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Orientalism—the purportedly scientific study of the reli
gion, history, civilization, and actuality of the Muslim peo
ples—has recently come under increasing and often justi
fied attack. A self-perpetuating tradition that has flourished 
incestuously, rarely open to participation by any but the 
most assimilated and "occidentalized" Muslims, it has sig
nally failed to construct a credible and comprehensive vision 
of Islam as religion or as civilization, despite vast and 
meritorious labor accomplished in the discovery and ac
cumulation of factual information. Nowhere have matters 
stood worse than in the Orientalist study of the Islamic 
religion. It is scarcely an exaggeration to say that so radical is 
the disparity between the Islam of Orientalist description 
and the Islam known to Muslims from belief, experience, 
and practice that they appear to be two different phenom
ena, opposed to each other or even unrelated. The reasons 
for this are numerous. The persistence of traditional 
Judeo-Christian theological animus toward Islam should 
never be underestimated. Probably of greater significance, 
however, is the unwillingness of the quasi-totality of scholars 
to accept the autonomy of the religious "fact" and their 
insistence upon historicist or sociologist reductionism. 

A major exception to this rule was the French Islamicist, 
Henry Corbin, who, by the time of his death on October 7, 
1978, had elaborated a rich and varied corpus of writings on 
various aspects of Islamic spirituality unequaled by any 
other Orientalist. With Iran and Shi'ism always as his ulti
mate point of reference, Corbin wrote prolifically for more 
than three decades on Sufism, Islamic philosophy, Twelver 
and Isma'ili Shi'ism, the concept of spiritual chivalry in 
Islam, and a host of other related topics. In almost all that he 
touched, Corbin acted as a pioneer and innovator, question
ing some of the most tenaciously held beliefs of Orientalism 
and uncovering vistas of thought and imagination that had 
previously been unknown or underestimated. In addition to 
his works of analysis and synthesis (culminating in the four-
volume work, En Islam iranien, 1971-72, a summary of all his 
major themes and interests), Corbin founded and edited the 
Bibliothèque Iranienne, a series of Persian and Arabic texts 
concerned mosdy with the currents of philosophy and mys
ticism that were close to his heart. Twenty-three volumes of 
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this series have now a p p e a r e d , m a n y of t h e m edi ted by 
Corbin himself, a n d o t h e r s prefaced by h im with analytical 
synopses, taken as a whole, they r e p r e s e n t a major addi t ion 
to t h e textual resources available for the study of Islamic 
phi losophy a n d mysticism Given t h e quanti tat ive a n d qual
itative d i m e n s i o n s of C o r b m ' s work, a n increasing por t ion 
of which is b e c o m i n g available in English, it seems useful to 
a t t e m p t an analysis of his vision of Islam, a n d to indicate 
both t h e s t rengths a n d weaknesses of his pro foundly indi
vidual, a n d even idiosyncratic, oeuvre 

1 
It n e e d s first to be r e m a r k e d that Corbin b r o u g h t to his 
labors as a scholar of Islam far m o r e t h a n t h e cus tomary 
philological t ra in ing a n d a p p a r a t u s of the Oriental ist His 
was pr imari ly a philosophical m i n d , n u r t u r e d by t h e train
ing of t h e great medievalist, E t i e n n e Gilson, a n d by an early 
interest in H e i d e g g e r (his F r e n c h translat ion of Was ist Meta
physik^ a p p e a r e d in Paris m 1938) But, as h e never t i red 
of stressing in all his works o n t h e Shi'i sages of I r a n , his 
concept of phi losophy e x t e n d e d b e y o n d m e r e rat iocination 
to an insistence o n t h e inner , visionary p u r s u i t of t h e t r u t h , 
his c o n c e r n , i n d e e d , was pr imari ly with theosophy, a word 
that came to be a key e l e m e n t in his terminology Accord
ingly, to the e lements in his genera l intellectual format ion 
t h a t h e l p e d to s h a p e his u n d e r s t a n d i n g of Islam should be 
a d d e d a sympathet ic acquaintance with esoteric e lements in 
Western phi losophy, with t h e Rhenish mystics, a n d with 
such assorted topics as t h e Holy Graal, the Knights T e m 
plar, Goethe ' s Farbenlehre, a n d t h e writings of S w e d e n b o r g 

Corbin 's theosophical predisposit ion led h i m to a radi
cal r e a s s e s s m e n t of t h e w h o l e n a t u r e a n d h i s t o r y of 
philosophical activity in Islam Before Corbin, it h a d been 
t h e genera l thesis of most works o n Islamic phi losophy (e g , 
E J de Boer's The History of Philosophy in Islam, first pub
lished in 1903 b u t widely used for m a n y subsequent de
cades) t h a t t h e p r i m e interes t of Musl im phi losophical 
t h o u g h t lay m t h e recept ion a n d transmission to E u r o p e , in 
slightly e n r i c h e d form, of G r e e k phi losophy T h i s mediat
ing function, a n d with it, philosophical activity as such, was 
held to have c o m e to a n e n d by t h e t h i r t e e n t h century, so 
that a p a r t f rom t h e a n o m a l o u s figure of I b n Kha ldún the 
intellectual hor izons of Islam r e m a i n e d ba re until the be
ginning of m o d e r n times Th i s view of Islamic philosophy 
rested part ly on the assumpt ion that only those aspects of 
Islamic t h o u g h t that impinged on the intellectual history of 
E u r o p e were of impor tance , pa rdy on the unspoken equa
tion of Islamic civilization with the Arab (or Arabic-writing) 
e l ement that domina ted its formative per iod , and partly on 
the sterile tnad ic scheme of "rise, matur i ty and decl ine" that 
Islam was t h o u g h t to have comple ted by the th i r teenth 
cen tu ry More than any o the r individual , Corbin discredited 
this simplistic view of things H e demons t ra t ed , first of all, 
tha t even the most familiar of Muslim phi losophers , Av
icenna, had been partially misunders tood , a n d snowed that 
in a d d i t i o n to t h e r a t i o n a l a s p e c t of h is t h o u g h t — 
emphas ized because of its influence on medieval scholasti
c ism—there was a n o t h e r e lement to his thought—esoter ic , 
inward, and llluminationist (see Corbin , 1960b, passim) 
More impor tant ly , he b r o u g h t to light in a whole series of 
writ ings the pro longat ion of Islamic philosophical activity 
that took place long after t h e th i r t een th cen tury u n d e r t h e 
aegis of ShYism a n d the designat ion of hikmat I t is fair to say 
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that before Corbin the names of Mîr Dämäd, Findiriskï, 
Qàzî Sa'íd Qummî, and Mulla Sadrá were barely known to 
Western scholarship. 

In qualification of Corbin's unquestionable achieve
ment in the reassessment of Islamic philosophy, it must be 
said that he frequently applied the traditional Arabic adage 
that "cure is effected by opposites." For in seeking to em
phasize the undoubted visionary and theosophic element 
present in the thought of both Avicenna and Mulla Sadrá, 
he ran the risk of underestimating the rational core of their 
systems. In the introduction to his careful study of Mulla 
Sadrá, Fazlur Rahman addresses this problem, with obvious 
reference to Corbin. Rejecting Corbin's thesis of a substan
tial illuminationist or Sufi element in the work of Sadrá, he 
points out that inward experience had for Sadra and others 
of his school the function not of producing new thought-
content, but rather of bestowing on thought-content intel
lectually attained the quality of personal experience (Fazlur 
Rahman, 1975, 3-4). We have here the first of many indica
tions that the personal proclivities of Corbin colored as well 
as illumined the topics he discussed. 

2 
The second major theme addressed by Corbin was Shi'i 
Islam in its Twelver and Isma'ili forms. Here, too, he 
brought about a much-needed change in Orientalist con
cepts. Before Corbin, the Sunni-Shi'i differentiation within 
Islam was understood almost exclusively in political terms, 
and Shi'ism was dismissed as a "heterodoxy," without any 
precise definition being offered for the term or its counter
part, "orthodoxy," as if the position of the majority were per 
se orthodox and that of the minority, heterodox. Against 
this view of things, Corbin rose in eloquent revolt, protest
ing that "Shi'ism cannot be reduced to cursing the first three 
caliphs, nor to the practice of a fifth rite of law, side by side 
with the four rites of law officially recognized by Sunni 
Islam" (Corbin, 1971-72, Vol. 1, xiv). For the first time in a 
Western language, Corbin expounded the doctrine of the 
Imamate in all its esoteric and metaphysical dimensions, 
making it plain that the succession to the Prophet to which 
the Imams laid claim was far more than the political and 
juridical governance of the community, and that it was the 
cyclical prolongation of the core of prophethood itself. 

But here again we find Corbin attempting "cure by 
opposites." Correctly refuting the reduction of Shi'ism to a 
contingent question of political succession, he insists upon 
an equally extreme view, that Shi'ism is essentially an 
esoterism, that indeed it is "the sanctuary of the esoterism of 
Islam" (Corbin, 1971-72, Vol. 1, 16). This view, which per
meates the whole of Corbin's writing on Shi'ism, involves a 
serious distortion of both Sunni and Shi'i Islam. Once 
Shi'ism becomes the sole repository of Islamic esoterism 
(i.e., spirituality and profundity), Sunni Islam becomes re
duced to what Corbin refers to, repeatedly and with obvious 
contempt, as "legalist Islam." A form of esoterism, Sufism, 
has manifestly flourished in the Sunni world, but as we shall 
see, Corbin views Sufism as a truncated form of Shi'ism that 
has mistakenly attempted to dispense with the Imams. 

The distortion of Shi'ism involved in its identification as 
an esoterism is equally serious, and now, in the aftermath of 
the Iranian Revolution, with its strong emphasis on the 
sociopolitical dimensions of religion, such an identification 

even appears grotesque. None would dispute that Hrfan 
represents a form of Islamic esoterism appropriate to the 
Shi'i context and that it draws in large part on the traditions 
attributed to the Imams. But to assert that Hrfän is cotermi
nous with Shi'ism, or even that it represents its most impor
tant expression, is quite a different matter. It necessitates 
overlooking the vast body of traditions of the Imams relat
ing to exoteric ("legalist") matters and the persistent al
though thwarted claims of the Imams to exercise actual 
political authority. It also causes Corbin to be extremely 
selective in his view of Shi'ism. 

In the world of Iranian Shi'ism, Corbin confined his 
attention—apart from questions of "imamology"—to little 
more than the practitioners of hikmat and the Shaykhïs, a 
school of esoteric speculation that had some importance in 
the early nineteenth century but later became confined to a 
small and stagnant community in Kerman. Almost totally 
absent from all of Corbin's copious writing on Iranian 
Shi'ism are those who have been its chief custodians and ex
ponents for more than three centuries: the 'ulama* az-zähir, 
the "exoterist" authorities. Their absence is not of course 
attributable to a deliberate exclusion on the part of Corbin, 
and still less to ignorance. It is simply that once the identifi
cation of Shi'ism with esoterism has taken place, all schools 
and currents of thought that are not esoterist naturally fall 
by the way as inauthentic, even if they have been historically 
predominant. In a highly revealing passage, Corbin once 
suggested that the attainment of majority status by the Shi'a 
in Iran during the Safa vid period, and the concomitant 
involvement of the religious leaders in socioeconomic and 
even political matters, led to a "betrayal" of the esoteric 
essence of Shi'ism (Corbin, 1960c, 69). The abstruse specu
lations of the Shaykhi school were, according to Corbin, a 
corrective response to this betrayal, intended to restore "in
tegral Shi'ism," and he devoted several studies to them (not
ably Corbin, 1960-61). The triumph of the Usúlí school of 

fiqh at about the same time as the emergence of the Shaykhi 
school was, by contrast, a subject of no interest to Corbin, 
even though it was indubitably the most important single 
development in the religious history of post-Safavid Iran. It 
permitted the growth of a powerful class of 'ulama and may 
be regarded as the distant ancestor of the Iranian Revolu
tion. Because of his identification of Shi'ism with esoterism, 
Corbin was, in his own way, as remote from the contempo
rary reality of Shi'i Islam in Iran as the most obtuse of 
political scientists. 

3 
The third major focus of Corbin's scholarly concern was 
Sufism, or, more precisely, a well-defined range of topics 
and personalities within Sufism: Ibn 'Arabi and his Iranian 
exegetes, Rüzbihän Baqlïof Shiraz, and various members of 
the Kubravî order, especially 'Ala ad-Daula SimnänL It is 
immediately to be conceded that in this area, too, Corbin 
displayed his usual talents for the voracious and imaginative 
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reading of little-known texts His understanding of all he 
touched was, however, colored, or even determined, by his 
particular vision of Shi'ism as the sole legitimate esoterism of 
Islam He presented the Sufism of Ibn 'Arabi as being in 
many ways akin to Shi'ism, in both its Twelver and Isma'ili 
forms, and went to some lengths to establish parallels be
tween the two schools, while ignoring almost completely the 
immediate and demonstrable antecedents of Ibn 'Arabi in 
the Sufism of Andalusia and the Maghreb Similarly, when 
speaking of Rüzbihän, Corbin again finds himself com
pelled to make some reference to Shi'ism, although on this 
occasion he can do little but offer his readers a barely dis
guised apology for concerning himself with a Sunni writer 
and mystic (Corbin, 1971-72, Vol 3, 11) As for the Kub-
ravïs, he asserts that various leading figures of the order 
(such as Sa'd ad-Dïn Hamúya and 'Alá ad-Daula Simnání) 
were either crypto- or proto-Shi'is Here he followed the 
well-established practice of certain Shi'i writers, such as 
Nûrullah Shushtarï, author of the celebrated Majälis al-
Mu'minïn, who insisted on claiming retrospectively for 
Shi'ism almost anyone who made reverential mention of 'Ali 
and the other Imams Corbin was, of course, aware that such 
references did not necessarily identify their authors as Shi'i 
But he was remarkably categorical m his attributions of Shi'i 
tendencies to the Kubravîya, magisterially disdaining a 
whole mass of evidence pointing to the Sunni identity of the 
order (Corbin, 1971-72, Vol 3,294-95) Consistently refus
ing to engage in more historical discussion than appeared 
necessary to validate his assertions, he left his readers un
aware, for example, that the Kubravîya throve for centuries 
in the strictly Sunni environment of Transoxiana and that in 
Kashmir it even engaged in fierce polemics against the Shi'a 
(see Rafiqi, η d , 96) 

Most important, however, for understanding Corbin's 
view of Sufism is his constantly repeated assertion that the 
key concept of wüäyat—"sainthood," for want of a better 
English equivalent1—is, m Sufism, an uprooted borrowing 
from Shi'ism and that the esoteric, înitiatic, and cosmic 
functions of the Imams of Shi'ism have been usurped by the 
Sufis and reassigned by them to their masters In a discus
sion of Simnání, for example, Corbin asserts that the idea of 
wüäyat originated in various hadïths of the Imams recorded 
by al-Kulaynî and proceeds to claim that "to speak of wüäyat 
in isolation, passing over the charisma of the Imam in si
lence, is more than a paradox, it destroys a unity," ι e , the 
unity of prophethood and wüäyat, the former being exoteric 
in purpose, the latter esoteric (Corbin, 1971-72, Vol 3, 
296) Now this assertion is demonstrably untrue, the Sufi 
understanding of wüäyat also relates it to prophethood, 
although in a fashion different from that propounded by 
Shi'ism (see al-Hakîm at-Tirmidhï, 1965, 336ff ) Moreover, 
as Paul Nwyia has pointed out, there is no need to suppose a 
transmission of influence to have taken place in either direc
tion, since the concept of wüäyat is rooted m the Qur'an and 
developed in Sufism without any paradox or problem re
sulting (Nwyia, 1970, 240-42) 

4 
Philosophy, Shi'ism, and Sufism were, then, the three major 
areas of Corbin's concern alternating throughout his schol
arly career as the dominating themes of his work In addi
tion to them, a particular place is occupied in his oeuvre by 

an individual, Shihäb ad-Dïn Suhrawardï, the îllumination-
ìst philosopher executed for heresy in Aleppo in 1191 Cor
bin devoted to him his earliest essay in Orientalism (Corbin, 
1939), published his collected works in Arabic and Persian 
(in collaboration with Seyyed Hossein Nasr), and made ubi
quitous mention of Suhrawardï throughout his work as well 
as devoting to him a number of separate studies In brief, we 
may say that Suhrawardï was for Corbin what Halläj was for 
Massignon not only the pivotal figure of a scholarly career, 
but also a personal spiritual hero Suhrawardï was of com
pelling interest to Corbin for a number of easily identifiable 
reasons More clearly than Avicenna or Mulla Sadrá, the 
shaykh al-ishräq exemplified the union of discursive reason
ing and mystic intuition that was so dear to Corbin He was 
moreover an ancestor of the school of hikmat that occupied 
so large a place in Corbin's vision of Shi'ism, although it 
appears he may have distorted the nature and extent of 
llluminationist influence on, for example, Mulla Sadrá (see 
again Rahman, 1975, 1) Finally, Suhrawardï claimed to 
have resurrected the wisdom of pre-Islamic Iran, and he 
made use of Persian terminology in his angelogical theories 
For Corbin, who always insisted on an unbroken spiritual 
continuity between pre-Islamic and Islamic Iran, this was a 
precious and rare fragment of evidence I cannot attempt to 
pass judgment here on the accuracy of Corbin's analyses of 
Suhrawardï What may be pointed out, however, is that the 
position of Suhrawardï and his school m the intellectual and 
spiritual history of Islam is marginal, whatever may be the 
intrinsic interest of ishräq Apart from his influence on hik
mat in Safavid Iran, and the stray commentary written upon 
his work m Turkey and India, there is little sign of his having 
exerted a substantial posthumous influence The fact that 
Corbin deliberately elevated him to a position of eminence 
in his scheme of "Iranian Islam" is perhaps the strongest 
single indication of how Corbin's spiritual predilections 
came to determine his scholarly concerns Just as Massignon 
had elevated Halläj to a position of centrahty in Sufi tradi
tion that was not legitimately his, so did Corbin glorify 
Suhrawardï as a sage of unparalleled stature It is hardly a 
coincidence that both Halläj and Suhrawardï, the respective 
heroes of the two French Orientalists, suffered execution, a 
fate indicative, among other things, of their marginahty 
with respect to Islamic tradition 2 

5 
All of the topics outlined above should be viewed against the 
background of Corbin's belief in an entity he called "Iranian 
Islam " It is obvious that Islam, in its historical elaboration, 
assumed multiple forms of expression, some of which may 
be identified with a particular region or people From the 
beginning of the sixteenth century down to the present, 
Iran has certainly followed a path of religious development 
largely distinct from that of its neighbors But it is plain that 
when Corbin spoke of "Iranian Islam," he had in mind 
something far more fundamental and pervasive There ex
isted for Corbin something called "the Iranian soul," en
dowed with "an imprescriptible vocation" and exercising a 
quasi-monopoly on the philosophical and mystical aspects of 
Islamic tradition (Corbin, 1971-72, Vol 1, x) The counter
part of this profound "Iranian Islam" is presumably "Arab 
Islam"—a dry and superficial legalism, with a mistaken in
sistence on the social applicability of religion The racial 



Vol. 6, No. 2 / April 1980 Religious Studies Review / 89 

contrast between Iranian and Arab is never explicitly made, 
but when reading the works of Corbin, one cannot fail to be 
reminded of the theories of bygone Orientalists such as 
Comte Arthur de Gobineau and Max Horten who at
tempted to analyze the intellectual history of Islam in terms 
of a putative clash between Aryan (= Iranian) and Semite 
(= Arab). Corbin transferred the dichotomy from the 
biological to the spiritual plane. 

According to Corbin, "Iranian Islam" is characterized 
not only by spirituality and esoterism, but also by a virtually 
unbroken continuity with the pre-Islamic past. In the credo 
prefacing his En Islam iranien, he states: "Within the Islamic 
community, the Iranian world has formed since the very 
beginnings an entity the characteristic traits and vocation of 
which can be understood only if one considers the Iranian 
spiritual universe as forming a whole, before and after Is
lam" (Corbin, 1971-72, Vol. 1, xxvii). Clearly the religious 
consciousness of Iran was not a tabula rasa at the time of the 
Muslim conquest, and elements of Mazdean provenance 
persisted into the Islamic period, particularly on the level of 
folklore and popular belief. But it is a question of emphasis 
and proportion. There is no substantial pre-Islamic sub
stratum in the mainstream religious history of Islamic Iran. 
It is, on the contrary, remarkable to see how fully the intel
lectual and spiritual energies of Iran were devoted to the 
assimilation and elaboration of the Islamic religious sciences 
in the era of their formative development. For his thesis of 
fundamental continuity between pre-Islamic and Islamic 
Iran, Corbin is able to muster little more evidence than the 
nomenclature of the angels in the works of Suhrawardï; 

certain parallels between the cosmologica! doctrines of the 
Yashts and the Bundahishn, on the one hand, and those of 
Suhrawardï, Mulla Sadrá and the Shaykhîs, on the other 
hand; and a partial similarity between the Saoshyant of 
Mazdean belief and the Twelfth Imam of Shi'i Islam (see in 
particular Corbin, 1977, passim). But he exhibited these 
fragments of evidence untiringly, and even regarded them 
as justifying the concept of "Irano-Islamic philosophy."3 

Having defined "Iranian Islam" as a distinct entity nar
rowly concerned with mysticism and spirituality, and deeply 
marked by the legacy of its pre-Islamic past, Corbin came 
inevitably to present a highly selective view of Islam in Iran. 
It is true that he foreswore all attempts at presenting a 
general history of Islam in Iran, and that he deliberately 
entitled the four-volume summation of his researches En 
Islam iranien, warning the reader to anticipate a series of 
themes, not an exhaustive catalogue. Having made so much 
of the distinctiveness of Iranian Islam, Corbin might have 
been expected, however, to select themes more fully repre
sentative of the well-defined tradition he claimed to per
ceive. In fact, for all the mastery and eloquence with which it 
was elaborated, Corbin's vision of Iranian Islam embraced 
little more than the dim echoes of Mazdaism, the Sufism of 
Rúzbihán and the Kubravîya, the illuminationism of 
Suhrawardï, and the speculative and mystical aspects of 
Shi'ism. From a reading of Corbin's works, one would never 
suspect that Sunni Islam dominated the religious horizons 
of Iran for nine centuries, nor are his writings of much help 
in understanding the verifiable process whereby Twelver 
Shi'ism did indeed become something of an "Iranian Islam." 
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6 
An Orientalist career may legitimately be viewed not only in 
the context of the intellectual and spiritual predilections of 
the scholar in question, but also m that of the institutional 
and even political framework within which it was pursued 
Throughout his career, Corbin alternated between France 
and Iran, having as his base in Tehran the Department of 
Iranology at the Franco-Iranian Institute He enjoyed 
numerous contacts in both official and academic circles, and 
frequently mentioned unnamed "Iranian friends" as a 
source of authoritative reference in his works He collabo
rated on certain projects with the late Muhammad Mu'ïn, 
with Jalâl ad-Dïn Ashtiyânî, as well as other scholars A series 
of discussions he conducted with one of the scholars of 
Qum, 'Alläma Sayyid Husayn Tabâtabâ'î, was published in 
Persian and enjoyed considerable fame (Corbin, 1960a) 
But the most important among his Iranian collaborators 
was, without doubt, Sayyed Hossein Nasr A prolific if often 
derivative author on themes akin to those pursued by Cor
bin, Nasr occupied a wide variety of academic and adminis
trative posts before prudently leaving Iran in the course of 
the revolution Director of the Imperial Academy of 
Philosophy, he was known to have close personal ties to the 
court Corbin's association with Nasr had, therefore, certain 
inevitable political implications I do not wish to imply for a 
minute that Corbin, consciously or unconsciously, aligned 
himself with the now defunct Iranian monarchy in the sense 
of placing his scholarship at its service The directions he 
chose to pursue were fully explicable in terms of his own 
intellectual preferences and spiritual tastes It remains, 
however, a fact of some significance that his particular vision 
of "Iranian Islam" corresponded nicely to the cultural 
policies of the Pahlavi regime Corbin's identification of Shi'i 
Islam as an esoterism that disdained the sociopolitical plane 
had much in common with the regime's insistence that reli
gious leaders refrain from all political concern In particu
lar, the teaching of the Shaykhïleader, Zayn al-'Âbidïn, that 
"the action of men cannot remedy their situation," quoted 
approvingly by Corbin, may fairly be termed an ideal pre
scription for the passive endurance of tyranny (Corbin, 
1971-72, Vol 4, 247) Certainly a reading of Corbin's works 
leaves the reader with the impression that Imam Khomeini 
has either failed to grasp the true essence of Shi'ism, or has 
willfully transgressed against it Likewise, Corbin's positing 
of an Iranian-Arab dichotomy in Islam had a direct affinity 
to the ex-Shah's insistence on removing Iran, as far as possi
ble, from the Arab context of its culture and history, it was 
the scholarly and elegant version of the official slogan, 
"Muslim but not Arab " Finally, his notion of a profound 
spiritual continuity between pre-Islamic and Islamic Iran 
was frequently absorbed into the bombastic propaganda 
that spoke of two and a half millennia of unbroken monar
chical rule 

Corbin died m Paris a week after the arrival there of 
Imam Khomeini, who was about to enter the last and trium
phant stage of his long exile from Iran Writing an obituary 
notice in Le Monde (October 11, 1978) Henri Thomas specu
lated on what would have transpired if the two men, who 
apparently had so much in common, had met Given the 
political context and implications of Corbin's work (which is 
known to Khomeini in general terms), it is highly unlikely 
that the meeting would have been congenial 

7 
As remarkable and idiosyncratic as the content of Corbin's 
work was the methodology he espoused Disdaining not 
only histoncism but history, he claimed to be a strict 
phenomenologist, concerned only with the religious phe
nomenon as an autonomous, almost unattached, reality He 
defined phenomenology as 

the recovery of phenomena, ι e , encountering them, where they 
take place and where they have their places In the religious sci
ences, this means encountering them in the souls of believers, 
rather than m the monuments of critical erudition or circumstan
tial enquiries, it is to display what has shown itself to them [the 
souls], namely the religious fact (Corbin, 1971 72, Vol 1, xix) 

This is no doubt a laudable and even necessary aim, one that 
the overwhelming majority of Orientalists have never even 
conceived, let alone striven to attain Its sufficiency and 
feasibility are, however, questionable The religious fact 
exists not only in the soul of the believer, but also on the 
historical plane, conditioning and being conditioned by it, to 
ignore the interaction between the religious and historical 
fact is surely an avoidable impoverishment of our under
standing of religion There is the danger, too, that the 
scholar will encounter the religious fact not so much in the 
"souls of the believers" as in his own soul, where it will be 
intermingled with whatever beliefs and associative reminis
cences may happen to exist there Thus in the case of Cor
bin, the Sufism and Shi'ism of Iran are obliged to coexist 
with numerous elements that are most definitely absent 
from the soul of the Muslim believer the Holy Graal, the 
Knights Templar, Swedenborg, Meister Eckhart, to name 
but a few Deliberately, even ostentatiously, refusing to 
place the religious phenomenon in the historical context 
that gives it specificity, Corbin all too frequendy ended up 
by embedding it in the contours of his own soul 

He was, moreover, not entirely consistent in his adher
ence to phenomenology As we have seen, he regarded the 
Sufi concept of wüäyat as an unacknowledged borrowing 
from Shi'ism, this is obviously a historical argument, since 
the alleged borrowing must have taken place at a given time 
True, Corbin remains faithful to his contempt for history by 
failing to adduce any convincing proof, but the phenomen-
ological principle is violated by the refusal to encounter the 
religious fact of Sufi wüäyat "where it takes place and has its 
place"—ι e , m the soul of the Sufi who is unconcerned with, 
or even totally unaware of, the Shi'i teachings on the wüäyat 
of the Imams 

Corbin was certainly not alone among modern Orien
talists in experiencing a confluence of spiritual and scholarly 
interests E G Browne, R A Nicholson, and A J Arberry 
all seem to have been restored to a belief in Anglican Chris
tianity by the study of Sufi texts,4 and Louis Massignon 
spoke of being a "spiritual guest" m the Islamic world long 
before Corbin identified himself in similar terms Insofar as 
the attitude of the Orientalist guest is more respectful and 
sensitive than that of the Orientalist judge, critic or con
queror, all of whom bring to the study of Islam latent or 
overt feelings of hostility and superiority, he may achieve a 
greater insight than his colleagues Sometimes, however, the 
guest turns out to have been self-invited, and there is no 
guarantee that he will fully understand his hosts or transmit 
accurately their perception of themselves What then results 
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is a personal vision, which may possess profundi ty a n d 
beauty, bu t is convincing ne i ther on the p lane of formal , 
discursive scholarship, n o r on tha t of t he religious fact (or 
facts) exper ienced by Muslims 

It would be an imper t inence to overlook the g r a n d e u r 
a n d sweep of Corbin ' s work o r to belittle the m a g n i t u d e of 
his ach ievement H e t r ans fo rmed utterly the study of bo th 
Islamic phi losophy a n d of Shi'ism, and no Western s tuden t 
of these topics, o r i ndeed of Islam in genera l , can afford to 
shirk a careful r ead ing of his works T h e r eade r should not 
be in t imidated, however , by the magisterial e loquence of 
Corbin 's tone , o r by the wide a n d imaginative erudi t ion his 
writ ings display Like Massignon before h im, Corbin can be 
said to have a t t empted a selective appropr ia t ion of Islam by 
r e a r r a n g i n g its c o m p o n e n t e lements in a pa t t e rn tha t h e felt 
to be congenial , personally satisfying, and , therefore , t r u e 
His en te rpr i se was a raref ied a n d idiosyncratic fo rm of 
spiritual colonialism 

NOTES  

1 It is concisely defined by Sharif Jurjani (1969, 269) as "the 
subsistence of God's servant through God after his obliteration 
with respect to himself " 

2 The perceptive analysis of Massignon's work by Edward Said 
(1978), 264-75, suggests many points of comparison with Corbin 

3 See Corbin, 1972, a paper given, sigmficandy, at the Inter
national Congress of Iranology held at Shiraz m 1971 on the 
occasion of "the 2500th anniversary of the foundation of the Per
sian Empire " 

4 See A J Arberry's autobiographical sketch prefaced to the 
posthumously published second volume of his translation of Mysti 
cal Poems of Rumi (1979), ix-xiv 
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T h e invitation to write a survey review of Peter Brown's 
work is a chal lenge to justify to myself a n d o thers t hç hold 
this man ' s por t rayal of the world I s tudy has come to have 
over m e I came away from read ing Augustine of Hippo A 
Biography with someth ing of the exhi larat ion Keats felt on 
first looking into C h a p m a n ' s H o m e r I know o the r patristics 
scholars who, lacking my nat ive-Texan p e n c h a n t for en
thusiasm a n d hyperbole , nevertheless a b a n d o n academic 
caution a n d professional pr ickhness when admi t t ing how 
Brown has he lped t h e m see things fresh a n d new T o review 
Brown's work is to a t t empt a m e a s u r e m e n t of a powerful 
electric cha rge (to adap t one of Brown's favorite metaphors ) 
admin i s te red over t h e past two decades to a b r o a d field of 
s tudy 

I p ropose to m e a s u r e the charge by passing it t h r o u g h 
four quest ions 

1 W h a t does Brown th ink he is doing? 
2 W h a t a r e his suspicions? 
3 W h a t a re his questions? 
4 W h a t is his me thod? 

Th i s will be less an account of achieved results than an 
assessment of the way Brown has reached his conclusions, 
for his work is no t an icon to be venera ted , bu t an unde r t ak 
ing to be j o i n e d 

WHAT DOES BROWN THINK HE IS DOING?  

Th i s quest ion is part icularly impor t an t m Brown's case be
cause he is do ing someth ing u n c o m m o n m a field which 
usually falls into a classicist's a p p e n d i x o r a medievalist 's 
p ro l egomenon T h e ter r i tory is of course no t u n e x p l o r e d , 
Rostovtzeff, Nock , J o n e s , D o d d s , M a r r o u , F r e n d , a n d 
o thers have staked their claims, a n d the somber hues of 
Gibbon can still be g l impsed at the lowest s t r a tum of the 
palimpsest m a p of the age built u p by recent genera t ions of 
scholarship T h e t radi t ion of patristic scholarship since the 
seventeenth cen tury has minutely examined the theological 
a n d ecclesiastical remains of the per iod Brown readily ad
mits his debts to previous explorers , bu t insists h e is do ing 
someth ing different T o d is regard this insistence is to risk 
criticizing Brown for no t do ing someth ing he has n o inten
tion of do ing 
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