalim al-rūḥāniya min al-ḥikam al-Yūnāniyya, ed.

Muḥammad Jalūb al-Farḥān, Beirut: al-Sharika al-ʿĀlamiyya lil-Kitāb 2001, 157, cited on
p. 211.

44 al-Kindī, Abū Yūsuf Yaʿqūb b. Isḥāq, Rasāʾil al-Kindī al-falsafiyya, ed. Muḥammad ʿAbd al-
Hādī Abū Rīda, Cairo: Dār al-Fikr al-ʿArabī, 1978, 177.
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original etymological sense as the “love of wisdom,” referring to the knowledge
of eternal and universal things, their essences, their quiddities and causes, as
far as human capacity permits.45
Islamic scholars acknowledged Luqmān theWise, mentioned in the Quran,

but also a broader intellectual lineage of sages. These include the so-called “five
pillars of ḥikma” (Empedocles, Pythagoras, Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle). Yet
someMuslim intellectuals traced the true origin of ḥikma even further, to Her-
mes Trismegistus, regarded as the “father of sages” and a mythical progenitor
of sacred knowledge.46

6 Mystical Maxims: Sufi Explorations of Wisdom

Within the Sufi tradition, ḥikma occupies a central place, not only as a theoreti-
cal construct, but as a livedandembodied reality.The Sufis frequently conveyed
their teachings in the form of maxims (ḥikam),47 which were poetic, didactic
and designed to preserve and transmit spiritual knowledge. The literature of
Sufism is replete with meditations on wisdom, of which a few exemplary defi-
nitions are presented here.
Al-Ḥakīmal-Tirmidhī (d. ca. 300/910) inTaḥṣīl naẓāʾir al-Qurʾān, enumerates

four meanings of ḥikma: comprehension ( fiqh), knowledge (ʿilm), prophet-
hood (nubuwwa), and judgment among people (al-qaḍāʾ bayn al-khalq),48 as-
serting that ḥikma is the esoteric dimension of knowledge.
ʿAbdāllāh al-Anṣārī (d. 481 /1089) defines ḥikma as “the mastery of plac-

ing things in their appropriate context (al-ḥikma ism li-iḥkām wadhʿ al-shayʾ
fī mawḍiʿihī).”49 In his Manāzil al-sāʾirīn (Stations of the Wayfarers), he ranks
ḥikma as the seventy-second station, placed after knowledge in the section of
the “valleys,”50 signifying its role as the fruit of intellectual and spiritual refine-
ment. In his earlier work, Ṣad maydān, he writes:

45 al-Kindī, Rasāʾil, 173.
46 See al-Suhrawardī, Shihāb al-Dīn Yaḥyā, The Philosophy of Illumination: Ḥikmat al-ishrāq,

ed. and trans. John Walbridge and Hossein Ziai, Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University
Press, 1999, 2, 3, and 107–108. Suhrawardī calls Hermes “the father of the philosophers”
(wālid al-ḥukamāʾ).

47 A single “ḥikma” refers to an aphorism, whereas ḥikma in the broader sense denotes wis-
dom itself.

48 Tirmidhī, Taḥsīḷ nazạ̄ʾir al-Qurʾān, ed. Ḥusnī Nasṛ Zaydān, Cairo: Maṭbaʿā al-Saʿāda 1969,
107–108.

49 ʿAbd al-Razzāq al-Kāshānī, Sharḥmanāzil al-sāʾirīn, ed.Muḥsin Bīdārfar, Qom: Bīdār, 1993,
332.

50 Kāshānī writes, “Most spiritual wayfaring takes place in the valleys and the greatest effort
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Wisdom is seeing things as they truly are. It is a noble rank between intel-
ligence and knowledge, shared among the prophets and saints … To live
by wisdom is to strike a balance between compassion and complaint in
one’s dealings with others; and between hope and fear in relation to one-
self; and between awe and intimacy in one’s relationship with God. This
is the final fruit of wisdom.51

Ibn al-ʿArabī’s (d. 638/1240)52 foremost disciple Ṣadr al-Dīn al-Qūnawī (d. 673/
1274) offers a subtle distinction:

Know that wisdom is more specific than knowledge … Every wise per-
son possesses knowledge but not every knowledgeable person is wise.
Wisdom is superior to knowledge, and for this reason God granted David
wisdom in addition to prophetic knowledge and scripture.Ḥikma is deci-
sive speech ( faṣl al-khiṭāb), which is wondrous speech (iʿjāz fi-l-kalām)
uttered by an intelligent person at the appropriate time. It may include
repetition, as the Prophet would repeat himself three times. Hence, the
sage is called ḥakīm.53

ʿAbd al-Razzāq al-Kāshānī (d. 730/1330) in his, Lataʾif al-iʿlām, defines ḥikma as
“awareness of the mysteries of things—their causal relationships, conditions
and proper order. One who possesses wisdom in both knowledge and action,
God has made him a sage. ‘He who has been given wisdom has been given a
great good’ (2:269). It means mastery of the knowledge of realities, their states
and specifics, inwardly and outwardly.”54
ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Jāmī (d. 898/1492), synthesizing earlier traditions, defines

ḥikma as “the knowledge of the realities of things, their attributes and proper-
ties, manifested as sound speech and volitional acts.”55

is exerted here. It is the stagewhere the role of the intellect is ever present, the influence of
Satan persists, and acquisition of excellences remains.” Kāshānī, Sharḥ manāzil al-sāʾirīn,
320.

51 Anṣārī, ʿAbdallāh, Ṣad maydān, Qom: Kitāb Sarā-yi ʿIshrāq, 2003–2004; Nahid Angha
(trans.), Stations of the Sufi Path, Cambridge: Archetype, 2010, 123.

52 See Rauf, J. Bülent, “Wisdom andWisdoms,” in Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ʿArabi Society
v (1986), reprinted in Rauf, Bülent, Addresses ii, n.l.: Beshara Publications, 2001.

53 al-Qūnawī, Ṣadr al-Dīn, Sharḥ al-asmāʾ al-ḥusnā, Beirut: Dār wa Maktaba al-Hilāl, 2008,
269.

54 al-Kāshānī, ʿAbd al-Razzāq, Laṭāʾif al-iʿlām fi ishārāt ahl al-ilhām, Tehran:Mirāth-iMaktūb,
2000, 250–251.

55 Jāmī, ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, Naqd al-nuṣūṣ fī sharḥ Naqsh al-Fuṣūṣ, ed. W.C. Chittick, Tehran:
Iranian Institute of Philosophy, 2001, 83.



376 ali

Sayyid Ḥaydar Āmulī, remarking on its divine origins, writes: “The reality of
wisdom is attained through divine knowledge (ladunnī). As long as the soul
has not reached this level, it cannot be said to possess wisdom, for wisdom is a
divine gift.”56 Thus, in the Sufi tradition, ḥikma transcends rational knowledge.
It denotes an inner illumination, a harmony of insight, speech, and action, that
arises from divine proximity.

7 The Sublime Measure: A Contemporary Framework of Ḥikma

After having examined the diverse definitions of ḥikma in the classical Islamic
tradition, we now turn to a contemporary articulation of the concept by Dr.
Akram Almajid.57 His contribution offers a unified and nuanced framework
that both synthesizes and transcends previous formulations. Almajid defines
ḥikma in the following expression: “Wisdom is the essence of sublime and
precise speech” (al-ḥikma zubdat al-kalām al-ʿālī al-muḥkam).58 From this for-
mulation, two essential attributes emerge: sublimity (al-ʿālī) and precision
(muḥkam). Zubda, literally, “the crème of milk,” here signifies essence or ker-
nel—containing both root (aṣl) and branch (tafṣīl). Thus, ḥikma encompasses
both text (naṣṣ) and interpretation (taʾwīl) and transcends the need for exhaus-
tive elaboration (tafṣīl).
Common lexical associations of the term “ḥakīm” as judge, philosopher or

physician, fail to capture its fullmetaphysical and epistemological significance.
The attribution of ḥikma to the judge (ḥākim) is conventional and metaphori-
cal. Likewise, one who has attained technical mastery (iḥkām) of a craft is not
thereby a ḥakīm in the true sense. When we refer to Socrates, Luqmān and
Solomon as “wise,” we invoke something more profound than judge, philoso-
pher, physician or someonewhohas attainedmastery of their trade. Soundness
of speech and action approaches the notion of wisdom, but does not suffi-
ciently capture its essence. For example, a true statement such as 1+1 = 2 is
correct, but lacks the sublimity characteristic of ḥikma.
Defining ḥikma as adherence to religious principles alone proves inade-

quate, especially in light of the prophetic saying: “Take wisdom even from an

56 Āmulī, Ḥaydar, Jāmiʿ al-asrār wa-manbaʿ al-anwār, ed. Henry Corbin and Osman Yahia,
Paris: Muʾassasa taʾrīkh al-ʿArabī, 1969, 452.

57 Dr. AkramAlmajid is one of the foremost Islamic thinkers of Islamic philosophy andmys-
ticism today.

58 These teachings are derived from his lectures which will appear in his forthcoming trea-
tise, Ḥikmat al-masʾala wa masʾalat al-ḥikma.
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unbeliever.”59 Similarly, identifying ḥikmawith theQuran overlooks verses that
distinguishbetween scripture andwisdom: “He teaches themtheBookandwis-
dom (ḥikma)” (6:22). Likewise, defining wisdom as “placing everything in its
proper place,” is insufficient, since placing a bowl in the kitchenmay be proper
but not necessarily an act of wisdom. The classical philosophical definition,
“to know things as they truly are,” comes closer, as it implies knowledge of both
the essence and reality of things, not just their superficial features. These real-
ities must be sublime, not mundane, and their application must demonstrate
mastery. Hence, ḥikma is dual in nature: theoretical and the practical. It may
be defined as knowing sublime realities and acting upon them with mastery
(maʿrifat al-ḥaqāʾiq al-ʿāliya wa-l-ʿamal bihā ʿalā wajh al-iḥkām).
An important corollary of this conception is that each branch of knowledge

possesses its own affiliated wisdom. Thus, wisdom functions as a criterion for
the soundness of knowledge itself. In ethical, philosophical, or legal inquiry,
one need not depend solely on formal logic or textual proof; wisdommay serve
as an independent source of validation. If every axiom of knowledge returns
to wisdom, then wisdom is the very criterion for the soundness and validity of
an argument. For example, an ethical dilemma need not be resolved by appeal-
ing to a Quranic verse; it may be addressed by reference to ḥikma as a form of
self-evident reasoning.
Just as the Quran and ḥadīth serve as inviolable proofs for the jurist, ḥikma

too has a type of infallibility and authority in the derivation of rulings. Unlike
ḥadīth, which requires verification through a sound chain of narrators (isnad),
ḥikma derives its authority from intrinsic self-evidence. If juristic methodol-
ogy relies on the Book, Sunna and scholarly consensus, then ḥikma, mentioned
alongside theBook in theQuran, ought likewise to be included, since theQuran
exhorts not only to itself but also ḥikma in the verse, “He teaches them the
Book and wisdom” (6:22). While the validity of a ḥadīth may be contested, a
self-evident truth expressed through wisdom remains unassailable.
This conception of ḥikma affirms its function across both the transmitted

(naql) and the rational sciences (ʿaql). Philosophical arguments, often con-
structed on syllogistic reasoning in the intellectual sciences, may at times be
more compellingly grounded in ḥikma than in syllogistic reasoning rather than
logic.

59 Warrām, Tanbīh al-khawāṭir, vol. 1, 81. A person without faith can be a sage because faith
andunbelief relate to doctrines.However, asmanyḥadīth indicate, a personwith a corrupt
disposition does not attain wisdom.
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7.1 The Infallibility of Wisdom: Self-Evidence and Authority (ʿiṣmat
al-ḥikma)

Imām ʿAlī’s statement, “Wisdom is never without infallibility (ʿiṣma),”60 serves
as an internal measure of ḥikma, affirming that ḥikma requires no external
validation or proof to substantiate its authority. By its very nature, ḥikma is self-
authenticating: it articulates a self-evident truth that is expressedwithmastery
and precision, irrespective of whether it is supported by scriptural evidence.
Indeed all other forms of knowledge, including a priori truths, ultimately

return to ḥikma. The claim that wisdom is the root of knowledge rests on a
deeper the principle: the recognition of wisdom is itself a form of wisdom.61
Thus, if one accepts Imām ʿAlī’s statement, it is not solely because of his author-
ity, but because the content of the statement resonates with and exemplifies
wisdom. In this sense, wisdom is the criterion of its own soundness—this is, in
fact, the very meaning of the statement itself. Ḥikma stands as the foundation
of all things: it is self-evident, self-validating, and the highest epistemological
point. If one hesitates over whether a particular utterance qualifies as wisdom,
this concerns the discernment of a specific instance, not the integrity of ḥikma
itself. Such uncertainty does not undermine the epistemological foundations
of ḥikma,

7.2 Five Defining Qualities of Ḥikma
Dr. Almajid identifies five essential attributes of ḥikma: truthful (ṣādiqa), sub-
lime (ʿāliya), masterful (muḥkam), comprehensive (shāmila) and applicable
(munṭabiqa).The first quality is foundational:wisdommust express a truth that
is independently valid. Sublimity distinguishes wisdom frommere tautologies
or a priori propositions such as “the whole is greater than the part.”While these
statements are true, they lack the contemplative depth and grandeur of wis-
dom.
Becausewisdom is sublime, itmay require some reflection.Yet once grasped,

it appears self-evident. Like a priori propositions ḥikma is ultimately irrefut-
able, but unlike them, it speaks to the heights of meaning. Its comprehensive-
ness ensures that it applies without exception to its referents. Its applicability
signifies relevance and integration with reality.
This framework also allows for a classification of knowledge: some types

of knowledge is closer to ḥikma than others, such as sophistry, which is far
fromwisdom and not considered a type of knowledge. A subject that relates to

60 Āmidī, Ghurar al-ḥikam, no. 10916.
61 This claim is not self-evident and requires some meditation.
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knowledge but not wisdom is calledmasʾalat al-ʿilm (an academic or technical
issue) If it relates to ḥikma, resembling it or leading to it, it is called masʾalat
al-ḥikma. The statement of ḥikma itself is called ḥikmat al-masʾala. Actions
(ʿamal) can also be classified with the same typology.
From this, we may propose a redefinition of the philosophy of wisdom: it is

the investigation of intellectual or practical matters that lead toward wisdom.
The first stage is the knowledge directed toward wisdom (masʾalat al-ḥikma),
while the second involves the expression of wisdom itself (ḥikmat al-masʾala).
Socrates’ self-description as a “lover of wisdom” reflects an awareness of

this distinction. His refusal to call himself wise acknowledges that philosophy
leads to, but does not constitute, wisdom. This is why he reportedly said, “I am
not a sage, but a lover of wisdom.” Later Islamic philosophers by naming their
disciplines ḥikma, often failed to distinguish between these stages, given that
philosophy is not wisdom in the real sense but only leads to it or resembles
it. For example, Mullā Ṣadrā’s system of philosophy, al-ḥikmat al-mutaʿāliyya
(Transcendent Philosophy) contains philosophical issues that lead to ḥikma,
rather than ḥikma, per se. Socrates, however, discerned this nuance.
The key distinction between a priori truths (badīhiyyāt)62 and ḥikma lies in

the qualitative nature of the truths they express.While both are irrefutable and
self-evident, ḥikma, by definition, conveys a sublime truth, whereas a priori
statements articulate ordinary or elementary truths. Ḥikma is lofty and ele-
vated, engaging both intellect and spirit, whereas a priori knowledge is often
mundane and accessible to all. Self-evident truths, such as “thewhole is greater
than the part,” are readily recognized and articulated by most people. In con-
trast,ḥikma is discernedonly by the few, thosewhoare intellectually perceptive
and spiritually awakened, because it is profound in meaning and constitutes
what might be called the “essence of speech” (zubdat al-maqāl).

Ḥikma requires contemplation—both of the heart and the intellect—
whether it is uttered or received. In contrast, a self-evident truth demands no
such inward reflection; it is immediately grasped without the need for medita-
tive depth. Both forms may be concise in expression, but they differ in scope:
the self-evident is simple in meaning, while ḥikma is rich, layered, and expan-
sive. Nevertheless, from another perspective, even a basic a priori statement
such as “the whole is greater than the part” can be said to return to ḥikma,
for ultimately all truths, simple or profound, are grounded in it. As the maxim
affirms, “Acknowledging wisdom is itself a form of wisdom.”

62 A priori knowledge is acquired spontaneously without any cogitation, and a posteriori is
implied by a priori through cogitation.



380 ali

7.3 ClassifyingWisdom
Having clarified the distinctions between ḥikma and other forms of knowl-
edge, such as a priori truths, philosophy, science, and causality, we may also
delineate various types of ḥikma within the Islamic intellectual tradition. The
first is comprehensive wisdom (al-ḥikma al-jāmiʿa), defined as the knowledge
of truth (ḥaqq), its application in action, and the active rejection of falsehood
(bāṭil).
The second is ethicalwisdom (al-ḥikmaal-khulqiyya), understood as the car-

dinal virtue of the rational soul that mediates between the faculties of anger
and desire.63
The third is hiddenorunknownwisdom, a category that encompasses divine

purposes that elude humanunderstanding, such as the specificwisdombehind
the death of innocent children.
The fourth is unspoken wisdom, referring to mysteries (asrār) that lie be-

yond the grasp of exoteric scholars and the general public.64 For example, if
the Prophet was asked a thing and he remained silent, his silence was a form of
wisdom. Other types of wisdom include knowledge that appears in the hearts
of the gnostics.

7.4 Philosophy vs. Wisdom
Philosophy may be defined as the investigation of reality through intellectual
reasoning, arriving at conclusions that may or may not be correct. Wisdom
(ḥikma), by contrast, engages both the intellect and the heart, and the truths it
conveys are self-contained. Thus, there is nothing higher than wisdom. While
philosophy is a form of knowledge that gradually develops and diversifies into
various subfields—expanding across generations—ḥikma is inherently pro-
found, concentrated, andmeaningful from the very beginning. Philosophy typ-
ically privileges the function of reason and is not always concerned with the
form of its expression, but wisdom is not only characterized by elegance and
profundity of meaning. Philosophy based on deduction (istidlāl), while ḥikma
is the distilled essence of speech (zubdat al-maqāl).
An utterance of ḥikma, such as Socrates’ “Know thyself,” retains its potency

regardless of when it is spoken—whether at the beginning of time or in the
present day. Philosophical thought, on the other hand, undergoes historical
fluctuation, its ideas evolving and being refined over time.

63 In Aristotelian ethics, wisdom is a cardinal ethical virtue along with justice, temperance
and courage.

64 See Kāshānī, Laṭāʾif al-iʿlām, 251.
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The fact that the earliest philosophers such as Pythagoras defined philoso-
phy as the “love of wisdom” and not wisdom itself, suggests a clear distinction
between the two. Furthermore, the Quran’s frequent pairing of the Book (al-
kitāb) with ḥikma, as in “… and teach them the Book and wisdom” (6:22), con-
firms that ḥikma is a category distinct from philosophical knowledge.
Many have claimed expertise in philosophy, but few can be rightly called

wise. None but a sage can claim sagacity, whereas claimants of other disci-
plines abound. Unlike other disciplines where credentials can be assumed or
feigned, wisdom and sagacity reveal themselves through discernible signs. By
contrast, philosophical and scientific discoursemay easily be cloaked in jargon
and abstraction, making it difficult to distinguish genuine insight from intel-
lectual pretense.
A further distinction arises between ḥikma and causality. While philoso-

phy examines causes, especially metaphysical ones, and science investigates
proximate or empirical causes, ḥikma identifies and articulates the underlying
principles and axioms. Also, philosophy investigates existence qua existence
and science is the study of specific existents, such as numbers in mathematics,
or the natural world in the natural sciences. Philosophy deals with existence in
general (mawjūd), and science addresses particular existents, such as numer-
ical entities in mathematics or physical phenomena in the natural sciences.
Whereas philosophy explores what ought to be, and science investigates what
is, ḥikma articulates what is essential, the metaphysical realities that ground
both the abstract and the empirical.
We may also distinguish ḥikma from literature (adab). Although certain lit-

eraryworksmay embody elements of wisdom, imaginative or aesthetic expres-
sion does not necessarily correspond to ḥikma as defined here. Ḥikma is sub-
lime in both form andmeaning, and thus functions as the “official voice of real-
ity” (al-ḥikma nāṭiq al-rasmī li-l-ḥaqīqa). Literary works that merely stimulate
awe or beauty without conveying a sublime truth lack real authority (sulṭān).
As the Quran states, “These are but names you have named—you and your
forefathers—for which God has sent down no authority (sulṭān)” (Q 53:23).
Here, sulṭān signifies the criterion, spirit, and reality. The authority or sulṭān is
the ḥikma, which is absent frommany literary works. Evenwhen literary works
contain elements of ḥikma, the aesthetic or rhetorical dimension often over-
shadows the wisdom itself.
Divine manifestation, whether existential or scriptural, is never devoid of

sulṭān (authority). Such manifestations are like regal engravings, majestic and
beatific, adorned with jewels of meaning. Their authority is expressed through
ḥukm (judgment), and every ḥikma is accompanied by its own sulṭān, its
supreme principle and governing power.



382 ali

It is even conceivable that a particular ḥikma may exert a greater existen-
tial influence over an individual than a verse of the Quran. This is because that
particular ḥikma carries a formof authority that actively governs him, such that
his existence is more aligned to the hikma than the verse itself. This in no way
diminishes the authority of theQuran, for it fundamentally grounded in hikma,
as it says, “By the Wise Quran” (36:1) and “A Book whose verses are perfected
(iḥkām) and then detailed from the Wise (ḥakīm) and the Aware (khabīr)”
(11:1). Moreover, the variability of authority is reflected in the ḥadīth: “God pre-
vents something through a ruler (sulṭān) that He does not prevent through the
Quran.”65 That is, while the Quran prescribes certain rulings, the sulṭān, acting
as the executor of divine authority, enforces them in the external world.

7.5 The Threshold of Silence: WhereWisdom Begins
The beginning of wisdom (bidāyat al-ḥikma) coincides with the endpoint of
knowledge, that threshold at which one enters the reality and ipseity (hu-
wiyya) of knowledge.66 After traversing the depths of intellectual inquiry, hav-
ing examined the roots and branches, breadth and limits of knowledge, one
ultimately arrives at the insight captured in the Socratic maxim: “I know that
I know nothing.”67 Thus, the summit of knowledge is paradoxically the station
of “no knowledge,” just as one begins from a place of ignorance. These are two
diametrically opposite states of being.
Wisdom begins after the point of “no knowledge”—an existential recogni-

tion of the infinitude of knowledge, not a mere confession of ignorance.68 It
is through divine manifestation and internal realization of “I do not know”
not the humility of unknowing. As long as one is preoccupied with knowl-
edge, there is no place for wisdom to grow. Thus, whenwayfaring in knowledge
ends, wisdom begins, or the first step of wisdom is when one arrives at the
endpoint of knowledge. From this perspective, equating philosophy with wis-
dom, as many Islamic philosophers have done, is untenable, for the station of
wisdom transcends that of knowledge. When the Quran refers to Luqmān as
ḥakīm, it is not extolling his philosophical knowledge, but the vastness of his
understanding reflected in his wisdom.

65 Ibn ʿAbd al-Birr, Abī ʿUmar, al-Tamḥīd, Beirut: Muʾassasat al-Furqān li-Turāth al-Islamī,
2017, vol. 1, 118.

66 Not to be confusedwith ʿAllāmaṬabaṭabāʾī’s introductory textbook onphilosophy entitled
Bidāyat al-ḥikma, Qom: n.p., 2010.

67 See Fine, Gail, “Does Socrates Claim to Know that He Knows Nothing?” in Oxford Studies
in Ancient Philosophy 35 (2008), 49–88.

68 The infinitude of knowledge relates to the divine names not the Essence, since knowledge
of the Essence is impossible.
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If the beginning of wisdom is the station of “no knowledge” then its corre-
sponding attribute is silence.69 This silence, however, is not born of ignorance
but of profound knowledge. It marks the stage whenwisdom is first enkindled,
then gradually begins to express itself with certainty and authority. That initial
spark of wisdom requires a mandate and a seal before it may be expressed. In
this state, silence is the root and speaking is the branch. Thus, Imām ʿAlī states,
“Silence is the garden of reflection.”70
Imām Ṣādiq is reported to have said, “Before your time, people practiced

silence, whereas you practice speaking. If one of them wished to enter disci-
pleship, he would commit to silence for a period of ten years. If he mastered it
and endured it patiently, he entered into discipleship, otherwise he said, ‘I am
not worthy of this.’ ”71 Silence, then, is an art and a study. It demands discern-
ment: knowing when to speak and when to remain, as well as how to engage
with the inner faculties, the imagination, the emotions and passing thoughts.
As for our own present condition, we are familiar with only the aspect of

knowledge that pertains to speech while remaining ignorant of the way of
silence. Yet knowledge is of two types: the spoken and the silent. By engaging
only the former, we pursue but half of what knowledge entails. At the moment
a thought arises, we are often unable to restrain or refine it, becoming restless
and cannot contain it.72 But the root and foundation of the sage is silence—for
the sage has traversed the domains of knowledge and has attained the station
of “no knowledge.”
ImāmRiḍā is reported to have said, “Silence is one of the doors of wisdom,”73

and indeed, the door is the point of entry. He also stated, “If you see a believer
who is always silent, then seekhis companionship for hewill offer youwisdom.”
From this, wemay conclude that the beginning, or the first teaching, of wisdom
is silence.

69 Silence is the mark of those who are certain of the realities which have already come to
be and about which the Pen has dried. It is the key to every rest in this world and the next.
It brings God’s pleasure, ease in reckoning and protection from mistakes and errors. God
has made it a veil for the ignorant and an adornment for the wise. Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq, Miṣbāḥ
al-sharīʿa, 101.

70 Āmidī, Ghurar al-ḥikam, no. 2279.
71 Majlisī, Biḥār al-anwār, vol. 78, 288, no. 2. Imam ʿAlī said, “In past I had a brother in faith

… who was silent most of the time. If he spoke, he silenced the other speakers and he
quenched the thirst of questioners … he would not put forth an argument unless it was
decisive. Even if he could be exceeded in speaking, he could not be excelled in silence.”
Raḍī, Nahj al-balāgha, saying no. 289.

72 One of the essential disciplines in Sufism is the preservation of spiritual secrets from those
unprepared to receive them.

73 Kulaynī, al-Kāfī, vol. 2, 113, no. 1.
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7.6 Wisdom as a Proof of God
The recognition of ḥikma itself stands as one of the proofs of God’s existence.
The observable order and harmony in the universe, points to a wise purpose
and an eternal Truth. Were it not the case, we would expect to find disorder,
incoherence, and absurdity. Yet what we encounter, both in the external world
and within the inner structure of human consciousness, is coherence, balance,
and intelligibility. This ordered reality presupposes wisdom at its foundation.
Thus, truth and wisdom are the very principles from which all things arise. To
recognize this is, in itself, an act of wisdom.
Furthermore, all intellectual inquiry ultimately culminates in ḥikma, which

represents the endpoint and fulfillment of knowledge. The intellect appre-
hends the existence of the first, eternal engenderer, which refers to the divine
Being.Alternatively, itmaybe said that bothheart and intellect fathomtheexis-
tence of God. The intellect possesses an a priori and independent perception
of its own being, a form of existence that precedes perception. Here, percep-
tion refers not to the external apprehension of objects, but to intrinsic (ḥuḍūrī)
knowledge and existential awareness.
Since nothing precedes existence, the awareness of its eternality is intrin-

sic to the intellect. This proof can be formulated as the axiom: “Existence exists
eternally” (al-mawjūdmawjūd bi-l-azal). The very articulation of this statement
affirms its own truth, for by asserting existence one simultaneously affirms its
necessity and therefore its eternality, since the only possible contrary to exis-
tence is non-being. The very fact that existence is affirms the necessity of its
being, and by extension, its eternality. Conversely, if existence were not nec-
essarily eternal, it would imply the possibility of non-being—an impossibility
thatmirrors the fallacies of infinite regress and circular causality, both of which
ultimately terminate in non-existence.74
This is not a philosophical proof in the conventional sense, but rather a

demonstration grounded in ḥikma, for it is a priori and does not depend on
syllogistic reasoning. Classical proofs of God’s existence, such as the cosmo-
logical argument, typically rely on formal deduction. In contrast, ḥikma is a
self-evident, intrinsic truth: it is self-contained, firm and sublime in meaning.
The axiom “Existence exists eternally” affirms itself without recourse to exter-
nal premises, and for this reason, it constitutes a form of ḥikma. If we establish
the eternality of existence through ḥikma, then we affirm that Being is both

74 Circularity is impossible because if it is said a thing depends on itself to come into exis-
tence, then it will never come into existence. Infinite regress is also impossible because
if it is said that a thing is created by another, ad infinitum, then it will also never come to
exist.
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eternal and wise. If it is eternal, it is uncreated; and if it is wise, it must be sen-
tient. This is what we mean by God, the sentient and eternal Being.

8 Conclusion: Ḥikma as the Epistemological Touchstone

Having examined ḥikma through the lenses of theQuran, ḥadīth, philosophical
reflection, andmystical insight, this study has demonstrated that wisdom pos-
sesses a far broader scope and deeper application than traditionally acknowl-
edged. One dimension not fully explored here, but deserving of future inquiry,
is the relationship between ḥikma and Islamic law (sharīʿa). In legal theory
(uṣūl al-fiqh), rulings (aḥkām sharʿiyya) are derived through textual and ratio-
nal principles. Yet understanding the ḥikma behind a given ruling enables its
principled application across varied and changing circumstances, even when
Quranic or Prophetic directives are limited in number or context. In this sense,
ḥikmamay be understood as the spirit of the law.
More broadly, ḥikma emerges not only as eloquent and elevated speech, but

as an epistemological criterion for discerning the truth and validity of propo-
sitions across diverse fields of knowledge. For instance, numerous ḥadīth are
classified as weak due to defects in their chains of transmission. If transmis-
sion (isnād) alone were the sole standard of authenticity, it would call into
question the reliability of even the Quran, whose compilation and preserva-
tion also depend on human processes. Thus, the true criterion is not merely
transmission but the intrinsic content andmeaning of thewords. Transmission
is historically contingent and methodologically fallible; meaning, by contrast,
can reveal self-evident truth.
Truth is that which corresponds to reality, and this principle is the foun-

dation of wisdom as an epistemological method. Because wisdom articulates
self-evident and intrinsically valid truths, it is the touchstone of truth.
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