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Foreword

In undertaking the present study | had no predecessor, and afew lines
are therefore needed in explanation of its title and structure.

1. First and foremost, we speak of 'Islamic philosophy'—not, as
has been customary ever sincethe Middle Ages, of 'Arab philosophy'.
To be sure, the prophet of Isam was an Arab from Arabia; written
Arabicisthelanguage of the Quranic Revelation, theliturgical language
of Prayer, the language and the conceptual tool employed by Arabs
and non-Arabs alike in the construction of one of the most extensive
literatures in the world: the literature expressing the culture of Islam.
Nevertheless, the meaning of an ethnic designation evolves with the
centuries. Today, the term 'Arab’, both in common parlance and in
officia usage, has reference to a specific ethnic, national and political
concept, which coincides neither with the religious concept of 'Islam’
nor with theboundariesof itsuniverse. The Arab or Arabicized peoples
areinfact nomorethanatiny fraction of thelslamicworldinitsentirety.
The ecumenism of 'Islam' as a religious concept can be neither
transferred to, nor confined within, the limits of a secular ethnic or
national concept. This is self-evident to anyone who has lived in a
non-Arab Muslim country.

It has been and could be maintained, of course, that the term 'Arab
philosophy' is to be understood simply as referring to a philosophy
written in the Arabic language, that is to say, in the written Arabic
which even in our own day is till the liturgical bond both between
the non-Arab members of the Isslamic community, and between the
different parts of the Arab world, each of which is characterized by
its particular Arabic dialect. Unfortunately, this 'linguistic' definition
is both inadequate and wide of the mark. In accepting it, we would
no longer know where to class Iranian thinkers such as the Ismaili
philosopher Nasir-i Khusraw (eleventh century) or Afda al-Din
Kashani (thirteenth century), apupil of Nasir al-Din Tusi, whoseworks

Xiii



HISTORY OF ISLAMIC PHILOSOPHY

are al written in Persian—not to speak of all thosewho, from Avicenna
and al-Suhrawardi down to Mir Damad (seventeenth century), Hadi
Sabzavari (nineteenth century) and our contemporaries, write some-
times in Persian and sometimes in Arabic. The Persian language itself
has never ceased to play arole as the language of culture (even as
a 'liturgical' language among the Ismailis of Pamir, for example).
Descartes, Spinoza, Kant and Hegel wrote some of their treatises in
Latin, but are not therefore classed as 'Latin' or 'Roman' authors.

In order, therefore, to give aname to the world of thought that forms
the subject of this book, we must find a designation which is both
broad enough to preserve the spiritual ecumenism of the concept of
‘Islam’, and at the same time maintains the concept 'Arabic' at the
level of propheticinspiration at which it madeits appearancein history
with the Quranic Revelation. Without prejudging the opinions or the
‘orthodoxy' that call into question the ‘Muslim' quality of one or other
of our philosophers, we will be speaking of 'Islamic philosophy' as
of aphilosophy whose development, and whose modalities, are essen-
tially linked to the religious and spiritual fact of Islam: a philosophy
whose existence is proof that, contrary to what has been unjustly

claimed, canon law (figh) aloneis neither an adequate nor a decisive
expression of Islam.

2. It follows that the concept of 1slamic philosophy cannot be confined

within the schema—Ilong traditional in our handbooks of the history

of philosophy—which preserves only the names of the few great

thinkers of Islam who were known to medieval scholasticismin Latin

translation. Certainly the translation of Arabic works into Latin, at

Toledo and in Sicily, was a cultural development of prime importance;

but onewhichisradically incapable of denoting the general orientation
which allows oneto grasp the meaning and devel opment of philosophi-

cal meditationinlslam. Itisprofoundly untrueto say that thismeditation
came to an end with the death of Averroes in 1198. Below, at the
end of the first chapter of this study, we will attempt to explain what
it was that actually came to an end at the time of his death. The work
of the philosopher of Cérdoba, translated into Latin, gave Averroism
totheWest, and this swamped what hasbeen called 'Latin Avicennism'.

In the East, and particularly in Iran, Averroism passed unnoticed, and

al-Ghazali's critique of philosophy was never regarded as having put
an end to the tradition inaugurated by Avicenna.
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3. The dignificance and continuance of philosophical meditation in
Islam can be truly grasped only so long as we do not attempt to see
it, at any price, as the exact equivalent of what we in the West have
for our part called 'philosophy' over the last few centuries. Even the
terms falsafah and faylasuf, which derive from the transcription of the
Greek terms and go back to the Peripatetics and neo-Platonists of the
first centuries of Islam, are not the exact equivalents of our own
concepts of 'philosophy’ and 'philosopher'. The clear-cut distinction
which exists in the West between 'philosophy' and 'theology' goes
back to medieval scholasticism, and it presupposes a process of
'secularization' the idea of which could not exist in Islam, primarily
because Islam has never experienced the phenomenon of the Church,
with all its implications and consequences.

As the ensuing pages will make clear, the term hikmah is the
equivalent of the Greek sophia, and the term hikmat ilahlyah is the
literal equivalent of the Greek theosophia. Metaphysics is generally
defined as being concerned with the ilahiyat, the Divinalia. The term
'ilmilahi (scientia divina) cannot and should not be translated by the
word theodicy. Mudlim historians, from al-Shahrastani in the twelfth
century to Qutb-al-Din Ashkivari in the seventeenth, take the view
that the wisdom of the 'Greek sages' was itself also derived from the
'‘Caveof thelightsof prophecy'. Henceif we merely transposeto Islam
the question of the relationship between philosophy and religion as
this has been traditionally established in the West, our enquiry is
lopsided, because then we take into account only one aspect of the
situation. To be sure, philosophy in Islam has confronted more than
one difficult situation, but the difficulties were not the same as those
confronted in the Christian world. Philosophical enquiry (tahqgiq) in
Islam was most 'at home' where the object of meditation was the
fundamental fact of prophecy and of the prophetic Revelation, with
the hermeneutical problems and situation that this fact implies. Thus
philosophy assumes the form of 'prophetic philosophy'. This is why,
in the present study, pride of placeis given to the two main aspects
of Shiite prophetic philosophy: Twelver Imamism, and Ismailism.
Recent research concerning both of these has not yet been condensed
into a study of this type. Our information has been obtained not from
the 'heresiographers', but directly from the sources.

Correspondingly, it is not possible to speak of hikmah in Islam
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without speaking of mysticism—without speaking, that is to say, of
Sufism both from the point of view of its spiritual experience and from
mat of its speculative theosophy, which hasits rootsin Shiite esoteri-
cism. Aswe shall see, al-Suhrawardi and, after him, thewhole school
of ishragiyun directed their efforts to uniting philosophical enquiry with
personal spiritual realization. In Islam above all, the history of philos-
ophy and the history of spirituality areinseparable.

4. As regards the present study, we have been constrained to keep
within narrow limits. It has proved impossibleto devoteto the explana-
tion of certain problems, encountered among certain thinkers, al the
consideration which they demand. Nevertheless, as we are dealing
mainly with doctrinesthat arevery littleknown, if not entirely unknown,
and as the following pages are addressed not just to the Orientalist
but to the philosopher in general, we could not merely allude to things
or confine ourselvesto dictionary references. Wetrust that the necess-
ary minimum has been said.

Needless to say, the epochs in the history of Islamic philosophy
cannot, save by a verbal artifice, be subjected to our usual system
of dividing thehistory of philosophy—and history in general—intothree
periods which we call Antiquity, the Middle Ages, and modern times.
It would be equally inappropriate to say that the Middle Ages have
continued down to our day, for the very notion of the Middle Ages
presupposes a vision of history thematized according to a particular
perspective. There areways more serious and lasting whereby to define
a 'type of thinking' than mere chronological references, and in Islam
certai ndistinct typesof thought have persisted from the beginning down
to our time. Furthermore, among our Islamic thinkers the question
of divisioninto periods has been concretized in aform that corresponds
to their own particular perspective—a form not unrelated to their
representation of the cycles of prophecy. Qutb al-Din Ashkivari, for
example, divides his history of thinkers and spiritual men into three
great cycles: the thinkers prior to Islam, the thinkers of Sunni Islam,
and the thinkers of Shiite Islam. And we in our turn cannot impose
upon them a chronological schema imported from a foreign world.
We have consequently distinguished between the following three
periods:

(& The first period takes us from the beginning up to the death of
Averroes (595/1198). In some respects, this period has remained to
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date the least insufficiently known. When we reach its term we will
explain what has determined the choice of such a demarcation. With
Averroes, something came to an end in Western Islam. At the same
time, with al-Suhrawardi and Ibn al-'Arabi, something began which
was to continue in the East down to the present day.

Even with regard to this period we have had to focus attention on
many features which have come to light only during the last twenty
years of research. But the limitsimposed upon us, and the consequent
need to find the minimum framework within which a philosophical
exposition could still be coherent, forced us to stay within the bounds
of this first period, which forms the first part of the present study.

(b) The second period extends over the three centuries preceding
the Safavid Renaissance in Islam. It is characterized mainly by what
itis convenient to call the 'Sufi metaphysic': the growth of the school
of Ibn al-'Arabi and of the school deriving from Najm al-Din al-Kubra,
the merging—after the Mongol destruction of Alamut in 1256—of
Sufisn with Twelver Shiism on the one hand and with reformed
Ismailism on the other.

(c) This brings us to the third period. Whereas, in the rest of Islam,
philosophical enquiry from the time of Averroes is reduced to silence
(afact which motivates the summary judgement we repudiated above),
the Safavid Renai ssanceinthe sixteenth century produced an extraordi-
nary flowering of thought and thinkers in Iran, the effects of which
were to extend throughout the Qajar period up to our own time. We
will have occasion to analyse the reasons why this phenomenon should
have made its appearance in Iran in particular, and in a Shiite milieu.
These reasons, and the more recent appearance of other schools
elsewherein Islam, will enable us to ook ahead into the near future.

Inevitably, the first part of this study contains references to several
thinkers of the second and third periods. How, for example, can one
determine the essence of Shiite thought, as set forth by the teachings
of the ShiiteImamsduring thefirst three centuriesof theHijrah, without
reference to the philosophers who were later the commentators on
these teachings? A detailed study of these thinkers of the second and
third periods will be undertaken in the second and third parts of this
work.

Two dear friends, one of them an Iranian Shiite and the other a Sunni
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Arab from Syria, have helped meto complete the first part of the study
by supplying me with invaluable material for several of the paragraphs
of the eight chapters—material which has been jointly inserted here.
They areMr Seyyed Hossein Nasr, professor inthe Faculte des L ettres
at Tehran University, and Mr Osman Y ahya, research lecturer at the
C.N.R.S. The three of us share a deep affinity of view with regard
to what constitutes the essence of spiritual Islam. The following pages,
| believe, bear witness to this.

Tehran,
November 1962

Xviii

I
From the Beginning Down to the Death of Averroes
(595/1198)

|. The Sources of Philosophical Meditation in Iam

1. SPIRITUAL EXEGESIS OF THE QURAN

1. It is commonly said in the West that the Quran contains nothing
of amystical or philosophical nature, and that philosophersand mystics
are not indebted to it in any way. Our concern here is not to argue
about what Westerners find or fail to find in the Quran, but to know
what it is that Muslims themselves have actualy discovered init.

Islamic philosophy may be seen, first and foremost, as the work
of thinkers belonging to a religious community characterized by the
Quranic expression ahl al-kitab: a people in possession of a sacred
Book, apeoplewhose religion in founded on aBook that ‘came down
from Heaven', is revealed to a prophet and is taught to the people
by that prophet. Properly speaking, the 'peoples of the Book' arethe
Jews, the Christians and the Muslims. The Zoroastrians, thanks to the
Avesta, have partially benefited from this privilege, while the so-called
Sabians of Harran have been less fortunate.

All these communities are faced with the problem of the basic
religious phenomenon which is common to them all: the phenomenon
of the Sacred Book, thelaw of life within this world and guide beyond
it. Thefirst and last task isto understand the true meaning of this Book.
But the mode of understanding is conditioned by the mode of being
of him who understands; correspondingly, the believer's whole inner
ethos derives from his mode of understanding. The lived situation is
essentially hermeneutical, a situation, that is to say, in which the true
meaning dawns on the believer and confers reality upon his existence.
This true meaning, correlative to true being—truth which is real and
reality which is true—is what is expressed in one of the key terms
in the vocabulary of philosophy: the word hagigah.
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The term designates, among many other things, the true meaning
of the divine Revelations: a meaning which, because it is the truth of
these Revelations, is also their essence, and therefore their spiritual
meaning. One could thus say that the phenomenon of the 'revealed
sacred Book' entails a particular anthropology, even a certain definite
spiritual culture, and that it postulates, at the sametime asit stimulates
and orientates, acertain type of philosophy. Both Christianity and Islam
are faced with somewhat similar problems when searching for the true
meaning, the spiritual meaning, in, respectively, the hermeneutic of
the Bible and the hermeneutic of the Quran. There are also, however,
profound differences between them. The analogies and the differences
will be analysed and expressed here in terms of structure.

To say that the goal to be attained is the spiritual meaning implies
that there is a meaning which is not the spiritual meaning, and that
between the two there may be a whole scale of levels, and that
consequently there may even be a plurality of spiritual meanings.
Everything depends therefore on theinitial act of consciousness which
establishes a perspective, together with the laws that will henceforth
govern it. The act whereby consciousness revealsto itself this hermen-
eutical perspective, at the same time reveals to it the world that it
will have to organize and structure on a hierarchic basis. From this
point of view, the phenomenon of the sacred Book has given rise to
corresponding structures in the Christian and Islamic worlds. On the
other hand, to the extent that the mode of approach to the true meaning
differs in the two worlds, so they have been faced with differing
situations and difficulties.

2. The first thing to note is the absence in Islam of the phenomenon
of the Church. Just as Islam has no clergy which is in possession of
the 'means of grace’, so it has no dogmatic magisterium, no pontifical
authority, no Council which is responsible for defining dogma. In
Christianity, from the second century onwards, prophetic inspiration
and, in a more general way, the freedom of a spiritual hermeneutic,
were replaced by the dogmatic magisterium of the Church. Further-
more, the birth and spread of the Christian consciousness essentially
signalled the awakening and growth of a historical consciousness.
Christian thought is centred on the event which occurred in year one
of the Christian era: the divine Incarnation marks the entry of God
into history. As aresult, the religious consciousness is focused with
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ever-increasing attention on the historical meaning, which it identifies
with the literal meaning, the true meaning of the Scriptures.

The famous theory of the four levels of meaning was of course to
be developed. The classic formula of this theory is as follows: littera
(sensus historicus) gesta docet; quid credas, allegoria; moralis, quid
agas, quid speras, anagogia. However, it requiresagreat deal of courage
today toinvalidate, inthe name of aspiritual interpretation, conclusions
drawn from archaeological and historical evidence. The question is
a very complex one, and we barely touch on it here. Yet we should
ask ourselves to what extent the phenomenon of the Church, in its
officid forms at any rate, can aly itself with the predominance of the
literal and historical meaning. Moreover, hand in hand with this
predominance goes a decadence which results in confusing symbol
with allegory. As a consequence, the search for spiritual meaning is
regarded as a matter of allegorization, whereas it is a matter of
something quite different. Allegory is harmless, but spiritual meaning
can berevolutionary.Thusspiritual hermeneuticshasbeen perpetuated
and renewed by spiritual groups which have formed on the fringes
of the Churches. There is similarity in the way in which a Boehme
or a Swedenborg understands Genesis, Exodus or Revelation, and the
way in which the Shiites, Ismaili as well as Twelver, or else the Sufi
theosophers of the school of Ibn al-'Arabi, understand the Quran and
the corpus of thetraditions explaining it. Thissimilarity isaperspective
inwhich theuniverseis seen as possessing several levels, as consisting
of aplurality of worlds that all symbolize with each other.

The religious consciousness of Islam is centred not on a historical
fact, but on a fact which is meta-historical. not post-historical, but
trans-historical. This primordial fact, anterior to our empirical history,
is expressed in the divine question which the human Spirits were
required to answer before they were placed in the terrestrial world:
'Am | not your Lord? (Quran 7:172). The shout of joy which greeted
this guestion concluded an eternal pact of fidelity; and from epoch
to epoch, al the prophets whose succession forms the ‘cycle of
prophecy' have come to remind men of their fidelity to this pact. From
the pronouncements of the prophets comes the letter of the positive
religions. the divine Law or shari‘ah. The question then is. are weto
remain at this literal level of things? If we are, philosophers have no
further part to play. Or should we try to grasp the true meaning, the
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spiritual meaning, the hagigah?

The famous philosopher Nasir-i Khusraw (fifth/eleventh century),
one of the great figures of Iranian Ismailism, explains the situation
succinctly: 'Positive religion (shari'ah) is the exoteric aspect of the
I dea (hagigah), and the | deaisthe esoteric aspect of positivereligion...
Positive religion is the symbol (mithal); the Idea is that which is
symbolized (mamthul). The exoteric aspect is in perpetual flux with
thecyclesand epochsof theworld; the esoteric aspect isadivine Energy
which is not subject to becoming.'

3. The hagigah, as such, cannot be defined in the way that dogmas
are defined by a Magisterium. But Guides and Initiators are needed
in order to lead one towards it. Prophecy itself has come to an end:
there will be no other prophet. The question that arises is then: how
does the religious history of humanity continue after the 'Seal of the
prophets'? This question, and the answer to it, are essentially what
constitutes the religious phenomenon of Shiite Islam, which isfounded
on aprophetology amplifying into anImamology. Thisiswhy we begin
this study by stressing the 'prophetic philosophy' of Shiism. One of
its premisses is the polarity between shari'ah and hagigah; its mission
isthe continuation and protection of the spiritual meaning of the divine
Revelations, that is to say, their hidden, esoteric meaning. The exist-
ence of a spiritual 1slam depends on this protection. Without it, 1slam
will succumb, inits own manner, to the process which in Christianity
has secularized theological systems into political and social ideol-
ogies—has secularized theological messianism, for example, into
social messianism.

Itistruethat inlslamthethreat is present under different conditions.
So far, no philosopher has analysed these conditions in any depth.
The Shiite factor has been almost entirely neglected, even though the
fate of philosophy in Islam and, as a consequence, the significance
of Sufism, cannot be studied independently of the significance of
Shiism. Where Ismaili Shiism is concerned, Islamic gnosis, with its
great themes and its vocabulary, was already in existence before the
philosopher Avicenna was even born.

Because it has not had to confront the problems raised by what we
call the 'historical consciousness', philosophical thought in Islam
moves in two counter yet complementary directions: issuing from the
Origin (mabda’), and returning [ma'ad) to the Origin, issue and return
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both taking placein avertical dimension. Formsarethought of asbeing
in space rather than in time. Our thinkers perceive the world not as
‘evolving' in ahorizontal and rectilinear direction, but as ascending:
the past is not behind us but 'beneath our feet'. From this axis stem
the meanings of the divine Revelations, each of these meanings corres-
ponding to a spiritual hierarchy, to alevel of the universe that issues
from the threshold of metahistory. Thought can move freely, unhin-
dered by the prohibitions of a dogmatic authority. On the other hand,
it must confront the shari'ah, should the shari‘ah at any time repudiate
the hagigah. Therepudiation of these ascending perspectivesischarac-
teristic of the literalists of legalistic religion, the doctors of the Law.

Yet it was not the philosophers who were initialy responsible for
the drama. The drama began on the very day following the Prophet's
death. All the teachings of the Shiite Imams, which have come down
to us in a massive corpus, enable us to trace this drama, and to
understand how and why it was that in sixteenth-century Safavid Iran
philosophy underwent a magnificent renaissance in a Shiite environ-
ment.

Throughout the centuries, too, the guiding ideas of Shiite prophet-
ology areawayspresent. They giveriseto many themes: the affirmation
of the identity of the Angel of Knowledge (‘agl fa'al, the active
Intelligence) with the Angel of Revelation (ruh al-quds, the Holy Spirit
or Angel Gabriel); thetheme of prophetic knowledge in the gnosiology
of al-Farabi and Avicenna; the ideathat the wisdom of the Greek sages
also derives from the 'Cave of the lights of prophecy’; even the idea
of the hikmat ilahlyah which, etymologically speaking, is equivalent
to theosophia, not to theology or to philosophy in the sense we assign
to these words. Indeed, the separation of philosophy from theology,
which goes back in the West to Latin scholasticism, is the first sign
of the'metaphysical secularization' that resultsin asplit between belief
and knowledge and culminates in the idea of the 'double truth' pro-
fessed, if not by Averroes, then at least by a kind of Averroism. Yet
this Averroism cut itself off from the prophetic philosophy of Islam.
That is why it exhausted itsdlf. It is also why it was so long thought
to be the last word in Islamic philosophy, when it was merely a dead
end, an episode ignored by the thinkers of Eastern Islam.

4. We will confine ourselves here to afew texts in which the teaching
of the Shiite Imams allows us to perceive how Quranic hermeneutic
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and philosophical meditation were called upon to 'substantiate’ each
other. There is, for example, a statement made by the sixth Imam,
Jafar al-Sadiq (d. 148/765): 'The Book of God comprises four things:
the statement set down (‘ibarah), the implied purport (isharah), the
hidden meanings, relating to the supra-sensible world (lata'if), and
the exalted spiritual doctrines (haga'ig). The literal statement is for
the ordinary believers {'awamm). The implied purport is the concern
of the elite (khawass). The hidden meanings pertain to the Friends of
God (awliya'; see below). The exalted spiritual doctrines are the
province of the prophets (anbiya’, plural of nabi)." Or, as another
explanation has it: the literal statement is addressed to the hearing,
the allusion to the spiritual understanding, the hidden meanings are
directed to the contemplativevision, and the exalted doctrines concern
the realization of an integral spiritual Islam.

These remarks echo the statement of the first Imam, 'Ali ibn Abi
Talib (d. 40/661): 'Thereis no Quranic verse which does not possess
four types of meaning: exoteric (zahir), esoteric (batin), limit (hadd),
divine plan (muttala’). The exotericis for oral recitation; the esoteric
isfor theinner understanding; thelimit consists of the statementslaying
down what things are permissible and what forbidden; the divine plan
isthat which God intendsto realize within man by means of each verse.’

These four types of meaning are equal in number to the levels of
meaning defined by the Latin formula quoted above. Nevertheless,
something else can already be sensed: the types of meaning are
differentiated in accordance with a spiritual hierarchy among men, the
gradations of which are determined by their inner capacities. The Imam
Jafar also refers to seven modalities of the ‘descent’ (the revelation)
of the Quran, and goes on to define nine possible waysin which Quranic
text may be read and understood. This esotericism is not, therefore,
alater construct, since it is essential to the teaching of the Imams and
indeed stems from it.

Consonant with thefirst Imam, and withreferenceto a Quranic verse
65:12, which concernsthe creation of the Seven Heavens and the Seven
Earths, 'Abd Allah ibn 'Abbas, one of the Prophet's most famous
companions, cried out one day in the midst of alarge number of people
gathered on Mount Arafat (twelve miles away from Mecca): 'O men!
if | were to comment upon this verse in your presence as | heard the
Prophet himself comment upon it, you would stoneme.' This observa-
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tion perfectly describes the position of esoteric ISlam vis-a-vislegal-
istic, literalist Islam, and will help us to understand the account given
below of Shiite prophetology.

For the hadith, or tradition, which is as it were the charter of all
esotericists, goes back to the Prophet himself: "The Quran possesses
an external appearance and a hidden depth, an exoteric meaning and
an esoteric meaning. This esoteric meaning in turn conceal s an esoteric
meaning (this depth possesses a depth, after the image of the celestial
Spheres which are enclosed within each other). So it goes onfor seven
esoteric meanings (seven depths of hidden depth)." This hadith is
fundamental to Shiism, as it was later to be fundamental to Sufism,
and to try and explain it involves the whole doctrine of Shiism. The
ta'lim—the initiatic function with which the Imam is invested—is not
to be compared to the magisterium of ecclesiastic authority in Christia-
nity. The Imam, as a 'man of God', is inspired; the ta'lim relates
essentially tothehaga'iq (plural of hagigah), that isto say totheesoteric
aspect (batin). Finadly, the coming of twelfth Imam (the Mahdi, the
hidden, awaited Imam), at the end of our Aion, will bring with it the
full revelation of the esoteric aspect of al the divine Revelations.

5. The idea of an esoteric aspect which is at the root of Shiism, and
an inherent part of it, is seminal outside spheres that are properly
speaking Shiite (a fact which, as we will see, gives rise to more than
one problem). Itis seminal among the mystics—the Sufis—and among
the philosophers. Mystical interiorization, by means of Quranic recita-
tion, conducesto therenewal of the mystery of itsoriginal Enunciation.
But this is certainly not a Sufi innovation. The Imam Jafar, on the
occasion when his disciples had respected the long ecstatic silence
which prolonged the canonical prayer (salah), explained: 'l did not
stop repeating that verse until | heard it spoken by him (the Angel)
who uttered it for the Prophet.’

It must be said, then, that the most ancient spiritual commentary
on the Quran consists of the teachings which the Shiite Imams pro-
pounded in the course of their conversations with their disciples.
It was the principles of their spiritual hermeneutics that were subse-
quently to be brought together by the Sufis. The texts, cited above,
of the first and sixth Imams figure prominently in the preface to the
great mystical commentary by Ruzbihan a-Bagli of Shiraz (d.
606/1209), in which he assembles, apart from the testimony of his
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own personal meditations, that of his predecessors al-Junayd, al-
Sulami, and so on. In the sixth/twelfth century Rashid a-Din al-
Maybudi (d. 520/1126) composed a monumental commentary in
Persian which includes the tafsir and the mystical ta'wil. These,
together with the commentary (the Ta'wilat) composed by 'Abd al-
Razzaq al-Kashani, a distinguished representative of the school of
Ibn al-'Arabi, are three of the most famous ‘irfani commentaries—
commentaries, that is, which explain the mystical gnosis of the Quran.

A whole work, unfortunately anonymous (dating from 731/1331),
is devoted to the hadith of the 'seven esoteric meanings'; and it shows
that these meanings correspond to the gradations according to which
the devout are differentiated, because each of these levels of signific-
ance corresponds to a mode of being, to an inner state. It is in con-
formity with these seven meaningswhich correspond to seven spiritual
levels that al-Simnani (d. 736/1336) organized his own commentary.

Furthermore, many philosophers and mystics, without commenting
on the entire Quran, have meditated on the hagigah of one Surah or
even of one favourite verse (the verse of the Light, the verse of the
Throne, and so on). Their meditations constitute a considerable body
of literature. In this manner Avicenna wrote a tafsir of several verses.
By way of example, we will cite the opening of his commentary on
Surah 113 (the penultimate Surah of the Quran): 'l seek refuge in the
Lord of Day break (verse 1). This means: | seek refuge with him who
shatters the darkness of non-being with the light of being, and who
isthe primordial Principle, the Being who is necessary of himself. And
this (burst of light), as inhering in his absolute goodness, resides as
primal intention in hisvery ipseity. Thefirst of the beings who emanate
from him—the first Intelligence—is its Emanation. Evil does not exist
init, other than that which is occulted beneath the outspreading light
of the First Being—the opacity, that isto say, inherent in the quiddity
which proceeds from its essence.' These few lines sufficeto show how
and why spiritual exegesis of the Quran must be included among the
sources of philosophical meditation in Islam.

We can only cite a few more typical examples here (an inventory
of the philosophical and mystical tafsir has yet to be taken). The
monumental work of Mulla Sadra of Shiraz (d. 1050/1640) includes
a tafsir of Shiite gnosis which, notwithstanding the fact that it is
concerned with only afew Surahs of the Quran, takes up no less than
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seven hundred folio pages. Sayyid Ahmad al-'Alawi, one of his con-
temporariesand, like him, apupil of Mir Damad, wrote a philosophical
tafsir in Persian, whichisstill in manuscript form. Abu al-Hasan' Amili
a-Isfahani (d. 1138/1726) compiled a summa of ta'wil (Mir'at al-
Anwar, the Mirror of Lights) which are veritable prolegomenato any
hermeneutic of the Quran according to Shiite gnosis. The Shaykhi
school has likewise produced a good number of 'irfani commentaries
onisolated Surahs and verses. One should also note the great commen-
tary written in our time, in lran, by Shaykh Muhammad Husayn
al-Tabatabali.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century Jafar al-Kashfi, another
Shiite theosopher, undertook to define the task and function of the
spiritual hermeneutic. He showsthat thetypical hermeneutic comprises
three stages: the tafsir, the ta'wil and the tafhim. The tafsir, strictly
speaking, is the literal exegesis of the letter; its pivot is the canonical
Islamic sciences. The tawil (etymologicaly speaking, this means to
'lead back' or to 'bring back' something to its origin, to its ad or
archetype) is a science whose pivot is a spiritua direction and adivine
inspiration. This is the stage reached by moderately advanced philos-
ophers. Finaly, the tahim (literally, to 'enable to understand’, the
highest hermeneutic of al) is a science whose pivot is an act of
Understanding on the part of God, an inspiration (ilham) of which
God issimultaneously the subject, the object and the end, or the source,
the organ and the goal. This is the highest stage of philosophy. Our
author—and it is this which is of interest—establishes a hierarchy of
the philosophical schools in conformity with these stages of Under-
standing, which themselves are determined by the spiritual hermene-
utic of the Quran that each stage represents. The science of tafsir
does not comprise a philosophy: in relation to the hagigah it corres-
ponds to the philosophy of the Peripatetics. The science of ta'wil is
the philosophy of the Stoics (hikmat al-Riwaq) because it is a science
of what is behind the Veil (hijab, rawaq; the Islamic conception
of Stoic philosophy is a theme that has yet to be investigated). The
science of tafhim, or transcendental hermeneutics, is the ‘oriental
science' (hikmat al-ishrag or hikmah mashrigiyah), that is to say, the
science of al-Suhrawardi and of Mulla Sadra al-Shirazi.

6. The anonymous work cited above (sect. 5) helps us to grasp the
actual working of this hermeneutic, whose laws were formulated by
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the Shiite Imamsfrom the beginning. The questionsit sets out to answer
are these: what is represented by the text, revealed in a particular
language at a particular moment, in relation to the eternal truth which
it sets forth? And how is one to picture to oneself the process of this
Revelation?

The context within which the mystical theosopher—the ‘irfani
philosopher—ponders these questions enables us to understand how
he must have viewed the fierce controversy, aroused by the doctrine
of the Mu'tazilites, which embroiled the Islamic community in the
third/ninth century: isthe Quran created or uncreated? For the M u'tazi-
lite theologians, the Quran is created (see below, ch. HI, 2, B), and
this doctrine was imposed in 833 CE, by the caliph al-Mamun. There
followed a period during which the 'orthodox' were distressingly
harassed until, some fifteen years later, the caliph a-Mutawakkil
reversed the situation in their favour. For the mystical theosopher,
the question is an artificial one, or one that is wrongly framed. The
two terms of the alternative—created or uncreated—do not correspond
to the same level of reality, and everything depends on the ability to
perceive the true relationship between them: the Word of God, and
the human word. Unfortunately, neither the official authority in favour-
ing one meaning over another, nor the dialectical theologiansinvolved,
had sufficient philosophical reserves at their disposal to overcomethe
problem. All the labours of the great theologian Abu al-Hasan al-
Ash'ari culminate in arecourse to faith 'without asking how'.

Uneasy as the 'irfani philosopher may be in the company of the
theologians of the kalam (see below, ch. I11), he is no less so in the
company of the Western philosopher or critic. When the latter tries
to persuade him to give up the spiritual hermeneutic in favour of
historical critique, heis actually attemptingto draw himinto aterritory
which is alien to him, to impose upon him a perspective derived from
premisses which, while they are certainly those of modern Western
philosophy, are entirely foreignto his own. Typical of this perspective
is the attempt to understand the Prophet through his circumstances,
education and type of genius; or the attempt to subjugate philosophy
to history by asking: how is truth historical, and how is history truth?

To the first of these attempts the ‘irfani philosopher opposes what
isin essence the gnosiology of his prophetology, for by means of this
gnosiology he can understand how the divine Word passes into its
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human expression. The 'irfani hermeneutic seeks to comprehend the
position of the prophets—and of the Prophet of Islam in particular—by
meditating on the modality of his relationship not with 'his own time',
but with the eternal source from which his message emanates, the
Revelationwhosetext he utters. Totheattempt to subjugate philosophy
to history—the dilemma in which historicism is trapped— 'irfani
philosophy opposes the understanding that the eternal essence or
hagigah of the Quran is the Logos, the divine Word (kalam al-haqq),
that endures forever with and through the divine I pseity and isindivis-
ible from it, with neither beginning nor end in eternity.

It will doubtless be objected that if this is the case, al events are
eternal. But if so, what becomes of the concept of event? How, without
lapsing into absurdity, are we to understand, for instance, the doings
and sayings rel ated of Abraham and M oses before Abraham and Moses
have comeinto existence? Our author repliesthat thistype of objection
isbased on amode of representation whichistotaly illusory. Similarly,
his contemporary a-Simnani makes a technical distinction, basing
himself on the Quranic verse 41:53, between the zaman afagi, which
is the time of the objective world, the quantitative, homogeneous and
continuous time of external history, and the zaman anfusi, the inner
time of the soul, qualitative and pure. The before and the after possess
an altogether different significance according to whether they are
applied to one or other of these times: there are events which are
perfectly real without having the reality of eventsin empirical history.
Agan, Sayyid Ahmad al-'Alawi (eleventh/seventeenth century), to
whom we have already referred, confronts the same problem, and
attains the perception of an eternal structure in which the order of
the succession of forms is replaced by the order to their simultaneity.
Time becomes space. Our thinkers prefer to perceive forms in space
rather than in time.

7. These considerations throw light on the technique of Understanding
whichispostulated by the exegesis of the spiritual meaning, atechnique
designated par excellence by the term ta'wil. The Shiites in general,
and the Ismailis in particular, were destined to be the great masters
of ta'wil from the beginning. The more we admit that the processes
Of tawil are foreign to our current habits of thought, the more it
deserves our attention. There is nothing artificia about it when it is
envisaged at part and parcel of its own world-scheme.
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The word ta'wil, together with the word tanzl, constitute apair of
terms and concepts which are complementary and contrasting. Pro-
perly speaking, tanzil designates positive religion, the letter of the
Reveation dictated by the Angd to the Prophet. It means to cause
this Revelation to descend from the higher world. Conversdly, ta'wil
meansto cause to return, to lead back to the origin, and thusto return

to thetrue and originad meaning of awrittentext. 't isto cause something

to arriveat its origin. He who practises ta'wil, therefore, is someone
who diverts what is proclaimed from its external appearance (its
exoteric aspect or zahir), and makesit revert to itstruth, its hagigah'

(@ Kalam-i Pir). This is ta'wil as an inner spiritual exegesis, an
exegesis which is symbalic, esoteric and so on. Underlying the idea
of exegesisistheideaof the Guide (the exegete, the Imam of Shiism),
and in the idea of exegesiswe may perceive the idea of an exodus,
of a‘flight out of Egypt": an exodus out of metaphor and ensavement
to the letter, out of exile and the Occident of the exoteric appearance,
towardsthe Orient of the origind, hidden idea.

Inlsmaili gnosis, fulfilment of theta'wil isinseparablefrom aspiritual

rebirth (wiladah ruhaniyah). Exegesis of atext goes hand in hand with

exegesis of the soul, a practice known in Ismaili gnosis asthe science
of the Balance (mizan). Viewed from this standpoint, the alchemical

method of Jabir ibn Hayyan is smply one case of the application of

the ta'wil, of occulting the manifest and manifesting the occulted (cf.

ch. 1V, 2). Other pairs of terms make up the key words of this
vocabulary. Majazisthefigure of metaphor, while hagigah isthetruth
that isreal, theredlity that istrue. Thus, it isnot the spiritual meaning
to be extracted that constitutesthe metaphor; itistheletter itself which
is the metaphor of Idea. Zahir is the exoterica s p ec t , the
visible, the literd fact, the Law, the materia text of the Quran. Batin
isthe hidden, the esoterica s p e ¢ t . This polarity is beautifully
expressed in Nasir-i Khusraw's text, cited above.

In short, in the following three pairs of terms (which it is best to
set down in Arabic, since they have severad English equivaents),
shari‘ah isto hagigah, zahir to batin, and tanzl to ta'wil, in the same
relationship as the symbal is to that which is symbolized. This strict
correspondence should guard againgt the unfortunate confusion of
symbol with alegory which we have already decried above. Allegory

isamoreor lessatificid representation of generalitiesand abstractions
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which can be perfectly well gragped and expressed in other ways.
Symbal is the only possible expression of that which is symbolized,
that is to say of the thing sgnified with which it symbolizes. It can
never be deciphered once for all. Symbolic perception effects a
transmutation of the immediate data (the sensible and literal data),
and renders them transparent. In the absence of the transparency
brought about in this manner, it is impossible to pass from one level
to another. Equaly, without a plurality of universes risng above each
other in an ascending perspective, symbolic exegesis perishes for lack
of function and meaning. That this is so has dready been indicated.
Such an exegess therefore presupposes a theosophy in which the
worlds symbolize with each other: the supra-sensible and spiritua
universes, the macrocosm or Homo maximus (insan kabir) and the
microcosm. Thisphilosophy of 'symbolic forms hasbeenimpressvely
developed not only by Ismaili theosophy but also by Mulla Sadraand
his schoal.

It must be added that the way of thought to which ta'wil givesrise,
and themode of perceptionthat it presupposes, correspond to agenera
type of philosophy and spiritual culture. Ta'wil activates the imaginat-
ive awareness, the exated function and noetic vaue of which are
forcefully demonstrated, as we shdl see, by theishragiyun philos-
ophers and by Mulla Sadra in particular. It is not the Quran aone,
and, in another context, the Bible, which confront uswith theirrefutable
fact that for so many readerswho study their pages thetext possesses
meanings other than the sense apparent in the written word. These
other meanings are not something artificidly 'read into' the text by
the spirit, but correspond to an initial perception as irrefutable as the
perception of a sound or a colour. The same is true of a great deal
of Persian literature, both mystical epicsand lyric poetry, starting with
the symbalic recitals of a-Suhrawardi, who himsdf developed the
example given by Avicenna. The 'Jasmine of the Devotees of Love
by Ruzbihan of Shiraz tetifies from beginning to end to a perception
of the prophetic meaning of the beauty of beings, because it sponta-
neously executes a fundamental and continuous ta'wil of sensible
forms. Someone who has understood Ruzbihan, and who has
understood that alegory is not symbol, will no longer be surprised
that so many Iranian readers, for example, see a mystical meaning
in the poems of his greast compatriot, Hefiz of Shiraz.

13



HISTORY OF ISLAMIC PHILOSOPHY

These considerations, brief as they are, define the level on which
the Quranic text is to be understood, and thereby enable us to see
the way in which the Quran contributes to philosophical meditation
inlslam. If, in short, Quranic verses have apart to play in philosophical
demonstration, thisis because gnosiology itself goes hand in hand with
prophetology (see below, ch. 11), and because the 'metaphysical
secularization' which, rooted in Latin scholasticism, took place in the
West, did not take place in Islam.

If the 'prophetic’ quality of this philosophy is nourished from the
Quranic source, its structure derives from a whole past to which it
gives new life and direction, and whose essential works were trans-
mitted to it through the labour of several generations of translators.

2. THE TRANSLATIONS

We are dealing here with a cultural phenomenon of major importance.
It may be defined as the assimilation by Islan—the new centre of
humanity's spiritual life—of all the contributions made by the cultures
which preceded it in both the East and the West. A grand arc can be
drawn: Islam receives the Greek heritage, comprising both authentic
and pseudepigraphic works, and transmitsit to the West in the twelfth
century, through the labours of the school of translators at Toledo.
The scope and consequences of these translations from Greek into
Syriac, from Syriac into Arabic, and from Arabic into Latin, may be
compared to the scope and consequences of the translations of the
Mahayana Buddhist canon from Sanskrit into Chinese, or of the
translations from Sanskrit into Persian undertaken in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries as a consequence of the generous reforms of
Shah Akbar.

This task of assimilation was performed on two fronts. First, there
was the work of the Syrians themselves, that is to say, the work
undertaken by the Aramaean populations in the west and south of the
Iranian Sasanid empire. Philosophy and medicine were the chief
concerns; but the views of the Nestorians both with regard to Christol -
ogy and to exegesis (the influence exercised by Origen on the school
of Edessa) cannot be ignored when, for instance, one is giving an
account of the problems of Shiite Imamology. Second, we have what
might be called the Graeco-Oriental tradition in the north and east
of the Sasanid empire. Here the focus was mainly on alchemy, astron-
14
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omy, philosophy and the sciences of Nature, including the 'secret
sciences' which were part and parcel of this Weltanschauung.

1. In order to understand the part played by the Syrians in initiating
Muslim philosophers into Greek philosophy, we must glance at least
briefly at the history and vicissitudes of the culture whose language
was Syriac.

The famous 'school of the Persians' at Edessa was founded at the
time when the emperor Jovian ceded to the Persiansthe town of Nisibis
(where, with the name of Probus, the first translator of Greek philo-
sophical worksinto Syriac made hisappearance). In 489, the Byzantine
emperor Zeno closed the school because of its Nestorian tendencies.
Those masters and students who remained faithful to Nestorianism
took refuge in Nisibis, where they founded a new school which was
chiefly a centre for philosophy and theology. In the south of the Iranian
empire, moreover, the Sasanid sovereign Khusraw Anushirvan
(521 -79) founded a school at Jundi-Shapur, the teachers of which were
for the most part Syrians. It was from Jundi-Shapur that the caliph
Mansur later summoned the physician Jurjis (George) ibn-Bakhtishu'.
If we remember that in 529 Justinian closed the school of philosophy
at Athens, and that seven of the last neo-Platonic philosophers took
refugein lran, we are already in aposition to grasp some of the elements
of the philosophical and theological situation in which the Oriental
world found itself on the eve of the Hijrah (622).

The name which above all others dominates this period is that of
Sergius of Ra's 'Aynah, who died at Constantinople in 536, and who
was enormously active during his lifetime. Apart from a number of
personal works, thisNestorian priest translated into Syriac agood many
of Galen's writings as well as Aristotle's writings on logic. Among the
Syrian Monophysite (Jacobite) writers of this period, the memorable
names are those of Budh, who translated 'Kalllah and Dimnah' into
Syriac; Ahudamah (d. 575); Severus Sibukht (d. 667); Jacob of Edessa
(ca. 633-708); and George, 'bishop of the Arabs' (d. 724). Apart from
Logic (Paul the Persian dedicated a treatise on Logic to the Sasanid
sovereign Khusraw Anushirvan), the Syrian writers and translators
were chiefly interested in the collections of aphorisms, arranged aong
the lines of a history of philosophy. Preoccupied as they were with
the Platonic doctrine of the soul, they confused the Greek sages, most
notably Plato, with the figures of Eastern monks. This confusion was
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surely not without influence on the Idamic notion of the 'Greek
prophets (seeabove, I, 1, sect. 3—thenotion, that is, that the Greek
sages dso drew their inspiration from the 'Cave of the lights of
prophecy’.

In the light of these Graeco-Syriac trandations, the great work of
trandation undertaken from the beginning of the third century of the
Hijrah appears less as an innovation and more as abroader and more
methodica development of a task that had previoudy been pursued
with the same preoccupations in mind. Moreover, even before Idam
the Arabian peninsula contained a great many Nestorian doctors,
amost al of them from Jundi-Shapur.

Baghdad had been founded in 148/765. In 217/832, caliph a-
Mamun founded the 'House of wisdom' (Bayt al-hikmat) and ap-
pointed Yuhanna ibn Masawayh (d. 243/857) as its director. The
latter was succeeded by one of his students, the famous and pralific
Hunayn ibn Ishag (194/ 809-260/873), who was born at d—Hirahinto
a family belonging to the Christian Arab tribe of the ‘Ibad Hunayn
is certainly the most famous trandlator of Greek works into -Syriac and
Arabic, though mention should also be made of his son, Ishag ibn
Hunayn (d. 910 CE), and his nephew, Hubaysh ibn al-Hasan. There
was a centre of trandlation, with ateam trandating or adapting mainly
from Syriac into Arabic or, much more rarely, from Greek directly
into Arabic. All the technical vocabulary of philosophy and theology
in the Arabic language was fashioned in this way during the course
of the third/ninth century. However, it must not be forgotten that from
this point onwards words and concepts possess alife of their ownin
Arabic. To resort to the Greek dictionary in order to translate the
vocabulary used by later thinkers, who themselves were ignorant of
Greek, can give rise to misunderstandings.

Other trandators of note are Yahyaibn d-Bitriq (begining of the
ninth century); 'Abd a-Masih ibn 'Abd Allah ibn Naimah a-Hims
(that is to say from Emesa, during the first haf of the ninth century),
who collaborated with the philosopher a-Kindi (see below-, V, 1) and
trandated Aristotle's Sophistic Elenchi and Physics, as well as the
famous Theology' attributed to the same author; and the great Qusta
ibn Luga (born ca. 820, died at an advanced age ca. 912), a ndive
of Baalbek, the Greek Heliopolis in Syria, of Greek an d Melchite
Christian descent. Philosopher, doctor, physician and mathematician,

16

THE SOURCESOF PHILOSOPHICAL MEDITATION IN [SLAM

Qudtatrandated, among other things, the commentaries of Alexander
of Aphrodisias and John Philoponus on Aristotle's Physics; partidly
trand ated the commentaries on the treatise Degener atione et corrup-
tione; and thetreatise by pseudo-Plutarch entitled Deplacitis phil oso-
phorum. Particularly well-known among his own personal writingsis
his treati se on the 'Difference between the Soul and the Spirit', aswell
as some treatises on the occult sciences, in which his explanations
are curioudy Smilar to those of the psychotherapists of today.

Digtinguished trand atorsin the tenth century include Abu Bishr Matta
al-Qunnali(d. 940), the Christian philosopher Y ahyaibn 'Adi(d. 974),
and hispupil, Abu a-Khayr ibn a-Khammar (b. 942). But of particular
importance is the schoal of the 'Sabians of Harran', established in the
neighbourhood of Edessa. The pseudo-Magjriti contains much valuable
information about their astral religion. They traced their spiritud line
of descent back to Hermes and Agathodaimon, as a-Suhrawardi did
later. Their doctrines bring together the ancient astral religion of the
Chaldeans, studiesin mathematics and astronomy, and neo-Pythago-
rean and neo-Platonic spiritudity. From the eighth to the tenth centuries
they produced a number of very active trandators, of whom the most
famous was Thabit ibn Qurrah (ca. 826-901), a great adherent of the
adird religion and an outstanding author of mathematical and astro-
nomical works.

We cannot enter here into the details of these trandations. There
are some of which only the titles remain, such as those mentioned
in 1bn a-Nadim's great bibliography of the tenth century; some are
dill in manuscript form, while others have been edited. Generdly
gpesking, the work of the trandators took in the entire Aristotelian
corpus, including certain commentaries by Alexander of Aphrodisias
and Themidtius (the opposition between these two commentators
Wes wdl known to Idamic philosophers, and is emphasized by Mulla
Sadra. Likewise, book lambda of the Metaphysics was al-important
for the theory of the plurdity of the celesti Movers). We cannot discuss
here the question of what was redly known of the authentic Plato,
but we may mention thefact that the philosopher a-Farabi (see below,
V. 2) gives a remarkable expostion of Plato's philosophy, distin-
guishing the features of each dialogue successively (see bibliography).
he expounds the philosophy of Aristotle in asmilar fashion.
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What should be stressed is the considerable influence exerted by
certain pseudepigraphic works. In the first place there is the famous
"Theology' attributed to Aristotle. This, as we know, is a paraphrase
of thelast three Enneads of Plotinus, possibly based on a Syriac version
dating from the sixth century, an epoch during which neo-Platonism
flourished both among the Nestorians and at the Sasanid court. (To
this epoch, too, belongs the body of writings attributed to Dionysius
the Areopagite.) The "Theology' lies at the basis of neo-Platonism in
Islam, and it is this which explains the wish on the part of so many
philosophers to demonstrate the agreement between Aristotle and
Plato. Nevertheless, doubts about this attribution were expressed in
several quarters, beginning with Avicenna (see below, V, 4), inthose
of his 'Notes' which have survived, and in which he also gives precise
indications about what was to have been his 'oriental philosophy
{Notes, edited by A. Badawi, with some commentaries and treatises
by Alexander of Aphrodisias and Themistius, Cairo, 1947). In the
famous passage of Ennead 1V, 8, 1 (‘Often, awakening to myself...'},
the mystical philosophers found both the exemplar of the Prophet's
celestial assumption (mi'raj), which is reproduced in its turn in the
Sufi experience, and the exemplar of the vision which crownsthe efforts
of the divine Sage, the Stranger, the Solitary. Al-Suhrawardi ascribes
the 'ecstatic confession' of the Enneads to Plato himself, and its
influence can be sensed in Mir Damad (d. 1041/1631). Inlraninthe
seventeenth century, Qadi Sa'id Qummi devoted yet another commen-
tary to the 'Theology of Aristotle' (see part 3).

The Liber de Pomo, in which the dying Aristotle, in the presence
of his followers, adopts the teaching of Socrates in the Phaedo, had
an equally significant destiny [cf. the Persian version by Afda al-Din
al-Kashani, a pupil of Nasir a-Din Tus in the thirteenth century; see
part 2). Finaly, mention should be made of a book which was also
attributed to Aristotle, the 'Book on the pure Good' (translated into
Latin in the twelfth century by Gerard of Cremona, with the title Liber
de causis or Liber de Aristotelis de expositione bonitatispurae). This
isin fact an extract from the Elementatio theol ogica by the neo-Platonist
Proclus. (It has been edited, again by A. Badawi, along with other texts:
De aeternitate mundi, Quaestiones naturales, the Liber Quartorum or
Book of Tetralogies, an achemical work attributed to Plato, Cairo,
1955.)
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Itisimpossibleto refer hereto the pseudo-Platos, pseudo-Plutarchs,
pseudo-Ptolemys, pseudo-Pythagorases, who produced a vast body
of literature about alchemy, astronomy and the natural properties. In
order to acquire an idea of them, one should consult theworks of Julius
Ruska and Paul Kraus (see below, chapter V).

2. In fact, it is to Julius Ruska that we owe the refutation of the
unilateral concept of things that prevailed for so long. For athough
the Syrianswerethe principal transmittersof philosophy and medicine,
they were not alone, and there was not just one current flowing from
Mesopotamia towards Persia. The influence of the Persian (Iranian)
scholars before them at the 'Abbasid court should not be forgotten,
most notably in the fields of astronomy and astrology. Similarly, the
existence in Persian of alarge number of technical terms (for example
naushadar, meaning ammoniac) suggests that the intermediaries
between Greek alchemy and the alchemy of Jabir ibn Hayyan should
most probably be sought in the centres of Graeco-Oriental tradition
inlran.

Together with Ibn Masawayh, al-Nawbakhti the Iranian and Masha
‘Allah the Jew assumed the initial responsihilities for the school of
Baghdad. Abu Sahl al-Nawbakhti wasdirector of thelibrary of Baghdad
under Harun al-Rashid, and the translator of astrological works from
Pahlavi into Arabic. Thesetranslationsfrom Pahlavi (or Middlelranian)
into Arabic are of capital importance. (The astrological works of the
Babylonian Teukros and the Roman V ettius V alens had been transl ated
into Pahlavi.) One of the most famous of the translators in this field
was |bn al-Mugaffa, an Iranian who had converted from Zoroastrian-
ism to Islam. Also of note are a large number of scholars originating
from Tabaristan and Khurasan—in short from north-eastern Iran and
from what is called 'outer tan' in central Asia 'Umar ibn Farrukhan
a Tabari, afriend of the Barmecide Y ahya; Fadl ibn Sahl al-Sarakhsi,
south of Merv; Muhammad ibn Musa al-KhWarizmi, father of the
so-called 'Arabic' algebra—whose treatise on algebra dates from
around 820—but who is as far from being an Arab as Khivais from
Mecca; Khalid al-MarWarrudhi; Habash a-Marwazi (that is to say,
from Merv); Ahmad a-Farghani (the Alfraganus of the Latins during
the Middle Ages), who came from Farghana (High Y axarta); and Abu
Ma'shar al-Balkhi (the Albumaser of the Latins), who was from Bactria.

19



HISTORY OF ISLAMIC PHILOSOPHY

The mention of Bactria and the Bactrians, in fact, brings to mind
the act of the Barmecides which was responsible for the rise of
Iranianism at the 'Abbasid court, and for the leading position which
the Iranian family of that name attained in the affairs of the Caliphate
(752-804). The name of their ancestor, the Barmak, designated the
hereditary dignity of the office of high priest in the Buddhist temple
of Nawbihar (Sanskrit nova vihara, 'nine monasteries) at Bakh,
described by later legend as a Temple of Fire. Everything that Balkh,
'mother of cities, had absorbed over the centuries from the various
cultures—Greek, Buddhist, Zoroastrian, Manichaean, Nestorian
Chrigian—lived on in it; it was destroyed, but rebuilt in 726 by the
Barmak. In short, mathematics and astronomy, astrology and achemy,
medicine and mineraogy, and, together with these sciences, an entire
pseudepigraphic literature, were centred in the towns which lined
the great road to the East, the road taken of old by Alexander.

Asweintimated above, the presence of many Iranian technical terms
congtrains one to seek thelr origins in the Iranian territories of the
north-east, before these were penetrated by Iam. From the middle
of the eighth century, astronomers and astrologers, doctors and al-
chemists, set out from these towns towards the new seat of spiritua
life created by Idam. There is an explanation for this phenomenon.
All these sciences—achemy, astrology—were part and parcel of a
Weltanschauung that the orthodox Christianity of the Great Church
sought out only in order to destroy. Conditions in the East differed
from those in the Roman Empire, Eastern or Western. As one ap-
proached the East, the influence of the Great Church grew progres-
svey less (whence the reception accorded to the Nestorians). What
was then at stake was the fate of an entire culture, designated by
Spengler as a 'magica culture, to which he added the unfortunate
qudification of 'Arab’, a definition that is totaly inadequate for the
matter in hand. Sadly, as Ruska deplored, the horizons of our classca
philology halted at alinguigtic frontier, without perceiving what both
sides of it had in common.

This leads us to observe that athough mention has been made of
the Syrian trandations of the Greek philosophers, and athough the
scientific contributions of the Iranians in the north-east have been
noted, something is till missng. What needs to be added is the
phenomenon indicated by the name of Gnosis. There is an element

20

THE SOURCESOF PHILOSOPHICAL MEDITATION IN ISLAM

common to Christian gnosi's expressed in the Greek language, Jewish
gnosis, Idamic gnoss, and Shiite and Ismaili gnosis. What is more,
we now have precise information about the presencein Idamic gnosis
of traces of Chrigtian and Manichaean gnosis. Findly, we must take
into account the persistence of the theosophica doctrines of ancient
Zoroadtrian Persia, which the genius of a-Suhrawardi (see below, ch.
VII) integrated to the structure of ishragi philosophy, and which
continue to exist today.

All this throws new light on the situation of Idamic philosophy. In
fact, were [Idam nothing but the pure legdistic religion of the shari'ah,
the philosophers would have no role to play and would be irrelevant.
This is something they have not falled to recognize over the centuries
in the difficulties with the doctors of the Law. If, on the other hand,
Idam in the full sense is not merely the legdistic, exoteric religion,
but the unvelling, the penetration and the redlization of a hidden,
esoteric redity (batin), then the position of philosophy and of the
philosopher acquires an atogether different meaning. We have as yet
scarcely even consdered this aspect of things. Nevertheless, it is the
lsmaili version of Shiism, which is the originad gnosis par excellence
of Idam, that provides us with an adequate definition of the role of
philosophy in this Situation in an exegesis of the famous "hadith of
the tomb': philosophy is the tomb in which theology must perish in
order to rise agan as a theosophia, divine wisdom (hikmat ilahlyah)
or gnogis(‘irfan).

In order to grasp the conditions which made it possible for such
agnosisto survive in Idam, we must go back to what was said in the
preceding paragraph about the absence in Idam of the phenomenon
of the Church and of an ingtitution like that of the Councils. What the
‘gnostics in Idam acknowledge is fiddlity to the 'men of God', to the
Imams (the 'Guides). This fact cdls for the incluson of something
unprecedented perhaps in the schema of a history of Idamic philos-
ophy, namey, an account of 'prophetic philosophy' which is both
the whally origind form and the spontaneous product of the Idamic
CONSCI OUSNESS.

An account such as this cannot be segmented. What we give here,
therefore, is a sketch of the two principa forms taken by Shiism. And
sgnce we can do no better than to ask Shiite thinkers (Haydar Amuli,
Mir Damad, MullaSadraetc.) to throw light on the doctrina perspective
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of the holy Imams, our account must of necessity incorporate elements
from thefirst to the eleventh century of the Hijrah. But this recourse
to such ahistorical span merely deepensthe problem posedin principle
from the start.
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I1. Shiism and Prophetic Philosophy

PRELIMINARY OBSERVATIONS

The observations that we have aready made concerning the ta'wil of

the Quran as the fount of philosophical meditation have already

indicated that it would be constricting to reduce the schema of specula-

tive and spiritual life in Islam to the Hellenizing philosophers (falasi-
fah), to the theologians of the Sunni kalam, or to the Sufis. It is
astonishing that in the general accounts of Islamic philosophy, no
consideration, one might say, has been given to the role and decisive
importanceof Shiitethinking inthe devel opment of | slamic philosophi-
cal thought. There have even existed certain reservations or prejudices
onthepart of orientalistswhich border on hostility, and which moreover
accord perfectly with the ignorance evinced in Sunni |slam concerning

the real problems of Shiism. It is no longer possible to invoke the
difficulty of gaining access to the texts, since it is already thirty

years since some of the great Ismaili texts began to be published. For

their part, the Iranian publishers have increased the number of their

printings of the great Twelver Shiite texts. The situation calls for some
preliminary remarks.

1. Instead of embarking on the study of Shiite theology and philosophy
through the great texts, which extend from the traditions of the Imams
down to the commentaries written on them over the centuries, scholars
have been content to find political and social explanations whichrelate
only to external history, and which aim at deriving and deducing the
cause of the Shiitereligious phenomenon from something el se—in other
words, which am at reducing it to something other than what it is.
For no matter how many external circumstances are collated, the sum
of them, or their product, will never givethe initia religious phenom-
enon (the Urphaenomen), which is as irreducible as the perception
of a sound or a colour. Shiism is explained first and last by the Shiite
consciousness itsalf, by the Shiite sense and perception of the world.
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The texts going back to the Imams themselves show that what consti-
tutes this consciousness is essentially the desire to attain the true
meaning of the divine Revelations, because, inthe fina analysis, the
truth of human existence, the meaning of its original and of its future
destiny, depend on this true meaning. If the question of such a com-
prehension has been affirmed ever since Islam began, thisis precisely
because it constitutes the spiritual fact of Shiism. What we must do,
therefore, isto single out the great themes of philosophical meditation
which Shiite religious consciousness has brought into being.

2. Islam is a prophetic religion. In the preceding pages we have
recalled that the distinguishing feature of a 'community of the Book'
(ahl al-kitab) is the phenomenon of the sacred Book. Essentialy,
thought is concentrated first and foremost on the God who is revealed
in this Book through the message dictated by the Angel to the prophet
who receivesit. It is concentrated on the unity and the transcendence
of this God (tawhid). All, whether philosophers or mystics, have
fastened onto this theme almost to the point of giddiness. Secondly,
thought is concentrated on the person who receives and transmits this
message, on the conditions, in short, presupposed by his being in
receipt of it. Meditation on these facts leads to a theology and a
prophetology, an anthropology and a gnosiology which have no equi-
valent elsewhere. It is true that the conceptual tools provided by the
translations of the Greek philosophers into Arabic {see above, I,
2) influenced the form taken by this meditation. This influence,
however, is only partial: the resources of the Arabic language gave
rise to problems which were unforeseen in the Greek texts. It must
not be forgotten that some great Ismaili works, such as that by Abu
Yaqub al-Sijistani, were written well before the time of Avicenna
All the dialectic of the tawhid (the double negativity), as well as the
problems concerning prophetology, arose from specific data, and were
not modelled on the Greek. As a corollary to this, it should be borne
in mind that prophetology and the prophetic ‘theory of knowledge'
are at the summit of the gnosiology of the greatest of the so-called
Hellenizing philosophers, thefalasifah such as al-Farabi and Avicenna.

3. From the very beginning, in fact, Shiite thinking has given sus-
tenance to a prophetic type of philosophy which corresponds to a
prophetic religion. A prophetic philosophy presupposes a type of
thought which does not alow itself to be bound either by the historical
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past, or by the letter of the dogmatic form in which the teachings of
this past are consolidated, or by the limits imposed by the resources
andlawsof rational Logic. Shiitethinkingisorientated by itsexpectation
not of the revelation of anew shari‘ah, but of the plenary Manifestation
of dl the hidden or spiritual meanings of the divine Revelations. The
expectation of this Manifestation is typified in the expectation of the
coming of the 'hidden Imam’ (the 'Imam of that time', who according
to Twelver Shiism is at present hidden). The cycle of prophecy which
has been concluded is succeeded by a new cycle, the cycle of the
walayah, which will end with the coming of the Imam. Prophetic
philosophy is essentially eschatological.

The main thrust of Shiite thinking may be designated as, first, the
batin or esoteric aspect, and, second, thewalayah, the meaning of which
will become clear.

4. We must be aware of al the consequences of the origina decisive
choice, specified above (I,1), which we have to make when confronted
by the following dilemma: is Islamic religion limited to its legalistic
and juridical interpretation, to the religion of the law, to the exoteric
aspect (zahir)? If the answer is in the affirmative, it is pointless even
to speak of philosophy. Alternatively, does not this zahir or exoteric
aspect, which, it is claimed, is sufficient for the regulation of one's
behaviour in everyday life, envelop something which isthe batin, the
inner, esoteric aspect? If the answer isyes, the entire meaning of one's
everyday behaviour undergoes a modification, because the letter of
positive religion, the shari'ah, will then possess ameaning only within
the hagigah, the spiritual reality, which is the esoteric meaning of the
divine Revelations. This esoteric meaning is not something one can
construct with the support of Logic or abattery of syllogisms. Neither
isit a defensive dialectic such as that found in the kalam, for one does
not refute symbols. The hidden meaning can be transmitted only by
way of aknowledge which is a spiritual heritage (‘ilm irthi); and this
spiritual heritage is represented by the vast corpus containing the
traditional teachings of the Shiite Imams, the 'heirs' of the prophets.
(Al-Mdgjlisi's edition runs to 26 books in 14 volumes in-folio.) When
the Shiites, like the Sunnis, use the word sunnah (tradition), it is
understood that for them this sunnah encompasses everything that was
taught by the Imams.

Each of the Imams in turn was the 'Keeper of the Book' (gayyim
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al-Qur'an), explaining and transmitting to his followers the hidden
meaning of the Revelations. Thisinstruction is at the heart of Islamic
esotericism, and it is paradoxical that Western scholars have studied
this esotericism without taking Shiism into account. It is a paradox
that has its counterpart in Islam. This is certainly the case in Sunni
Islam; but perhaps the initial responsibility for it lies with those who,
within the Shiite minority itself, have presumed to ignore or neglect
the esoteric teaching of the Imams, to the point of mutilating Shiism
itself and of justifying the attempts to see it merely as a fifth ritual
form alongside the four great juridical ritual forms of Sunni Islam. All
through the centuries, one of the most moving aspects of Shiism has
been the struggle of those who, along with the teaching of the Imams,
have accepted Shiism in its totality. Such are Haydar Amuli, Mulla
Sadra Shirazi, the entire Shaykhi school, and many eminent shaykhs
of our day. (Cf. in particular part 3 of the present study.)

5. The cycle of prophecy has been concluded: Muhammad was the
'Seal of the prophets' (khatim al-anbiya'), thelast of those who, prior
to him, had given anew shari‘ah to humanity: Adam, Noah, Abraham,
Moses and Jesus. For Shiism, however, the final phase of prophecy
(nubuwah) wastheinitial phase of anew cycle, the cycle of the walayah
or Imamate. In other words, the necessary complement of prophetol ogy
is Imamology, and the most direct expression of Imamology is the
walayah. It is difficult to find anyone word which will convey all that
this term connotes. From the very beginning, it figures largely in the
teaching of the Imams themselves. Our texts repeat over and over that
'the walayah is the esoteric aspect of prophecy (batin al-nubuwah)'.
The word actually means friendship, protection. The awliya' Allah
(dustan-iKhuda in Persian) are the 'Friends of God' {and the 'Beloved
of God"); strictly speaking, they are the prophets and the Imams, the
eliteof humanity towhomthedivinesecretsarereveal ed throughdivine
inspiration. The ‘friendship’ with which they are favoured by God
makes them the spiritual Guides of humanity. It is by responding to
them with his own devotion, as afriend, that each of their initiates,
under their guidance, arrives at knowledge of himself and shares in
their walayah. Thus the idea of the walayahis, essentially, suggestive
of the initiatic and supervisory function of the Imam, initiating his
disciplesinto the mysteries of the doctrine; it embraces, in aninclusive
sense, both the idea of knowledge (ma'rifah) and the idea of love
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(mahabbah)—a knowledge which is by its nature a salvatory knowl-
edge. In this respect, Shiism istruly the gnosis of Islam.

The cycle of the walayah (henceforth we will use this complex term
without translating it) is thus the cycle of the Imam succeeding the
Prophet; that is to say, of the batin succeeding the zahir, the hagigah
succeeding the shari‘'ah. Thereis no question here of dogmatic magis-
terium. (For Twelver Shiism, the Imam is at presentinvisible.) In fact,
it would be more appropriate to speak of the simultaneity of shari'ah
and hagigah rather than of their succession, thereby adding the latter
totheformer. Foritisat thispoint that Shiismdividesinto two branches.
If equilibrium is maintained between shari'ah and hagigah, prophecy
and the Imamate, and the batin is not dissociated from the zahir, what
emerges is the form of Twelver Shiism, which to a certain extent is
also that of Fatimid Ismailism. If the batin is carried to the point where
it obliterates the zahir, and as a result the Imamate takes precedence
over prophecy, we get the reformed Ismailism of Alamut. But if the
batin without the zahir, with al the consequences that this entails, is
the form taken by ultra-Shiism, the zahir without the batin is a
mutilation of the integrity of Islam, because it involves a literalism
which rejects the heritage transmitted by the Prophet to the Imams
and which is the batin.

So the batin or esoteric aspect, as the content of knowledge, and
the walayah, which configurates the type of spirituality postulated by
this knowledge, come together and show Shiism to be the gnosis of
Islam, called ‘irfan-i shi'i in Persian: Shiite gnosis or theosophy.
Analogous relationships come to mind: the zahir is to the batin what
literal religion (shari'ah) isto spiritual religion (hagigah), what prophe-
cy (nubuwah) is to the walayah. The word walayah has often been
translated as 'sanctity’, and the word wallas 'saint'. These terms are
used in the West with a precise canonical sense: there is nothing to
be gained by creating confusion and disguising what is origina on both
sides. It would be better, as we have just suggested, to speak of the
cycleof thewalayah asthe cycle of spiritual Initiation, and of theawliya’
Allah asthe 'Friends of God' or 'men of God'. From now on, no history
of Ilamic philosophy will be ableto passover thesequestionsin silence.
They are questions that did not receive treatment in the Sunni kalam
{see below, ch. IIl) at its inception, because they transcended its
limitations. They do not derive from the study of Greek philosophy.
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On the other hand, many of the texts going back to the Imams reveal
affinities and convergences with the gnosis of antiquity. If one traces
the development of the themes of prophetology and Imamology from
their origins, it comes as no surprise to find them in the writings of
the falasifah; above all, one has no right to divorce them from their
philosophical thinking on the grounds that they play no part in our
own.

6. Developmentsin the field of Ismaili studies, and the recent research
done on Haydar Amuli, a Shiite Sufi theologian who lived in the
eighth/fourteenth century, lead us to formulate anew the question
of the relationship between Shiism and Sufism—a question of import-
ance, since it dominates the entire perspective of Islamic spirituality.
Sufismis, par excellence, an attempt to interiorize the Quranic Revela-

tion, abreaking away from purely legalistic religion, with theintention.

of relieving the intimate experience undergone by the Prophet on the
night of the Mi'ragj. In short, it is the experience of the condition of
the tawhid, resulting in the awareness that only God himself can
express, through the mouths of those who believein him, the mystery
of hisunity. In that they both go beyond the purely juridical interpreta-
tion of the shari‘ah, and both assume the batin, Shiism and Sufism
would appear to be merely two ways of saying the same thing. In fact,
there have been Shiite Sufis from the very beginning: the Kufah group,
in which a Shiite by the name of 'Abdak was actually the first to be
called a Sufi. In addition, we know that the Sufiswere severely rebuked
by some of the Imams.

We may well ask ourselves what happened. It would be utterly
pointlessto oppose, on the groundsthat it was purely theoretical, Shiite
'gnosis' to the mystical experience of the Sufis. The concept of the
walayah, which was formulated by the Imams themselves, would
invalidate such an opposition. Yet people have achieved the feat of
using the name and the thing without reference to their origins.
Furthermore, Islamic esotericism possibly does not contain a single
theme which was not mentioned or initiated by the Shiite Imams, in
conversations, | essons, sermons, and so on. Inthisrespect, many pages
of Ibn al-'Arabi can be read as the work of a Shiite author, although
it till remains true that while the concept of the walayahis represented
in his writings with perfect correctness, the walayah itself is cut off
from its origins and supports. Haydar Amuli (eighth/fourteenth
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century), one of Ibn al-'Arabi's best-known Shiite followers, went
into this question in depth.

Since so many texts have been lost, it may long remain a problem
to say 'what happened'. Tor Andreae had already realized that, in the
theosophy of Sufism, prophetology appeared to involve attributing
themes which were properly those of Imamology to the sole person
of the Prophet, and that Imamology itself had been eliminated along
with everything else that might offend Sunni sentiment (see below,
A, 3and 4, for the status quaestionis). That the Sufi notion of the person
who is the Pole (qutb) and the Pole of Poles, as well as the notion
of the walayah, have a Shiite origin is something that cannot be denied.
Likewise, the readiness with which, after the fal of Alamut, Ismailism
assumed (as the Ismailis of Syriahad done previously) the 'cloak’ of
Sufism cannot be explained without reference to a common origin.

If we acknowledge that Sunni Sufism eliminated original Shiism, we
have not far to seek for the reasons for the rebuke administered to
Sufism by the Imams. On the other hand, in actual fact all traces of
Shiite Sufism were not lost: there is even a Sufism, existing in Iran
from the time of Sa'd a-Din Hamuyah in the thirteenth century to the
present day, which is conscious of being true Shiism. At the sametime
we also withess the emergence and formulation of aspects of a Shiite
gnosis {'"Man) which employs the technical vocabulary of Sufism; yet
its exponents do not belong to a tarigah or Sufi congregation. These
latter include such figures as Haydar Amuli, Mir Damad, Mulla Sadra
al-Shirazi, and many others, aswell asthe entire Shaykhi school. This
typeof spirituality devel opsfrom al-Suhrawardi'sishrag, and combines
an inner spiritual asceticism with arigorous philosophical education.

Thereproaches levelled by Shiism at Sufism concern sometimesthe
organization of the tarigah and the fact that the shaikh's role usurps
that of the invisible Imam, sometimes the existence of a pious agnosti-
cism conducive both to dothful ignorance and to moral licentiousness.
In their turn, these spiritual masters, the guardians of Shiite gnosis
(irfan-i shi'i), are themselves the objects of attack by the doctors of
the Law, who wish to reduce theology to questions of jurisprudence.
The complexity of the situation is manifest, and we should take note
of it, for wewill comeback toitin Part Three of thisstudy. The spiritual
struggle for a spiritual 1slam conducted by the Shiite minority and,
with it—albeit in a more sporadic fashion—by the falasifah and the
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Sufis, against the literalist religion of the Law, is a constant which
dominates the entire history of Islamic philosophy. At stake is the
protection of what is spiritual from al the perils of socialization.

7. At this point, we must say something about the phases and the
exegesis of this struggle, although we will have to restrict ourselves
to a few pages. Let us recall that the word Shiism (from the Arabic
shi'ah, meaning a group of initiates) denotes all those who subscribe
to the idea of the Imamate, personified by 'Ali ibn Abi Talib, the
Prophet's cousin and son-in-law by his daughter Fatimah, and by his
successors, in their role as inaugurators of the cycle of the walayah
which comesafter thecycleof prophecy (Shiism having beenthe official
religion of Iran for five centuries). The word Imam (not to be confused
with the word iman, meaning faith) denotes the one who stands or
walksinfront. Heistheguide. Itis commonly used to mean the person
who 'guides’ the course of prayer in the mosque; in many cases it
means the head of a school. (Plato, for example, is the 'Imam of
philosophers'.) From the Shiite point of view, however, thisis merely
a metaphorical usage of the word. Properly and strictly speaking, the
term is applicable only to those members of the House of the Prophet
(ahl al-bayt) designated as the 'flawless'. In Twelver Shiism, these are
the 'Fourteen Most Pure Ones' (ma'sum), consisting of the Prophet,
his daughter Fatimah, and the Twelve Imams (see below, A, 4).

We can refer here only to the doctrines of the two main branches
of Shiism: Twelver Shiism, or simply 'Imamism’, and Sevener Shiism
or Ismailism. In both cases, the number expresses a conscious symbo-
lism. While Twelver Imamology symbolizes with the Heaven of the
twelve zodiacal constellations (as with the twelve springs which gushed
from the rock struck by Moses' rod), the Sevener Imamology of
Ismailism symbolizes with the seven planetary Heavens and their
wandering stars. A constant rhythm is thereby expressed: each of the
six great prophets had his twelve Imams, who were homologous with
each other (see below, A, 5). In Ismaili gnosis, the number twelve
is transferred to the hujjah of the Imam. For Twelver Imamism, the
'pleroma of the Twelve' has been achieved. The last of them was and
remains the twelfth Imam, the Imam of this time (sahib al-zaman),
the Imam who is 'hidden from the senses, but present to the heart’,
present both in the past and in the future. We shall see how the idea
of the 'hidden Imam' is par excellence expressive of the religion of
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the personal, invisible guide.

Up to the time of the sixth Imam, Jafar a-Sadiq (d. 148/765),
Twelver and Ismaili Shiites both venerated the same Imamicline. Now,
apart from the teachings of the first Imam that have come down to
us, the great themes of Shiite gnosis have mainly been constructed
around the teachings of the fourth, fifth and sixth Imams, 'Ali Zayn
a-'Abidin (d. 95/714), Muhammad a-Bagir (d. 115/733), and Jafar
a-Sadiq (d. 148/765). Any study of the origins of Shiism cannot
therefore dissociate one branch from the other. The immediate cause
of their separation was the untimely death of the young Imam Ismalil,
whom hisfather Jafar al-Sadiq had already invested. The eager initiates
who clustered round Ismalil, and who tended to accentuate what has
been called ultra-Shiism, alied themselves with his young son,
Muhammad ibn Ismail, and were called Ismailis (from the name
of their Imam). Others, however, alied themselveswith the new Imam
invested by thelmam Ja'far; thiswasMusaal-Kazim, brother of |smail,
and the seventh Imam. They transferred their loyalty from Imam to
Imam, down to the twelfth Imam, Muhammad al-Mahdi, son of the
Imam Hasan al-'Askari. He disappeared mysteriously onthe very day
that his young father died (see below, A, 7). These are the Twelver
Shiites.

A. TWELVER SHIISM
1. Periods and sources

There can be no question, here, of establishing asynchronicity between
the works which illustrate the developing thought of the two main
branches of Shiism, Twelver Shiism and Sevener Shiism. Given the
state of research, the time for such an undertaking has not yet arrived.
From the beginning of the fourth/tenth century, under 'Ubayd Allah
a-Mahdi (296-322/909-33), founder of the Fatimid dynasty in Egypt,
Ismailism achieved one of those triumphs of atemporal order whose
conseguences can prove fatal for a spiritual doctrine. On the other
hand, up until the advent of the Safavidsin Iran in the sixteenth century,
Twelver Shiism, from century to century, underwent thetrials, vicissi-
tudes and persecutions meted out to a religious minority. Yet this
minority survived, thanks to the irremissible awareness it possessed
of bearing witness to the true Islam, of being faithful to the teachings
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of the holy Imams, the 'repositories of the secret of God's M essenger'.
The compl ete teachings of the Imams form a massive corpus, a summa
on which Shiite thinking has drawn from century to century. This
thinking arises from the prophetic religion itself, and is not the product
of something brought infrom outside. Thisiswhy it should be accorded
a special place in the body of what we call 'Islamic philosophy'. We
can, moreover, understand why several generations of Shiite theo-
logians devoted themsel ves to gathering together most of the traditions
of the Imams, building them up into a corpus, and determining the
rules whereby the validity of the 'chains of transmission’ (isnad) could
be guaranteed.
We can distinguish four great periods:

1. The first is the period of the holy Imams and of their followers
and friends, several of whom, such as Hisham ibn al-Hakam, a
passionate young follower of the sixth Imam, had already made
collections of their teachings, apart from writing their own personal
works. This period lasted until the date which marks the 'great
Occultation' (al-ghaybah al-kubra) of the twelfth Imam: 329/940. It
is aso the date of the death of the last na'ib or representative, 'Ali
al-Samarri, who, on the orders of the Imam himself, did not appoint
anyone to succeed him. The same year saw the death of the great
theologian Muhammad ibn Yaqub al-Kulayni, who had moved from
Rayy(Raghes), near Tehran, to Baghdad, where he spent twenty years
collecting from their original sourcesthethousands of traditions {hadith
and akhbar) which constitute the oldest organized body of Shiite
tradition (ed. Tehran, 1955, in8vols., largein-8°). Several other names
deserve mention, among them that of Abu Jafar al-Qummi
{d. 290/903), afriend of the eleventh Imam, Hasan al-'Askari.

2. The second period extends from the 'great Occultation' of the
twelfth Imam down to Nasir a-Din Tus (d. 672/1273), a Shiite
philosopher and theologian, mathematician and astronomer, and
contemporary with thefirst Mongol invasion. Itis mainly distinguished
by the elaboration of the great summas of Twelver Shiite traditions
which were the work of 1bn Babuyah of Qumm, known as al-Shaykh
al-Sadug, who diedin381/991, one of the greatest Shiite theol ogians
of the time and author of some three hundred works; of al-Shaykh
a-Mufid {d. 413/1022), likewise avery prolific author; of Muhammad
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ibn al-Hasan Tusi (d. 460/1067); and of Qutb al-Din Sa'id al-Rawandi
{d. 573/1177). This was aso the period of the two brothers Sayyid
al-Sharif al-Ral (d. 406/1015) and Sayyid al-Murtada 'Alam al-Huda
(d. 436/1044), descendants of the seventh Imam, and both of them
authors of numerous Imamite treatises. The former is famous mainly
for his compilation Nahj al-balaghah {see below). It is the time, too,
of Fadi al-Tabarsi {d. 548/1153 or 552/1157), author of a famous
and monumental Shiite tafsir (Quranic commentary); of Ibn Shah-
rashub (d. 588/1192); of Yahya ibn a-Bitrig {d. 600/1204); and
of Sayyid Radi a-Din'Ail ibn a-Taus {d. 664/1266), dl of them the
authors of important works of Imamology. Many other names belong
to this period, which moreover witnessed the elaboration of the great
Ismaili systematic treatises (see below, B) as well as those of the
so-called Hellenizing philosophers, from al-Kindi to al-Suhrawardi
(d. 587/1191). Thework of Nasir a-Din Tusi completesthe formation
of Shiite philosophy, the first systematic sketch of which had been
undertaken by Abu Ishag al-Nawbakhti (d.ca. 350/961), in a book
on which Al-'Allamah a-Hilli (d. 726/1326), apupil of Nasir al-Din
Tusi, waslater to write adetailed commentary. These dates are already
later than the limit we assigned to the first part of this study, which
was the death of Averroesin 1198 CE. Nevertheless, the following
observations are necessary in order to complete the picture, which
cannot be segmented.

3. The third period extends from Nasir al-Din Tus up to the Safavid
Renaissance in Iran, which saw the rise of the school of Isfahan under
Mir Damad (d. 1041/1631) and his students. A remarkably productive
period prepared the way for this Renaissance. On the one hand, there
wasthe continuation of theschool of Nasir al-Din Tusi, withtheaddition
of great names such as al-'Allamah a-Hilli and Afda al-Din Kashani.
On the other hand, an extraordinary convergence took place. Ibn
al-'Arabi (d. 638/1240) emigrated from Andalusiato the East, while
from central Asia the followers of Najm al-Din al-Kubra poured back
into Iran and Anatolia before the Mongol invasion. The encounter
between these two schools was responsible for a great upsurge in Sufi
metaphysics. The outstanding figure of Twelver Shiite Sufism at the
time was Sa'd al-Din Hamuyah or Hamuyi (d. 650/1252), afollower
of Nam al-Din al-Kubra and a correspondent of I1bn al-'Arabi, whose
works were circulated by his follower, 'Aziz a-Din al-'Nasafi. 'Ala
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al-Dawlah a-Simnani (d. 736/1336) was destined to be one of the
great masters of 'interiorizing' exegesis, while the influence of Ibn
al-'Arabi and that of Nasir al-Din Tusi came together in the person
of Sadr al-Din al-Qunyawi. The problem of the walayah (see below,
A, 3ff.) was the subject of exhaustive discussion; it led back to the
sourcesof Shiitegnosis, asthesewerebrought to light by Haydar Amuli,
a Shiite thinker of the first order in the eighth/fourteenth century.
Indeed, another remarkable convergence takes place: on the Ismaili
side, the fall of Alamut is responsible for a 'return’ of Ismailism to
Sufism, while on the Twelver Shiite side during this period there is
a tendency in the same direction. Haydar Amuli made a great effort
to bring Shiism and Sufism together: in the name of mystical theosophy
he drafted a critical history of Islamic philosophy and theology. He
was afollower of Ibn al-'Arabi, whom he admired and commentated,
but he differs from him in one essential respect (cf. below). He was
contemporary with Rajab ibn Muhammad al-Bursi, whose crucial work
on Shiite gnosis was writtenin 774/1372. In the same context we may
mention the names of the great Sufi shaykh and prolific author, Shah
Ni'mat Allah a-wali (d. 834/1431), two Shiite followers of Ibn
al-'Arabi, Sain a-Din Turkah d-Isfahani (d. 830/1427) and
Muhammad ibn Abi Jumhur al-Ahsai (d. 901/1495) and Shams al-Din
Muhammad al-Lahiji (d. 918/1512), commentator on the famous
mystic of Azerbaijan, Mahmud Shabistari, who died in 720/1320 at
the age of thirty-three.

4. The fourth period, noted above as being the period of the Safavid
Renaissance and of the school of Isfahan with Mir Damad
{d. 1041/1631), MullaSadra Shirazi. 1050/1640), their pupils and
their pupils' pupils (Ahmad al-'Alawi, Muhsin Fayd, 'Abd al-Razzaq
Lahiji, Qadi Said Qummi, etc.) is aphenomenonwhich has no parallel
elsewhere in Islam, where it is thought that philosophy came to an
end with Averroes. These great thinkers of the period consider the
excellency of the Shiite perspective to reside in the indissoluble unity
of pistis and gnosis, of prophetic revelation and the philosophical
intelligence which deepens the esoteric meaning of such arevelation.
The monumental work of Mulla Sadraincludes an invaluable commen-
tary on the corpus of the Shiite traditions of al-Kulayni. He had several
imitators, one of whom was the great theologian al-Majlisi, compiler
of the vast Bihar al-anwar (Oceans of Lights) mentioned above,
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unsympathetic towards the philosophers but frequently a philosopher
in spite of himself. These works and their authors will be discussed
inthethird part of thisstudy. They brings usto the Qajar period, which
saw theformation of theimportant Shaykhi school after Shaykh Ahmad
a-Ahsai (d. 1241/1826), and findly to our own day, when arenais-
sance of traditional philosophy finds its focus in the work of Mulla
Sadra.

We mentioned earlier a compilation made by Sharif al-Radi (d.
406/1015), a work entitled Nahj al-balaghah (commonly translated
as the 'way of eloquence', but which comprehends the idea of effica-
ciousness and maturity). This is alarge collection of the Logia of the
First Imam, 'Ali ibn Abi Talib (sermons, conversations, letters and
so on). After the Quran and the hadith of the Prophet, it is the most
important work not just for the religious life of Shiism in general, but
for its philosophical thought. Indeed, the Nahj al-balaghah may be
regarded as one of the most important sources of the doctrines
professed by Shiite thinkers, especially those of the fourth period. Its
influence can be sensed in the logical co-ordination of terms, the
deduction of correct conclusions, and the creation of certain technical
terms in Arabic which possess both richness and beauty, and which
in this way entered the literary and philosophical language independ-
ently of the translation into Arabic of Greek texts. Some of the basic
philosophical problems posed by the Logia of the Imam 'AH are fully
developed by Mulla Sadra and his school. If one reads one of the
conversations of the Imam'All with hisfollower Kumayi ibn Ziyad—for
example that in which he replies to the question 'What is truth?
(hagigah), or that in which he describes the esoteric succession of the
Sagesin thisworld—one will find atype of thinking very characteristic
of this whole tradition.

From this context arise features peculiar to Shiite philosophy, for
the thinkers with whom we are concerned considered that the Logia
of thelmam formed acompl ete philosophical cycle, and derived thence
an entire metaphysical system. Certain doubts have been expressed
about the authenticity of parts of the compilation; but the work as a
whole belongs in any case to an early period. In order to understand
what it contains, it is best to take it phenomenologically, that is to
say, according to its explicit intention: whoever holds the pen, it is
the Imam who speaks. It istothisthat it owesitsinfluence.
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It is to be regretted that in the West no philosophical study has so
far been made of this book. For if one studies it carefully, in the light
of the successive amplifications written by its many commentators,
both Shiite and Sunni (such as Maytham ibn'Ali a-Bahrani, Ibn
al-Hadid, al-Khu'yi, and so on), and by its Persian translators, and
if one combines it with the Logia of all the other Imams, it becomes
clear why the expansion and the new developments of philosophical
thought should have taken place in the Shiite world at a time when
therehad|ong ceased to bealiving school of philosophy in Sunni Islam.

The conclusion to be drawn from this very general survey is that
the starting point of Shiite philosophical meditation is, apart from the
Quran, the entire body of the Imamic traditions. All attemptsto explain
the prophetic philosophy arising from this meditation must start from
the same beginnings. There are two normative principles: (1) Itwould
be useless to start from the outside and proceed to ahistorical critique
of the 'chains of transmission’, for too often such a critique loses its
way among them. The only productive course is to proceed phenom-
enologically, taking these traditions, which have existed for centu-
ries, as constituting in their totality the mirror in which the Shiite
consciousness has revealed to itself its own aspirations. (2) The best
way to systematize the themes, few in number, which are explored
herein order to elicit the nature of prophetic philosophy, isby following
the Shiite writers who have themselves commented on these same
themes. In this way we will obtain a succinct overall view of things,
free from vain historicism (the very idea of which was not even
suspected by our thinkers). The principal commentaries that we will
be studying are by Mulla Sadra al-Shirazi, Mir Damad, and the dense
pages of Haydar Amuli. The Imamic texts that these commentaries
elucidate will enable us to perceive the essence of Shiism, which is
precisely the problem confronting us.

2. Esotericism

1. The conclusion to be drawn from the texts themselves, and above
all from the teaching of the Imams, is that Shiismis, in essence, the
esotericism of Islam. Take for example the meaning assigned to the
Quranic verse 33:72: 'We offered to entrust our secrets (al-amanah)
to the heavens and the earth and the hills, but they all refused to
accept them, they al trembled to receive them. But man agreed to
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take them upon himsealf; heis violent and ignorant." The meaning of
thisimpressiveverse, whichisthebasisin Islamic thinking with respect
to the De dignitate hoministheme, isnot in doubt for Shiite commenta-
tors. The verse refers to the 'divine secrets, to the esoteric aspect
of prophecy that the holy Imams passed on to their initiates. This
interpretation can find justification in a statement actually made by
the sixth Imam, in which he declares that the meaning of the verse
in question is the walayah whose source is the Imam. Likewise, the
Shiite exegetes, from Haydar Amuli to Mulla Fath Allah in the last
century, have been concerned to demonstrate how man's violence and
ignorance in this case are no reproach to him, but a cause for praise,
for an act of sublime folly was needed to accept the divine trust. As
long as man, symbolized by Adam, remains unaware of the fact that
there is something other than God, he has the strength to bear such
aformidable burden. As soon as he yields to the awareness that there
is something overman God, he betrays the trust, either by rejecting
it and handing it over to people who are unworthy of it, or quite ssimply
by denying its existence. In the latter case, he reduces everything to
the visible letter. In the first case, he infringes the 'discipline of the
arcane' (tagiyah, kitman) prescribed by the Imams in conformity with
theinjunction, 'God commands you to make deposits to those entitled
to them' (4:55). Thismeans: God ordersyou not to pass on the divine
trust of gnosis except to him who is worthy of it, who is an 'heir'.
The whole notion of aknowledge whichis aspiritual inheritance {'irthi
irthi; see below, A, 4) isimplicit inthisinjunction.

This is why the fifth Imam, Muhammad al-Baqgir, as every Imam
after him, has declared, 'Our cause is difficult; it requires great effort;
it can be espoused only by an Angel of the highest rank, a prophet
who is sent (nabi mursal), or afaithful initiate whose heart God has
tested for its faith.” The sixth Imam, Jafar al-Sadiq, specified further:
'Our causeisasecret (sirr) within asecret, asecret of something which
remainshidden, asecret which may only be disclosed by another secret;
a secret upon a secret which is supported by a secret.' And again:
'Our cause is the truth and the truth of truth (hagq al-haqq); it is the
exoteric aspect, and the esoteric aspect of the exoteric aspect, and
the esoteric aspect of the esoteric aspect. It isthe secret, and the secret
of something which remains hidden, a secret which is supported by
a secret." The significance of these remarks was already observed in
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apoem written by the fourth Imam, 'Ali Zayn al-'Abidin (d. 95/714):
‘I conceal the jewels of my Knowledge—For fear that some ignorant
man, on seeingthetruth, should crushus O Lord! if | were to reveal
one pearl of my gnosis—They would say to me: are you then a
worshipper of idols?>—And there would be Muslims who would see
justice in the shedding of my blood!—They find abominable the most
beautiful thing they are offered.’

2. One could make many citations of a similar import. They testify
most admirably to the ethos of Shiism, to the awareness it possesses
of being the esotericism of Islam; and it is impossible, historically
speaking, to go back further than the teachings of the Imamsin seeking
for the sources of Islamic esotericism. It ison this account that Shiites,
in the true sense, are those who accept the secrets of the Imams.
Conversely, dl those who have sought or who seek to confine the
teaching of the Imams to the exoteric aspect—to questions of law and
of ritual—muitilate the essence of Shiism. Affirmation of the esoteric
aspect does not mean that the shari‘ah—the letter and the exoteric
aspect (zahir)—are simply abolished. It means that positive religion,
deprived of spiritual reality (hagigah) and of the esoteric aspect (batin),
becomes opaque and aform of slavery: it is no more than a catalogue
or a catechism, no longer remaining open to the disclosure of meanings
which are new and unforeseen.

Thus, as the first Imam observes, mankind is divided into three
groups. (1) Thereisthe 'alim rabbani, the theosophospos excellence,
represented by the Prophet and the holy Imams. (2) There are those
who are receptive to the doctrine of salvation (tarigat al-najah) taught
by the theosophoi, and who try to make othersreceptivetoit. Inevery
generation, such men have always been aminority. (3) Thereis the
mass of those who remain imperviousto thisteaching. 'We{the Imams)
are the Sages who instruct; our Shiites are those who are taught by
us. Therest, alas, arethefoam rolled along on the flood." Esotericism
revolves around the two centres of shari'ah and hagigah, one the
religion of the Law or social religion, the other mystical religion, based
on the spiritual meaning of the Quranic Revelation, and thereby
implying in essence a prophetology and an Imamology.
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3. Prophetology

1. The oldest data we have for establishing Islamic prophetology are
contained in the teaching of the Imams. Given what it is motivated
by, it could be said that the Shiite milieu was indeed propitious for
the rise, study and development of prophetology. More than any other
form of Islamic thought, it is 'prophetic philosophy' that corresponds
in essence to the consciousness of prophetic religion, because the
‘divine science' isincommunicable; it is not a science in the ordinary
sense of the word, and only a prophet can communicate it. The
circumstances of this communication—those in which its content
fructifies after the prophecy itself is concluded—constitute the real
object of prophetic philosophy. Thisideais part and parcel of theidea
itself of Shiism, and is the reason why Shiism can never be absent
from a history of Islamic philosophy.

Thefirst thing to be noted is the remarkable similarity between the
doctrine of the 'aqgl (the intellect, the intelligence, the Nous) among
the Avicennan philosophers, and the doctrine of the Spirit (ruh) in the
Shiite texts which derive from the Imams. It follows that the first stage
of a prophetic philosophy, whose theme is the necessity of prophets,
develops in the case of both doctrines from converging considerations.
We learn from a hadith of the sixth Imam, recorded by Ibn Babuyan,
that man is constituted of five Spirits, or rather five degrees or states
of Spirit. At the summit are to be found the Spirit of faith (iman) and
theHoly Spirit. All five Spiritsarefully actualized only by the prophets,
the Messengers and the Imams; true believers possess four, and other
men have three.

Inasimilar fashion, the philosophers, from Avicennato Mulla Sadra,
when considering the five states of the intellect, from the 'material’
or potential intellect to the intellectus sanctus, admit that in the case
of the majority of men the intellect only exists in a potential state,
and that the conditions which would enable it to become active are
present in a small number of men only. This being so, how could a
largenumber of men, inthesway of their baser impul ses, beinaposition
to form themselves into a single community observing the same law?
For a-Biruni, the natural law is the law of the jungle; the antagonism
between human beings can be overcome only through a divine Law,
made known by a prophet or divine Messenger. These pessimistic
considerations, voiced by a-Biruni and Avicenna, reproduce almost

39



HISTORY OF ISLAMIC PHILOSOPHY

literally the teaching of the Imams, as we know it from the opening
of al-Kulayni's Kitab al-Hujjah.

2. However, Shiite prophetology certainly does not derive from mere
positive sociology. What isat issueisman'sspiritual destiny. The Shiite
view which, in oppositionto the Karramians and the Ash'arites, denies
the possibility of seeing God in this world and the world beyond, is
of a piece with the Imams' elaboration of a science of the heart, of
knowledge through the heart (al-ma'rifah al-galbiyah) which encom-
passes al the rational and supra-rational faculties, and adumbrates
the form of gnosiology proper to a prophetic philosophy. Thus, on
the one hand, the necessity of prophecy demandsthe existence of these
men who are inspired, who are superhuman, of whom it could even
be said (without involving the idea of the Incarnation} that they are
‘divine man or divine lord in human form' (insan rabbani, rabb insani).
On the other hand, Shiite prophetology was clearly distinct from the
early schools of Sunni Islamic thought. The Ash'arites (see below, 111,
2) rejected al notion of tartib—that is to say of any hierarchical
structure of the world with mediating causes—and thereby destroyed
the entire basis of prophecy. The extremist (al-Rawandi) Mu'tazilites,
on their side, made the following objection: either prophecy is in
accordance with reason, or itis not. Inthe first case, it is superfluous;
in the second case, it must be rejected. Mu'tazilite rationalism was
unable to perceive the level of being and of awareness on which this
dilemma simply evaporates.

The mediator who is a necessary condition of Shiite prophetology
is technically known as hujjah (the proof, God's guarantee to men).
Nevertheless, idea and function transcend the limits of any particular
epoch: the presence of the hujjah needs to be continuous, even if it
is an invisible presence to which the majority of men are oblivious.
If, therefore, the term is applied to the Prophet, it isin turn applied
even more emphatically tothelmams. (Inthe hierarchy of the lsmailism
of Alamut, the hujjah becomes in some sense a spiritual double of
the Imam; cf. below, B, Il.) The idea of the hujjah thus already
presupposes the inseparability of prophetology from Imamology; and
because it transcends time, it originates in a metaphysical reality, the
vision of which takes us back to the gnostic theme of the celestial
Anthropos.
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3. The Imam Jafar teaches that 'the human Form is the supreme
evidence by means of which God testifies to his Creation. It is the
Book he has written with his hand. It is the Temple he has built with
hiswisdom. It isthe coming together of the Forms of all the universes.
It isthe compendium of the disclosed knowledge of the Tabula secreta
(lawh mahfuz). Itisthevisiblewitness, answering for all thatisinvisible
(ghayb). It is the guarantee, the proof opposed to all who deny. Itis
the straight Way between paradise and hell.'

Thisisthe theme on which Shiite prophetology has elaborated. The
human Form in its pre-eternal glory is caled Adam in the true and
real sense of the name (Adam hagiqi), Homo maximus (insan kabir),
supreme Spirit, First Intelligence, supreme Pen, supreme Caliph, Pole
of Poles. This celestial Anthroposis invested with, and is the keeper
of, eternal prophecy (nubuwah bagiyah), of the essential and primor-
dial prophecy (nubuwah adliyah hagigiyah), which wasdisclosed before
time in the celestial Pleroma. He is a so the hagigah muhammadiyah,
the eternal Muhammadan Reality, the Muhammadan Light of glory,
the Muhammadan Logos. It was to him that the Prophet was alluding
when he said, 'God created Adam (the Anthropos) in the image of
his own Form'. And as the terrestrial epiphany (mazhar) of this
Anthropos, he uses the first person when he says, 'Thefirst thing that
God created wasmy Light' (or thelntelligence, or the Pen, or the Spirit).
Thiswas also his meaning when he said, 'l was already aprophet when
Adam (the earthly Adam) was still between water and clay' (that is
to say, was not yet formed).

This eternal prophetic Reality is abi-unity. It possessestwo 'dimen-
sions, one external and exoteric, and one inner or esoteric. The
walayahis specifically the esoteric dimension of this eternal prophecy
(nubuwah); it is the realization of al its perfections according to the
esoteric dimension, before the beginning of time, and it istheir eternal
perpetuation. Just as the exoteric 'dimension' had a final terrestrial
manifestation in the person of the Prophet Muhammad, the esoteric
‘dimension' likewise needed to have aterrestrial epiphany. It achieved
it in the person of him who above al other men was closest to the
Prophet: 'Ali ibn Abi Talib, the first Imam. He was thus able to say,
echoing the sentence quoted above, 'l was already awali when Adam
(the earthly Adam) was till between water and clay.'

The two persons of the Prophet and the Imam, prior to their earthly
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kinship, share a spiritual relationship (nisbah ma'nawiyah) which is
established in their pre-existence: 'l and 'Ali are one and the same
Light." 'l and 'Ali together were one and the same light fourteen
thousand years before God created the earthly Adam.' In the same
hadith the Prophet indicates how this unique Light was transmitted
from generation to generation of prophets, and then branched into two
and was made manifestintheir two persons. In conclusion, the Prophet
addresses the Imam: 'If | were not afraid that a part of my community
would commit the same excesses towards you as the Christians
committed towards Jesus, | would say of you something as a result
of which you could no longer pass by a group of men without them
gathering up the dust of your feet in order to find healing in it. But
it is enough that you are a part of myself, and that | am a part of you.
He who inherits from you will be my heir, for you stand in the same
relation to me as Aaron to Moses, with the difference that after me
there will be no other prophet.’ Finally, thereisthe following decisive
statement: "AH was sent secretly with every prophet; with me he was
sent openly.' This last is as precise a statement as could be wished
for. The Muhammadan Imamate, as the esotericism of Islam, is eo
ipso the esotericism of al previous prophetic religions.

4. These dl too brief remarks give us a clearer idea of the work of
Shiite thinkers on the categories of prophecy and of the walayah. There
is an absolute prophecy (nubuwah mutlagah), which is common or
general, and thereis aprophecy which islimited or particular (mugay-
yadah). The first of these is proper to the absolute, integral and
primordial Muhammadan Reality, from pre-eternity to post-eternity.
The second is constituted by the partial realities of the first—that is
to say, by the particular epiphanies of prophecy, represented in turn
by the nabis or prophets of whom the Prophet of Islam was the Seal,
being on this account the epiphany of the hagigah muhammadiyah.
The same is true in the case of the walayah, the esoteric aspect of
eternal prophecy: there is a walayah which is absolute and general,
and there is a walayah which is limited and particular. Just as the
respective prophecy of each of the prophets is a partial reality and
epiphany (mazhar) of absolute prophecy, the walayah of all the awmliya'
(the Friends of God or men of God) is each time a partial reality and
epiphany of the absolute walayah whose Seal isthefirst Imam, whereas
the Seal of the Muhammadan walayah is the Mahdi, the twelfth Imam
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(the 'hidden Imam’}. Thus the Muhammadan Imamate, the pleroma
of the Twelve, is the Sea (khatim) of the walayah. All together, the
nabis stand in the same relation to the Seal of prophecy as the latter
to the Seal of the awliya'.

Itisthusevident that the essence (hagigah) of the Seal of the prophets
and that of the Seal of the awliya' is one and the same, viewed both
exotericaly (as prophecy) and esoterically (as the walayah). The
situation confronting us is as follows. Everyone in Islam is unanimous
in professing that the cycle of prophecy came to an end with
Muhammad, Seal of the prophets. For Shiism, however, the closing
of the cycle of prophecy coincided with the opening of the cycle of
the walayah, the cycle of spiritual Initiation. Aswe will explain later,
what in fact came to an end, according to the Shiite authors, was
'legislative prophecy'. Prophecy pure and simple characterizes the
spiritual state of those who before Islam were called nabis, but who
from then on were designated awliya': the name was changed, but
thething itself remained. Such isthe vision which typifies Shiite Islam,
inspiring the expectation of a future to which it remains open. It is
a conception based on a classification of the prophets, itself founded
on the prophetic gnosiology taught by the Imams themselves (see
below, A, 5). It also establishes an order of precedence between wali,
nabi and rasul, the Twelver Shiite understanding of which differsfrom
that of Ismailism.

In connection with the nubuwah, we can distinguish a nubuwah
al-ta'rif, ateaching or 'gnostic' prophecy, and a nubuwah al-tashri,
or legidative prophecy. Thelatter isproperly therisalah, the prophetic
mission of the rasul or Messenger, whose mission it is to announce
the shari'ah—the divine Law, the 'celestial Book which has descended
into his heart'—to mankind. There have been many messenger nabis
(nabi mursal), whereas the series of great prophets whose mission it
was to announce the shari'ah is limited to the ulu al- 'azm (the men
of decision), who are six in number: Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses,
Jesus, Muhammad—or, according to some traditions, seven counting
David and his psalter.

5. This prophetology establishes a situation which is expressed above
all in the definition of the relationship between the walayah, prophecy
(nubuwah), and the mission of the Messenger (risalah), and thence
between the person of thewali, the person of the prophet and the person
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of theMessenger. If werepresent thethreeconceptsby threeconcentric
circles, the walayah is represented by the central circle, because it
is the esoteric aspect of prophecy; prophecy is represented by the
middle circle, becauseitisthe esoteric or 'inner' aspect of the mission
of the Messenger; and this mission is represented by the outer circle.
Every rasul is also nabi and wali. Every nabi is also a wali. The wali
can only be the wali. Paradoxically, it follows that the order of
precedence among the qualifications is the inverse of the order of
precedence among the persons. Our authors explain this as follows.

Being the heart and the esoteric aspect, the walayah is more eminent
than the exoteric appearance, because thelatter has need of theformer:
just as the mission of the Messenger presupposes the spiritual state
of the nabi, the latter in turn presupposes the walayah. The closer
something is to the inner realities, the more sufficient it is to itself
and the greater its proximity to God, for this proximity is dependent
on theinner realities of being. It follows, therefore, that the walayah—
the quality of being a Friend of God, of a spiritual initiate and initia-
tor—is more eminent than the quality of a nabi, and that this is more
eminent than the quality of a Messenger (in the order of increasing
exteriority). As our authors repeat, the risalah is like the shell, the
nubuwah is like the almond, and the walayah is like the oil within the
almond. In other words: the mission of the Messenger, in the absence
of the state of a nabi, would be like the shari'ah or positive religion
deprived of the tarigah, the mystical way; like the exoteric without
the esoteric; like the empty shell without the almond. And the state
of a nabi without the walayah would be like the mystical way of fangah
without spiritual realization (hagigah); like the esoteric without the
esoteric aspect of the esoteric (batin al-batin); like the almond without
its oil. We come across an anal ogous rel ationship between the notions
of wahy, ilham and kashfin gnosiology (see below, A, 5).

Nevertheless, in thus affirming the superiority of the walayah, the
Twelver Shiites do not mean to imply that the person of the wali pure
and simple is superior to the persons of the nabi and the Messenger.
What is meant isthat of the three qualities, viewed in the single person
of the Prophet of Islam, the walayahis pre-eminent, because it is the
source, foundation and support of the two others. Hence the apparent
paradox: that even though the walayah is pre-eminent, in concrete
terms it is the prophet-Messenger who takes precedence, because he
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contains all three qualities: heiswali-nabi-rasul. We may observe with
Haydar Amuli that on this point Twelver Shiism differs from Ismailism,
or more specifically from the reformed Ismailism of Alamut, which
was merely the rediscovery, perhaps, of the deepest aims of primitive
Shiism. Aswe shall see (seebelow, B, I1), thelsmaili position adopted
in Alamut was no less strict: since thewalayah is superior to the quality
of prophet-messenger, and since the walayah of the Imam is of the
esoteric order, while the prophecy of the Messenger (the legislator)
isof theexoteric order; since, finaly, the esoteric aspect is pre-eminent
over the exoteric aspect, it must be concluded that the Imam takes
fundamental precedence over the prophet, and that the esoteric aspect
isindependent of the exoteric aspect. Conversely, the position adopted
by Twelver Shiism (in spite of the ever-latent tendency of Shiism to
affirm the precedence of the Imam), was an endeavour to maintain
an equilibrium: any exoteric aspect which is not supported by an
esoteric aspect isin fact an infidelity (kufr), but, equally, any esoteric
aspect which does not at the same time maintain the existence of an
exoteric aspect is libertinism. As we can see, the meaning of the
relationship between prophetology and Imamology isreversed accord-
ing to which of the two positions, Imamite or Ismaili, one chooses
to adopt.

4. Imamology

1. The concept of the Imam is postulated by the twofold nature of
the 'eternal Muhammadan Reality’ described above (A, 3), which
implies, among other things, that the cycle of prophecy is succeeded
by the cycle of the walayah. What the Imams persistently stress first
of al is that the Prophet annunciator must be followed by a 'Keeper
of the Book' (gayyim al-Qur'an). This gives rise to much animated
discussion in the Imams' circle, and even to debates with certain
Mu'tazilites (see below, HI), in which one of the chief protagonists
istheyoung Hisham ibn al-Hakam, favourite disciple of the sixth Imam.
The thesis maintained against the opposition is that the text of the
Quran in itsalf is not enough, because it contains hidden meanings,
esoteric depth, and apparent contradictions. The knowledge of such
a book cannot be grasped by the norms of ordinary philosophy: the
text must be 'taken back' (ta'wil) to the level on which itstrue meaning
is manifest. Such atask is not within the competence of dialectic, of
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the kalam: one does not construct the true meaning out of syllogisms.
Its discernment requires someone who is both a spiritual heir and
inspired, who is in possession of both the esoteric aspect (batin) and
the exoteric aspect (zahir). Heis God's hujjah, the K eeper of the Book,
the Imam or Guide. One must therefore endeavour to assess what
constitutesthe essence of thelmam, inthe person of the Twelvelmams.

In hiscommentary on the texts of the Imams, Mulla Sadra, speaking
about this very subject, states its philosophical presuppositions: that
which has no cause (that which is ab-imo) is not susceptible to being
known; its essence it not susceptible to definition; it cannot be proved
by means of something else, because It is itself the proof. Oneis only
able to know God through God, not, in the manner of the kalam
theologians, by starting from the creatural, not by starting from the
contingent being, in the manner of the philosophers (falasifah). It is
possible to attain exalted knowledge only through divine revelation
(wahy) or inspiration (ilham). After the Prophet who was God's hujjah,
it is impossible that the Earth should remain without a hujjah, God's
surety, answering for God before men and thereby enabling them to
approach God. He may be publicly recognized, or he may remain
unknown to the majority of men, veiled by an incognito way of life.
He is indispensable as the Guide to the hidden meanings of the Book,
meanings that can be grasped only through divineillumination. Imam-
ology is an essential postulate of prophetic philosophy. The first
question, therefore, is this: after the Prophet, who could claim to
be the 'Keeper of the Book'?

2. The witnesses are unanimous on this point. One of the Prophet's
most famous Companions, ‘Abd Allah ibn 'Abbas, relates how pro-
foundly impressed were those who listened to 'All's commentary
on the Fatihah (the first Surah of the Quran). The first Imam himself
gives this testimony: 'Not a single verse of the Quran descended upon
(was revealed to) the Messenger of God which he did not proceed
to dictate to me and make me recite. | would write it with my own
hand, and he would instruct me as to its tafsir (the literal explanation)
and the ta'wil (the spiritual exegesis), the nasikh (the verse which
abrogates) and the mansukh (the abrogated verse), the muhkam and
the mutashabih (the fixed and the ambiguous), the particular and
the general. And he would pray to God to increase my understanding
and my memory. Then he would lay his hand on my breast and ask
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Godtofill my heart with knowledge and understanding, with judgement
and illumination.'

Once again, our texts resort to the theme of the heartin order to
makethefunction of thelmamintelligible: hestandsinthesamerelation
to the spiritual community as the heartto the human organism. The
comparisoninitself servesto stresstheinteriority of Imamology. When,
for example, Mulla Sadra speaks of 'that celestial (malakuti) reality
whichisthe lmamate within man', he intimates how Imamology comes
to fruition in mystical experience. Moreover, the hidden Imam is
present in the heart of his Shiites up until the day of the Resurrection.
We shall speak later of the profound significance of the ghaybah (the
occupation of the Imam), that divine incognito which is essential to
a prophetic philosophy because it preserves what is divine from
becoming an object, asit preservesit from all socialization. Thelmam's
authority is quite different from the dogmatic magisterium which
governs a Church. The Imams are initiators into the hidden meaning
of the Revelations; themselves its inheritors, they made over the
heritage to those qualified to receiveit. One of the fundamental notions
in gnosiology is 'ilm irthi, a knowledge which is a spiritual heritage.
This is why Shiism is not what might be called a 'religion of authority’,
in the way that a Church is. The Imams have, in fact, fulfilled their
earthly mission; they are no longer in thisworld in a material sense.
Their continuing presence is a supra-sensible presence, and it is also
a 'spiritual authority' in the true sense of the word. Their teaching
endures, and is the basis of the entire hermeneutic of the Book.

Thefirst amongthem, thefirst Imam, is designated as thefoundation
of the Imamate. In the Shiite view, however, he cannot be dissociated
from the other eleven Figures who together make up the pleroma of
the Imamate, because the law of the number twelve, symbolic cipher
of atotality, is constant at all the periods of the prophetic cycle (some
of the homologues were mentioned above: the twelve signs of the
zodiac, the twelve springs which gushed from the rock struck by the
rod of Moses; the relationship with the twelve months of the year is
in accordance with the ancient theologies of the Aion). Each of the
great prophets, annunciators of a shari‘ah, had his twelve Imams. The
Prophet himself said, 'May God take care, after me, of 'Ali and of
the awsiya' (the inheritors) of my posterity (the eleven), for they are
the Guides. God gave them my understanding and my knowledge,
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which means that they hold the same rank as me, as regards being
worthy of my succession and of the Imamate." As Haydar Amuli says,
'All thelmams are one and sameLight (nur), one and the same Essence
(hagigah), exemplified in twelve persons. Everything that
applied to one of them applies equally to each of the others.’

3. This concept is based on awhole metaphysics of Imamology which
has undergone considerable development both within Ismaili theo-
sophy and within Twelver Shiism, particularly in the Shaykhi school.
The premisses of this metaphysics are furnished by the Imamic texts
themselves. In order to understand the bearing these have, we must
remember in addition that if Imamology was confronted with the same
problems as Christology, it always tended to find solutions which,
although rejected by officiad Christianity, were nevertheless close to
gnostic conceptions. When therelationship is envisaged between lahut
(divinity) and nasut (humanity) in the person of the Imams, there is
never a question of anything resembling a hypostatic union of two
natures. The Imams are divine epiphanies, theophanies. Thetechnical
vocabulary (zuhur, mazhar) always has reference to the comparison
with the phenomenon of amirror: the image appearing in the mirror
is not incarnate in (or immanent in) the substance of the mirror.
Understood in this way, as being neither less nor more than divine
epiphanies, the Imams are the Names of God, and as such they preserve
us from the twofold dangers of tashbih (anthropomorphism) and ta'til
(agnosticism). Their pre-existence as a Pleroma of beings of light had
aready been affirmed by the sixth Imam: 'God created us out of the
Light of his sublimity, and from the clay (of our light) he created the
spirits of our Shiites'. Thisisthe reasonwhy their names were written
in letters of fire on the mysterious Emerald Tablet in the possession
of Fatimah, the originator of their line (one recalls here the Tabula
smaragdina of Hermeticism).

The titles given to the Imams can be truly understood only when
they are considered as Figures of light, pre-cosmic entities. They
themselves confirmed these titles during the time of their earthly
epiphany. Al-Kulayni included alarge collection of them in hismassive
compilation. In this way, the phases of the famous verse of the Light
(Quran 24:35) are ascribed respectively to the Fourteen Most Pure
Ones (the Prophet, Fatimah and the Twelve Imams). They are the only
'immaculate Ones' (ma'sum), preserved from, and immune to, al
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uncleanness. The fifth Imam says, 'The light of the Imam in the heart
of believers is more brilliant than the sun which gives out the light
of day." The Imams are, in fact, those who illumine the hearts of
believers, while those from whom God veils this light are hearts of
darkness. They are the pillars of the Earth, the Signs (‘alamat) men-
tioned by God in his Book, those on whom the gift of infused wisdom
has been bestowed. They are the caliphs of God on Earth, the Thres-
holds whereby he may be approached, the Chosen Ones, the heirs
of the prophets. The Quran guides one to the Imams. (As theophanic
figures, the lmamsare no longer only the guidesto the hidden meaning,
but they are that esoteric meaning itself.) They are the mine of gnosis,
the tree of prophecy, the place of the Angels' visitation, inheritors of
knowledge one from the other. They contain the totality of the books
‘descended’ (revealed) from God. They know God's supreme Name.
They are the equivalent of the Ark of the Covenant in Israel. It isto
their descent to earth that the descent of the Spirit and the Angels on
the Night of Destiny alludes (Surah 97). They arein possession of all
the knowledge 'brought’ by the Angelsto the prophets and the M essen-
gers. Their knowledge encompasses the totality of al times. They
are muhaddathun (‘those to whom the Angels speak’; cf. below, A,
5). Becausethey arethelight in the hearts of believers, thewell-known
maxim 'he who knows himsdf, knows his lord' means: 'he knows his
Imam' (that is, the Face that for him is the Face of God). Conversely,
he who dieswithout knowing hisImam diesthe death of the oblivious—
he dies, that is to say, without knowing himself.

4. These affirmations culminate in the famous 'Sermon of the Great
Declaration' (Khutbah al-Bayan), attributed to thefirst Imam, although
initan eternal Imamfindsexpression: 'l anthe Sign of the All-Powerful.
| am the gnosis of the mysteries. | am the Threshold of Thresholds.
| am the companion of the radiance of the divine Mgjesty. | am the
First and the Last, the Manifest and the Hidden. | am the Face of God.
| am the mirror of God, the supreme Pen, the Tabula secreta. | am
he who in the Gospel is called Elijah. | am he who is in possession
of the secret of God's Messenger.' The sermon proceeds to proclaim
seventy more such affirmations, all equally extraordinary. Towhatever
period this Khutbah may belong (a period much older, in any case,
than certain critics have thought), it demonstrates the fruitfulness in
Shiite Imamology of the gnostic theme of the celestial Anthropos, of
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the 'eternal Muhammadan Reality'. The statements of the Imam are
perfectly comprehensible in the light of what we have already said
about this Reality. Because 'their walayah is the esoteric aspect of
prophecy’, they are in fact the key to al the Quranic sigla, the
mysterious|ettersinscribed at the head or asthetitle of certain Quranic
Surahs.

Furthermore, since they all share in the same Essence, the same
Light, what issaid of thelmamsin general appliesto each of the Twelve.
Historically speaking, their successionis asfollows: 1. 'Ali, the Amir
of believers (d. 40/661). 2. Hasan al-Mujtaba (d. 49/669). 3. Husayn
Sayyid al-Shuhada' (d. 61/680). 4. 'Ali Zayn al-'Abidin {d. 92/711).
5. Muhammad al-Baqgir (d. 115/733). 6. Jafar al-Sadiq (d. 148/765).
7. Musa a-Kazim {d. 183/799). 8. 'Ali a-Rida (d. 203/818). 9.
Muhammad a-Jawad al-Tagi (d. 220/835). 10. 'Ali a-Nagi (d.
254/868). 11. Hasan al-'Askari (d. 260/874). 12. Muhammad
a-Mahdi, al-Qa'im, al-Hujjah. All of them repeated that they were
the heirs of the knowledge of God's Messenger and of al the previous
prophets. The meaning of this quality of being an heir will be revealed
to us by gnosiology. We have already learned enough to eliminate
one prejudice or misunderstanding. Never has physical descent from
the Prophet been enough to make an Imam: nass and 'ismah, investiture
and impeccability, are also needed. Thelmamate does not derive from
mere earthly kinship with the Prophet. It is rather the contrary that
is true: their earthly kinship derives from, and is the sign of, their
pleromatic unity with the Prophet.

5. We may also briefly note here that the idea of walayahis so rooted
in Shiismitself that it appearsinseparable from it. Nevertheless, it was
dissociated from it, and this is what constitutes the whole history
of non-Shiite Sufism, whose origins, as we said, have not yet been
completely explored. In this case the walayah loses its support, its
source and its coherence; what was ascribed to the Imamistransferred
to the Prophet. Once the walayah is thus uprooted from Imamology,
a serious conseguence ensues. The 'four imams', founders of the four
juridical ritualsof Sunni Islam (Hanbalite, Hanafite, Malikite, Shafi'ite),
are credited with being the heirs of the prophets and of the Prophet.
The organic link, the bi-polarity of shan'ah and hagigah, was broken
and, by the same token, legalistic religion—the purely juridical inter-
pretation of Idam—was consolidated. We find ourselves here at the
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source of an altogether typical phenomenon of popularization and
socialization. The batin isolated from the zahir, rejected even, pro-
duces a situation in which philosophers and mystics are out of true,
engaged upon a path which becomes increasingly ‘compromising'. We
gain a clear idea of this phenomenon, which up to now has not been
analysed, from the protests of al those Shiites (with Haydar Amuli
at the head) who understand full well the chief reason for Islam's
descent into a purely legalistic religion. They deny that 'four imams'
can betheheirsof the Prophet, firstly becausetheir knowledgeiswholly
exoteric, and so isin no way aknowledge which is a spiritual heritage
(‘ilm irthi); and secondly, because the function of the walayah is
precisely to make the Imams the heirs of the batin. Shiite gnosiology
enables us to understand what is at stake here, and to grasp the gravity
of the situation.

5. Gnosiology

1. There is an essential link between the gnosiology of a prophetic
philosophy and the phenomenon of the sacred Book 'descended from
Heaven'. At the heart of a community of ahl al-kitab the theme of
prophetic inspiration is bound to be a crucia one for philosophical
reflection. The prophetic philosophy which arose in Shiite Islam found
its true voice in this theme; at the same time its orientation differs
profoundly from that of Christian philosophy, which is centred on the
fact of the Incarnation as the entry of the divine into history and
chronology. Therelationship between knowledge and belief, theology
and philosophy, was not conceived in the same way in the two
traditions. Where Shiite Islam is concerned, gnosiology was to con-
centrate on suprasensible knowledge, establishing its categories in
relation to prophetic knowledge, and in relation to the hierarchy of
persons that was determined by the relationship, described above,
between nubuwah and walayah. Certainly the rational diaectic of the
mutakallimun lacked the resources for such a prophetic philosophy.
Thosewho engagedinit werethe hukama'ilahlyun, adesignation whose
literal equivalent, as we saw, is the theosophoi.

In the work of a-Kulayni, the hadith which mainly transmit the
gnosiological doctrine of the fifth, sixth and seventh Imams establish
aclassification of the levels of knowledge and of the prophetic persons
that correspond to the degrees of mediation on the part of the Angel.
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Thislink between gnosiology and angelology was to enable the philos-
ophers (falasifah) to identify the Angel of Knowledge with the Angel
of Revelation. Nevertheless, it would be a fundamental error to see
this identification of the 'agl (Intelligence) with the ruh (Spirit), Nous

as a rationalization of the Spirit. The notion of 'agl
(intellectus, intelligentia) is not the same as that of ratio. (It could even
be said that it was angelology, alied with Avicennan gnosiology and
cosmology, which was responsible for the rejection of Latin Avicen-
nism in the twelfth century, because at that time Latin scholasticism
was taking quite a different line.) Furthermore, it must be stressed
that the classification of the prophets and of the modes of knowledge
corresponding to them originates in the teaching of the Imams, amore
ancient source than which it is impossible to discover.

2. The Imams list, describe and explain four categories. (1) Thereis
the prophet or nabi who is a prophet only for himself. He is not obliged
to proclaim the message that he has received from God, because it
is a strictly personal one. Thisis so to speak an 'intransitive' type of
prophecy, which does not go beyond the limits of his person. He is
'sent’ only with respect to himself. (2) Thereisthe nabi who hasvisions
and hears the voice of the Angel while dreaming, but does not see
the Angel in his waking state, and is likewise not sent to anyone (as
in the case of Lot, for example). (3) In addition to these two categories
of nabis pure and simple, there is the category of the prophet who
has the vision or perception of the Angel not only while dreaming,
but also in his waking state. He may be sent, like Jonah, to a group
more or less numerous. Thisisthe nablmursal, the prophet-messenger,
with whom we are as yet concerned only with regard to the nubuwat
al-ta'rif, theprophecy whichteachesor notifies. (4) Withinthecategory
of prophet-messengers we may distinguish the category of the six (or
seven) great prophets (Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, David, Jesus,
Muhammad): Messengers whose mission (risalah) it isto proclaim a
shari‘ah, a new divine Law which abrogates the one preceding it.
Properly speaking, thisisthe nubuwat al-tashri' or legislative prophecy
(see above, A, 3). Findly, it is specified that the risalah can come
only to a nabi inwhomthe prophetic quality, the nubuwah, has attained
maturity, just as the nubuwah can come only to someone in whom
the walayah is fully developed. There is a sort of progressive divine
initiation.
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There are two immediate observations to be made. Thefirst relates
to the question of why the notion of walayah intervenes at all. In
speaking of the first two categories of nabi, all our commentators tell
us that these are, quite simply, awliya'; they are 'men of God', in
possession of knowledge that they have not had to acquire from any
external source (iktisab), through the teaching of men. They do not,
however, have the vision of the cause of their knowledge—the vision,
that is, of the Angel who 'projects' this knowledge into their hearts.
But a most important point is made here: the word wali (Friend and
Beloved of God) wasnot applied to any of theawliya' duringthe periods
of prophecy previous to the mission of the prophet of Islam. They
were called, simply, anbiya' (plural of nabi), or prophets. (We may
cal to mind here the bene ha-nevi'im of the Bible.) After Islam, the
term nabi can no longer be used, and one says awliya’. But the
difference between the walayah and simple prophecy (the prophecy
which does not involve the mission of revealing a new shari'ah) lies
only in the use of theword, not in theidea or the meaning. Gnosiol ogi-
caly speaking, the case of the ancient nabis exactly paralels the
case of the Imams: they have auditory perception of the Angel in sleep
(the muhaddathun, 'those to whom the Angels speak’). This is of
decisive importance, as the basis of the whole Shiite idea of the cycle
of the walayah coming after the cycle of prophecy. The fact that it
isonly 'legislative prophecy' which has come to an end makes possible
the continuation, under the name walayah, of an 'esoteric prophecy"
(nubuwah batiniyah)—the continuation, that is to say, of hierohistory
(see below, A, 6).

The second observation isthe following. The categories of prophetic
gnosiology are established in relation to the visible, audible or invisible
mediation of the Angel; in relation, that is, to the awareness of these
things that the subject may possess. The mission of the Messenger
implies the waking vision of the Angel (a vision whose modality will
be explained by a mode of perception which is different from sense
perception). Thisiswhat is properly called wahy (divine communica-
tion). Asregardsthe other categories, one speaksof ilham (inspiration),
with its varying degrees, and of kashf, or mystical unveiling. A hadith
eays that 'the Imam hears the voice of the Angel, but does not have
the vision of him, either in sleep or in waking'.

3. These differing modes of higher gnosis, hierognosis, were studied
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at length by our authors. Their meaning can be grasped only when
they are related to prophetology in its entirety. When the Prophet
himself praises the exemplary case of 'Ali, who above al the other
Companions was able to advance towards God through the strength
of his 'agl (intelligence) in quest of Knowledge, what is in question
is a prophetic notion of the 'agl, the predominance of which might
have completely altered the philosophical situation in Islam. This
philosophy, in making plain the link that it established between the
mediation of the Angel and the illumination of the Intelligence, would
have been 'at home'. Ultimately, as we saw, the gnhosiology of the
philosophers rejoins prophetic gnosiology, in identifying the 'agl fa'
‘al (the active Intelligence) with the Holy Spirit, Gabriel, the Angel
of Revelation.

For this reason, we would be mutilating our perception of Shiite
theosophy if we did not dwell briefly on the way in which our thinkers,
in writing their commentaries, developed the gnosiology that was
instituted by the Imams. Thegreat master inthisrespectis MullaSadra.
Thedoctrinethat hedevel opsinthemargin of thel mamictextspresents
all true knowledge as an epiphany or a theophany. This is because
the heart (the subtle organ of light, latifah nuraniyah, the support of
theintelligence) hasthrough its native disposition the ability to embrace
the spiritual redlities (haga'iq) of all objects of knowledge. Neverthe-
less, the knowledge which is epiphanized (tajalli) to it from behind
the veil of mystery (the supra-sensible, the ghayb) may have its source
in the data of the shari'ah (‘ilm shar'i, and may be a spiritual science
{"ilm 'aqgli) proceeding directly from the Giver of the data. This ‘agli
science can be innate, apriori [matbu’ in the terminology of the first
Imam), the knowledge of first principles; or it can be acquired. If
acquired, this may be through effort, observation, inference (istibsar,
i'tibar), in which case it is nothing other than the science of the
philosophers; or elseit can assail the heart, be projected unexpectedly
into it, which is what is called ilham, inspiration. With regard to this
inspiration, it is necessary to distinguish the case in which it comes
about without man's seeing the cause which 'projects' it into him (the
Angel), as with the inspiration of the Imams and of the awliya' in
general; and the case in which man has a direct vision of the cause,
as happensin the divine communication (wahy) from Angel to prophet.
Thus, such a gnosiology embraces simultaneously the knowledge of
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the philosophers, of those who are inspired, and of the prophets,
as graduated variations of one and the same Manifestation.

4. The idea of knowledge as an epiphany whose organ of perception
hasits seat in the heart |eads to the establishment of two parallel series
whose respective terms are homologous with each other. As regards
external vision {basar al-zahir), there is the eye, the faculty of sight,
perception [idrak), the sun. Asregards inner vision [basirat al-batin),
thereis the heart (galb), the intelligence (‘aql), knowledge ('ilm), the
Angel (the Holy Spirit or active Intelligence). Without the light of the
sun, the eye cannot see. Without the light of the Angel-Intelligence,
the human intellect cannot know. (Here the Avicennan theory is
integrated to prophetic gnosiology.) This Angel-Intelligence is called
the Pen (galam) because he is the intermediary cause between God
and man for the actualization of knowledge in the heart, as the pen
isintermediary between thewriter and the paper onwhich heisdrawing
or writing. There is thus no need to go from the sensible to the
supra-sensible order, wondering whether it is legitimate to do so,
neither does one enter into abstraction on taking leave of the sensible.
What is involved is two aspects, on two different levels, of one and
the same process. In thisway, theideais established of a perception
or knowledge through the heart (ma'rifah galbiyah), firstly and ex-
pressly formulated by the Imams, and alluded to by the Quranic verse
53:11, in the context of the Prophet's first vision: "The [servant's]
heart does not refute that which it has seen’. And again: 'For indeed
it is not the eyes that grow blind, but it is the hearts, which are within
the bosoms, that grow blind.'(22:46)

Because what isinvolved isthe same Manifestation at different levels
of eminence, whether by means of the senses or in some other way—a
Manifestation whose highest formisthevision of the Angdl 'projecting'
knowledge into the heart in a waking state, in a vision similar to the
vision of the eyes—it could be said that, according to the schema
of prophetic gnosiology, the philosopher does not see the Angel but
‘intelligizes’ through him, to an extent which depends upon his own
efforts. The awliya', the Imams, hear him through spiritual audition.
The prophets see him. In Mulla Sadra as in the other authors, the
comparison which is constantly being made is with the phenomenon
of mirrors. There is a veil between the mirror of the heart and the
Tabula secreta [lawh mahfuz) on which all things are imprinted. The
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epiphany of knowledge, from the mirror of the Tabula secreta into
the other mirror of the heart, is like the reflection of the image of a
mirror in another mirror facing it. The veil between the two mirrors
islifted, sometimes becauseit isremoved by hand (asthe philosophers
try to do), sometimes because the wind begins to blow. 'In the same
way it comes about that the breeze of divine grace blows; then the
veil is lifted from before the eye of the heart (‘ayn al-galb).’

Thesituationisbest summed up inthefollowing linesby MullaSadra:
'Thustheknowledgethat comesfrominspiration{ilham, theknowledge
possessed by the nabis and the awliya’) does not differ from the
knowledge that is acquired through effort (iktisab, the knowledge of
the philosophers) either as regards the actual reality of Knowing, or
as regards its seat (the heart), or as regards its cause (the angel, the
Pen, Gabriel, the Holy Spirit, the active Intelligence); but it does differ
fromit asregardstheremoval of theveil, although thisis not dependent
on man's choice. Similarly, the divine communication made to the
prophet {wahy) does not differ from inspiration (ilham) in any of these
ways, but only as regards the vision of the Angel who confers knowl-
edge. For knowledge through God is only actualized in our hearts
through the intermediary of the Angels, as the Quranic verse says. ‘It
is not vouchsafed to any mortal that God should speak to him save
by a communication from behind a veil, or by sending a messenger.'
(42:50-51)

5. Prophetic gnosiology, then, includes in its scope both what is the
habitual concern of the philosopher, and all that concerns hierognosis:
the modes of higher knowledge, the perception of the supra-sensible,
and visionary apperceptions. In explaining the postul ates of this gnosi-
ology, Mulla Sadra brings out the essential convergence between it
and the gnosiology of the ishraq (see below, chapter V1), inthe sense
that the authentification of prophetic visions and of perceptions of the
supra-sensiblerequirestherecognition of athird faculty of knowledge,
lying between sense-perception and pure intellection of theintelligible
world. Thisisthereason why such importanceis accorded to imagina-
tive consciousness and to imaginative perception as the organ of
perception of a world which is peculiar to it, the mundus imaginalis
(‘alam al-mithal); and at the same time, in opposition to the general
tendency of the philosophers, this organ is acknowledged to be apure
psycho-spiritual faculty, independent of the perishable physical organ-
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ism. We will come back to this in connection with al-Suhrawardi
and Mulla Sadra. For the moment, let us take note of the fact that
the prophetology of the Imams implies the necessity of the triad of
universes (sensible, imaginative, intelligible) corresponding to the
anthropological triad of body, soul and spirit.

The demonstration of this fact is strengthened by the thesis which
affirms that the reality of any act of knowledge is quite different from
what it is believed to be by the purely exotericist scholar. Indeed, even
when it is a case of the normal perception of an external, sensible
object, it cannot be said that what the soul seesis aform which exists
within external matter: such is not the nature of sense-perception, and
such a form is not the object of it. The object of this perception is
actually the forms that the soul sees with the eyes of imaginative
consciousness. The forms in the external world are causes of the
appearance of a form which 'symbolizes with them' {mumathalah,
tamaththul). Inreality, the object perceived through the senses is this
symbolizing form. The production of the symbolizing form may be
occasioned by the external world, in which case one is elevated to
its level from the level of the organs of sense; or it may be produced
from within, in which case one descends to its level from the level
of spiritual intelligibilitiesthrough the activity of the Imagination, which
makestheseintelligibilities present by endowing themwithimaginative
form. But in whichever way this form is produced in the imaginative
consciousness, it is thereal object of vision (mushahadah). Thereiis,
however, one difference: inthefirst case, becausethe external appear-
ance {zahir) may not accord with the inner {batin), a mistake could
occur. In the second case, there can be no mistake. The form-image
born of a contemplation which is focused on the supra-sensible world,
and of the illumination of the world of the malakut, 'imitates divine
realities to perfection.

In thismanner, prophetic gnosiology leadsto atheory of imaginative
knowledge and symbolic forms. As a corollary to this, Mulla Sadra,
demonstrating the role of the vital pneuma or ruhhayawani, elaborates
» mystical psycho-physiology—a development of the criteria already
proposed by the Imams—which makes it possible to distinguish cases
of demoniac suggestion and in general what we know today as schizo-
phrenia. The three orders of perception proper to the wali, the nabi
and the rasul are homologized respectively with the three members
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of the triad of spirit, soul and body. The prophet of Islam combines
in himself al three of these perceptions. It is unfortunately impossible
to give here an idea of the richness of this teaching. It consolidates
the notions of spiritual vision (ru'yah 'agliyah) and of spiritual hearing
(sama’ ‘'agli, sama' hiss batini, sensible inner hearing), the heart
likewise possessing the five senses of a metaphysical sensibility. Itis
this sensibility which perceivesthe taklimand the tahdith (the conversa-
tion) of the Angel or Holy Spirit, that isinvisible to the physical senses.
This, precisely, is the ta'lim batini, the esoteric teaching or initiation
in the proper sense of the term—that is to say, absolutely personal,
without the mediation of any collectivity or magisterium, and which
is also the source of what is called hadith qudsi: an inspiredrecital
of the spiritual world, in which God speaks in the first person. These
hadith qudsi are a unique treasure-house of Islamic spirituality; but
itis only possibleto recognize their ‘authority' throughthe gnosiology
whose origins we have indicated. Ultimately, this gnosiology explains
the continuation, up to the day of the Resurrection, of that 'secret,
esoteric prophecy' (nubuwah batiniyah), deprived of which the Earth
of mankind would perish. For only hierohistory possesses the secret
of a prophetic philosophy which is not a dialectic of the Spirit, but
an epiphany of the Holy Spirit.

6. Herein lies the meaning and the strength of the contrast between
the 'official sciences', acquired from the external world by means of

effort and human teaching (‘ulum kasblyah rasmiyah), and 'knowledge
inthetrue sense', received by way of aspiritual heritage (‘'ulumirthiyah
hagigiyah), obtained gradually or all at once through divineinstruction.

Haydar Amuli is among those who have dwelt at greatest length
on this theme, showing why the knowledge in the second category

was able to flourish independently of the first, but not the other way
around. It is not so much the philosophers, thefalasifah, who are being
envisaged, for in amasterly summing-up of the philosophical situation
in Islam, Haydar Amuli brings together the evidence of many: Kamal

Kashani, Sadr al-Din Turkah Isfahan!, thetwo al-Bahranis, Afda al-Din
al-Kashani, Nasir a-Din Tusi, al-Ghazali, even Avicenna. Indeed,

Avicenna says that we know only the properties, the inherences and
the accidents of things, not their essence (hagigah); even when we
say of theFirst Beingthat hisexistenceisnecessary, wearestill speaking
of aninherent property, not of hisessence. In short, al the philosophers
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mentioned here are at one in acknowledging that speculative dialectic
does not lead to knowledge of oneself, to knowledge, that is, of the
soul and its essence. This Shiite critique of philosophy is above al
constructive. Certainly, Haydar Amuli is more severe when it comes
to therepresentatives of dialectial theology (kalam) in Islam. The pious
Ash'arites, as well as the rationalist Mu'tazilites (see below, ch.
IE), bandying their theses and antitheses, lapse into self-contradiction
and even into agnosticism. But when Haydar Amuli condemns the
feebleness of the 'officia sciences, he has principally in mind all those
who reduce Islamic thought to questions of law, to the science of the
figh, be they Shiites or Sunnis—especialy if they are Shiites, for they
are then responsible for such a state of affairs.

Only those who are known as the ilahlyun, the Sages of God, the
‘theosophers', have had and will have a share in the inheritance of
this knowledge, whose modes have been described as wahy, ilham
and kashf. This knowledge, as a spiritua heritage, differs from the
knowledge acquired from the external world in that it is knowledge
of the soul—knowledge, that is to say, of oneself; and one's share
in the 'inheritance’ increases in proportion to one's spiritual develop-
ment, not merely through the acquisition of technical knowledge.
Knowledge through wahy has come to an end (with the ending of
'legislative prophecy'); the way of knowledge through ilham and kashf
remains open (no matter wherethis statement occurs, it isalways Shiite
in tenor). The knowledge termed kashf, or mystical unveiling, can be
purely mental (ma 'nawi), and can also be the perception of an imagina-
tive form (kashf surf). The meaning of the science which is knowledge
of oneself is best expressed in a hadith. Aswe said above (A, 3), Shiite
theology, in opposition to other schools, rules out all human possibility
of 'seeing God', and this position is in accordance with God's reply
to Moses {'Never canst thou see Me'; Quran 7:143). Nevertheless,
In the hadith of the vision, the Prophet testifies that 'l have seen my
God in the most beautiful of forms'. The question which this presents
it unswered by the eighth Imam, 'Ali al-Rida (d. 203/818), and his
reply paves the way for the meditation of the spiritual masters. The
human form, being in the divine image, is more fitted even than the
Burning Bush to be the place of epiphany, the divine mazhar. Inredlity,
What Muhammad saw was simply the form of his own soul, which
was the 'most beautiful of forms' precisely because it was the form
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of the 'eternal Muhammadan Reality', the celestial Anthropos—whose
esoteric aspect is the Imam. All vision of God is the vision of his
human Form. One immediately grasps the implication of the aphorism
guoted above: 'He who knows himself (nafsahu, his soul) knows his
Lord'—that is to say, his Imam—the corollary to which is that 'to
die without knowing one's Imam is to die the death of those who are
oblivious'. The Prophet was able to say, 'Y ou will see your Lord as
you see the Moon on a night when it is full'. And the first Imam, in
aremark with clear evangelic overtones, said, 'He who has seen me
has seen God.' One of his conversations with his follower Kumayi
ends with the words, 'A light rises at the dawn of pre-eternity; it shines
on the temples of the tawhid.'

7. Thus, when speaking of irthiyah knowledge (knowledge received
in the way that an heir receives the inheritance due to him), it is
important to know to whom the Prophet's utterances, such as the
following, can be applied: 'The sages are the heirs of the prophets’;
'The sages of my community are homologous with the prophets of
Israel’; "Theink of the sagesismore preciousthantheblood of martyrs.'
A priori Haydar Amuli excludes all learned exotericists, any interpreta-
tion which, for example, would make the 'four imams', the founders
of the four great Sunni juridical rituals, the heirs of the prophets (see
above, A, 4). They themselves never, in fact, made such aclaim, and
their knowledge is al of the type 'acquired from the external world'
(whether or not it makes use of syllogisms). Irthiyah knowledge
presupposes a spiritual affiliation (nisbah ma'nawiyah), the prototype
of which is the case of Salman the Persian, because it was said to him
that 'you are a part of us, members of the House of the Prophet'
(anta minna ahl al-bayt). ThisHouse, saysour author, isnot the external
family of wives and children, but 'the family of Knowledge, gnosis
and wisdom' (bayt al-'ihn wa-al-ma'rifah wa-al-hikmah). From the
beginning, this prophetic House is constituted by the Twelve Imams,
who together, even before they appeared on earth, were thefoundation
of relationship and affiliation. For, aswe observed above, when refuting
those who have accused Twelver Shiism of founding its Imamology
on carnal descent, such descent is quite insufficient to form the basis
of the Imamate of the Imams. The sixth Imam repeated, 'My walayah
in relation to the Amir of believers (the first Imam) is more precious
than the bond of my carnal descent from him (wiladati minhu)." As
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we saw, the pleroma of the Twelve pre-exists its terrestrial epiphany,
and the earthly consanguinity or kinship between them is the sign of
their walayah, not its basis.

Thisiswhy itisthey whotransmit theknowledgewhichisa'prophetic
heritage', and through this transmission, as we saw, the 'esoteric
prophecy' or walayah will continue to exist until the day of the
Resurrection. Haydar Amuli, analysing the first of the phrases cited
above, warns us against the pitfals of the Arabic form. He translates
it asfollows: the sages arethose who are heirsto the prophets. Equally,
those who are not heirs are not sages. The qudity of being an heir
means that the good which is received is not acquired from outside,
but is the trust which comes back to us anew. It is true that to enter
into possession of this trust may require effort (ijtihad) and spiritual
discipline. But one must not be misled. It is as with atreasure buried
underground which a father has left to his heir: the effort removes
theobstacle, but it doesnot producethetreasure. Our author concludes:
'In the same way, the Verus Adam (Adam hagiqi) left behind him,
beneath the earth of their hearts, the treasure of the theosophies. And
that isthe meaning of the Quranic verse: If they would but truly observe
the Torah and the Gospel and that which was revealed unto them from
their Lord, they would indeed partake of blessings from above them
and from beneath their feet'. (5:66) In thisway, we come back to the
idea of thetrust confided to man, the trust of the divine secrets(33:72),
whichisthebasisof Shiite esotericism (seeabove, A, 1), and thereason
why its history cannot but be a sacred history.

6. Hierohistory and metahistory

1. The name hierohistory here signifies the configurations implicit in
the idea of cycles (dawr, plural adwar) of prophecy and of the
walayah—ahistory, thatis, which does not consist in the observation,
recording or critique of empirical facts, but derives from a mode of
perception that goes beyond the materiality of empirical facts. Such
perception isof the supra-sensibleworld, the gradations of whichwere
explained to us in the preceding section on gnosiology. Hierognosis
and hierohistory are related. Facts perceived in this manner possess,
to be sure, the reality of events; but these events do not possess the
reality of the physical world and its people—the events with which
our history booksarefilled, sinceit isout of them that 'history ismade'.
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We are dealing with spiritual factsin the strict sense of the word. They
take place in metahistory, as in the case of the day of the Covenant
between God and the human race; or else they show through the course
taken by the things of this world: they are both the invisible aspect
of the event and the invisible event which eludes profane empirical
perception because implicit init is the 'theophanic perception’ which
aloneis ableto apprehend amazhar or theophanic form. The prophets
and the Imams are perceived as such only on thelevel of ahierohistory,
of a sacred history. The complete cycle of this hierohistory—the
prophetic periods and the post-prophetic cycle of the Imamate or
walayah—forms a structure which is not that of some evolutionary
process, but whichtakesusback totheorigin. Thus, hierohistory begins
by envisaging that which constitutes the 'descent’, in order to conclude
by describing the 're-ascent’, the closing of the cycle.

Mulla Sadra, expounding the teaching of the Imams, explains how
that which 'descended’ (was epiphanized) in the heart of the Prophet
was first and foremost the haga'iq, the spiritual truths and realities
of the Quran, beforethe text took on avisible form made up of words
and letters. These spiritual realities are themselves the ‘Light of the
Word', nur al-kalam, already present before the Angel manifested
himself in visible form and 'dictated' the text of the Book. The spiritual
truth was already there, and this, precisely, isthe Prophet's walayah,
which his prophetic mission presupposes and which is therefore
anterior to it in his person. That is why the Prophet, as we saw, says,
‘Ali (the haga'ig or esoteric aspect) and | are one and the same light.'
Thus, since prophecy began on earth with Adam {cf. in this connection
Ismaili hierohistory; seebelow, B, I, sects. 2 and 3), we need to clarify
the difference betweenthe divinerevelation granted to the last prophet-
Messenger, and those revelations which were granted to previous
prophets. It can be said of each of the previous prophets that a nabi
came, and that with him came a Light proceeding from the Book that
he brought. Of the last Messenger it can be said that a nabi came who
was of himself a Light, and that with him he had a Book. In the case
of the latter, it is his heart, his secret {batin), which illuminates the
Book; and this batin or esoteric aspect is, precisely, the walayah, that
which constitutes the essence of Imamology. For this reason, and in
contrast to other communities, it is said of those who are Faithful in
the true sense that 'God has written faith upon their hearts', (58:22)
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becausefaith {iman) becomes perfect only when it attainsto this batin.
In order to perceive fully the prophetic reality, one must have gained
access to this interiority and to the events which take place in it; and
thisis quite different from what is gained by empirical perception from
the facts of external history.

2. We spoke earlier (see above, A, 3) of the relationship between the
Prophet and the eternal 'Muhammadan Reality’ {Hagigah muham-
madiyah), the celestial Anthropos whose epiphanic form, or mazhar,
heis. We see from thisthat thereisno question of an entry into history,
of a historicization of the divine, which is implicit in the
Christian idea of the Incarnation. The epiphanic function (mazhariyah)
demands that a distinction should aways be made between, on the
one hand, the attributes of the eternal hagigah whose Manifestation
is actualized only for the heart and, on the other hand, the attributes
of the external appearance, which is visible to all the world, whether
or not they are believers. The Prophet, of course, is the mazhar of
the spiritual and corporeal worlds, and also the 'meeting-place of the
two seas' (majma’ al-bahrayn). Nevertheless, when he speaks ‘from
the side' of the sea representing his humanity, he cannot but say,
‘| am only amortal like you. The inspiration has come to me that your
God is only One God'. (18:110) This is why we pointed out above
that, athough their prophetology and Imamology confronted Shiite
thinkers with problems analogous to those of Christology, the idea
they had of the mazhariyah (like a mirror in which the image appears
without being incarnate in it) aways guided them towards solutions
which differed from those reached by officia Christian dogma. It is
to this supra-sensiblereality, 'trans-apparent' through its mazhar, that
the idea of cyclesis related; and since a cycle exists, there also exist
two limits to which each of the events occurring in spiritual history
his reference. These two limits form the threshold of metahistory (or
trans-history); it is this metahistory that bestows meaning on history,
because it makes it into a hierohistory. In the absence of metahis-
tory—that is to say, in the absence of anteriority 'in Heaven'—and
in the absence of an eschatology, to speak of a 'sense of history' is
absurd.

Centred as it is on the perception of theophanic forms, the sense
of origin and end differs profoundly from the 'historical awareness,
whose advent was linked with the advent of Christianity, with the
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Incarnation of God in history at a specific date. The problems created
over the centuries by this view of things for Christian religious philos-
ophy have not been present in Islamic thought. For this reason, our
own philosophy should take note of the testimony of the prophetic
philosophy of Shiite Islam and, in the light of this testimony, reflect
upon itself.

As we observed at the start (see above, I, 1), the awareness of
Christian man is centred on certain facts, such as the Incarnation and
the Redemption, to which it is possible to assign historical dates. By
contrast, the awareness that the mu'min or believer has of his origins,
and of the future on which the meaning of his present life depends,
is centred on facts which are real, but which belong to metahistory.
The sense of his origin is perceived in the question which God, on
the 'Day of the Covenant’, asked of Adamic humanity, before this
humanity wastransferredtotheterrestrial plane. No system of chronol -
ogy can fix the date of this 'Day of the Covenant', which takes place
during the time of that pre-existence of souls which Shiism in general
affirms. The other limit for the Shiite, be he a thinker or a simple
believer, is that of the coming of the Imam who for the present is
hidden—the Imam-Mahdi, the Shiite idea of whom is quite different
from the idea of the Mahdi held by the rest of Islam. The present,
whose denominator is the hidden Imam, is the time of his occultation
{ghaybah); and by the sametoken, 'histime' bears a different hallmark
from what, for us, is the time of history. Only a prophetic philosophy
can encompassit, because such aphilosophy is essentially eschatol ogi-
cal. Between these two limits—the 'prologue in Heaven' and the
denouement which opens onto 'another time' through the coming of
the awaited Imam—the drama of human existence, lived by every
believer, is played out. The movement of the 'time of occultation'
towards the denouement brought about by the parousia is the cycle
of the walayah following on the cycle of prophecy.

3. It isunanimously agreed (cf. above, A, 3) that the prophet of Islam
was the Seal of prophecy. There will be no other prophet after him;
or, more accurately, there will be no other Messenger charged with
the mission of proclaiming a shari‘ah, or divine Law, to humankind.
We are now confronted with the following dilemma. Either religious
awareness centres, from generation to generation, on this prophetic
past which is now over, doing so because it perceives in the Book
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only acode of social and moral life, and because the 'time of prophecy"
(zaman al-nubuwah) is consummated in this literal and altogether
exoteric meaning; or, alternatively, this prophetic past itself isto come,
because the text of the Book conceals a hidden spiritual meaning—an
alternative which postulates the spiritual initiation realized in the
ministry of the Imams. The cycle of prophecy (da'irat al-nubuwah)
is succeeded by the cycle of the walayah, a concept which remains
fundamentally Shiite. Many remarks made by thefifth and sixth Imams
refer to the principle of ta'wil, thereby eluding thetrap of historicism
and legalism beforethe terms even existed. Thefollowing isan example
of this: 'When those on account of whom such and such a verse
had been revealed are dead, isthe verse also dead? If thisis so, nothing
now remains of the Quran. No, the Quran is alive. It will continue
onits course as long as Heaven and Earth endure, becauseit enshrines
asign and aguide for every man and every group to come.'

We have seen how Mulla Sadra, in his commentary on the texts of
thelmams, systematized all that had been said on thistheme (seeabove,
A, 5). What is now over is legidative prophecy alone (hubuwah
al-tashri'), and what has been abolished is the use of the term nabi.
In saying that prophecy is temporary, whereas the walayah endures
perpetualy, it is this legidative prophecy that is envisaged. For if we
consider not the modalities particular to the condition of Messenger,
but those of the nabi pure and simple, as we know them from
gnosiology, they are seen to be common to the Imams and the awliya’
in the broadest sense. This is why what continues to exist in Islam
under the name of walayah is in fact an esoteric prophecy (nubuwah
batiniyah)—a form of prophecy, moreover, deprived of which earthly
humanity would collapse. It goes without saying that in the eyes of
the orthodox Sunnis, such an affirmation appeared revolutionary (cf.
the meaning of al-Suhrawardi's trial, below, ch. VII).

Basing itself on this fundamenta intuition, Shiite prophetology
elaborated the schema of an impressive hierohistory, in which it is
possible to discern the precursor of a 'general theology of the history
of religions’. Haydar Amuli illustrated it with his complex and detailed
diagrams, and Shams a-Din al-Lahiji developed the theme at length.
From the start there is a concept which is common to both Twelver
Shiiteand Ismaili prophetology: the concept of eternal prophecy, which
is no other than the walayah, and which originatesin the Pleroma (see
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below, B, 1, sects. 2ff.). The absolute, essential and primordial
prophecy belongs to the supreme Spirit (the celestial Anthropos, the
First Intelligence, the eternal Muhammadan Reality), whom God sends
first towards the universal Soul, before sending it to individual souls
in order to apprise them of the divine Names and Attributes {nubuwah
al-ta'rif). For our Islamic thinkers, the theme is an extension of the
theme of the Verus Propheta, the true Prophet who, in the Judaeo-
Christian prophetology of the Ebionites, 'hastens from prophet to
prophet until he comes to his resting-place'. In this case, his 'rest-
ing-place' isthe last prophet, the prophet of Islam.

4. The totality of this prophecy is pictured as a circle whose circum-
ference is constituted by a series of points, each of which represents
a prophet, a partial moment of prophecy. The starting-point of the
prophetic cycle on earth was the existence of the terrestrial Adam.
From nabi to nabi {according to tradition, there are 124,000 of them),
from Messenger to Messenger (of whom there are 313), from great
prophet to great prophet {of whom there were six, if not seven), the
cycle progresses up to the existence of Jesus, who was the last great
partial prophet. With the coming of Muhammad thecircleis completed
and closed. As the khatim, the Seal who recapitulates all previous
prophets, Muhammad is the epiphany of the eternal prophetic Reality,
the supreme Spirit, the celestia Anthropos. The supreme Spirit is
epiphanized in him through the very essence of prophecy. Thisiswhy
he can say, 'l am the first of prophets with respect to creation (the
supreme Spirit pre-exists the universe), and the last of them with
respect to mission and Manifestation'. From Adam to Jesus, each
prophet wasaparticular mazhar, apartial reality of theeternal prophetic
Reality. The fundamental reality, or hagigah, which exists in each
prophet as the basis of the prophetic qualification, is the subtle organ
[latifah) of the heart, which is engendered in the hierogamy (izdiwaj)
of Spirit and Soul, and which constitutes the place in each prophet
of the 'descent’ of the Spirit (thisiswhat is meant in the deepest sense
by the Angel as heart). One face of the heart is turned towards the
Spirit, which isthe source of itsvisions, and one faceisturned towards
the Soul, the place of its knowledge. "The heart is the throne of the
Spirit in the world of Mystery.'

Since the walayah is the interior or esoteric aspect of prophecy, and
as such the constitutive component of the Imamate, the hierohistoric
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schema must embrace prophetology and Imamology in their totality.
Thefina term of the cycle of prophecy coincides with the initial term
of the cycle of the walayah. The diagrams of Haydar Amuli which
illustrate the relationship between walayah and nubuwah show the
cycle of the walayah as a circle inside the circle representing the
prophetic cycle. In effect, the cycle of the walayah representsthe cycle
of interiorization, for the Muhammadan Imamate is the esoteric aspect
of al previous prophetic religions. Thisiswhy the cycle of the walayah
preparesthe way not for the advent of anew shari'ah, but for the advent
of the ga'im the Imam of the Resurrection.

We now know that what is called walayahin Islam used to be called
simply nubuwah during the pre-prophetic periods; that is, it did not
comprisethe mission of aMessenger. Just as M uhammad had histwelve
Imams, each of the six (or five) great prophet-Messengers before him
(Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, David and Jesus) had his twelve
Imams or awsiya' (spiritual heirs). The twelve Imams of Christ are
not precisely those whom we know as the twelve apostles, but the
twelve who took on the task of transmitting the prophetic message
until the advent of the last prophet. Just as the Prophet Muhammad,
as the Seal of prophecy, was the mazhar of prophecy in the absolute
sense, the first Imam, Muhammad's wasi or heir, was the mazhar and
the Sedl of the walayah in its absolute sense. The partial manifestations
of the walayah began with Seth, the son of the Imam Adam, and will
culminate with the twelfth Imam or Madhi—at present the hidden
Imam—as Seal of the particular walayah during the final period of
prophecy. Each of the awliya'is in the same relationship to the Seal
of the walayah as is each of the nabisto the Seal of prophecy. It is
thus clear that the line of prophecy is inseparable from the line of its
spiritual exegesis. Itisby meansof such exegesisthat the 're-ascension'
of prophecy to its origin is accomplished.

5. This hierohistory in its entirety is of a perfect coherence. The
Muhammadan Imamate, in the persons of those who are the exemplifi-
cations on earth of the pleroma of the Twelve, is the consummation
of the prophetic religions, for it leads these religions back to their own
inwardness. Shiism, the esotericism of Islam, perfectsall other esoteri-
cisms. The threshold of legidative prophecy is barred; the threshold
of the walayah remains open until the day of the Resurrection.

It is clear that this theme is fundamental. Even in cases when it is
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displaced, it may still be recognized. Thus, even though the mystical
theosophy of 1bn al-'Arabi (see part 11) was immediately adopted by
the Shiite theosophers, who found their own vision reaffirmed in it,
there was one point of capital importance over which it aroused
opposition, and over whichits Shiite followers (Haydar Amuli, Kamal
Kashani, Sadr al-Din Turkah Isfahani, and so on) found it impossible
tocompromise. Ibn al-'Arabi transfersthe quality of Seal of thewalayah
in its absolute and general sense from the Imam to Jesus, and possibly
attributes to himself the quality of being the Seal of the Muhammadan
walayah. We cannot dwell on this here, but one can perceive what
dislocation and incoherence this involved for the schema described
above, since the cycle of the walayah presupposes the fulfilment of
the prophetic cycle. Shiite commentators have not been ableto explain
why Ibn al-'Arabi makesthis transference. In any case, this endeavour
draws attention to the fact that Imamology and a certain type of
Christology possess homologous functions. But it remains true that
the sense of eschatological expectation, as the ethos of Shiite aware-
ness, presupposes that the Seal of the walayah can only be the
Muhammadan Imamate, in the dual person of the first and twelfth
Imam; for the Muhammadan Imamate is the manifestation of the
esoteric aspect of the eternal prophetic Reality.

7. The hidden Imam and eschatol ogy

1. This theme—the culminating theme of Imamology and its sacred
history—is one of particular attraction for prophetic philosophy. It is
unquestionable that the idea of the hidden Imam was projected upon
several Imams in turn, but it could take definite shape only around
the person of the twelfth, with whom the pleroma of the Imamate
is fulfilled. There is a considerable body of literature about him, both
in Persian and in Arabic. (The sources of this literature have been
assembled by Saffar al-Qummi, d. 290/902, reporter-witness of the
eleventh Imam; al-Kulayni and his follower al-Nu'mani, fourth/tenth
century; Ibn Babuyah, d. 381/991, who owed his information to a
contemporary witness, Hasan ibn Muktib; al-Shaykh al-Mufid,
d. 413/1022; Muhammad ibn Hasan Tusi, d. 460/1068. The principal
traditions are collected in volume XIII of al-Majlisi's Encyclopaedia.
Evenin our day, books on this theme appear frequently; for example,
I[lzam al-Nasib, by Shaykh 'Ali al-Yazdi, al-Kitab al-'abgari, by
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'‘Allamah a-Nihawandi, and so on. Only a few pages of this body
of literature have been translated.)

The fundamental concept meditated by the representatives of Shiite
philosophy (‘irfan-ishi‘i) is the one already described: just asthe cycle
of prophecy culminates in the Seal of the prophets, so the walayah,
which runs parallel to prophecy from period to period, possesses a
double Seal in the Muhammadan Imamate: the Seal of the general
walayah in the person of thefirst Imam, and the Seal of the Muhamma-
dan walayah, the esoteric aspect of the previous esotericisms, in the
person of the twelfth Imam. Asamaster of Iranian Shiite Sufism, 'Aziz
a-Din al-Nasafi (sixth/thirteenth century), a disciple of Sa'd al-Din
Hamuyah, puts it: 'The millions of prophets who appeared prior to
it successively contributed to the establishment of the theophanic form
which is prophecy, and Muhammad consummated it. Now it is the
turn of the walayah (spiritual Initiation) to be manifested and to make
manifest the esoteric realities. The man of God in whose person the
walayah is made manifest isthe sahib al-zaman, the Imam of thistime.'

The term sahib al-zaman (he who rules over this time) is character-
istically used to designate the hidden Imam, ‘invisible to the senses,
but present to the hearts of those who believe in him'. He polarizes
both the devotion of the pious Shiite and the philosopher's meditation,
and was the child of the eleventh Imam, Hasan al-'Askari, and the
Byzantine princess Narkes (Narkissa). Heis also known asthe awaited
Imam (al-imam al-muntazar), the Mahdi (the Shiite idea of whom
differs profoundly, as we saw, from the Sunni idea), the Qa'im
al Qiyamah, the Imam of the Resurrection. The hagiography of the
twelfth Imam abounds in archetypal and symbolical features con-
cerning his birth and his occultation (ghaybah). We should point out
at once that historical criticism would be quite at sea here, because
what is involved is something altogether different, which we have
described as hierohistory. Here above al our approach should be that
of the phenomenologist: we must discover the aims of Shiite awareness
In order to shareits vision, the vision which it has been acquiring ever
since it began.

2. We must confine ourselves here to the essential facts. We recall
that the eleventh Imam, Hasan al-'Askari, was kept more or less a
prisoner by the 'Abbasid police in the camp at Samarra, about 100
kilometres north of Baghdad, and died there at the age of twenty-eight,
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in 260/874. On the very same day his young son, then aged five or
a little over, disappeared, and initiated thereby what is known as the
lesser Occultation (al-ghaybah al-sughra). The simultaneity of these
occurrences is rich in meanings from the mystical point of view. The
Imam Hasan al-'Askari is seen by his followers as the symbol of their
spiritual task. As soon as he leaves this world, the child of his soul
becomes invisible; and it is to this child's parousia, his 'return to the
present’, that the souls of his followers must give birth.

The occultation of the twelfth Imam takes place on two occasions.
Thelesser occultation lasted for seventy years, during which the hidden
Imam had four representatives, or na'ib, in turn, through whom his
Shiiteswere able to communicate with him. In alast |etter, he ordered
the last of them, 'Ali al-Samarri, not to choose a successor, for now
the time of the Great Occultation {al-ghaybah al-kubra) had arrived.
The last words of his last na'ib (d. 330/942) were, 'Henceforth this
is the business of God alone'. This was the beginning of the secret
history of the twelfth Imam. To be sure, it has nothing to do with
what we call the historicity of material facts, nevertheless, it has
dominated Shiite consciousness for more than ten centuries—indeed,
it isthe history itself of this consciousness. The Imam's final message
is a warning against any imposture, any pretext which seeks to put
an end to its eschatological expectation, to the imminence of the
Awaited One (which was the drama of Babism and Baha'ism). Until
the hour of his Advent, the hidden Imam is visible only in dreams,
or in personal manifestations having the character of visionary events
(the subject of many recitals), and which for that reason do not suspend
the 'time of the occultation', nor enter the material web of ‘objective'
history. Because the Imamate is the esoteric aspect of all prophetic
Revelations, the Imam must of necessity be present both in the past
and in the future. The meaning of this occultation and of the expected
advent has occupied philosophical meditation down to our day, parti-
cularly in the Shaykhi school.

3. The concept of the hidden Imam has led the masters of the Shaykhi
school into a deeper appreciation of the meaning and mode of this
invisible presence. Here again an essential part is played by the mundus
imaginalis {'alam al-mithal). To see the Imam on the celestial Earth
of Hurgalya (cf. the Earth of Light, Terra lucida, in Manichaeism),
is to see him where he truly is, in a world which is simultaneously
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concrete and supra-sensible, and to see him with the organ appropriate
to the perception of such aworld. Shaykhism has outlined what could
be called a phenomenology of the ghaybah. A figure like that of the
twelfth Imam does not appear and disappear according to the laws
of material historicity. He is a supernatural being, typifying the same
profound aspirations as those which, in a certain type of Christianity,
correspond to the idea of apure caro spiritualis Christi. The decision
of the Imam as to whether or not he can appear to men is dependent
on the men in question. His appearance is the very meaning of their
renewal, and in this lies, ultimately, the deepest significance of the
Shiite idea of the occultation and the appearance. Men have concealed
the Imam from themselves behind a veil, have made themselves
incapabl e of seeing him, because they havelost or paralysed the organs
of 'theophanic perception’, of that 'knowledge through the heart'
which is defined in the gnosiology of the Imams. It is meaningless,
therefore, to speak of the Manifestation of the hidden Imam as long
as men are incapable of recognizing him. The parousiais not an event
which may suddenly erupt one fine day; it is something that happens
day after day in the consciousness of the Shiite faithful. Here, then,
esotericism shatters the rigidity of which legalistic Islam is so often
accused, and its disciples are caught up in the ascending movement
of the cycle of the walayah.

In afamous hadith the Prophet said, 'If the earth had only one day
of existence left to it, God would prolong that day until a man of my
posterity, whose name will be my name, and his surname my surname,
manifests himsaf; he will fill the Earth, filled till then with violence
and oppression, with harmony and justice.' The day whichisprolonged
isthe time of the ghaybah, and this clear proclamation has been echoed
through all the ages and stages of Shiite consciousness. What the sages
perceived is that the advent of the Imam would make manifest the
hidden meaning of all the Revelations. Theta'wil will triumph, enabling
the human race to discover its unity, just as, throughout the time of
the ghaybah, the secret of the only true ecumenism will have been
contained in esotericism. Thisiswhy the great Sufi shaykh and Iranian
Shiite aready mentioned, Sa'd a-Din Hamuyah (seventh/thirteenth
century), declared, 'The hidden Imam will not appear before the time
when people are able to understand, even from the very thongs of
his sandals, the secrets of the tawhid—that is to say, the esoteric

71



HISTORY OF ISLAMIC PHILOSOPHY

meaning of the divine Unity.

Heis this secret: the awaited Imam, the Perfect Man, the Integral
Man, ‘for it is he who enables all things to speak, and, in becoming
alive, each thing becomes a threshold of the spiritual world'. The
Advent-to-come of the Imam presupposes, therefore, the metamor-
phosis of men's hearts; on the faith of his followers depends the
progressive fulfilment of thisparousia, through their own act of being.
Hence is derived the whole ethic of the javan-mard, the 'spiritual
knight', anideainwhichiscontained al the ethos of Shiism, the paradox
of its pessimism whose very desperation is an affirmation of hope,
becauseits vision encompasses, from one end to the other, the horizon
of metahistory: both the pre-existence of souls, and the Resurrection
[giyamah) which isthetransfiguration of all things. The ethic of ancient
Zoroastrian Persia was already determined by the anticipation of this
same Resurrection.

Until this Resurrection, the time of the 'Great Occultation' is the
time of a divine presence incognito; and because it is incognito, it can
never become an object or athing, and it defies al socialization of
the spiritual. By the same token, the members of the esoteric mystical
hierarchies (nujaba and nugaba’, Nobles and spiritual Princes, the
awtad and the abdal) also remain incognito. These hierarchies are
well-known to Sufism, but it must never be forgotten that, conceptually
and historically, they presuppose the Shiite idea of the walayah; for
the hierarchies originate in him who is the pole of poles, the Imam,
and they pertain to the esoteric aspect of prophecy which hasits source
in the Imam. Moreover, their names feature in the discourses of the
fourth and fifth Imams; and the first Imam, in a conversation with
his disciple Kumayi, makes precise reference to the succession of
God's Sages who, from century to century, remain largely unknown
to the mgjority of men. This was later to be known as silsilat al-'irfan,
the 'succession of gnosis'; and it consists of all those who, from the
time of Seth, the son of Adam, down to the Muhammadan Imams,
and including all those who acknowledge them as Guides, have been
transmitters of the esoteric aspect of eternal prophecy. However, the
essential reality of their being, their hagigah, does not belong to the
visible world, dominated as it is by forces of constraint. They make
up a pure Ecclesia spiritualis, and are known to God alone.

4. As we know, the Prophet Muhammad was identified, as Mani had
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been, with the Paraclete. But because of the homology which exists
between the Seal of prophecy and the Seal of the walayah, |mamology
retains the idea of the Paraclete as a vision to come. Several Shiite
authors, among whom are Kamal Kashani and Haydar Amuli, explicitly
identify the twelfth Imam, the awaited | mam, with the Paraclete whose
advent is proclaimed in the Gospel of John to which they allude. This
is so because the coming of the Imam-Paraclete will inaugurate the
reign of the purely spiritual meaning of the divine Revelations—that
isto say, thetruereligionwhichisthe eternal walayah. For thisreason,
thereign of the Imam isthe prelude to the Great Resurrection (giyamat
al-giyamat. As Shams al-Din a-Lahiji puts it, the resurrection of the
dead is the condition on which the end and aim of the existence of
beings may berealized. Our authors know that, philosophically speak-
ing, the annihilation of the world is conceivable; but their Imamology
challenges any such eventuality. Both before and after Islam, the
eschatological horizons of Iran have remained constant. Shiite escha-
tology is dominated by the figures of the ga'im and his companions,
as Zoroastrian eschatology was by the figures of Saoshyant and his
companions. It does not dissociate theidea of the 'lesser resurrection’,
theindividual exodus, from that of the'Great Resurrection’, the coming
of the new Aion.

Attention has just been drawn to the identification, established by
Shiite thinkers, between the awaited Imam and the Paraclete. This
identification reveals a striking convergence between the most pro-
found concept in Shiism and the whole body of philosophical thought
in the West which, from the Joachimites of the thirteenth century down
to our day, has been guided by the paracletic idea, inspiring modes
of thought and action with a view to the reign of the Holy Spirit. The
conseguences of this fact, once it has come to be noticed, could be
enormous. As we have explained, the fundamental idea is that the
awaited Imam will not bring with him a new revealed Book—a new
Lawv—but will reveal the hidden meaning of all the Revelations,
because, as the Integral Man [al-insan al-kamil, Anthropos teleios),
the esoteric aspect of the 'eternal prophetic Reality’, he is himself the
revelation of Revelations. The parousia of the awaited Imam signifies
a plenary anthropological revelation, unfolding within the man who
lives in the Spirit. In the final analysis, this means the revelation of
the divine secret that man took on himself, the burden which, according
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to Surah 33:72 of the Quran, Heaven, Earth and the mountains refused
to assume. We have seen (above, A, 2) how from the beginning, from
the time of the teaching of the Imams, this verse has been understood
by Imamology as an allusion to its own secret, the secret of the walayah,
for the divine mystery and the human mystery, the mystery of the
Anthropos and of the hagigah muhammadiyah, are one and the same.

Our brief sketch may conclude with this theme, its first and its last.
It has been possible to envisage here only alimited number of aspects
of Twelver Shiitethinking, but they will sufficeto show that thisthinking
is essentially the 'prophetic philosophy' which arose from the pre-
misses of Islam as a prophetic religion. But any account of Shiite
thought would be incompleteif it did not indicate therole of Ismailism
and Ismaili gnosis alongside that of Twelver Imamism.

B. ISMAILISM
Periods and sources: proto-lIsmailism

1. A few decades ago, it would have been extremely difficult to write
this chapter, so largely had the truth about Ismailism disappeared
beneath the plot of a frightful 'horror story’, responsibility for which
lay with those discussed below in relation to Alamut. The division
between the two main branches of Shiism, namely Twelver Imamism
and Sevener Ismailism, was effected when the sixth Imam, Jafar
al-Sadiq, one of the greatest figures of them all, departed this world
in 148/765. His eldest son, the Imam Isma'il, had died an untimely
death before him. Would the investiture of the Imamate develop onto
the latter's son, or did the Imam Jafar have the right—making use
of his prerogative as he saw fit—to transfer the investiture to another
of hisown sons: Musaal-Kazim, younger brother of Isma'il? Inreality,
this question of personages arises from something more fundamental:
the perception of atranscendental structure whosetypology is exemp-
lified by the earthly figures of the Imams. Thistypology iswhat divides
Twelver Shiites from Sevener Shiites.

Around the young Imam Ismail—eponym of the term Ismail-
ism—had formed a group of his enthusiastic followers whose ten-
dencies could be described as 'ultra-Shiite' in the sense that they
aimed at deriving the most radical consequences from the premisses
of Shiite gnosis described above: the divine epiphany in Imamology,
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the certainty that each exterior or exoteric thing corresponds to an
inner, esoteric reality, and the emphasislaid on the giyamah (spiritual
resurrection) at the expense of the observance of the shari'ah (the Law
or ritual). The same spirit is present in the reformed Ismailism of
Alamut. All this made up the tragedy at whose centre were the
moving figures of Abu al-Khattab and his companions, friends of the
Imam Ismail and disowned, externaly at least, by the Imam Jafar,
an action which rent his own heart.

2. Only afew texts are left today that witness to the spiritual ferment
taking place in the second/eighth century, but they suffice to show
the link between ancient gnosis and Ismaili gnosis. The oldest of these
texts, entitted Umm al-Kitab { The Archetype of the Book"), is pre-
served in the archaic Persian language; whether this is the original
text or aversion from the Arabic, itis at any rate afaithful reflection
of the ideas current wherever Shiite gnosis was given shape. The book
takes the form of a conversation between the fifth Imam, Muhammad
al-Bagir (d. 115/733) and three of his followers (rawshaniyan, 'beings
of light'). From the start it is clearly reminiscent of the Gospel of the
Infancy, thus already makingit evident how Imamology is homologous
to gnostic Christology. Among the principal motifs are the mystical
science of letters (the jafr), practised already, and especialy, in the
school of Mark the Gnostic, and the groups of five, or pentadism,
governing a cosmology which plainly contains traces of Manichaeism,
and inwhich we can discern upon analysisacathenotheismof extraordi-
nary interest.

Another of the dominating themes is the 'seven battles of Salman'
against the Enemy. Salman combines the characteristics of the arch-
angel Michael with those of the celestial Anthroposin the form of a
primordial theophany. He declines to accept divinity for himself, and
this refusal renders him transparent to that divinity which can be
worshipped only through him. As we will see later, the most exalted
philosophical speculations of Ismailism see this as the secret of the
esoteric tawhid. Deprived of theophanic figures, monotheism suffers
aself-inflicted self-denial and perishesin ametaphysical idolatry which
is unaware of itself. At the end of the book comes the theme of the
'Salman of themicrocosm'. Thefructification of Imamology in mystical
experience, fully realized in the Sufi Ismailism derived from Alamut,
has already begun.
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Reference has just been made to the 'science of letters' which was
to be so important for Jabir ibn Hayyan (see below, 1V, 2), and even
for Avicenna (see below, V, 4). It was borrowed from the Shiites by
the Sunni mystics, and was extensively developed by Ibn al-'Arabi
and his school. We know that for Mark the Gnostic, the body of
Aletheia, Truth, was made up of the letters of the alphabet. For
Mughirah ibn Sa'id al-'ljli—possibly the most ancient of Shiite gnostics
{d. 119/737)—Iletters are the elements out of which the very 'body"
of God is composed. Hence the significance of his speculations on
the supreme Name of God: for example, seventeen people will rise
again at thecoming of thelmam-Mahdi, and each of themwill beallotted
one of the seventeen letters which make up the supreme Name. A
systematic comparison of this with the Jewish Cabbalah has not yet
been attempted.

3. Unfortunately, it is very difficult to follow the transition between
these texts which express what could be termed proto-Ismailism, and
the triumphal period in which the coming of the Fatimid dynasty to
Cairo in 296/909, with 'Ubayd Allah al-Mahdi, was seen as the
realization on earth of thelsmaili hopefor the kingdom of God. Between
the death of the Imam Muhammad, son of the Imam Isma'il, and the
founder of the Fatimid dynasty, thereisthe obscure period of thethree
hidden Imams (mastur—not to be confused with the idea of the ghaybah
of the twelfth Imam in Twelver Imamism). Let us merely observe
that in Ismaili tradition, the second of these hidden Imams, Imam
Ahmad, great-grandson of the Imam Isma'il, is considered to have
sponsored the writing of the Encyclopaedia of the Ikhwan al-Safa’,
and to have been the author of al-Risalat al-Jami'ah, the synthesis
which recapitulates the contents of the Encyclopaedia from the point
of view of Ismaili esotericism (see below, IV, 3). In addition, we can
mention a Yemeni author, Jafar ibn Mansur al-Yaman. This brings
us to the middle of the fourth/tenth century.

At the end of this obscure period, we may remark the appearance
of great systematic works, composed with perfect technique and using
a precise philosophical vocabulary, even though we are unable to
determine the context in which they were produced. Even more
explicitly than in the case of the Twelver Shiites, the greatest names
among these masters of Ismaili thought, apart from Qadi al-Nu'man
(d. 363/974), all belong to Iranians: Abu Hatim al-Razi (d. 322/933),
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whose famous controversies with his compatriot, the philosopher-
doctor Rhazes, are discussed later (see below, 1V, 4); Abu Yaqub
al-Sijistani (fourth/tenth century), a profound thinker and the author
of about twenty works written in a concise and difficult language;
Ahmad ibn Ibrahim al-Nisaburi (fifth/eleventh century); Hamid al-Din
al-Kirmani (d. ca. 408/1017), aprolific and extraordinarily profound
writer; asada'l of the Fatimid caliph al-Hakim, he was also the author
of several treatisesinwhich hearguesagainst the Druze, the' separated
brethren' of Ismailis; Mu'ayyad fi a-Din al-Shirazi (d. 470/1077),
equally pralific in both Arabic and Persian, and holder of the high rank
of bab (Threshold) in the esoteric hierarchy; the famous Nasir-i
Khusraw (d. between 465/1072 and 470/1077), all of whose many
works are written in Persian.

4. As we will see below (B, 11, 1), the decision taken by the eighth
Fatimid caliph, al-Mustansir bi-Allah, with regard to his successor,
split the Ismaili community, after his death in 487/1094, into two
branches. On the one hand, there was the branch of the so-called
'Oriental’ Ismailis, the Ismailis of Persia, whose main centre was the
‘command post' of Alamut in the mountains to the south-west of the
Caspian Sea. In Indiatoday they are called Khojas, and they acknowl-
edge the Aga Khan as their head. On the other hand, there was
the branch of the so-called 'Occidental’ Ismailis, the Ismailis of Egypt
and Yemen, who acknowledged the Imamate of al-Mustali, second
son of al-Mustansir, and continued the ancient Fatimid tradition. For
them, the last Fatimid Imam was Abu a-Qasim al-Tayyib, son of the
tenth Fatimid caliph a-Amir bi-Ahkam Allah (d. 524/1130), and
twenty-first Imam in the Imamic line which started with 'Ali ibn Abi
Talib (thus giving us three heptads). But he disappeared while till a
child, and as a matter of fact the Ismailis of this branch, known in
India as Bohras, affirm, like the Twelver Shiites, the necessity of the
Imam'’s occultation, with all its metaphysical implications. They owe
obedience to a dai or high priest, who is simply the representative
of the invisible Imam.

Thefate of theliterature of the Ismailism of Alamut will be discussed
later. The literature of the 'occidental’ Ismailis, who remained faithful
to the ancient Fatimid tradition, is represented by a number of monu-
mental works, which appeared particularly in Yemen towards the
end of the sixteenth century, when the residence of the great da'i was
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moved to India. Needless to say, this Yemeni philosophy has been
completely absent up till now from our histories of philosophy, for
the good reason that it has long been kept under the seal of the strictest
secrecy. (We may recall that Yemen belongs officially to the Zaydi

branch of Shiism, whichwecannot discusshere.) Someof theseY emeni

Ismailiswereprolificauthors: Sayyid-nalbrahimibnal-Hamidi, second
da'i (died at San'a’ in 557/1162); Sayyid-na Hatim ibn lbrahim,
third da'i{d. 596/1199); Sayyid-na 'Ali ibn Muhammad, fifth da'i
(d. 612/1215), author of twenty great works, outstanding among which
is his monumental response to al-Ghazali's attacks (see below, V,
7); Sayyid-naHusaynibn 'Ali, eighth da'i(d. 667/1268), hitherto the
only one among them to have had a treatise translated (into French;
see bibliography). This whole Y emeni period culminates in the work
of Sayyid-na Idris 'Imad al-Din, nineteenth da'i of Yemen (d.
872/1468). Even though the last three authors specified are posterior
to the date we assigned as the limit of the first part of this study,
reference to them is unavoidable.

5. The precise significance of philosophy in Ismailism must be sought
in the Ismaili exegesis, developed in the commentary of a gasidah
by Abu al-Haytham al-Jurjani, of the following hadith of the Prophet:
'‘Between my tomb and the pulpit where | preach, there is a garden
from among the gardens of Paradise.' Needless to say, this saying is
not to be understood in a literal, exoteric sense (zahir). The pulpit
for preachingis precisely thisliteral appearance, thatisto say, positive
religion with all its imperatives and dogmas. The tomb is philosophy
(falsafah), for in this tomb the exoteric aspect of positive religion and
its dogmas must undergo the decomposition and dissolution of death.
The garden of paradise which stretches between the pulpit and the
tomb is the garden of gnostic truth, the field of Resurrection where
the initiate rises again to an incorruptible life. Such a concept makes
philosophy into a necessary initiatory stage, and this is without doubt
unique in Islam: it is the whole spirit of Shiite gnosis, and the whole
point of the da'wah, the 'Ismaili Convocation' (literally, the Ismaili
kerygma).

We are dealing here not with a more or less precarious balance
between philosophy and theology, not with the 'double truth’ of the
Averroists, still less with the idea of philosophy as ancilla theologiae.
Thereligion whichis theosophia, True Religion (din-i hagq), is reborn
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fromtheintermediate, from what lies between the dogmaand thetomb
where dogmatic belief must die and be metamorphosed. Ta'wil is the
exegesis which transcends al known facts and redirects them to their
origin. Philosophy culminates in gnosis, for it leads to spiritual birth
(wiladah ruhaniyah). We can perceive the themes which are common
to Twelver Imamism and Ismailism, as well as the themes on which
Ismailism, particularly that of Alamut, was to differ: the relationship
between shari'ah and hagigah, between prophecy and the Imamate.
They are not, however, themes which derive from Greek philosophy.

We cannot enter here into details—for example, the differences
between the pentadic schema of Nasir-i Khusraw's cosmology, and
the structure of the pleroma according to Hamid al-Din a-Kirmani;
or the decadic system described by thelatter, which accords with those
of al-Farabi and Avicenna. We may observe, however, particularly
in the case of a-Farabi (d. 339/950), a concern with prophetic
philosophy (see below, V, 2), whilefor their part certain great |smaili
works of capital importance (by Abu Yaqub al-Sijistani and Hamid
a-Din a-Kirmani) were written prior to Avicenna (d. 429/1037). To
undertake acomparative study of the features of 1slamic thought, which
is far more diverse and rich than has been hitherto supposed in the
West, and to isolate the particular context of a philosophy which does
not identify itself with the Greek contribution, is atask for the future.
Here, we can but make a brief survey of some of the themes, taking
Abu Yaqub a-Sijistani, Hamid a-Din a-Kirmani, and the Yemeni
writers as our principal guides.

I. Fatimid Ismailism
1. The dialectic of the Tawhid

1. If we are to understand what it is that makes the Ismaili doctrine,
« the form par excellence of Isslamic gnosis, so profoundly original,
and what it is that differentiates it from the Hellenizing philosophers,
We must consider theintuition onwhichitisbased. In order to preserve
the divine Abyss from being assimilated to any of its derivatives, the
ancient Gnostics had recourse to purely negative terms in describing
it: Unknowable, Unnameable, Ineffable, Abyss. These expressions
havetheir equivalentsinlsmaili terminology: the Principle or Originator
(mubdi'), the Mystery of Mysteries {al-ghayb al-ghuyub), 'he who
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transcends the boldness of thought'. It is impossible to attribute to
him names, attributes, qualifications, being or non-being. The Principle
is Super-being; he is not, but causes to be, is the cause of being. In
this sense, Ismailism truly pursued a 'primal philosophy'. Everything,
infact, that the Avicennan philosophers say about the Necessary Being,
the First Being {al-hagqq al-awwal), must be displaced in order to be
true: their metaphysics starts with the affirmation of being, and thus
starts but with caused-being. Ismaili metaphysics ascends to the level
of the cause of being: prior to being, there is the putting of being into
theimperative, the originating KN (Esto!). Beyond even the One, there
is the Unific (muwahhid), he who monadizes al monads. The tawhid
thus assumes the aspect of a monadology: it isolates this Unifying
Principlefrom all the onesthat is unifies, and at the same timeit affirms
this Principle in and through them.

2. The tawhid—the affirmation of the Unigue—must therefore avoid
the dual trap of ta'til (agnosticism) and of tashbih (the assimilation
of that which is Manifested to its Manifestation). Hence we have the
dialectic of double negativity: the Principle is non-being and not
non-being, not in time and not not in time, and so on. Each negation
is true only on condition of being itself denied. The truth lies in the
simultaneity of this double negation, whose complement is the dual
action of the tanzih (the subduction of the Names and operations from
the supreme divinity in order to transfer them to the hudud, the
celestial and terrestrial stages of his Manifestation), and the tajrid (the
isolation and re-projection of the divinity beyond his Manifestations).
In this way, the 'theophanic function' is initiated and defined. A
twelfth-century Yemeni author defined the tawhid us 'consisting in
knowledge of the celestial and the terrestrial hudud (plural of hadd,
limit or degree), and in the recognition that each of them is unique
inits rank and degree, without having another associated with it'.

Described in these terms, the esoteric tawhid appears some way
removed from the usual monotheism of the theologians. In order to
understand it, full weight must be given to the idea of hadd, meaning
limit or degree. The idea is distinctive in that it confirms the bond
between the 'monadological’ conception of the tawhid and the funda-
mental hierarchism of Ismaili ontology, thus establishing a close
correlation between the action of the tawhid—recognition of the
Unigue—and the tawahhud—the process that constitutes a unity, the
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monadization of amonad. In other words, the shirk which disintegrates
the divinity by pluralizing it is eo ipso the disintegration of the human
monad, which is only able to make itself into a true unity through
knowing the hadd of which it is the mahdud—through knowing, that

is, thelimit which determinesitsrank inthescal eof being. Thequestion
confronting us, then, is the following: at what limit or hadd sequent
to Super-Being does the revelation of being unfold? In other words:

how isthefirst hadd, the First Being, made? What isthe limit at which

the divinity rises from its abyss of absolute unknowability, the limit

at whichitis revealed as aPerson, with whom apersonal relationship
of knowledge and love is possible? And, following on the primordial

divine Epiphany, how do all the hudud unfold? (The word hududis
often tranglated as 'grades’ or 'dignitaries’ of the esoteric hierarchies,

whether celestial or terrestrial. While this is not inaccurate, it veils
the metaphysical aspect of the word.) To ask these questions is to

enquire into the eternal birth of the Pleroma.

3. The earlier authors—the Iranians whom we mentioned earlier—
envisaged it in terms of the procession of being from the First
Intelligence. The Yemeni writers say that al the Intelligences—the
archangelic 'Forms of light' in the Pleroma—were established simulta-
neously and equally, but that this was as yet no more than 'first
perfection'. The 'second perfection', which was to have established
them definitively in being, was dependent on their attaining the tawhid,
for it is on this tawhid that the integration of each being (tawahhud)
depends. The differentiation, structure and hierarchization of being
is achieved through the tawhid. It should be observed at once that the
term ibda', signifying the immediate creative origination (our authors
refuse to say either 'as aresult of something' or ex nihilo), is reserved
for the eternal act which puts the being of the celestial Pleroma into
the imperative mode. The Pleroma is designated 'alam al-ibda’, 'alam

AL-amr. theworld of being in the imperative mode, Esto. It contrasts

with the 'alam al-khalg, which is the creatural world, the object of
creation. Both in the older schema and in that of the Yemenis, the
procession of being or Emanation (inbi'ath) originates solely in the

First Intelligence, the integral or universal Intelligence (al- 'agl al-kull).

This Intelligenceis itself Being in the imperative mode. Asthe first
Originated (al-mubda’ al-awwal), it is the act itself of eternal Origina-
tion{ibda'), the creative divine Word (kalam Allah); for thisimperative
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Word, in effectuating the epiphany of the first Intelligence as the first
Being, is one with the Intelligence Manifested. The Yemeni writers
say that the first Intelligence was the first to accomplish the tawhid,
and that it summoned thereto the other Forms of light. Hence the name,
sabig, by which the Intelligence is known—as name signifying 'he who
goes before, who precedes'. The ancient writers did in fact apply
themselves to the task of studying the exemplary case of this initial
tawhid as being that of a cosmic liturgy, typified in the two moments
of the profession of the Islamic faith: la ilaha illa Allah. For in this
tawhid the delimitation of the being of the First Intelligence is
accomplished—adelimitation which makesit the first hadd, the essen-
tial Epiphany. The act of intellection whereby the First Intelligence
recognizes its Principle is also the only divine Ipseity accessible to
our apprehension: the Deus determinatus or Deus revelatus.

4. Inits two phases, the tawhid constitutes the secret of being of the
first Intelligence. La ilaha: there is no God, absolute negation. The
divine Absconditum disalows the possibility of apprehending or
affirming any divinity of which something could be predicated. It
is succeeded (cf. the dialectic described above) by an exceptive
proposition (illa = nisi), an absolute and particular affirmation which
does not derive from any logical premiss. Between the two moments
of the profession runs the ridgeway—Dbetween the two abysses of ta'til
and tashbih. For insofar as, and because, the first Intelligence or first
Being recognizes that divinity in its essence is beyond it, and because
it denies itself this divinity, it is actually invested with the supreme
Nameof divinity, andistheonly I pseity of the Principlethatitispossible
for us to apprehend. The entire mystery of the Deusrevelatus consists
in this. The affirmative ilia Allah is the challenge which the first
Intelligence, through its adoration, levels at its own powerlessness;
itisthe positive 'dimension’ of its being, and as such it summons into
being the second Intelligence, the universal Soul, its first Emamant
(al-munba’ith al-awwal), known as the tailor 'he who follows'. In
Y emeni terms, the tawhid of the first Intelligence makes possible the
tawhid of the second Intelligence, in the sense that the latter, of which
thefirst Intelligenceisthe 'limit' (hadd), the 'horizon', the sabiq, refers
the words ilia Allah back to the first Intelligence. But from the start,
the first Intelligence assigned divinity, not to itself, but back to its
Principle, beyond itself. In the same way, therefore, going from stage
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to stage {hadd to hadd), the tawhid is possible without tashbih or ta'til,
whereas the orthodox literalists fdl into the very trap of metaphysical
idolatry which they claimed to avoid.

To avoid this metaphysical idolatry it has to be recognized that the
only ipseity of the Principle which we can attain is the knowledge
possessed by thefirst Intelligence, thearchangel Logos, of the Principle
which establishes it—a knowledge it possesses through the very act
of its being. This knowledge, however, is itself an Unknowingness:
the Intelligence knows that it cannot attain to the essential ground of
the Principle. Nevertheless, apart from that, thereis no senseintalking
of the existence or absence of adivinereality, for the Principle pertains
neither to the being of which one can say what it is, nor to the non-being
of which one can declare negatively what it is not. This is why for
al Ismaili gnosis the first Intelligence is the Deus revelatus, both the
Veil and the support of the supreme Name Al-Lah. All the Quranic
verses in which this name is named refer to the first Intelligence. But
it must be understood in the sense specified by the etymology of the
name Al-Lah, as professed by lsmaili thinkers and certain Arabic
grammarians. (We are not concerned here to accommodate gramma-
rians and linguists, but to ascertain what isreally present to the Ismaili
consciousness.) They derive theword from the root wih, which denotes
the idea of being stricken with stupor and sadness (like the traveller
inthedesert): ilah=wilah. Similarly, the Arabic script makesit possible
to read, ideographically, in the word ulhaniyah—divinity—the word
al-hanniyah: the state of him who sighsor desires. Thereisan affective
sense here of the divine mystery: the idea that the divine ipseity
‘essencifies' itsdlf only in negativity, in the stupor or sadness of the
first Archangel or first Intelligence as he experiences his powerl essness
to reach the self-hood of this divinity, whose Name devolves upon
him even while he disclaims such divinity for himself. In the same
way he becomes the object of desire or nostalgia for al those who
proceed from the first Intelligence. The same paradox is repeated at
all thelevels (hudud) of the hierarchies of Heaven and Earth. Whatever
may bethe limit (hadd) attained, thereis aways another limit beyond.
The metaphysical hierarchism of Ismaili gnosis is rooted in this sense
of distances—a sensewhich, aswe shall see, involvestheentire da ‘wah
in a continuous ascending motion.

5. Therelationship initially determined is, then, that between the first
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hadd and the first mahdud, that isto say, between the first Intelligence
and the second Intelligence, which proceeds from thefirst and of which
the first is the 'limit" or horizon. This is the dyad of sabiq and tali,
Pen and Tablet (lawhah), whose earthly homologues are the Prophet
and his wasi or heir, the first Imam of a period (see below, B, I, 3).
This dyadic structure is repeated at all levels of both the celestial and
the terrestrial hierarchy, the one corresponding with the other, and
gives an Ismaili significance to the phrase, 'He who knows himself
knows his Lord'. However, the procession of the third Intelligence
initiates a dramain which the origin of evil is ascribed to a 'past’ long
preceding the existence of earthly man.

2. The drama in Heaven and the birth of Time

1. If the Ismaili community calls itself the da 'wah, the 'Convocation'
to the esoteric tawhid, it is because this Convocation, or 'Proclamation’

{kelygma) began 'in Heaven' with the summons addressed by the First

Intelligence, prior to time, to al the Forms of light in the archangelic
Pleroma. This da'wah 'in Heaven' is the eternal Convocation of which

the 'Ismaili Convocation' is merely the terrestrial form, the form

appropriate to the Muhammadan period of the present cycle of pro-
phecy. On earth—thatisto say in the phenomenal world—its existence
began with the initial Adam, well before the Adam of our own cycle.
Whereas the Second Intelligence—the First Emanant—obeyed this
summons, the Third Intelligence, which proceeded from the dyad of
the first two, opposed it with negation and refusal. This Third Intelli-
gence was the Adam ruhani, the celestial spiritual Adam, angel-
archetype of humanity, in whose person the Ismaili metaphysical
imagination represents, in symbolic form, the hierohistory of huma-
nity's origin.

The spiritual Adam, then, remains motionless in a state of amazed
bedazzlement before himself. He refuses the 'limit' (hadd) preceding
him, the Second Intelligence, because he does not see that even if this
hadd 'limits' hishorizonit also points towards the beyond. He believes
that he can attain the inaccessible Principle without this intermediary

‘limit' because, being ignorant of the mystery of the Deus revelatus

in the First Intelligence, he thinks that to do otherwise would be to

identify this limit with the absolute deity, the mubdi’. In order to escape

this idolatry, he exalts himself into the absolute, thus succumbing to
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theworst metaphysical idolatry of all. When, finally, he rouses himself
from this stupor, rather in the manner of an archangel Michaegl winning
the victory over himself, he hurls away from him the demonic shadow
of Iblis (Satan, Ahriman) into the lower world, whereit reappearswith
every cycleof occultation. But herealizesthat he hasbeen’ overtaken’,
‘delayed’ (takhalluf), that he has falen behind himself: from being
the Third Intelligence he has become the Tenth. This interval is the
measure of the time of his stupor, a time which he must redeem. It
corresponds to the emanation of seven other Intelligences who are
cdled the 'Seven Cherubim' or the 'Seven divine Words', and who
assist the Angel-Adam to come to himself. The Seven denote theideal
distance of his fal. The timeis his delay over himsdf—it is literaly
true, inthis context, to say that time s 'eternity delayed'. Thisiswhy
seven periods govern the rhythm of the prophetic cycle, and seven
Imams govern the rhythm of each period of this cycle. Herein lie the
metaphysical roots of Sevener, or Ismaili, Shiism. The number seven
representsthe delay of eternity inthe Pleroma, adelay whichthe Third
Angel, now become the Tenth, must reclaim for his followers, and
with their help.

This 'delay’ introduces into a being of light a dimension which is
alien to it and which expresses itself in the form of an 'opaqueness'.
Itisinteresting to recall that in the Zarvanist theosophy of ancient Iran,
Tenebrosity { Ahriman) originated in a doubt which arosein thethought
of Zarvan, the supreme divinity. However, for the Zarvanists and
Gayomarthians described in the sixth/twelfth century by al-Shahra-
Nteni, Zarvan was no longer the supreme divinity but an angel of the
Pleroma. It could be said that the spiritual Adam, the Third Angel of
the lsmaili cosmogony, is the homologue of the Angdl Zarvan in this
lute neo-Zarvanism.

2. Eacharchangelic Intelligenceinthe Pleromaitself containsapleroma
of innumerable Forms of light. All the Forms who composed the
pleroma of the celestial Adam were immobilized with himin the same
delay. In his turn, he communicated to them the da'wah, the eternal
Summons. Most of them, however, in varying degrees of obstinacy
and rage, rejected him and even denied him the right to make such
an appeal. This denial darkened the essential ground of their being,
which had previously been purely incandescent. The Angel-Adam
realized that if they were to remain in the pure spiritual world, they
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would never free themselves of their Tenebrosity. This is the reason
why he made himself the demiurge of the physical cosmos, as the
instrument through which the Formswho had once been of Light would
find their salvation.

This symbolical history is clearly reminiscent of Manichaeism.
Furthermore, in the Ismaili schema, the Third Intelligence who be-
comes the Tenth takes on the same position and role as the 'active
Intelligence' in the writings of the Avicennan philosophers and the
ishragiyun {see below, V, 4 and VII}. (We explained above why this
Intelligenceis identified with the Holy Spirit, with Gabriel as the angel
of Knowledge and Revelation.) Thereis adifferencein that, for Ismaili
theosophy, this Intelligence does not simply come tenth in the normal
course of Emanation: it is seen as the central figure in a 'dramain
Heaven' which precedes and explains our present terrestrial humanity.

All the members of his pleromawere seized with panic terror when
they saw the Tenebrosity invade their being. The triple movement
which they executed in a vain attempt to tear themselves away from
it resulted in the three dimensions of cosmic space. The densest mass
consolidated itself at the centre, while cosmic space exploded into

several regions: thoseof the celestial Spheresand thoseof the Elements.

Each of the planets in turn ruled for the space of a millennium over
aworld in gestation, up till the beginning of the seventh millennium,
the cycle of the Moon. At this point, like a plant growing out of the
Earth, appeared the first human being surrounded by his companions.

3. Cyclical Time: Hierohistory and Hierarchies

1. This earthly Anthroposis designated as the integral primordial Adam
(Adam al-awwal al-kulli), the pananthropos. He must therefore be
distinguished both from his celestial archetype, the spiritual Adam,
the Third Intelligence who became the Tenth, and from the partial
{juzi) Adam who inaugurated our present cycle. He is described as
the 'physical personification of the primordial Pleroma’. Needless to
say, he has no connection with the primitive man of our philosophizing
palaeontologies. He made his appearance in Ceylon (Sarandib), be-
cause Ceylon then possessed the most perfect temperate climate;
and with him appeared twenty- seven companions. '‘Asthered hyacinth
stands out among the other stones, so he stood out among these
twenty-seven companions, just as they stood out from the rest of
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humanity which arose at the same time as them. Together with him,
these twenty-seven companions are the visible typification, in aform
possessing 'physical mass', of the primordial archangelic Pleroma, for
they are the faithful humanity of the pleroma of the Tenth Angel, those
who responded to his da'wah. Their fidelity 'in Heaven' is expressed
in their earthly condition by a physical and spiritual superiority over
all the human beings of other climes (jazirah), who cameinto existence
with them at the conclusion of the same anthropogonic process.

This first earthly Adam is simultaneously the epiphanic form
(mazhar) and the Veil of the celestial Adam. Heisthe celestial Adam's
first thought and the limit of his knowledge, the substance of hisaction
and theray which concentratesthe brilliance of hislight. Likethe Adam
of Judaeo-Christian prophetology, he is avopdptntog (Whose exact
equivalent is the Arabic term ma 'sum), immune from al impurity and
sn—a privilege that he transmitted from cycle to cycle to al the holy
Imams. His own cycle was one of epiphany (dawr al-kashf), an era
of felicity in which the human condition, including even its physical
characteristics, was ill that of a paradisical humanity. Human beings
perceived the spiritual realities (haga'iq) directly, not through the veil
of symbol. Thefirst Adam founded the 'Noble Convocation' (al-da'wah
al-sharifah) in this world; he it was who established the hierarchy of
the hierocosmos (‘alam al-din), which symbolizes both with that of
the Pleroma and with that of the macrocosm. He sent out twelve of
his twenty-seven companions, twelve da'is, into the twelve jazirahs
of the Earth, and he appointed twelve hujjahs, the 6lite among his
companions, in his presence. In short, he was the founder of the
permanent esoteric hierarchy, uninterrupted from cycle to cycle, and
from period to period in each cycle, up to and since Islam.

After having invested his successor, the first Adam was transferred
to the Pleroma. Here he succeeded the Tenth Angel—the celestial
Adam—who himself rose, together with the entire hierarchy of Intelli-
gences, to alevel higher than the one he had previously occupied.
This ascending movement will not cease until the Third Angel-Intelli-
gence, whose aberrance immobilized him and thus demoted him to
the rank of Tenth Intelligence, has regained the sphere of the Second
Emanant or Second Intelligence. The same pattern applied to each of
the Imams who succeeded the first Adam in the first epiphanic cycle.
This cycle of epiphany was followed by one of occultation (dawr
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al-satr), which was followed by a new cycle of epiphany and so on,
the cycles aternating with each other in rotatory succession. This will
continue until the ultimate Resurrection of Resurrections (qgiyamat
al-giyamat, which will be the consummation of our Aion and will
restore humanity and its Angel to their initial state. In some of their
sayings, theholy Imamsgo asfar ascal culating the Great Cycle{al- dawr
al-a'zam) at 360,000 times 360,000 years.

2. Understandably, the only case about which our Ismaili theosophers
are able to speak at length is the transition leading to our present cycle
of occultation from the epiphanic cycle which precedesit. The Ismaili
ta'wil was applied with extraordinary depth to the Quranic and Biblical
history of Adam—an account which is concerned not with an absolute
beginning, but with things occurring in the wake of terrible disasters.
During the threefina millenniaof the previous epiphanic cycle, serious
disturbances forced high-ranking dignitaries to re-institute the 'dis-
cipline of the arcane'. The exalted spiritual sciences were silenced,
and humanity became unworthy of the revelation of the mysteries.
A religious Law, shari'ah, had to be established, from which the ta'wil
would liberate only those whom it would lead to resurrection through
rebirth, inthe night of symbols. Thisisthefall known asthe 'departure
from Paradise'. Henceforth, thereis only the 'potential paradise'—that
isto say, the esoteric fellowship, the Ismaili da'wah.

The Quranic history of Adam is seen as that of the investiture of
the young Imam Adam by his father Hunayd, the last Imam of the
preceding epiphanic cycle. All the 'terrestrial Angels—the members
of the da'wah—acknowledged him except I blis-Satan and hisfollowers.
Iblis was a dignitary of the previous cycle, in whose person there now
reappeared the form of the Tenebrosity originally precipitated on the
Earth by the celestial Adam. Iblis' intention was to move Adam, to
appeal to his generosity and thus induce him to reveal to men that
'knowledge of the resurrection' which they had both possessed in the
previous cycle. Whereupon Adam, carried away by a mad impulse,
betrayed it, giving up to the incomprehension of all men that which
could be revealed only by the last Imam of our cycle, the Imam of
the Resurrection (ga'im al-giyamah).

3. The structure of the cycle of occultation inaugurated by our own
Adam may be understood with reference to the origina structure
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established on earth by the first Adam, the first Imam on earth, in
correspondence with that of the visible and of the invisible Heavens.
As we have shown, the 'grades' of the celestial and the terrestrial
hierarchies are designated by thetermhadd ( | i m i t )
The hadd defines the horizon of consciousness of each level, the mode
of knowledge proper to its mode of being. Thus, each lower limit is
‘delimited' (mahdud) by the hadd immediately superior toit. Essential
for the understanding of the tawhid, this structure determinesthe entire
course of anthropology.

Even though the full significance of the esoteric hierarchy throughout
the periods of Ismailism still presents problems, its structure has been
fully delineated by Hamid al-Din a-Kirmani (d. ca. 408/1017). There
isthe celestial hierarchy (the hudud above), and there is the terrestrial
hierarchy (the hudud below), which symbolize with each other. Alto-
gether, each of these hierarchies forms ten grades, linked together
as a triad (the higher levels) and a heptad. (1) On earth thereis the
natiq, that is to say, the prophet who annunciates a shari‘ah, a divine
Law communicated to him by the Angel (cf. above, A, 5). Thisisthe
letter of thetext uttered in exoteric form (zahir), asthe code of positive
religion. The natiqis the earthly homologue of the First Intelligence,
the Intelligence who inaugurated the da'wah 'in Heaven'. (2) There
is the wasi, the Imam who is the prophet's direct spiritual heir, the
foundation (asas) of the Imamate and the first Imam of a period. As
the depository of the secret of prophetic revelation, his proper function
isthe ta'wil, the esoteric exegesis which 'redirects' the exoteric aspect
to the hidden meaning, to its archetype (ad). He is the homologue
of the Second Intelligence, the First Emanant or universal Soul. (The
dyad of nabi-wasi, First and Second Intelligences, corresponds here
to the two aspects of the 'eternal Muhammadan Reality' in Twelver
Shiism; see above, A, 3.) (3) Thereisthe Imam who succeeds of asas,
and who throughout the cycle maintains the equilibrium of esoteric
and exoteric, whoserelatedness isindispensable. Heisthehomologue
of the Third Intelligence, the spiritual Adam. Thisis why each period
will have a heptad, or several heptads, of Imams, typifying the interval
of 'delay’, the time that the celestial Adam must redeem with the help
of his followers in order to regain his rank. With regard to the seven
other grades, each is, respectively, the homologue of one of the other
Forms of light or Intelligences in the Pleroma: the bab or 'threshold'
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of the Imam; the hujjah, the Proof or Guarantee (which assumes an
altogether special significance in the Ismailism of Alamut); three
degreesof da'i or preacher (literaly ‘convoker'); and two lower grades:
the senior master { al-ma 'dhun al-mutlag), who may accept the commit-
ment of the new initiate, and the junior master (al-ma 'dhun al-mahsur)
whose task is to attract neophytes.

Suchisthevertical structure of the esoteric hierarchy which, accord-
ing to our authors, endures from cycle to cycle. The form of hierocos-
mos in space has its temporal isomorph in the form of hierohistory.
Each period of a cycle of prophecy—that is to say, a cycle of occulta-
tion—is inaugurated by a natig, a wasi, who are succeeded by one
or more heptads of Imams. It is terminated by alast Imam, the ga'im
or Imam of the Resurrection, who puts an end to the preceding
period and who raises up (mugim) the new prophet. The seven periods
as awhole make up the totality of the prophetic cycle, an ideawhich
iscommonto all Shiite prophetology. These periods appertainto seven
great prophets: Adam, whose Imam was Seth; Noah, whose Imam was
Shem; Abraham, whose Imam was |shmael; M oses, whose |mam was
Aaron; Jesus, whose lmam was Sham'un (Simon); Muhammad, whose
Imam was 'Ali. The seventh natiq is the Imam of the Resurrection (who
corresponds to the twelfth Imam of the Imami Shiites). He does not
bring anew shari'ah; herevealsthe hidden meaning of the Revelations,
with al the tumults and upheavals that this involves, and prepares the
way for the future Cycle of epiphany.

4. Imamology and eschatology

1. Wearein abetter position to understand the meaning of Imamology,
and with it the eschatol ogical ethos dominating all Shiite consciousness,
when we remember that, as we observed above, Ismaili Imamology,
like Shiite Imamology ingeneral, was confronted with problems similar
to those which confronted Christianity during the first centuries of our
era, and that it always tended to find solutions of atype characteristic
of the Gnostics—precisely the sort of solutions, in fact, which were
rejected by officia Christology.

In speaking of the nasut or humanity of the Imam, Ismaili authors
are concerned to intimate that the Imam's body is not abody of flesh,
congtituted like that of other human beings. The Imam's body results
from a whole cosmic alchemization of the 'etheric bodies' (al-nafs
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al-rihiyah, the 'effluvious soul”) of fathful initiates. These 'etheric'
particles rise from Heaven to Heaven and then re-descend, purified,
invisible to the eye's perception, by means of lunar rays, settling like
a heavenly dew on the surface of pure water or of certain fruits. The
water and the fruit are consumed by the current Imam and his wife,
and the heavenly dew becomes the germ of the subtle body of the
new Imam. A simple envelope or sheath (ghilaf), it is designated jism
kafuri, abody which possesses the subtlety and whiteness of camphor;
and thisisthebody which constitutesthe humanity {nasut) of thelmam.
If it is possible to speak in this context of 'Docetism’, we do so not
because we are dealing in any sense with a 'phantom’, but because
we are concerned with the attempt to imagine and conceive, as though
in a Gnostic form of Christology, a caro spirtualis. For this reason,
the union of nasut (humanity) and lahut (divinity) in the person of the
Imams never culminates in the idea of a ‘hypostatic union of two
natures', with all the philosophical, historical and social consequences
that such a concept entails.

2. In order to understand what Ismaili gnosis means by the divinity
(lahut) of the Imam, we must start with what it characterizes as the
‘spiritual birth' (al-wilada al-ruhanlyah). Here we may discern un-
mistakable Manichaean overtones. The Y emeni writer already quoted
has the following to say: 'When the new initiate (mustajib) expresses
his assent between the hands of one of the dignitaries (hudud), at the
moment when he repeats the formula which commits him, and if his
intentions are true and pure, behold, a point of light is joined to his
soul and remains beside it without forming part of it.' His thought and
actions will determine whether this nascent point of light grows into
a Form of light. If it does, then at the time of his exitus the faithful
initiate's Form of light isdrawn by the 'magnetism of the Fillar of light'
towards the Form of light of the Companion who precedes him in
mystical rank. (There is as it were a pact of mystical chivalry which
makes the initiates responsible for each other even in the beyond.)
Together they rise towardsthe hadd which is superior to both of them.
In this way, al assumetheir stations and together constitute, with the
hudud, the 'Temple of Light' (al-haykal al-nurani), which, while
possessing the human form, is a purely spiritual Temple. This Temple
of Light isthe Imamate, and as such isthe lahut or divinity of the Imam.

3. As soon as heis 'invested' (nass), the young Imam becomes the
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support of the Temple of Light. His Imamate or 'divinity' is the corpus
mysticum composed of al the Forms of light of his disciples. As in
the case of the first Adam, each of the Imams who succeed each other
in each of the periods of the cycle has his own 'sacrosanct Temple
of Light' (haykal nurani qudsani), which isformed in the same manner.
All the Imams together form the 'Sublime Temple of Light' {al-haykal
al-nurani al-a'zam), which is as it were the dome of the Temple of
Light. When an Imam departs from this world, his Temple of Light
rises with him into the precinct of the Tenth Angel (the spiritual Adam
or celestial Anthropos); and all of them, gathered together in this
precinct, await the coming of ga'im, the Imam-resurrector who brings
the cycleto a close, to rise with him at his accession as the successor
of the Tenth Angel.

At each Great Resurrection (giyamat al-giyamat) which ends a cycle
of occultation or of epiphany, the last Imam or ga'im, drawing with
him the entire mystical Temple of the hudud, risesto the Pleromawhere
he succeeds the Tenth Angel, the spiritual Adam, as the demiurge of
the natural world. The Tenth Angel himself then rises one rank in the
Pleroma, drawing the whole Pleroma with him in this ascent. In this
way, each Great Resurrection—each completed cycle—enables the
Angel of humanity and all hisfollowersto approach hisandtheir original
rank. Thisishow the succession of cycles and millenniaredeems time,
that 'eternity delayed' by the Angel's momentary plungeinto darkness,
and how the way is prepared for the dénouement of the 'dramain
Heaven'. Cosmogony and soteriology are two aspects of the same
process leading up to this denouement. The meaning and aim of the
creation of the cosmosisto makeit aninstrument whereby the celestial
Adam may regain his lost rank. He regains it from cycle to cycle with
the help of al those who, previously to their earthly state, obeyed
his 'summons' in the Pleroma, or who respond in this life to the
convocation (da'wah) of the prophets and the Imams.

4. As for the tenebrous form of the malefic denegators, it rises at the
time of their exitus to the region known in astronomy as 'the head
and tail of the Dragon' (the point at which the Moon's orbit intersects
with that of the Sun). This is the region of tenebrosity, swirling with
the massa perditionis of all the demons of humanity, the mass of evil
thoughts and plots conspiring to bring about the catastrophes which
shake the world of men.
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For this reason, earthly events can be explained only by their esoteric
reality, that is to say, with reference to the 'dramain Heaven' whose
denouement they in fact prepare. In this 'philosophy of history' is
expressed the majestic vision of a prophetic philosophy characteristic
of Ismaili thought. In fact, the Ismaili version of Shiism has features
which are common to all Shiism: the eschatological ethic, the dominat-
ing figure of the ga'im who, as we saw, is expressly identified with
the Paracl ete proclaimedinthe Gospel of John. Thisiswhy AbuY aqub
a-Sijistani (fourth/tenth century) perceived, in the four arms of the
Christian Cross and in the four words which make up the Attestation
of the Islamic faith (the tawhid), a symbol of one and the same secret:
thecoming of the Imam at theend of the Night of Destiny (laylat al-gadr,
Surah 7); for thisis none other than the Night of humanity in this cycle
of occultation.

Il1. The reformed Ismailism of Alamut
|. Periods and sources

1. There is no need here to speak at any length of the 'horror story’
which, in the absence of authentic texts, eclipsed for so long the name
of Ismailism and in particular the memory of Alamut. Thereisno doubt
that responsibility rests in the first place with the imagination of the
Crusaders and of Marco Polo. But even in the nineteenth century, an
Austrian orientalist and man of letters, von Hammer-Purgstall, pro-
jected onto the unfortunate Ismailis his obsession with 'secret socie-
ties, and suspected them of al the crimes which in Europe are
attributed by some to the Freemasons and by others to the Jesuits.
The result was the Geschichte der Assassinen (1818), awork which
continued to be taken seriously for along time. In histurn S. de Sacy,
in his Expose de la religion des Druzes (1838), passionately defended
his etymological explanation of the word 'Assassins' by the word
hashshashin (those who make use of hashish). All this comes from
the usual zeal withwhichreligiousor philosophic minoritiesareaccused
of theworst moral depravities. What ismost strangeisthat orientalists,
like admen greedy for sensationalism, should have made themselves
the accomplices down to our times of the violent anti-Ismaili propa-
gunda, put about by the Abbasid caliphate of Baghdad. After the
impulse given to Ismaili studies by W. Ivanow and the Ismaili Society
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of Karachi (formerly of Bombay), there is no longer any excuse for
these fantasies. The following is a significant example. We saw that
the Ismaili da'wah is designated the 'potential paradise’, and the Ismaili
exegesis of the 'hadith of the tomb' {see p. 78 above) gives us to
understand how entry into the da'wahisinfact entry into the 'potential
paradise' (jinnah, paradise or garden). This was all that was needed
for the propaganda of the opposition to imagine 'orgies' in the 'gardens
of Alamut'. For therest, it isaquestion of an anti-Turkish phenomenon
of resistance, and of a struggle carried on by the Ismailis in tragic
circumstances. But the philosophy and the spiritual doctrine of Ismail-
ism have no connection with the 'stories of the assassins'.

2. We have already given abrief account of how al-Mustansir bi-Allah,
the Fatimid caliph of Cairo, transferred the investiture of the Imamate
from his elder son Nizar to his younger son al-Mustali. On the death
of thecaliphin487/1094, somepeoplegaveallegianceto al-Mustali—
they are those who continued the Fatimid da'wah and who are also
known as the Musta'liyan—whereas others remained faithful to the
Imam Nizar, who was assassinated, together with his son, in Cairo
in 489/1096. The latter are known as nizari, and are the 'Oriental’
Ismailis of Iran. Here again, beneath external history and the concern
with personages, lie the essential themes and the spiritual issues.
Ultimately, the political triumph represented by the coming of the
Fatimid dynasty of Cairo seemssomething of aparadox. Towhat degree
was an esoteric fellowship compatible with the official organization
of a state? The same issue which had divided the Qarmatis from the
beginning reappears in the promulgation of the reform of Alamut. As
far as we can judge from the texts available to us, this reform was
inspired by the spirit of primitive Ismailism after the Fatimid political
interlude.

There was, on the other hand, the powerful personality of al-Hasan
ibn al-Sabbah (d. 518/1124), knowledge of which must be acquired
through the Ismaili texts themselves, since it has been so distorted
elsewhere. He played a leading part in the organization of the Ismaili
‘commands' inlran. We are not attempting hereto resolve the question
as to whether or not some devoted disciples succeeded in leading the
Imam Nizar's grandson to safety in the fortress of Alamut (in the
mountains south-west of the Caspian Sea). For whatever may have
occurred, one fact remains, and it is of great spiritual significance.
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3. This al-important fact was the initiative taken by the Imam Hasan
‘ala dhikrihi al-salam (distinguished by having this greeting after his
name), the new grand master (khudavand) of Alamut (b. 520/1126,
grand master in557/1162, d. 561/1166). Onthe 17th day of Ramadan
in 559/8th August 1164, the Imam proclaimed the Great Resurrection
(giyamat al-giyamat) before al the initiates assembled on the high
terrace of Alamut. The protocol of the occasion has been preserved.
What the proclamation implied was nothing less than the coming of
a pure spiritual Islam, freed from al spirit of legalism and of all
enslavement to the Law, a personal religion of the Resurrection which
is spiritual birth, in that it makes possible the discovery and the living
realization of the spiritual meaning of the prophetic Revelations.

Thefortress of Alamut, like the other |smaili command-postsin Iran,
was destroyed by the Mongolsin 654/1256. In no sense did this event
mark the end of the reformed Ismailism of Alamut, which simply
retreated into hiding by donning the mantle (the khirgah) of Sufism.
Its effect on Sufism and on Iranian spirituality in general presupposes
some fundamental affinities which throw new light on the problem
of themeaning and eventheoriginsof Sufism. Furthermore, thelsmailis
regard a good number of Sufi masters as their own, beginning with
a-Sandi (d. ca. 545/1151) and 'Attar (d. ca. 627/1230); Jala a-Din
a-Rumi (d. 672/1273), in relation to whom Shams al-Din al-Tabrizi
assumed the role of hujjah; 'Aziz a-Nasafi (seventh/twelfth century),
Qasim al-AnWari (d. 837/1434), and so on. One hesitates at times
in deciding whether a text is written by a Sufi steeped in Ismailism,
or by an Ismaili steeped in Sufism. Even this is not going far enough,
for the famous Persian poem by Mahmud Shabistari (d. 720/1320),
the 'Rosary of Mystery' (gulshan-i raz), the vade-mecum of Iranian
Sufism, was commentated and expanded by Ismaili teaching.

The questions thus propounded are very recent, and are a conse-
guence of the bringing to light, thanks mainly to the labours of W.
Ivanow, of what has survived of Alamuti literature, al of which isin
Persian. (We know that Alamut's library was completely destroyed
by the Mongols.) We should, however, add to this literature the Arabic
literature of the Ismailis of Syria, who under the powerful personality
of their head, Rashid a-Din Sinan (1140-92 AD), had a direct link
with Alamut. (We aso know that a tragic misunderstanding on the
part of the Templars wrecked an agreement that had already been
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concluded between these 'Templars of Islam' and the King of Jeru-
salem.) Of the Persian works of Alamut, mention should principally
be made of the great book of the Tasawwurat, attributed to Nasir al-Din
Tus (d. 672/1273)—an attribution which there is no good reason to
contest; the fifteenth-and sixteenth-century works by Sayyid Suhrab
Wali al-Badakhshani, Abu Ishag al-Quhistani, and the prolific author
Khayr-Khwah al-Hirati. All of them have preserved much older frag-
ments, most notably the 'Four Chapters' by al-Hasan ibn al-Sabbah
himself. Equally, they testify to a renaissance of Ismaili thought,
concomitant to therenaissance of Shiitethoughtin general and possibly
one of its contributing factors. Indeed, it was during the same period
that Twelver Shiism {principaly with Haydar Amuli and Ibn Abi
Jumhur), having assimilated the work of Ibn al-'Arabi, was induced
to 'rethink’ its relation to Sufism and thus to Ismailism also.

4. It is extraordinary to observe how a Twelver Shiite author of the
stature of Haydar Amuli { eighth/fourteenth century) realizes, with no
polemical bias, the essential difference separating him from the Is-
mailis. He formulates this difference in terms which do no less than
explain the consequences of the Great Resurrection proclaimed at
Alamut. Whereas Twelver Shiite gnosis tries to preserve the simulta-
neity and equilibrium of zahir and batin, Ismaili gnosis, by contrast,
sees al exterior appearance, all exoteric aspect (zahir) as having a
hidden inner meaning, an esoteric reality (batin). This esoteric reality
is superior to the exterior appearance, for the initiate's spiritual
progress depends upon the degree to which he understands it, and
hence the exoteric aspect is a shell which must be shattered once and
for al. This is achieved by the ta'wil, the Ismaili exegesis which
‘redirects' the factual realities of the shari'ah to their gnostic truth
(hagigah), the understanding of thetruemeaning of theliteral revelation
or tanzl, positive religion. If the faithful initiate acts in accordance
with the spiritual meaning, the obligations imposed by the shari‘ah
are abolished for him. This accords profoundly with the meaning of
the philosophy explained above in the exegesis of the 'hadith of the
tomb'.

The Guide to this spiritual meaning—he whose very person isthis
meaning, since it is the earthly manifestation of a primordial Theo-
phany—is the Imam. Consequently, the Imam and the Imamate, which
is eternal, take precedence over the prophet and the prophetic mission,
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which is temporary. As we have seen, Twelver Shiism declares that
the supremacy of walayah over nubuwah must be contemplated in the
person of the Prophet; it does not mean that the person of the wali
issuperior tothat of the nabi-Messenger. By contrast, |smailism derives
aradical conclusion from this. Since the walayah is superior to the
prophecy of which it is the source, it follows that the person of the
wali—that is to say the Imam—takes precedence over that of the
Prophet, and the Imamate always has and always will take precedence
over the prophetic mission. What Twelver Shiism sees as being at the
end of an eschatological perspective, is realized 'in the present’ by
the Ismailism of Alamut, through an anticipation of eschatology which
is a revolt of the Spirit against all enslavement. The philosophical,
theological and sociological consequences and implications of this in
relation to therest of Islam are more than we can speak of here. Taking
the recently published texts as our guide, we can do no more than
indicate their essential presupposition: an anthropology on which the
philosophy of the resurrection depends, and which finds expression
in the concept of the Imam.

2. The concept of the Imam

1. Ismaili Adamology was briefly delineated above (B, 1,3). On the
one hand, the partial Adam who inaugurated our cycle was the first
prophet of this cycle of occultation; on the other hand, the initial Adam
or pananthropos, the earthly image of the celestial Anthropos, in
inaugurating ab origine the first cycle of epiphany, became the First
Imam and the founder of the Imamate, the permanent religion of
humanity. Onthisintuitionis based the Ismaili insistence on thetheme
of the Imam as the 'man of God' (mard-i Khuda in Persian, cf. the
anthropos tou Theou in Philo), as the Face of God, Perfect Man
(anthropos teleios). 'Whoever in histime has failed to understand who
the Perfect Man was, will remain a stranger. In this sense has it been
said: He who has seen me, has seen God.' We have already observed
that asimilar echo from the Gospel of John (14:9), confirmed by others,
fits excellently into the structure which gives Imamology in relation
to Shiite theology a position similar to that of Christology in relation
to Christian theology. One divines, aong with the secret of Ismaili
Imamol ogy—thus vindicating a number of traditions going back to the
holy Imam—that which constitutes the essence of this Imamology: the
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exatation of the Imam as the Perfect Man to the supreme rank and,
as a corollary to this, the decisive and definitive supremacy of the
ta'wil—of, that is to say, esoteric Islam over exoteric Islam, of the
religion of the Resurrection over the religion of the Law.

This concept of the Imam is integral to the entire philosophy of
mankind. Because the human Form is 'the image of the divine Form’,
it is par excellence invested with the theophanic function. It thereby
assumes the function of cosmic salvation, because the return to the
World beyond—the world of spiritual entities—is the transition to a
state of existence in which everything takes the form of human reality,
since it is the human being alone who possesses speech, the logos.
Thus, it is through the instrumentality of Man that things rediscover
the way back to the Origin. But this perfect human Form—this theo-
phany disclosed in pre-eternity—is that of the Imam. To say that
the Imam is the Man of God, Perfect Man, is to acknowledge him as
the supreme instrument of soteriology. Likewise, soteriology isinitself
conditioned by the tahqiq, the realization of the true meaning of all
exoteric forms, just as this realization is conditioned by the ta'wil,
the function of the Imam. Once more, what this Imamology envisages
essentialy is not the empirical figure of any particular Imam, but the
reality and the essence of an eternal Imam, of whom each Imam
individually is the earthly exemplification. This is the eternal Imam
to whom reference is made in the Quranic expression mawlana, ‘our
lord', or whom it is said that he always existed, exists and will exist.
All the variousversions of his Coming arerelativeto men's perception.
In the divine pleroma {'alam-iKhuda) these mutations have no place.

2. An immediate consequence of this is that knowledge of the Imam,
of the Perfect Man, isthe only knowledge of God possible to man,
since the Imam is the initial theophany. In the phrase quoted above,
as in al similar phrases, the speaker is the eternal Imam. 'Prophets
pass and change. We are eternal Men." 'l knew God before Heaven
and Earth were created." 'The light cast by the lamp is not the lamp
itself; but if this light did not exist, how would one know what the
lamp is, or even whether or not thereis alamp and whereitis?' 'The
Men of God are not God himself; nevertheless, they are inseparable
from God." Because the Imamate is the primordial theophany, the
revelation of the divine Abyss and the guide towards this Revelation,
the Imam is the supreme hujjah, the guarantor who answers for the
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unknowable divinity. This is stated in the great sermon preached by
the Imam Hasan ‘'aa dhikrihi al-salam, on the 8th August 1164 CE,
when he proclaimed the Great Resurrection at Alamut:'Mawlana (our
lord) is the Resurrector (ga'im al-giyama); he is the lord of beings,
he is the lord who is the absolute act of being [al-wujud al-mutlag);
he excludes all existential determination, for he transcends them all;
he opens up the threshold of his Mercy, and through the light of his
Knowledge he causes all beingsto see, hear and speak for all eternity'.
Only the eternal Imam, as atheophany, makes possible an ontology:
since he is therevealed one, he is being as such. He is the absolute
Person, the eternal divine Face (chahrah-'i Khuda in Persian), the
supreme divine Attribute and supreme Name of God. In his earthly
form he is the epiphany of the supreme Word (mazhar-i kalimah-'i
a'la), the Bringer of Truth in every age (muhiqg-i vaqt), the manifesta-
tion of Eternal Man who manifests the Face of God.

A second consequenceisthat for man, knowledge of self presupposes
knowledge of the Imam. On the basis of the statement of the fourth
Imam that 'Knowledge of God is knowledge of the Imam’, our texts
repeat: 'He who dies without having known his Imam, dies the death
of the oblivious. The reason for this may be sought in the specific
interpretation given to the maxim repeated by all Islamic spirituals:
'He who knows himself knows his Lord, that is to say, he knows his
Imam.' this is the knowledge that was promised by the first Imam:
'‘Be faithful to me, and | will make you as similar to myself as Salman."'
It emerges from these texts that knowledge of God, of the Imam and
of the sdf are aspects of one and the same fundamental, liberating
knowledge, of the same gnosis.

This is the reason why the Persian texts of the tradition of Alamut
emphasize the four possible ways of knowing the Imam. 'One may
possess knowledge of his person in its physical form—a knowledge
of which even animals are capable. One may possess knowledge of
his officid name and of his earthly genealogy—a knowledge to which
even hisenemieshaveaccess. Thereistheknowledgewhichrecognizes
his Imamate—a knowledge shared by al the members of the da'wah.
Finally, there is the knowledge of his Essence according to the eternal
reality of his attributes—a knowledge, that is, which presupposes a
transcendence of al other modes of knowing. Such knowledge dazzles
the soul, and is the privilege of the hujjah.’ Likewise, there is a
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qguadruple line of descent relative to the Imam, as follows: according
to the flesh; in the spiritual sense; according both to the flesh and
in the spiritual sense; and, lastly, according to the flesh, the spiritual
sense and the eternal reality of hisessence. Thelmam's purely spiritual
descendant (farzand-i ma'nawi) is the hujjah—a status which has its
archetype in Salman the Persian, and which, according to the promise
of the Imam, isexemplified in every faithful initiate. With the promotion
of the hujjah to the highest rank, the entire traditional hierarchy is
modified.

3. Imamology and the philosophy of resurrection

1. One can speak here of aradical shift. It is aways the case that the
hierarchy of the hudud denotes their respective degree of proximity
to the Imam. But now the meaning of this hierarchy tends to become
moreinterior, and 'thelimits' indicate rather the degrees of '‘conformity
with the Imam' that correspond to stages in the progress of one's inner
consciousness. Theta'wil makesthe hierocosmos {the esoteric hierar-
chical brotherhood) symbolize with the microcosm. The consequence
of this is a fal in the rank assigned to the natiq, the prophet who
proclaims aLaw, and a different appreciation of the cycle of prophecy.
Both these are corollaries of the elevation of the rank of hujjah. The
predominance of the syzygy Prophet-lmam is replaced by that of the
Imam and his hujjah.

In Twelver Shiite theosophy, the mission of the prophet of Islam
marked the full noonday hour {the equilibrium between zahir and
batin). Shortly after began the decline towards evening, thereturninto
the night of esotericism, the cycle of the pure walayah. In Ismaili
theosophy, the entry of the haqgigah—the pure spiritual religion—into
the night of esotericism began not with Muhammad, Seal of prophets,
but with the very first prophet, Adam, who initiated our present cycle
of occultation—that is to say, it began with the beginnings of present
humanity. Ismaili pessimism confronts this radical disaster with its
entire philosophy of Resurrection, with its revolt, even, against the
shari'ah.

The six great periods of 'legislative prophecy' are always seen as
the hexaemeron, the 'six days' of the creation of the religious cosmos
or hierocosmos, each 'day' being counted as a 'millennium’. But in
point of fact, the six 'days' are the night of divine religion (shab-i din),
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the night of the Imam, because during these six days the literal Law
or shari'ah of thelegidative prophetsistheveil hidingthereality, hiding
the sun of the Imam. Just as the sun is replaced by the moon in
illuminating the night, the Imam is replaced by him who is his hujjah,
his proof or guarantor (his 'Salman'). Knowledge of the Imam in his
true Essence will only become manifest on the seventh day, that is,
on the day after the still-continuing hexaemeron. Only the seventh day
will truly partake of the nature of day, that on which the sun shines
forth {the yawm al-giyamah or day of the Resurrection).

2. Within the context of this vision of things, the drop in rank of the
prophet-legislator needs no explanation. Whereas in Twelver
Imamism, as in Fatimid Ismailism, he ranked first (being the earthly
homologue of the First Intelligence), in the Ismailism of Alamut he
ranks third. It seems, indeed, that in this the Imamology of Alamut
merely reproduces an order of precedence that existed in pre-Fatimid
Ismailism, one represented by the order of succession of the three
symbolic letters ‘ayn {'Ali, the Imam), sin (Salman, Gabriel, the
hujjah), and man (Muhammad, the Prophet). The Prophet, in fact,
in his capacity as a natig—the annunciator of a shari'ah—has the rank
and function of a da'i who 'convokes' men towards the Imam who
is the secret meaning of the shari'ah he annunciates. Thisis why each
prophet, at the beginning of his vocation as da'i, has gone to meet
the hujjah of the Imam of his time, who stands in the same relation
to him as Khidr-Elijah, Moses' prophet-initiator, stood to Moses. (In
the Ismaili exegesis of the history of the prophets, Paradise for Adam,
the ark for Noah, the Burning Bush for Moses, Mary for Jesus, and
Saman for Muhammad are al interpreted as figurations of the meeting
with the hujjah.) Every initiate in his turn follows the example of the
prophet- da'i and advances towards the same encounter, towards
spiritual union with the hujjah: they becomegnostics (arif) who share
in the same gnosis. This is the meaning of the Imam's promiseto his
disciple when he tells him that he will make him as similar to himself
M Salman. The diminution in the number of 'grades' in the hierarchy
of Alamut in no way corresponds to a 'loss of man-power’; it corres-
ponds to a metaphysical deepening of the concept of the Imamate,
with the result that prophetic philosophy culminates in a philosophy
of resurrection.

The Imam stands in the same relation to his hujjah as the creative
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Esto to the first Intelligence. Such is the privileged situation of the
hujjah, of all those whose archetype is Salman: those of whom it is
said that from the very beginning the spiritual essence [ma'na) of each
of their persons is the same as the Imam's (whence comes the fourth
of the modes of knowledge and filiation described above). 'To be
promoted to the rank of hujjah’ is to exemplify in one's own person
the case of Salman, to attain to the 'Salman of your being'—the 'Salman
of the microcosm’, asit is called in the ancient treatise Umm al-Kitab,
which we cited above. With regard to the secret of such an attainment,
the following few lines may perhaps yield the supreme message of
Ismaili philosophy: 'Thelmam has said: | am with my friends wherever
they seek me, on the mountain, in the plain and in the desert. The
man to whom | have revealed my Essence, that is to say the mystical
knowledge of myself, has no further need of my physical proximity.
And thisis the Great Resurrection.’

4, |smailism and Sufism

1. The texts of the Ismaili tradition of Alamut show us both the way
in which Imamology fructifies in mystical experience, and how it
presupposes such an experience. The conjunction of Ismailism and
Sufism, which took place after the time of Alamut, refers us to the
asyet unsolved problem of origins. If we agree with the Shiite spirituals
that Sunni Sufism is something which, by endowing the Prophet alone
with the attributes of the Imam and thereby making the walayah into
an Imamology without an Imam, parted company with Shiism at agiven
moment,then the Ismailism of Alamut does no more than restore the
old order of things. Hence its importance for all Shiite Sufism after
this period, as well as for the entire cultural field whose language was
Persian.

2. We have just seen how the replacement of the pair Nabi-lmam by
the pair Imam-hujjah reflects the process of mystical interiorization.
In a commentary on Mahmud al-Shabistari's 'Rosary of Mystery' by
an anonymous Ismaili writer, the unio mystica of the Imam and the
hujjah is mediated in the magnificent symbol of the olive tree growing
at the top of Mount Sinai (Quran 95:1-2). There are two mountains,
the mountain of intelligence and the mountain of love. In hismeditation
on the secret of the earthly human Form, in which is concealed the
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love of the 'hidden Treasure which longed to be known', the mystical

pilgrim discovers that his own person, like that of Moses, isthe Sinai

at the summit (or the heart) of which is revealed the theophanic Form

of the eternal Imam. Upon this summit, or within this sanctuary, the

'Soul of the soul' isrevealed to the soul asthe mystical olivetreewhich

stands on the invisible heights of the Sinai of love. The pilgrim must

climbthe Sinai of love, whichishigher than the mountain of Intelligence;
for athough the intellect is the guide leading to the secret of the
theophany, it is also the guide who ultimately steps aside, like Virgil

in the presence of Beatrice.

As we have seen, in performing this inner pilgrimage the disciple
does no more than repeat the initial step of each prophet in search
of the Imam. To reach the summit of the Sinai of his soul is, for the
mystic, to realize the state of Salman the Pure, of the hujjah: it isto
attain to the Soul of the soul (jan-ijan). This Soul is the Imam, the
olive tree growing on the top of the Sinai of love; and the soul of the
mystic isthisvery love, since the Sinai isthe Sinai of his being. Thus,
what the soul discovers at the summit, or the heart, of her being is
the Imam asthe eternal beloved. The syzygy of the Imam and his hujjah
becomes the inner dialogue between the Beloved and the Lover. The
Soul of his soul is her to whom he is able to say thou, it is his'l' in
the second person. As it was for Moses on Sinai, in the presence of
the Soul of his soul, the 'Moses of hisbeing', his'l' in the first person,
isobliterated. In contemplating herself in the Soul of the soul, the soul
becomes the object of contemplation of the Soul of the soul, and this
latter, inits place and time, utters the words: Ego sum Deus. In this
manner the famous pronouncement of al-Hallgj (ana al-haqq), repeated
over the centuries by the Sufis, acquires atruly Shiite flavour. Imam-
ology frees it from the trap of transcendental monism, which created
so many problems for reflexive thought.

3. Ultimately, the mystical experience of the Sufis encompasses a
metaphysic which baffles both the dialectic of philosophers pure and
simple, and that of the theologians of the kalam. It will be clear, from
what has been said here, that thereis yet another form of metaphysics
in Islam, without which it may beimpossibleto explain the beginnings
and the devel opment of Sufism. Thisother form is essentially the Shiite
gnosis which goes back to the Imams themselves. Our endeavour
here—thefirst, aswe believe, of its kind—has been to show the unique
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originality of thisform, insofar asit representstheresponse of prophetic
philosophy to the demands of a prophetic religion. Because it is
essentially the explanation of the hidden spiritual meaning, this form
of metaphysics is eschatological; and being eschatological, it remains
open to the future.

With the dialectical theologians of the Sunni kalian we enter an
altogether different 'clime'.
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. The Sunni Kalam

A. THE MU TAZILITES

1. Theorigins

1. The Arabic word kalam signifies word or speech. The word
mutakallim designates him who speaks, the orator (in grammar, the
first person). It is not possible here to trace the evolution whereby
the word kalam came to mean simply theology, and the word mutakal-
limun (those engaged in the science of the kalam, 'ilm al-kalam)
came to mean the 'theologians'. This would involve a more detailed
analysis of the genesis of the problem, touched on below, of the Quran
as kalam Allah, the 'Word of God'. Furthermore, the science of the
kalam, as the scholastic theology of Islam, came to mean more
particularly atheology professing atomism, an atomism which, while
itisreminiscent of the atomism of Democritusand Epicurus, isentirely
different in context.

As the scholasticism of Islam, the kalam manifests itself as pure
rational dialectic which operates upon the concepts of theology. We
are dealing neither with mystical gnosis ('irfan), nor with the 'science
of the heart' of which the Shiite Imams were the first to speak.
Moreover, asthe philosophersal-Farabi and Averroes, aswell asMulla
.Sadra al-Shirazi, have emphasized, the mutakallimun are above all
apologists, devoted not so much to a demonstrated or demonstrable
t ruth asto upholding, withtheaid of al theresources of their theol ogical
diaectic, the articles of their traditional religious credo. Such atask
is doubtless inescapable where a religious community is concerned:
there was also a Shiite kalam. But the Imams were aready warning
their followers against any exclusive attachment to the problems and
method of the kalam. This is because mystical theosophy— 'irfan—
functions in a manner which is hermeneutical rather than dialectic,
and keeps itself as aloof as possible from al 'intellectualism'.

those known as Mu'tazilites are considered to be the earliest
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